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Editorial on the Research Topic

Psychology for the common good: The interdependence of

citizenship, justice, and well-being across the globe

Introduction

Imagine a society where people live in communities where everyone feels valued and

adds value to others. Furthermore, imagine that everyone benefits from relationships,

policies, and practices characterized by fairness and justice. In such society, it is very

likely that people will experience also high levels of wellness. Prilleltensky (2012, p. 2)

has defined wellness as “a positive state of affairs, brought about by the simultaneous

and balanced satisfaction of diverse objective and subjective needs of individuals,

relationships, organizations, and communities.” These needs depend on the fulfillment

of personal (empowerment, sense of control, competency, and resilience), relational

(empathy, compassion, inclusion, social support, social capital, and psychosocial

accompaniment), and communal factors (social justice, fairness, equity, and equality)

(Prilleltensky, 2001; Watkins, 2019; Riemer et al., 2020; Di Martino et al., 2022).

However, in order to achieve a state of wellness, fairness, and worthiness, everyone in

the community must actively pursue the common good. This is why we need citizenship,

understood in Aristotelian terms as an active form of participation in political life (see

Morrison, 1999). The challenge is how the public sector, citizens, and stakeholders

can work together to support the interdependence of citizenship, social justice, and

wellbeing across the globe so that no one in society is left behind (United Nations, 2015;

United Nations Department of Economic Social Affairs, 2016). We aim to contribute to

that goal by bringing together a collection of articles showing philosophical principles,

Frontiers in Psychology frontiersin.org

5

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.934456
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2022.934456&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-26
mailto:isaacp@miami.edu
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.934456
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.934456/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18683/psychology-for-the-common-good-the-interdependence-of-citizenship-justice-and-well-being-across-the
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Prilleltensky et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.934456

empirical links, and interventions that promote the

interdependence of citizenship, justice, and wellbeing.

What we know already is that citizenship is affected by, and,

in turn, affects justice and wellbeing (Prilleltensky, 2012; Quinn

et al., 2020). However, there is a need to understand how citizens

create conditions that support both justice and wellbeing, at the

micro, meso, and macro levels of analysis (Di Martino et al.,

2022). Following Di Martino et al. (2022, p. 19), there is a need

to develop “a psychosocial theory of the common good, which

connects fairness with social, economic, cultural, and political

factors that are related to national wellbeing.”

Although there is emerging research showing that

social justice and citizenship are predictive of individual,

relational, community, and national wellbeing (Di Martino

and Prilleltensky, 2020; Di Martino et al., 2022), more research

is required to explore the interdependence among these

constructs across geographical locations and settings as

well as across diverse populations. There is also a need for

work that investigates how these constructs are predictive

of individual and collective outcomes in fields as diverse as

health, education, economic output, autonomy, and solidarity.

For example, the literature tells us that both social justice

and citizenship are closely associated with a wide range

of important individual and societal wellbeing outcomes

like social connectedness and integration, personal and

collective mattering, innovation, productivity, work and school

performance, improved health, trust, healthy behavior, and

longevity (Marmot, 2015; Holmberg and Rothstein, 2017;

Wilkinson and Pickett, 2018; Word Health Organization,

2019; Marmot et al., 2020). However, there is a paucity of

research that integrates these findings. The aim of the current

Research Topic is to explore the interdependence among social

justice, citizenship, and wellbeing across diverse communities

and multiple levels of analysis, toward a psychology of the

common good.

Taken together, the articles in this Research Topic

demonstrate the central role of mattering in citizenship and

wellbeing. We define mattering as experiences of feeling valued

and adding value (Prilleltensky and Prilleltensky, 2021). To feel

like they matter, people need to feel valued by self and others,

and they need to contribute to self and others, including family

members, friends, colleagues, and citizens in the community. As

shown in many of the papers in this issue, people thrive when

they feel recognized, appreciated, and treated with dignity, and

when they have an opportunity to participate in community

life. The vital role of mattering in citizenship, justice, and

wellbeing, is seen in three strands of articles. First, we notice

the importance of mattering in psychosocial interventions.

Second, we observe the roles of feeling valued and adding value

in empirical investigations linking various aspects of citizenship

with justice and wellbeing. Finally, we identify mattering as a

unifying concept in philosophical and cultural approaches to

the common good. We explore these three sets of paper below.

The role of mattering in
psychosocial interventions linking
justice, citizenship, and wellbeing

A clear goal in many of the interventions described in this

Special Research Topic is to make people feel valued and to

offer them meaningful opportunities to add value, either to

themselves or to the community around them. While some

papers discuss interventions that operate at more than one level,

in general the papers address program and policies that function

at the micro, meso, and macro levels. In all cases, they talk about

the importance of granting recipients of services or activists a

sense of mattering. There are many ways to help people build

or restore a sense of mattering in their lives. In some cases,

it is as simple as giving them a sense of control over their

lives and their ability to care for a pet in their supported living

facilities (see Friesinger et al.). In others, it is a matter of creating

inclusive practices where people with mental health challenges

feel included and participate in their treatment plans (see Brekke

et al.; Sundet; Smith et al.; Gabhann and Dunne in this issue).

There are multiple ways in which these interventions

promote respect, dignity, and inclusion. In some cases, it

has to do with listening to the voices of people with mental

illness; in others, it involves co-creating an action plan

with professionals and family members. In all instances, the

interventions described in these papers demonstrate the positive

effects of enabling participation of clients in decision making

about their living conditions, supports needed, or course of

treatment. In every situation, the wellbeing of people with

psychosocial challenges is improved by either making them feel

valued or ensuring that they add value to themselves or others.

Asking for their opinions conveys a sense of respect. Supporting

them emotionally makes them feel loved. Enabling them to

add value gives them a sense of control, competence, mastery,

autonomy, and self-efficacy (Prilleltensky and Prilleltensky,

2021). These are the virtues of co-creation in mental health care.

A second set of interventions target meso level settings

such as mutual aid groups (Fernandez-Jesus et al.), social

action for climate change (Ursin et al.); or school programs to

contribute to the wellbeing of the community (Sepulveda et al.).

The authors describing these interventions clearly show the

importance of contributing to something or someone beyond

the self. Participants in these programs helped other people with

COVID-19, engaged in social action to stop climate change,

and work with other students in school to add value to their

communities. Sepulveda et al. investigate the efficacy of a

school-based program called MPOWER, which is a program

designed to help adolescents engage in actions that benefit the

community. As the authors report, “theMPOWER program was

associated with an increase in the BTS (Beyond the Self) aspect

of purpose and self-efficacy among participants. Especially

promising are findings that suggest that participants’ internal
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attitudes about their own abilities to positively impact their

world and susceptibility to external pressures can be changed

through participation in MPOWER.”

In this set of interventions participants added value to

diverse groups of people and settings, but they all contributed

to the common good. These citizen-initiated projects gave

people meaning and purpose, which are essential components

of wellbeing.

A third set of papers address systemic interventions dealing

with punishment in schools and society (Gaete-Silva and Gaete),

community-wide interventions (Montiel et al.), and social

policies (Krokstad). These papers demonstrate the crucial role of

justice and fairness in promoting wellbeing. Furthermore, they

argue that wellness cannot be fully achieved in the absence of

fairness. Montiel et al. for example, identify the limitations of

positive psychology interventions that focus almost exclusively

on intrapsychic efforts, rendering social conditions invisible.

Krokstad, in turn, makes the case for creating conditions of

fairness where all citizens can matter.

In total, 11 papers in the Research Topic discuss the powerful

role of mattering in citizenship and wellbeing. Some of these

papers also argue that fairness is a prerequisite for mattering,

which is, in turn, a sine qua non condition for wellness. In the

next section, we explore the empirical links among mattering,

citizenship, justice, and wellbeing. These constructs constitute

building blocks for the common good.

The role of mattering in empirical
investigations linking justice,
citizenship, and wellbeing

Seven papers in this Research Topic explore various aspects

of citizenship and the common good. In all of them we see a

distinct role for one or more aspects of mattering in fostering

wellbeing and the common good. Scarpa et al. using Co-

variance Based Structural Equation Modeling, demonstrated

a direct effect of mattering onto wellbeing and an indirect

effect of justice onto wellness through mattering. Their findings

demonstrate that mattering is likely to fully mediate the

relationship between fairness and wellness in multiple domains

of life, such as psychological, interpersonal, physical, communal,

and occupational wellbeing. Their study shows that conditions

of fairness lead to experiences of worthiness, which, in turn,

contribute to wellness.

The ability to add value or make a contribution to society

is central to mattering. Perkins et al. show in an international

comparative study that grassroots activism, civil liberties

and political rights, decentralization, and voter participation

correlate with the United Nations Human Development Index

and with the National Happiness Index. Their study is

particularly convincing since it encompasses multiple measures

of citizenship and it entails 105 countries, representing 95% of

the world’s population. All their measures of activism, freedom,

and social participation document the value of adding value to

society. The more people participate in social affairs and make a

difference, the higher the chances that they will report higher

levels of happiness. Lending further support to the findings

of Perkins et al. in two empirical studies of Japanese citizens,

Kobayashi (a) shows the strong links among citizenship, justice,

and wellbeing.

In a study spanning 19 countries, Clench-Aas et al. show that

high trust at the national level seems to buffer the negative effects

of economic crises on personal satisfaction. Trust is a source

of support and a compensatory factor. It can be considered

a potent psychosocial good. The more citizens build social

capital and trust their neighbors, the higher their life satisfaction

(Di Martino and Prilleltensky, 2020; Di Martino et al., 2022).

Mattering, we can argue, goes up with trust, since the latter

signals to people that they are within their circle of care.

In a study in Portugal, Casanova et al. found that financial

deprivation and psychosocial uncertainty tend to foment

populist and extremist views. In a related finding, they report

that access to financial resources protects against psychosocial

uncertainty. This study reminds us that access to objective

resources is crucial for the promotion of psychological safety and

certainty. When psychosocial uncertainty is prevalent, people

tend to endorse authoritarian leaders and policies that give them

a sense of security. That is anathema to the common good.

People seek to matter in exactly the wrong ways. Instead of

trying to build community and solidarity, many citizens who live

in uncertain regimes gravitate toward xenophobia (Prilleltensky

and Prilleltensky, 2021).

Two studies show the role of injustice and discrimination

in eroding a sense of mattering. Agueli et al. document the

negative impact of exclusionary cultures on the wellbeing of

LGBTQ citizens. Many of their daily experiences undermines

their sense of belonging and mattering. Esposito et al. recount

the vicissitudes of immigrants in detention centres, where their

human rights are violated. Lack of fairness toward gender

minorities and immigrants results in feelings of exclusion and

diminished physical and mental health.

The role of mattering in
philosophical and cultural traditions

In an interesting comparative study, Bahl et al. explore

psychological sense of community among young and old

participants in Norway and India. It is worth noting that only

the older Norwegians referred to macro-level systems as sources

of help and support. The remaining three groups tended to focus

more on the family as the place where people feel valued and

add value. The authors remind us of the importance of going

beyond the family to build the common good. There is a need to
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revive traditions where people feel valued and add value in the

community, and not just at home.

Kobayashi (b) conducts a valuable analysis of diverse

political philosophies and their conceptions of the common

good. According to him, some philosophies, such as liberalism

and libertarianism espouse individualistic conceptions of the

common good, whereas communitarianism leans toward

collective visions. Implied in the former is an individualistic

notion of mattering. People can matter through their own

efforts. In the latter, communitarian vision, people matter in

connection to others. Most political philosophies contain visions

of the good life and the good society, but they differ greatly

on how to get there. Neoliberal policies, inspired by liberal

thinkers, encourage citizens to be self-reliant and discourage

governments from intervening in people’s lives. Their implied

motto is “you have the right to feel valued and be happy.” More

communitarian societies are guided by a different motto: “we all

have the right, and responsibility, to feel valued, and add value,

so that we may all experience wellness and fairness.” We call the

former “me cultures” and the latter “we cultures”. “We cultures”

aspire to create a wellfair state, not a welfare state.

Synthesis

Overall, the papers demonstrate that programs, practices,

and policies aimed at making people feel that they matter

contribute to both citizenship and wellbeing. When service

recipients, adolescents, or people with various unique identities

feel accepted and valued, their sense of belonging increases, and

they are more likely to participate in civic affairs. Programs,

practices, and policies have the capacity to humanize society

by treating each individual with dignity and by creating

social structures that guarantee access to basic necessities and

afford opportunities for individuals, communities, and societies

to thrive.

Nearly all contributors to this issue promote a move toward

enhanced participation of service recipients and citizens in

decisions affecting their lives. Authors assert that the co-creation

of programs and policies is salutary at the personal and social

levels. Co-creation enhances self-efficacy, competence, a growth

mindset, and trust in oneself. These are all internal resources that

translate into higher levels of wellbeing and higher chances of

going beyond the self in the pursuit of meaning and mattering.

It is telling that in the Perkins et al. article activism, freedom,

and voter participation were all correlated with measures of

national happiness.

Conversely, when social and economic conditions create

uncertainty, or when inequality prevails, there are negative

psychological as well as societal consequences. Uncertainty,

for example, might push people to endorse extreme political

views, usually because they promise people certainty and clarity.

Inequality, in turn, makes people at the lower levels of the social

hierarchy feel incompetent and devoid of agency. At the societal

level, neoliberal policies erode traditions of solidarity, as may be

seen in some Nordic countries, where trust has been one of the

most precious national resources.
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Background: In light of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic and its

large economic consequences, we used a three-layer nested structural model (individual,

community, and country), each with a corresponding measure of income, trust, and

satisfaction, to assess change in their interrelationships following a global crisis; which,

in this study, is the 2008/2009 financial crisis.

Methods: With multilevel techniques, we analyzed data from two waves (2006 and

2012) of the European Social Survey (ESS) in 19 countries (weighted N = 73,636)

grouped according to their levels of trust.

Results: In high trust countries, personal life satisfaction (LS) was not related to personal,

community, or national income before or after the crisis. In contrast, in low trust countries,

LS was strongly related to all three forms of income, especially after the crisis. In all

country groups, personal, social, and political trust moderated their respective effects of

income on LS (“the buffer hypothesis”). Political trust moderated the effects of income

more strongly in low trust countries. The moderating effect of political trust increased

sharply after the crisis. After the crisis, national-level factors (e.g., political trust, national

income) increased their importance for LSmore than the factors at the local and individual

levels. However, the relative importance of all the three forms of income to LS increased

after the crisis, to the detriment of trust.

Conclusion: Economic crises seem to influence personal LS less in high trust countries

compared with low trust countries. Hence, high trust at a national level appears to buffer

the negative impact of a financial crisis on personal satisfaction. Overall, the factors at

the national level increased their impact during the financial crisis. When facing a global

crisis, the actions taken by institutions at the country level may, thus, become even more

important than those taken before the crisis.

Keywords: well-being, income, trust, satisfaction, financial crisis, Europe

INTRODUCTION

Global crises are an integral part of societies, be it terrorist attacks, environmental crises,
pandemics, or economic crises. The speed at which some of these crises become global seems to
increase. At the same time, countries seem to vary considerably in how they tackle such crises and
how these crises affect their population. Such rapid increase in dispersion and severity of crises
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challenge both national and international authorities in finding
effective, efficient, and fair measures to take.

Major global events, such as the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic and the 2008/2009 financial crisis, may
have large repercussions on individuals, the social fabric of the
society, and, as a result of changes in the economy of a nation, the
way a country is run (Geys and Qari, 2017; Castells et al., 2018).
In turn, this may influence satisfaction with how the country is
run, and thus indirectly influence subjective well-being (SWB)
and trust (Helliwell et al., 2018).

Subjective well-being is of obvious importance for people,
personally, emotionally, and cognitively. During times of crisis,
the levels of SWB are at risk, directly and indirectly, for example,
through changing labor market opportunities or changing trust
levels (WHO, 2011). Furthermore, SWB is also influenced by
income, both within and between countries.

This has been discussed for a long time, and by authors
previously (Clench-Aas and Holte, 2017). In 1974, Easterlin
claimed that “at a point in time happiness varies directly with
income, but over time happiness does not increase when a
country’s income increases.” He also hypothesized that together
with increasing income, the aspirations of people increase. When
aspirations fail to be met, well-being is diminished.

Deaton (2008) contested this claim and rather suggested
that the well-known relationship between life satisfaction (LS)
and Ln gross domestic product (ln GDP) is linear with no
upper satiation point. Easterlin countered that these changes
represent short-term changes in GDP. Long-term changes, for
example, over 30 years, show no change, regardless of the type of
country: developed, developing, or in transition (Easterlin, 1974,
1995; Deaton, 2008; Stevenson and Wolfers, 2008; Easterlin and
Angelescu, 2009).

Most of the literature was associated with the effect
of increased income on well-being. Less has been studied
concerning the effect of decrease in income and well-being.
Yet, there are indications that the effect of decreased income
is much stronger than a comparable increase in income and
can have important mental health consequences (Novemsky and
Kahneman, 2005; Boyce et al., 2013).

Trust, be it social or national, is an integral part of the social
capital inherent in a country. This concerns personal trust in
terms of self-confidence and self-esteem, social trust in terms of
trusting other people, and political trust in terms of having trust
in how the country is run.

Most people would prefer to feel well and live in a high-
trust society rather than in a low-trust one. However, SWB and
trust are also politically important as they facilitate the economy
by being associated with high work productivity, effectiveness,
and creativity, as well as good health and social relationships
between people (Fredrikson, 2001; Diener and Seligman, 2004;
Lyubomirsky et al., 2005a,b; Andreasson, 2017; Diener et al.,
2017).

Trust and well-being play an important role in rebuilding
society after a global crisis. Therefore, it is paramount
to understand how crises impact well-being and trust in
populations, and what measures are needed to strengthen the
well-being and trust of individuals.

The financial crisis of 2008/2009 was a major world event.
Many countries also experienced a second recession around 2011.
The rise in unemployment and suicide rates, as well as the
general decrease in public health that resulted from the crisis,
created important challenges for the political leaders and for the
individuals themselves (Stuckler et al., 2011; Chang et al., 2013;
Karanikolos et al., 2013; Toffolutti and Suhrcke, 2014).

However, the impact of the crisis differed between countries
and regions because of factors, such as the economic situation
before the crisis, availability of public safety nets, and how
political and economic institutions initially responded to the
crisis (Arampatzi et al., 2019). Some countries employed austerity
policies, whereas others increased funding for health services and
used other fiscal stimuli to minimize the influence of the crisis
(Stuckler et al., 2009, 2011; Karanikolos et al., 2013; Stuckler and
Basu, 2013).

In Europe, large population groups experienced
unemployment, loss of homes, decreased income, loss of benefits
such as pensions, and several other major life events (Heretick,
2013). Initially, such exposures tend to be characterized by a
strong fall in LS, followed by a gradual recovery (Luhmann et al.,
2012). Less attention has been given to factors that might mitigate
the negative effects. Yet, there is no doubt that the sudden fall
in income experienced by some was detrimental to their SWB
(Novemsky and Kahneman, 2005; Boyce et al., 2013) and their
sense of self-identity and social identity (Heretick, 2013).

The mechanisms behind these changes are still unknown.
However, following the theory of social identity proposed by
Tajfel (1978), the impact may occur through several channels
or layers. As pointed out by Tajfel (1978), individuals are
surrounded by family and friends, neighbors, colleagues and also
have an identity connected to the country and the environment
they live in. The original sentence must be kept Accordingly, the
individual’s concept of social identity to the groups in which the
individual belongs, is closely related to the individual’s physical
andmental health and well-being (Stets and Burke, 2000; Abrams
and Hogg, 2006; Jetten et al., 2017). For short periods after the
financial crisis, lower levels of personal LS have been reported
in the USA and Europe (Deaton, 2008; Clench-Aas and Holte,
2017). In Iceland, 2007–2009, however, the crisis had only a
limited association with personal LS (Gudmundsdottir, 2013).
There is also evidence that the financial crisis had a negative
effect on trust in many countries (Stevenson and Wolfers, 2011;
Habibov andAfandi, 2015; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018; Ananyev
and Guriev, 2019; Daskalopoulou, 2019). Some studies have
reported that higher levels of social capital and trust provide
resilience that allows some countries to handle economic crises
better than others (Helliwell et al., 2014a, 2016).

Resilience to decreased LS in some countries could be
explained through a moderation by quality of governance, most
likely through generating trust (Arampatzi et al., 2019). This was
seen especially in transition countries where declines in political
satisfaction and personal LS were associated with declines in
political trust and the reduced association between social trust
and well-being after the crisis (Habibov and Afandi, 2015).
However, this was most prominent 2–5 years after the crisis
(Bartolini et al., 2017).
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The regions of Europe did not react equivocally to the
financial crisis. This was seen and often attributed to differences
in social capital (Rodríguez-Pose, 2012; Bjørnskov, 2014).
The northern region, primarily Nordic countries, and the
transition countries are especially signalized (Rodríguez-Pose,
2012; Bartolini et al., 2017).

However, no one has yet investigated holistically and
simultaneously the relative importance of different socio-
structural layers of society, such as the individual, local social
community, and country; or the different roles of trust in these
socio-structural layers; or how the relationships between income,
trust, and satisfaction are affected by a major global crisis.

Such knowledge may be crucial in finding the best options
to maintain or increase satisfaction with life and social and
political satisfaction when confronted with major global crises.
Part of the uncertainty of how and to what degree environmental
factors may influence societies in general and in times of crisis
may be related to not accounting for the relative importance
of factors in different socio-structural layers of society (Schyns,
2002; Clench-Aas and Holte, 2018).

In a previous study (Clench-Aas and Holte, 2021), we
have discussed the holistic multilevel model of Dahlgren and
Whitehead (1991) of social determinants of health, the “rainbow
model,” which was built on Bronfenbrenner (2009). The holistic
model aims to conceptualize how economic, environmental,
and social inequalities may determine the risk of people
getting ill, their ability to prevent sickness, or their access
to effective treatments. The model placed individuals at the
center of the model, with its fixed factors, such as sex, age,
and constitutional endowment. Surrounding them were different
layers of modifiable health determinants, such as individual
lifestyles, social and community networks, and economic,
cultural, and physical environments.

This framework has inspired researchers to construct a range
of hypotheses about the determinants of health and explore their
relative influence on different health outcomes. Lately, the model
has also been expanded to includemental health (Clench-Aas and
Holte, 2021).

To achieve a comprehensive understanding of how the
financial crisis of 2008/2009 possibly changed the relationship
between income and satisfaction, we have, inspired by Dahlgren
and Whitehead, launched a similar theoretical model where
we regard society as a construction with several socio-
structural layers (Clench-Aas and Holte, 2021). Much like the
conceptualization of social identity by Tajfel (1978), we assumed
that several layers can influence the well-being of an individual.

The main determinants of well-being are layered from the
individual to the national structural layer. Each layer may
influence the well-being of the individual. We define the
individual as the basic unit (micro layer). We then regard the
individual as nested into her or his local community (mezzo
layer), which, again, is nested into the country (macro layer).

Likewise, we regard the economy of the individual as nested
into the economy of his/her local community, which, again, is
nested into the national economy. Correspondingly, we regard
how satisfied individuals are with their life, as nested into how
satisfied individuals are with their local community, which again

is nested into how satisfied individuals are with how their country
is run.

We, then, hypothesize that there is an association between
income, trust, and satisfaction within each layer. In addition,
we hypothesize that trust, i.e., personal trust, social trust, and
political trust, modifies the associations between income and
satisfaction within each layer. In particular, we hypothesize that
the personal, social, and political forms of trust act as buffers
against the effect of personal income on personal LS (“the
buffer hypothesis”).

Understanding how all these parameters relate to each other
may provide a deeper and more holistic comprehension of how
societies work and how global crises impact these mechanisms.
Until we have analyzed these associations together in one and
the same model, taking into account the effects from all three
layers of society, there may be difficulties in interpreting the
consequences of the unique relationships. These are the basic
concepts used in the model:

Personal income, also called absolute income, refers to the
annual personal income of an individual, e.g., household income.
There is good evidence that personal income influences LS/well-
being (Biswas-Diener, 2008; Diener et al., 2018). Unfortunately,
income does not account for the expenses or debt that
families have.

Community income refers to the generalized income of the
population of the local community, that is, either a poor or
rich community. However, the concept of an average community
income at the local level is rather complex. It may reflect the
generalized level of wealth seen, for example, finer stores, homes,
cars, etc., in richer communities, or more government-oriented
facets, such as crime and social and mental health problems in
poorer communities (Brodeur and Flèche, 2018).

Many studies have found negative associations between well-
being and community income at the highest geographical level,
such as district, province or county, state, or metropolitan
statistical area (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004; Kingdon and
Knight, 2007; Barrington-Leigh and Helliwell, 2008; Graf and
Tillé, 2013; Brodeur and Flèche, 2018). However, at the lowest
or neighborhood level, most observed are positive associations
between well-being and community income (Kingdon and
Knight, 2007; Barrington-Leigh and Helliwell, 2008; Knies et al.,
2008; Clark et al., 2009; Dittmann and Goebel, 2010; Brodeur and
Flèche, 2018; Ma et al., 2018).

National income refers to the total income of a country,
e.g., in terms of GDP. Although evidence and opinions
are quite contradictive, some evidence indicates that GDP
influences LS/well-being (Biswas-Diener, 2008; Diener et al.,
2018), especially in the transition countries (Easterlin, 2009;
Bartolini et al., 2017). There is a general agreement that income is
an important factor for LS. However, a disagreement exists about
the extent to which income influences personal LS and whether
national, relative, or absolute incomematters the most (Easterlin,
1995; Biswas-Diener, 2008; Caporale et al., 2009; Diener et al.,
2013, 2018).

Personal trust refers to the trust of an individual in her- or
him-self, e.g., self-confidence or self-esteem. High self-esteem
and happiness are closely related (Trzesniewski et al., 2006; Orth
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et al., 2012; Kuster et al., 2013; von Soest et al., 2016). The notion
of self-trust was thoroughly described by Govier (1993) and is
integrated into the notion of social trust while maintaining an
independent dimension.

Longitudinal studies indicate that the relationship is in
the direction of self-esteem to happiness (Baumeister et al.,
2003; Lyubomirsky et al., 2006; Margolis and Lyubomirsky,
2018). Researchers have debated whether personal trust has
any influence on important life outcomes (Baumeister et al.,
2003; Swann et al., 2007, 2008; Krueger et al., 2008), yet several
studies suggest that strengthened individual self-esteem increases
well-being through improved social relationships (Johnson and
Galambos, 2014; Marshall et al., 2014; Orth et al., 2014; Mund
et al., 2015), mental health (Orth et al., 2008, 2016; Sowislo and
Orth, 2013;Wouters et al., 2013; Sowislo et al., 2014; Steiger et al.,
2014), school and education (Trzesniewski et al., 2006; von Soest
et al., 2016), work (Trzesniewski et al., 2006; Orth et al., 2012;
Kuster et al., 2013; von Soest et al., 2016), and physical health
(Trzesniewski et al., 2006; Orth et al., 2012; Orth and Robins,
2013). For reviews, see the following references (Donnellan et al.,
2011; Orth and Robins, 2013, 2014; Orth, 2018). Altogether,
according to Orth and Robins (2019), these studies allow for
relatively strong conclusions because many of the studies used
large and representative samples, controlled for prior levels of the
outcomes, and controlled for confounding factors such as gender,
socioeconomic status, intelligence, and life events.

Social trust, also called interpersonal trust, refers to having
trust in other people. The effect of trust on well-being has been
shown to exceed that of GDP over the long term. The effect of
GDP, which was prominent over the short term, was considerably
reduced in favor of social trust over the long term (Bartolini
and Sarracino, 2014). When examining national differences in
happiness, social trust has been shown to constitute a powerful
explanatory factor (Bjørnskov, 2003; Helliwell, 2003; Rodríguez-
Pose, 2012; Helliwell et al., 2016; Glatz and Eder, 2020).

Political trust refers to having trust in the national institutions,
in particular the political institutions (Khodyakov, 2007).
Political trust encompasses the degree to which a person trusts
the given institution to fulfill its role.

The actual performance of the institution seems to influence
the evaluation of political trust (Hudson, 2006; Helliwell et al.,
2014b, 2016, 2018). Political trust seems to be associated with
both personal LS (Mota and Pereira, 2008) and happiness
(Hudson, 2006). One study found political trust and political
satisfaction to be stronger predictors of personal LS than trust in
the social environment (Mota and Pereira, 2008). These findings
were not confirmed in the USA (Bartolini et al., 2013b), and
were considered spurious and reflective of other factors in Europe
(Glatz and Eder, 2020).

There is a general agreement that trust is related to well-being
(Helliwell and Huang, 2008; Helliwell and Wang, 2011; Helliwell
et al., 2016).

Personal LS commonly refers to an individual’s long-term,
cognitive evaluation of one’s life as a whole, as opposed to
happiness, which commonly refers to a more emotional or
affective experience of joy or well-being (Eid and Diener, 2004).
Both personal LS and happiness are subjective measures and are

commonly used to indicate well-being (Veenhoven, 1996; Dolan
et al., 2008).

Social satisfaction refers to the propensity of an individual
to be satisfied with her or his local social environment, e.g.,
closeness, respectfulness, safety, and helpfulness (Bárcena-
Martín et al., 2017). Whereas one’s personal economy contributes
to community satisfaction (Fitz et al., 2016), less is known about
how community income contributes to social satisfaction.
However, social and community satisfaction and social
interaction are known to contribute positively to individual
well-being (Theodori, 2001; Bárcena-Martín et al., 2017).

Political satisfaction refers to an individual’s satisfaction
with how one’s country is run, e.g., economy, democracy,
education, health services, police, politicians, government, and
national leadership.

There is good evidence that political satisfaction influences
personal well-being (Helliwell et al., 2018; Clench-Aas and Holte,
2021).

Good policy development in terms of facilitating for a
population who is satisfied with life, their social environment,
and how the country is run, may depend on which of
these parameters have the greatest positive effects on their
well-being. Therefore, we examined the relationships between
income, satisfaction, and trust in three layers, namely, personal,
community, and national, in 19 European countries before and
after the major financial crisis in 2008/2009.

The study has the following four aims:

• To assess how the relationship between income and
satisfaction within different layers of the society when
accounting for personal, social, and political trust was
changed from before to after the financial crisis of 2008/2009.

• To assess if countries, grouped according to their levels of
trust, differ in the importance of the financial crisis on LS.

• Holistically, to determine the relative importance of the
financial crisis to individual LS, after accounting for all
variables of income and trust in each layer, i.e., individual,
community, and country.

• To determine if the eventual buffering role of trust on the
relationship between income and satisfaction within each layer
holistically changed after exposure to the financial crisis (“The
buffer hypothesis”).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

We used data from the European Social Survey (ESS), which
has developed standards regarding sample selection, translation
of the questionnaire, data collection and processing, and
documentation to ensure that the same methodology is used
in all participating countries. This ensures that the data are
representative and highly comparable across nations. There has
been a high response rate in all rounds, with a mean of 65.8%
in the last assessment round. The sample consists of individuals
aged 15 and over and sampling is conducted through strict
random probability methods. The questionnaire is made up of
a core module and two rotating modules. The data were collected
through face-to-face interviews lasting approximately for 1 h.
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In this study, the data were restricted to the years
completed with respect to the choice of variables. Thus,
we used the cumulative dataset for rounds 3 and 6
(corresponding to 2006 and 2012), found on the ESS web page
(www.europeansocialsurvey.org). Data from the respondents in
the 19 countries who participated in both rounds, which include
the variables of interest, were used. The final sample included
72,461 individuals (W–N = 73,307) with a mean age of 48 years
and 54% were females (in the weighted sample 46 years and 51%
females). Only data from the core ESS module were used in this
study. Response rates for each year and country and the number
of missing values for the different countries and parameters
are presented in Supplementary Materials Tables - Tables 1

and 2, respectively (missing data were removed list-wise). Year
represented investigation year.

Measures
We specified a structural model with three nested layers:
individual, community, and country (Clench-Aas and Holte,
2021). Each layer includes one measure of income, one on trust,
and one on satisfaction. The three measures of income were
personal income, community income, and national income. The
three measures of trust were personal trust, social trust, and
political trust. The three measures of satisfaction were LS, social
satisfaction, and political satisfaction. The trust measures were
used as moderator variables.

Layer Defining Measures
We used three levels of analysis: (1) individual (micro), (2) local
community (mezzo), and (3) country (macro). Refer to Methods
in Supplementary Material 1 for more details in definitions of
variables and an earlier article (Clench-Aas and Holte, 2021).

The micro layer was defined by the ID number of
an individual.

The mezzo layer was defined by two nested variables: (a) the
regions within each country and (b) social class. The regions
within each country, as described on the ESS website, were
defined as the nomenclature of territorial units for statistics,
abbreviated as NUTS. Since the regions are in some cases rather
large, and people tend to live in areas of rather similar social
class, we defined the community layer as being both regions and
social class.

The social class of the respondents was determined using
education and occupation. We used a mean value for the
respondent and his/her partner if present. If data on occupation
or education was missing for the partner, we used the education
and occupation of respondent. More detailed information is
provided in Methods in Supplementary Material 1.

Macro layer was defined by 19 countries: Belgium (BE),
Bulgaria (BG), Cyprus (CY), Denmark (DK), Finland (FI),
France (FR), Germany (DE), Ireland (IE), The Netherlands (NL),
Norway (NO), Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Russia (RU), Spain
(ES), Slovakia (SK), Slovenia (SI), Sweden (SE), Switzerland
(CH), and the United Kingdom (GB).

Income Measures
In the micro layer, personal income was measured in terms of
the annual household income of the individual, based on the

total net income of the household from all sources, that is, after-
tax, national insurance, contributory pension payments, and so
on. The income included not only earnings but state benefits,
occupational, and other pensions, and unearned income such
as interest from savings, rent, etc. More details concerning the
calculation andmethods used for standardizing the twomeasures
of personal income, since the variable varied between the 2
years, are provided in Methods in Supplementary Material 1

and Supplementary Material 2 - Table 3.
In the mezzo layer, we used community income. Community

income was calculated for this study as the aggregate of the
household income value by country, region, and social class.

In the macro layer, national income was measured in terms of
GDP, i.e., the sum of gross value added by all resident producers
in the economy plus any product taxes minus any subsidies
not included in the value of the products. The unit of measure
was GDP per capita, PPP (current international $). For the
analyses in this study, we used the log of GDP (Ln GDP) per
capita divided by 1,000. For more details, refer to Methods in
Supplementary Material 1.

Trust Measures
Three trust variables were used as moderators. These were
developed for the ESS, and have been in use since 2006 (Huppert
et al., 2009).

In the micro layer, personal trust was measured in terms of
self-esteem by the following item: “In general I feel very positive
about myself.” Responses were given on a five-point scale ranging
from 1 “Agree strongly” to 5 “Disagree strongly” (Huppert and
So, 2013). The variable was recoded inversely (1–5) to comply
with the scales used in the other questions.

In the mezzo layer, social trust was measured by the following
item “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be
trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?”
Responses were given on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 to 10
(0 being “You can’t be too careful” and 10 indicates “Most people
can be trusted)” (Huppert et al., 2009; Helliwell et al., 2017). This
measure of trust has been observed to be stable and its validity is
confirmed (Bergh and Bjørnskov, 2014).

In the macro layer, political trust was measured by the five
following items: “Howmuch do you personally trust the country’s
parliament?”; “How much do you personally trust the police?”;
“How much do you personally trust the legal system?”; “How
much do you personally trust the politicians?”; and “How much
do you personally trust the political parties?”. Responses to each
were given on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 to 10 (0 indicates
“you do not trust an institution at all” and 10 indicates “you have
complete trust”) (Huppert et al., 2009; Helliwell et al., 2017). The
answers were summed, yielding a parameter with a range of 0
to 50.

Satisfaction Measures
Micro Layer
In the individual layer, personal LS was assessed by the following
item “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life
as a whole nowadays?” Responses were given on an 11-point
scale ranging from 0 to 10, 0 = “extremely dissatisfied” and
10 = “extremely satisfied.” This one-item scale is one of the
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most commonly used scales for assessing overall personal LS and
showsmoderate to high validity and reliability (Pavot et al., 1991).

Mezzo Layer
Social satisfaction was measured by a variable constructed as the
average of the responses to four questions: (1) “Do you feel close
to the people in local area?”, with response alternatives ranging
from 1= “disagree strongly” to 5= “agree strongly;” (2) “Do you
feel people treat you with respect?”; (3) “Do you feel people in
local area help one another?”, both of the last questions ranging
in response from 0 = “Not at all” to 6 = “A great deal;” (4) “Do
you feel safe walking alone in local area after dark,” with response
alternatives ranging from 1 = “Very unsafe” to 4 = “Very safe”
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.593). These questions cover the areas of
belonging, social support, respect, and safety in the local area.
Questions 1 and 4 were extended to conform to the range of
questions 2 and 3 (Nes et al., 2006). The final variable represented
the average of the four questions.

Macro Layer
Political satisfaction was measured by a variable constructed as
the sum of the responses to five questions, and that ranged in
value from 0 to 50: (1) “How satisfied are you with the present
state of the economy in your country?”; (2) “How satisfied are you
with the national government?”; (3) How satisfied are you with
the way democracy works in your country?”; (4) “How satisfied
are you with the state of education in the country nowadays?”;
and (5) “How satisfied are you with the state of health services in
the country nowadays?”, all with responses given on an 11-point
scale ranging from 0 to 10, 0= “Extremely dissatisfied” and 10=
“Extremely satisfied.”

Stratification of Countries According to
Levels of Trust
Each of the 19 countries was ranked according to its level
of social and political trust separately. The resulting rankings
were added together, and a new ranking was performed of the
combined value. The countries were then divided into three
groups, Group 1, exhibiting the highest trust levels, included the
Nordic countries of Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden in
addition to Switzerland and the Netherlands; Group 2, exhibiting
a medium-trust level, included the United Kingdom, Belgium,
Germany, Ireland, France, and Spain; and, finally, Group 3,
exhibiting the lowest trust levels, included Slovenia, Cyprus,
Slovakia, Russia, Portugal, Poland, and Bulgaria (see Table 1).

Confounders
The demographic variables adjusted for in all the analyses were
a year of investigation, gender, age and age2, number of people
living regularly as members of a household, marital status, mental
health, being permanently sick or disabled, being unemployed,
educational level, and occupational level. Being permanently sick
or disabled and being unemployed were two alternatives in a
question concerning main activity over the last 7 days. Mental
health was a combination of two questions concerning feeling
depressed or anxious. The two variables were recoded to either
being most of the time or all the time depressed or anxious, as

opposed to less than that. The two variables were then combined
so that the individual had at least one of the two conditions.
Age is well-documented to have a curvilinear relationship; and,
therefore, it is highly recommended to use the squared function
(Dolan et al., 2008).

Statistical Analysis
The analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package of
the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 25.0. All data were weighted
in accordance with the ESS guidelines before conducting the
analyses (Ganninger, 2007).

The primary method of analysis was multilevel analysis using
the Linear Mixed models module in SPSS (Field, 2013). The
data were weighted in these analyses using the post-stratification
weight that includes a design weight. A three-level approach
was used as the main method of analysis. The levels chosen
were the individual; community, which, for practical purposes,
was defined using two levels, (a) regions within each country
and (b) social class (refer to section on measures, level defining
measures); and country. To represent different hierarchical
levels, a separate economic indicator was used for each layer;
personal, community, and national income. The corresponding
trust variables were personal trust, social trust, and political trust.
The corresponding outcome variables were LS, social satisfaction,
and political satisfaction. For each of these layers, gender, age
and age2, the number of people in a household, marital status,
education, occupation, being permanently sick or disabled, being
unemployed, and mental health were entered as covariates.

For one series of analyses (Table 4), personal LS was the
dependent variable with personal income, community income,
national income, personal trust, social trust, and political trust
as independent variables. This model was used in providing the
coefficients used in Figures 1, 2. The same model was repeated
for each of the stratified country groups defined by levels of trust.

The effect estimates calculated for Figures 1, 2 reflect the
relative importance of a fixed set of parameters. For each trust
group and for before and after a crisis, the relative importance of
each parameter is calculated as follows:

βX1∗meanX1/
∑n=6

k=1

(

n
k

)

βX∗meanX1 (1)

For parameter k, n= number of parameters.
This method does not account for changes in variance or

intercept. The intercepts were classified as random. Validation of
using the different levels in multilevel analysis (entering country
first, then community and social class as levels) was tested using
the chi2 test based on differences in the Akaike Information
Criterion (AIC) (log-likelihood) before and after entering levels.
The estimation method was Restricted Maximum Likelihood.
In the multilevel linear analyses, pseudo R2 was calculated by
comparing the variances.

Moderation analyses were performed both by introducing an
interaction in the multilevel analyses and by using Andrew F.
Hayes’ PROCESS tool for SPSS. The latter was, unfortunately,
unable to incorporate multilevel analyses. However, the analyses
were performed on the country groups based on overall trust
where variation in trust was less than in the entire sample of 19
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TABLE 1 | Mean weighted estimates of social and political forms of trust are used in ranking and grouping countries into three groups.

Trust group Country Social trust Rank social

trust

Political

trust

Rank political

trust

Combined

rank/2

High Denmark 20.5 1 32.7 1 1

Norway 19.8 2 29.6 3 2.5

Finland 19.3 3 30.9 2 2.5

Sweden 18.7 4 27.9 5 4.5

Switzerland 17.8 5 29.2 4 4.5

Netherlands 17.6 6 27.5 6 6

Medium United Kingdom 16.9 7 22.7 9 8

Germany 15.7 9 23.7 8 8.5

Belgium 15.4 10 24.6 7 8.5

Ireland 16.8 8 22.3 10 9

Spain 15.1 11 19.8 13 12

France 14.9 12 21.4 12 12

Low Slovenia 14.0 13 18.1 14 13.5

Cyprus 12.1 18 21.8 11 14.5

Slovakia 12.8 15 18.1 15 15

Russia 13.3 14 16.0 17 15.5

Portugal 12.5 17 16.6 16 16.5

Poland 12.6 16 15.9 18 17

Bulgaria 10.8 19 11.4 19 19

countries. The analyses were controlled for gender, age and age2,
the number of people in a household, being sick or unemployed,
and mental health.

Model fit was evaluated by significant R2 in the multiple linear
regression. The assumption regarding multi-collinearity among
the independent variables was not violated (all VIF values<3 and
tolerance levels >0.2). The results were regarded as statistically
significant at the 0.05 level. Unstandardized beta-coefficients with
standard errors are also reported.

Ethics
The data are available without restrictions for
not-for-profit purposes.

In accordance with the ESS ERIC Statutes (Article 23.3),
the ESS ERIC subscribes to the Declaration on Professional
Ethics of the International Statistical Institute. The Research
Ethics Committee reviews applications for studies for which
the ESS ERIC is directly responsible, that is, which it
directly contracts.

RESULTS

Overall Description of the Country Groups
Table 1 shows the 19 countries divided into three groups
according to a combination of levels of social and political trust.

Before to After Crisis Between Country
Groups
Table 2 shows that there were sizable differences in the primary
parameters considered, between the groups of countries, and

between before and across the crisis. The high trust group scored
highest and the low group lowest on all variables of income, trust,
and satisfaction, except for the level of personal trust between the
high and low trust group.

Table 2 also shows that in the high trust group, all parameters
except social trust increased significantly from before to after the
crisis. However, in the other groups, the results were more mixed.

Personal and community income increased substantially in
the high trust group, decreased substantially in the medium
trust group, and decreased importantly but less in the low
trust group. However, change in personal income should be
interpreted with some caution since slightly different methods
were used in the two survey years. National income increased
in all three groups, but especially in the low trust group.
In the high trust group, the change in national income was
rather small.

Personal trust increased slightly in all groups. Changes in
social trust were slight and not significant in the high and low
groups but increased slightly in the medium group. Political trust
increased in the high trust group and decreased in the medium
and, especially, in the low trust group.

Personal LS and social satisfaction increased slightly in all
groups, whereas political satisfaction declined in the medium
trust and especially the low trust countries.

The differences from before to after the crisis in the variables
varied considerably between single countries. For detailed
results refer to Supplementary Material 2 - Table 5. Additional
information on the correlation between the variables before and
after the crisis can be found in Supplementary Material 2 -
Table 4.
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FIGURE 1 | Overview of the relative effect of personal, relative, and national income, and personal, social, and national trust on LS. Results of multilevel analysis.

Levels: individual, community and country. Separated by groups of countries stratified by overall trust and as before and after financial crisis 2008/2009. N = 73,307.

Significant results are in bold and those that are negative are in italics.

Results by Layers
Table 3 presents the results of analyses layer by layer for each
country group from before to after the crisis.

In the micro layer, the relationship between personal LS and
personal income from before to after the crisis was substantially
and significantly strengthened in all three groups. In the high and
low trust groups, the relationship went from not significant to
clearly significant. In the medium trust group, the association
was doubled. Even though the direct association of trust with
personal LS was clearly significant both before and after the
crisis in all three groups, and of the same general strength in
the high and medium, but greater strength in the low trust
groups; the difference in the relationship between personal
LS and personal trust was strengthened only in the medium
trust group. As indicated by the interaction (interaction Trust

∗ Income), the modifying function of trust was significant
before the crisis only in the medium group, whereas it was a
significant modifier in the high and medium groups after the
crisis. The negative, modifying function of trust was significantly
strengthened, that is it became more negative, but only in the
medium group.

In the mezzo layer, the association between social satisfaction
and community income was only weakly significant in the high
trust group but did not substantially change from before to after
the crisis. The relationship between social satisfaction and social
trust was strongly significant both before and after the crisis and
remarkably stable from before to after the crisis in all groups.
There was no modifying function of trust with community
income, either before or after the crisis (interaction SocTrust ∗

ComIncome) except in the medium group before the crisis.
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FIGURE 2 | Overview of the relative effect of the three layers, micro, mezzo, and macro, on LS. Results of multilevel analysis. Levels: individual, community and

country. Separated by groups of countries stratified by overall trust and as before and after financial crisis 2008/2009. N = 73,307.

In the macro layer, the association between political
satisfaction and national income was significantly strengthened
from before to after the crisis in the high and medium trust
groups but was significantly weakened in the low trust group. In
the medium trust group, it was highly significant after the crisis,
but not before. The association between political satisfaction and
political trust was only significant after the crisis in the high
trust group, significant both before and after in the medium trust
group, but the difference between was not significant, and only
significant before the crisis in the low trust group. The modifying
effect of trust was not or only weakly significant in all three
groups, and the difference from before to after the crisis was not
significant in any group (interaction trust ∗ income).

The pseudo R2 provides information concerning the percent
of variation explained by the model, both within and between
countries. R2 values within countries indicate how much of the
variance within each country is explained by the model being
tested. Similarly, the R2 values between countries indicate how
much the current model explains the variance between countries.
Interesting changes in the pseudo R2 occurred.

In the micro layer, there was a rather substantial increase in
the explained variance especially within countries in all three

groups. However, between countries in the high and medium
trust groups, there was a substantial drop in R2 from before
to after the crisis, while in the low trust group R2 increased.
This indicates that after the financial crisis, personal income and
personal trust explained more of the variation in the personal
LS values between countries in the low trust groups, but they
explained less of the variation in the medium and high trust
groups. Within countries, these variables explained more of the
variance after the crisis for all three groups.

In the mezzo layer, there was an increase in pseudo R2

within countries in the high trust group, no change in the
medium, and a substantial fall in the low trust group. Similarly,
the R2 between countries showed an increase in the high and
especially medium trust groups and a substantial fall in the
low trust group. This indicates that after the financial crisis,
community income, and social trust explained more of the
variation in the social satisfaction values between countries in
the low trust groups, but they explained less of the variation
in the medium and high trust groups. Within countries,
these variables explained more of the variance after the crisis
for the high trust groups and explained less for the low
trust countries.
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TABLE 2 | Weighted means of the primary variables of interest in the study before

or after the financial crisis, with % change and significance of change by country

group according to trust level.

Country group Before crisis After crisis % Change

Mean SE Mean SE

High Personal income 46.71 0.34 53.95 0.35 15.5*

Community income 46.30 0.20 53.65 0.24 15.9*

National income 3.72 0.00 3.89 0.00 4.6*

Personal trust 3.85 0.01 3.93 0.01 2.1*

Social trust 18.84 0.04 18.91 0.04 0.4

Political trust 29.06 0.08 30.16 0.08 3.8*

Life satisfaction 7.93 0.02 8.12 0.02 2.4*

Social satisfaction 4.62 0.01 4.74 0.01 2.6*

Political satisfaction 6.34 0.01 6.53 0.01 3.0*

Medium Personal income 38.05 0.32 27.43 0.20 −27.9*

Community income 37.21 0.17 26.91 0.13 −27.7*

National income 3.56 0.00 3.71 0.00 4.2*

Personal trust 3.81 0.01 3.89 0.01 2.1*

Social trust 15.73 0.04 16.01 0.04 1.8*

Political trust 22.83 0.08 22.52 0.08 −1.4*

Life satisfaction 7.08 0.02 7.15 0.02 1.0*

Social satisfaction 4.32 0.01 4.56 0.01 5.6*

Political satisfaction 5.11 0.02 4.95 0.02 −3.1*

Low Personal income 11.75 0.16 10.86 0.10 −7.6*

Community income 12.22 0.10 11.15 0.06 −8.8*

National income 2.94 0.00 3.21 0.00 9.2*

Personal trust 3.89 0.01 3.95 0.01 1.5*

Social trust 12.70 0.06 12.63 0.05 −0.6

Political trust 17.83 0.10 15.18 0.09 −14.9*

Life satisfaction 5.99 0.02 6.13 0.02 2.3*

Social satisfaction 4.33 0.01 4.40 0.01 1.6*

Political satisfaction 4.25 0.02 3.77 0.02 −11.3*

Weighted N = 73,307.
*Significantly higher at the 0.05% level, using t-test (testing differences between before
and after the crisis).

In the macro layer, there was a substantial increase in pseudo
R2 within countries in the high trust group, with little change
in the medium and low trust countries, whereas there was a
substantial increase in R2 between countries in the medium
and low trust countries. This indicates that after the financial
crisis, national income, and political trust explained more of
the variation in political satisfaction values between countries
in the medium and low trust groups. Within countries, these
variables explained more of the variance after the crisis in the
high trust countries.

Results of Layers and Themes on LS
To examine the relationship between the community layer and
the country layer in the individual layer, a full model including
all the parameters in all layers was used. The results are shown
separately for before and after the crisis, within each trust group
of countries, in Table 4 and Figures 1, 2, together with significant
testing of the changes from before to after the crisis.

Within each group of countries from before to after the crisis
the three trust variables were highly significant and independent
parameters. However, in the high trust group, none of the three
income variables were significant. In the medium trust group,
only personal income was significant. In the low trust group,
personal income and national income were significant before and
all the three income variables were significant after the crisis.
This indicates that in high trust countries, all forms of trust are
important contributors to LS, but that income is not. In low trust
countries, not only is trust very important to LS, but personal
income and national income are quite important as well.

In the high and medium trust groups, only the relationship
with personal trust changed significantly from before to after
the crisis. In the high trust group, the relationship was
weakened, while in the medium trust group, the relationship
was strengthened. In the low trust group, there were significant
increases in the associations for both personal trust and all the
three forms of income, indicating that the importance of income
for personal LS increased in the low trust countries after the crisis,
a feature that did not happen with the high trust countries.

Figure 1 shows the relative effect of each variable on personal
LS from before to after the crisis, calculated based on the weighted
means for the population of each trust group and for before and
after the crisis and the coefficients described in Table 4. As shown
in Figure 1, the overall trend from before to after the crisis is a
remarkably substantial increase in the relative importance of the
income variables to the detriment of the trust variables.

A similar trend, although not so dramatic, was found between
the groups, with an increase in the importance of the income
variables from the high to the low trust group. Especially, social
trust decreased in relative importance from high to low from
before to after the crisis.

In the high trust group, the relative effect of personal trust
more or less disappeared, as did that of social and political
trust. These findings are partially confirmed in Table 4. National
income went from a negative association before the crisis to a
strong positive association after the crisis.

In the medium trust group too, the relative effect of the
three trust variables vanished from before to after the crisis.
The negative relative effect with national income increased
substantially, while the effect estimate with community income
went from weakly positive to strongly negative. The relative
importance of personal income was almost halved after the crisis
as compared to before the crisis.

In the low trust group too, the relative effect of the three
trust variables was decreased, but not as substantially as seen
in the high and medium trust groups. The relative importance
of national income was positive and similar in both situations,
whereas in the relative importance of community income, we
found a sharp increase. Most of these findings are confirmed in
Table 4.

Figure 2 shows the relative effect of the layers in each group
of countries from before to after the crisis. Before the crisis,
the micro layer decreased in importance from the high trust to
the low trust group. The mezzo layer was the most important
in the medium trust group, and the macro layer increased in
importance from the high to the low trust group.
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TABLE 3 | Results [fixed effects (Beta (SE) sig)] and pseudo R2 for LS, social satisfaction, and political satisfaction as a function of their personal, community, and national income and trust parameters, respectively,

before and after the financial crisis of 2008/2009.

Layer Micro Mezzo Macro

Country

group

Measure of

satisfaction

mean/SE/Sig

LS Social satisfaction Political satisfaction

Pre Post T-test Pre Post T-test Pre Post T-test

High Income Pers’l 0.003 (0.003)NS 0.012 (0.002)*** 2.496 Com. 0.002 (0.002)* 0.004 (0.002)* 0.707 Nat’l 0.213 (0.023)NS 1.287 (0.293)*** 3.654

Trust Pers’l 0.526 (0.038)*** 0.506 (0.039)*** −0.367 Com. 0.054 (0.005)*** 0.052 (0.005)*** −0.283 Nat’l 0.065 (0.034)NS 0.152 (0.032)*** 1.863

Interaction

Trust*Income

0.0001 (0.001)NS −0.002 (0.001)** −1.485 0.0001 (0.000)NS 0.0000 (0.000)NS 0 0.011 (0.009)NS 0.013 (0.008)NS 0.166

Variance—within 2.492/2.095 2.124/1.722 0.685/0.608 0.636/0.557 1.759/1.044 1.574/0.940

Variance—between 0.089/0.043 0.065/0.049 0.057/0.029 0.045/0.020 0.179/0.072 0.267/0.096

R2 within 0.159 0.189 18.8 0.112 0.124 10.5 0.406 0.544 33.8%

R2 between 0.517 0.246 −52.4 0.491 0.556 13.1 0.598 0.640 7.1%

Medium Income Pers’l 0.016 (0.003)*** 0.035 (0.005)*** 3.258 Com. −0.002 (0.002)NS 0.005 (0.002)NS 2.475 Nat’l 0.107 (0.539)NS 2.572 (0.349)*** 3.839

Trust Pers’l 0.572 (0.039)*** 0.709 (0.043)*** 2.360 Com. 0.055 (0.004)*** 0.058 (0.004)*** 0.530 Nat’l 0.210 (0.050)*** 0.190 (0.044)*** −0.300

Interaction

Trust*Income

−0.002 (0.001)** −0.005 (0.001)*** −2.121 0.0000 (0.0001)* 0.0000 (0.0001)NS 0 −0.029 (0.014)* −0.022 (0.012)NS 0.380

Variance—within 4.036/3.449 4.101/3.367 0.938/0.810 0.798/0.689 2.370/1.477 2.214/1.306

Variance—between 0.479/0.294 0.285/0.201 0.083/0.070 0.056/0.010 0.383/0.231 0.763/0.259

R2 within 0.145 0.179 23.1 0.136 0.137 0.1 0.377 0.367 −2.6%

R2 between 0.386 0.295 −23.7 0.157 0.821 424.5 0.397 0.661 66.4%

Low Income Pers’l 0.008 (0.012)NS 0.045 (0.016)** 1.850 Com. −0.005 (0.003)NS 0.008 (0.004)NS 2.600 Nat’l 1.225 (0.138)*** 0.742 (0.169)*** −2.214

Trust Pers’l 0.478 (0.050)*** 0.599 (0.052)*** 1.677 Com. 0.038 (0.003)*** 0.036 (0.003)*** −0.471 Nat’l 0.079 (0.008)*** 0.030 (0.027)NS −1.740

Interaction

Trust*Income

0.002 (0.003)NS −0.001 (0.004)NS −0.600 0.0000 (0.0002)NS 0.0000 (0.0002)NS 0 0.011 (0.005)* 0.021 (0.008)* 1.060

Variance—within 4.678/4.172 4.902/4.235 0.711/0.649 0.832/0.765 2.548/1.689 2.646/1.792

Variance—between 1.463/0.924 1.682/0.964 0.101/0.077 0.096/0.088 1.263/0.210 0.443/0.223

R2 within 0.108 0.136 25.8 0.351 0.081 −77.1 0.337 0.323 4.1%

R2 between 0.368 0.427 15.9 0.238 0.083 −64.9 0.834 0.497 40.4%

The trust–income interaction is also included as a test for the moderation of trust.
High: before N = 8,350; after N = 8,431. Medium: before N = 8,453; after N = 9,129. High: before N = 6,256; after N = 7,388. Analyses of satisfaction parameters were, in addition, controlled for gender, age, age2, marital status,
number of people in a household, mental health, being sick or disabled, unemployed, educational level, and occupational level. Personal income is measured as yearly household income; community income per thousand is measured
aggregated mean of household income for country, region, and social class; national income is measured as Ln GDP (PPP) per capita per thousand. Ranges of income: Personal income, −4.45–200; community income, −3–174;
National income, 2.4–4.2; Ranges of trust: personal, 1–9; social, 0–30; political, 0–50. Ranges of satisfaction: social satisfaction, 0.3–173; political satisfaction, 0–10; life satisfaction (LS), 0–10. Levels in multilevel: country, region, and
social class. Random intercept. Restricted maximum likelihood. Residuals weighted for post-stratification weight. Significance: *p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001. NS = Not significant.
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TABLE 4 | Unstandardized beta in a multilevel linear relationship of personal LS, before and after the financial crisis of 2008/2009, as a function of demographic, income,

and trust parameters in each of the three groups of countries stratified by an overall trust.

Country group Before FC After FC

Beta SE Sig. Beta SE Sig. T-test % change

High Personal trust 0.488 0.021 0.000 0.382 0.020 0.000 −3.599 −21.7

Social trust 0.056 0.004 0.000 0.056 0.004 0.000 −0.132 −1.2

Political trust 0.020 0.002 0.000 0.015 0.002 0.000 −1.893 −26.7

Personal income 0.013 0.013 0.321 −0.006 0.015 0.705 −0.930 −145.0

Community income −0.010 0.028 0.720 0.019 0.025 0.436 0.782 289.1

National income −0.340 0.399 0.394 0.092 0.358 0.797 0.807 127.1

ComInc*PersInc 0.000 0.000 0.420 0.000 0.000 0.000 −1.713 −282.4

NatInc*PersInc −0.002 0.004 0.529 0.004 0.004 0.319 1.163 278.0

NatInc*ComInc 0.003 0.008 0.730 −0.005 0.006 0.452 −0.746 −280.8

Medium Personal trust 0.450 0.025 0.000 0.518 0.025 0.000 1.965 15.3

Social trust 0.060 0.004 0.000 0.065 0.004 0.000 0.875 8.6

Political trust 0.026 0.002 0.000 0.030 0.002 0.000 1.127 13.9

Personal income 0.045 0.022 0.038 0.105 0.048 0.028 1.147 133.9

Community income 0.015 0.062 0.809 −0.059 0.079 0.456 −0.736 −492.7

National income −0.765 0.800 0.339 −0.490 0.528 0.354 0.287 35.9

ComInc*PersInc 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.364 0.650 43.7

NatInc*PersInc −0.009 0.006 0.127 −0.024 0.013 0.064 −1.020 −156.5

NatInc * ComInc −0.003 0.018 0.880 0.015 0.021 0.481 0.641 669.2

Low Personal trust 0.465 0.033 0.000 0.567 0.030 0.000 2.276 21.9

Social trust 0.052 0.004 0.000 0.041 0.004 0.000 −1.725 −20.6

Political trust 0.037 0.003 0.000 0.037 0.002 0.000 −0.157 −1.5

Personal income 0.099 0.030 0.001 0.688 0.121 0.000 4.711 593.9

Community income 0.087 0.054 0.112 0.772 0.175 0.000 3.736 791.0

National income 1.194 0.220 0.000 4.012 0.351 0.000 6.795 235.9

ComInc*PersInc 0.000 0.000 0.006 −0.001 0.000 0.061 −1.190 −189.0

NatInc*PersInc −0.026 0.010 0.006 −0.193 0.037 0.000 −4.328 −633.1

NatInc*ComInc −0.020 0.017 0.242 −0.221 0.052 0.000 −3.656 −1008.8

Weighted N Before = 23,642; After = 25,060. Analyses controlled for gender, age, age2, marital status and number of people in a household, mental health, being sick or disabled,
unemployed, educational level, and occupational level. Personal income is measured as yearly household income; community income per thousand is measured aggregated mean
of household income for the country, region, and social class; national income is measured as Ln GDP (PPP) per capita per thousand. Ranges of income: personal income, −4.45–
200; community income, −3–174; national income, 2.4–4.2; Ranges of trust: personal, 1–9; social, 0–30; political, 0–50. Ranges of satisfaction: social satisfaction, 0.3–173; political
satisfaction, 0–10; LS, 0–10. Levels in multilevel: country, region, and social class. Random intercept. Restricted maximum likelihood. Residuals weighted for post-stratification weight.
Significance p ≤ 0.05 is in bold.

After the crisis, this situation was substantially changed.
The macro layer became the most important in all the
three trust groups. The most striking result, however, was
the dramatic increase in the importance of the macro layer
for all the three trust groups to the detriment of the
micro layer.

Table 4 also shows the significance of the layer effect in each
group of countries before and after the crisis. The interactions
between national income and community or personal income
and the association between community and personal income are
indicative of the significance of the association of the layers on
each other (Schyns, 2002).

In the high trust group, there were no significant
layer effects of macro on mezzo and micro or mezzo on
micro. After the crisis, the mezzo-micro relationship was
found significant.

In the medium trust group, there was a significant
macro-micro relationship before the crisis that was no
longer there after the crisis. In the low trust group, there
was a strong and significant macro-micro relationship
that was six times stronger after the crisis. Similarly, the
macro-mezzo relationship was almost 10 times stronger after
the crisis.

Moderation Analyses
Moderation was tested in two fashions, by adding the interaction
term in the multilevel regression analysis (Table 3) and by using
PROCESS (Table 5; X= personal income, Y= LS) (Table 6; X=

national income and Y= political satisfaction).
Table 5 presents the results of moderation analyses for X–

Y relationship personal income, LS. First, the significance of
the moderation is tested by confirming the significance of the
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TABLE 5 | Results of the analysis for the moderator role of personal, social, and political trust for X = personal income and Y = LS, separated by before and after the

financial crisis of 2008/2009 and country group as defined by overall trust.

Country

group

Moderator Before After

Trust Levels of

moderator

N Effect on X(SE)Sig R2/Interaction-sign N Effect on X(SE)Sig R2/Interaction-sign

High Personal Low 9,457 0.037(0.005)*** 0.174/+0.002NS 9,089 0.070(0.005)*** 0.193/−0.013***

Medium 0.040(0.004)*** 0.055(0.004)***

High 0.042(0.005)*** 0.040(0.006)***

Social Low 9,423 0.044(0.005)*** 0.166/−0.010*** 9,062 0.061(0.005)*** 0.196/−0.012***

Medium 0.032(0.004)*** 0.046(0.004)***

High 0.021(0.005)*** 0.033(0.004)***

Political Low 9,147 0.043(0.005)*** 0.152/−0.011*** 8,845 0.058(0.005)*** 0.180/−0.013***

Medium 0.030(0.004)*** 0.044(0.004)***

High 0.017(0.005)** 0.030(0.006)***

Medium Personal Low 9,450 0.085(0.006)*** 0.174/−0.013*** 10,029 0.077(0.006)*** 0.185/−0.020***

Medium 0.069(0.005)*** 0.053(0.004)***

High 0.053(0.006)*** 0.029(0.006)***

Social Low 9,388 0.086(0.006)*** 0.184/−0.022*** 9,994 0.069(0.006)*** 0.201/−0.015**

Medium 0.058(0.005)*** 0.049(0.004)***

High 0.029(0.006)*** 0.029(0.005)***

Political Low 9,137 0.080(0.006)*** 0.176/−0.014*** 9,706 0.060(0.006)*** 0.193/−0.013***

Medium 0.062(0.005)*** 0.043(0.004)***

High 0.045(0.006)*** 0.027(0.006)***

Low Personal Low 8,272 0.153(0.009)*** 0.207/0.000NS 9,141 0.237(0.011)*** 0.233/−0.008NS

Medium 0.154(0.006)*** 0.227(0.008)***

High 0.154(0.008)*** 0.216(0.010)***

Social Low 8,031 0.176(0.009)*** 0.212/−0.018*** 8,993 0.259(0.011)*** 0.228/−0.024***

Medium 0.152(0.006)*** 0.226(0.008)***

High 0.128(0.008)*** 0.194(0.010)***

Political Low 7,531 0.171(0.009)*** 0.227/−0.028*** 8,543 0.266(0.010)*** 0.243/−0.047***

Medium 0.135(0.007)*** 0.216(0.008)***

High 0.099(0.008)*** 0.161(0.010)***

The analyses were performed using Hayes PROCESS, which does not allow for multilevel.
Analyses of satisfaction parameters were, in addition, controlled for gender, age, age2, marital status, number of people in a household, mental health, being sick or disabled, and
unemployed. Personal income is the yearly household income measured as percentiles in 20 categories; community income per thousand is measured aggregated mean of household
income for the country, region, and social class measured as percentiles in 20 categories; national income is measured as Ln GDP (PPP) per capita per thousand, measured as percentiles
in 20 categories. Ranges of trust: personal, 1–5; social, 1–5; political, 1–5. Ranges of satisfaction: political satisfaction, 0–10; LS, 0–10. Residuals weighted for post-stratification weight.
Significance: *p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001. NS = Not significant.

interaction term. If the significance is verified, the significance
of the effect at different levels (low, medium, and high) of the
X parameter is then tested. These results are summarized in
Tables 5, 6.

Personal trust acted as a moderator in the high trust group,
but only after the crisis. In the medium trust group, the personal
trust acted as a moderator both before and after the crisis. In the
low trust group, it did not act significantly as a moderator either
before or after the crisis. The interaction effects, when significant,
were always negative, indicating that personal trust moderated
by decreasing the slope of the relationship, or as a buffer (c.f.
“the buffer hypothesis”). When significant, the effect was also
significant at all three levels of X.

Social trust was a negative moderator in all three country
groups both before and after the crisis. The general trend was

that the size of the interaction effect with social trust increased
from the high to the low trust group. In the high and low trust
countries, the size of the interaction effect also increased from
before to after the crisis. In the medium trust countries, however,
it decreased. Again, the interaction effects were negative. This
indicates that the level of the interaction effects decreased as the
level of trust increased. Again, the effect size was significant for
all three levels of X.

Political trust was a negative moderator in all three country
groups both before and after the crisis. As was the case with social
trust, the size of the interaction effect of political trust increased
from the high to the low trust group. Additionally, the size of the
effect increased from before to after the crisis, but only in the low
trust group. In the high and medium trust groups, it remained
essentially the same from before to after the crisis. As previously

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 13 June 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 63258522



Clench-Aas et al. Trust-Life Satisfaction in Financial Crisis

TABLE 6 | Results of analysis for the moderator role of personal, social, and political trust for X = national income and Y = political satisfaction, separated by before and

after the financial crisis of 2008/2009 and country group as defined by overall trust.

Country

group

Moderator Before After

Trust Moder-

ator

levels

N Effect on X(SE)Sig R2/Interaction-sign N Effect on X(SE)Sig R2/Moderator sign

High Personal Low 9,574 −0.096(0.014)*** 0.065/−0.025** 9,598 0.142(0.020)*** 0.054/−0.057***

Medium −0.126(0.011)*** 0.074(0.014)***

High −0.156(0.015)*** 0.006(0.020)NS

Social Low 9,553 −0.081(0.015)*** 0.144/−0.033*** 9,579 0.141(0.019)*** 0.132/−0.048***

Medium −0.121(0.010)*** 0.084(0.013)***

High −0.158(0.013)*** 0.031(0.018)NS

Political Low 9,377 −0.031(0.012)* 0.131/−0.022** 9,414 0.086(0.017)*** 0.329/−0.013NS

Medium −0.069(0.009)*** 0.072(0.012)***

High −0.105(0.012)*** 0.059(0.016)***

Medium Personal Low 11,193 0.158(0.015)*** 0.062/+0.002NS 12,331 0.111(0.014)*** 0.061/+0.022**

Medium 0.160(0.010)*** 0.138(0.009)***

High 0.163(0.013)*** 0.165(0.012)***

Social Low 11,130 0.162(0.014)*** 0.184/−0.022*** 12,301 0.161(0.013)*** 0.131/−0.026***

Medium 0.133(0.009)*** 0.127(0.009)***

High 0.104(0.014)*** 0.092(0.012)***

Political Low 10,905 0.132(0.012)*** 0.371/−0.005NS 12,071 0.062(0.009)*** 0.433/−0.008NS

Medium 0.126(0.008)*** 0.052(0.008)***

High 0.120(0.011)*** 0.042(0.012)***

Low Personal Low 9,448 0.517(0.024)*** 0.124/−0.007NS 11,017 0.217(0.022)*** 0.043/−0.033**

Medium 0.508(0.016)*** 0.174(0.016)***

High 0.499(0.022)*** 0.131(0.022)***

Social Low 9,263 0.536(0.022)*** 0.196/−0.035** 10,873 0.209(0.021)*** 0.105/−0.048***

Medium 0.489(0.016)*** 0.146(0.015)***

High 0.442(0.022)*** 0.083(0.023)***

Political Low 8,922 0.274(0.021)*** 0.385/−0.002NS 10,525 0.117(0.019)*** 0.292/−0.039**

Medium 0.271(0.015)*** 0.075(0.014)***

High 0.268(0.018)*** 0.030(0.020)NS

The analyses were performed using Hayes PROCESS, which does not allow for multilevel.
Analyses of satisfaction parameters were, in addition, controlled for gender, age, age2, marital status, number of people in a household, mental health, being sick or disabled, and
unemployed. Personal income is the yearly household income measured as percentiles in 20 categories; community income per thousand is measured aggregated mean of household
income for country, region, and social class measured as percentiles in 20 categories; national income is measured as Ln GDP (PPP) per capita per thousand, measured as percentiles
in 20 categories. Ranges of trust: personal, 1–5; social, 1–5; political, 1–5. Ranges of satisfaction: political satisfaction, 0–10; LS, 0–10. Residuals weighted for post-stratification weight.
Significance: *p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001. NS = Not significant.

described for social trust, the effect estimates were significant for
all three levels of X.

Table 6 presents the results of the moderation analyses for
X–Y relationship national income-political satisfaction.

In the high trust group, all three forms of trust were
significantly negative moderators before the crisis. After the
crisis, however, the only personal and social trust acted as
moderators. Since these represent values for centered data, they
can be compared. Before the crisis, the strongest moderator was
social trust. After the crisis, however, personal trust was the
strongest moderator. For all significant interactions, the effect
estimates were significant at all three levels of X.

In the medium trust group, personal trust was only a
significant moderator after the crisis. Social trust was negative

and of the same relative magnitude both before and after the
crisis. Political trust was not significant in either situation. For
all significant interactions, the effect estimates were significant at
all three levels of X.

In the low trust group, only social trust was significant before
the crisis. After the crisis, all three forms of trust were significant
negative moderators. For all significant interactions, the effect
estimates were significant at all three levels of X.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The financial crisis of 2008/2009 not only impacted the European
countries very differently, but the governments also handled the
crisis in very different ways (Davies et al., 2010; Karanikolos
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et al., 2013; OECD, 2014). Therefore, it is not surprising that
countries differed also in the impact the crisis had on both the
personal well-being of their population and satisfaction with their
national government.

In a previous article, we have shown that personal trust
moderates the relationship between personal income and LS.
We have also shown that social trust moderates the relationship
between community income and social satisfaction and that
political trust moderates the relationship between national
income and political satisfaction. However, when European
countries were grouped according to their level of social and
political trust, the close associations between LS and personal,
community and national income were only evident in low-trust
countries. Trust, thus, seemed to buffer the effect of income on
personal LS inmedium and high-trust countries (Clench-Aas and
Holte, 2021).

This article takes the “the buffer hypothesis” one step further
by asking: might the buffering capacity of trust protect against
decreased well-being in a population when faced with a national
or global crisis? To address this important question, we used
the theoretical model of Dahlgren and Whitehead as the point
of departure. This model places the individual at the center of
several nested, hierarchically organized socio-structural layers,
namely, the individual, community, and country (Clench-Aas
and Holte, 2021). The unique aspect of this model is that each
socio-structural layer has its layer-specific income, trust, and
satisfaction parameters. We additionally divided the European
countries into three groups according to their levels of social and
political trust.

The results are strongly consistent with the “the buffer
hypothesis.” Overall, in countries with a high level of social
and political trust before the financial crisis, the crisis did not
influence trust or satisfaction levels severely. In countries with
low levels of trust, however, the crisis was followed by a severe
decline in both trust and satisfaction levels. We also found that
national factors, such as political trust and national income, were
more important for personal LS after the crisis. This suggests
that strong national measures may be effective mechanisms to
strengthen well-being within the country.

Aim 1: To Assess How the Relationship
Between Income and Satisfaction Within
Different Layers of the Society When
Accounting for Personal, Social, and
Political Trust Changed From Before to
After the Financial Crisis of 2008/2009
We examined the effect of the crisis on the layers in two ways:
(1) changes in absolute level and (2) changes in the strength
of the associations between layer-specific satisfaction, income,
and trust.

The micro layer was characterized by lower absolute levels of
personal income in the low and medium trust countries, slightly
increased levels of personal trust, and increased personal LS in all
three groups. The association between LS and personal income
was greater after the crisis, especially in the low andmedium trust
groups. This suggests that improvements in personal income

led to improvements in personal LS after the crisis. The decline
in personal LS following the financial crisis, observed in both
Europe and America, did not last long and was followed by
increased personal LS (Deaton, 2012; Clench-Aas and Holte,
2017).

Themezzo layer was characterized by increased levels of social
satisfaction despite declines in community income in all the
three trust groups. The levels of social trust were remarkably
similar before and after the crisis. Despite the large declines in
community income in the medium and low trust groups, the
relationship between community income and social satisfaction
was substantially strengthened in these two groups. A greater
positive association indicates that not only does social satisfaction
increase with higher community income but that it may also
indicate that in the poorest communities, social satisfaction was
reduced. The association of social trust was again remarkably
stable. Overall, the results from the mezzo layer underscore the
importance of the local economy for social satisfaction. This may
possibly serve as an explanation for the restoration of higher
levels of social satisfaction after the crisis.

In the macro layer, even though national income increased
from 2006 to 2012, there were clear drops in GDP during
the crisis, yet some transition countries were less influenced
and retained an increasing trend (Clench-Aas and Holte,
2017). Overall, the differences between the high and low trust
countries were most evident at the macro level, with clear
increases in political trust and satisfaction in the high trust
countries and substantial declines in the low trust countries. The
relationship between national income and political satisfaction
was substantially strengthened in the high and medium trust
nations. In the low trust countries, however, it was substantially
weakened. The trend was similar but not significant for political
trust and political satisfaction. This is an important finding since
some of the transition countries were in a period of economic
growth during this period, yet the trust in and the satisfaction
with authorities were weakened. This layer was the least robust
and exhibited clear challenges from the financial crisis.

Does the Literature Support These Findings?
The literature that discusses the overall layer effects is limited!
However, some studies have investigated individual links.

Pooled data of 27 EU member states from the Eurobarometer
survey of 2011 indicate a slight decrease in trust in the European
Union, the national parliament, and the national government
during the financial crisis with a sharp decline over 6 months
from spring 2011 (European Commision, 2011). There are also
other studies pointing to reduced levels of both social and
political trust after the financial crisis (Stevenson and Wolfers,
2011; Papaioannou, 2013; Habibov and Afandi, 2015; Darvas and
Wolff, 2016; Bartolini et al., 2017; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018;
Ananyev and Guriev, 2019).

However, the results indicate that there is a strong need to
differentiate such results according to the level of trust before the
crisis. For instance, in Finland, a high trust country, high social
trust was observed during their 1990 economic crisis despite
decreasing levels of trust in the political and public institutions
(Newton, 2001). Newton (2001) argues that this was due to the
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political origin of the problems, which were unrelated to other
factors that could contribute to decreasing social trust. Although
in this study we observed a slight fall in social trust from before to
after the crisis, we do confirmhigh levels of social trust in Finland.

A significant increase in social trust between 1999 and
2010 was also reported in another high trust country, Iceland,
during their financial crisis (Growiec et al., 2012). The authors
suggest that this increase, as well as a corresponding increase
in sociability, reflects a coping response to the stress caused by
the crisis.

Aim 2: To Assess if Countries, Grouped
According to Their Levels of Trust, Differ in
the Importance of the Financial Crisis on
LS
The total effect of the financial crisis on personal LS was quite
different in the three trust groups.

In the high trust group, there were minor changes in LS.
This may indicate that the high trust levels served as a buffer
against the crisis (even though the moderating role of the three
trust forms was lower than in the other groups). After the crisis,
however, there were indications that the protective effect of trust
may have diminished since the relative importance of all the three
forms for income increased, while the protective role of personal
trust increased.

In the medium trust group, there were similar trends,
although both the association between trust and personal LS
and the moderation was stronger than in the high trust groups,
similarly, the importance of the income variables rose. Again, the
dominant change after the crisis was toward greater importance
of personal trust (i.e., “self-efficacy”).

The most dramatic changes occurred in the low trust group.
Here, there was little to indicate that trust acted as a buffer
despite an increase in the moderator role of social and political
trust. Quite the contrary, the importance of the income variables
increased dramatically after the crisis, as did the association with
personal trust.

Aim 3: Holistically, to Determine the
Relative Importance of the Financial Crisis
to Individual LS, After Accounting for All
Variables of Income and Trust at Each
Layer, i.e., Individual, Community, and
Country
The Relative Importance of Trust and Income on LS
The results differed substantially among the three trust groups. In
the high trust group, which is dominated by the Nordic countries,
the relationship between LS and all the trust variables either
decreased or remained the same from before to after the crisis.
The only significant decline was indicated for personal trust.
None of the income variables were significantly associated with
personal LS either before or after the crisis.

Using these associations to determine relative importance
reveals that before the crisis, the relative importance of trust was
very large in the high trust group. Altogether, 60% of the relative

effect of the three income and three trust variables on personal
LS could be attributed to one form or another of trust. After the
crisis, the relative importance of trust fell to 5.5%. The relative
importance of national income changed from −21.6 to +39.1%
(Figure 1).

In the medium trust group, of all the trust variables, only
personal trust changed its association with personal LS from
before to after the crisis, thereby increasing the strength of
the association. The association between personal income and
personal LS increased, but the change was not significant.
Combining the associations with the measured levels of the
parameters led to an increase in the relative importance of the
income variables, although less dramatic than in the high trust
group. The increased relative importance of national income,
however, was high, from−33.8 to+54.5 (Figure 1).

In the low trust group, we observed a significant increase in
the association between personal trust and personal LS after the
crisis. However, the low trust group distinguished itself from
the other two groups in terms of the importance of the income
variables, with the associations showing dramatic increases from
before to after the crisis. The resulting relative effect was less
dramatic although in the same direction (i.e., the increased effect
of the income variables and reduced effect of the trust variables).

These findings suggest that as national income increases, the
ability to use public funding to aid the population, for example, in
terms of improved unemployment measures and aid to families,
etc., may have a greater impact on the general well-being.

The Importance of the Outer Layers on the Individual
All three trust groups exhibited a clear increase in the importance
of the outer or macro layer at the expense of the micro layer.
This was, however, most prominent in the high and medium
trust groups.

These findings were, however, not confirmed in the statistical
test of the layer effect, using interactions. In the high andmedium
trust groups, from before to after the crisis, there were none
or very modest significant layer effects on personal LS, and
consequently no significant changes in these effects.

More surprising was the very sharp increase in the importance
of the layer effect, as measured by the interaction term, between
the national and community and personal layers in the low trust
group. Therefore, even though what happens in the country
(i.e., national) layer is far more important to personal LS than
what happens in the community or individual layer, the relative
importance of these latter two layers increased from before to
after the crisis.

The dramatic increase in the relative importance of the macro
or national layer to the detriment of the micro level is an
important finding and provides the governments, especially in
low trust countries, with more influence, increasing their ability
to initiatemeasures that can lead to positive changes in well-being
for the country as a whole.

Does the Literature Support These Findings?
There is less consensus on the association between national
income and well-being, and as to which form of income
is the most important (Biswas-Diener, 2008; Caporale et al.,
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2009; Diener et al., 2013, 2018). The role of community
income is more complex and seems to be related to the
size of the community, with larger communities showing
negative associations between well-being and community income
(Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004; Kingdon and Knight, 2007;
Barrington-Leigh and Helliwell, 2008; Graf and Tillé, 2013;
Brodeur and Flèche, 2018). At the neighborhood level, most
studies have reported positive associations (Kingdon and Knight,
2007; Barrington-Leigh and Helliwell, 2008; Knies et al., 2008;
Clark et al., 2009; Dittmann and Goebel, 2010; Brodeur and
Flèche, 2018; Ma et al., 2018). However, the role of a global
crisis on the association between the different income forms and
well-being is less documented.

The positive association between trust and well-being has
frequently been reported (Helliwell and Huang, 2008; Helliwell
and Wang, 2010; Bartolini et al., 2013b; Helliwell et al., 2016).
However, the relative importance of the different forms of trust is
sparsely studied, and there is less agreement (Mota and Pereira,
2008; Bartolini et al., 2013a). Finally, little is known as to the
effects of an economic crisis on these associations. The decreased
association between political trust and personal LS after the crisis
may also result from a general decrease in political trust over the
years (Catterberg and Moreno, 2005; Blind, 2007).

Our results do not support previous findings indicating that
social trust is more closely related to well-being than national
income (Bartolini and Sarracino, 2014). In fact, we found
the reverse. One explanation may be that this previous study
examined long-term effects, whereas the current study could only
estimate short-term effects. Finally, although a close relationship
between high self-esteem and well-being has been reported
(Baumeister et al., 2003; Lyubomirsky et al., 2006; Margolis
and Lyubomirsky, 2018), the greater relative importance of
personal trust, as opposed to the other forms of trust, has not
been reported.

There is some support for the observed layer effect. Our
findings are partially consistent with previous findings as to
the importance of political satisfaction, political trust, and
national income on personal LS had been well-documented
across countries (Schyns, 2002; Morrison et al., 2011; Reeskens
and Wright, 2011; Helliwell et al., 2014a, 2018). Additionally, it
has been observed that political trust and political satisfaction are
more important than social trust in predicting personal LS (Mota
and Pereira, 2008).

The importance of the community layer on personal well-
being has been described previously. The direction of the effect
seems to be dependent on the size of the geographic area, for
example, neighborhoods vs. larger geographical units (Kingdon
and Knight, 2007; Barrington-Leigh and Helliwell, 2008; Brodeur
and Flèche, 2018). There are indications that the financial crisis
increased the reliance of individuals on themselves as the impact
of events in a national layer increased as dominating forces to
personal LS (Bjørnskov, 2003; Algan and Cahuc, 2014).

One of the few studies that examined this with respect to the
financial crisis indicated that increased social support mitigated
the negative consequences of the financial crisis in Portugal, a
low trust country (Matavelli et al., 2020). Another study indicated
that the financial crisis, by increasing financial worries, created

difficulties in social identity and, hence, relationships with other
individuals in their network (Heretick, 2013). However, this
study is far more comprehensive than previous studies, as it
includes all the three layers in the same model and the changes
from before to after a global crisis.

Aim 4: To Determine if the Eventual
Buffering Role of Trust on the Relationship
Between Income and Satisfaction Within
Each Layer Holistically Changed After
Exposure to the Financial Crisis, “the
Buffer Hypothesis”
Moderation was examined in several different ways: (1) by
calculating the interaction of the moderating variable and the
explanatory variable, (2) by moderation testing using Hayes
moderation and mediation program, and (3) by dividing the
sample into levels of the proposed moderator and examining
the relationships of the variables of interest within these layers.
In addition, we examined the role of the three trust variables
both within each layer and holistically upon personal LS and
political satisfaction.

Moderating Effect of Trust Within Layers
There were important changes in themoderating capacity of trust
in each layer. Personal trust acted as a buffer that became even
stronger after the crisis within the micro layer in the high and
medium trust groups but not in the low trust group. Likewise,
social trust was not a significant modifier within the mezzo layer
in any group. Political trust was only a modifier in the low trust
countries, and its positive interaction did not change substantially
after the crisis. Consequently, only personal trust showed a clear
and measurable buffering effect within the three layers.

Moderating Effect of All Three Forms of Trust on LS
Using the Hayes model, all the three forms of trust in the high
trust group showed small but, nevertheless, greater buffering
effects from before to after the crisis. In the medium trust group,
there was a substantial increase in the buffering role of personal
trust, a reverse in social trust, while the buffering role of political
trust remained unchanged. In the low trust group, all three forms
of trust showed a substantially increased buffering capacity. The
modifying role of all the three forms of trust was also much
stronger than in the two other groups.

Moderating Effect of All Three Forms of Trust on

Political Satisfaction
In view of the importance of political satisfaction for the
satisfactory resolution or amelioration of difficulties caused by a
major crisis, we chose to examine the modifying roles of trust on
political satisfaction. Again, the moderating test within the Hayes
model was used.

In the high trust group, only personal and social trust showed
increased buffering effects from before to after the crisis. In
the medium trust group, there was a substantial increase in the
buffering role of personal trust, a minor increase in social trust,
while the buffering role of political trust remained unchanged. In
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the low trust group, the results were in sharp contrast to those
measured for LS. For political satisfaction, all the three forms
of trust showed substantially decreased buffering capacity from
before to after the financial crisis. However, the modifying role of
all the three forms of trust was still much stronger than in the two
other groups.

Moderating Effect of Trust on Personal LS by

Examining Results by Groups Based on Levels of

Trust
This has been discussed under Aim 2; but as a summary, in this
study, we will mention that the potentially negative effects of
the financial crisis, as measured through the association of the
three forms of income on LS, were not observed in the high
trust groups, had mixed results in the medium trust groups, and,
clearly, evident in the low trust groups. This provides further
confirmation of a moderator role for all the three forms of
trust on LS, which increased in importance from before to after
the crisis.

Self-esteem has an integral function in the social identity of
the individual that helps place and strengthens the participation
of individuals in a local or close network, be it family, friends,
or community. It is closely related to the ability of people
to communicate and be open with respect to others (Cast
and Burke, 2002). Trust has previously been suggested as an
important element for coping with crises, especially in transition
countries (Helliwell et al., 2014a, 2016; Habibov and Afandi,
2015; Bartolini et al., 2017). Also, one study indicates that social
support, which is linked to social trust, had a clear moderator
function in Portugal, a low trust country, with respect to the
negative effect of the financial crisis on personal LS (Matavelli
et al., 2020). The results are consistent with such assumptions on
a European basis, especially in the transition countries, which are
the main constituent of the low trust group.

Public Health Consequences and General
Conclusions
This study enhances the current literature by investigating the
holistic effects of global events on the individual. We did that
by including three of the most important socio-structural layers
we exist within, namely the individual, local community, and
country. Global events do not similarly affect these layers.
Consequently, it is not surprising that these events will impact
individuals differently.

Trust has been called the Nordic gold (Andreasson, 2017).
This claim is largely supported in this study. We found that
trust is important in each of the three socio-structural layers;
trust in oneself, trust in the local community of an individual,
and trust in how the county is run. We have demonstrated
the significance of trust in coping with crises, in this case, the
financial crisis of 2008/2009. Importantly, we also showed trust
to buffer the relationships between the different forms of income
and satisfaction.

Being a repeated cross-sectional study, we can only speculate
as to the causal mechanisms behind the significance of trust in
times of crisis. We suggest, however, that the different forms
of trust work as lubricants on the relationship between income
and well-being for the individual, local community, and society

at large (Clench-Aas and Holte, 2021), thus providing resilience
when facing crises.

Trust simply makes life easier, simpler, more pleasant, and
friendly. In public health, trust is strongly associated with
individual happiness, altruistic attitudes, collaboration between
people, a sense of control of the life of an individual, and better
chances in life (Putnam et al., 1994; Cast and Burke, 2002;
Rodríguez-Pose, 2012; Rothstein, 2013). Economically, trust is
associated with fewer formalities, conflicts, legal processes, lower
transaction costs in commerce, and favorable conditions for
investment (Zak andKnack, 2001; DeGroot et al., 2004; Tabellini,
2010). Politically, trust seems to promote political engagement
and democratic development and reduce crime (Kennedy et al.,
1998; Putnam, 2001).

In times of crisis, the trust may dissipate most of the negative
consequences of the crisis, be they economic or otherwise.
This buffering role of trust may possibly explain the relative
stability of personal LS from before to after the crisis. This
study underpins this view by showing how little the financial
crisis of 2008/2009 was associated with changes in the high trust
countries, yet how much it influenced the low trust countries
in Europe.

We found that after the crisis, measures in the national
layer increased in importance at the cost of measures in
the community and individual layers for personal well-being.
This may imply that following a global crisis, the actions
taken by institutions at the country level become even
more important.

Furthermore, we assume that societies with high levels of
national or social trust may be able to more freely implement
the necessary measures to tackle the event while maintaining the
support of the population.When national policies are accepted, it
is simpler for the community to also institute measures that will
be accepted. The decrease in the negative reaction to necessary
measures may create a positive spiral that allows continuing and
furthering necessary measures.

This process is even more important when there are economic
consequences of a global event. By allowing the collective well-
being to be maintained, and even sometimes increased, the
positive spiral can be further stimulated by increasing creativity
and productivity, in that way aiding in the solution to the
problems. Strengthened self-esteem and social identity lead to
greater commitment and increased responsibility necessary to
rebuild social structures that are often impaired during a global
crisis (Cast and Burke, 2002).

Thus, this study lends support to the suggestion that
politicians, professionals, and regulators have an important task
in increasing their levels of population of all three forms of trust.
This is especially important given the buffering role of trust on
the impact of income on well-being in times of crisis. A challenge
for future research, however, is to see whether the results from
this study are also valid for other national or global crises, such as
the COVID-19 pandemic.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

The major strength of this study is that we used a combination of
multilevel analysis and a three-layer socio-structural model. This
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way, we could holistically assess how each layer-specific theme of
income, trust, and satisfaction is independently associated with
LS, controlling for all the others.

Another major strength is the large sample size obtained
by ESS and their use of methodological standards in all stages
of the process. This makes the data ideal for comparative and
cross-national analyses. The ESS team is working continuously
to ensure high validity and reliability of the questionnaire
and data collected. The use of strict randomized probability
sampling provides an assumingly representative sample of
the population, and the questionnaire used is well-tested and
translated according to ESS protocols.

The third strength is that we could utilize available and
comparable EES data from both before (2006) and after
(2012) the financial crisis of 2008/2009. Consequently, we were
able to study longer-term relationships between income, trust,
and satisfaction.

The fourth strength is the large number of relevant
confounders included in the analyses, such as gender, age and
age2, number of people in a household, marital status, education,
occupation, unemployment, and mental health, which is the
singlemost important contributor to variation in personal LS that
can be explained by observables.

The fifth strength is that it includes comparable data
across 19 European countries. This made it possible both to
study the relative effect of the national layer as such and to
come closer to theorizing about Europe as a whole. However,
although more countries were included than in any previous
similar studies, the after all limited number of countries
limits generalization to all Europe. The inclusion of data from
other countries was not available for the period examined in
this study.

The sixth strength is that we were able to divide the 19
countries into three fairly equally sized, distinct groups according
to their levels of overall social and political trust. This made it
possible to discern the different relationships between income
and personal LS in high trust countries vs. medium and low
trust countries.

This study has several limitations, too. Although the surveys
were conducted both before and after the financial crisis of
2008/2009 and with 6 years of interval (2006–2012), the cross-
sectional nature of the data limits the possibility to draw causal
conclusions from the findings. Even though these countries are
grouped according to overall social and political trust levels,
there is no doubt that these groups of countries also differ in
other parameters.

Several of the measures were based on self-report,
and thus response bias might be present. However, the
main part of these measures, such as those on trust and
satisfaction, is truly subjective measures and can hardly be
measured validly by other methods than by asking people.
Due to the novelty of the approach used in this study,
there is a lack of literature concerning either the theory
behind or the interpretation of the measures used for trust
and well-being.

The items used to measure satisfaction and trust in all three
layers could have been more consistent across layers. While

satisfaction in the micro layer referred to personal LS as a whole,
satisfaction in the mezzo layer was limited to areas of belonging,
social support, respect, and safety; and satisfaction at the macro
layer referred to satisfaction with how the country was run.
Unfortunately, we did not have data on satisfaction with how the
community was run, such as the local provision of public services.
However, this may, to some extent, be compensated by the
claim that the greatest effect on satisfaction with the community
comes from how satisfied one is with social contacts of
an individual.

Furthermore, we often used single-item questions to indicate
the constructs examined. However, possible threats to the
reliability of these measures are, to a large extent, compensated
by the large sample size.

The ESS includes no standard measure of trust in oneself.
However, although not 100% perfect, the concepts of self-
confidence and self-esteem are logically very close. We, therefore,
used self-esteem as a proxy for trust in oneself.

The data needed to determine measures on the community
layer were only available for two rounds (3 and 6), resulting
in a lower sample size. In the community layer, information
about the neighborhood was not available. We, therefore,
used regional level within countries to represent the local
community. However, it has been shown that larger regional
units represent more satisfactorily the community effect than
estimates at the neighborhood level (Rickardsson and Mellander,
2017). To address this problem, we combined information on
the regions within the country that the individuals lived in
together with the social class. Although this was not ideal,
it was considered an acceptable approximation. It cannot be
denied that it would have been preferable with a more precise
definition of neighborhood. Yet, the fact that we found a
strong relationship within each layer, including the relationships
between community income, respectively, and social satisfaction,
may indicate that the way we defined local community worked
out well.

Unfortunately, the income variable was changed in 2008
from 12 identical categories to 10, specific for each country.
However, we controlled for this by imputing a personal
income for each respondent using nation-specific information
on the distribution by gender, age, and education. This
allowed an acceptable form of harmonization between the
two periods. It would have been preferable, however, that the
true income had been provided for each of the years, but our
approximation functioned well according to statistical properties.
For further details, refer to Supplementary Material 2 -
Table 3. It would have been preferable if we, in addition
to income, representing money into a household, also had
a measure of expenses, such as debt, household expenses,
and so forth.
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How do people describe the psychological sense of community (PSOC) in the
present day ideological climate of globalising neo-liberalism, assuming that people are
essentially individualistic, that solidarity, social commitment, and citizenship are not
natural dispositions, as we all are the lonely citizen? This issue is addressed by a mixed-
methods study using semi-structured interviews with two age groups—young and older
people—from two different cultures—India (Mumbai) and Norway (Oslo). This two by two
design gives the opportunity to analyse people’s meaning systems of PSOC, asking;
is there a core meaning system of PSOC shared by people within as well as across
cultures? Belongingness and citizenship are continuously formed and negotiated, just
at the intersection of two dimensions: culture and historical time. The young and older
adult informants often live in different “historical times.” The meaning systems of PSOC
were explored and compared by language analyses of words used by the informants.
Text search queries were made for 69 words. “Help,”, “care,” “different,” “problem,” and
“family” were identified as central for further in-depth qualitative analyses. The word,
“family” demonstrated high frequencies of use across sub-samples. There was nothing
more relevant for the groups than the family when thinking of PSOC, revealing almost
a “prior to society perspective.” PSOC is about being part of families. Simultaneously,
we are members of other communities: schools, workplaces, neighborhoods, cities and
nations. The informants mentioned such communities, but not often. Feeling part of
the family, helping and caring not only the family but also your neighbourhood, local
community, or national and global communities are particularly necessary today, as we
live in a time where communities, societies, and nations across the world are heavily
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impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. In this crisis, it is vital that nobody forgets that
we are national and transnational citizens and part of many interrelated social systems.
This study points out how community psychology and the applied social sciences can
work to strengthen the feelings of connections to other communities, societies, and
nations outlining and co-creating transformative multi-level interventions of public policy
programmes of inclusion and “we-ness.”

Keywords: age group, globalisation, meaning systems, neo-liberalism, psychological sense of community, family

INTRODUCTION

In different ways, our development, health, and wellbeing deeply
depend on how we, as citizens, manage to create communities
where individual wellbeing is interwoven with the wellbeing of
others and collective wellbeing. The concept of psychological
sense of community (PSOC) is one of the core concepts within
the community psychology to approach this fundamental aspect
of life— that we are all parts of communities and are dependent
on each other (Sarason, 1986; Brodsky et al., 2002; Prilleltensky,
2010; Mannarini and Rochira, 2014). This project studies and
compares the conceptualisations or meaning systems of PSOC
of young adult and older adult people within as well as across
different cultures.

Psychological Sense of Community
The phenomenon of PSOC refers to the meaning systems of
being part of, of being connected and supported, and the values
of caring, of compassionate, and including relationships and
communities as well as about social responsibility (Sarason, 1974;
McMillan, 1996; Brodsky, 2009; Nowell and Boyd, 2010; Kloos
et al., 2012). The conceptualisation of PSOC by McMillan and
Chavis (1986) is most widely applied today. Their point of
departure is that conceptually, PSOC consists of the following
four different dimensions (Chavis et al., 2008): (a) a feeling of
belonging and identification with the community (membership);
(b) a sense or feeling of having some influence on the community
and experiencing an acceptable influence from the community
(mutual influence); (c) integration and fulfillment of members
needs through the resources of the community and members
contribution to the communities needs and resources (fulfillment
of needs), and finally, (d) a sense that members of the community
share and will continue to share a common history (shared
emotional connection). In addition to these core dimensions,
the concept includes additional dimensions of affect (positive
and negative PSOC) and community references [geographical,
relational, and ideal communities (Glynn, 1981; Brodsky et al.,
2002; Mannarini and Rochira, 2014)]. Thus, the concept of PSOC
is multifaceted and multidimensional. A number of meanings
are attached to the concept and it is important to know more
about how people at a particular societal and historic time, and
being in different periods of life as well as in different cultures
think about belonging and being part of groups, communities,
and societies (Brodsky, 2009; Mannarini and Fedi, 2009; Barbieri
et al., 2014; Li et al., 2014; Stewart and Townley, 2020). Taking
as point of departure that PSOC is an important dimension in

individual, community and societal well being, this project is
studying and comparing young adult and older adult people’s
conceptualizations or meaning systems of sense of community
within as well as across two different cultures, India and Norway.

Language, Words and Cultures’ Meaning
Systems
Meaning systems are embedded in language and are mirrored
in the ways words and concepts are used. Words thereby reflect
thoughts and feelings about social phenomena and processes
(Blakar, 1979; Rommetveit, 1992; Billig, 1997; Pennebaker et al.,
2003; Nafstad et al., 2009; Pennebaker, 2011; Holtgraves, 2014;
Formanowicz et al., 2016; Carlquist et al., 2017). Systematic
empirical analyses of the usage of even single words can therefore
serve as descriptive indicators of societal and psychological
phenomena and processes, such as PSOC (Blakar, 1979;
Rommetveit, 1992; Billig, 1997; Pennebaker et al., 2003; Nafstad
et al., 2009; Moghaddam and Harré, 2010). Languages vary
greatly across the world; however, all cultures may use words
and concepts for bonding and togetherness (Wierzbicka, 1997;
Goddard and Wierzbicka, 2014). At the same time, the words
and concepts we use at one point of time change due to historical,
cultural, and societal changes with profound consequences
on our thinking, feeling, and behaviour, which again have
consequences for a good life. Thus, the words we use define our
understanding of our socio-cultural reality, thereby providing an
impact on our thinking, feeling, and planning of how to live and
organise the social life.

Life Span, Cultural and Historical
Meaning Systems, and PSOC
Throughout life, people are exposed to differential historical and
cultural contexts, having constantly to shape, adjust, and reorient
thoughts, feelings, and behaviour to prevailing meaning systems,
ideologies, values, norms, opportunities, and deprivations in
their society (Elder, 1974, 1980). Hence young and older
people within a culture as well as across cultures have often
experienced different values and meaning systems of PSOC,
and how to be connected to micro, meso, and macro contexts
(Nafstad et al., 2013).

Studies have shown that culture, context, and age have an
important role in the conceptualisation and meanings of PSOC
of people (Dudgeon et al., 2002; Brodsky, 2009; Mak et al.,
2009; Kenyon and Carter, 2011; Barbieri et al., 2014; Li et al.,
2014). Research includes studies of the relationships between
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PSOC and cultural meaning systems like collectivism (Love, 2007;
Moscardino et al., 2010); the impact of strong individualism
in society (Sarason, 1974; Love, 2007; Nafstad et al., 2009); the
role of the family system as a source for PSOC, particularly
in collectivistic cultures (Cicognani et al., 2008; Brodsky, 2009;
Chiessi et al., 2010; Carrillo et al., 2015), as well as for young
people (Moscardino et al., 2010). With respect to age and PSOC,
it is often life-span related community transitions, which are in
focus on studies related to PSOC. Young adult age, for example,
typically represents the end of schooling, moving out of the
family, often moving to new communities, and starting up own
family (Mahan et al., 2002; Fyson, 2008; Chiessi et al., 2010).
Thus, central tasks of young adult life are to acquire new values
and learning of new social roles: worker, partner/spouse, parent,
and the role of being a citizen with rights and obligations (Arnett,
2002; Colby et al., 2003), often in a new community. In old
age, on the other hand, people go through transitions, such as
retirement from society, the work community, adjusting lifestyle
to lower income and withdrawing, and thereby reducing the
social roles and networks (Li et al., 2014; Provencher et al., 2014;
Singelenberg et al., 2014). Also, people in their old age often
experience changes in health and loss of spouse and friends,
wishing now for programmes of assistance, care or, help that
might not be there in their community (Phillipson, 1993; Bahl
et al., 2017). Thus in both of these two life stages, PSOC of
people is at risk for decreasing due to ordinary life stress: in
the younger years, if the social context becomes insufficient in
satisfying evolving active needs in the process of constructing
and adapting to a grown-up life and becoming a citizen with
duties and rights (Arnett, 2002; Colby et al., 2003; Cicognani et al.,
2014). In old age, social change and alteration of social structures,
roles, family, social networks, often diminishing physical skills,
and sometimes strong increase in frailty, most probably demand
increasingly more individual efforts in order to maintain PSOC
and find groups to be a part of and stay socially active (Bahl and
Hagen, 2017; Bahl et al., 2017). In the worst case, old people, as
all of us today in this global situation of a COVID-19 pandemic,
need extensive, integrated community, and municipality-based
interventions of help and assistance.

Psychological Sense of Community and
the Globalised World Today
Most emic research on the PSOC of people has so far focussed
primarily on the local cultural meaning systems. However, more
and more global meaning systems continuously affect local
cultural meaning systems. Therefore, the experiences of people
with regard to PSOC can no longer be understood only as locally
culture-bound (Baars et al., 2006; Torres, 2006; Sokolovsky, 2009;
Li et al., 2014). Moreover, as age has seldom been the focus of
studies of PSOC, we do not know if people in different life-stages,
within one cultural context, share the same meaning systems
of PSOC. Due to stronger globalisation throughout life span,
people today are also continuously exposed to changing historical
and cultural experiences having constantly to shape, adjust, and
reorient their thoughts, feelings, and behaviour to the prevailing
as well as changing meaning systems, values, opportunities, crisis,

and deprivations in the society. Consequently, within one society,
people in different life stages, young and older people, can belong
to different historical generations (Elder, 1974, 1980). People
within the society are thus likely to experience rather different
values and meaning systems over time about how to secure health
and wellbeing for themselves; for others, family and society are
at large (Nafstad et al., 2009). This situation characterised by
differential meaning systems can create and shape conflicts and
distances between people.

We studied the meaning systems of PSOC of young adults and
older adults from two urban contexts, Mumbai in India and Oslo
in Norway, assuming that there might be different conceptions
about PSOC within as well as across the two cultures. At the same
time, people in urban India and Norway live more and more in
a similar historic period shaped by neo-liberal values (Harvey,
2005; Nafstad et al., 2009; McDonald et al., 2017), defining their
conceptions of what matters in social relations, in life, and in
society at large.

Meaning Systems in India and Norway
In every culture, there is a set of ideas about collectivism
and individualism and these two dimensions are of the most
profoundly researched dimensions in psychology (Chiu and
Hong, 2013). While the core individualism is of the belief that
the self is a self-contained independent entity and a social pattern
of loosely linked individuals, the essence in collectivism is the
conviction of the self as continuously interdependent with some
in-group (e.g., the family) and social structures and patterns
consisting of closely linked individuals (Markus and Kitayama,
1991; Trafimow et al., 1991; Triandis, 1993, 1995; Hofstede,
2001). These dimensions most probably will manifest themselves
differently in different societies, influencing conceptualisations
and meanings of PSOC in various ways with consequences
for how to live and thereby creating the well-functioning of
communities and societies. The horizontal-vertical dimension is
also an additional and especially important dimension in the
understanding of cultures (Triandis, 2001). Typically, horizontal
cultures emphasise equality (e.g., welfare systems and egalitarian
values), while vertical cultures emphasise hierarchy (e.g., systems,
such as the cast system and competitive values).

In Norway, the individualistic meaning systems have
historically co-existed within a welfare ideology valuing social
equality, social obligation, equitable distribution of wealth,
and quality health care for all (Carlquist et al., 2007). This is
reflected in the fact that Norwegian culture often is categorised
as a horizontal individualistic, with little appreciation for social
hierarchy or competition (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998; Triandis,
2001). Today, however, with the influence of an increasingly
powerful globalised neo-liberalistic ideology, also within the
Norwegian context, values have changed toward more vertical
individualism thereby challenging the implications for social
life and citizenship solidarity (Carlquist et al., 2007). These
increasingly dominant vertical values, conflicting with the
horizontal values, which Norwegian older adults have grown
up with, have become the central parts of the discourses of the
young adults in the Norwegian context (Türken et al., 2016).
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India is a country with complex cultural context as it consists
of several states with different cultures and ideologies about how
to live (Delle Fave et al., 2016). Biswas-Diener et al. (2012:14)
also pointed out that “India is a diverse society, with the largest
concentration of Hindus in the world, as well as sizeable Muslim
and Christian populations.” Triandis (1996) and Verma and
Triandis (1999) categorised the Indian culture as a vertical
collectivistic, suggesting that overall, Indian individuals prefer
hierarchy within groups and identify themselves more strongly
in terms of their in-group relationships, striving to realise
shared goals within these relationships. However, today, both
the collectivistic and individualistic values co-exist in the Indian
contexts (Sinha and Tripathi, 1994; Sinha et al., 2001). Urban
areas are particularly exposed to globalised ideologies, and young
adults tend to have more individualistic orientations than older
adult people (Mishra, 1994; Shah, 2009). As such, urban Indian
older adults today most likely have to position themselves
in terms of two very different meaning systems, the strictly
collectivistic one they grew up in, and the emerging globalised
and individualistic value and social practice system.

Thus, around the world young adults’ and old adults’
adjustment and reorientations to such alterations in society
certainly have consequences for their conceptualizations and
value experiences of PSOC and thereby how they plan and hope
to arrange their lives with consequences for own and others’ life,
health and well-being.

The Aims of the Study
Using language analyses, the aims of the present study are
to provide a more multifaceted understanding of PSOC and
culture in India and Norway; how interactive meaning systems
of local and global values within these two cultural contexts
most probably are also reflected in the meaning systems of
PSOC among two age groups which are at different life-stages
that are often characterised with rather heavy and specific
ordinary life stress.

The aims of this study are as follows:

(1) As words and expressions are mirroring people’s feeling
and thinking we will identify and compare the words and
expressions urban young adults and older adults from
India and Norway use when describing their own meaning
of PSOC;

(2) To map out differences and similarities between the two
cultures as well as the two age groups within each culture
in the usage of these words and expressions, and finally;

(3) To analyse if and how global cultural meaning systems are
currently reflected in the different conceptualisations of
PSOC among sub-groups.

To answer these questions, we analyse the language use of the
four sub-samples in a mixed-methods design.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study used a three-step mixed-methods design to analyse an
interview material from four sub-samples (Figure 1). The first

step was done to identify words and expressions used within
and across sub-samples (Aim 1). As a second step, a quantitative
analysis was carried out to explore the relationships between the
use of words and age and cultural context (Aim 2). Finally, as
the third step, a qualitative analysis was conducted to get an in-
depth understanding of how each sub-group spoke about specific
words and differences and similarities among sub-samples that
used these words (Aims 1 and 2). Both of these aspects were
then interpreted with respect to life-stages and cultural meaning
systems (Aim 3).

Oslo and Mumbai as Contexts for
Recruitment of Informants
Oslo and Mumbai were purposively chosen as contexts to recruit
informants from because these two cities are considered the
most globalized contexts in Norway and India, respectively.
Oslo is the capital of Norway and holds a population of 697,010
people. With reference to the larger nation, Oslo is seen to be
heterogenic with respect to the meaning systems of people:
religion, cultural backgrounds, and demographics. A high degree
of the internal and cross-border migration of the nation is to
Oslo (Statistics Norway, 2021). In addition, there are marked
resource and health differences between people in the east and
west of Oslo—people in the west have better resources and
health (Grøtvedt, 2002). Mumbai is a megacity with over 12
million people and is considered to be the economical capital
of India. Due to rapid internal migration, the majority of the
“Mumbaikian” population are migrants from other parts of
India, and Mumbai is considered a cosmopolitan context,
representing the diverse meaning systems in India with respect
to religion, culture, and demographics (Bhagat and Jones, 2013).
Mumbai is structured into urban (Mumbai city) and (western
and eastern) sub-urban areas.

Informants
Our sample consisted of 44 informants; 10 young adults and
12 older adults from Norway (Oslo) and India (Mumbai),
respectively. Participants were recruited by means of a
combination of purposeful, convenient, and snowball sampling
strategies. To secure a broad sample of older adults in different
situations, senior centres in different parts of Oslo, from the
east and west, were chosen to recruit older adult informants
in Norway (Bahl et al., 2017). In India, we used both the
membership lists from Lions Club Mumbai and day care centres
in different urban and sub-urban areas of Mumbai to recruit
older adult informants in different situations (Bahl and Hagen,
2017). The samples of young adult informants were recruited
by convenience sampling (asking individuals randomly passing
the first author if they wanted to participate in the study) at
university campuses (University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway and
Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai, India) as well as by
convenient snowball sampling (asking included informants
and acquaintances about additional informants fitting the
inclusion criteria of age and residential context). The age of the
older adult informants ranged from 60 to 85 years. The age of
the young adults ranged from 18 to 28 years (see Table 1 for
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Prepara�ons for analysis
•Read-trough and inden�fica�on of words 

and expressions used within and across 
the four sub-samples of informants to 
define and describe PSOC.

•Text search queries in NVivo of iden�fied 
words/expressions and words included in 
opera�onaliza�ons of PSOC (69 words in 
total).

•"Cleaning" the mateiral (leaving 19 PSOC 
words and 17 NPSOC words).

•Implemen�ng inclusion criteria to 
selec�on of words: Usage of half or more 
of the informants in each sub-sample 
(leaving seven PSOC words and two 
NPSOC words, nine words in total).

Quan�ta�ve analysis
•Chi-square tests to explore rela�onships 

between use of the nine words and age 
and cultural context.

•Iden�fying significant rela�onships 
between use of words and age and 
cultural context (leaving five words: Help, 
Care, Problem , Different and Family) for 
further in-depth analysis.

Qualita�ve 
in-depth analysis
•Retrieving segments of interviews 

where any one of the five words 
occured.

•Reading the interview segments for 
each of the four-groups.

•Wri�ng a brief report summarizing how 
each sub-group used/spoke about each 
of the five words.

•Iden�fying differences and similari�es 
in the ways the different sub-samples 
used these words.

•Presen�ng and interpre�ng the 
findings with respect to life-stages and 
cultural meanings systems.

FIGURE 1 | Flowchart of the analysis.

additional information about the demographical background of
the informants). All four sub-samples included an equal number
of male and female informants.

Interview
In PSOC studies, the interview method has been used to
gather information in diverse cultural contexts (e.g., Afghanistan
(Brodsky, 2009) and Australia (Bishop et al., 2006)). A semi-
structured interview form was chosen, to ensure an overall
structure to the interview while at the same time giving
informants a possibility to express their personal understandings
of PSOC. The interview guide consisted of two sections; Part
1 covered the background information (age, gender, marital
status, level of education, residential area of Mumbai/Oslo,
years of residence, number of children, number of family
members residing in their home, and social and political
participation/membership). Part 2 included questions about the
meanings of community and PSOC, such as: “What comes to
your mind when you think of the word ‘community’?”, “What
meaning do you relate to the concept ‘sense of community’?”,
“What characteristics do you think a ‘good community’ should
have?”, and “Do you have any experience of past members of the
community being excluded or leaving the community?”

All interviews were conducted by the first author in
Norwegian in Norway, and in English in India. Although English
is the central part of several Indian languages, a translator
assisted the Norwegian-Indian first author in the interviews in

India, to ensure that the questions were understood as intended.
The interview settings (the senior centres/day care centres, the
campuses, the homes of the informants, or the apartments of the
interviewers) were chosen by the informants. All interviews were
recorded (mean length = 49 min for the older adult samples, and
42 min for the young adult samples) and transcribed.

Ethical Considerations
All the interviewed informants were informed about the purpose
of the study and gave their written consent before the interviews
were conducted. Also, before interviews were conducted, the
research was approved by the Norwegian Ethics Committee (The
Norwegian Centre for Research Data) owned by the Norwegian
Ministry of Education and Research. No further ethical approval
was required for this study as per institutional and national
guidelines and regulations.

Analyses
In this study, we used summative content analysis. Typically,
a first step is conducted to identify and quantify codes (words
and expressions) and then a second step is done by describing
and interpreting codes with respect to their context of use
(Hsieh and Shannon, 2005; Vaismoradi et al., 2013). We first
conducted preparations of the material so that we secondly could
perform quantitative analyses to identify words people use when
describing PSOC, words which are also particularly interesting
for qualitative in depth analyses of PSOC. Then, as a third step, we
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TABLE 1 | Informants’ demographic characteristics.

Informants Age Relationship status Highest level of
education

Years of residency Children Informants living
with family
members

Norway

Older adults 62–85 years Six widow(er), three
divorced, and three married

Non-degree granting
college to higher university
degree (MA)

3–80 years
(majority > 16 years)

0–4 3 of 12

Young adults 21–28 years Six single, one engaged,
one cohabitant, and two in
a relationship

Upper secondary school to
lower university level

6 months to 11 years
(majority < 3 years)

0 3 of 10

India

Older adults 60–82 years Six widow(er) and six
married

Basic school to Ph.D. 1–50 + years
(majority > 10 years)

0–3 8 of 12

Young adults 18–25 years 10 of 10 single College to lower university
level

1–21 years
(majority < 2 years)

0 5 of 10

did qualitative in-depth analyses of the use of these particularly
interesting PSOC words with respect to their context of use (local
and global meaning systems).

Preparations for the Analyses
As the first step in our analysis, we read through the interview
material (Part 2) and identified words and expressions our
informants used to define and describe PSOC. We took care to
sample words used within each of the four sub-samples (young
adults and older adults from each cultural context), in addition
to words used across all the four sub-samples. We then made
text search queries for the identified words in NVivo. Additional
NVivo text search queries were made for words included in
operationalisations of PSOC, e.g., “accept,” “share,” and “need,”
including negative PSOC, e.g., “problem,” “frustrating,” and
“different” (McMillan and Chavis, 1986; Brodsky et al., 2002;
Mannarini et al., 2014). Every NVivo text search provided
information on how many times each word was used by each
informant and sub-group, and where in the interview text the
word was located.

Altogether, we undertook NVivo text searches for 69 words
or expressions. Next, we deleted search words which were
predominately used to describe aspects unrelated to PSOC (e.g.,
the word “get” as used in, “I get the impression that. . .”); words
which were meaningfully ambiguous (e.g., “right,” which holds
several meanings); or words which had very few (less than 2)
cases of usage for all the four sub-samples. We were then left
with 19 positive PSOC words and 17 negative PSOC words. For
these included words, we removed cases of usage not relevant to
community or PSOC descriptions (e.g., the word “different” as
used in, “Now you are asking a different question”). To ensure
satisfactory breadth in the analysis, inclusion criteria for the
search words to be further analysed were that the words and
expressions should be used by half or more of the informants.
Out of the 19 positive PSOC words and expressions, seven
words (“family,” “help,” “care,” “each other,” “give,” “interest,” and
“respect”) met this criterion. Of the 17 negative PSOC words,
only two met this criterion (“different” and “problem”) (see
Table 2).

Quantitative Analysis
Chi-square tests were used to explore the relationship between
the use of a word (number of informants using a specific word)
and age and cultural context. To avoid compromising the low
statistical power due to low n, only bivariate associations in
2× 2 tables were explored, i.e., the analysis did only discriminate
between used and unused words, and did not take into account,
the number of times the word has been used. This was undertaken
to ensure valid chi-square tests (i.e., sufficient expected counts in
cells). To assess the strength of associations and to enable easy
comparison, the effect size 8 was used. The value, 8 = 0.10
represents a small effect size, 0.30 represents a medium, and 0.50
a large effect size (Cohen, 1992). The IBM SPSS version 23 was
used to perform these analyses.

As presented, the aim of the quantitative analysis was to
identify words and expressions that were relevant for further
qualitative analyses to a more systematically and in-depth
analysis to uncover the PSOC concept in the two different
life-stages; both of them at a risk for rather strong, ordinary
life stress, and from two different cultures. Non-parametric
analyses can be used to analyse broad classifications (such as
the definitions of PSOC by informants) from interview data,
where all informants have been asked the same questions
(Morse, 2005).

No significant relationships were observed between cultural
context and the use of the words of central relationships (“family,”
“help,” “care,” “each other,” “give,” “interest,” and “respect”). But
there was a significant overrepresentation of informants from
India using the word “care,” [χ2 (1) = 4.54, p < 0.04, 8 = 0.32]
and a significant overrepresentation of informants from Norway
using the expression “each other,” [χ2 (1) = 4.25, p < 0.05,
8 = −0.31]. Compared to Norway, more informants from India
used the word, “different,” [χ2 (1) = 7.33, p < 0.01, 8 = 0.41],
and “problem,” [χ2 (1) = 7.38, p < 0.01, 8 = 0.41) when
asked about PSOC.

When comparing the two age groups, both the young and
old adult, no significant relationships were observed regarding
the words, “family,” “each other,” “give,” “interest,” “respect,”
“problem,” and “different.” However, the word, “help” was used
more often by older adult informants in both cultures than by the
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TABLE 2 | Frequency table for selected words sorted by country and age groups.

Norway (n22) Adolescent (n10) Older adult (n12) India (n22) Adolescent (n10) Older adult (n12)

Family 90 (18) 45 (9) 45 (9) 77 (16) 44 (7) 33 (9)

Help 46 (16) 4 (4) 42 (12) 126 (18) 57 (8) 69 (10)

Care 9 (6) 1 (1) 8 (5) 41 (13) 7 (4) 34 (9)

Each other 47 (21) 33 (9) 44 (12) 59 (16) 22 (9) 37 (7)

Give 56 (16) 11 (7) 45 (9) 86 (16) 36 (8) 50 (8)

Interest 47 (13) 14 (7) 33 (6) 20 (7) 6 (2) 14 (5)

Respect 25 (12) 15 (6) 10 (6) 51 (16) 22 (7) 29 (9)

Problem 29 (6) 3 (2) 17 (4) 46 (15) 20 (9) 26 (8)

Different 44 (12) 11 (6) 33 (6) 163 (21) 101 (10) 62 (11)

Number of informants in brackets.

young adults [χ2 (1) = 6.23, p < 0.02, 8 = 0.38]. The same was
the case for “care,” [χ2 (1) = 4.94, p < 0.03, 8 = 0.34].

Qualitative Analysis
Based on the above statistical analyses, five of the words were
chosen for an in-depth qualitative analysis: the two positive PSOC
words, “care” and “help” were central as well as the two negative
PSOC words, “problem” and “different.” Finally, the most clearly
community-related word, “family,” used globally, was included.
This word demonstrated strong similarity in usage: high
frequencies of usage across all the four sub-samples. Moreover,
the usage was equally distributed across age and culture.

By means of text search queries in NVivo we retrieved all
segments of the interviews where any one of these five words
occurred to conduct a second analysis; a qualitative analysis of
these particular text segments. This second analysis included (1)
reading the excerpts for each of the four sub-groups, (2) writing a
brief report summarising how each of the sub-groups used and/or
spoke about each of the five selected words, (3) identifying the
differences and similarities in the ways the different sub-samples
used these words, and finally (4) presenting and interpreting the
findings with respect to life-stages and cultural meaning systems.

Informants are represented by codes indicating gender (F,
female; M, male), cultural context (N, Norway; I, India), and age.
Four informants in the Norwegian sample were 85 years old, and
they were given an additional number (1–4) to distinguish them.

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS: ANALYSES
BASED ON THE SELECTED WORDS
IDENTIFIED THROUGH THE
QUANTITATIVE MAPPING

“Help” and “Care”
“Help” and “care” were central for all groups in the concept
of PSOC. The statistical analysis, however, demonstrated that
the two words, “help” and “care” were used more by older
adults compared to younger adults when describing PSOC.
Moreover, Norwegian older adults differed from the other three
sub-samples in referring also to the macro-level of the society;
public health system— doctors, hospitals, social workers, and
psychologists—when talking about “help” and “care.” For them,

PSOC was also a meaning system about “help” and “care” from
society at large.

MN75: “. . .they have social workers here in my community
[the senior centre]. Which. . .eh. . .I have got help from.”

Indian older adults, on the other hand, described “helping”
primarily as their own responsibility or obligation to invest in
community development also at the city and macro levels:

FI82: “. . .community development has to take place. . . And
whosoever who can help, they should pull out their resources,
their energy, their time, and money. . .and make that community
[Mumbai] worthwhile living.”

The older adults in Norway mentioned this type of social
responsibility too, but their descriptions were predominately
about securing their own and the PSOC of their peers,
not investing in the community at large. This finding was
underpinned by the analysis of the word, “problem”; for the older
Norwegians, this word was not used about their investment in the
larger community, as it was for the Indian older adults.

Both in Oslo and Mumbai, the young adult informants defined
their near social context —student groups and the campus— as
the central communities both for receiving as well as giving help
or support:

MI25: “Yes, I have [a sense of community] in Mumbai.
Especially in Tata Institute of Social Sciences . . .Teachers are very
helpful. Staffs, all the staffs are very helpful. . .”

MN21: “I’m in this student group which I participate quite a
lot in. . .I just participate and help out a little. . .”

All four sub-samples then used the words, “Help” and “Care”
when asked about their meaning of community and PSOC.

FN851: “Yes. Care [is an important element of community].
As in kindness.”

FI21: “Sense of community to me would mean sense of
belonging. . .and a place or group of people where you can really
speak up your mind, and expect some kind of approval and
acceptance and help from the community.”

“Help” and “care” were the words used by all the four sub-
groups as parts of their meanings of PSOC. Despite being more
often addressed by the two older adult samples, the qualitative
analysis highlighted similarities across the four sub-samples
of the value of help and care. At the same time, the findings
demonstrate core aspects of each of the cultural contexts as
reflected in how young and older adults define and describe help
and care as part of PSOC: the two Norwegian samples describe
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PSOC in terms of securing own personal needs, primarily at the
individual level, not mentioning the individual responsibility at
the macro-level. The two samples from India, on the other hand,
describe PSOC as care in ways reflecting collectivistic values:
helping others and the larger community. The older adults in
Norway, on the other hand, was the only group describing help
in terms of society’s care for protecting and helping citizens
through their life course. This reflects the Norwegian societal
context: a strong public welfare ideology. People are all citizens
of society at large and the state is conceived as a central provider
for the health and economic situation of the people, particularly
in old age (Daatland and Herlofson, 2004). Finally, the finding
of the near social context as the central community for the
young adults in India and Norway receiving and giving help
demonstrates the core aspects of the situation of the young
adults: transitions, moving from the family to a new community.
This is the situation for young adults across cultures (Arnett,
2002; Mahan et al., 2002).

“Different”
The quantitative analysis of the use of words by the informants
showed that the negative PSOC word, “different” was used more
frequently describing PSOC by the Indian than the Norwegian
samples. Through the qualitative analysis, we identified that the
word was used by the two Indian sub-samples in a similar way:

MI60: “Community means that it is a group of people
belonging to different race, different caste, different regions, but
all are living happy.”

FI23: “. . .a good community will be a good mix of different
people. . .in terms of gender, class, religion, and. . .. I think. . .that
enriches the experience of a community.”

The qualitative findings confirmed the word, “different” as the
central part of the meanings of PSOC of both young and older
Indian adults: PSOC is also about the inclusion of “difference.” A
good mix of people is a central part of a society’s wellbeing. No
such trend was found in the Norwegian usage of the word.

With respect to the findings for the urban Indian samples,
we interpret these findings as reflecting the heterogenic meaning
systems of PSOC within their cosmopolitan city context (Bahl
and Hagen, 2017). Key characteristic of the community for the
two Indian groups is also about diversity. The Norwegian samples
did not use the word, “different” in their descriptions of PSOC
indicating that heterogeneity may not be an important aspect of
their conceptualisations of PSOC.

“Problem”
The negative PSOC word, “problem” was statistically identified
as a word used more frequently by the two Indian samples.
Moreover, Indian older adults were different from the other
three sub-samples by addressing one particular type of problem,
“family problems,” with detrimental consequences for where to
belong, particularly losing the possibility of living with their
family:

MI81: “. . . as I told you, most of them come [to old age homes]
because of family problems. Earlier, India was famous for group
family living, it is no more. . .”

Changes in the society and family structures as well as
the new practice of placing senior citizens in old age homes
were frequently addressed; destroying family belongingness and
thereby destroying the wellbeing in the last period of life.

The young adults from India were the only sub-sample
who expressed inter-generational problems of membership when
conceptualising PSOC:

FI23: “I always had my views that. . .what the elderly are doing
to our community is wrong, “what do they know about what the
young want. . .”. . .and now, because of all these problems within
the community I feel that a lot of the young are moving away
from it [the community]. . .”

Obviously, the two Indian age sub-groups being in different
phases of life experience very differential lives and communities,
which is important for their PSOC.

Young and older Norwegian adults were similar in the way
they talked about problems. They talked particularly about
individual needs.

MN21: “It’s more like you have to. . .you have to be
independent and do everything yourself, and then there is of
course more problems to be handled. I have definitely had more
use of the community now than before [to fulfil my needs].”

FN851: “A person like me can also be strained. Because I have
problems with restricting. . .It becomes too much. . . So I have to,
have to put up boundaries around me. . .You have to take care of
yourself too.”

At the same time, some older adults seem to miss being part of
supporting and caring social networks.

Like the older adult Indian sample, young adult Indian
informants were also concerned about the community problems;
one has to take responsibility to care for different communities,
for example, their city, as had happened some years ago.

FI82: “. . .another characteristic of a community is that
whosoever needs help, should be given help by. . .and his problem
should be sorted out by the community around him.”

MI18: “. . .if there is some problem in a group of people then
the community helps out, that way. As in, there where floods in
Mumbai a couple of years ago, and at that time many people had
actually helped people by carrying them out in the rain, they were
giving them food, etcetera, they were taking care of them. So at
that time, it was like Mumbai was active like a community.”

As shown, there were marked similarities and differences in
how the word, “problem” was used by the two Indian age groups,
as well as across the two cultural contexts. The findings illustrate
clearly the Norwegian meanings of PSOC as individualistic
and Indian meanings as collectivistic. At the same time, the
family problems and inter-generational issues of concern for the
Indian samples also point to a more individualistic meaning
system growing in strength; particularly, the nuclear family
structure rests currently more and more on the values of
strong individualism (Bhat and Dhruvarajan, 2001; Ansari, 2007).
The increasingly globalising individualistic values, conflicting
with traditional collectivistic values, as in urban India, result
in different meaning systems among the young and old with
consequences for the feeling of people as part of the community,
of belonging (Shah, 2009). To sum up, the vision of the Indian
young persons with regard to family structure and citizenship is

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 71819040

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-718190 July 22, 2021 Time: 16:40 # 9

Bahl et al. Meaning Systems of Psychological Sense of Community

no longer automatic in solidarity with the traditional practice of
living together with and taking care of the older. In neo-liberalist
urban societies, family structures have been fragmented, resulting
in families living apart, as in individualistic Norway.

“Family”
Among social relationships, family relationships are ranked as
the most stable source for the basic need to belong (Baumeister
and Leary, 1995; Lambert et al., 2010). In a cross-cultural
study, mapping lay definitions of life satisfaction in 12 different
nations around the world (including both India and Norway),
interpersonal relationships and family were also the most
frequently mentioned contextual factors in lay definitions of life
satisfaction (Delle Fave et al., 2016).

“Family” (and “help”) was also the most frequently used word
chosen for qualitative analysis. All four sub-samples used the
word, “family” in describing PSOC.

Both young and older Norwegians talked about family as one
of the most important communities overall:

MN80: “My strongest belonging is of course within the
family.”

MN26: “Most important [community for my PSOC] . . .well. I
think it has been and will always be the family.”

The Indian sub-samples were in addition concerned with the
position of the family (vertical) in the society.

MI21: “Apart from that, my caste, my religion, and my
family. . . that, actually right from your birth you get a status,
ok? And. . .that status gives you too much of an opportunity also,
ok? And that actually is the first relation between you and the
community?”

FI67: “I [experience my community as a community] just. . .
because, this is the area where I could see certain. . .something
common, like the people have something common here, and this
is maybe age-wise, family status, you know. . .”

As shown, by the two Indian samples, the family was regarded
central in affecting and defining how the individual family
members were perceived and treated by the larger society.

Families are of different types. Although “family” was a
word used by all four sub-samples when describing PSOC, the
qualitative analysis revealed different ways of using the word
within the two social contexts illustrating the core cultural
aspects of the Indian and Norwegian cultures, respectively;
the Norwegian samples described the family as important for
own PSOC, while the Indian samples were concerned more
with PSOC as interrelated with the PSOC of the family in the
larger community, thus reflecting traditional differences between
collectivistic and individualistic societies.

The importance of the family unit in collectivistic societies
has been strong (Chiu and Hong, 2013) and the family has
been understood as the central community and source for
the PSOC of people in collectivistic cultures (Brodsky, 2009;
Cicognani et al., 2014; Mannarini and Rochira, 2014; Carrillo
et al., 2015). Older adults in India also mentioned “family”
markedly more frequently than older adults in Norway. This
cultural difference, however, disappeared when young adults
from India and Norway were compared. Such a change across

generations may reflect the current globalisation of the ongoing
neo-liberalist ideology.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

The present study showed that when describing the meanings of
PSOC, young and older adult informants from the individualistic
Norwegian culture tended to use words—related to positive
and negative aspects of PSOC (“help” and “problem”)—with
reference to the individual level, while informants from the same
age groups in the collectivistic Indian culture had a tendency
to use the very same words in terms of the larger community.
These findings are in line with the earlier findings suggesting a
relationship between the two cultural syndromes and meanings
of PSOC (Sarason, 1974; Love, 2007; Brodsky, 2009; Nafstad
et al., 2009; Moscardino et al., 2010; Bahl and Hagen, 2017;
Bahl et al., 2017). Moreover, how the family was spoken about
also clearly reflected the cultural syndromes of the two contexts,
consistent with other findings for the PSOC of young adults
(Moscardino et al., 2010; Cicognani et al., 2014). These findings
indicate that the associations between PSOC, family, and cultural
syndromes are central to understand the phases of life both in
India and Norway.

The study also showed some important life-stage related
aspects of PSOC. In the Norwegian context, these aspects were
specific to the cultural context; “help” and “care” as part of later-
life PSOC reflected the Norwegian welfare state ideology. In the
Indian context, on the other hand, the age-specific aspects—the
problems raised by older adults about the family structure and
by young adults about intergenerational community relations—
showed how both local and global meaning systems influence
within the Indian urban context; the co-existence of collectivistic
as well as individualistic meaning systems. The fact that
Norwegian samples define the family as a community, which
has previously been reported in PSOC studies from collectivistic
cultures, and that individualism is revealing in communities as
well as in the social structures of urban India—particularly in
the heterogenic and cosmopolitan context of Mumbai—suggests
that current globalisation makes the meaning systems in the
societies more alike.

As pointed out, different life-stages entail specific psychosocial
transitions, which affect PSOC (Phillipson, 1993; Fyson, 2008;
Chiessi et al., 2010; Cicognani et al., 2014; Bahl et al., 2017). The
findings suggest that some transitions, e.g., those for young adult
people, are more shaped by the dominating social roles and neo-
liberal meaning systems of cultures, while transitions in old age
are more changing, variable, and locally context-dependent.

To sum up, young adults as well as older adults in urban
Norway and India negotiate challenging psychosocial transitions
affecting their PSOC. However, the reorientation of older adults
to psychosocial transitions—retiring and withdrawing from
communities and loss of social relationships, as well as changes
in meaning systems, from the ones they grew up with to
the emerging and sometimes conflicting contemporary ones—
demand greater efforts and activity from the individual to adapt,
stay socially involved, and maintain their PSOC in the later-life.
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Then, the policy and practice that aim to promote health and
wellbeing across the life-span need to acknowledge that central
meaning systems are embedded in cultural contexts forming and
shaping the PSOC of the people. Finally, the findings indicate
that stronger individual effort is needed to ensure own PSOC
in old age compared to that in the younger phases of life
both in Norway and India. Both transitions in old age and
changing meaning systems represent challenges for the PSOC of
older adults. As such, it is especially important that policy and
health professionals in these contexts facilitate and empower the
individual effort of the older adults in securing their own PSOC
in everyday life.

Challenges for Community Psychology
and Applied Social Sciences: The Need
for Ongoing “We” Discourses in This
Special Historical Time
Is there a core meaning system of PSOC shared by people within
as well as across cultures? As shown, the meaning system of PSOC
for all four groups was about people, primarily of the family. The
word, “family” demonstrated high frequencies of use across all
sub-samples. There was nothing of more relevance for the four
groups than the family system when thinking of PSOC; family
was about belonging, problems, lack of, and missing. The PSOC
meaning systems of the four groups reveals almost an outside
of society or, more precisely, a “prior-to-society-perspective,”
when thinking of PSOC (Damon, 1983). PSOC in Mumbai and
Oslo is in one way or another about being part of a family.
People from India or Norway, young or older adults, during
good or difficult phases of life, are members of families. Family
remains as the core of PSOC shared by people of different ages
as well as across cultures. The concept of PSOC, then, is more
about the private, not the public sphere. At the same time,
however, we are members of other groups and communities;
schools, workplaces, neighbourhoods, organisations, cities, and
nations. The four groups mentioned such communities and
groups, but less often.

Feeling part of, helping and caring for your neighbourhood,
your village, your town, or national and global communities,
not only the family, are necessary; particularly today, when
we find ourselves in a historical time where communities,
societies, and nations all over the world are being heavily
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic1. The most crucial task
for community psychology today is to highlight and maintain
the current feeling of connections by people, belonging, and
social responsibility not only for the family but also for other
communities and for other societies. Community psychology
then has to systematically articulate and promote discourses
of bonding and social responsibility for multiple communities:
neighbourhood, working place, and communities and society at
large. PSOC has traditionally been a predictor for local citizen

1The data for this study were collected prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
given the clear relevance of our findings to this special historical time, we have
chosen to utilise the findings with respect to this global context and the special
issue that the article is part of by suggesting some central challenges for community
psychology and the applied social sciences.

participation, particularly in geographical communities, such
as neighbourhoods (Perkins and Long, 2002). It is, however,
now imperative with broader and multifaceted discourses of
the commitment of the society to the community. Community
psychology and applied social sciences have to mobilise and
foster community engagement and social responsibility at all
levels in society—also globally. A necessary task for community
psychology and the applied social sciences, then, is to assist and
join stakeholders, communities, municipalities, governments,
and global health organisations in co-creating intervention
programmes to mobilise, foster, and promote citizen engagement
and the solidarity of national and transnational citizenship.

The findings of the present study point to the usefulness
for community psychology and the social sciences of providing
and using a variety of concepts of social connections. However,
as presented, all over the world, there has been a growing
individualism, what we can call a more excessive individualism
being prioritised (Halpern, 2005; Nafstad et al., 2009, 2013;
McDonald et al., 2017; Prilleltensky, 2020). The influence of an
increasingly powerful globalising neo-liberalism changes, as also
shown in the present study, societies in individualistic as well as
collectivistic cultures toward more individualism, with profound
implications for social structures, social life, and the feelings of
togetherness by individuals and their ability in coping across the
life span (Bauman, 2001; Fairclough, 2006; Nafstad et al., 2009).
We are, as Twenge and Campbell (2009) pointed out, living in
a historical time of strong "me" culture. Given the predominant
ideology of our era, more and more has been the idea of the
lonely citizen managing all/everything by her/himself or her/his
nearest family; this enterprise of constructing togetherness then is
a very labour-intensive process indeed. However, this enterprise
is highly necessary, for example, today at this time of the
ongoing corona epidemic. As Jovchelovitch (2007: 71) concludes,
“Togetherness is a long and labour intensive process that needs to
be constructed; it is an achievement”. Public policy programmes
of how to take responsibility and care for others, not only
for oneself and the family, have continuously to be co-created
with stakeholders and empirically evaluated by community
psychology, with respect to the traditional and socially just aim of
wellbeing for all (Sarason, 1986; Von Heimburg and Ness, 2020).

As presented, words reflect thoughts, feelings, and values
(Nafstad et al., 2009; Moghaddam and Harré, 2010; Normann,
2019). Often overlooked, the words and concepts we use
are the medium through which we develop our sense of
community, social responsibility, and our willingness to be
part of. Today the word, “we,” the sense of “we,” more
than before has to be used and expanded to ensure life,
health, and wellbeing. For example, individual health and
wellbeing are deeply dependent on our sense of solidarity
with all citizens, not only to particular groups in a society
or a nation; we are all in this global pandemic. Words and
phrases, such as “all nations,” “families of nations,” “universal
care and help systems,” “global solidarity,” “civic duty,” “civic
responsibility,” “citizen engagement,” “we are all in this together,”
etc., have now to be integrated into parts of our ongoing
discourses. To conclude, currently a most important challenge
for community psychology is to develop a variety of concepts
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of belonging, demonstrating both our collective and our
individualised connections.

LIMITATIONS, STRENGTHS, AND
FUTURE STUDIES

Life course research centres on generational similarities and
differences, on psychosocial transitions and age-related meaning
systems in cultural-historical contexts. In this study, we aimed
to provide a multifaceted understanding of PSOC and culture in
India and Norway; how interactive meaning systems of local and
global values within these two cultural contexts are reflected in
the meaning systems of PSOC among two age groups which are
in different life-stages. There are several limitations and strengths
within the study, which should be addressed and highlighted with
respect to future research.

First, to ensure the ecological validity of the study, this
study included theory on the meaning systems surrounding the
samples to understand their discourses of PSOC as embedded
in each of the respective cultures. To increase the sensitivity of
the study to the context it may be fruitful to include macro-
level data (on public discourses) and not only to micro-level
data. Secondly, to ensure a satisfactory breadth and depth to
the analysis of meaning systems of PSOC, we included four
samples of informants with different demographic backgrounds
and in different situations (see Table 1). This was essential to
ensure a level of multivocality and credibility of the findings
(Tracy and Hinrichs, 2017). Our settings of recruitment could
have easily restricted the breadth of the samples: Recruiting
the young adult informants at university campuses and through
acquaintances could have resulted in restricted use of words by
socio-economic groups in describing the PSOC. Recruiting old
adult informants from senior centres could, in the same manner,
have resulted in a particular group of old people; rather than
independent and healthy people. However, using a combination
of purposive (recruiting older adults from different parts of
the two city contexts) and convenient (recruiting young adults
who randomly passed the first author at the two campuses in
addition to snowball sampling) recruiting strategies, most likely
secured samples with different demographical backgrounds and
in different situations. Future research should test out additional
combinations of purposive and convenient sampling strategies to
ensure even broader samples of both young and old adults, as
the meaning systems of people can be more or less connected to
specific local socio-political values and ideals.

Finally, the use of summative content analysis provided the
possibility to explore the material in a broader and systematic way
as well as to go deep into the material with respect to differences
and similarities in the meaning systems of PSOC. However, our
analysis of meaning systems as embedded in local values is largely
dependent on the bi-cultural background of the first author, as
Norwegian-Indian. We assume that future research on the PSOC
meaning systems of people as embedded in interactive meaning
systems of local and global values will benefit from utilising
this kind of bi-cultural asset in future research on the meaning
systems of PSOC.

CONCLUSION

Our findings suggest that several meaning systems of PSOC can
co-exist within as well as across cultures; the findings showed
that when describing meanings of PSOC, young and older adult
informants from the individualistic Norwegian culture tended to
use words —related to positive and negative aspects of PSOC
(“help” and “problem”)—with reference to the individual level,
while informants from the same age groups in the collectivistic
Indian culture had a tendency to use the very same words in terms
of the larger community.

Moreover, the findings indicate that meaning systems of
PSOC and citizenship vary according to different age groups
and cultures; the study showed some important life-stage related
aspects of PSOC. In the Norwegian context, these aspects
were specific to the cultural context; “Help” and “care” as
part of later-life PSOC reflected the Norwegian welfare state
ideology. In the Indian context, on the other hand, the age-
specific aspects— the problems raised by older adults about the
family structure and by young adults about intergenerational
community relations— showed how both local and global
meaning systems influence within the Indian urban context;
the co-existence of collectivistic as well as individualistic
meaning systems.

At the same time, the findings suggest that the meaning
systems of people are greatly influenced by the ideological climate
of neo-liberal globalisation and as a result, becoming more
alike; the fact that Norwegian samples define the family as a
community, which has been reported only previously in PSOC
studies from collectivistic cultures, and that individualism reveals
in communities as well as in the social structures of urban India –
particularly in the heterogenic and cosmopolitan context of
Mumbai – suggests that current globalisation makes the meaning
systems of the societies more alike.

To conclude, sense of togetherness and citizen participation
are ultimately an ongoing and negotiating process and
togetherness is a process of hard work across the life span.
Today, as pointed out, we find ourselves in a special historical
time—a virus pandemic all over the world—that has activated
meanings systems also of a more global “we.” Currently, as
addressed, this situation provides a unique possibility for
community psychology and applied social sciences to co-
create and set alive transformative multi-level research and
interventions (e.g., public policy programmes) promoting and
maintaining the feeling of connections and social responsibility
of people, broadly at all levels in the society—also globally.
Most importantly, with meaning systems as the point of
departure, research and interventions will be context-sensitive
having an increased likelihood of being transformative—also
in the future, when the pandemic ends and the neo-liberal
ideology goes on.
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Basic to the Norwegian welfare state is the principle of universality; every citizen has

the right to equal health care and social services. Experiences from a family team in

mental health care for children and adolescents exemplify challenges for mental health

work in this welfare state. These experiences indicate an ongoing process of dismantling

the welfare state, disguised as managerial changes and reorganizations. The argument is

put forth that these changes and reorganizations that are claimed to benefit service users

actually have negative consequences for many of them. These negative consequences

are related to how psychological research on and knowledge of mental health and

treatment are combined with organizational principles. The concept of an assemblage

is introduced as a manner of describing the dominating relationships in health care

between the medical model, the randomized controlled trial and new public management

in order to provide responsible health care practices. Rooted in a supposition that howwe

look upon, describe and understand causation defines our views of science in general,

how to produce knowledge, what kind of scientific knowledge is most productive, and

how it should be implemented in practice, an alternative assemblage is suggested that

better realizes the principle of universality. Here justice is about equal opportunities and

equal rights to treatments and sets of practices that fit people as unique individuals.

Such an assemblage would bring together diverse models of mental health care, a

network of multiple research-based knowledges, and service organizations that include

the differences and diversity of the population.

Keywords: universality, dismantling of the welfare state, mental health, assemblage, justice

INTRODUCTION

For people growing up and living in a Nordic welfare state, a more and less commonly accepted idea
and world view is the right of everybody to justice, liberty, and not only the pursuit of happiness,
but also its realization. This is further seen as a collective endeavor where the state has a particular
responsibility for ensuring that this is made possible for everybody (Vike, 2017). In some countries
it might seem naive, but the Nordic mindset of the general population toward the state is that it is
benevolent and that it takes its responsibility seriously in terms of ensuring justice, equality, and
empowerment of all citizens. It is basically a trusting relationship. No Norwegian politician would
seriously argue for the dismantling of the welfare state. It would probably be political suicide to do
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so. At the same time we see that there are strong arguments
that the welfare state needs to change, particularly in order to
address national and international economic realities. Within
public health and social services we see changes that can be
interpreted as an ongoing process of dismantling the welfare
state, disguised asmanagerial changes, and reorganizations (Vike,
2017).

In the following it will be argued that these changes
and reorganizations that are claimed to benefit service users
(Helsedirektoratet, 2018), actually have negative consequences
for many of them. These consequences may be related to how
psychological research on and knowledge of mental health and
treatment are combined with organizational principles. This may
constrain the ability of the welfare state to accommodate the
need for diversity of mental health practices. Paradoxically, then,
strategies and organizational changes based on psychological
research and knowledge that are meant to increase the capacity of
the welfare state to preserve justice and equal care opportunities,
have the opposite effect for many.

Basic to the welfare state is the principle of universality; every
citizen has the right to equal health care and social services; rich
or poor, healthy or not, employed or not, where neither financial
situation, gender, class, ethnicity nor sexual orientation should
make a difference to this universality (Vike, 2017). This article
does not argue that this is fully realized in the Nordic countries.
Inequalities, injustices, and differences in opportunities exist, but
it will be argued that universality is a fundamental principle
of the welfare state that it continuously seeks to realize with
more or less success. The concern of this article is that the
organizational changes and reorganizations we can observe in
our health care system are actually undermining this principle
of universality. In mental health this is about how knowledge
and its implementation are governed by certain organizational
principles; here, knowledge can be seen as a detrimental process
attacking the principle of universality. This will be argued by
using the concept of assemblage (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988;
DeLanda, 2006, 2011) as a descriptive device for explaining
this situation.

Since we are here concerned with the possible effects of
organizational changes and procedures on treatment practices,
we need to consider the concept of causation. It will be
argued that an important part of the problem is how causation
is conceptualized and the consequences drawn from this
conceptualization concerning how to view science and research
and how one seeks to implement the generated knowledge.
Finally, one’s view of the individual must be related to how
causation is conceptualized and understood. Conclusions will be
presented on how possible detrimental effects can be reduced and
hopefully eliminated.

FROM SYSTEM TO ASSEMBLAGE

The experiences of practical therapeutic work that form the
experiential basis for the arguments and perspectives of this
article are from work in a family team in mental health care
for children and adolescents in a Norwegian city (Sundet, 2009,

2011). This team had as its inspirational “universe” the trajectory
of theoretical ideas that has its origin in systems theory and
especially the work of Bateson (1973) with all the diverse lines
of development that this tradition has ended up with (Lorås
et al., 2017). The dictum of systems theory is that “. . . the whole
is more than the sum of its parts” (Bertalanffy, 1968). It is not
about the individual parts of a system, but about the relationships
between the parts, e.g., themembers of a family (Rivett and Street,
2009). The key idea is the centrality of the relationships between
persons and not individual characteristics of persons. It is the
relationships between the parts that make the whole something
more than the sum of the parts and when parts are related what
arises can be named as “emergent” (Bertalanffy, 1968).

It can be argued, at least in the Norwegian context, that the
focus has changed from emergent phenomena toward the content
of relationships. The introduction of developmental psychology
into family therapy (Hansen et al., 1994; Johnsen et al., 2004;
Dallos, 2007) has led to more and more studies of the quality of
relationships and what are developmentally sound and healthy
relationships, and what lead to developmental problems that
may explain psychopathology and mental challenges. The key
concept is attachment (Groh et al., 2017). Grounded in the
work of Bowlby (1969), attachment is seen as inherent biological
motivation toward seeking protection from a caregiver when
confronted with or experiencing danger. How the child reacts
under such conditions can be divided into two main attachment
patterns, secure, and insecure, with the latter again divided into
avoidant, ambivalent/anxious and severe/disorganized (Dallos,
2007; White and Gibson, 2019).

From the point of view of this author, developments in
family therapy and more generally in mental health for children
and adolescents, as a combination of system orientation and
an increasing focus on attachment and the emotionality of the
caregiver-child relationship, have resulted in both a strengthened
and a restricted focus in family therapy. The focus on quality,
especially the emotional quality of the relationship between
child and caregiver, has been strengthened. Further, attention to
possible detrimental and traumatic content in this relationship
has increased (Dallos and Vetere, 2009; Groh et al., 2017). One
consequence of this is that in Norway we see a proliferation
of psycho educationally oriented programs such as Circle of
Security Parenting (Cooper et al., 2005) and Parent Management
Training (Patterson and Oregon, 1982) aiming to advise parents
on how best to solve developmental challenges in bringing up
and caring for their children. This article does not deny the
helpfulness of these programs for many parents, but the increase
in these forms of practice limits diversity of practices. One
example of this is how attachment theory has certainly led to a
strengthening of the diagnostic gaze and practices in providing
support to children, adolescents, and their families (White and
Gibson, 2019). Experiences from family therapy practice (Sundet,
2011) are that the needs and challenges of many families go
far beyond problematic emotional relationships between child
and caregiver.

Let me introduce some brief examples. In one family with
very limited financial resources a main therapeutic task was to
obtain enough funds from the social services to provide the
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son with the equipment needed to snowboard with his friends.
In another family the mother struggled with bodily pain. She
was diagnosed with somatization, which she rejected. In the
referral to our team, it was asked whether this rejection was
due to her being resistant and in denial of a psychological
etiology of her problems. Siding with the mother, the therapist
started a campaign to have the diagnosis changed. Over time
this succeeded. Parallel to this, a very pleasant and interesting
collaborative relationship arose between the mother, the rest of
the family, and the therapists. As she was referred to a pain
clinic which managed to offer some relief to her pain, the family
therapy instead developed into an attempt to create a more
enjoyable life with less focus on pain and its etiology. Working
with a family with very poor housing, the therapist’s task was
to help improve their home. The Norwegian word “dugnad”
describes a form of voluntary collaborative work where every
participant is seen in a symmetrical role of equality. This became
a meaningful description for all parties and the word “therapy”
moved into the background. Former psychiatric symptoms of
depression and anxiety in the parents and children were reduced
in this joint collaborative process where tidying, painting, and
work on the aesthetics and practicalities of creating a pleasant
home was the main concern. The final example shows how
texts and information material from social media like Facebook
created anxiety and fear of losing their children in a family
which was placed under the supervision of the child protection
services. Instead of attending to the primary concern of the child
protection service, a reading, and discussion group was set up
to explore what elicited the anxieties of the family. Different
perspectives on parenting were discussed. Through reading texts,
the family gradually put words to how they felt and what they
considered good parenting. Indirectly this also answered many of
the concerns of the child protection services. The interesting part
was that this change did not arise through talking to professionals
from the child protection services, but by engaging with the
texts from social media. Interacting with the texts became more
important than interacting with people, but it had an effect
on how the parents and children acted together, which again
addressed the concerns of the child protection services.

In all of these examples, people are certainly part of what
was implemented, but it includes more than the people and
their relationships. There were emotional interchanges, both
regulatory and invigorating, and also challenging situations,
but there was more. There was the accessibility of material
objects (snowboards and clothes); there was rebellious and
non-cooperative behavior toward the diagnostic system and its
meanings; there was the doing of actual manual work in changing
the aesthetics of a house, and lastly, there was interplay with texts
more than with people. This requires a concept that includes but
also moves us beyond people and their relationships.

The Assemblage
The origins of the concept of assemblage are found in the work of
Deleuze and Guattari: “We call an assemblage every constellation
of singularities and traits deduced from the flow. . . ” (Deleuze
and Guattari, 1988). Assemblages are emergent wholes that are
products of historical processes. They are both irreducible and

decomposable and are defined by their properties, tendencies,
and capacities. Assemblages are universal singularities and as
such historically unique, but they always belong to more or less
similar assemblages (DeLanda, 2011). Like the concept of system,
an assemblage is more than the sum of its parts. One major
difference is that with an assemblage it is explicitly stated that
the related parts can be objects, texts, signs, persons, meanings,
animals, feelings and emotions, discourses, and semiotic systems
(Stivale, 2014). There is no limit to what can be related within
an assemblage because here, as in systems, it is the relations that
are central.

“An assemblage is not a set of predetermined parts (such as the

pieces of a plastic model airplane) that are then put together in

order or into an already conceived structure (the model airplane).

Nor is an assemblage a random collection of things, since there is

a sense that an assemblage is a whole of some sort that expresses

some identity and claims a territory” (Wise, 2005).

In everyday family therapy practice I have often been confronted
with the fluid and changing nature of the contemporary family.
A 9 year old boy expressed worry about how my childhood had
been when he discovered that I only had four grandparents.
He had eight. He asked me about Christmas and stated that
with eight grandparents you were sure to get a good number
of presents. He had the experience, just before his parents’
divorce, then having only four grandparents, that the situation
concerning Christmas presents had become precarious. With the
combination of a low number of grandparents and high conflict
between parents that also involved the grandparents, his wishes
for Christmas had got lost in the turmoil of divorce. His strong
argument was that an increase in the quantity of grandparents,
due to his parents having established new relationships, would
also improve the Christmas present situation. He admitted that
it could be a bit stressful to keep up a relationship with all eight,
and that he was now used to changes both in these relationships
and how close or distant he felt toward them, but still this had
had no effect on the Christmas situation, nor on his birthday for
that matter.

It was a convincing argument for the opportunities and
possibilities that the contemporary, fluid, and changing family
had for him. It was also an educational moment for the present
author, who then realized that the quality of relationships is not
everything. The number of people and possible combinations of
these relationships seemed to maintain a secure and predictable
situation for this boy regarding material goods at Christmas
and birthdays. Implicitly, personal relationships also followed
from the presents (Mauss, 2002). The system concept and its
practical designs and forms, especially with the centralization
of attachment, the emotional quality of relationships and
appropriate responsiveness, does not do justice to the diverse,
fluid, changing, and heterogeneous aspects of contemporary
life that impact families and their members. The assemblage
“. . . is not the arrangement or organization but the process of
arranging, organizing, fitting together” (Wise, 2005). There are
heterogeneous elements in this that interrelate, continuously
in flux and flow. In principle anything can be included in an
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assemblage, then to be excluded, left, and switched with other
elements and relations. Elements and their relationships are
not, as stated, limited to persons. Any element, object, feeling,
expression, sign, aspects of the environment, and geography can
be included, and then affect and be affected by other elements
and relations.

THE MEDICAL MODEL, THE RANDOMIZED

CONTROLLED TRIAL, AND NEW PUBLIC

MANAGEMENT: AN ASSEMBLAGE OF

HELP AND EXCLUSION

Experiences of working in the family team during the first 10
years of the new millennium became more and more marked
by intrusion. We felt that we were under surveillance, and
consequently became more and more afraid of making mistakes.
Suddenly the metaphor of Bentham’s Panopticon (Foucault,
1977) became a fitting description for our experience and
situation. A specific manifestation of this is how we started
to change the way we wrote in medical records. Almost
imperceptibly our writing became less oriented toward being
a tool for communicating our practice and understanding of
the family and our work to colleagues, and more and more
concerned with protective maneuvers against possible legal and
judicial questions and accusations connected to our work. The
space for discussions and reflections onmistakes as opportunities
for learning was reduced. Instead structured procedures became
authoritative paths for avoiding mistakes, while pressure also
increased to use manualized forms of therapy. The battle call
was “follow the guidelines” with the almost religious belief that
this would eradicate mistakes and create effective and helpful
treatment for our service users. Our politicians, the public
health bureaucracy, and the professional associations of health,
and social workers all took part in strengthening this pressure.
This was done by emphasizing two ideology-based institutional
models, the medical model (MM) and the use of randomized
controlled trials (RCTs), which resulted in specific procedures in
our daily practice.

The Medical Model
The MM contains three tasks organized sequentially: assessment,
diagnosis and treatment. In accordance with the concept of
evidence-based practice, the American Psychological Association
has published a declaration on what is best evidence-based
psychological practice (Force, 2006). This includes the best
available research-based knowledge, the experience of the
clinician and the preferences of the service user. Here, RCTs have
a privileged position as a basis for determining best practices
(Chambless and Hollon, 1998).

It is somewhat ironic that the MM is chosen as the best way
to ensure effective and helpful practices since it does not explain
the empirical findings of psychotherapy research. According to
Wampold and Imel (2015), this model does not have empirical
support. To make the best sense of research data, they chose
what they called the contextual model. Their analysis of different
meta-analyses of psychotherapeutic practices reveals no support

for a strong relationship between diagnosis and outcome in
psychotherapy (Wampold and Imel, 2015). In addition, in
preparing this text, it has been difficult to find research that
confirms an efficacious relationship between assessment and
outcome. Instead of evidence-based practice, their solution to
ensuring helpful practice is practice-based evidence “. . .which
uses data about progress of clients in practice to improve the
quality of care” (Wampold and Imel, 2015). This underlines
the importance of routine outcome monitoring (Tilden and
Wampold, 2017), i.e., the use of feedback on process and outcome
from the service user to the therapists. This leads to a focus on
the relationship between the individual and what is efficient and
helpful in that person’s life.

The Randomized Controlled Trial
The aim of an RCT is to show that when persons with a specific
diagnosis are exposed to a theory-specific method, there is a
connection between the method used and a measurement of
change or outcome. An RCT thus provides knowledge of efficacy
at the group level (Anjum, 2016). Efficacy and outcome refer to
the (diagnostic) group investigated. The transformation of this
group level knowledge into a helpful practice for the individual
depends upon a certain theoretical rationale. Kennair et al. (2002)
write: “There are variations between humans, but there also is a
relatively uniform human nature. This means that investigations
that work on large groups of humans will probably work for
random individuals” (Kennair et al., 2002).

The aim of this paper is not to dispute the importance of all
those aspects of the human species and life that we share with
each other. Instead we would argue that these aspects of a possible
common nature are expressed in a diverse and heterogeneous
manner in each of us, and that this demonstrates the uniqueness
of each individual. To use Hanne Arendt’s words:

“Plurality is the condition of human action because we are all the

same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody is ever the same as

anyone else who ever lived, lives or will live” (Arendt, 1958/1998).

The challenge with RCT-based knowledge is that it can easily lead
to a view of those that do not fit the general findings as random
examples or as statistical outliers, with the risk of excluding them
from treatment. A more productive conclusion would be that
their status as outliers indicates methodological challenges. Such
a conclusion would be an impetus for continuously working out
how to create new practices that could fit the outlier. This is where
our team experienced the emergence and practice of new public
management (NPM) as a destructive constraint on our practice
and possibilities for being helpful.

New Public Management
The public sector in Western countries has undergone major
transformations and adjustments. These are connected to
a neoliberal market-oriented ideology. When put into an
organizational practice we often find this under the name of
new public management (Ekeland, 2004; Karlsson, 2015; Rustin,
2015). Here questions of health and social care are moved from
the political arena to the arena of the market. Theory-specific
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methods tested with RCTs and found efficacious are qualified
for membership in the health service market. The others are
easily excluded. Accessibility and management of services takes
place through standardizing how one gains access, which method
to use and how it should be implemented. Standard service
provision, management of accessibility, and documentation of
following the standard procedures become central activities
of therapists. This reduces the autonomy of the practitioner.
Although there is room for adjustments, the emphasis is on
standardization through the use of adherencemeasures (Ekeland,
2004). As stated above, in the Nordic welfare states the legislation
prescribes equal opportunity for equivalent services. What our
practical therapeutic work has taught us is that in order to
provide equivalent services for different people, there must be
heterogeneity of methods (Sundet, 2011). Equivalent services
mean accessibility of different methods for different clients. RCTs
cannot provide us with this because an RCT only gives us
knowledge of a group.

A combination of NPM and RCT-based knowledge leads
to services for classified individuals, i.e., generalized persons,
in Norway individuals classified through an ICD-10 diagnosis.
The neoliberal individual becomes a generalized individual
stripped of whatever outlier aspects or uniqueness that makes
this individual a person. In the company of the medical model
with the valorized knowledge from RCTs, paradoxically, NPM
becomes an anti-individual endeavor. Personhood shows itself
and is realized in relationships with others. Take the person
out of relationships, away from natural, material, social and
cultural contexts, and we are left with a generalized and reified
person, with no possibility of survival, except in texts of theory
and research.

The MM-RCT-NPM Assemblage
As stated above, in an assemblage the parts and processes that are
related can be material objects, texts, signs, persons, meanings,
animals, feelings and emotions, discourses, and semiotic systems
(Stivale, 2014). There is no limit to what can be related within
an assemblage because here, as in systems, it is the relations that
are central. Further, the elements of the MM, RCT and NPM
and their entanglement into an assemblage are in a constant
flux of affecting and being affected by each other and all those
who come into contact with this assemblage. Although the MM
and RCT are both important and valuable in their own respect,
something happens when they are coupled with NPM. NPM is a
political force, a manner of organizing power relations and ways
of managing all the elements of the MM and RCTs. NPM is the
actual realization and concrete implementation of an ideology
named neoliberalism, whose solution to all questions of living is
the market and the competition within it. The market will solve
all medical, social and psychological challenges, and problems
(Karlsson, 2015).

Although the market orientation ideally aims at freedom
of choice, NPM introduces control into the equation when
entangled and intertwined with the MM and the use of
RCT- generated knowledge. The entanglement of the MM and
RCT- based knowledge results in an evidence-based practice
in which standardization becomes a main tool. Freedom of

choice is thus restricted to such methods. Paradoxically then,
the individual’s freedom of choice becomes subordinated to
both a standardization of which method to use (an evidence-
based method) and a standardization of how the chosen method
is applied (adhere to the manual). We find governmental
statements pointing out that standardization should not overrule
specific individualized choices in both the chosen method and
how it is applied (Statens helsetilsyn, 2001), but at the same time
clinical pathways are now subject to a clear requirement for the
use of the MM and evidence-based methods (Helsenorge, 2020).
On the one hand, individualization and service user participation
are central to these clinical pathways. On the other hand, they are
bound to specific diagnoses, where the sequence of assessment,
diagnosis, and then treatment is the ruling practice and where
“best practices” should be used, i.e., evidence-based methods.
Let me illustrate the challenges and tensions in this MM-RCT-
NPM assemblage.

Ann, 13 years old, was referred to our team due to having
dropped out of school. A talk with her mother and father clearly
revealed that she struggled with anxiety in social situations, but
especially in the classroom. Ann herself was mostly silent and it
became clear that she did not particularly trust therapists. Our
team worked with children, adolescents, and families who had
tried treatment at the outpatient service, but had not found this
helpful. One important question for our team, in the first contact
with the family, was to ask if the family had any experiences from
prior treatment that could help us find out what we should not do.
The spontaneous response of the mother, in an insisting, almost
aggressive, tone of voice was the following: “Could we please stop
this exposure thing!”

Investigating this response led to a story of how the previous
therapist had recommended the use of an evidence-based,
systematic exposure training procedure. The first elements that
could be included in our assemblage were the assessment process
and the diagnosis. Ann and her parents felt that they were
listened to. The next element was that the diagnosis was an
indication of what kind of treatment should be used. Again Ann
and her parents felt that they were being listened to. Something
could be done. A third element was the implementation of
an evidence-based treatment program. Here RCT makes its
appearance as strongly recommending the use of a systematic
exposure program that had been tested in such a procedure.
A diagnosis and being listened to and given best practice felt
reassuring for the family, although Ann had expressed that all
this assessment was a hassle, and that it did not help her. That
was actually the beginning of her distrust in therapists. The next
element, treatment, was started, but then a number of problems
arose for both the family and their therapist in the outpatient
clinic. Ann felt that the exposure procedures made her feel worse,
and she started to protest and finally refused to take part in the
program any further. All trust was gone on her part.

In this process the parents were instructed to encourage
Ann to attend the treatment sessions and their procedures.
This brought Ann and her parents on a collision course and
tensions arose. The parents experienced being squeezed between
their daughter’s growing despair and anger toward them, and
increasing pressure from the therapist to “support” the treatment.
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In this part of the process all the relationships changed from
an atmosphere of trust and collaboration to mistrust, anger,
and despair. The parents argued with the therapists that there
was something wrong with this treatment, while the therapists
maintained that it was the best, given evidence from research,
which they were obliged to use. The parents argued that it
did not suit their daughter. They also found that their refusal
brought forth responses from the therapists that they interpreted
as an evaluation of their fitness as parents. If they did not
manage to provide this support, it would be a sign of bad or
inadequate parenting, which again could lead to the family being
referred to the local child protection service. This aspect was
not communicated by the therapists, but because of the conflicts
in the talk between the parents and the therapists, the parents
were reminded of the many stories in the daily press, Internet,
and TV that focused on how lack of proper parenting could
lead to the child protection service taking over the parenting
role. Included in this assemblage, then, are elements from public
discourses and narratives on poor parenting skills and lack of
proper caring, often supported by expert statements rooted in
psychological theories on development and parenting. Although
maybe just fantasies on the part of the parents, the stories, and
arguments from the press and media using expert statements
from researchers and therapists could clearly explain why such
fantasies arose in the ever deteriorating climate between this
family and their therapists. At this point it was decided that Ann
and her parents should be referred to our team, whose task was
to explore other ways of working that could be helpful.

At one point after our team had started to work with the
family, the previous therapists were invited to a meeting in
order to examine the family’s experiences in more detail. This
meeting revealed the intrusion of NPM and how this meshwork
(Ingold, 2013) of principles, guidelines, and ideological premises
had a powerful grip on both the family and their therapists.
The therapists stated that they understood the frustration of
the family. They themselves, due to the rules and guidelines
on how to implement an evidence-based, effective, economic,
and equal service under Norwegian law, had been constrained
by being unable to follow the preferences of the family in the
destructive situation due to the exposure approach. Pressure
to produce structures of assessment and diagnosis with limited
choice outside the evidence-based methods that were the market
winners of health care methodology had forced them to follow
a path that they also saw only increased the problem. Their
solution was to refer the family to the family team. This particular
team was fortunate in that one of its senior managers in the
organization had realized that there were families who did not fit
the increasingly standardized procedures for assessment, choice
and implementation of the method. There was a kind of tacit
acceptance that as long as the team could do something helpful,
one could turn a blind eye to the fact that the dominating
principles in mental health care of diagnosis and a standard
treatment pathway were not being followed. Although there was
room for individualized treatment in this standard process, this
family had experienced its clear limits.

What happened in this situation was that the team still felt
under the spell of the idea that an evidence-based treatment

had to be used. What brought us out of that spell was the
mother simply stating that we needed to do something else
than exposure, and when one of the team members somewhat
perplexed asked, “Could we?”, she simply said “Yes”. The rest is
a long story with challenges and setbacks, but in the end Ann
was back in the classroom.When asked how this came about, she
stated, “My desire formy friends became bigger thanmy anxiety”.
What we learned was that when systematic exposure is of no use,
bet on desire.

This example could easily be turned into a villain-hero script,
with the previous therapists as the villains and our team as the
heroes. Our experience suggests a completely different script. If
and when we were able to be helpful this was built on what
the previous therapists had done. These therapists working at
their best within the circumstances and contextual forces of the
outpatient clinic made us realize what we should not do. The
forces affecting the previous therapists were the demands of the
MM, of using evidence-based treatments and working under the
strong influence of the idea that when you know something of the
many, this also applies to the person(s) and family in front of you
(Kennair et al., 2002). Generalized knowledge informs work with
individuals and families. Organizational andmanagerial practices
based on NPM stress standardization, adherence to guidelines,
and a digital system of documenting assessment, diagnosis, and
treatment, which are seen as a temporal sequence on which to
base work organization and the length of time service providers
are in contact with clients.

However, the family team found that breaking these rules
and regulations opened up opportunities and possibilities. The
main point was no longer these guidelines and regulations, but
to establish a collaborative relationship where the preferences
and suggestions of the families became the central focus of
our work (Sundet, 2011; Sundet et al., 2020a,b). From this
point therapy was created in cooperation with the family. The
script was now stories about how we were standing on the
shoulders of our colleagues. Without them we could not have
done what we were doing, and our dependency on seeing what
they had done enabled alternatives. Formulating the MM-RCT-
NPM assemblage became a blueprint for creating strategies and
actions of resistance toward the dominating practices resulting
from this assemblage. For us, the most liberating assumption was
that in reality what happens is not best described and understood
by the idea that what concerns the many also goes for the
individual. Instead the uniqueness of the single person, within the
person’s relationships with others, became a necessary starting
point and guiding idea for our work. This led to the realization
that the concept of causation as brought forth through the use of
RCTs, and which was explicit or implicit in this assemblage, had
to be changed.

The concept of an assemblage, then, is an invitation to
consider all these different aspects that can be related and
reciprocally affect everything and everybody that comes into
contact with or is included in the assemblage. It must also
be emphasized that when everybody and everything in an
assemblage can be in a relationship of mutual influence, this
implies statements about causation. The concept of causation
that is operational in mental health care cannot do justice to
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the fluid, heterogeneous, and complex nature of an assemblage.
We therefore need to focus on an alternative formulation of
causation. With this in place we can start to view the situation
and predicament of mental health care from the perspective
of an assemblage, namely the MM-RCT-NPM assemblage that
has grown on us and gained strong momentum since the late
eighties. This assemblage is experienced by the family team as a
dominating political, discursive, and ideological force that defines
the professional and organizational reality of health care workers;
however, let us first consider causation.

CAUSATION

Why causation? The supposition of this paper is that how
we look upon, describe, and understand causation defines our
views of science in general, how to produce knowledge, what
kind of scientific knowledge is most productive, and how it
should be implemented in practice. A crucial element in our
emerging understanding of the MM-RCT-NPM assemblage was
an appreciation of the assumptions about causality that are
embedded within it and provide its intellectual force.

Our experience from working within the MM-RCT-NPM
assemblage is that it relies on an understanding of causation
connected to RCT-based knowledge. Anjum (2016) identifies this
as similar to the ideas of the Scottish philosopher David Hume,
formulated in three central principles: time asymmetry (the cause
always precedes the effect), contiguity (the effect is temporally
close to the cause), and constant conjunction (the association
is repeatedly and constantly observed) (Hume, 1978/1739).
From such a perspective, causation becomes something that is
identified in statistical patterns and frequencies of aggregated
data. The processes of the MM-RCT-NPM assemblage, then,
depend on this specific perspective on causation, which
necessitates standardization as the overall manner of ensuring
implementation in line with its research findings. The therapeutic
practices studied in the RCT must be replicated in practice.
Standardization enables the repetition of the same in the practical
context. The ideas on causation that the RCT builds on have this
repetition of sameness as their basis. The same or the similar
is aggregated, and outliers as differences are either removed
through randomization or canceled out. The frequency and
statistical pattern found becomes what must be replicated in
practice, which warrants the use of manuals to be followed when
the findings of an RCT are to be realized in actual therapeutic
work. Although live therapeutic work must be adapted to the
client, this adaptation must also retain the basic pattern of
practices that are productive and effective, based on the RCT.
There is nothing wrong or dangerous in itself in this practice, but
when coupled to organizational steering of practices in line with
ideological, political and economic goals, and constraints, this
increases the risk of marginalization and exclusion of those who
do not fit the pattern. Further, the autonomy of the practitioner
and the clients in choosing care and treatment is constrained by
these goals and steering. In the health care system this is realized
by standardizing the procedures to be followed in practical work.
This is the medical model with its sequence of assessment,

diagnostics, treatment planning and implementation. Reduction
of the diversity and flexibility of therapeutic work becomes the
core of an unjust assemblage. A just assemblage must be able
to include outliers and those who differ from what is found
helpful in an RCT. This raises the need for an alternative theory
of causation that goes beyond frequencies and that can include
the individual.

Dispositionalism
In the frequency theory of causation there are only two
ways to understand what is happening, either necessity or
contingency and possibility (Anjum and Mumford, 2018).
Dispositionalism (Mumford and Anjum, 2011) takes the middle
ground concerning necessity and contingency. The middle
ground is for Anjum and Mumford (2018) a situation where
there is no necessity, but still some effects are more likely than
others. Further, an effect arises from the interplay and interaction
of several causes, each of which alone does not give this specific
effect. For these philosophers causes are dispositions.

Mumford and Anjum (2011) suggest an ontology where
causes are genuinely connected and not only joined through
correlations in aggregated data. Their explication of causation
goes beyond the Humean principles stated above. In their
ontology causes do not necessitate effects. Instead, causes tend
to have effects. Causes are dispositions and tendencies. The core
idea of dispositional ontology is that real causal powers exist
and they can “. . . contribute to or counteract a certain effect”
(Anjum, 2016). This paves the way for science and research-
based knowledge that goes beyond the group level frequencies
and generalizations found through the use of RCTs. Science
becomes something more than aggregating data. It is about
suggesting causative mechanisms for observed and reported
effects. Causes are not found in perfect regularities. It brings
science beyond the identification of regularities on a group
level and into understanding “. . . the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ in
its emphasis on understanding, meaning, and sources” (Anjum,
2016). Two aspects of this ontology are especially important for
the arguments in this text. First of all, dispositionalism implies
that there can be a cause that happens only once under the
sky of eternity. This is “. . . consistent with causal singularism. . . ”
that “. . . causation happens in the particular case without an
assumption of a corresponding causal law. . . ” (Anjum, 2016).
The singular, unique, and once appearing act, event, factor or
situation must be included as a possibility in any research or
practical situation. Secondly, this view of causation underlines
that causes are context-sensitive in the sense that the slightest
change in contextual parameters and aspects will determine
whether causation appears. Causes as dispositions act together
in producing certain effects. One way of stating this is that
dispositions have manifestation partners that produce an effect
when acting together (Anjum, 2020). Causation then implies
both singularity and complexity. This view of causation makes
us aware that any generalization must, in the practical context of
health care work, be checked to determine whether it fits with the
actual person or people that the knowledge is supposed to apply
to. This is the true sense of an individualized health care practice.
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A JUST ASSEMBLAGE IN MENTAL HEALTH

Under the dominance of a frequency theory of causation,
intertwined and entangled with the MM in organizational
practices based on control and standardized procedures, it will
be difficult to include the outliers of an RCT. In an RCT the
outliers might be equalized and rendered unimportant, but they
come through the door of the office or the ward as actual people.
Therefore we need an assemblage that can include uniqueness,
the individual person and the diversity and variety that a mental
health care system must expect to meet. Based on Ashby (1958)
law of requisite variety, we know that in order to address variety,
we need variety. In order to address the variety both within
a diagnostic group and between diagnostic groups, or using
any other manner of describing the population of people with
mental health issues, we need the same range of variability and
diversity in our ways of working with these people in order to be
helpful. The key to realizing a just and equal mental health care
system is the development of an organizational structure that not
only offers diversity in mental health care practices but can also
develop new practices that can be helpful for clients when we are
confronted with something that none of us has ever met before.

Justice is about equal opportunities and equal rights to
treatments and sets of practices that fit each of us as unique
individuals. Justice, then, is about providing care outside a
tyranny of generalizations, of not seeing clients as one of
many, as a generalized object fit for a treatment opposed to
uniqueness. Further, when a client falls outside the parameters
of the generalization, this must not be taken as not being
accessible for treatment, being unmotivated or having some
kind of deficiency that explains why treatment is not helpful. It
requires an assemblage that is willing to see lack of change or
help as a methodological challenge for researchers and health
care workers and not as a defect of the person in need of
help. Such an assemblage will be built around the idea that
change and becoming are continuous states, always presenting
new challenges, where uncertainties and dilemmas rooted in
differences are a necessary part of the assemblage.

In such an assemblage the MM is only one of many possible
models that can be used as tools in identification and treatment
of mental health problems and challenges. From psychotherapy
research another option would be the contextual model argued
for by Wampold and Imel (2015). Models that are more service
user and collaboratively oriented and built around service user
feedback would also be candidates (Sundet, 2011; Sundet et al.,
2020b). It is beyond the scope of this paper to outline such
models in detail. The point is that the model(s) used must be able
to incorporate the diversity that follows from a view of people
as unique and of causes as dispositions. Knowledge in such an
assemblage must go beyond the production of generalizations
and include knowledge of single cases, and of mechanisms of
change as possible unique events. This means establishing a
knowledge policy that does not establish knowledge hierarchies,
but sees research methods as part of a network of methods that
are created to answer different research questions. In addition,
because unfamiliar phenomena and events might arise in people’s
lives, the treatment situation must be prepared for meeting

something that we do not know how to deal with. In such
knowledge situations, standardizations, guidelines and patient
pathways become suggestions for practice. They are reservoirs
of possible actions to choose from, where our choice is always
dependent upon the response of the person(s) in the family one
is working with. Autonomy for the individual health care worker
to choose how to act becomes a necessary part of the assemblage,
coupled with the acknowledgment that we are always dependent
upon and constrained by the response of the other. Autonomy
and dependency are not in opposition in a just assemblage, but
conditions for helping clients.

From the perspective argued for here, NPM is an
organizational and managerial realization of a political
ideology, namely neoliberalism. Politics can be seen as
“. . . those relationships and activities that reflect power and
value differences and which influence critical decisions about
the distribution of resources, rights, access, opportunities and
status” (Reisch and Jayshree, 2012). The elements allocated and
constrained in terms of resources, rights, access, opportunities,
and status within a neoliberal ideology are chosen through
market competition. At the same time, within the MM-RCT-
NPM assemblage, only those methods and practices that are
theory-specific and standardized through manuals or principles
to be followed are included in the market. Since psychotherapy
research finds it difficult to differentiate between the effects of
different theory-specific methods (Wampold and Imel, 2015),
we may ask whether this actually indicates a situation where
health care practice becomes a very restricted domain with a
low possibility of meeting the actual diversity of needs of mental
health care patients in the population.

What would be a necessary condition for the creation of a just
assemblage? Diversity and variety imply difference. Diversity is
aggregated differences. This means that everybody involved in
the just mental health care assemblagemust respond to difference
in an affirming and inclusive manner. Since part of this condition
is that everybody will meet something that is quite unfamiliar,
nobody, neither the health care worker, nor the managers and
bureaucrats, nor the general public, nor politicians, can escape
the necessity of meeting and responding to difference, such as
difference in need, ability, background and other aspects. The
necessary condition for a just assemblage is the responsibility
for responding to and caring about difference, which includes
being ready for uncertainty, ambivalence and unpredictability in
the situation at hand. It means that whatever happens, nobody
escapes choice, choice in how to act in relation to the other(s),
who will always represent some kind of difference. In the words
of Zygmont Bauman: “Responsibility for choice is . . . a lonely
matter – it rests fairly and squarely on the individual‘s shoulders,
as do the consequences of choosing. . . ” (Bauman, 1995).

CLOSING WORDS

A just assemblage in mental health care practice will replace
the MM-RCT-NPM assemblage with an MDM-MRK-OID
assemblage, namely one consisting of multiple diverse models,
multiple research-based knowledges, and organizations that
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include diversity. MDM means that service users and therapists
must be allowed to organize the practical work and its
content in various ways. In the family team this meant
the right to start with treatment and to let assessment and
naming the problem be included as aspects of the treatment
and not organized into three different processes as the MM
indicates. MRK means to abolish a hierarchy of methods and
instead consider the relationships between research methods
and the generated knowledge rhizomatically as a network
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1988). Finally, the organizational and
managerial context of the therapeutic work must allow for
the autonomy of the professional on how to act, only
constrained by the response of the service user. In the end
this creates greater trust in professionals to make choices
on how to work and act than afforded by the MM-RCT-
NPM assemblage.

A just assemblage affirms on the one hand that no one
can escape the responsibility of choosing how to act. On the
other hand this responsibility is mutual, which again affirms
a collaborative relationship between everybody and everything
included. Relationships involving competition, opposition and
conflicts must be subordinated to relationships of collaboration
(Wilden, 1987), and must always be accompanied by awareness
that any difference can easily be transformed into inequality
and injustice (Sundet, 2001). The price for freedom of choice is
the personal responsibility we all have for taking in, reflecting
upon and changing negative consequences of our actions. This
means establishing a culture within mental health services that
views mistakes and negative consequences as an opportunity
for change and for finding more helpful responses to the one
in front of us who needs our help. Our feeling of being alone,
when confronted with choices of how to live and act, has as its
main comfort the fact that this is a mutual predicament for all

of us and that we all are in this together. The experience of the
family team is that due to being part of a team our aloneness
does not imply loneliness. Aloneness can be shared. Collaborative
teamwork is a vital ingredient of a just assemblage. The MM-
RCT-NPM assemblage, on the other hand, exchanges aloneness
and responsibility for choice with the “certainty” established by
standard rules, regulations, guidelines, and patient pathways.
Freedom becomes freedom from choice and responsibility and
although it cannot be denied that there are many who are helped
within this assemblage, the real risk is twofold. Firstly, those
who do not fit with the recommended methods are excluded,
and even worse, have aspects of their functioning ascribed as
the cause of the refusal of help. Secondly, and maybe even more
unfortunate from the perspective of a just society, is the tendency
for responsibility and freedom of choice to be sacrificed on the
altar of sameness.
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Jan Georg Friesinger*, Bente Birkeland and Anne Brita Thorød

Department of Psychosocial Health, University of Agder, Kristiansand, Norway

Being in a relationship with an animal can promote the well-being of people. For

many individuals, this usually takes place at home. This study reports about homes

for people with mental health problems (with or without co-occurring substance use),

who live in supported housing operated by public landlords, entailing tenancies that are

usually stricter regarding their pet policies than ordinary homes. We thus addressed the

following research questions through ethnographic fieldwork at seven distinct places:

which types of human–animal relationships occur in supported housing, and how do

they affect the tenants? We analyzed the collected data informed by the Grounded

Theory approach and found three types of human–animal relationships within supported

housing affecting the tenants differently, namely, “no animals,” “visiting animals,” and

“shared/sole ownership of animals.” Animals in the buildings can stage atmospheres

that promote solidarity and connectedness among people. In contrast, situations in

which animals are forbidden can create emotional tensions between tenants and staff

or landlords. When discussing fostering animal atmospheres and limits to keeping pets,

we concluded that animals can contribute to the mental health recovery of tenants by

creating acknowledgment and rootedness. Therefore, public housing services need to

guarantee equal rights to the tenants as they do with every citizen, including the right to

keep a pet.

Keywords: recovery, animals, atmosphere, human-animal relationship, mental health, ethnography

INTRODUCTION

This study reports on a study about human–animal relationships that focus on housing situations
for people with mental health problems (with or without co-occurring substance use), who get
assistance from community mental health services. This housing approach, termed as “supported
housing or accommodations,” can differ from ordinary homes by the built environment (Friesinger
et al., 2019a), whereby assisting staff can either be or not be located on-site1. The supported housing
settings range from care-home-like accommodations to cozy or family-like atmospheres (Friesinger
et al., 2020). The research interest for this study lies in the rights and possibilities for the tenants to
establish relationships with animals in their homes and how these relationships might matter for
their well-being.

1For more details, McPherson et al. (2018) offered a supported housing classification.
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In general, the opportunity to establish a relationship with
an animal could be an important step for people with mental
health problems on their recovery journey (Topor, 2001, p.
285–287). The process of becoming well from mental health
problems should thus be considered in light of social and
material situatedness (Topor et al., 2011; Duff, 2016), which
goes beyond the definition of Anthony (1993) that focuses
solely on an individual process. Being in a human–animal
relationship thus pertains to a broader situation that includes
social, material, and affective aspects relative to how this
relationship might be organized within particular places. As
such, dwelling places as homes stand out significantly from
everyday places where people can share with pets if they can
have and afford them. Another issue concerns animal welfare
where animals need to be respected and treated well (LMD,
2009; Broom and Fraser, 2015; IAHAIO, 2015; Nussbaum,
2018).

As already mentioned, supported housing is usually organized
as tenancy, which means that the right to have a pet is regulated
by tenancy policies and agreements. As such, the landlords have
the option to deny pets within their rental units. According to
the Norwegian legislation, however, tenants are allowed to keep
pets without permission if the pets are of no nuisance to the other
residents and based on good reasons, such as social and welfare
(NOU, 1993, p. 143; KMD, 2009, p. 5–2). In Norway, individuals
with mental health problems (with or without co-occurring
substance use) are often categorized as people with special
housing needs by landlords, which allows them to reduce their
tenancy rights by law, unlike ordinary tenancies (KMD, 2009,
p. 11). This means that the tenancy agreements in supported
housing can be more easily terminated and that tenants have less
protection in losing their apartments. As such, a violation of the
house rules could allow the landlord to evict a tenant. Andersen
et al. (2016) argued that the house rules of supported housing
are also commonly restrictive regarding pets, which contradicts
both the tenancy legislation (KMD, 2009, p. 5–2) and the concept
of citizenship (Rowe, 2015; Rowe and Davidson, 2016), which
outlines the rights gap between tenants in supported housing and
public landlords.

In a North American case study about supported housing
(Hunt and Stein, 2007), the authors advocate for a pet policy
that normalizes the situation of keeping a pet for tenants while
meeting the concerns of staff and landlords. Furthermore, Hunt
and Stein (2007) highlighted the following important themes
for tenants who keep pets: “connectedness,” “responsibility,” and
“emotional stability.” In a recent study, Fossey et al. (2020)
found that pets help people with mental health problems
to cope with experienced loneliness at home and promote
companionship. From a broader view, housing studies about
(older) people experiencing homelessness, disabilities, and low
income showed discriminations and insecurities for companion
animals regarding their tenancies (Power, 2017; Toohey and
Krahn, 2018; McCabe et al., 2021).

Notwithstanding, it would be interesting to know more about
the different types of human–animal relationships in supported
housing and how they affect the people mostly linked to this
situation, i.e., the tenants. Therefore, in this study, we wanted

to grasp the human–animal relationships in supported housing
from an ethnographic view.

Animals, Well-Being, and Relationships
It is well-documented that interactions and relationships with
animals can have significant effects on the well-being of people,
both physical and mental (Serpell, 1991; Berget, 2006; Friedmann
et al., 2015). Living with a pet may have positive effects on
cardiovascular health and may in some circumstances reduce
stress, depression, and anxiety (Friedmann et al., 2015; Brooks
et al., 2018; Friedman and Krause-Parello, 2018). Knowing that
physical and mental health are inter-connected, we concluded
that for many people, contact with animals has the potential
to have positive effects on both health and quality of life.
Wisdom et al. (2009, p. 430) indicated four elements involved
in the recovery process of people connected to animals: (1)
providing empathy and “therapy;” (2) providing connections
that can assist in redeveloping social avenues; (3) serving as
“family” in the absence of or in addition to human family
members; and (4) supporting self-efficacy and strengthening a
sense of empowerment. People with disabilities and psychosocial
problems, and elderly people, among others, often experience
loneliness and shrinking social networks. In these situations, a
pet can help to compensate, as it provides contact, support, and
amusement (Hart and Yamamoto, 2015), which is also applicable
to people experiencing homelessness (Kerman et al., 2019).

In addition, living with an animal gives structure to life.
Feeding, cleaning cages, and dog walking are all valuable daily
routines. For socially secluded individuals, an animal can be a
mean to social interaction that may result in higher social capital
(Wood et al., 2005). Talking about an animal is less threatening
than exposing oneself in an interaction (Power, 2013).

From Recovery Atmospheres to Animal

Geography
As already outlined, Topor et al. (2011) posited that recovery
is a process of becoming well from mental health problems
that is more than an individual journey, which entails seriously
taking the sociomaterial aspect of recovery processes into account
(Topor et al., 2020; Larsen et al., 2021). As such, the wide concept
of “atmosphere” (Anderson, 2009; Böhme, 2017) might be useful.
On the one hand, the concept underlines both the human and
non-human parts that stage a particular atmosphere; on the
other hand, it describes how space feels like a phenomenon.
Duff (2016) used affective atmospheres to explain situations in
which people might recover from their mental health problems,
which go beyond explanations that are based on psychosocial
functioning. He identified three themes of recovery atmospheres,
namely, sociality, safety, and belonging, as well as hope and
belief. For example, such recovery atmospheres could be linked
to architectural settings at supported housing (Friesinger, 2020;
Friesinger et al., 2020) or, more generally, promoting for patients
at hospitals (Martin et al., 2019; Brown et al., 2020).

We might ask how do animals then appear in such affective
atmospheres. The answer is linked to the broader animal
geography of places such as the ones described by Philo and
Wilbert (2000), which range from wild to rural or urban places.
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In those places, particular “atmospheres of animals” are staged
(Lorimer et al., 2017), which impact the people who are in
human–animal relationships. It is important to notice that people
are not passively affected but contribute with their practice to
the effects (Bille and Simonsen, 2021), which is a matter of all
elements that stage the atmospheres, including animals.

METHODS

To examine the human–animal relationships in supported
housing and their affection, the first author conducted a
multisited ethnography (Marcus, 1995), which was informed by
Grounded Theory (GT) (Charmaz, 2014). This study was part of
a larger project2 that aimed to grasp materialities and the living
situation within supported housing (Friesinger et al., 2019b,
2020; Friesinger, 2020). Animals were thereby an important
subject already early in fieldwork that was further elaborated with
theoretical sampling (Charmaz, 2014; Charmaz and Thornberg,
2020).

The ethnographic research ranged over a 6-month period
(between 2016 and 2017) with a stay period of 1 to 2 weeks in a
location at different times. Access to the seven different places in
the south of Norway was granted by the local community mental
health services. All participants signed informed consent forms
explaining the study, its aim, and the fact that anonymity was
guaranteed. Fieldwork was basically conducted in public/shared
spaces of the places. However, some participating tenants did
also invite the first author into their individual homes. Out
of all the recruited participants of the larger research project,
30 (12 tenants, 24 staff, and four managers) participants, i.e.,
those who opposed to pets and those who welcomed them,
were included in this study on human–animal relationships.
The empirical data consisted of participant observations and
ethnographic interviews, which were documented by field notes,
interview transcripts, and photographs of the places.

Regarding the supported housing settings (Friesinger et al.,
2019b), the seven places were operated by public landlords
for people with mental health problems (with or without co-
occurring substance use). Their locations were mainly semirural,
with the 24/7 presence of on-site staff, and the building design
highly resembled congregate settings (McPherson et al., 2018),
with either small houses or apartments.

The analysis of the empirical data was informed by the
GT version of Charmaz (2014) entailing going back and forth
between the steps of data collection and analyses. We started
with initial coding, followed by focused coding, and finally
built our concept with theoretical coding, resulting in three
different observed human–animal relationships that affected
the people within supported housing: “no animals,” “visiting
animals,” and “shared/sole ownership of animals.” These steps
were carried out with the help of the software ATLAS.ti
(Friese, 2019), whereby we used strategies such as memo writing
and constant comparison. The shorter stays in the field with
multisited ethnography made theoretical sampling sometimes
challenging but was compensated through the various views

2The Norwegian Centre for Research Data, approval number 50067.

which it involved. Although our findings primarily account for
the sample of the study, they can be applied to similar housing
or care settings beyond Norway. We pursued GT quality criteria
for our study, such as “credibility” and “usefulness” (Charmaz
and Thornberg, 2020), and reflected on any ethical issue that
could arise.

FINDINGS

Our ethnographic research addresses the question of which types
of human–animal relationships occur in supported housing and
how they affect the people linked to this situation. Our findings
point out the following three human–animal relationships
regarding tenants of supported housing: “no animals,” “visiting
animals,” and “shared/sole ownership of animals.” The human–
animal relationships are inter-sections between different
elements: people, animals, places, and regulations (including
the broader situation). In sum, people can be tenants, staff,
and managers who possess different biographies and resources;
animals can be wild birds or pets such as dogs or cats; places can
be buildings with different architectural designs; and regulations
can be pet policies and house rules.

Each of the three human–animal relationships affects the
tenants in different ways. For example, the presence of
animals can stage affective atmospheres in the buildings,
whereas situations with the absence of animals can affect the
tenants regarding emotional debates, memories, and desires.
In the following, we presented each relation and its affection
more thoroughly.

No Animals Welcome
In our research settings, animals were often not present in
supported housing due to no-pet policies and some people
not wanting them. No-pet policies were linked to institutional
healthcare services in which a manager tried to explain by
drawing a line between their supported housing units and care
homes within the municipality. During fieldwork, some staff
denied any institutional linkage and underlined that the housing
units were not meant to be psychiatric wards, which meant
that “everything [was] allowed in the apartments.” However,
according to the staff, an exception was “to keep a pet.”

This pet restriction was literally confirmed by some of the
local house rules, but many tenancy agreements conveyed an
unclear pet restriction. This ambiguous pet ban was already
pointed out by Andersen et al. (2016). Nonetheless, some of
the tenants reported that they could not risk getting evicted if
their pets were not clearly approved. This avoidance to keep
a pet has to be observed in light of the introduced context,
whereby tenants of supported housing have fewer rights and less
protection concerning their tenancies than ordinary ones (KMD,
2009, p. 11).

No-pet policies in supported housing are also explained by
possible allergic reactions. A manager stated that “the no-pet rule
is generally justified because we need to include recent societal
developments, whereas people are allergic for several reasons,
and we need to consider this also within supported housing.”
For example, an allergic staff was used as a reason in one case
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in which a tenant was denied a dog who criticized the issue
as insubstantial because “people could else pollute the indoor
environment such as by smoking.” Another manager explained
that pets are inappropriate in supported housing because people
are physically close to each other without an opportunity for
social distancing. Furthermore, the housing unit is a workplace.
In this case, the housing setting was designed as congregated
apartments, which played an important role: on the one hand,
this type of built environment leads to on-site located staff
who need a room for themselves to retrieve according to the
working environment act; on the other hand, this building design
leads to a spatial structure where tenants share common rooms
such as dining and living rooms beside their own apartments.
In contrast, independent apartments or houses represent more
extensive autonomy for the tenants (Friesinger et al., 2019a),
whereby allergy-related reasons might play a minor role than in
such congregate types.

Nevertheless, some tenants disliked pets such as dogs and
did not want co-tenants to get one. For example, some former
homeless tenants articulated that they “d[id] not want to have
pets around because they [were] too much to deal with.”
Similarly, some of the staff informed that pets were restricted
because the tenants were not able to take care of pets by
themselves and stated: “Otherwise, we need to do it.” Even
though a tenant had a pet earlier, such as a guinea pig, the staff
needed to apply again by the municipal landlord for them to keep
it. The staff expressed for cases similar to this that they “need[ed]
to double-check if the tenant [was] capable of keeping animals.”

Overall, several managers and staff defended the no-pet
policies and were supported by some tenants who had had
negative experiences with pets or cotenants who did not take
proper care of their pets. Allergy as a reason to deny pets
was thereby linked to the built environment of the supported
housing setting.

The absence of pets in supported housing due to restrictions
was not only an important theme in discussing tenancies
but also particularly affected tenants who desired a pet. For
example, a tenant who hadmany nurturing experiences of former
human–animal relationships expressed a deep longing for a pet.
Furthermore, the tenant highlighted the importance of being able
to keep a pet because when you are in a mental health crisis, “a
pet connects you to reality.” Other tenants who wanted a pet also
expressed the need for a private apartment and the desire tomove
away from the restrictions. The pet restrictions were also evident
in the materials around the places, such as an empty birdcage that
a tenant openly positioned before the entrance door (Figure 1) or
a large cat pictogram as wall decoration in an apartment which
expressed the strong connection of tenant to cats. In both cases,
the tenants criticized the pet ban and fought for their rights to
have a pet.

In sum, tenants who were denied keeping a pet
expressed a general dissatisfaction with their housing
situation that was associated with the lack of equal
tenancies rights and the feeling of not being respected.
Some tenants stood up for their rights to keep a pet
and were occasionally supported by staff, while other
tenants surrendered.

Animals That Visit the Place
A special type of human–animal relationships occurred when
animals visited the place of residence. On the one hand, wild
animals such as birds could be found in the outside area of
the places; on the other hand, pets owned by others than the
tenants came to visit. At several places, there were bird feeders
mounted around the housing sites. For example, a staff stated that
they made bird feeders together with the tenants and decorated
a tree in the garden to create a lively atmosphere (Figure 2).
The motives changed according to the annual seasons, and
even vegetables were grown at the bottom of the tree. During
fieldwork, tenants were observed watching the birds while they
smoked or waited outside. Some tenants even organized their
own bird feeders to support birds during the wintertime.

Another alternative was that staff who owned pets, such as
dogs, brought them to the places so that interested tenants could
get in touch with them. Tenants in housing situations with pet
restrictions appreciated such visiting pets. A manager positively
valued staff who took their own pets with them “because the
tenants can thus meet animals even though they do not own one
and can get in touch with them.” Despite the benefits of meeting
an animal at home, some tenants stressed that this still meant not
having equal tenancies rights.

Shared or Sole Ownership of Pets
The third type of human–animal relationship that appeared in
the visited places was animals that were owned either solely by
a tenant or by several tenants and staff together. For example, at
one residential place, the tenants and staff formerly kept chicken
but did not continue after the chicken died due to the additional
work to handle them and tenants losing interest. Furthermore,
the municipal mental health service reorganization entailed that
staff was occupied with other tasks than green care; hence, the
chicken cage was abandoned.

Nevertheless, pets could be found where they were shared
by the tenants and staff within some of the visited supported
accommodations, which entailed a collective responsibility to
take care of them. For example, one tenant held the main
ownership for a cat, but everybody at the place looked after it,
especially when the official owner was admitted to the hospital.

Furthermore, the presence of pets could stage affective
atmospheres at the residential places that were appreciated by
the tenants. For example, the first author observed a cat walking
through the common area of a housing setting with apartments.
On its way through the halls, the purring cat was stroked
by several tenants who waited for dinner and got a piece of
sausage from the staff at the kitchen door. A staff stated within
this fellowship: “It is the best therapy to have a cat around,”
which was confirmed by the surrounding people. The staff
moreover underlined that having a cat meant to be able to take
responsibility, whereas a tenant considered the fact that pets
were allowed as a key quality of this accommodation. In another
congregate setting, cats and dogs were not allowed, whereas fish
was welcomed. In a situation where a tenant was agitated, the staff
succeeded in calming them down by reminding them to look after
their fish.
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FIGURE 1 | The empty birdcage.

Turning to the small colocated houses, some tenants expressed
that they own cats and even dogs without any problems.
Nevertheless, the pets needed to be approved by the public
landlord first. A tenant emphasized the solidarity among tenants
in helping each other look after a cat when they were not
present. The cat “M” could thereby wander freely around at the
place, which not only created an inter-connectedness (fellowship)
between people (Figure 3) but also promoted a place attachment
in the way the tenant explained: “My beloved cat knows the place
best.” The cat lived at the place for more than a decade and
was described as extremely cuddly and therapeutic in terms of
understanding the condition of the owner, whereby both took
care of each other.

DISCUSSION

The ethnographic research found three types of relationships,
namely, “no animals,” “visiting animals,” and “shared/sole
ownership of animals,” at supported housing for people with
mental health problems (with or without co-occurring substance
use). The influences of these three types of human–animal
relationships range from positive to negative impacts on people

within those places. In the following, we first discussed which
positive influences human–animal relationships may have on
tenants of supported housing under the lens of recovery
atmospheres. Second, we discussed the possible limits to keeping
pets in supported housing.

Fostering Animal Atmospheres
Our findings reveal that the presence of both visiting and owned
animals at supported housing can stage, together with the people
and the place, a unique affective atmosphere. We might wonder
whether these animal atmospheres help foster the mental health
recovery of tenants. To this aim, we compared our findings
with those relative to the recovery atmospheres introduced by
Duff (2016), which involved different issues (i.e., sociality, safety
and belonging, as well as hope and belief). To begin with
sociality, we observed that tenants and staff described an inter-
connectedness that both shared and individual ownership of a
cat could establish within the housing. This inter-connectedness
revealed a social mutuality that conveyed collective responsibility
for the cat beyond the duty of an individual to look after a pet.
These acts of solidarity such as caring for the cat “M” by the pet
owner and other tenants can be described as “more-than-human
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FIGURE 2 | Bird feeders in the garden.

solidarity” outlined by Rock and Degeling (2015), in which
caring is a broader concern than the commitments of people
including other species and places. Nonetheless, the expressions
of tenants indicated that a pet such as cat “M” was a social
companion that helped coping with loneliness. The so-outlined
fostering version of sociality within such animal atmospheres for
people with mental health problems can also be found in the
introduced literature; for example, pets can create responsibility,
social capital, and connectedness (Hunt and Stein, 2007; Brooks
et al., 2018; Kerman et al., 2019; Fossey et al., 2020).

Furthermore, the issues of safety and belonging can be
identified in the example of the cat that helped create an
emotional rootedness to the place by thoroughly knowing the
neighborhood over the years. Some tenants stated to feel well
or safe with a pet that grounded their life and helped them
cope with unpleasant conditions. Similarly, stability for tenants
was already an important finding in the study of Hunt and
Stein (2007) about pets in supported housing. In other words,
pets in supported housing can, together with materialities, stage
atmospheres where tenants feel safe at home (Friesinger et al.,
2020). Animals are part of a broader geography (Philo and
Wilbert, 2000) and, furthermore, as visiting animals, they can
contribute to tenants feeling well in their homes, as reported in
our findings.

Finally, the issues of hope and belief could be observed both in
situations with existing and absent human–animal relationships

in our findings. Tenants who longed to have a pet and reported
previous experiences of human–animal relationships hoped to
get better, to some extent, from their mental health problems
with the help of a pet. Additionally, they expressed a belief in life
as meaningful, although local pet policies denied them to keep
a pet. Visiting animals could thereby underline the belief that
changes in life are possible for the tenants in terms of a journey
of recovering and managing a life with contradictions (Topor,
2001). However, visiting animals still underscore the rights gap
that tenants face in supported housing as a marginalized group
(Andersen et al., 2016). Therefore, endorsing pet ownership
might contribute to a recovering citizenship (Rowe, 2015; Rowe
andDavidson, 2016) in terms of the acknowledgment of the equal
rights of tenants in supported housing. In such cases, the tenants
in our study expressed a feeling of confidence that was linked to
their bond with the pet and to a social identity as pet owners who
managed to take care of pets and themselves.

Together, our findings showed that animals, particularly pets,
are entangled in recovery atmospheres for tenants in supported
housing. It is important to highlight with the study by Bille
and Simonsen (2021) that atmospheres, in general, are not static
phenomena but involving practices. This means for supported
housing that the fostering of animal atmospheres needs to be
actively orchestrated, especially in light of the existing rights gap
for tenants in supported housing. Another question concerns
why animal atmospheres are so unique. An answer might
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FIGURE 3 | The wandering cat “M”.

be found in the biophilia hypothesis (Wilson, 1984), i.e., the
hypothesis that humans are naturally bonded to nature and, as
such, to animals, which explains the impact of animals on the
well-being of people (Friedmann et al., 2015). Other explanations

draw on social support in interactions or attachment theories

(Fine and Weaver, 2018). However, especially cats, dogs, and

horses are outstanding animals because they were domesticated
through human history.

Animal welfare and ethics might be another reason why
animal atmospheres are unique: they remind humans
to principles that we treat each other with respect.
The foundation of animal welfare can range from an
anthropocentric approach to a utilitarian or capabilities
approach (Nussbaum, 2018). In her capabilities approach,
Nussbaum (2018) advocated for the fundamental rights of
animals. In our opinion, tenants of supported housing are
more than capable of keeping pets but lack the rights to do
so like everybody else. Therefore, capabilities as suggested
should be applied to all humans and animals sharing the
same world, whereby supported housing should not be
an exception.

Limits to Keeping Pets in Supported

Housing
In the context of the recovering bond between humans and
animals such as outlined with fostering animal atmospheres,
we might ask why more tenants of supported housing do not
have pets. Hence, in the following, the potential barriers at the
inter-section of societal, organizational, and individual reasons
are discussed.

National and local tenancy policies and agreements regulate
the rights to have a pet as tenants of supported housing (Hunt
and Stein, 2007; KMD, 2009; Andersen et al., 2016). A rights
gap is evident between the public landlords and tenants. Our
findings confirmed that these landlords are so powerful by law
practices (KMD, 2009, p. 11) that the tenants have hardly any
chance to argue for a good reason if landlords, together with staff
andmanagers, disagree with them. This rights gap contradicts the
fundamental ideas of the equal rights of tenants that are proposed
by the models of supported housing and recovering citizenship
(Rowe and Davidson, 2016; Sylvestre et al., 2017). Moreover,
the assessment by staff and management of whether a tenant is
capable of keeping a pet properly or not might be further linked
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to the practices of stigmatization and marginalization in terms
of the tenant being merely seeded as a psychiatric patient (Sayce,
1998, 2016). Tenants from our study reported that they did not
feel equally treated, which was not only a matter of paternalistic
rules but also the discriminations such as similarly described in
other studies about companion animals (Power, 2017; Toohey
and Krahn, 2018; McCabe et al., 2021). To compare, people in
ordinary tenancies or as homeowners do not need to demonstrate
their abilities in advance to keep a pet. However, our findings
showed that tenants in supported housing could keep pets
properly by themselves or together without any problems while
conforming to animal welfare principles (IAHAIO, 2015).

Nevertheless, Berget et al. (2018) pointed out that animal
welfare is a hindrance for people who are afraid of the
responsibility involved if the pet gets sick. As such, the guidelines
as suggested by Hunt and Stein (2007) might be a solution.
Specifically, staff could help tenants in animal welfare issues, and
we showed that the staff and the tenants kept a cat together
in some places. However, we could interpret our study cases in
a way that public landlords, managers, and staff might misuse
animal welfare or potential allergic reactions as an excuse not
to favor pets in supporting housing even though the applying
tenants have good reasons. Community mental health services
involving public landlords should aim to promote the well-being
of people (Prilleltensky, 2005) and therefore need to facilitate
that tenants can keep pets in supported housing. However,
community services could help to address several challenges of
providing pet-friendly housing that is affordable for tenants by
addressing the needs of both people and their pets (Toohey et al.,
2017).

The proposal of a tenant to keep a pet should be considered
individually both in light of animal welfare principles and good
reasons such as benefits of the human–animal relationship on
the physical and psychosocial health (Wisdom et al., 2009;
Friedmann et al., 2015; Brooks et al., 2018; Friedman and Krause-
Parello, 2018). As such, Section 11 in the Norwegian Tenancy
Act (KMD, 2009) or similar reductions in tenancy rights should
be considered terminated because they produce inequalities by
dividing tenants into first- and second-level classes concerning
their rights. Argumentations that staff might be allergic to pets
should have minor weight in considering a proposal of tenants.
Hence, the interest of employees in and their attitude to animals
in homes should be emphasized in staff employment. The tenants
should, moreover, have real chances to appeal the decisions of the
landlords. These recommendations would strengthen the rights
of tenants toward a recovering citizenship (Rowe, 2015; Rowe
and Davidson, 2016) in which people are understood and treated
as equal. For example, Zimolag and Krupa (2009) showed that
people with continuous mental health problems, who own a pet,
had higher social community integration.

Arguing that visiting animals could be a compromise still
entails an asymmetric relation in which professionals are in
charge. However, tenants with low resources or who are not
often at homemight benefit from the human–animal relationship
based on the shared ownership of a pet. Finally, materialities
could be better designed to allow and endorse pets in supported
housing, such as cat doors or house designs that reduce nuisance

by installing soundproof walls. The findings outlined that
building designs that involved a high degree of independence
and autonomy were better in facilitating pets. The latter must be
observed in light of housing location and neighborhood qualities,
including people, animals, and materials (Philo and Wilbert,
2000; Lorimer et al., 2017; Friesinger et al., 2019a).

An individual issue is that not all people are fond of pets and
do want one, which needs to be considered by landlords as well
but not solely (Toohey et al., 2017). Another issue concerns the
suitability of animal type linked to the housing situation of a
person. It seems that in our Norwegian settings cats were more
likely to be found; a possible reason could be less noise and the
fact that they are easier to handle, as shown by our examples. In
sum, limits to keeping pets in supported housing are complex and
linked, on the one hand, to local social practices at the residential
places and, on the other hand, to cultural and political frames
for people with mental health problems still involving exclusion
tendencies (Sayce, 2016).

CONCLUSION

Our study pointed out that in supported housing for people with
mental health problems (with or without co-occurring substance
use), relationships with no animal, visiting animals, and animals
that were shared or solely owned were present. While tenants
expressed a general dissatisfaction in places where animals were
not welcomed, places with pets could be associated with fostering
atmospheres for mental health recovery. Such fostering animal
atmospheres based on the human–animal relationships were
the results of an inter-section of people, animals, places, and
rules whereby pets could create acknowledgment and rootedness.
However, there still are rights gaps between tenants and landlords
that go beyond pet allowance, especially when it comes to
good reasons for keeping animals. We, therefore, criticized the
paternalistic ideas and stressed the strengthening of the rights
of tenants of public housing, which include keeping pets in
compliance with animal welfare toward a recovering citizenship
(Rowe and Davidson, 2016).
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The adoption of a pluralistic perspective on research design, processes of data collection and 
analysis and dissemination of findings, has the potential to enable psychotherapy research to 
make a more effective contribution to building a just society. A review of the key features of the 
concept of pluralism is followed by a historical analysis of the ways in which research in 
counselling, psychotherapy and related disciplines has moved in the direction of a pluralistic 
position around knowledge creation. Core principles of a pluralistic approach to research are 
identified and explored in the context of a critical case study of contemporary research into 
psychotherapy for depression, examples of pluralistically oriented research practices, and 
analysis of a pluralistic conceptualisation of the nature of evidence. Implications of a pluralistic 
perspective for research training and practice are discussed. Pluralistic inquiry that emphasises 
dialogue, collaboration, epistemic justice and the co-existence of multiple truths, creates 
opportunities for individuals, families and communities from a wide range of backgrounds to 
co-produce knowledge in ways that support their capacities for active citizenship and 
involvement in open democratic decision-making. To fulfil these possibilities, it is necessary for 
psychotherapy research to be oriented towards social goals that are sufficiently relevant to both 
researchers and co-participants to harness their passion and work together for a common good.

Keywords: dialogue, epistemic (in)justice, pluralism, psychotherapy research, social relevance

INTRODUCTION

Psychotherapy research is conducted on a global scale, by investigators drawn from different 
occupations and disciplines, using a range of methodologies, and publishing in a large number 
of independent journals. As a result, notwithstanding a degree of influence exerted by governmental 
and other funding agencies, the psychotherapy research community can be  viewed as comprising 
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a largely self-organising open system that resists centralised 
direction. At the same time, it can also occasionally be  valuable 
to evaluate the direction of travel of therapy research in terms 
of its contribution to broader societal objectives. In this paper, 
we suggest that although the field of therapy research has always 
reflected an implicit acknowledgement that the complexity of 
therapy outcomes and processes requires the adoption of a 
flexible, pluralistic approach to evidence, the full implications 
of a pluralistic perspective have yet to been fully articulated. 
More specifically, the predominant interpretation of pluralism 
that has been used by therapy researchers has not sufficiently 
taken account of crucial social and political aspects of this 
construct. By contrast, a more comprehensive application of a 
pluralistic stance in relation to therapy research has the potential 
to significantly enhance the contribution of psychotherapy, and 
related practices, to addressing contemporary social issues.

Pluralism is a philosophical and ethical tradition based on 
the idea that there is no single perspective or truth that is 
universally valid (Rescher, 1993). Pluralism represents an 
acknowledgement of the ultimate impossibility of reducing the 
interconnectedness, complexity and uniqueness of life to a set 
of laws or theories. From a pluralistic stance, human experience 
and forms of life, across all cultural traditions, can be  seen to 
have been characterised by dissensus rather than consensus. 
Awareness of the existence of a diversity of perspectives, along 
with a never-ending effort to reconcile such differences, has been 
a fundamental aspect of both individual and societal development 
in modern societies (Taylor, 1992). Important aspects of a pluralistic 
stance include a commitment to dialogue as a means of bridging 
different perspectives and to a cognitive style that emphasises 
‘both/and’ or ‘and/and’ rather than ‘either/or’ dichotomous thinking.

The authors of this paper are aligned with a collaborative 
framework for therapy practice, known as pluralistic therapy that 
represents a systematic attempt to develop a form of practice 
informed by a pluralist philosophy (Cooper and McLeod, 2011; 
Cooper and Dryden, 2016; McLeod, 2018; Smith and de la Prida, 
2021). A key principle of pluralistic therapy is that different people 
are likely to be  helped by different things at different times. 
Problems in living for which individuals and families seek therapeutic 
help are viewed as arising from complex interactions between 
multiple life events and sources of adversity. Pluralistic practice 
addresses these problems by making use of strategies and methods 
from multiple sources, including supportive and healing practices 
available within the community. The process of client-therapist 
collaboration is organised around clarifying what the client wants 
to use therapy to achieve (their goals), identifying specific tasks 
that might contribute to step-by-step progress in the direction 
of goals and agreeing methods for accomplishing these tasks. 
The therapist functions as a facilitator or orchestrator of dialogue 
and shared decision-making around finding and assembling ideas, 
activities and ways of communicating and relating, suggested by 
either the client(s) or therapist(s), or emerging in the work itself. 
Procedures for supporting client-therapist collaboration and shared 
understanding include therapist transparency around what they 
can offer, techniques for elicitation of client preferences (Norcross 
and Cooper, 2021), and active elicitation and application of the 
client’s knowledge through experience and cultural resources. 

Strategies for ensuring that therapy remains in alignment with 
client goals include routine use of metacommunication, process 
and outcome feedback tools and design tools, such as collaborative 
case formulation mapping. Pluralistic therapy does not comprise 
a fixed or static theory or set of procedures. Rather, it comprises 
an open system and community of practice that encourages 
dialogue, innovation and sharing of experience.

Over the past decade, the priority of the pluralistic therapy 
community has been to establish structures for training, practice 
and supervision to support members in working collaboratively 
with clients. An important strand of that effort has been the 
development of a research base that would identify evidence 
to facilitate the development of pluralistic practice; conducting 
studies on the process and outcomes of pluralistic therapy 
itself (e.g. Cooper et  al., 2015; Di Malta et  al., 2020). The 
intention has been to build an approach to therapy that is 
research-informed rather than research-directed (Hanley and 
Winter, 2016), based on the principle that effective practice 
draws on multiple ways of knowing: ethical, personal, theoretical, 
cultural and scientific (McLeod, 2016).

In the course of developing an evidence base for pluralistic 
therapy, we  gradually came to realise that we  were beginning 
to see the psychotherapy research literature as a whole from 
a distinct pluralistic perspective. In particular, we  came to 
believe that the more pluralistic a research study or programme 
was, the more useful it was for practice, and the more likely 
it was to make a contribution to social justice.

The present paper builds on earlier work by Hanley and 
Winter (2016), in seeking to explore and further refine the 
nature of a pluralistic perspective on psychotherapy research. 
A historical overview is provided around how the concept of 
pluralism has been used in psychotherapy research. This is 
followed by a summary of key principles of a pluralistic 
perspective on research, and then, a case example that examines 
how a more explicitly pluralistic approach might enhance the 
relevance of research in relation to an area of inquiry that 
has comprised a central focus of psychotherapy research in 
recent years. The paper concludes by looking at possible ways 
in which a pluralistic perspective might be  realised. Our aim, 
in all of these areas, has been to consider the implications of 
a pluralistic perspective in relation to the field of psychotherapy 
research in general, rather than solely in respect of pluralistic 
psychotherapy as a specific therapy orientation.

A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON THE 
INFLUENCE OF PLURALISM IN 
RESEARCH IN COUNSELLING AND 
PSYCHOTHERAPY AND RELATED 
DISCIPLINES

From the start, psychotherapy research has been primarily based 
in the ideas and methods of psychology and psychiatry – 
disciplines that have historically prioritised quantitative and 
experimental approaches to research. Nevertheless, despite these 
disciplinary pressures, the first generation of therapy researchers, 
notably Carl Rogers and Hans Strupp, sought to create a flexible 
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and responsive methodology for the study of psychotherapy 
that was consistent with its existence as a complex, co-constructed, 
agential and interpersonal form of practice. For example, the 
research group led by Rogers made use of case study methods, 
qualitative methods and projective techniques (Rogers and 
Dymond, 1954). Strupp and Hadley (1977), arguing that it was 
essential to understand therapy outcomes from multiple 
perspectives (client, therapist and society). However, from the 
1970s, the increasing societal profile of psychotherapy, and in 
particular its growing presence with state-funded healthcare 
systems, meant that major sectors of practice came to be controlled 
by assumptions, policies and procedures associated with neoliberal 
political and economic ideology, and the implementation of 
these ideas through the adoption in public sector organisations 
of management philosophies that emphasise competition rather 
than collaboration (McLeod, 2016; Sundet, 2021). For the 
psychotherapy research community, this shift was reflected in 
the reification of schools of therapy as products in a crowded 
mental health marketplace, and the adoption of randomised 
clinical trial (RCT) methodology as a means of determining 
‘winners’ and ‘losers’ within a competitive environment. Within 
this new approach, studies of psychotherapy effectiveness 
increasingly adopted a single primary outcome measure, typically 
in the form of a client self-report symptom scale.

From the 1980s, the concept of pluralism began being used 
in the psychotherapy literature to signal resistance to the hegemony 
of RCTs and empirically validated and manualised therapies 
(Omer and Strenger, 1992; Samuels, 1995; Downing, 2004). In 
the context of research, the idea of methodological pluralism 
was introduced in an influential paper by Howard (1983), as 
a means of legitimising the use of a wide range of methodologies 
alongside clinical trials. While Howard was commenting 
specifically on the value of case study methods, later contributions 
extended the argument to include qualitative methods (Mearns 
and McLeod, 1984; Goss and Mearns, 1997; Slife and Gantt, 
1999; Barker and Pistrang, 2005). While acknowledging that 
different methodological approaches (quantitative, qualitative and 
case study) were grounded in contrasting epistemological positions 
and values and associated with different quality criteria, these 
writers argued that different research questions were most 
effectively addressed by different methods and that the study 
of psychotherapy required the use of multiple research approaches. 
Important themes within the argument for methodological 
pluralism were that convergence of findings across methodologies 
had the potential to reinforce the credibility of research and 
that evidence hierarchies that gave higher weighting to meta-
analyses of findings from RCTs were misguided. Over the years, 
the principle of methodological pluralism, understood as tacit 
acceptance of the value of different methodologies, has become 
widely accepted within the psychotherapy research community.

The vision of methodological pluralism advocated by Howard 
(1983) and others was primarily formulated as a set of broad 
principles, with limited practical guidance on how to handle 
different types of data in the process of conducting an actual 
study. These technical issues troubled researchers, particularly 
those whose initial training had focused on quantitative designs 
and techniques. As a consequence, there began to emerge a 

literature around the use of mixed-methods research (MMR) 
designs (Haverkamp et  al., 2005). An underlying driver within 
the MMR literature has been a wish to combine the strengths 
of both qualitative and quantitative methods. As a consequence, 
authors have highlight concerns and challenges associated with 
combining multiple methods in one study and emphasised the 
necessity for having a clear understanding of the distinctive 
contribution of each approach around such domains as: quality 
standards for different styles of data collection and analysis; 
underlying values and epistemological assumptions; and reporting 
formats. There are many different methodologies that can 
be  combined in different ways for different purposes which 
have stimulated a proliferation of MMR texts and models 
(Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). 
Recent years have seen a steady growth in interest in MMR 
research on psychotherapy topics, including formulation and 
dissemination of APA guidelines (Levitt et  al., 2018).

As MMR research became more established, it became 
increasingly apparent that many MMR studies operate not 
primarily on the basis of a pre-determined research design 
that is then followed through, but on a collaborative process 
between a team of researchers each of whom represents a 
distinctive methodological competency, conceptual/theoretical 
perspective or area of lived experience (a useful discussion of 
this theme can be  found in Wachsmann et  al., 2019). A key 
element of this aspect of the real-life implementation of MMR 
research is that taking methodological pluralism seriously 
requires making use of people who are immersed in each 
approach or represent different perspectives, rather than 
depending on the less intense understanding of contrasting 
approaches and perspectives that might be available to a single 
research generalist. An additional area of methodological learning 
within the recent critical and reflective literature on MMR 
has been that successful studies pay particular emphasis on 
areas of difference (across methodologies, participants and 
theories), as well as areas of convergence, within the process 
of data collection and analysis (Johnson, 2017).

The next step in the historical evolution of a pluralistic 
approach in research in psychotherapy and related disciplines 
has therefore comprised the development of attention to dialogical 
processes, described by Johnson (2017) and colleagues as a 
form of dialectical pluralism that as:

…asks all of us to appropriately listen to what needs to 
be  listened to for each research question, purpose, 
stakeholder interest, and practical activity. This broad 
dialecticalism will enable people to continually interact 
with different ontologies, epistemologies, ethical 
principles/systems, disciplines, methodologies, and 
methods in order to produce useful wholes. The process 
should continually build on what we know and feel and 
value now and produce new, dialectically derived, 
“knowledge(s),” programs, theories, and deliberative 
democratic human coalitions. (Johnson, 2017, p. 158)

Johnson and Schoonenboom (2016) present an account of 
what dialectical pluralism looks like in practice, through 
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exemplary studies on various aspects of healthcare practice. 
A common pattern of these studies is that researcher beliefs 
and knowledge (e.g. what they have found in an initial study, 
such as an RCT) are rigorously exposed to critique by relevant 
stakeholders (e.g. patients and healthcare providers), leading 
to a new shared understanding that can then form the basis 
for further cycles of inquiry. While dialectical pluralism is 
similar in some respects to a broader acknowledgement of 
stakeholder perspectives in healthcare research and realist 
evaluation (O’Cathain et  al., 2019), it goes further in calling 
for a systematic and disciplined capacity for listening, reflexivity 
and openness to difference on the part of researchers. Detailed 
accounts have been developed of techniques and strategies 
used by dialectical realist research teams to support the adoption 
of a dialectical or dialogical practices (Johnson and 
Schoonenboom, 2016; Johnson, 2017).

A complementary research tradition that similarly incorporates 
a pluralistic and dialogical ethos can be  found in studies that 
have adopted participative action research and collaborative 
inquiry approaches (Ponterotto, 2005; McLeod, 2001). Such 
studies reflect a position that the primary aim of research should 
be to facilitate change in terms of promoting equality and social 
justice, empowering individuals and communities and solving 
real-world problems. For these researchers, the capacity to 
achieve such outcomes is the real test of the value or validity 
of a research study. This approach to research can be understood 
as a form of ‘engaged’ inquiry (Chevalier and Buckles, 2019), 
influenced by the ideas and values promoted by key 20th century 
thinkers, such as Paulo Freire, Jurgen Habermas and Kurt Lewin 
(Reason and Bradbury, 2013). It is also consistent with ideas 
of ‘collaboration as a matter of principle’ outlined as part of 
the psychotherapy social justice agenda (Winter, 2019, p.180). 
Typically, service users or community members may be involved 
in the design of a study, collection and analysis of data, writing 
and dissemination, for example in the programme of collaborative 
research that has involved service users and therapists working 
together to establish a basis for more effective therapy and 
recovery interventions in bipolar disorder (Veseth et  al., 2012; 
Billsborough et al., 2014). A similar approach to a collaborative, 
emancipatory approach to inquiry can be  found within the 
methodological tradition associated with critical psychology 
(Teo, 2015; Fine et  al., 2021; Levitt et al., 2021a,b).

Co-production is a further example of a pluralistically oriented 
form of research that promotes engagement and shared decision-
making between researchers and participants. Drawing from the 
analysis by Ostrom (1990) of the operation of systems of common 
ownership (Ostrom, 1990), co-production is a justice-based 
approach (Cahn, 2000) that has been widely applied within 
national health and social care services in the United  Kingdom 
to empower citizens to become participatory agents in their 
own care (Coote, 2002; Needham and Carr, 2009; Worsley et al., 
2021). Commitment to co-production is now a central funding 
criterion of the UK National Institute of Health Research, on 
the grounds that all research should be  carried out ‘with and 
by patients, rather than to or for them’ (NIHR, 2021a,b).

As with the development of co-produced interventions in 
healthcare, co-produced research ideally involves the equal and 

reciprocal co-creative involvement from design, through action 
and into dissemination, with research partners drawn from a 
range of backgrounds and roles. The inclusion of multiple 
vested stakeholders in the design and implementation of research, 
allows for greater complexity of understanding of both the 
phenomenon at hand, and the nested systems within which 
it operates (Gibert et  al., 2010; Conte and Davidson, 2020). 
Additionally, the involvement of service users to develop relevant 
and timely research questions may help to reduce the widespread 
research-practice gap noticed especially in mental health research.

Co-productive research is driven by a commitment to a 
pluralistic stance that emphasises inclusion of multiple 
stakeholders and perspectives and mutual trust between research 
partners. The process of engaging in co-produced research has 
been termed as ‘turbulent’ and ‘challenging’ (Worsley et  al., 
2021) due to the complex interpersonal dynamics that can 
arise when professionals and patients are asked to work together 
in partnership. Co-production research partners must commit 
seriously to hermeneutic justice (Fricker, 2007), in which ways 
of understanding conveyed by different actors are considered 
to have equal value, especially where the voices of some actors 
have been previously silenced (Blunden and Calder, 2020). 
Examples of co-produced psychotherapy research studies include 
Blunden (2020) and Curran et  al. (2021).

These issues have inevitably led pluralistically oriented therapy 
researchers to look towards theory, research and practice around 
decolonisation as a source of understanding around how to 
handle such issues. A decolonial perspective involves facing 
up to deeply entrenched areas of injustice in contemporary 
society that are rooted in large-scale, violent historic exploitation 
of indigenous peoples and the lands on which they lived. 
Supported by the work of researchers, scholars, activists and 
artists in a wide range of disciplines in all parts of the world, 
this broad approach involves interrogating the roots of injustice 
and oppression, challenging existing power relations, achieving 
restorative justice and building postcolonial discourses and 
communities (Goodman and Gorski, 2015; Barnes, 2018; Smith, 
2021). One of the consequences of colonialism has been not 
only the unequal distribution of material goods and power, 
but also the fact that the majority of those in power does 
not recognise themselves as such but is still playing their part 
in larger discourses and abstract systems, such as patriarchy, 
privilege or in what is termed as ‘normal’ (e.g. neurotypicality 
and heteronormativity). Current movements and frameworks, 
such as Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, or critical psychology 
and intersectionality, are about finding one’s voice and amplifying 
the voices of marginalised others. Pluralistic inquiry can engage 
with this by asking questions inspired by postcolonial theory 
that address alienation, power differences and silenced voices. 
In recent years, even though some researchers and practitioners 
have begun to develop a postcolonial approach to psychotherapy 
research, it is clear that more needs to be  done. For example, 
although trauma therapy has received considerable attention 
from a postcolonial perspective (Bennett and Kennedy, 2003; 
Andermahr, 2016), traumatic experiences of minorities are still 
marginalised while Western definitions of trauma are taken 
as universally valid (Craps, 2013).
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This historical analysis has sought to provide an outline of 
how methodologies that reflect an explicit or implicit pluralistic 
standpoint have emerged over several decades as increasingly 
salient aspects of research in psychotherapy, counselling and 
related disciplines. The earliest references to methodological 
pluralism represented a response to the methodological hegemony 
of measurement and experimentation in research. Pluralism 
was put forward as a solution to the perceived limitations of 
relying solely on quantitative research approaches. These sources 
used the concept of plurality as a synonym for multiplicity 
and diversity, often within the conclusion section of an article 
or chapter, as something to be  accepted and move towards 
(see, for example Rieken and Gelo, 2015). Over time, a pluralistic 
perspective began to move on from arguments about the 
legitimacy of qualitative and case study approaches to technical 
solutions to the challenge of combining different kinds of data. 
The most recent phase has been marked by the establishment 
of a distinctively dialogical, collaborative and co-production 
approach to the creation of practical knowledge in psychotherapy 
and allied disciplines, and then most recently to common 
purpose with political and scholarly initiatives around 
decolonisation. The underlying dynamic in this process has 
been a shift from interpreting pluralism as a form of respectful 
relativism that acknowledges the co-existence of different points 
of view to a more active stance that attends closely to difference 
as a source of learning and insight. This transition has required 
researchers to engage with uncomfortable and often emotionally 
troubling differences associated with power, colonialism, unearned 
privilege and other inequality fault-lines in contemporary society.

PRINCIPLES OF A PLURALISTIC 
PERSPECTIVE ON PSYCHOTHERAPY 
RESEARCH

Although the development of a pluralistic perspective on research 
in psychotherapy has been based in the work of individuals 
and groups influenced by different conceptual frameworks and 
operating in different contexts, it is possible to identify some 
shared underlying methodological assumptions and 
practice implications.

Methodological and Epistemological 
Flexibility and Inclusiveness
A key principle of a pluralistic perspective on research is an 
appreciation that all ways of knowing and sources of knowledge 
have something to offer. Pluralistic inquiry does not define 
itself in opposition to other research traditions or consider any 
such traditions to be  ill-founded. Instead, all forms of inquiry 
are regarded as possessing their own distinctive strengths and 
limitations. Pluralistically oriented psychotherapy research does 
not promote qualitative research over RCTs or neuropsychological 
studies, favour wholism and emergence over reductionism or 
vice-versa. An important study in relation to this topic was 
conducted by Levitt et  al. (2020) who interviewed leading 
psychology researchers from a wide range of methodological 
traditions, around their stance in relation to the adopting a 

detached, objective research attitude or espousing the use of 
disciplined subjectivity. A striking finding from these interviews 
was that all of the research participants regarded both objectivity 
and subjectivity as serving valuable scientific purposes and had 
made use of their personal capacities for subjectivity and 
objectivity as necessary over the course of their careers.

A pluralistic perspective on research seeks to operate from 
the kind of both/and stance represented by informants in the 
Levitt et  al. (2020) study. This principle represents a central 
implication of the ethical implications of espousing a pluralist 
view of reality: if different individuals and groups hold contrasting 
beliefs about what is true, the ethical choice is between 
discounting, ignoring or suppressing the beliefs of others or 
engaging in dialogue that seeks to make bridges between 
alternative ways of thinking. All of the pluralistically inclined 
research traditions discussed earlier in this paper reflect the 
latter ethical choice and can be regarded as invitations to move 
beyond established positions in ways that have the potential 
to broaden and fuse horizons.

Influential figures in the psychotherapy research community 
have argued that contemporary psychotherapy research and 
practice are dominated by a stultifying theoretical and 
methodological ‘monoculture’ (Leichsenring et al., 2018, 2019) 
and that a pluralistic perspective should be regarded as existing 
as a focus of opposition to such hegemonic tendencies. This 
is not the inclusive and invitational position adopted in the 
present paper, which views the psychotherapy research 
community as comprising many vibrant ‘micro-cultures’ that 
would benefit from talking to each other a bit more, in ways 
that would allow us all to learn with and from each other. 
The fact that large psychotherapy providers, such as government 
health departments and managed care organisations, might 
seek to impose uniformity around therapy services that are 
offered to the public is an indication that psychotherapy 
research might benefit from adopting a more pluralistic 
approach that takes political, social and historical and social 
factors into account.

Expect – and Welcome – Multiple Credible 
Answers to the Same Question
From a pluralistic perspective, research analyses and conclusions 
that yield multiple answers (divergence/dissensus) are of equal 
value to those that generate convergence/consensus. Pluralistically 
oriented research reports and reviews highlight different 
interpretations of data (e.g. by an auditor or co-researcher in 
a qualitative study, through application of alternative statistical 
techniques and attention to outlier cases) as having potentially 
significant implications for understanding, research, practice 
and theory development. Diverging perspectives or findings 
arising from different data sources or participants are viewed 
as steps in a dialectical process that has the potential to lead 
to a new (or more differentiated) theory or synthesis (Levitt 
et  al., 2020). The existence of multiple ‘truths’ is not only a 
core philosophical assumption of pluralism but also is a routine 
aspect of the practice of psychotherapy: much of the process 
of therapy is based on the creation of meaning bridges, empathy 

71

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Smith et al. Pluralistic Perspective on Research

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 September 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 742676

and ways of talking and connecting that have the effect of 
allowing people to function within a multi-voiced intra- and 
interpersonal reality. By corresponding more closely with everyday 
experience, multiple answers to a research question have the 
potential to make findings not less, but more relevant for 
policy and practice.

Active Promotion of Epistemic Justice
Within both the natural and social sciences, there are multiple 
ontological and epistemological positions that are utilised in 
the service of legitimate inquiry. There also exist highly 
significant knowledge structures within society as a whole, 
for example in respect of spiritual and faith beliefs, and 
indigenous systems of knowledge, that operate independently 
of scientific empirical knowing. In everyday life situations, 
participants make use of multiple ways of knowing alongside 
scientific evidence, for example personal experience, knowledge 
arising from membership of a culture or occupational group, 
ethical values, theoretical understanding and narrative knowing. 
Psychotherapists and clients routinely operate within and 
across these alternative ways of knowing. In relation to 
psychotherapy research, these factors mean that it makes little 
sense to regard any single source of knowledge (e.g. RCTs 
or meta-analysis of RCTs) as offering a reliable guide to 
practice or decision-making. Instead, practical decisions should 
be based on a balanced and informed appraisal of all available 
sources of evidence.

Occasions when someone in authority (e.g. a therapist or 
policy-maker) unilaterally prioritises one source of evidence 
over another should be viewed as episodes of epistemic injustice 
and misuse of epistemic privilege. Fricker (2007) identified 
two forms of epistemic injustice: testimonial injustice, where 
evidence provided by a person is not taken seriously because 
of who they are (e.g. a client’s evaluation of therapy being 
disregarded because of their alleged diminished capacity for 
rationality) and hermeneutical injustice when a source of evidence 
is not well enough understood at an institutional or organisational 
level for it to be taken into account (e.g. when journal reviewers 
reject qualitative research manuscripts because of lack of 
knowledge of qualitative methodology). Epistemic injustice has 
been identified as highly prevalent in mental health settings, 
for instance in terms of lack of credence given to the cultural 
and experiential knowledge of service users, and black and 
minority ethnic staff and clients (Carel and Kidd, 2014; Crichton 
et  al., 2017; Kidd and Carel, 2017; Newbigging and Ridley, 
2018). Epistemic injustice may also occur with research groups, 
for example when qualitative data are analysed by members 
of a research team that includes novice researchers alongside 
senior academics, or individuals from different cultural or social 
class backgrounds (Levitt et al., 2021a).

A pluralistic perspective on research pays particular attention 
to strategies for prevention of epistemic injustice through 
relevant design, data collection and analysis, and dissemination, 
and intentional choice of research topics and questions intended 
to address previous epistemic injustice (e.g. carrying out research 
in collaboration with members of marginalised groups).

Dialogue as a Criterion for the Validity, 
Credibility, Trustworthiness and Practical 
Utility of Research Conclusions
Scientific research is an essentially collective process, that 
depends not only on the capacity for imagination and rational 
thinking of individual researchers, but on the capacity of a 
set of findings to enter and survive the process of dialogue 
with other, independent members of a scientific community, 
in the form of critical responses or readers and reviewers, 
replication studies and data re-analyses (Brown, 2012; Stuckey 
et  al., 2015). Because therapy research is fragmented into 
sub-communities (e.g. groups who study psychodynamic 
therapies, or CBT, or humanistic therapies), most research 
reports are only read by those who are already broadly 
predisposed to agree with what is being reported (McLeod, 
2017). In addition, major groups of possible stakeholders who 
might have a view on the findings of a study, such as practitioners 
and clients, rarely or never read research papers. In some 
qualitative research papers, even though data and findings may 
be made available for comment by independent research auditors, 
or research participants, the ensuing dialogue with researchers 
is seldom reported. Taken as a whole, these scenarios mean 
that therapy research studies are scrutinised to a very limited 
extent. By contrast, the practice of both pluralistic therapy 
and pluralistic research relies on a process of putting difference 
to work through treating contrasting perspectives as opportunities 
for learning (Johnson, 2017). Both pre- and post-publication 
open dialogue around research reports have the potential to 
produce findings that are more nuanced and relevant to practice 
(Nosek and Bar-Anan, 2012). While the broader scientific 
community has found it hard to sustain such initiatives (Wakeling 
et  al., 2019), there are sufficient motivated and interested 
practitioner and service user readers to make such an 
approach feasible.

Doing Research That Is Oriented Towards 
the Accomplishment of Social Justice 
Goals
Pluralism is associated with a pragmatic philosophical stance 
in its emphasis on evaluating the success of any actions in 
terms of criteria that are decided at a local level, rather than 
on the basis of abstract or universal criteria (Fishman, 1999; 
Hanley and Winter, 2016). In pluralistic therapy, for example 
the process of therapy and the final decision on whether it 
has been helpful are anchored in goals identified by the client. 
Similarly, one of the implications of a pluralistic perspective 
on research is that an important criterion for evaluating studies 
should be  in terms of the difference that they make in relation 
to social needs and goals that are meaningful to individuals 
and communities. An example of the difference between research 
that is personally and theoretically meaningful, as against aiming 
to address social injustice, can be  found in a programme of 
research into the role of counselling and other forms of emotional 
support for people experiencing sight loss. This programme 
originated in a stand-alone grounded theory qualitative study 
of the emotional impact of sight loss (Thurston, 2010). 
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The experience of conducting this study, and in particular the 
response of others to its publication, opened a specific societal 
goal (development of emotional support services for sight loss) 
that served to guide the direction of further work. Further 
studies drew on other methodologies, such as case study analysis 
(Thurston et  al., 2013) and surveys (Thurston and Thurston, 
2013; Pybis et  al., 2016). Because the social significance of 
this research was apparent to individuals with sight loss, health 
professionals, third sector vision impairment organisations, 
researchers from other disciplines and politicians, it became 
able to draw on an expanding network of collaborative 
consultation and dialogue, and to co-produce training courses 
for counsellors and other helpers. Many other similar examples 
of research programmes oriented towards social justice goals 
could be  identified.

Authentically pluralistic and inclusive research that involves 
collaboration, co-production and dialogue is more likely to 
occur in situations in which a programme of research is 
organised around a social goal that is sufficiently broad and 
practically significant, and whose relevance is sufficiently widely 
acknowledged to energise the passion, active involvement and 
passion of individuals and groups beyond the academic 
community. Such situations enable research partners to bring 
their own sources of power into a project. In such research 
contexts, the concept of passion refers to the capacity of 
participants to be  motivated by a goal that transcends their 
own individual interests, draws on all aspects of who they are 
as a person and calls for sacrifice in the service of a greater 
good (Duffy et  al., 2013).

The methodological principles outlined above, derived from 
philosophical and social usage of the concept of pluralism, as 
well as the range of pluralistically oriented research traditions 
already discussed, provide a preliminary guide or checklist for 
thinking about how to incorporate a pluralistic perspective 
into research in psychotherapy.

PLURALISTICALLY ORIENTED THERAPY 
RESEARCH: ILLUSTRATIVE CASE 
EXAMPLES

Within the field of psychotherapy research, although there are 
few studies that have explicitly espoused a pluralistic perspective, 
it is possible to use pluralistic principles to develop an 
understanding of what might be  missing in the ways that 
studies and reviews are conducted. In the following sections, 
the area of research on psychotherapy for depression is used 
to explore some of the ways in which a pluralistic perspective 
makes it possible to begin to see how dialogical and collaborative 
approaches might enhance the practical utility of personal and 
institutional investment in psychotherapy research into this 
major mental health issue. The focus then turns, more briefly, 
to consideration of the relevance of a pluralistic perspective 
to methodological challenges around collaboration in research, 
investigating culturally-responsive therapy and conducting 
pluralistic systematic reviews.

Pluralizing Depression
Apart from its inherent significance as a major area of therapy 
theory, research and practice, the topic of psychotherapy for 
depression is of interest from a pluralistic perspective because 
it has been the recent focus of critical scrutiny in the 
United  Kingdom that makes it possible to identify different 
ways of thinking about evidence, and significant failures in 
dialogue. In the United  Kingdom, the National Institute for 
Health and Care Excellence (NICE)1 is an independent, 
government-funded organisation that publishes clinical guidelines 
to support clinical decision-making in physicians and other 
practitioners in relation to a wide range of health conditions 
and aspects of social care. Guidelines are informed by an 
evidence hierarchy in which systematic reviews of RCTs are 
given the highest weighting and are updated on a regular 
basis. NICE guidelines are regarded by clinicians in many 
countries as demonstrating exemplary standards of rigour. In 
2009, NICE published a set of guidelines on the treatment of 
depression, which recommended a range of psychological 
therapies that might be  used for different degrees of symptom 
severity. In 2017, following an extensive period of consultation 
and a systematic meta-analysis of new evidence, it produced 
a draft of an updated depression guideline, which was circulated 
to stakeholder groups for comment. Despite the fact that the 
review process and guideline recommendations were formulated 
by leading figures within the research community, the 2017 
draft revised guidelines (which strongly favoured CBT) were 
widely rejected by key stakeholder groups, including 
psychologists, psychiatrists, general practitioners, counsellors, 
psychotherapists and service user organisations (see, for example 
Barkham et al., 2017; McPherson et al., 2018; Thornton, 2018). 
The central issue, for critics, was that the procedure had not 
been sufficiently pluralistic. In particular, application of an 
evidence hierarchy that placed the highest value on RCTs and 
systematic reviews of RCT findings was regarded as having 
had the effect of omitting or downgrading crucial sources of 
evidence, such as qualitative client experience studies and 
naturalistic studies of routine therapy practice in everyday 
therapy settings.

The critical response to the draft NICE depression guidelines 
is consistent with findings from a study of a different NICE 
guideline project, that, in itself, RCT evidence is not necessarily 
regarded as reliable and trustworthy, even within groups of 
senior researchers who have spent their careers conducting 
such studies (Brown et  al., 2016). The issue of trustworthiness 
was further explored in relation to RCT evidence relating to 
psychotherapy for depression in a unique investigation conducted 
by McPherson et  al. (2020). In this study, groups of people 
with an interest in mental issues (mainly service users, carers 
and GPs) received a detailed presentation on a psychotherapy 
for depression RCT study and then invited to share their 
reactions to what they had heard. None of the participants 
were convinced that the study that had been described to 
them helped them to understand therapy for depression or 

1 www.nice.org.uk
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provided information that might help them to decide whether 
or not such therapy might be  relevant to them or to other 
people they knew. They regarded the RCT design as over-
simplifying a complex set of issues and generating ‘headline 
messages’ that were misleading. Participants in the McPherson 
et  al. (2020) study also had many suggestions about the type 
of study that might be  more relevant. From a pluralistic 
perspective, the significance of this study lies in its demonstration 
that lay people with personal experience of mental health issues 
are capable of contributing to dialogue around the pros and 
cons of different types of research, if provided with an appropriate 
setting within which such conversations can take place.

Another area in which a pluralistic perspective highlights 
problematic aspects of research on therapy for depression is 
concerned with how depression is defined, measured and 
understood. Depression outcome studies typically evaluate the 
effectiveness of treatment using self-report symptom measures 
completed by clients, such as the Beck Depression Inventory 
(BDI) or Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9), at the beginning 
and end of therapy. Historical analysis by McPherson and 
Armstrong (2021) has demonstrated that the concept of 
depression embodied in these measures has become narrower 
over time. Other studies have analysed qualitative evidence 
around how clients, their family members and therapists decide 
whether therapy has had an effect on depression and has found 
that these stakeholders make use of a much wider set of 
outcome criteria than those deployed in research studies 
(Catchpole, 2020; Chevance et  al., 2020; De Smet et  al., 2020; 
Krause et al., 2020a,b). Research into the experience of depression 
in everyday life has found that lay people possess complex 
and highly differentiated discourses and frameworks for making 
sense of recovery from depression (Hänninen and Valkonen, 
2019; Llewellyn-Beardsley et al., 2019; Bear et al., 2021), including 
a range of possible pathways to change (Valkonen et al., 2011). 
Finally, studies in non-Western cultures observe important 
differences between the ways that depression is understood in 
these settings, and the measures used by therapy researchers 
(Haroz et  al., 2017; Vink et  al., 2020). Looking at the ways 
in which depression is measured and understood in therapy 
research as a whole, it seems apparent that researchers are 
missing potentially important aspects of the phenomenon they 
are investigating, and not taking sufficient account of differences 
between professional and everyday ways of understanding 
depression. By contrast, a pluralistic orientation to research 
would suggest that these are crucial areas of investigation for 
producing a practically relevant evidence base around how to 
help people to move on from depression. Stänicke and McLeod 
(2021) provide an example of how attention to these forms 
of difference and paradox may be  used to stimulate new 
directions in therapy research.

Research into therapy for depression predominantly reflects 
a narrow focus on the process and outcomes associated with 
specific depression-related aspects of what happens in the 
therapy room. However, therapy for depression rarely occurs 
in isolation. Most clients who are depressed report other 
co-existing problems and issues (Morrison et al., 2003). Clients 
make use of other forms of help alongside seeing a therapist 

(Wilson and Giddings, 2010). Family members are involved 
in a myriad of ways, whether or not the therapist every meets 
them face to face (McPherson and Oute, 2021). A large 
proportion of clients has made use of antidepressant medication 
in the past or is on medication while receiving therapy. These 
activities are likely to have exposed them to a ‘chemical 
imbalance’ explanation of depression that may be  difficult to 
reconcile with therapy (France et  al., 2007; Kemp et  al., 2014). 
The sequencing of therapy and medication may follow different 
pathways. Some clients turn to therapy when medication has 
not helped, and they have reached rock bottom (Wells et  al., 
2020). Others regard medication as energising them sufficiently 
to engage with psychotherapy (Cartwright et  al., 2018). A 
pluralistic perspective highlights the significance of these (and 
many other) aspects of therapy for depression that transcend 
a specific therapy focus or depression focus.

The kind of critical social analysis that is entailed by a 
pluralistic perspective invites analysis of how differences in 
power and status have shaped contemporary approaches to 
research into psychotherapy for depression. The emergence 
of depression as a major mental health issue, in the 1950s, 
arose from the efforts of drug companies to develop markets 
for new products (Healy, 1999, 2006; Greenberg, 2010). These 
initiatives involved incentives to family physicians to diagnose 
patients as depressed, direct marketing to members of the 
public and funding for psychiatrists to revise the diagnostic 
manual of the American Psychiatric Association to highlight 
a medicalised concept of depression (Davies, 2021). A Western 
medicalised understanding of depression was exported to other 
countries worldwide. For example, Kirmayer (2002) described 
the intensive drive to promote antidepressants in Japan, in 
the face of considerable local opposition. As psychiatric diagnoses 
became established as the primary organising principles for 
mental health provision and conditions for reimbursement 
and employment, counsellors, psychotherapists and psychologists 
gradually integrated medical terms, such as depression, into 
their research and practice. Because diagnosis operates on a 
universalistic basis in which everyone’s problems are categorised 
in the same way, it became harder to talk about differences 
arising from culture, social class and gender. Although 
psychotherapy for depression does not share the brutal history 
of colonial exploitation of non-European peoples, the 
pluralisation of this area of practice has much to learn from 
decolonising approaches to research (Kiddle et  al., 2020; 
Smith, 2021).

This case study of research into psychotherapy for depression 
illustrated the limitations of existing approaches to depression 
research in terms of their adoption of a hierarchy of evidence 
that largely stifled the application of multiple sources of 
knowledge, use of assessments that were uni-dimensional, the 
medicalization and decontextualization of complex social 
problems and persistent euro-centrism. In such a context, the 
application of a pluralistic perspective has the potential to 
generate socially relevant research evidence through the adoption 
of a ‘pluralizing’ mindset that focuses on widening one’s gaze 
using a ‘both/and’ heuristic, questioning the rationale for any 
narrowness of view, and deep curiosity around difference.
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Openings for Pluralistic Inquiry
While research on psychotherapy and related practices is 
increasingly shaped by a pluralistic sensibility, the transition 
to an explicit pluralistic research paradigm is at an early stage. 
As a result, there are no studies that have fully embraced 
pluralistic principles. Nevertheless, it is appropriate, in relation 
the aims of the present paper, to identify some examples of 
practical strategies that researchers have used to take established 
psychotherapy research approaches in a more pluralistic direction.

The psychotherapy literature includes many systematic reviews 
or metasyntheses that bring together the findings from all 
published studies on a topic. The majority of these reviews 
focuses on either qualitative or quantitative studies, with the 
consequence that it is not possible to compare evidence generated 
by different methodological approaches. Reviews by Pomerville 
et al. (2016), Greenhalgh et al. (2018) and Wu and Levitt (2020) 
demonstrate how it is possible to incorporate findings of qualitative 
and quantitative studies in a single review. The Pomerville et  al. 
(2016) review takes a further pluralistic step in reporting review 
findings in terms of contrasting interpretative themes rather 
than a unified model. The potential for enhancing the social 
relevance of reviews through involvement of stakeholders is 
discussed by Abrams et  al. (2021). An example of how this 
can be  accomplished can be  found in De Weger et  al. (2018).

A significant development in qualitative research in recent 
years has been the widespread adoption of the use of multiple 
data analysts (e.g. an independent external auditor, research team 
members or research participants) as a validity criterion to support 
the trustworthiness of findings. The methodological assumption 
underpinning this procedure has been that the use of multiple 
analysts operates as a means of reducing misunderstandings of 
the data that might arise when there is only a single researcher. 
Within the qualitative research community, this practice has been 
accompanied by an interest in how power differences in 
understanding and data interpretation between co-analysts (e.g. 
members of a research team or between researchers and 
participants) might be  handled (see, for example Levitt et al., 
2021a) to ensure that final consensus judgements reflect open 
discussion rather than domination by more powerful voices, while 
still recognising legitimate differences between researchers. While 
such respect of epistemic justice is consistent with a pluralistic 
perspective, what is even more valuable is also to attend to the 
potential meaning and significance of differences in how co-analysts 
make sense of qualitative data. Nuala Frost and colleagues have 
shown that attention to the contrasting interpretations offered 
by different analysts enhances the meaningfulness of findings 
(Frost et  al., 2010; Frost, 2016). Studies building on the work 
of Halling and Leifer (1991) have shown that dialogue between 
researchers (i.e. beyond mere consensus agreement) generates 
new understanding. A wide range of practical strategies for 
enabling research participants to engage effectively in such 
collaborative processes has been described by Moltu et al. (2013), 
Hallett et  al. (2017), Matheson and Weightman (2020, 2021), 
Fine et  al. (2021) and Soggiu et  al. (2021).

A final area of emergent pluralistically informed practice 
concerns ways of conducting research that is not only sensitive 
to cultural difference but actively functions to promote the 

interests of members of oppressed and silenced communities. 
How can we  create a psychotherapy research discourse that 
allows those who are currently silenced to be heard? Postcolonial 
writers, such as Spivak (2003), argue that for the ‘subaltern 
(i.e. the person subjected to colonial rule) to speak, and 
be  heard, they are required to use the language and concepts 
of the dominant group. In counselling and psychotherapy, this 
means using the language and theories that have been established 
in the West. The use of terms, such as ‘ethnopsychotherapy’, 
‘indigenous therapy’ and ‘culturally adapted therapy’, reinscribe 
this hegemony, by implying that Euro-American psychotherapy 
is the ‘unmarked category’, while others are ‘ethnic’, ‘indigenous’ 
or ‘adapted’ (Zerubavel, 2018). Pluralistic inquiry calls for 
awareness of how to ensure that research participants are not 
subjected to this kind of discursive erasure. Examples of how 
this can be  accomplished include a remarkable study by Gone 
(2021) in which he  uses his own insider knowledge as a 
member of an indigenous community, and his professional 
knowledge as a psychotherapy researcher, to allow the voice 
of an indigenous healer to be  heard in a manner that would 
make sense to other therapy practitioners and researchers. A 
study by Mehl-Madrona (2009) used a humility-based strategy 
in simply asking elders in an indigenous community to tell 
him that they thought that Western practitioners need to know 
in order to be  helpful to them. In a study by Waddell et  al. 
(2021), a research partnership was built up through joint 
participation in indigenous spiritual rituals over an extended 
period, prior to data collection and analysis.

The examples of openings for pluralistic inquiry outlined 
in this section are not intended as a comprehensive account 
of how to conduct pluralistic research or reviews on psychotherapy 
topics. Rather, the intention has been to show how a pluralistic 
perspective builds on existing methodologies in ways that allow 
difference to become a focus of interest.

A PLURALISTIC PERSPECTIVE ON 
EVIDENCE

Within the domain of psychotherapy policy, research and 
practice, one of the most significant implications of adopting 
a pluralistic perspective is that it invites further consideration 
of what counts as evidence. There is broad agreement within 
professional communities, and society as a whole, around the 
value of evidence-based practice (EBP). The most widely cited 
definition of EBP within the field of medicine describes EBP 
in terms that are consistent with a pluralistic standpoint that 
acknowledges multiple perspectives and stakeholders:

…the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of 
current best evidence in making decisions about the 
care of the individual patient. It means integrating 
individual clinical expertise with the best available 
external clinical evidence from systematic research 
[and]… thoughtful identification and compassionate 
use of individual patients’ predicaments, rights, and 
preferences (Sackett et al., 1996, p. 71).
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A similarly pluralistic stance in relation to evidence is 
apparent in an APA policy position that resulted from years 
of debate within the field of psychotherapy research:

Evidence-based practice in psychology (EBPP) is the 
integration of the best available research with clinical 
expertise in the context of patient characteristics, 
culture, and preferences (American Psychological 
Association, 2006, p. 273)

When practising in evidence-based way, the APA recommends 
that the practitioner should draw on a wide range of knowledge 
sources that may be relevant for each particular case, including:

…clinical observation, qualitative research, systematic 
case studies, single-case experimental designs, public 
health and ethnographic research, process-outcome 
studies, studies of interventions as these are delivered 
in naturalistic settings (effectiveness research), RCTs 
and their logical equivalents (efficacy research), and 
meta-analysis (Levant, 2005, pp. 7–8).

The underlying principles of EBPP are radically different 
from defining evidence in terms of specific methods (e.g. 
experimental designs, such as RCTs). Instead, the statements 
cited above advise that clinical decisions should be  made in 
a collaborative manner that takes account of the local context 
and cultural beliefs and preferences of each client and that 
information about research findings associated with different 
methodologies being made equally available to clinicians.

A pluralistic perspective goes further than these EBPP 
principles, by opening up an appreciation not only of collaborative 
decision-making around the application of research evidence 
but also collaborative co-production and critique of the evidence 
itself. In large part, the medical research being considered by 
Sackett et al. (1996) largely consisted of findings from laboratory 
science and drugs trials that could only be  fully understood 
by a relatively small number of specialist researchers. By contrast, 
most research studies of psychotherapy are intelligible, and of 
interest, to a wide potential readership of therapists, clients 
and other stakeholders. In a study by McPherson et  al. (2020) 
mentioned earlier, when the design, procedures and results of 
a psychotherapy RCT were explained to service users and other 
stakeholders, they were highly sceptical of the value of evidence 
that it provided. The issue of the credibility of evidence from 
psychotherapy research can be  understood as arising from the 
fact that any research study generates a set of truth claims 
that are grounded and warranted in terms of methodological 
procedures that have been followed (Toulmin, 1958). For example, 
clients have been helped by therapy because they exhibited 
reduction in depression scores as measured by the BDI which 
had been administered and analysed in a competent manner 
by trained researchers. However, therapists or clients who read 
such a study may have other grounds and warrants available 
to them, such as an understanding of depression that is different 
from BDI item content, or other explanations for why scores 
changed over time (McLeod, 2021). When non-researchers 

closely scrutinise psychotherapy research studies (as in McPherson 
et  al., 2020) it becomes apparent that the truth claims that 
they encounter in such research reports are to a large extent 
only warrantable within the narrow parameters of specific 
research and practice sub-cultures and readily fall apart when 
exposed to truth claims arising from lived experience.

A pluralistic perspective on psychotherapy research suggests 
that the quality and credibility of evidence that is available to 
inform policy and practice would be enhanced by wider dialogue 
around the design and conduct of studies, data analysis and 
the meaning and implications of research findings. This dialogue 
can take place between groups of researchers and across academic 
disciplines and also between the research community and any 
other people and groups (clients, practitioners, members of the 
public and interest groups) who have a stake in making sure 
that the therapy that is being offered is relevant to the needs 
of individuals and communities. The relative absence of such 
dialogue, at the present time, can be understood as representing 
a form of epistemic injustice that has been described as a 
manifestation of ‘strategic ignorance’: the process through which 
members of privileged groups in society retains epistemic control 
by ‘knowing what not to know’ (McGoey, 2010, 2019).

In the wider field of healthcare, the limitations of defining 
evidence in terms of specific methods, such as RCTs and 
systematic meta-analysis reviews, have been recognised as 
contributing to difficulties in providing individualised patient-
centred care. An important strand of this evolving critique 
has been the analysis of the implications of basing research 
in a narrow conceptualisation of causality, alongside a growing 
awareness of the possibilities associated with a pluralistic 
understanding of causes that draws on concepts, such as 
affordances, dispositions and vectors (Anjum et  al., 2020). A 
flexible, conceptually rich framework for making sense of 
everyday causality already exists within behavioural psychology 
(Haynes et  al., 2012). From a pluralistic perspective, as well 
as embracing methodological diversity and stakeholder dialogue, 
the task of enhancing the relevance and sensitivity of research 
evidence needs to consider the implications of different ideas 
about causality for the conduct and analysis for all 
research designs.

Demonstrating the practical societal relevance of co-produced 
forms of evidence represents a major challenge for those who 
support the adoption of a more pluralistic approach to psychotherapy 
research. Currently, we are in a situation in psychotherapy research 
in which the training received by most researchers limits their 
understanding of the wide diversity of research approaches that 
exist. In addition, grant agency boards are filled with researchers 
who have established their reputations on the basis of expert 
implementation of a similarly restricted set of established 
methodologies, and the procedures of grant agencies and 
governmental guideline commissioning groups generally use an 
evidence hierarchy framework to inform their decision-making. 
The views of such sector leaders are unlikely to be  swayed by 
academic debate around research methodology and values. To 
make an impact on business as usual within psychotherapy research 
policy and practice, it is necessary to produce actual research 
findings that demonstrably make a difference.
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As discussed earlier, one of the guiding principles of 
pluralistically informed inquiry is the intention to carry out 
research that is oriented towards the accomplishment of social 
justice goals. What this means is that, from a pluralistic 
perspective, research evidence is evaluated in terms of the 
extent to which it contributes to creating a better society, 
alongside whatever technical validity criteria and theory-building 
aims that may be applicable. Methods for evaluating the extent 
to which programmes of research accomplish social goals are 
not well-developed. Nevertheless, at the present time, it is hard 
to argue that more than 70 years of psychotherapy research 
have led to an improvement in the effectiveness of psychotherapy 
or the reduction of mental health problems in society. Analysis 
of historical trends in psychotherapy outcomes has not shown 
that therapy has become more effective, even in areas of practice 
that have been supported by considerable investment in research, 
such as CBT for depression (Johnsen and Friborg, 2015), 
psychotherapy for problems reported by young people (Weisz 
et  al., 2019) and suicide prevention (Fox et  al., 2020). Leading 
figures in psychotherapy research have argued that the difficulties 
in applying RCTs in psychotherapy contexts mean that evidence 
generated by this methodology is best by a wide range of 
potential biases that are hard to control (Cuijpers et al., 2019a,b, 
2020). It has also been suggested that RCT evidence lacks 
relevance for the development of the kind of service provision 
that is likely to appropriate to future social needs (van Os 
et  al., 2019). In addition, among those RCTs that have been 
most influential in setting the agenda for therapy policy and 
provision, few have ever been replicated, and most stand out 
as outliers in terms of reporting more positive findings than 
other similar studies (Frost et  al., 2020).

A pluralistic perspective makes it possible to re-vision the 
types of evidence that can be  used to inform psychotherapy 
practice. For example the logic of a collaborative style of 
research is consistent with initiatives that use research tools 
and strategies to enable specific psychotherapy provider 
organisations, or networks of clinics in a particular city or 
region, to collect and analyse data from clients and other 
stakeholders in the context of on-going action research that 
aims to generate enhanced mental health outcomes at a 
community level. At the present time, the assumption that 
service improvement requires the top-down application of 
generalised knowledge from RCTs has meant that such ground-up 
projects have rarely been attempted on a sustained basis. Within 
a 3–5 year period, a pluralistically informed action MMR study 
along these lines, that involved co-productive research alliances 
with clients, practitioners and community groups, might be able 
to demonstrate tangible effects on social wellbeing and cultural 
capital that would be  hard to for funders and policy-makers 
to ignore.

In terms of the type of evidence that is produced by 
collaborative and co-produced studies, a significant consequence 
of greater involvement of clients, practitioners and other 
stakeholders will be  that research findings will become more 
contextualised. On the whole, the type of knowledge that 
academic researchers bring to the inquiry process is more 
focused on theoretical perspectives, whereas the knowledge 

and interest of community-based stakeholders are more focused 
on the specific local context with which they are familiar. 
Greenhalgh and Manzano (2021) discuss the ways in which 
attention to context can enhance the practical relevance 
of research.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this paper has been to highlight some of the ways 
in which a pluralistic philosophical stance might enhance the 
practical value and social relevance of research in psychotherapy 
and related disciplines. We  continue to be  surprised by what 
is uncovered by a pluralizing way of thinking. We are continually 
challenged by the interpersonal skills and social courage that 
entailed in a pluralistic perspective, and encourage readers to 
view our ideas as a starting point and invitation to collaboration 
and further dialogue. Our experience has been that a pluralistic 
perspective has heighted our appreciation of the value of existing 
methodologies. Just as pluralistic therapy provides a framework 
for channelling existing therapeutic ideas and methods in the 
service of helping a client to attain their life goals, a pluralistic 
perspective on research similarly regards existing methodologies 
as invaluable resources to be cherished and used as appropriate. 
The therapy research community has created a massive array 
of research tools (see, for example Liamputtong, 2019). A 
pluralistic perspective does not seek to re-invent these techniques 
but merely to offer some ideas about how they can be  most 
effectively combined and deployed.

Pluralism offers a philosophical and conceptual meta-model 
that can be used as a guide (along with other meta-perspectives) 
to thinking about long-term research objectives and purposes. 
Pluralism also opens up a wide range of concrete activities, 
projects and practices that can be pursued immediately. Examples 
of achievable, low-cost pluralistically oriented research initiatives 
include as: experimenting with open review/comment journal 
publishing; conducting pluralistically informed research reviews 
that incorporate evidence not only from different methodologies 
but also make use of review teams with different cultural 
backgrounds and life experience; activating co-production at 
a local level through collaborative projects that use research 
to enhance practice in specific agencies/clinics; and learning 
with and from other disciplines, occupational groups and 
community organisations through joint seminars and workshops 
that share experience in co-production, decolonising, and 
strategies for working constructively with difference.

To move away from euro-centrism, and profession-centrism, 
the psychotherapy research community needs to do more to 
recognise forms of practice beyond existing professional labels. 
There are many places in the world where psychotherapy is 
not professionalised but where people nevertheless help others 
through various psycho-social interventions, practices and rituals 
(Zacharias, 2006). A pluralistic perspective aims to include 
these practices, perspectives, concepts and principles and 
recognises their value and potential enrichment of both theory 
and practice. At the same time, pluralism also takes a critical 
stance by reflecting on whether these practices and ideas should 
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be  subsumed within its own discourse. It can also highlight 
potentially problematic appropriations. For example some 
therapeutic schools have borrowed concepts and methods from 
other cultures (e.g. mindfulness and Morita therapy), but often 
stripped them of the cultural context, omitting the voices of 
the people who offered them and developed the ideas around 
them. Pluralistic inquiry can offer an antithesis to research 
that whitewashes concepts and methods borrowed from other 
cultures by revealing their cultural embeddedness. Western 
concepts and practices of psychotherapy are often implanted 
without adapting them to cultural contexts, effectively 
marginalising local knowledge of healing (Sidhu, 2017). Through 
a pluralistic perspective, researchers can develop dialogues and 
use tools that support practitioners to develop counselling 
practices on the basis of indigenous cultural strengths 
and resources.

Finally, we suggest that it is essential to highlight the potential 
broader outcomes of pluralistically oriented research, beyond 
the specific domain of therapy theory and practice. All peoples 
and cultures are bound together in a collective need to change 
our way of life and relationship with nature in order to create 
ways of surviving the inevitable climate crisis that we  have 
brought about. Core elements of that dysfunctional way of 
life include racism, colonialism, slavery/trafficking and militarism. 
Erosion of democratic processes represents a key element in 
the on-going failure to address these crises. Adoption of a 
pluralistic approach to therapy research has the potential to 
help us, as psychotherapists, mental health practitioners and 

researchers, to develop ways of understanding and conducting 
collective inquiry that provide all participants with awareness 
and skills around shared decision-making, listening to others, 
working together, live with complexity and uncertainty and 
be  willing to stand up for collective values and justice. Along 
with re-visioned therapy practices, these research outcomes 
represent some of the ways in which we might hope to be able 
to support individuals, families and communities to engage 
in active citizenship.
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The aim of this study was to explore and describe service user experiences of how

receiving services from a Flexible Assertive Community Treatment (FACT) team may

support or inhibit citizenship. Within a participatory design, individual interviews with

32 service users from five Norwegian FACT teams were analyzed using thematic,

cross-sectional analysis. The findings showed that FACT may support citizenship by

relating to service users as whole people, facilitating empowerment and involvement,

and providing practical and accessible help. Experiences of coercion, limited involvement

and authoritarian aspects of the system surrounding FACT had inhibited citizenship for

participants in this study.

Keywords: flexible assertive community treatment, citizenship, integrated care, severe mental illness, substance

use disorder, recovery

INTRODUCTION

Equity between groups and fair access to mental health for all are important goals from a public
mental health perspective (Knifton and Quinn, 2013), recognizing health as a fundamental human
right [United Nations, 2006; UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR),
2008]. Yet, persons with severe and complex mental health care needs face challenges related
to citizenship, living conditions, and fair access to health and social services (Drew et al., 2011;
Norwegian Board of Health Supervision, 2019). Rights-based, holistic actions that are rooted in the
experiences of people that are excluded from currentmental health systems and practices, have been
called for in order to address the unfair distribution of health in the population (Special Rapporteur
on the right to health, 2020).

Normative notions of citizenshipmay expect people with disabilities to assume responsibility for
becoming independent, “ideal” citizens, regardless of their actual available resources, with the risk
of excluding those who do not match these expectations. On the other hand, relational, cultural
and structural approaches to citizenship stress the need for building inclusive communities that
support citizenship for all, while acknowledging the importance of providing acceptable living
conditions in order to support genuine access to citizenship (Vandekinderen et al., 2012). Rowe’s
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citizenship framework is rooted in sociological theory and in
mental health outreach work with homeless persons in the
United States (Rowe et al., 2001), partly based on the Assertive
Community Treatment (ACT) model (Stein and Test, 1980).
This approach concerns the participation and inclusion in society
of people with mental health problems and complex needs,
such as poverty, substance use, criminal justice involvement or
homelessness (Ponce and Rowe, 2018). Within this framework,
“citizenship” is defined as “. . . the person’s strong connection
to the 5 Rs of rights, responsibilities, roles, resources, and
relationships that society offers to its members through public
and social institutions and associational life, and a sense of
belonging in society that is validated by one’s fellow citizens”
(Ponce and Rowe, 2018, p. 2). Regaining citizenship requires
the person’s own efforts as well as the society’s ability to
provide access to citizenship (Rowe et al., 2001), and a sense
of belonging depends on the recognition of the individual by
society. Consequently, services working to support citizenship
will not only see it as their task to support the efforts of the
individual and his or her immediate environment, but also to
reduce barriers to citizenship in the community and society at
large (Stewart et al., 2017).

Citizenship and theory originating from the recovery
movement in psychiatry have many common points, such as
the emphasis on civil rights and a holistic view of the person.
However, while recovery theory increasingly defines recovery as a
personal, social and relational process, the citizenship framework
explicitly defines and emphasizes the elements that are necessary
to fully participate in society (Rowe and Davidson, 2016). This
resonates with approaches that see recovery as interdependent
on the interpersonal relationships and social environments of
the individual (Price-Robertson et al., 2017; Mudry et al., 2019).
The need for relational and inclusive approaches to citizenship
and recovery in mental health has been supported by studies of
first-person experiences (Borg andDavidson, 2008; Vervliet et al.,
2019; Brekke et al., 2020).

Norwegian health and social services have fallen short
in providing integrated care for citizens with severe mental
illness and complex needs such as substance use problems
or homelessness. Fragmented services may be perceived as
irrelevant by people with complex needs, leading to a lack of
trust in the system (Landheim et al., 2017). As a response
to this, Norwegian health authorities have encouraged the
implementation of the Flexible Assertive Community Treatment
model (FACT), which is a Dutch adaptation of ACT (Stein and
Test, 1980; van Veldhuizen, 2007). The FACT model aims to
provide long-term, integrated and comprehensive services to
persons with severe mental illness, complex needs, and a low
level of daily functioning (van Veldhuizen and Bahler, 2013).
FACT is based on a bio-psycho-social approach to mental health
and substance use problems, and aims to prevent admissions
to inpatient treatment and promote personal recovery and
participation in the community. Within a multi-disciplinary
team, FACT provides evidence-based treatment of mental illness
and substance use problems, practical support in everyday life,
rehabilitation, and support in each person’s recovery process. The
model enables flexible adaptation of the intensity level of support,

ranging from regular individual support to intensive support
based on the person’s needs.

FACT is an example of sectoral integration of services,
involving a multi-disciplinary team that provides both
community-based and specialized services (Goodwin, 2016).
In a focus group study of experiences of service providers
that collaborate with Norwegian FACT teams, participants
described how FACT may form a bridge between services,
providing reassurance to other actors in the service system
(Trane et al., 2021). The model is also an example of people-
centered integration, as it implies a focus on client know-how
and community support, and close collaboration with the local
community (Goodwin, 2016). Supporting participation and
inclusion in the community is one of the cornerstones of the
FACT model. In a recent consensus statement, the European
Community-based Mental Health Service Providers (EUCOMS)
Network suggested certain principles for community-based
mental health care, namely human rights, public health,
recovery, effectiveness of interventions, community network
of care, and peer expertise (Pieters et al., 2017). The FACT
model is mentioned as an example of good practice of integrated
community mental health care, albeit with less conclusive
evidence than the ACT model (Keet et al., 2019).

Research has provided mixed results on whether FACT may
enhance social functioning (Drukker et al., 2013; Svensson et al.,
2018; Kortrijk et al., 2019a) or employment rates (Kortrijk
et al., 2019b). Quantitative studies have not shown convincingly
that the FACT model is superior to ACT or other types of
community mental health care services (Nielsen et al., 2020).
The Resource Group (RG) method has been suggested as a
means of improving the FACT model in order to enhance
social inclusion and the involvement of patients’ networks (van
Veldhuizen et al., 2015). In a grounded theory study of service
users in FACT with severe mental illness, emphasizing the
inclusion of the RG method in FACT, the authors conclude
that the combination of RG and FACT enhances recovery
as a social process that involves everyday life and significant
others (Tjaden et al., 2020). In a Dutch grounded theory
study of 15 service users of FACT who had mild intellectual
disability or borderline intellectual functioning, participants
stated that being in contact with FACT had improved their
daily life situation, and they valued both the relationship
with staff and the practical and emotional support given
by the team (Neijmeijer et al., 2020). Qualitative studies of
service user perspectives in ACT have suggested that ACT
may lead to reduced social isolation and solutions to daily
life issues (Stuen et al., 2015) and make it more attractive
to remain in treatment over time (Pettersen et al., 2014),
while this has not been studied in FACT. Another study
from ACT reported complex experiences including increased
community integration as well as experiences of limitations and
marginalization (Lofthus et al., 2018).

There is a need for knowledge about how the FACT model
may support or inhibit citizenship. Exploring the perspective of
service users may enhance understanding of how practitioners
may work to support citizenship in useful and meaningful ways.
Hence, the aim of this paper is to explore and describe service
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TABLE 1 | Team characteristics.

Population/

catchment area

Year

established

Region Patients Team

members

Team 1 23500 /

1201 km2

2018 Rural Northern

Norway

29 9

Team 2 18600 /

1289 km2

2019 Rural Northern

Norway

33 10

Team 3 24000 /

4327 km2

2014 Rural Western

Norway

40 7

Team 4 30400 / 671 km2 2018 Urban Eastern

Norway

47 8

Team 5 58500 / 7, 5 km2 2013 Urban area in

capital city,

Eastern Norway

122 11

user experiences of how receiving services from a FACT team
may support or inhibit citizenship.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Context
This study is part of a larger research project that investigates
the implementation of the FACT model in Norway. The study
context was five FACT teams in different parts of Norway with
varied geographical contexts (Table 1). The five teams took part
in a national evaluation of FACT that was led by the 7th author,
and were deliberately selected to the research project aiming for
variation in geographical context in order to reflect the large
variation between rural and urban areas in Norway. The teams
were positive toward participating in research, and committed
to working according to the FACT manual (van Veldhuizen and
Bahler, 2013). All teams had case managers (nurses and social
workers), peer specialist, occupational specialist, psychologist
and psychiatrist. Two of the teams (teams 4 and 5) also had a
music therapist in the team.

Norwegian mental health care has two levels of
administration; municipalities run primary healthcare
(municipal services), whereas hospital trusts are responsible for
secondary and tertiary care (specialized services). Municipal
and specialized services share responsibility for providing
services to people with severe mental illness and complex needs.
Community mental health care consists of community mental
health centers (CMHCs), which are part of specialized services,
but collaborate with municipal services. The municipalities
have a large degree of autonomy, and the geographical context
varies considerably, leading to variety in the organization and
content of mental health and social services. There is an ongoing
specialization of mental health services in Norway, which may
improve the quality of services, but also increase fragmentation
(Ruud and Friis, 2021).

The first Norwegian FACT team was established in 2013,
implying a new way of organizing services with municipal
and specialized services within one team. There are currently
around 60 FACT teams in Norway. The service system
surrounding FACT includes inpatient and outpatient treatment,

general practitioners (GPs), welfare services, and specialized
substance use services, among others (Trane et al., 2021). FACT
mainly provides voluntary services, and reducing involuntary
admissions is a rationale for implementing FACT and ACT
(Clausen et al., 2016). However, some service users have
community treatment orders (CTOs), which oblige them to
comply to medication and attend appointments. The CTOs are
administered by the responsible specialist (psychiatrist or clinical
psychologist). In some teams, FACT team members carry out
the coerced medication, while in other teams this is done by
other services.

Data collection was carried out between September 2020 and
February 2021, during COVID-19 restrictions. Except for shorter
periods of lock-down, all FACT teams continued with outreach
work. Other services, such as libraries and user-led houses, were
closed for shorter periods of time.

Design
The study has a participatory, exploratory, qualitative design.
Co-production has been involved at two levels (Beresford, 2013)
in order to increase the relevance and validity of the study,
by including persons with varied knowledge and experiences of
the phenomena being studied (Barber et al., 2011; Ness et al.,
2014). At the level of service user involvement, a peer group
was consulted throughout the study at regular meetings with the
first and third authors. Group members are two peer support
workers from different FACT teams, one person with service user
experience in FACT, and one person who is active in a local
peer support house. The peer group gave advice in planning the
study, developing the interview guide, organizing the interviews,
and understanding the results. At a participatory level, the third
author, who has lived experience of receiving mental health and
substance use services, has participated as a co-researcher in
all stages of the study, including planning, data collection and
analysis, as described in the following sections.

Recruitment and Participants
The recruitment strategy aimed at diversity in substance use and
mental health problems, experiences of coercion, age, gender, and
duration of contact with services. Recruitment was organized by
the peer support worker or the leader of the FACT team. Flyers
with project information and contact details of the first and third
authors were handed out by team members to all service users
for a designated period of time. Some participants contacted
us directly, some forwarded their contact details through team
members, while others agreed to participate but preferred not to
be in touch before the interview.

Thirty-two persons participated in the study. Participants
were 21 men and 11 women between the ages of 20 and
67 years (mean age 37). Seventeen participants reported a
diagnosis of psychotic disorder, eight had bipolar disorder,
and seven had other mental health problems (two of whom
were undergoing diagnostic assessment for psychotic disorder).
Sixteen participants reported a severe substance use and/or
alcohol problem at the time of the interview, and three
participants were enrolled in opioid agonist therapy. Four
participants reported former substance use problems that were
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currently under control, while 10 reported never having had
problems with alcohol or substances. The length of contact with
the FACT team ranged between four and 78 months (29 months
on average). At the time of the interview, the intensity varied
from daily to monthly contact, with most participants reporting
weekly contact or more. One participant had a CTO at the time of
the interview, while 25 participants had experienced compulsory
admissions and/or CTOs in the past.

Data Collection
Interviews were arranged by the peer support workers, FACT
team leaders or other team members. Two interviews were
canceled by the participant on the day of the interview and we
ended up with 32 participants. In teams 3 and 5, interviews had
to be postponed for two months due to national COVID-19
restrictions. Three participants were no longer able to participate
after two months, while three others agreed to participate at this
point. In teams 1, 2 and 4, interviews were conducted in person
at the team’s location or in the participant’s home, according to
each participant’s preferences. In team 3, interviews were held on
a secure digital platform, facilitated by a team member. In team
5, interviews were carried out by telephone because of a severe
lockdown at the time, preventing team members from arranging
digital interviews.

The first and third authors conducted all interviews together.
Interviews were organized as semi-structured conversations
based on an interview guide with open-ended questions about
participants’ experiences of receiving services from a FACT team.
Because the first interviews mainly resulted in descriptions of
positive experiences, we began to explicitly ask for negative
experiences and suggestions for improving services. Interviews
lasted from 28 to 79min, and were digitally recorded and
transcribed verbatim. One interview was not recorded due to
participant reservations. Notes from this interview were included
in the analysis.

Analysis
Interviews were analyzed using systematic text condensation,
a pragmatic method for thematic, cross-sectional analysis
(Malterud, 2012). First, all transcripts were read through by
the first and third author separately, looking for overarching
themes. The first and third authors then met with the 7th author
to discuss the themes along with text extracts to illustrate the
themes. These themes and the text extracts were discussed in
the advisory group, yielding a richer understanding and context
of participants’ descriptions. The complete transcripts were then
read through systematically, and meaning units were sorted
into code groups. This process was guided by the preliminary
themes, but the code groups were adjusted as insight into the data
increased. Each code group was then read through systematically,
meaning units were arranged into subgroups within each code
group, while the code groups and subgroups were adjusted
throughout. Meaning units within each subgroup were reduced
to an artificial quotation, maintaining the original terminology
used by the participants. The code groups and condensates
were discussed with the other authors in order to gain multiple
perspectives. At this point, the analysis consisted of three code

groups that were organized around central aspects of FACT. We
have included descriptions of participants’ experiences of how
these aspects of FACT facilitated or inhibited citizenship. The
meaning content of the condensates was then synthesized to
develop an analytic text that constitutes the results section of
this article, with illustrative quotations that are presented as they
appear in the transcripts. Finally, the analytic text was validated
by returning to the original transcripts.

Ethical Considerations
The study was approved by the local data protection officer
(ID 137850), in accordance with the Regional Committee for
Medical and Health Research Ethics. Interviews were based on
informed consent. Written and oral information was given to all
participants before the interview started, with the opportunity
to withdraw at any point. Three participants chose to have
the peer support worker present during the interview, and two
participants chose to have their case manager present. In these
cases, the team member offered to leave the interview if the
participant wanted. We always underlined that interviews were
confidential, and would have no impact on their future services
from FACT.

RESULTS

Participants described past and present experiences of barriers
to citizenship, such as loneliness, poverty, and stigma. FACT
may support citizenship by relating to service users as whole
people, by facilitating their empowerment and involvement,
and by providing practical and accessible help. Experiences of
coercion, limited involvement and authoritarian aspects of the
system surrounding FACT were described by the participants as
inhibiting their sense of citizenship.

Being Viewed as a Whole Person
Participants described that FACT had supported citizenship by
meeting them as a whole person. Being viewed as a whole person
was described as unique to FACT compared to other services,
and had provided safety, insight, opportunities for recovery and
participation in society as a citizen. Receiving help with different
aspects of life was described as an upward spiral of hope where
mental health problems became less of a restriction in everyday
life, allowing participants to live less isolated and lonely lives,
alienated from society. Receiving help with all one’s needs from
the same team was felt to be better, more secure and easier to
deal with than other services they had been in contact with.
One participant compared FACT to a parachute with many
strong ropes, which made it safer to take a leap into challenging
situations. Another participant put it this way:

“It’s great that they have this team where you have what you need.

It makes things easier to deal with. (. . . ) You feel reassured then,

because it’s a professional team you can relate to.”

Several participants found it helpful that FACT advised them
about participation in different activities in the community.
Opportunities for enjoyable and varied everyday experiences,
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such as being creative, playing in a band, joining a choir, going
to the gym, joining the community at a Fountain House (mental
health clubhouse), and seeing other people, were described
as “sifting out the painful things and filling one’s cup to the
brim.” Walking in the countryside was appreciated as it involved
physical exercise, nature experiences, coping, being sociable in a
non-demanding way, getting out of the house, seeing new places
and receiving new impulses. Participating in pleasurable activities
had led to better sleep, less need for medication, better mental
capacity, and a sense of community belonging and normality for
the participants in this study. One young participant expressed it
as follows:

“Instead of just going to the community mental health center once

or twice a week, like I did before, I have someone who sees me as a

whole person.”

Another participant put it this way:

“I’ve quit blaming myself so much. I’ve had a tendency to do self-

harm. (. . . ) Now I get a bit of exercise and I can do art and

there’s the social life and the professional help. It’s like a really good

cake recipe.”

Living a normal and enjoyable life was described as a primary
goal by several participants, but many felt labeled and left out
from the community because of substance use or mental illness,
particularly in small towns. It was appreciated when practitioners
in FACT acknowledged and addressed experiences of labeling
and exclusion. One participant had arrived for a scheduled visit
at her former workplace to find that everyone had gone out for
lunch. Another participant said:

“No matter who I meet, I smile and say hi. But I’m surprised at how

few people say hi back to me.”

Being seen by FACT as a whole person had made it easier to
rise above stigma, accept invitations and resume contact with
old friends. Others still found it difficult to contact old friends
because they did not know what to say about their life and
their diagnosis. Many had lost friends to overdoses, suicide or
accidents. Some participants felt lonely after quitting substances
because they felt that they now had less in common with old
friends who were still using drugs. Others found it unlikely that
they would break with the substance use community. A young
woman said:

“I go crazy being alone, but not being alone can be too much as well.

So I end up taking drugs, and the days go by, and it’s an eternal

system that doesn’t really have any end. I don’t think I’ll ever get

out of the drug scene. (. . . ) But people just think about if your tests

are clean. They don’t give a shit what people have to say.”

Another participant described his contact with FACT in this way:

“They don’t yell at me and tell me to take my medication or put me

in belts and stuff like that. They communicate with me and give me

advice, like go to the Fountain House, come and see us in FACT,

have a smoke with the peer support worker, just relax and feel like

a citizen, in a way. And that really means a lot!”

Some participants expressed shame, failure and sadness related
to not having a degree, family, network or job, which all
increased the feeling of being alienated from society. It
was appreciated when practitioners in FACT understood and
addressed these phenomena. Some wanted to work, but were
afraid of disappointing themselves or others if they could not
do the job due to their mental health problems. Many described
wanting to move on, to be seen, and to have somewhere to go
to. One participant described unemployment as a state of fading
away. Assistance from FACT in getting a job, adapting to the
work, and moving other appointments to outside working hours,
was described as valuable. One participant was critical of unpaid
work training, and appreciated the focus of FACT on paid work.
Another participant described the switch to working life as brutal
because it implied so much contact with other people. A good
relationship with one’s boss was highlighted as crucial in order
to remain in a job over time. One participant described the
importance of work in this way:

“I’m no good at being sociable, I’m no good at being around people.

Maybe that’s why I’m alone and don’t have any kids. I don’t know.

But working with people, talking, having routines in my life, that’s

what I need. Getting up in the morning, working, using my body,

being part of society, you know. You need to involve yourself and

get a life, one that you feel you’re living and want to live. And own

it yourself.”

Stable housing and a safe home had provided better quality of
life, peace, and the opportunity to quit substance use. Receiving
support from FACT in sorting out one’s finances and getting
stable housing was described as crucial. Several participants
had experienced homelessness, either before or at the time of
the interview, which was associated with instability, chaos and
difficulty in keeping focused. A vicious circle between substance
use and poor housing was described, where poor housing led to
substance use and vice versa.

Family involvement in FACT was appreciated by some
participants, leading to less concern among family members,
improved relationships with family, and relief from difficult
family relationships. Others did not want their family to be
involved. Several participants described a difficult relationship
with their family in terms of lack of understanding, negative
control, unrealistic expectations, guilt or painful experiences.
Various participants described difficult childhood experiences,
such as parental substance use or mental illness, sexual abuse and
violence. Some described their current partner as a support, while
others described violence and abuse from their current or former
partners. Receiving support from FACT in being a good parent
was described as crucial by those who had children, even when
they did not currently have custody of the child.

Participants found that team members had complementary
roles, which related to different aspects of the participants’ lives,
leading to an overall experience of being viewed as a whole
person. Several participants felt freer and less awkward when
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relating to a number of people, and some described this as being
part of a community. Further, a stable, continuous relationship
with one or two members of the FACT team was highly valued
by most participants. These were often the case manager, peer
support worker or psychologist. By contrast, having to change
contact persons was described as starting the process of building
trust and sharing information from scratch. One participant put
it this way, based on former experiences in the service system:

“I’m skeptical of new staff. That’s what I’ve been used to. If you’re

unlucky, like most people are, you get a real bastard who looks down

on you and doesn’t even bother to talk to you when you call him.”

The peer support worker was described as someone who was
easier to trust, share information with, take advice from, and feel
understood by than other professional helpers. Music therapy
was described as motivating, allowing for self-expression, a
feeling of community, development as a musician, and the
possibility to challenge oneself and build social confidence, but
it was also felt to be valuable in itself because it was fun. One
participant described how she raised her head more in public
after having played in a concert with the music therapist, and
that several people had come over to talk to her after the
concert. Access to a psychiatrist in the team had allowed for
better monitoring of medication. Further, access to psychological
treatment and assessment had led to more accurate diagnosis.
Some participants wanted more diagnostic assessment and did
not agree with their current diagnosis. Several stated that they
would have preferred more contact with a psychologist or a
psychiatrist in FACT. A number of participants mentioned that
it took too long to replace the psychologist, music therapist or
peer support workers when these had quit, and some felt that
nurses and psychiatrists were valued more by management. One
participant described his contact with the peer support worker
like this:

“I think things carry more weight when it’s someone who’s been

through it. I realize that other people can understand too, but

they’re incapable of feeling what I’m going through, you know.

When I feel mentally broken and just want to take drugs to feel

better. When I’m not ok, you see.”

A lack of knowledge of substance use among staff had led
to substance use problems not being addressed, and to an
overly restrictive practice regarding medication, resulting in an
experience of not being seen as a whole person. Others described
how FACT had helped them by focusing on substance use in
a competent way. One participant had experienced negative
consequences due to a lack of knowledge about eating disorders
among team members.

Collaboration with services outside of FACT had given
participants an increased sense of control over their lives and
fewer hassles. Collaboration with staff in supported housing was
described as having led to adapted routines and fewer conflicts
with staff. Furthermore, contact with home-based services
had improved medication management and collaboration with
welfare services had enabled participants to access services they

had wrongfully been denied. This was particularly valuable in
periods of poorer mental health when it was difficult to attend
meetings, keep track of registration deadlines or order important
documents. Several participants wanted better collaboration
with housing services, and some participants did not have a
resource group of their informal network despite wanting one.
Participants varied in their descriptions of collaboration with
GPs. Several participants had very little contact with their GP.
One participant with diabetes reported that he had not seen
his GP for several years, and did not take medication. One
participant described collaboration between FACT and his GP in
this way:

“I can see it’s a lot easier when you get help from someone who

cares, you know. I’m not too keen on doctors, because they brush

me off right away. (. . . ) But as soon as other people are involved,

they behave differently. Sure, some of them still act like Nazis, but it

gets a lot easier.”

Being Empowered and Involved
Participants described that FACT had supported citizenship by
reinforcing empowerment and involvement. Being empowered
and involved in decisions in their contact with FACT had
changed participants’ attitudes toward themselves and what they
expected from services, from feeling that they did not deserve
help, to thinking that they were worth a decent life and being
part of society. Participants described noticeable changes since
coming into contact with FACT, such as increased focus on
their wishes and needs, less focus on illness, and less top-down
communication. Many participants expressed gratitude toward
FACT and felt that they had received a lot more than they would
ever have expected, and that they felt lucky, for once in life. One
participant said the following:

“I’ve always been the kind of person who gives up his place to others.

(. . . ) But the doctor said: “You know what, it’s actually your turn

now.” So I went along with that. It’s my turn. And I’m a bit ashamed

of it, because it sounds very selfish.”

Participants described feeling in a vulnerable and disempowered
position as patients with severe mental illness. Suspiciousness,
being quiet and scared, having trouble expressing themselves, and
lack of trust were described as barriers to participation, making
it particularly important that the FACT team members actively
asked for their opinion, provided information and involved
them in decisions. A sense of trust, security and mutual respect
were described as necessary for genuine participation. Several
participants said that it had been difficult to trust FACT in
the beginning due to former experiences of coercion, being
treated badly, lack of participation, condescending attitudes and
previous unprofessional behavior from health personnel, feeling
disempowered, being treated like an object, and treatment being
irrelevant and of little help. Some stated that experiences from
the substance use environment or other relationships had led to
a lack of trust in other people. Many participants said that they
had gradually become convinced that FACT was there to help
them and not to do them harm. One participant still did not trust
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FACT because based on her past experiences, if something was
too good to be true, it probably was, so she was still waiting for
the hidden agenda to become apparent. Trust could be weakened
if team members forgot appointments or did not follow up on
plans. Some participants felt that team members could not fully
understand their situation because of differences between them.
One said:

“Because we’re quite apathetic, if we enter a FACT system. We

mostly feel that the service system is shit. Because that’s how they’ve

treated us and made us feel. Admissions to hospital, coercion, all

those things, they make people feel like shit.”

Another participant said:

“I eventually had to recognize that they’re actually here to help me.

They aren’t here to hurt me. (. . . ) That reassures me. And then I can

trust those people, and that means a lot.”

Participants found it easier to trust FACT when they perceived
the team members to be reliable, respectful, safe, professional,
good listeners, helpful, caring, able to disagree in a respectful
way, endure their difficult moments, make positive changes
and be continuously supportive. The way that FACT worked
was described as natural, secure and pleasant. Team members
showing who they are as people, engaging in two-way
communication, talking about everyday issues, creating an
inclusive atmosphere, not being condescending, using emojis,
sitting down for a coffee or a cigarette, were all described by
the participants as factors that enhanced their relationship. One
participant said that it was nice not to feel interrogated when
she met with staff. Another participant described the FACT team
members in this way:

“There are people here, they’re not robots!”

Many participants described a high degree of involvement in
deciding treatment goals, content, intensity, and individual
adjustment. However, some had experienced that important
decisions were made by FACT without their involvement, or
against their wishes, such as decisions on housing, education,
loan applications or job seeking. This had given participants
the impression that the team members had lower expectations
than they had themselves, which was felt to be unfair and
disempowering. Several participants mentioned that former or
actual substance use was used against them, making team
members trust them less. Several participants wanted more
information about what FACT could offer, expected progress,
diagnosis and treatment effect. Several were unfamiliar with their
treatment plan. One participant said that he wished FACT would
avoid using difficult language, as he was often left wondering
about things after meetings. Another participant described the
importance of being involved:

“I mean when it comes to going out, being allowed to choose your

own path, I think it’s very important that people listen to you. And

if they don’t want to listen, you just die inside.”

Being involved in decisions about their medication was
important to many participants. Some found that they were
not listened to because of substance use problems. Others
felt that this was better in FACT than before, because team
members knew them better. Some participants were content
with how medication was handled in FACT, while others
wanted a better dialogue with the psychiatrist. Those who felt
disempowered concerning medication described considerable
frustration, impaired self-esteem, and a negative impact on
their lives. One participant went to bed angry and upset every
night thinking about the side effects of medications. Another
participant had been sad because she had lived with untreated
delusions for several years, and was grateful for finally receiving
suitable medication. A woman described her experience of
disempowerment like this:

“I’ve reached an age when I want to be left in peace, to find a way

of taking care of myself without medication. But I’m not allowed

to, I’m not in a position where they’ll listen to me. The system is

so huge.”

Some participants found that while FACT wanted to apply
democracy, this was difficult because they were part of an
authoritarian system. Being subject to coercion was described as
brutal, tough and a desperate feeling. The knowledge that FACT
had the authority to introduce coercive treatment frightened
participants and challenged their trust. Several participants were
uncertain whether they were formally subject to coercion or
not. Many agreed to take medication in order to avoid coercive
treatment, despite experiencing side effects such as weight gain,
fatigue, less energy, lack of mental agility, and feeling like a
zombie. Many said that while the psychiatrist listened to them in
some cases, they had little impact in important matters. One said:

“Well, they try to be democratic, like a flat structure. I can feel

that. But they’re part of a larger system, you know. (. . . ) There’s

something very authoritarian in that structure.”

Participants described their contact with FACT as empowering
in that team members focused on resources and personal
skills, facilitated coping and acknowledged accomplishments.
This had increased their self-esteem, independence, and skill in
setting boundaries, which had made it easier to participate in
society. Psychoeducation had provided new insights and tools
for mastering life. Team members pushing and challenging them
into trying activities or situations that they would rather avoid
was described as empowering, even if it could be frightening
and uncomfortable, so long as they knew each other well and
could decide themselves when to stop. Examples of this were
being encouraged by themusic therapist to play in concerts, being
invited out for walks in the countryside with team members and
other service users, being encouraged to participate in planned
activities even on bad days, or engaging in exposure therapy
for public transport. Participants described how mastering new
situations and reaching their goals led to feelings of happiness
and victory, self-confidence, and feeling in control, and enabled
them to participate in society in other ways, such as going
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to concerts and hanging out with friends. Some participants
wished that team members would challenge them more, for
instance in relation to anger management, health behavior such
as smoking, or practicing social skills. One participant described
her experiences of being empowered like this:

“I used to feel like I didn’t know anything, ‘I’m no good, everything’s

been messed up’. But FACT has shown me that I have plenty of

good points.”

Another participant said:

“Being able to express what you’re passionate about, and get

feedback. Otherwise you die inside. And I feel like that’s happening

to me now. I feel like there’s a little flower inside me, but it doesn’t

bloom anymore. Because when it was about to bloom, it was told to

stay in its pot.”

Participants felt empowered when teammembers expressed faith
in their potential and ability to contribute and mean something
to others. Many participants wanted to turn their negative
experiences into a way of helping others. Many felt privileged
because they had received help and managed to improve their
lives, and wanted to give something back by helping others
and showing that change is possible. Receiving support from
FACT in applying for education and jobs, being invited to speak
at information meetings about FACT, and playing in concerts
with the music therapist were all described as valuable. Team
members were described as role models because of the way they
worked to help others, and this was particularly true of the peer
support workers.

“I used to feel that other people weren’t interested in me, that they

seemed a little shut off and maybe closed and private when I met

them at work. But after six months I don’t feel that anymore. I like

it when I don’t just feel like a burden or uninteresting to people.

Because now I have the feeling that people appreciate me. I actually

believe they kind of like me (laughs).”

Getting Practical and Accessible Help
Participants described that FACT had supported citizenship by
providing practical and accessible help. Meeting outside of the
officemade services more accessible, particularly in periods when
participants isolated themselves due to mental illness. Irregular
sleeping hours and homelessness also made it difficult to attend
appointments at the office. Teammembers coming to their home
and going for a walk or to a cafe together had reduced anxiety
and loneliness, allowed them to express their thoughts, and
increased hope and a sense of community and well-being. These
appointments with FACT made it easier to manage other things,
such as going to the grocery store, freshening up, starting the
day right, and establishing daily routines—everyday things that
meant having a place to be and feeling part of a community and
part of society. However, one participant felt it was an invasion
of his private life that team members came to his home. Another
participant felt uneasy when team members came to her home
because she had not visited their home. Most participants stated

that team members respected it if they did not want home visits.
One said:

“I tend to isolate myself, particularly in these COVID times. So it

feels really good to go for a walk, talk to someone. That combination

really gives me a lot. (. . . ) I can get really afraid of going to the

grocery store, but after going for a walk and talking, I go to the shop

without any problem.”

Receiving help with transportation had made life easier, solved
practical problems, provided solutions to difficult situations, and
created a feeling of security for many participants, particularly in
the rural areas. Long distances, bad weather and limited public
transportation made other means of transportation necessary.
Many participants did not have a driver’s license and did not
know anyone who did. Getting help with transportation made
it possible to get to work, school, meetings with welfare services,
medical appointments, or appointments for giving urine samples.
The time spent in the car was described as meaningful and
valuable, and a nice way to meet team members. One participant
said that he preferred talking in the car because he had problems
with eye contact. A man in a rural context described the
importance of transportation this way:

“It sounds strange that FACT runs a taxi service. But just imagine

how valuable the hours are when we’re driving. (. . . ) Whether he

helps me drop something at the landfill or whatever. The point is

that we get that moment together, when we can work.”

Meeting out of the office was described as relaxing, comfortable
and informal. Several participants mentioned that they could
express more aspects of themselves as people in this way.
Having teammembers come with them to meetings with schools,
activities or employers had enabled them to attend. A number
of participants would have preferred more frequent visits, and
that team members had more time. Some expressed concern
that team members might be overworked and felt that the teams
should have more people, decent working conditions, better
offices and more credit and support from their leaders. Meetings
with FACTwere the only thing that kept some participants going,
and it could have a negative impact if the team member seemed
stressed or in a rush. Meetings with FACT were described as very
important by some participants:

“Meeting with people is important. Maybe you feel like you have no

friends. Then you just kind of crawl into a cave. You feel like people

around you are taking advantage of you. Now I have someone to

go to.”

Practical help with what was most important in the participants’
everyday life had opened the door to new opportunities, led to
hope and a feeling of self-worth, and made it easier to make
good life choices. Week plans, reminders, and help in keeping
one’s home in order were described as useful. Help in dealing
with regulations, getting testimonials that led to benefits, filling
in forms, getting a phone and managing financial problems had
increased participants’ sense of security and freedom. Having
money to spend on a bottle of wine with one’s girlfriend,
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Christmas presents for the nephews or inviting friends or family
for dinner had led to enjoyment, increased self-esteem and more
reciprocal relationships. For several participants, it had been
necessary to solve the financial worries first in order to focus on
other interventions.

“I told them: ‘You know what, I can’t handle this. I can’t talk about

my childhood when I have so much debt that I have almost no

money for food, and every day I’m worried about getting a phone

call from the debt collectors’. So they helped me to get a deal with

welfare services so that they help me to manage my money matters.

And that means a lot. Because when you can put stuff like that

behind you, you can think about other things, and get rid of all

those things that disturb you. And now I’ve gradually come back

to believing that things can get better.”

Many participants were pleased that FACT could vary the
intensity of care and support according to their needs, because
these could vary from week to week. It was reassuring to know
that the team was easily accessible and could arrive quickly in a
crisis, and that they would help them to maintain an overview
when life seemed chaotic. Many said that FACT were the only
ones they could contact because they did not have a network
or because they found it difficult to ask for help from family or
friends. One participant described how team members had saved
his life after an overdose in his home. Another had been helped
to escape from an episode of domestic violence. Participants
appreciated being able to send text messages at night, knowing
that team members would respond the next day. Participants
were reassured by the fact that treatment continued through
better and worse periods, relapses to substance use, inpatient
treatment, and times when they isolated themselves at home, did
not attend appointments, or were in a bad mood. Participants
felt that FACT team members were generous and tolerant, which
prevented them from being cut off or lost by the system. One said:

“They don’t mind doing many hours of hard work as long as I’m

OK. They work for the person sitting in front of them, no matter

how hard it is or how many hours it takes. And they choose what

they believe is best for me, even if it means more work for them.”

Another participant said:

“To me, this has been a matter of life or death. You have to be

honest, and that’s the way I feel.”

Having the time to work through substance use or mental health
problems had also made participants feel more secure. Knowing
that there was time to finish what had been started led to
peace of mind, motivation to engage in treatment, the ability to
regain a foothold in the community and the belief that change
was possible.

“I’ve noticed that it is not like ‘get done with it,’ and then they throw

you out. They take their time and help me with the time that I need

to move on.”

Many participants said that FACT had helped them with more
than they expected, such as hiring a container and helping them
to empty their apartment, looking after their cat during inpatient
treatment, delivering personal items to people they did not want
to meet due to risk of relapse, or providing services to their
partner before he officially became a FACT client. This was
described as crossing boundaries in a good way, and had been
meaningful turning points where participants received the help
they needed in order to be capable of making bigger changes.
Such unexpected help gave participants a new experience of being
worthy of an effort, which increased their motivation and hope.

“Even if I’ve messed up and failed, they obviously haven’t given up

on me. That feels good. I’m used to people giving up on me.”

DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper was to explore and describe service user
experiences of how receiving services from FACT may support
or inhibit citizenship. We will discuss the main findings in
relation to the “5 Rs” of the citizenship framework—rights, roles,
relationships, responsibilities, and resources—and the concept of
belonging (Ponce and Rowe, 2018).

Supporting Citizenship
Being viewed as a whole person was described as supporting
citizenship in several ways. Integration of different services in one
team, and the opportunity to address several aspects of one’s life at
the same time, had led to better access to resources, access to new
roles, and improved relationships. The importance of multiple
competences within the team corresponds to the principle of
effectiveness of interventions in the EUCOM principles for
community-based mental health care (Pieters et al., 2017; Keet
et al., 2019). While integration within the team seemed to work
well, there seemed to be room for improvement in collaboration
with other services and actors in the community outside of
the team. This finding is in line with research on personal,
social and clinical recovery in severe mental illness, where social
recovery seems to stay behind, even when personal and clinical
recovery is improved (Castelein et al., 2021). It also coincides
with the mixed results from studies of improvement in social
functioning among service users in FACT (Drukker et al., 2013;
Svensson et al., 2018; Kortrijk et al., 2019a). However, from
a relational recovery perspective, personal, clinical and social
recovery are closely interrelated and interdependent processes
(Price-Robertson et al., 2017). This is supported by participants’
descriptions of how labeling and exclusion had affected their
opportunities for recovery and citizenship. Addressing meaning
in life, empowerment, and social factors in addition to symptom
reduction and improved functioning, may lead to better outcome
for people with severe mental health problems (Vogel et al.,
2020). The engagement of people and communities andmingling
health and social services with other community actors such
as schools, industry, non-government organizations or other
community groups, have been mentioned as priority areas for
service integration (Goodwin, 2016).
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Being considered as a whole person also involved support
in accessing various enjoyable activities in the community.
The value of fun and pleasurable experiences in this study is
consistent with studies of community approaches other than
FACT (Davidson et al., 2006). The particular aspect of walking
in the countryside may have a cultural component and increase
the sense of belonging in society, as outdoor life and nature
experiences are often central in Norwegian everyday life. It may
also have to do with the ongoing SARS Cov2/Covid19-pandemic,
and the fact that many other activities were canceled. These
findings suggest that wilderness therapy, developed for at-risk
youth (Fernee et al., 2015), may also be useful for people who
receive services from FACT. Diverse and meaningful activities
provided a sense of belonging, but also strengthened participants’
ability to face societal barriers to citizenship, such as stigma
and discrimination. The importance of meaningful work and
other activities in order to access new roles, responsibilities
and a sense of belonging corresponds with literature on the
relationship between occupational meaningfulness, meaningful
activities, citizenship, and recovery for people with complex
needs (Nordaunet and Sælør, 2018; Nesse et al., 2021).

Team members who adopted a strength-based approach,
pushing the participants into exploring new situations, explicitly
believing in their potential, and supporting efforts to pursue
life goals such as education, work or housing, had improved
access to new life roles and resources, and increased participants’
ability to take responsibility. Opportunities to grow as a
person and to mean something to others were described
as supporting citizenship and as meaningful in themselves.
Experiences of participants in this study coincide with the
concept of “mattering,” or the importance of feeling valued and
adding value (Prilleltensky, 2020). Research on the attitudes of
service providers has shown that they may express concerns
that clients are not well enough to assume responsibilities
as equal citizens (Ponce et al., 2016; Brekke et al., 2018b).
However, the citizenship framework stresses that issues such
as mental health or substance use problems, housing, poverty
or legal concerns should not stand in the way of achieving
citizenship, and that citizenship is for everyone (Ponce and Rowe,
2018). This resonates with the United Nations International
Guidelines on Human Rights and Drug Policy, which stress
that human rights apply to everyone, including people with
substance use problems who continue to use substances
(United Nations, 2019).

Receiving practical and accessible help from the FACT team
was described as improving participants’ financial situation and
access to resources such as dental and health care services. Help
in solving financial issues had led tomore reciprocal relationships,
feelings of mattering by being able to help others financially,
escaping poverty and gaining increased capacity to address other
life areas. This points to the importance of integrating social work
in a multi-disciplinary team, and is in line with literature that
suggests poverty as an important mechanism in mental health
problems (Read, 2010; Tew et al., 2012). The value of accessible
help supports a pragmatic and person-centered approach to
service design, adapting services according to what actually works
for service users. Also, this finding supports community-based

mental health and substance use services as a means to address
the issue of unfair access to mental health (Pieters et al., 2017).

Stigma and Coercion
Being empowered and involved in decisions related to their
lives had supported the participants’ experiences of citizenship
in different ways. Participants described serious barriers to
participation and involvement when getting in touch with FACT,
which were related to past experiences of violence, abuse,
discrimination, coercion, objectification and disempowerment
within and outside of the treatment system. Being related to
in ways that made it possible to trust team members along
with invitations to be involved in decision-making had made it
easier to exercise one’s right to participate. This is in line with
research that has suggested that people with severe mental illness
and complex needs need to be able to trust practitioners and
services in order to gain genuine access to health and social
services (Edland-Gryt and Skatvedt, 2013; Brekke et al., 2018a).
Several participants described the phenomenon of “dying inside”
in relation to experiences of not being allowed to express oneself.
Oneway of interpreting this is that participation and involvement
are existential needs. This implies that while participation and
service user involvement may be thought of as a bureaucratic
issue by service providers, they may be fundamentally important
in the lives of service users. The metaphor of a flower that
has stopped blooming that was expressed by one participant
resonates with the concept of “flourishing” in positive psychology
(Diener et al., 2009), and with perspectives that argue for
understanding flourishing and well-being in relation to context
and social justice (Di Martino et al., 2017).

Participants described experiences of not being recognized
as citizens by colleagues, neighbors or other citizens in
their community. This coincides with the concept of “micro-
aggressions” (Gonzales et al., 2015). Experiences of being left out
and labeled because of mental health or substance use problems
are examples of stigmatization (Stuart et al., 2012). Expressions
of not deserving a good life, or being worthy of citizenship,
may be seen as examples of self-stigma among participants
in this study (Watson et al., 2007). Similarly, results in the
current study support the importance of “micro-affirmations”
(Topor et al., 2018), or small signs of acknowledgment, like
when the peer support worker sat down for a coffee and a
cigarette, talking about regular things, which was described
as “making you feel like a citizen.” Actions to reduce stigma
and self-stigma are important elements of recovery-oriented
practices (Bejerholm and Roe, 2018). The Scandinavian countries
are often considered egalitarian cultures with a high level of
social trust, low socioeconomic differences and a low level of
individual blame for poverty, which has been associated with a
lower level of feelings of inferiority, or “status anxiety” among
citizens (Wilkinson and Picket, 2010). This does not seem to
be reflected in the accounts of participants in this study, which
may suggest that the positive effects of an egalitarian society do
not necessarily extend to everyone (Steckermeier and Delhey,
2019). The expressions of self-stigma among participants in this
study may be understood in light of the cultural and historical
views of substance use problems as self-inflicted, and people with
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substance use problems and complex needs as “unworthy needy,”
which are notions that have been prevalent in Norwegian society
(Johansen et al., 2018).

Experiences of coercion and the potential for coercion had
inhibited citizenship for some participants in this study. This
supports the notion that compulsory treatment is contrary to the
recovery goals of living a meaningful life as a recognized citizen
in society (Slade et al., 2014). Coercion and the potential for
coercion depend on the service and legal systems surrounding
FACT, and seemed difficult to address for FACT team members.
This illustrates the importance of structural issues in promoting
citizenship (Rowe and Davidson, 2016).

In summary, FACT seems to enable citizenship by supporting
the person’s ability and efforts, by providing holistic and
integrated services, enhancing empowerment and participation,
and offering practical outreach help adapted to the person’s
current life situation. There are some examples of involving the
community, such as collaboration with employers, professionals
outside of FACT and family members. However, the FACTmodel
seems to hold the potential of even more engagement with
local communities to improve participation for service users
in FACT and other persons with life struggles such as mental
illness and complex needs. The results in this study support
the need for relational and structural approaches to citizenship
(Vandekinderen et al., 2012).

Strengths and Limitations
A participatory research design does not necessarily improve
research quality in a traditional sense (Malterud and Elvbakken,
2019). However, traditional understandings of quality have been
contested, stressing the value of involving different sources
of knowledge (Koksma and Kremer, 2019). Power imbalance
may also raise questions about the genuineness of participation
(Sangill et al., 2019). In the current study, advice from the
peer group in the planning of the study led to changes in the
recruitment strategy, the interview setting, and the wording of
the interview guide, which we believe made participation easier
for some participants.

The participatory design also provided for the understanding
and representation of the sub-cultural context of living with
mental illness and substance use problems. Previous studies have
reported that interviewers with lived experience can make it
easier to establish trust during interviews (Veseth et al., 2019),
elicit richer descriptions, hence increasing the quality of the
data (Barber et al., 2011), and access information that would
otherwise not have been shared. This resonates with experiences
from the current study, as several participants mentioned that
they appreciated that one of the researchers had service user
experience. Being two interviewers with different backgrounds
also helped us complement each other’s perspectives during
the interviews, and to reflect on the interview situation and
content after each interview. For instance, the 3rd author asked
follow-up questions based on lived experience of the phenomena
and knowledge of the sub-cultural context that elicited new
information as well as elaborations of previous descriptions,
allowing for a deeper understanding of participants’ experiences.

Service user involvement and co-production in the analysis
process has been described to enhance complexity (Mjøsund
et al., 2017), identify new themes, increase relevance and
communication of the results (Barber et al., 2011), and increase
credibility of the results (Pettersen et al., 2019; Veseth et al.,
2019). In the current study, involvement of the peer group
and co-researcher with lived experience led to a more nuanced
and deeper understanding of the results, as well as decisions
during analysis of greater relevance to the field. The power
imbalance was addressed by making sure that all involved
received financial compensation, creating an equal setting for
the meetings, avoiding difficult language, and clearly defining
roles and decision-making power from the beginning. The first
author’s decisions were strongly influenced by advice from the
peer group, but also by issues of academic quality and pragmatic
feasibility. Thismade power structuresmore transparent, but also
implied a lower level of participation than that found in other
collaborative studies, such as user-led research (Beresford and
Carr, 2012).

Four participants chose to have a team member present
during the interview, which may have influenced the results.
One participant had only been in contact with the team for the
relatively short period of four months, which may also have
influenced the results. Further, the use of a digital platform
and telephone to conduct some interviews may have affected
the results. The fact that data collection took place during the
COVID-19 pandemic might have affected the opportunities for
community life and citizenship, as well as the interventions from
the FACT teams. One strength of this study is the variation
among participants, and the fact that they lived in five different
geographical contexts. While the contexts are varied, the five
teams are not representative for all FACT teams in Norway.
All authors have Western European background, which may
have influenced the methods and analyses. The methods do
not allow for an immediate generalization of the results, nor
for comparison between the different geographical and cultural
contexts. However, we would argue that the methods allow
for a deeper understanding of how FACT may be experienced
by service users to support or inhibit citizenship, and that
this understanding may be valid in other contexts and for
other people.

CONCLUSIONS

The evidence from the experiences of service users of FACT
with severe and complex mental health problems in this article
suggests thatmany of them have experienced a lack of citizenship,
and that FACT may play a crucial role in promoting citizenship.
Coercion, lack of involvement, and authoritarian aspects of the
system surrounding the FACT team may inhibit citizenship.
While the efforts of the persons themselves and the FACT team
members are necessary in the process of regaining citizenship,
recognition from the community also appears as a necessary
factor. Results from this study suggest that FACT teams support
service users’ efforts and capacity in pursuing citizenship, and
that FACT teams have a potential to increase efforts to reduce
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barriers to citizenship in community and society. This study
generally supports the need for relational, inclusive and structural
approaches in order to support citizenship for people with severe
mental illness and complex needs. There is a need for research
that investigates how FACT and other services may support
citizenship in a broader sense, in collaboration with service users,
policy makers, and local communities.
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Responding to disruptive behavior has become increasingly problematic in current 
Westernized societies, impacting people’s well-being globally. In the context of the current 
Special Issue, in this article, we advance the concept of problematic disruptive behavior 
(PDB) as a suitable “window” to better understand some aspects of the deep 
interdependence of social participation, citizenship, justice, and well-being. To do so, 
we also advance the notion of postdisciplinary society to account both for the apparent 
rise of problematic disruptive experiences, and the increased social conflict within which 
such experiences get often entangled. More specifically, we argue that formerly morally 
acceptable responses to problematic disruption, such as punishment and discipline, have 
lost social legitimacy and, to that extent, they aggravate the problems they were intended 
to resolve. We provide a genealogical account of the surge of such postdisciplinary order 
with a focus on the moral transition on ideas of justice, of personal entitlements, and 
authority. We conclude outlining an alternative way to respond to disruptive behaviors 
that we  anticipate will be  both more effective and acceptable in the current 
postdisciplinary milieu.

Keywords: disruptive behavior, normalization, inclusion, justice, well-being, diversity, conflict – interpersonal, 
conduct (behavioral) problems

INTRODUCTION

Disruptive behaviors (DBs) can be  roughly defined as actions breaking social norms (Gaete 
and Gaete, 2021). A recent Google search on this label using an incognito window yielded 
over 450,000 results, the top 10 consistently including a vocabulary with negative connotations. 
It is used to refer to cursing, interrupting, harassing, bullying, threatening, hitting, stealing, 
lying, and other “socially inappropriate,” “offensive,” or “harmful” actions. Headings and 
subheadings within these results treated people’s disruptive doings as problems to be  faced 
or solved, by means of expressions like “how to deal with…,” “how to manage…,” etc. For 
clinical psychologists and educators alike, the experience of negative disruption seems to 
be  mushrooming, particularly with respect to young populations (e.g., Nock et  al., 2006; 
Rivenbark et  al., 2018; Education Advisory Board, 2019). In the United  States, teachers 
report an “alarming increase” in disruptive behavior, estimating that it is exhibited by nearly 
one-quarter of their students (Education Advisory Board, 2019, p.  4), highly impacting 
teachers’ job satisfaction (Sims, 2020; Toropova et  al., 2021).

To say that DB affects disrupted parties’ (e.g., teachers’, parents’) well-being worldwide may 
be  to state the obvious. Perhaps less self-evident is the toll of disruption on disruptive parties, 
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supported by researchers using a variety of methods and 
theoretical orientations that deem DB as both cause and 
consequence of enduring personal distress (Freud, 1957; Gilligan, 
2001; Colman et  al., 2009; Erskine et  al., 2014; Issmer and 
Wagner, 2015; Frick, 2016). Notably, in their 40-year follow-up, 
massive longitudinal study, Colman et  al. (2009) concluded 
that adolescents in the United  Kingdom that were experienced 
by their teachers as disruptive when they were 13–15 years 
old, by the time they were 36–53 years old had an increased 
risk of alcohol abuse, clinically meaningful distress, along with 
various forms of relational, educational, and financial difficulties 
(Colman et  al., 2009).

Now, not all disruptive actions are regarded as negative or 
problematic, and some may even be  seen as virtuous and 
desirable. Think in some of the (highly disruptive) doings of 
Marie Curie, Martin Luther King, Fritz Perls, Vicente Huidobro, 
Frida Kahlo, and a practically endless list of both celebrities 
like these or relatively unknown people whose disruptive deeds 
have nevertheless been widely welcomed and celebrated by a 
significant portion of humankind. Elsewhere, we  have already 
noted that DB cannot be  reduced to problematic disruptive 
behavior (PDB) and accounted for the latter as a matter of 
affiliation discapability stemming from conditions of social 
injustice (Gaete and Gaete, 2021). A more traditional approach 
would explain it as the expression or effect of “mental disorders,” 
in the sense in which this expression is commonly used in 
psychiatry (see, e.g., American Psychiatric Association, 2013).1

But regardless of either of these two accounts, neither of 
them tells the full story. For some, disruptive actions are 
problematic simply because they are experienced as such, and 
also because those experiences may yield quite problematic 
interpersonal difficulties, as Garfinkel’s (1984) so aptly 
demonstrated in his now classic breaching experiments.2 PDB 
at school provides an illustrative example. Imagine a teacher 
experiencing a student repeatedly refusing to be on task. Perhaps 
the student keeps looking through the window and ignoring 
what the teacher says, perhaps even mocks the teacher, showing 
no respect. Many teachers will experience these actions as 
disturbing wrong doings. Likewise, the student may resent his 
teacher’s demands as morally unwarranted. Perhaps the student 
thinks it is right to resist a corrupt institutional order (see, 

1 The traditional, psychiatric narrative often depicts PDB as a expressing disruptive, 
impulse-control, or conduct disorder, construed as a pathological condition 
given by a dysfunction located in the individual. In this picture, a person 
exhibiting PDB is psychologically flawed. It is an individualist, mechanistic 
conception of mental disorder, entrenched in a medical model of mental health; 
see Kendell (1975, 2001) and Wakefield (1992a,b) for two different versions 
of such a conception of mental disorder, which underlies some widely accepted 
diagnostic practices and manuals – including the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013) and some emergent trends in clinical and developmental 
psychology (e.g., Frick, 2016).
2 In his experiments, Garfinkel (1984) demonstrated that people systematically 
treat one another’s actions as produced by morally accountable, choosing agents. 
As we  unpack later, our moral (without quotation marks) view on PDB is 
also informed by Taylor’s notion of strong evaluation as the mark of the moral 
(Taylor, 1989, 2004; Chernilo, 2017). While we  would not see all disruptive 
behavior (e.g., snoring) as morally informed, accepting such would only strengthen 
our point.

e.g., Jackson, 1990). At any rate, both parties will treat each 
other’s actions as wrong due to breaching a tacit norm. Not 
unfrequently, this two-way street disturbance, where each party 
feels entitled to do what they do and finds the other doing 
something inappropriate, will give rise to struggles that may 
escalate and become deeply detrimental to them and related 
stakeholders (e.g., the student’s parents, classmates, classmates’ 
parents, school principal, and so forth).

Thus, the P in PDB can refer to at least three different 
issues: (a) a certain explanatory narrative, (b) a disturbing 
experience associated with a moral evaluation, and (c) an 
interpersonal conflict (originated around a certain disruption). 
Or, if preferred, we  can say that there are at least three 
(compatible and possibly related) ways to classify a disruption 
as problematic: (a) in virtue of its etiology, (b) in virtue of 
its phenomenology, and (c) in virtue of its social consequences. 
This article focuses on PDB mainly in the last two senses.

People seem to respond to disruption by engaging in rather 
problematic interaction patterns (Patterson, 1982; Baumrind, 
1991; Omer, 2011; Besnard et  al., 2013; Tomm et  al., 2014; 
Yan et  al., 2021). PDB has become increasingly problematic 
during the last decades in this sense, and the central purpose 
of this article is to account for this recent growth of (c) PDB’s 
conflict-problematicity. But, we  believe that the increment is 
related to a moral aspect involved in (b) the phenomenological 
problematicity of PDB, which in turn is related to a major 
social and moral shift that occurred in the last few decades 
and gave birth to what we  have called here the 
postdisciplinary society.

Our main argument is that PDB has become more problematic 
because current Westernized (e.g., pluralist, multicultural, secular, 
liberal, and democratic) societies across the globe are undergoing 
a deep moral transition associated with an unfolding idea of 
social justice. We describe it as a transition from a disciplinary 
to a postdisciplinary society, and try to show how it has created 
conditions for PDB proliferation (in the second and third sense 
above), thereby significantly compromising people’s welfare 
across the globe. More specifically, we  argue that formerly 
morally acceptable responses to (b) experienced disruption, 
such as punishment and discipline, have lost social legitimacy 
and, to that extent, they (c) generate further social conflict, 
aggravating thus the problems they were intended to resolve. 
First, we  describe the main aspects of the disciplinary and 
the postdisciplinary society, to show how the passage from 
the former to the latter involved a major change in the way 
to demarcate the socially just, and how this change rendered 
traditional approaches to deal with PBT both unacceptable 
and inefficient. We  also suggest a different approach that in 
our view offers a better suited way to respond to PDB in the 
postdisciplinary society.

THE DISCIPLINARY SOCIETY

According to Foucault (1995), at the beginning of the 17th 
century Europe went through a major shift in how social 
control was to be  accomplished. Many states deemphasized 
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the use of brute force and military power to gain obedience, 
as it became increasingly inefficacious: too expensive to manage 
large masses of people. In addition, emerging humanist and 
egalitarian ideas made punishment involving unnecessary pain 
(e.g., torture) highly controversial from a moral point of view 
(Taylor, 1989, 2009).

Prompted by these changes, a whole new variety of methods 
for social control came to dominate the European scene. Foucault 
(1995, p.  170) famously called this disciplinary power, or the 
“art of correct training” to bring about docility and, ultimately, 
productivity and capital. The growth of disciplinary training 
was so spectacularly key to modern social institutions (e.g., 
the new industry and its new market, the modern prison, the 
hospital, the school, and the modern army), that by the end 
of the 18th century it had given birth to a whole new form 
of social organization – the disciplinary society.

One of the most important strategies that disciplinary power 
rests on is normalization (Foucault, 1995).3 Famous analysis 
of the modern prison of Foucault (1995) illustrates well how 
control could be  achieved by creating the illusion of being 
observed at all times (hence Bentham’s term for it, the panopticon). 
Persistent observation allowed the creation of population 
standards in ways that statistical norms became moral norms: 
what people typically were able to do under sustained supervision 
begun to be  treated as what the same people were allowed 
to do without supervision, and then what people now branded 
as “normal” were minimally expected to do (cf. Hacking, 1990).

The next step in the development of disciplinary power is 
to render normalization a technology of the self. Critical analysis 
of Foucault (1988, 1995) suggests that norms become appealing 
to individuals themselves. Rather than feeling forced or coerced, 
individuals experience themselves as “freely” choosing to behave 
in accordance to the normal. Once the norm is enfolded into 
the person (i.e., internalized – see Rose, 1996; see also Parsons, 
1968)4 it becomes a form of self-control – a continuous form 
of mild self-reprimand that fits with the modern self-
understanding of being a free agent. The Kantian idea of 
freedom as self-regulation is used and abused as the ideal 
served by this disciplinary device. As Freire (2005) would put 
it, people introject their dominator – usually, and mainly, 
through schooling (i.e., by means of disciplinary practices).

A modern idea that complements description of the 
disciplinary society of Foucault (1995) is the idea of people 
as free agents equals in dignity. This is a modern notion in 
the sense that it became essential to the way in which people 
conceived of themselves and their world in modern societies, 
especially from the rise of (modern) democracy and the first 
nation-states onwards. In contrast to pre-modern self-
understanding, which was based on a transcendently given 

3 For brevity’s sake, we  focus here on normalization, as it is the most (although 
certainly not the only) pertinent to our argument. The other pivotal method 
is surveillance (Foucault, 1995).
4 Parsons borrowed from Durkheim a similar way of reasoning to account for 
how institutions can be  maintained non-coercively. Parsons (1968) argued that 
institutionalization understood as individual internalization of norms (e.g., role-
bounded expectations, cultural values) was key to integrate otherwise multiple 
egoistic/instrumental interests.

cosmic order, society came to be imagined rather instrumentally, 
as a kind of freely consented contract between equals (Taylor, 
2004; see also Rousseau, 1998). The promise of a society aimed 
at a mutual benefit, via normalization, becomes thus the new 
hidden but highly efficacious order coordinating great masses 
of disciplined, self-regulated individuals oriented to develop 
to the best of their capacities.

We endorse thesis of Foucault (1995) on normalization as 
a strategy to manage PDB within the disciplinary society. 
Colonizing practices present themselves as a paradigmatic case, 
in which normalization’s disciplinary training is seen as the 
right thing to do regarding “other” cultures – to the extent 
that failing to colonize the other was perceived (by the potential 
colonizers) as a form of undue harm or neglect. Norms need 
to be  socialized, ideally by humanitarian means ultimately 
seeking rational consent. To the colonists, disciplinarian methods 
such as instructing, preaching, modeling, confronting, or any 
other means to appreciate the superiority of their norms are 
fair: it is morally acceptable, even admirable, to “make” the 
colonized understand, accept, learn, have an insight, correct 
course, and ultimately join the cause. And perhaps not so 
ideally, socializing agents will legitimately impose rational norms 
to those unable to understand but who need to comply.

To inscribe the same norms in every person’s soul was 
seen as a way to produce a just society – one in which each 
individual is equal in a rather brutal way, insofar as each had 
been made of the exact same normativity. Equality among 
citizens, expressed in the ideals of the French Revolution, and 
mediated by normalization, became the heart of the modern 
conception of social justice for the next 2 centuries. Nonetheless, 
rather than securing genuine democratic equality, the 
normalizing/disciplinary society ended up paving the way to 
the homogenization of people (Gaete and Luna, 2019) in a 
world inhabited by “similar, but unequal individuals” (Touraine, 
2000, p.  10) – a world very much like Orwell’s animal farm, 
where some animals were “more equal” than others. In the 
end, assimilationism and colonialism took over egalitarianism.

POSTDISCIPLINARY RESISTANCE TO 
NORMALIZING PRACTICES

“The operations that one would have to perform in order 
to produce and sustain anomic features of perceived 
environments and disorganized interaction should tell 
us something about how social structures are ordinarily 
and routinely being maintained” (Garfinkel, 1984, p. 187).

The last turn of the century brought a strong social and 
political reaction to modern democracies’ failure to materialize 
their core ideals (Gaete and Luna, 2019). People started to 
resist disciplinary society and its monolithic view of a single 
normative order, which nowadays is felt as both a limiting 
and illegitimate imposition. By postdisciplinary society, we mean 
here this form of resistance, animated by ideas and sentiments 
that have spread almost globally. One of its central motives 
is that of a diverse world, where different but equally legitimate 
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forms of life coexist respectfully – an ideal that can be  wholly 
or partially detected in several recent social changes. Take, 
for instance, the explosion of communities facilitated by the 
development of communication technologies, which have 
contributed to the multiplication of meaning-making contexts 
and intelligible identities (Gergen, 1991, 2009). Consider also 
the proliferation of cultural, religious, gender, and sex orientation 
claims for acknowledgement (the image of the rainbow is 
powerful: a colorful world with different communities claiming 
their equal share for participation in social life); or the inclusive 
movement in education, which includes the celebration of a 
diversity of diversities in a framework of equal rights and 
opportunities (Booth and Ainscow, 2002; Gaete and Luna, 2019).5

This “diversity turn” of the postdisciplinary society came hand 
in hand with a significant shift in the conception of justice. The 
disciplinarian notion of justice as a matter of mere equality was 
too narrow to accommodate the demands on the recognition 
of difference (e.g., Honneth, 1996; Taylor, 1997; Fraser, 2003). 
Early proponents of identity politics as highly relevant to psychology 
articulated a similar view (e.g., Sampson, 1993). In the face of 
multiple claims for recognition, justice had to be expanded beyond 
mere prosperity and mutual benefit (e.g., equity and redistribution) 
to include the right to be who one is. In this vein, Taylor (2009) 
suggested that an ethic of authenticity “has utterly penetrated 
popular culture only in recent decades” (loc. 6,764), thereby 
resisting the disciplinary ethic of order and progress. No matter 
how different a form of life happens to be  from those whose 
habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) used to set “the norm” in disciplinary 
societies, they are entitled to be  acknowledged as full citizens. 
In this view, norms and other forms of “institutionalized patterns 
of cultural value” are considered to be  illegitimate if they render 
some individuals “inferior, excluded or simply invisible” (Fraser, 
2003, p.  89). There is no justice without respecting identity, and 
no respect for identity without participatory parity (Fraser, 2003; 
see also Fraser and Butler, 2016).

In culturally embracing participatory parity as a demarcation 
of the socially just, people and institutions that once were 
uncontroversially disrupted parties are rendered disruptive. The 
school is an illustrative example. For a long time, this institution 
encompassed a series of practices widely legitimated by social 
actors. Those who dared to defy them, as many students tended 
to do, were (and still are) casted as disruptors and, rather 
unproblematically, often diagnosed with a “mental disorder” 

5 The postdisciplinarian idea of different but equally legitimate forms of life 
must not be conflated with radical, naive epistemic or moral relativism (roughly, 
the idea that there are no rational standards to establish facts and principles 
and, to that extent, each has “their own truth”). The challenge of coordinating 
multiple moral orders is, as McNamee (2018, p.  361) recently put it, “far from 
anything goes.” To the extent that the problems underlying the establishment 
of facts and principles are complex, both philosophically/theoretically (see, e.g., 
Blackburn, 2006) and practically in everyday life (see, e.g., Garfinkel, 1984), 
they should not be  brushed aside by adopting uncritically the simplistic views 
behind radical, naive relativism. So far as we  are concerned, much more 
promising approaches to overcome the dominance of unique, “disciplinary” 
moral cannons can be  found (to name a few) in Fraser’s cultural justice (Fraser 
and Butler, 2016), Taylor’s (1997) politics of recognition, Gadamer (2004) fusion 
of horizons, Fricker’s (2007) epistemic justice, and Freire’s (2005) invitation to 
humbly, horizontally learn from each other.

(e.g., a “conduct disorder,” an “oppositionist disorder,” or, more 
subtly, an “attentional deficit disorder”). But with the coming 
of postdisciplinary resistance, the school and its usual practices 
have started to lose legitimacy, and students previously considered 
disruptive have started to be  seen as the disrupted parties of 
such illegitimate institutional practices.6 Now classic work of 
Jackson (1990, p.  1) on life in school classrooms points to 
this from the very beginning with a quote from Roeke: “The 
‘order,’ the trivia of the institution is, in human terms, a disorder, 
and as such, must be  resisted. It’s really a sign of psychic 
health that the young are already aware of this.” The problem, 
the disorder, is not located within the student any more. It 
is the institutional “order” that stops being considered as such, 
as many others made it clear during the second half of the 
last century (see, e.g., Illich, 1984; Pink Floyd’s The Wall is a 
piece of pop culture signaling the same phenomenon).

Arguably, those who stick to a disciplinary conception of 
society and justice (or the internalized disciplinarian in some 
of us that still finds comfortable with it from time to time) 
may experience postdisciplinary resistance as highly disruptive –  
perhaps too nihilist (“anarchists!”), perhaps too sensitive (“I’m 
walking on eggshells!”). Educators and agents engaged in traditional 
disciplinarian roles indeed feel at a loss regarding how to manage 
PDB (Omer, 2011; Education Advisory Board, 2019), particularly 
in culturally diverse settings (e.g., Glock et al., 2019). Nonetheless, 
what we suggest here is that postdisciplinary claims for participatory 
parity are ceasing to be  a resistance and starting to be  the 
moral foundation for a new social order structured in a new 
form of democracy (see also Gaete and Luna, 2019). For us, 
the ubiquitous breaches, how masses of people seem to be treating 
formerly unproblematic normalizing practices as if these were 
not only groundless but offensive, is the clearest proof of a new 
moral order at issue. To use language of Garfinkel (1984) in 
the quote above, the reactions to disciplinary power might 
be  held as the type of “operations” telling us something about 
new social structures at issue.

In all, identity politics led by a few enlightened activists 
during the second half of the 20th century (e.g., civil rights 
and gender movements across the globe) pioneered the now 
widespread, hyper inclusive, participatory postdisciplinary spirit. 
Asserting the legitimacy of different forms of life went from 
an almost unintelligible idea to a movement, to a taken-for-
granted way of experiencing the world – a new natural attitude 
(Schutz, 2010). For the first time in human history, a significant 
portion of the world population feels attracted to a moral outlook 
according to which all people, no matter who or how many 
they are, can and even must fully participate as citizens in the 
construction and destiny of their polis. In our view, this emergent 
postdisciplinary society has created conditions for constituting 
new agents of potential disruption, and hence for a significant 
rise in PDB. And the quantitative surge of disruptors, in addition 
to cultural anomy, creates conditions for sustained interpersonal 
conflict. Let us elaborate on all this next.

6 This is not to say that psychiatrically diagnosing individuals is de facto decreasing 
(it is not!), but that its legitimacy (as an acceptable, non-objectionable social 
practice) is declining.
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New Disruptors

“One angry rebel is crazy, three is a conspiracy, fifty is 
a movement” (Tavris, 1989, p. 262).

Problematic disruptive behavior can be  seen as a form of 
intersubjective activity or co-action (Gergen, 2009), in the sense 
that it takes at least two people for it to happen and a partially 
shared world of meaning. More specifically, for someone to 
be effectively (i.e., hearably, noticeably) disruptive, the breaking 
of the norm needs to be  acknowledged by another party as 
such, which requires that this other party sees the norm breaker 
not only as someone who should observe an assumedly shared 
norm, but also as someone who can break norms. But this 
is a prerogative of citizens. Nowadays one can easily neglect 
this, especially if one lives in a postdisciplinary society and, 
consequently, is rather used to the postdisciplinary idea of 
social justice, according to which everybody gets to hold 
citizenship to some extent. So everybody is a potential norm 
breaker. But things were not always like this. For the sake of 
contrast, think of life in ancient Athens, where only a handful 
of people were acknowledged as citizens. Barbarians, for example, 
had no chance to hold citizenship and, to that extent, were 
not able to disrupt Athenians’ life in this sense. The sole actors 
that could effectively disrupt the social order were recognized 
citizens. Barbarians were able to disturb Athenians’ life in 
several ways (e.g., by invading the city), but they could not 
be  disruptive to them in the way in which fellow citizens 
could. Athenians simply did not care what Barbarians did (in 
this sense). They lived outside the polis and they were to stay 
out of the polis way – quite literally, for it was the highway 
out of town. They were not socially legitimate agents.

Ancient Athens contrasts sharply with modern and 
postmodern societies. Thankfully, our Westernized societies 
take seriously the voices, doings, needs, beliefs, hopes, and 
demands of a broader range of humans, perhaps even of other 
sentient beings (some are ready to give a certain degree of 
citizenship to pets, for example). But this goes hand in hand 
with a substantial increase of disruptive practices. True, 
historically marginalized groups’ voices are de facto still relatively 
dismissed, but almost no one living in contemporary democracies 
would dare to say, in almost any context, that such groups 
should be  dismissed or ignored. Even non-citizens such as 
children and newcomers have (again, thankfully) become agents 
of potential disruption. Their voices are and get to be  heard. 
Greta Thunberg, the 15-year-old who stopped going to school 
to protest for the climate change (and became Time’s 2019 
person of the year), is a case in point.7 Perhaps less spectacular 
than Greta’s planetary disruption is the situation of so many 
educators and parents who feel that children’s protests seem 

7 In 2006 elementary and high school students in Chile organized a strike (aka 
“March of the Penguins”) paralyzing the country’s educational system with 
great support from the general population. The same year, the “Great American 
Boycott” of schools and businesses by immigrants took place in the US. Both 
are two other good examples of major disruption made by people who suffer 
from some degree of marginalization or exclusion.

more hearable than those when they were children (e.g., Hanes, 
2014). Even toddlers nowadays are seen as agents of worth 
attending disruption and, no wonder, defiance to authority 
seems nowadays to be  ubiquitous. So while DB has existed 
forever, the postdisciplinary extension of at least some degree 
of citizenship to virtually everybody has increased the number 
of potentially disruptive people. The multiplication of hearable 
agents magnifies the chances that behavior formerly dismissed 
as emanating from “non-citizens” may now be  taken (more 
seriously) as expressing “movements” (as Tavris’ puts it in the 
quote above) – legitimate to some, disruptive to others. At 
any rate, it is clear that under these circumstances DB skyrockets.

Plus, technology has made recognition of such movements 
readily available, and when historically marginalized groups manage 
to gain recognition, norms are multiplied and interlocked 
kaleidoscopically. Communities do not only have the right to 
be  (“identities”); their existence has become feasible as armies of 
supporters (“followers”), which are now at a click of distance. 
Now, as Taylor (1989, p.  3) claimed, identities and morality are 
“inextricably intertwined themes.” Communities of reference 
legitimized by its own members proliferate, and with them, each 
of their constitutive moralities are advanced – their codes of 
acceptability, their “shoulds.” Agents hearably claiming recognition, 
participation parity, and respect as a matter of identity, and 
proliferate. In all, as communities and their felt entitlements are 
thus multiplied, so is the potential for someone to feel offended 
by others breaching those codes and/or illegitimately imposing 
their own. Conditions are set for a surge of disturbing experiences 
associated with moral evaluations – which is what in the introduction 
we  distinguished as PDB in the second sense.

Cultural Anomy
In a postdisciplinary society where groups demanding equal 
recognition abound, trying to make everyone the same 
(“homogenizing difference,” to take an expression from Taylor, 
1997, p.  61) will not do. Thus, in order to resist the attempt 
of assimilating all forms of life to the practices prescribed by 
a unique, taken-for-granted code regarded as “superior” (as it 
happened in the disciplinary society), some will be  tempted 
to juxtapose all of the existing codes – to place all cannons 
and standards at the same level of correction, so to speak. 
When no principle can be  chosen as better suited than others, 
one can easily fall into the feeling that one has no clue to 
distinguish the true from the false, the right from the wrong 
or, perhaps less dichotomically, a preferred pathway forward. 
We  call cultural anomy this disorientating sentiment ensuing 
from the mere juxtaposition of epistemic and moral codes.8

8 Note that cultural anomy is not a direct result of postdisciplinary society, but 
of code juxtaposition. Nor is it the case that all people feel confused with 
juxtaposition. Actually, those who readily embrace it end up endorsing the 
sort of radical relativism we  objected to in a previous note. So neither cultural 
anomy nor moral or epistemic relativism are necessary features of a postdisciplinary 
society, although both have tended to proliferate. In the last part of this paper 
we  suggest a certain way to deal with postdisciplinary moral conflict (and 
PDB) that, unlike mindless code juxtaposition, keeps us away from the 
disorientation of cultural anomy as well as from the serious philosophical 
problems of radical relativism.
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An example of cultural anomy in the moral realm is the 
enormous confusion some parents undergo when their children 
diagnosed with “attention deficit hyperactivity disorder” engage 
in PDB. They are told (by a mental health professional, the 
school principal, a worried relative, etc.) that they can mitigate 
the kid’s disruptions by “medicating”9 them. While many parents 
may be  at peace with using drugs to manage problematic 
disruption (or “treat” their children’s “mental disorders”), many 
others may feel much more conflicted about such practice 
and may experience cultural anomy. Perhaps they feel at a 
loss, as they struggle finding acceptable grounds to establish 
a hierarchy between observing, say, a principle like “do not 
hinder due medical treatment to your child,” and some other 
conflicting principle like “do not take drugs to enhance your 
performance” or “Never use hard drugs with children.” Whether 
it is because they cannot establish a hierarchy or because they 
have been simply seduced by code juxtaposition and moral 
relativism, the point is that they are unable to see the right 
thing to do (perhaps not even whether there is a right 
thing to do).

But these disoriented parents may have to deal with yet 
another difficult decision, namely, that of whether their children’s 
disruptive actions are in fact illegitimate. Even if the actions 
break certain norms they have been assuming to hold, their 
children may not share that same code. Again, in a world in 
which everybody is entitled to choose their own code, parents 
may feel that they have no right to impose a code on their 
children. After all, they might be  wrong – and they know it. 
They may be  quite certain, for example, that at least some of 
their children’s disruptions are legitimate reactions to some 
questionable, psychologically violent actions of their own (or 
of their children’s teachers, etc.). They may also know that 
the drugs they think can help them might also have secondary 
effects, which could end up damaging their children; or, 
alternatively, that by not “medicating” them they are potentially 
exposing them to school failure and even to some dangerous 
situations. How, then, can they make a decision here, when 
they are not certain about the one thing they need to be  – 
their decision?

A similar disorientation can occur in other contexts; for 
instance, when teachers must face their students’ PDB, or when 
couples must face some of their deeper (e.g., moral) differences, 
or when societies must face demands for recognition. For the 
purposes of this essay, the point we  want to make is that 
while the proliferation of disruptors and their codes may account 
more directly for the quantitative rise in PDB (i.e., “P” in the 
second sense), postdisciplinary cultural anomy may explain 
why disruption has become qualitatively harder to handle and 
why more than ever it may be triggering and sustaining social/
moral conflict (i.e., the “P” in the third sense). For it makes 
the task of discriminating the legitimate from the illegitimate 

9 We use the inverted commas because giving someone a drug is not tantamount 
to medicating that person unless the person does have a medical condition 
which can be  so treated. But parents, especially among those who are reluctant 
to give the drug to their children, may certainly doubt that the so-called “attention 
deficit disorders” are in fact medical conditions – and, to that extent, that the 
drugs count as “medication” (more on this in Gaete, 2008; Ferretti and Gaete, 2020).

not only more frequent, but also harder to accomplish. We would 
think that for many digital native Millennials (Prensky, 2001) 
one-size-fits-all moral frameworks are eo ipso experienced as 
arbitrary, impositional, and a form of unacceptable colonization 
if not of personal offense. One group’s identity/code may 
be  experienced as offensive to another’s. Donald Trump’s 
presidency in the United States has epitomized how nationalisms 
seem to be  increasingly disruptive, but not unpopular, in a 
postdisciplinary society. The disruption recently demonstrated 
by Chilean constitutionalists protesting during a live performance 
of the Chilean national anthem at the opening ceremony of 
the constitutional convention can be  seen as another example 
of the same trend – many condemned it, many praised it, 
many have no idea what to make of it.

Part of the difficulty here may be  technical: instead of 
effectively handling PDB, traditional responders may feel that 
they only escalate in conflict. Former effective disciplinary 
methods such as punitive and exclusionary strategies beget 
only more turmoil and conflict (Patterson, 1982; Baumrind, 
1991; Borum et  al., 2010; Omer, 2011; Osher et  al., 2014; 
Gaete et al., 2020; Gaete and Gaete, 2021). Whether it is 
imposing alien preferences coupled with disregarding such 
views, criticizing coupled with defending, or blaming, accusing, 
and attacking coupled with counterattacking, such interpersonal 
patterns of mutually triggering behaviors may arguably acquire 
life on its own resulting in increasing appearances of PDB 
(see Tomm et  al., 2014; Sametband and Strong, 2018). No 
wonder teachers often report an increased sense of unreadiness 
to manage discipline in the classroom, impacting their job 
satisfaction (e.g., Gaete et al., 2016; Toropova et  al., 2021).

Nonetheless, we  hold that this sense of cultural failure is 
not primarily technical but ethical. Disciplinarian methods have 
turned ineffective because they have become morally 
unacceptable. In Modern democracies, punishment in almost 
all its applications, and a good deal of disciplining methods 
(especially when lacking express consent), now trigger remorse 
on one side and resistance on the other. Omer (2011), for 
instance, suggested that technical inefficacy in managing what 
we  here call PDB relates to anomy linked to the fall of a 
role-bound authority model. Old school appeals to role (“Do 
it because I  am  the teacher and you  are forced to do as 
I say”) have become not only ineffective, but morally illegitimate 
to handle PDB, and a recipe for escalation in conflict – a 
battle the teacher is doomed to lose, precisely because the 
disciplinary tools they once could resort to have become 
increasingly unethical and thus are no longer available. Teachers 
experiencing everyday classroom disruption are a paradigmatic 
case in point, but we hold that a similar anomic (and chronically 
stressful; see McEwen, 2017) predicament applies to parents, 
caregivers, health workers, and to some extent to every fellow 
citizen who feel at a loss vis-à-vis how to deal with PDB not 
just effectively, but acceptably.

While the technical and ethical aspects of cultural anomy 
may be conceptually separable, we see these as rather inseparable 
in actual attempts to manage PDB. In our view, punishment 
first, and more recently disciplinary methods, are becoming 
objectionable as profound changes in our (moral) ideas of 
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justice continue to unfold within the postdisciplinary society. 
Shortly put, formerly acceptable disciplinary methods themselves 
have become disruptive. In order to fully appreciate this 
subversion, zooming into the phenomenology of PDB 
seems warranted.

Responding to Disruption in a 
Postdisciplinary Society
Problematic disruptive behavior is an intersubjective phenomenon 
embedding an evaluation: disruption is experienced as “wrong.” 
Now, responses to PDB can be  said to express not one, but 
two tacit evaluations. For, in addition to the assessment embedded 
in the experience of disruption, there is an assessment entrenched 
in the person’s stance toward the experience of disruption; a 
meta-assessment evaluating the legitimacy of the assessment 
itself (e.g., “it is right to experience this as wrong”).10 Accordingly, 
we  would like to distinguish three stances expressed in the 
way that a person responds to experienced disruption. A person 
may respond assuming their tacit first assessment (“it feels 
wrong”) is immediately legitimate. We call this stance immediately 
hierarchical,11 as the respondent to disruption takes for granted 
that their first (tacit) assessment is more legitimate than or 
“superior” to any competing interpretation of the situation at 
issue. Alternatively, a person may adopt a stance of immediate 
juxtaposition, treating both their own and the disruptor’s initial 
assessments as equally legitimate, accepting the other’s tacit 
preference at face value. Finally, a person may choose to take 
a tentative stance, by deferring the stronger, meta- or second 
evaluation. The person may deliberately assume that, at the 
time of their felt disruption, judging the other’s behavior as 
wrong might be  too partial, inadequate, or even failing to 
regard the other person as a full partner in interaction.12

Now, both the immediately hierarchical and the immediately 
juxtaposing stance seem to be  unfit for a postdisciplinary 
society. In adopting the former, disrupted parties automatically 
experience the disruptor’s behavior as wrongful and their own 
evaluation as right or appropriate. The feeling of wrongfulness, 
or de facto preference (first evaluation) is taken thus at face 
value as a normative preference (meta- or second evaluation). 
The other person’s behavior is experienced as an illegitimate 
protest and treated as such upon reflection, assuming that 
one’s own perspective should be  regarded as the more (if not 
the sole) legitimate one. Returning to our paradigmatic case, 

10 Taylor has extensively elaborated on this type of normative meta-assessments, 
which he  calls strong evaluations, and which he  considers the mark of the 
moral (e.g., Taylor, 1989, 2004; see also Chernilo, 2017).
11 This section owes a lot to Tomm’s ideas on reconciliation and forgiveness in 
family therapy. As far as we know, the distinction between hierarchical/juxtaposing 
approaches to conflict has not been documented but is part of what I  (JG) 
have learned in the oral tradition of family therapy. I  learned it from Tomm, 
who indicated might have learned this from Gianfranco Cecchin.
12 Some may think assuming one’s own view immediately as less legitimate 
than the other’s might be  a fourth option here. However, we  would think that 
the person will not feel the behavior “offensive,” or at least would not engage 
in enduring conflict if in their immediate experience is informed by the judgment 
“I am  (probably) wrong.” Hence, this fourth scenario is incompatible with the 
experience of PDB.

the colonists simply take for granted the superiority of their 
own worldview. Perhaps invisible to them as a worldview, 
colonists may take their ideas and principles as a mirror of 
just how things objectively are or should be. Their allegedly 
self-evidently “rational” norms/standards are not to 
be problematized but educated in and conformed to. In contrast, 
in an anomic postdisciplinary society, fueled by an expanded 
notion of justice as participatory parity, normalizing efforts 
revealing a stance of immediate hierarchy are increasingly 
experienced as involving illegitimate impositions – which, as 
we  saw, brings about further PDB. Former educators are 
pervasively interpellated as if they were disruptive pupils.

This is not to say that all people taking an immediately 
hierarchical stance will necessarily engage in normalizing 
practices. People may think they are right in judging others’ 
behavior as wrong, but pragmatically decide not to engage in 
what they realize are rather ineffective or even counterproductive 
methods to manage problematic disruption. As Watzlawick 
et al. (1974) famously put it, people may realize that sometimes 
the solution is the problem. People may strategically decide 
to avoid escalating by containing rather than solving an 
interpersonal conflict. They may yield to the other’s views 
partly or fully, while still believing the other’s behavior to 
be normatively wrong (and thus adopting a stand of immediate 
superiority). Several variants of such hierarchical stance may 
be  taken in response, from deliberately deciding not to persist 
arguing (e.g., leaving the field of interaction), blaming third 
parties (e.g., triangulating, scapegoating; e.g., Bowen, 1993; 
Girard, 2014), deciding to “agree to disagree” (the quotation 
marks here signal the agreement does not reflect true 
understanding of the other’s views, or that understanding is 
little more than lip service). Regardless, we  see all these 
hierarchical variants as postponing or hiding rather than aptly 
facing moral conflict, and thus as relatively unfit to manage 
diversity in a postdisciplinary society.

Now, defaulting to a juxtaposing stance seems to 
be  problematic both in a disciplinary and in a postdisciplinary 
society alike. In the former case, responding to PDB by instantly 
assuming that two competing views are equally valid is simply 
irrational; and it is unfair and wrong to hold that all views, 
no matter what they are, are equally legitimate. An “everything 
goes” stance is at odds with one of maximizing social prosperity 
or “mutual benefit.” On the other hand, mindless validation 
in a postdisciplinary society, so preoccupied with mutual 
recognition and respect, will not do either. For, arguably, one 
cannot find true value in something one does not even care 
to understand. Following suggestion of Taylor (1997), we predict 
that such a stance will be  experienced as shallow, patronizing, 
and disrespectful, generating further disruption. Genuine 
recognition of the value of others’ views occurs after, not before, 
such views are known and understood.

Given that immediate hierarchy and juxtaposition may 
seriously compromise well-being, justice, and citizenship in a 
postdisciplinary society, what alternative may a psychology for 
the common good embrace? How is psychology to face the 
great challenge of promoting justice as participatory parity, 
expressed as virtuously responding to PDB that may express 

102

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Gaete-Silva and Gaete Disruptive Behavior in Postdisciplinary Society

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 September 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 740856

diverse moral views? Although, answering these questions in 
detail clearly goes beyond the scope of this article, we  sketch 
two features of a more promising stance that hopefully will 
be  expanded in future inquiries.

Bracketing With Transforming 
Tentativeness
Instead of immediately assuming either hierarchy or juxtaposition 
of competing views/codes, we  suggest that a more suitable 
way to approach PDB (or sustained interpersonal conflict) in 
a postdisciplinary society is to adopt a stance of deciding not 
to decide too prematurely who is right. By “bracketing” or 
taking tentatively the judgements embedded in our de facto 
feelings (e.g., “it feels wrong”), this stance deliberately defers 
committing to a normative assessment of our and the other’s 
disruptive experiences. We would think such a tentative stance 
affords both validating immediate experience-as-experience (i.e., 
first evaluation of PDB as “it feels wrong”), while bracketing 
the stronger, full-fledged moral evaluation (“I should feel this 
as wrong”). Informed by a postdisciplinary, shared-yet-plural 
social world, such tentativeness may allow parties in conflict 
to acknowledge actual disruptive experiences as possible and 
intelligible, while opening space to work out a fuller, more 
inclusive, mutually acceptable account of a common good. Far 
from indifferent or “neutral,” then, we  see such tentativeness 
shaped by a principle of charity, i.e., by a temporary assumption 
that the other person may have good reasons to behave the 
way they do, at least in some respects – very much like a 
translator may charitably assume foreigners are probably telling 
the truth when attempting to understand what they say 
(Aristegui, 1999).13

We will call this a stance of transforming tentativeness, as 
we envision it not only as temporarily assuming relative ignorance 
of moral content, but also as involving an openness to eventually 
transform one’s moral framework in the light of the other’s. 
This, of course, means being ready to transform oneself, at 
least to the extent that our moral framework is a fundamental 
aspect of who we  are. We  see such readiness as informed by, 
the idea of justice as participatory parity (Fraser, 2003), and 
thus as a better fit for a postdisciplinary moral outlook built 
upon justice so construed.

Note that the transforming aspect of tentativeness is not 
at odds with establishing and endorsing hierarchical or 
juxtaposing relations between different moral views. Actually, 
once two or more people decide to deal with their differences 
by taking this stance, it would be  possible for them to end 
up embracing a hierarchical or juxtaposing stance anyway, 
among other possible outcomes (we elaborate on this shortly). 
But unlike going immediately hierarchical or juxtaposing, in 
transforming tentativeness people can reach moral hierarchy 
and juxtaposition as joint accomplishments; more specifically, 
as the result of a participatory form of inquiry (rather than 

13 Aristegui (1999, p. 309) addressed the issue of understanding clients’ meanings 
in psychotherapy invoking the hermeneutic principle of charity (elaborated by 
philosopher D. Davidson, who suggested that to understand a foreing language, 
“we need to assume that native speakers speak correctly”; our translation).

as a matter of unreflected starting points in their experiences 
of disruption; cf. Garfinkel, 1984). We are not suggesting, then, 
to disregard our immediate experience but, on the contrary, 
to take our spontaneous or “natural” attitudes to disruptive 
experiences with curiosity, less as mechanically caused by others’ 
behavior and more as what makes sense within a certain moral 
framework or form of life. Further, our experiences of disruption 
can be  deemed as suitable for modification within a more 
inclusive moral “game,” where others’ behavior is not necessarily 
interpreted as breaking the rules of “our” game (cf., Wittgenstein, 
1953; Garfinkel, 1984). Disruption may thus be  explored 
charitably, as a participatory endeavor aimed at developing 
greater confluence (Gergen, 2009), and as an opportunity to 
learn something that may be important to us-parties-in-conflict. 
Unpacking in detail how such participatory forms of inquiry 
could be  conducted exceeds the scope of this article, but in 
the discussion section, we  acknowledge some notable 
contributions that could be  taken as a promising starting 
paradigm. In the remainder of this section, we  would like to 
sketch three scenarios that may result from accomplishing 
either hierarchy or juxtaposition, which we see as more adequate 
forms of responding to PDB in a postdisciplinary society.

The easiest scenario would probably be one in which parties 
jointly accomplish hierarchy. This may happen after listening 
to each other’s point of view within a less constrictive or 
adverse relational environment, facilitated by transforming 
tentativeness as described above. For instance, deliberately 
deferring judgment may help co-creating a way of relating 
between parties in conflict that eo ipso facilitates mutual listening 
and understanding. Instead of hearing the other’s utterances 
as a form of criticism (inviting, say, defensiveness and closure 
to understanding the other’s experience and views, rather than 
effective or compassionate listening), the other’s inquiries may 
be  heard as validating experience-as-it-was-experienced, 
optimizing thereby the articulation of the speaker’s sharing of 
their experience (see e.g., Tomm et  al., 2014). Perhaps a party 
comes to admit an offense (e.g., “lying”), when both parties 
come to treat one another with respect – or when they agree 
that the offense gives no reason for the offender to be humiliated. 
In such a scenario, tentativeness can be said to be transforming 
in a procedural sense: by deferring strong evaluation, a negative 
relational environment (e.g., humiliation inviting defensiveness 
and vice versa) can be  prevented, facilitating thereby the 
accomplishment of agreements vis-a-vis behavioral standards 
(i.e., accomplished hierarchy).

In such a scenario of accomplished agreements, we anticipate 
that parties will welcome rather than resist normalizing methods. 
When parties have enough competencies to conform to mutually 
accepted norms (e.g., “being rude is wrong”), kindly reminding 
(“confronting”) future breaches will suffice to stop escalation. 
When parties seem to lack the required and mutually desired 
skills (e.g., “communicating one’s needs assertively”; “standing 
for one’s rights”), some form of teaching or plan for competency 
development will likely be  welcome as well. Norms will thus 
not be  experienced as alien impositions, and the likelihood 
of future experiences of disruption will decrease significantly. 
Parties of course often come to agreement on certain aspects 
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of their conflict (e.g., agreeing on substance but not in form), 
in which case parties will probably welcome disciplinarian/
normalizing methods in those areas of agreement.

In relation to scenarios, where parties accomplish juxtaposition –  
situations where parties gain some clarity on areas of continued 
disagreement – a more suitable relational environment may 
help parties in conflict reach a deeper understanding of one 
another’s perspectives. The disrupted person may come to 
regard the disruptive person’s views as legitimate, but different 
than theirs. A paradigmatic example may be  the situation of 
a couple parenting children engaging in what the parents 
experience as highly disruptive, self-harming behavior. Both 
parents may agree that harming oneself is “wrong,” but they 
may have quite different ideas of what parents should do in 
response. Perhaps one partner values virtue and respect for 
authority over subjective happiness, whereas the other privileges 
exactly the opposite. They may also agree that their conflict 
only increases their child’s dangerous disruptive behavior. 
Facilitated by transforming tentativeness, each partner may 
come to understand and accept that they weigh their values 
differently, accomplishing thus juxtaposition: they understand 
their partners’ preference as legitimate (but not preferred to 
them) and, in so doing, they may decide to compromise. 
We  would call this scenario one of compromising tolerance, 
and describe it as one in which tentativeness transforms not 
only proceedings, but the shape of their local moral order. 
Their accounts or views on what they regard as common goods 
gets expanded.14

Alternatively, parties accomplishing juxtaposition may 
respond to PDB by what we  could call celebrating difference. 
In contrast to compromising tolerance, in celebrating difference 
there is no pain, but eudaimonic joy. And part of the joy 
comes from realizing that celebrating and creatively including 
particular views emerging from different forms of life, different 
common good horizons further enriches rather than constricts 
all parties at issue. It is creative, for parties may feel the 
need to develop new languages and practices to bring forth 
and realize the new, inclusive, and mutually preferred ways 
of relating they are contributing to forge – a fuller story, 
with no distortion of each parties’ original 
contributing horizons.

In addition to a change in proceedings and abstract ideas 
vis-a-vis legitimacy, tentativeness in this case becomes fully 
transforming in the sense that it changes parties very souls 
(or “selves”; Taylor, 1989). On the one hand, it changes parties 
moral preferences: parties mutually accomplish a fuller account 
on what should be  preferred in situations like those initially 
triggering problematic disruption. On the other hand, and 

14 People may find pragmatic solutions to their moral conflicts without necessarily 
agreeing that both parties hold legitimate views (i.e., without achieving 
juxtaposition). Unlike people reaching compromising tolerance, they may simply 
give up determining whether their views should be juxtaposed (or hierarchized), 
taking perhaps a stance of indefinite – rather than transforming – tentativeness. 
We see the three scenarios we describe in this section as paradigmatic situations 
offering more promising alternatives to deal with PDB in a postdisciplinary 
context, and not as exhaustive possibilities ensuing from bracketing moral 
judgments.

possibly with time, it may transform parties’ experiences of 
disruption themselves. For authentically changing one’s moral 
preferences typically entails changing what we  are prompted 
to strongly pursue or resist; and this is how we  become who 
we  are, including how we  spontaneously respond to our 
meaningful surroundings. In time, the formerly disruptive may 
become hardly noticeable in some cases, perhaps a source of 
praise in others.

Philosophers lik Taylor (1997) and Gadamer (2004), among 
many others, have called attention to this crucial aspect of 
human interaction, which allows us to create new worlds 
whenever the already existing worlds have become too narrow. 
By “fusing” our horizons of meaning, e.g., our moral outlooks, 
we  can give birth to new habitats and in fact new cultures 
that fit better our daily experiences. We  reinterpret, perhaps 
overcome, the “letter” of our codes, jointly assess our current 
situation, and co-advance a new, mutually accepted code. 
Something like this is what happens when families completely 
reshape their ground rules, when a Congress passes a new 
Bill, a society comes to write a new Constitution, or when 
we  dropped the modern idea of justice and gave birth to a 
new, postdisciplinary conception of justice as universal 
participation parity.

DISCUSSION

While disruptive behavior may be  problematic in virtue of 
its etiology (Gaete and Gaete, 2021), in this article, we  have 
offered an account on the recent surge of problematic disruption 
stemming from experiences of wrongfulness, and most of all 
as generating sustained interpersonal conflict. Drawing on 
outline of a disciplinary society of Foucault (1995), we  have 
argued that traditional methods to manage PDB have become 
increasingly problematic in Western liberal democracies across 
the globe, signaling the emergence of a new moral order –  
a postdisciplinary society. Expanded ideas of justice-as-
participatory parity simplistically assimilated by large masses 
of people have had a negative impact on well-being, as such 
ideas have created conditions for PDB proliferation and 
troubled social interaction.

Acknowledging that delineating a fuller alternative to 
handle current hyperdiversity exceeds the scope of this 
article, we have nevertheless outlined an overarching stance 
of transforming tentativeness. We see our schematic proposal of  
transforming tentativeness as consistent with the concept 
of therapeutic alliance (e.g., Muntigl and Horvath, 2014; 
Flückiger et  al., 2018) understood as optimal relational 
conditions to address both intra- and inter-personal conflict. 
While, we  would think further practices developed within 
related fields may express similar ethical commitments to 
not individualize interpersonal conflict (e.g., Winslade and 
Monk, 2008), our view on transforming tentativeness has 
been clearly informed by former developments within the 
field of psychological therapies emphasizing conversation 
as a means for relational change (e.g., Anderson, 2012; 
Tomm et  al., 2014; Sametband et al., 2017).
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We also acknowledge the influence of ethnomethodology/
conversation analysis (ETHNO/CA), particularly the notion 
of epistemic status and stances (e.g., Heritage, 2012) in our 
view of conversational “tentativeness.” We  see ETHNO/CA 
approaches as both theoretically and methodologically well 
suited to guide future empirical research on the current 
Special Topic. In particular, it may help a “psychology for 
the common good” to develop concrete procedures to guide 
participatory forms of inquiry aimed at accomplishing 
hierarchy and/or juxtaposition in the moral domain. 
Theoretically, both treatment of the so-called problem of 
intersubjectivity of Garfinkel (1984) and Schutz (2010) seem 
particularly insightful to understand PDB conceptually. Social 
actors find themselves in a life-world where they experiment 
one another as always-already experiencers of the same social 
world. This fundamental assumption, which is part of actors’ 
natural attitude (see also Heritage, 1984), is at the very 
origin of PDB (as we  have treated it in this article, as both 
a phenomenological and a social issue). Methodologically, 
we  see in the ETHNO/CA tradition a suitable approach to 
make our apt responses to disruption observable and reportable 
for all practical purposes (e.g., Heritage, 2012). Such fruitful 
path forward may be  one in which empirical research 
generates useful knowledge in this domain, namely: how 
participants engaging in participatory inquiries accomplish 
mutually acceptable emergent moral orders like the three 
scenarios outlined above, providing detailed descriptions of 
their (“ethno-”) methods deployed in successfully coordinating 
moral preferences. And, of course, distinguishing further 
scenarios may be  in order as well.

A complementary pathway might be one of further exploring 
and further developing existing methodologies already available 
and apt to navigate the type of highly discrepant accounts on 
the assumedly shared worlds that seem to be  at issue in PDB. 
In our own professional experience, reciprocal reflective listening 
(RRL; Tomm and Acton, 2011, p.  730) has been extremely 
useful as a paradigmatic example of such methodologies, and 
anecdotally, it has served us well as a facilitating tool to 
deliberately bracket moral judgment and accomplish hierarchy 
and/or juxtaposition of moral preferences. RRL has been 
described as a “communication exercise” designed to facilitate 
mutual understanding between parties struggling with relational 
conflict, and willing to work out their differences in order to 
stay in a relationship.

Tomm and Acton (2011) have provided procedural details 
about how to engage in RRL. In a nutshell, parties in conflict 
are invited to reflect (i.e., formulate verbally) their listening/
understanding in ways that can be  acceptable to one’s 
interlocutor (e.g., “what I hear you saying is….is that correct?”). 
The most important point of the exercise is to reflect one’s 
listening as a form of validating the other’s experience – in 
this case as an (unchosen) experience of disruption. Consistent 
with our suggested “tentativeness,” the reflecting is performed 
adopting a humble epistemic stance, for example, by granting 
higher epistemic rights (e.g., “…is that correct?”) to the 
conversational partners who are sharing a disruptive experience. 
Additionally, parties engaged in RRL make a mindful choice 

for parenthesizing judgment of experience, aiming at “listening 
to the listening” (p.  734) of the other. They are invited to 
acknowledge the ontologically subjective experience of 
disruption, maximizing mutual understanding by deliberately 
postponing “agreement” (p. 735) with the other person – that 
is, postponing agreeing with the moral judgment embedded 
in people’s disruptive experiences. While agreement is not 
sought for, it is not unusual that it happens as a side-effect 
of RRL (Tomm and Acton, 2011). This is coherent with the 
scenario of accomplished agreement described in the 
previous section.

Beyond accomplishing agreements on moral preferences, in 
our view the ultimate goal of RRL is to accomplish a mutually 
acceptable understanding of the moral backgrounds at issue –  
he “games” within which parties’ experiences of disruption 
make sense. It is only after engaging in several cycles of RRL 
that parties may accomplish, say, a relative hierarchy and/or 
juxtaposition of particular norms (goods, principles, norms, 
values, standards, and rules) that both parties are willing to 
cast as legitimate, hold dear, and transform their relational 
lives accordingly. Our schematic proposal is certainly limited 
and hopefully provisory. We see our participation in this Special 
Issue as an opportunity to invite others inspired by a “Psychology 
of the Common Good,” to join us in further exploring and 
articulating virtuous responses to PDB – as a “window” to 
better appreciate the interdependence of participation/citizenship, 
justice, and well-being.

Despite our hopes for concreteness, Aristotle’s long-lasting 
argument about the impossibility to capture virtue or ethical 
wisdom (phronesis) in a code (techné) may be worth mentioning 
here. First, because the number of potential situations in 
which a code would need to be  adjusted to better serve 
justice as participatory parity is infinite. Second, because the 
required virtues are various (e.g., flexibility, courage, compassion, 
patience, recognition, and solidarity) and, depending on what 
the situation requires, may conflict one another. The goods 
at issue in particular situations of conflict may likewise 
be many (e.g., well-being, equality, autonomy, citizenship, and 
spirituality). And if Aristotle would have lived in postdisciplinary 
times, he might have been inclined to accept that accomplishing 
phronetic assessments gets only more complicated when 
different groups in society have different views of what the 
good life is, and what is most important to (multiple) “us.” 
Nonetheless, Aristotle’s general advice to develop phronesis 
seems still quite insightful to us: gaining a deep sense of 
the goods concerned, and the flexible ability to discern the 
relative weights of such goods in particular PDB situations. 
General principles or orientations may be  of help, but (with 
Aristotle) we would think that most of all we need to develop 
some jurisprudence. We  think an upcoming challenge for a 
Psychology of the Common Good might be  to promote, 
notice, collect, and analyze situated examples of actual parties 
successfully moving from problematic disruption to mutually 
accomplished local moral orders. In all, our hope is that 
acknowledging more fully the postdisciplinary society many 
of us are co-creating may be  a step toward co-creating some 
ethical wisdom in it as well.
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We propose and test a new model for predicting multiple quantitative measures of well-
being globally at the country level based on the United Nations Human Development
Index (HDI), income inequality (Net Gini), and National Happiness Index (NHI; U.N.
Sustainable Development Solutions Network world survey of life satisfaction). HDI
consists of per-capita Gross National Income (economic well-being), average life
expectancy (proxy for health well-being), and educational attainment (capabilities well-
being). Using data on 105 countries representing 95% of the world’s population,
a history of grassroots activism (Global Non-violent Action Database), civil liberties
and political rights (Freedom Score), political and fiscal decentralization, and voter
participation (Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance) correlate with HDI
and NHI. Citizen volunteering (Gallup Civic Engagement Index) predicts only NHI.
In multivariate analyses, Freedom Score is the most robust predictor of all well-
being measures, including income equality. Fiscal decentralization and voter turnout
also predict HDI and NHI, controlling for other influences. Based on prior analyses
in the Global Development of Applied Community Studies project, implications and
recommendations are discussed for developing community human research and
professional resources across 12 disciplines in countries where they are needed based
on social justice, citizenship, well-being, inequality, human rights, and other development
challenges. We recommend individual and community-level and qualitative analyses of
the above predictors’ relationships with these same conceptualizations of well-being, as
well as consideration of other social, cultural and political variables and their effect on
well-being.

Keywords: well-being, human development, inequality, happiness, freedom, fiscal and political decentralization,
voluntarism, voter participation
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INDICATORS OF NATIONAL
WELL-BEING

Famously, what counts for economists is whatever one can
measure quantitatively, and especially monetarily. Historically,
per-capita Gross Domestic Product (GDP; the market value of all
goods and services produced in a country in a specified period,
e.g., annually) was the dominant measure of national well-being
and vitality used, not only by economists, but by international
security, development, and political institutions and experts.
However, critiques of the limitations of GDP as a measure
even of sustainable economic development began decades ago
(Giannetti et al., 2015). For example, Gross National Income
(GNI), which consists of a country’s GDP plus incomes earned
in that country by foreign residents minus income earned in the
country by non-residents, was created to measure just the income
derived from GDP for residents (removing income from direct
foreign investment that leaves the country). More importantly,
non-economic indicators of well-being on a national scale were
needed. Various alternative concepts and measures have been
proposed, many focusing on broader conceptions of human and
community “social development” (Sen, 1999, 2008).

We begin by identifying three of the most widely used
measures of national well-being and then explore several political,
citizenship-related, and social justice predictors in order to create
and test a model of well-being globally at the societal level. Well-
being at the individual level is multidimensional and complicated
enough; measuring it at the national level is certainly no less
complex. Each measure of well-being emphasizes one or multiple
different aspects of well-being, as explained below. Consideration
and testing of each dimension and measure of national well-
being is essential to establish both content and construct validity
and to improve our understanding of societal well-being and the
factors associated with it. Thus our purpose is to answer the
question: How well do a history of grassroots activism, political
and fiscal decentralization, political rights and civil liberties, voter
participation, and citizen volunteerism predict three forms and
measures of national well-being: human development, income
equality, and happiness?

Human Development Index
Human Development Index was created by the United
Nations Development Program to measure human development,
wellness, and quality of life in a society across multiple
dimensions. It consists of the mean of three components: (1)
per capita GNI (as a proxy for material or economic well-being),
(2) population life expectancy (as a crude proxy for general
health and bodily wellness), and (3) an education index based on
averaging the mean years of schooling for adults over 24 years
old and expected years of schooling for school-aged children (as
a crude proxy for mental development or human capabilities).
Thus, HDI measures development along two social dimensions
and one economic dimension with the goal of providing a
slightly broader indicator based on widely available population
measures. Many studies have validated the HDI by relating it
to a variety of other development criteria, including GDP per

capita, health expenditures, and other social and economic well-
being variables (Van, 2017). Churilova et al. (2019) compared
HDI with other variables of well-being and found it to be a
strong indicator of human development, especially in countries
with highly developed economies. Scherbov and Gietel-Basten
(2020) argue that their Human Life Indicator, focusing more on
just life expectancy, correlates highly with HDI, but is simpler
to calculate and interpret, has fewer data requirements and less
measurement error, and is more consistent over time. HDI has
also been critiqued for its limitations as a comprehensive measure
of population well-being and the many other dimensions it
ignores (Ranis et al., 2006). However, HDI has become the most
widely used and accepted international measure of development,
and due to the alternatives lacking complete data, we use the HDI.

Inequality (Gini)
The per capita GNI component of HDI assumes that what
matters at the national level is simply higher income. But income
inequality has been found to be a significant negative societal-
level factor in development at the individual, community and
societal levels. Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) and others have
marshaled voluminous evidence that virtually every modern
problem of individual well-being, family and community life—
violence, drugs, crime, and mass incarceration; mental illness;
poor educational outcomes, teenage births, and long working
hours; obesity, other physical health problems and premature
death—are all more likely to occur in a less equal society.
Critically, they find that inequality effects are even greater among
developed, industrialized countries, demonstrating that, while
poverty clearly has negative effects on social outcomes, wealth
and strong economies are not enough to ensure well-being. The
most widely used indicator of income inequality is the Gini
coefficient, named for the Italian statistician and sociologist who
proposed it, Corrado Gini (see Measures, below). Gini has been
found to predict HDI (Van, 2017).

National Happiness Index
The final indicator explored in this study is National Happiness
Index (NHI) as provided by the annual World Happiness Report
(Helliwell et al., 2020). This indicator measures well-being via
survey responses to the Gallup World Poll. This provides a
more subjective, psychological perspective on national well-being
and happiness, and perhaps a more accurate one as human
development and wellness is self-reported. NHI has mostly been
related to other factors of human development, such as the
knowledge economy in Europe (Hadad, 2018). Other studies have
shown the relative importance of each of the seven factors present
in NHI (Carlsen, 2018). However, there has been less research
into the effect of sociopolitical factors on NHI.

POLITICAL, SOCIAL JUSTICE AND
CITIZENSHIP PREDICTORS OF
NATIONAL WELL-BEING

It is essential to identify the conditions for different measures
of national well-being. Prior studies have related various social
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and economic indicators to one of the above measures of well-
being or development. For example, Van (2017) investigated the
correlation of rural population, health expenditures, and other
factors with HDI. But this is the first study to examine all four
measures of national well-being. It is also the first to consider, not
only citizenship and social justice factors, but critically also how
political governance systems and structures are related to each
measure of well-being.

The essential features of truly effective democratic governance
systems and societies include the conduct of free and fair
elections; a fair, organized and competitive party system;
respecting and protecting fundamental civil liberties and human
rights; and active participation of a vibrant civil society. Effective
governance is linked to the well-being of nations, and these
effects go beyond democracy (Helliwell, 2007). When there is less
corruption and effective law, people report greater life satisfaction
(Helliwell, 2003).

Our country-level predictors therefore include a history
of grassroots activism, the degree of government political
decentralization, civil liberties and political rights, citizen
volunteering, and voter participation. Those factors and
outcomes constitute a new model of national well-being (see
Figure 1) and next we review each of those predictor variables.

Grassroots Activism and Well-Being
Engagement in empowering collective grassroots activism is
often assumed to be related to positive mental and emotional
well-being at the individual level, but the reality is less clear
and more complex (Christens et al., 2013). The relationship at
the national level is also still an open question. A country’s
history and culture of non-violent grassroots activism is the
greatest predictor of the strength of the professional and
research fields of community development and community
psychology (Hanitio and Perkins, 2017). Those authors argue
that activism leads to youth and adult citizens who are
motivated to develop knowledge and skills to study and solve
community problems and activism also pressures government
and higher education to support the establishment and growth
of those same kinds of professional and research fields whose
purpose is to improve individual and community well-being.
So timing is key at both the individual and national levels:
before activism helps solve major problems, or if it fails to,
the relationship with well-being may be negative. Once those
problems are solved, the relationship should be positive, which
is what we hope to find by examining the history of activism
in each country.

Government Decentralization and
Well-Being
Responsive government creates the best possible conditions
for citizens’ well-being. But is centralized or decentralized
government ultimately more responsive, including the supply
of adequate resources to address great challenges? Voigt
and Blume (2012) found a positive relationship between
decentralized federalism and national happiness (or life
satisfaction) across 57 countries. Fiscal, administrative,

and political decentralization is the key determinant of
national-local delegation and balance of power (Falleti,
2005). Government political decentralization/localization
may influence development of individual and community
well-being as it requires delegation of power to communities
(Ahmad and Talib, 2015; Mekonnen, 2018). Frey and Stutzer
(2000, 2010) argued that the relationship between democracy
and happiness stems from its political process, not just
the beneficial results of democracy. Their interpretation is
that political decentralization leads to a closer alignment
between political outcomes and voter preferences, thus
improving well-being.

Supporters link the benefits of decentralization to many
factors: increased political competition, reduced bureaucratic
waste, improved accountability, information disclosure,
strengthened democratic control, support of local minorities,
policy innovation, market performance, and efficiency (Besley
and Case, 1992; Kotsogiannis and Schwager, 2006).

Decentralized government is likely to be more democratic,
providing more opportunities for civic space and citizen
participation, resulting in the emergence of independent groups,
political opposition, and for individuals to practice and
experience the free choice of democratic governance (Malik and
Kohli, 2013). In addition, public well-being affects governance
such that a sharp decline in well-being could undermine
democratic institutions (Inglehart and Klingemann, 2000).

The role of fiscal decentralization, both economically and
for other dimensions of well-being may be more complicated.
In a study estimating the impact of financial and political
decentralization on well-being in 66 countries, local budgets
and their size were critical to well-being (Bjørnskov et al.,
2008). Countries with greater fiscal decentralization tend to
have significantly less corruption, but that beneficial effect is
dampened by regional elections and government structured by
more vertical levels of administration (Altunbaş and Thornton,
2012). Somewhat paradoxically, “revenue and expenditure at
the level of the subnational government are most effective
in reducing corruption when those resources are nonetheless
controlled by the central government” (Altunbaş and Thornton,
2012, p. 68). Another study found that decentralization increases
political responsibility and political and civil liberties, but
that fiscal decentralization can ultimately restrict freedom,
indicating that greater accountability and political and civil
rights do not necessarily lead to greater economic freedom
(Bojanic, 2018a). The effect of decentralization on economic
growth has been extensively studied, yet no definite conclusions
have been reached, especially when developing countries are
included (Bojanic, 2018b). Bardhan and Mookherjee (2000)
found that decentralization can undermine governance where
local authorities are “captured” by local elites.

All told, the literature suggests that political decentralization
is important for national well-being, but should be accompanied
by fiscal decentralization, although the evidence for the latter
is mixed. Even larger than the above studies, we examine
the relationship of both political and fiscal decentralization
(and other predictors) with multiple dimensions of well-being
in 103 countries.
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FIGURE 1 | Hypothesized Political, Social Justice, and Citizenship Predictors and Measures of National Well-being.

Freedom and Well-Being
According to Nobel economist Amartya Sen, freedom is
“intrinsically important as the preeminent objective of
development” (1999, p. 37). Implicating well-being even
more directly: “Development has to be. . .concerned (not merely
with economic growth, but) with enhancing the lives we lead and
the freedoms we enjoy,” so we can become “fuller social persons,
exercising our own volitions (capacities for deliberate choice)
and interacting with—and influencing—the world in which we
live” (Sen, 1999, p. 14–15).

Freedom—in the form of political rights and civil liberties—
is fundamentally and bidirectionally related to the well-being
of nations (Inglehart and Klingemann, 2000). Having more
resources obviously provides individuals, families, communities,
and nations with more options, hence choices, hence freedom
to choose. Yet here we are interested in whether freedom, in
turn, increases equality, human economic, mental and healthy
development, and happiness.

Chandhoke (1995) suggests that democracy is always superior
to authoritarianism for one main reason: having and exercising
the fundamental rights of citizens enables them to mobilize
and push the government to fulfill the promises made in the
constitution and policy declarations. Of course, mobilization
leads to increased participation and deepens the participation
of democracy because it helps to realize the primary claim
of the legitimacy of the concept—popular sovereignty. These,
in turn, are factors that predict countries’ welfare, human
rights, and individualism (Diener et al., 1995). Although
having too many choices can undermine well-being (Schwartz,
2004), human rights and democracy appear to enhance well-
being.

Citizenship and Well-Being
Voter Participation
Citizenship is about citizens’ direct participation in democracy
at all levels. In one study, Inglehart and Klingemann (2000)
reported a robust correlation of r = 0.78 between the

degree of democracy in countries and their level of well-
being. In comparing the cantons of Switzerland, Frey and
Stutzer (2000, 2010) found that those with more direct
democracy (for example, more referendums and direct voting
on initiatives) enjoyed higher well-being. Human rights are
strongly related to voter participation in democratic societies
(Bellinger, 2017). Inequality lowers voter turnout, especially
among lower income quintiles (Avery, 2015). But what of voting’s
effect on well-being? Voter turnout has been shown to decrease
both GDP growth and income inequality (Arawatari, 2009;
Mahler et al., 2014).

Volunteerism
Going back at least as far as Tocqueville almost 200 years ago,
citizenship is also commonly, and much more frequently
than voting, about volunteering in collective efforts to
help one’s neighbors and improve one’s community. While
most people, if they vote at all, vote just once a year or
less, citizen participation in collective voluntary work in
faith-based, school-based, and other community service
organizations is a much more common form of citizenship.
At both the individual and streetblock levels in multiple
United States cities, citizen participation in community
organizations is significantly related to both household
economic well-being and community satisfaction and attachment
(Perkins et al., 1996).

One popular formulation of volunteerism is social capital,
or the resource for action within a social structure and
system provided by interpersonal obligations and expectations,
information channels, and social norms (Coleman, 1988).
Participation in voluntary associations is often measured, and
thought of, as the most common manifestation of social
capital (Coleman, 1988; Helliwell, 2007). Social capital is
significantly related to higher levels of subjective well-being
and lower suicide rates at the national level (Helliwell, 2007).
Among adolescents in a 13-country study, social capital was
significantly related to well-being in the subjective forms
of both place attachment/satisfaction and perceived safety
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(Dallago et al., 2009), which suggests the relationship with
happiness or life satisfaction begins in childhood or no later
than adolescence.

The direct participation of ordinary citizens in
government-sanctioned policy areas is a tool to improve
governance, empower citizens, promote social justice
and deepen the quality of democracy. Participatory
democracy is supported by the World Bank, UN-
Habitat, the European Union, political parties from a
wide range of ideological stripes, civil society and other
non-governmental organizations, but more evidence is
needed to clearly show a link with national well-being
(Boulding and Wampler, 2010).

Research Question and Hypotheses
Guided by Figure 1, our main question is: How do a history
of grassroots activism, political and fiscal decentralization,
political rights and civil liberties, voter participation, and citizen
volunteerism predict each form and measure of national well-
being in a country: (1) U.N. Human Development Index, (2)
income inequality, and (3) National Happiness?

First (H1), we hypothesize that each of the above measures of
well-being will be inter-correlated: HDI and Happiness positively
and inequality negatively with the other two. After recoding
Freedom Scores so that higher scores signify greater political
rights and civil liberties, we further (H2) hypothesize that most
of the independent variables in Figure 1 will be positively
intercorrelated. Exceptions are that we do not have reason to
expect either voter turnout or decentralization to be significantly
related to volunteerism.

Focusing on our main research question above, a history and
culture of grassroots activism in a country is assumed to benefit
the overall well-being of its citizens because it protects against
both public and private abuses of power and responds to the
people’s grievances and demands. We therefore hypothesize (H3)
that grassroots activism is positively related to HDI and National
Happiness, and negatively related to income inequality.

The extent of decentralization, or federalism, and strength
of political rights and civil liberties in a country are assumed
to benefit the overall well-being of its citizens by making
government more responsive to local needs, providing rights
to basic government services, and protecting against physical
threats and economic exploitation. We therefore hypothesize
(H4) that political and fiscal decentralization and freedom scores
are positively related to HDI and National Happiness Index, and
negatively related to income inequality.

The level of voter turnout and civic volunteerism in a country
is assumed to benefit the overall well-being of its citizens because
higher voter and civic participation should both result in more
of a country’s citizens’ needs being met, as voter turnout should
lead to the election of politicians more responsive and aligned
with voter interests and volunteerism fosters a greater sense of
community and helps provide resources to those in need. We
therefore hypothesize (H5) that voter turnout and volunteer time
are positively related to HDI and National Happiness Index, and
negatively related to income inequality.

METHODS

Research Context: Global Development
of Applied Community Studies Project
Our study is part of the ongoing, international collaborative
GDACS project1, which uses the aggregated country-level
survey, social and economic indicator data in the present
study to predict and analyze the global growth of 12 applied
community studies disciplines: community development,
community psychology, community sociology, community social
work, development anthropology, development economics,
public health, urban/regional planning/geography, public
administration/policy studies, popular/community education,
liberation theology/faith-based community development studies,
and interdisciplinary community research and action. The goal
of the larger project is to assist countries in the development of
their own indigenous applied community studies expertise and
human resources.

Selection of Countries
This study uses data from 105 states (103 nations and two
territories) representing 95% of the world’s population. Countries
were non-randomly selected based on population (all countries
exceeding 10,000,000 population, excluding North Korea for
lacking reliable data), with 20 smaller states (most 5–10 million
population, but including the two territories: Palestine and Puerto
Rico) added for purposes related to the GDACS Project (For
more details on selection of countries in the GDACS database,
see Hanitio and Perkins, 2017).

Data and Measures
Data were gathered data from existing, publicly available
databases. The predictor variables are all from 2009 to 2015
and the measures of national well-being are all from 2018 to
2020 to ensure that all predictors precede all well-being outcome
measures in time and aid interpretation of results. Measures
of well-being at the country level include the U.N. Human
Development Index (HDI), income inequality (GINI), and
National Happiness (U.N. Sustainable Development Solutions
Network world survey of life satisfaction). The predictors of
each measure of well-being include civil and political rights
(Freedom House, 2015), a history of grassroots activism (Global
Non-violent Action Database), citizen volunteering (Gallup
Civic Engagement Index) and voter participation (Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance). Descriptive statistics (valid
n, range, mean, and standard deviation] for each dependent and
independent variable appear in Table 1 and a complete table of
the values for each variable and all countries can be found in the
Supplementary Appendix.

Dependent Variables: Measures of
National Well-Being
To measure human development more holistically than the
traditional focus on GDP in international development, we use

1https://www.researchgate.net/project/Global-Development-of-Applied-
Community-Studies
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the United Nations Human Development Index. HDI consists
of per-capita Gross National Income (GNI; as a measure of
economic well-being), average life expectancy (proxy for health
well-being), and expected years of schooling (or educational
attainment as a measure of capabilities well-being). HDI has been
used extensively to study human development, is available for
almost all countries, and again is a more comprehensive measure
of well-being than those based solely on economic data. [Note: we
also tested a fourth measure of well-being—Inequality-adjusted
HDI (or IHDI)—which controls for the dispersion of each
component of HDI, or the inequality of income, life expectancy,
and educational attainment. Because IHDI correlated almost
perfectly (r = 0.985) with HDI, we excluded those results from
all tables but comment further on it in the Discussion].

To measure income inequality, which places even more
emphasis on the distribution of economic benefits of a society,
regardless of how relatively poor or wealthy that society is
as a whole, we use net Gini, which is the mean Gini over
5 years (2014–2018). Gini coefficient is a measure of dispersion
(variance) of values in the distribution of income in a population
(or it can be calculated for wealth inequality). Gini coefficients
theoretically range from 0 (perfect equality) to 1 (perfect
inequality), but in practice, lower values are in the 20–40%
range and higher values are in the 41–65% range. Gini is
the most widely used measure of inequality, and net Gini
provides stability to the measure by evening out year-to-year
economic fluctuations.

To measure happiness, we use National Happiness Index,
values for which are taken from the Statistical Appendix for
Chapter 2 of the World Happiness Report (Helliwell et al., 2020).
This measure is based on the U.N. Sustainable Development
Solutions Network/ Gallup World Poll telephone or face-to-face
survey of life satisfaction data in which respondents rate their
own subjective well-being. Nationally representative samples of
generally 1,000–6,643 respondents per country (depending on
population) respond to the Cantril life ladder: translated into
all official languages of each country as needed, they are asked:
“Please imagine a ladder, with steps numbered from 0 at the
bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder represents
the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics: HDI, Net GINI, national happiness, grassroots
activism, political decentralization, fiscal decentralization, freedom score, voter
turnout, and volunteered time.

Measure na Range Mean SD

HDI 102 0.394–0.957 0.72 0.16

Net Gini 78 0.249–0.577 0.38 0.07

National Happiness 97 2.567–7.809 5.49 1.17

Grassroots Activism 104 0.30–3.39 1.46 0.48

Political Decentralization 103 0–1 0.51 0.23

Fiscal Decentralization 103 0.06–1 0.38 0.23

Freedom Score 105 1–7 3.47 1.98

Voter Turnout 95 0.192–0.994 0.61 0.17

Volunteered Time 85 3–46 20.1 10.37

aNumber of countries for which there were available data.

represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of
the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this
time?” (Helliwell et al., 2020, Statistical Appendix p. 1). The NHI
estimates national well-being of 153 countries comprising 99%
of the world’s population, making it by far the largest and most
reliable survey of national happiness.

Social Justice Predictors of National
Well-Being
Grassroots Activism
Number and success of past, non-violent grassroots action
campaigns is a country-level measure we carefully coded
using the Global Non-violent Action Database (Swarthmore
College, 2015), the most comprehensive such database available,
containing thousands of cases and summaries of historical
grassroots social movement campaigns and mass actions across
hundreds of countries. This database contains a Non-violent
Action Product Score, which combines the number of cases in a
country and weights them by their success rate. In this study, we
use the base −10 log of this product score to adjust for positive
skewness among the scores (namely the United States and other
positive outliers; for more details, see Hanitio and Perkins, 2017).

Civil Liberties and Political Rights
For civil and political rights, we draw on Freedom House’s
Civil Liberties (CL) and Political Rights (PR) indices from their
annual Freedom in the World Report. This report represents
a combination of surveys of residents and non-governmental
organizations, review of news articles, and analysis by Freedom
House staff. The indexes are based on “electoral process,
political pluralism and participation, the functioning of the
government, freedom of expression and of belief, associational
and organizational rights, the rule of law, and personal autonomy
and individual rights.” In this study, we average the 2015 CL and
PR indices to create an overall “Freedom Score.” Freedom House’s
survey of 210 countries and territories is the most widely used
country-level measure of political rights and civil liberties (1–
7 rating-scale). Due to the high correlation between these two
variables (r = 0.98), this creates a single, simple measure that
can be used to measure the presence of political rights and civil
liberties. As PR and CL are coded at the source such that a lower
score means more freedom, we reverse coded our Freedom Score
so that higher values constitute more freedom.

Political Decentralization
It is one of several government decentralization indexes created
by the World Bank (Ivanyna and Shah, 2012), which also includes
fiscal (below), administrative, and other forms of decentralization
in 182 countries. It is the only comprehensive set of national
government decentralization measures. Political decentralization
is measured based on three criteria: (1) election of legislative
bodies and (2) executives in local governments by members of the
community (rather than appointment by the central government)
and (3) the extent to which local citizens are allowed to participate
in decisions affecting their community.
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Fiscal Decentralization
Similar to political decentralization, above, this is an index
created by the World Bank of the level of public budgetary
decision-making devolved from central to local discretionary
authority (Ivanyna and Shah, 2012). Fiscal decentralization is
calculated based on five variables: (1) degree of fiscal autonomy
enabling local governments to engage in higher-level financing
(e.g., selling bonds) to overcome fiscal gaps between expenditures
and revenues; (2) ability of local governments to conduct their
own taxation policies; (3) extent to which local governments
can utilize unconditional or formula-based grants and transfers;
(4) degree of autonomy of local governments in making
spending decisions; (5) degree of autonomy in borrowing from
external sources.

Citizen Volunteerism
Percent of citizens volunteering time to a service organization
was taken from the Gallup Civic Engagement Index, which is
based on Gallup’s regular international interview survey of more
than 145,000 adults in 140 countries in 2009–2010. Respondents
were asked whether they have done any of the following in
the past month: donated money to a charity, volunteered time
to an organization, or helped a stranger or someone they
didn’t know who needed help. We used just the percent of the
country’s sample who reported volunteer time, with higher scores
indicating a higher level of civic engagement.

Voter Participation in Parliamentary Elections
To measure voter turnout, we use participation in parliamentary
elections from 2009 to 2015 from the Institute for Democracy
and Electoral Assistance global voter database. We considered
averaging presidential and parliamentary turnout numbers in
each country, but many countries have prime ministers elected
by the parliament. As such, here we only use parliamentary
voter participation data. One important caveat is that we use
voter turnout as a percent of voting age population (VAP), not
as a percent of registered voters. This is because “the roll is
extremely difficult to keep up to date, and deaths or movements
of electors from one district to another are not reflected in the
roll, something which is a common problem facing electoral
administrators around the world” (2, par. 5).

DATA ANALYSES

We begin by presenting descriptive statistics (mean, SD, and
effective N) for each independent and dependent variable. We
then examine Pearson correlations among each dependent
(well-being) indicator, correlations among the various political,
citizenship and social justice independent variables, and
correlations between each independent and dependent variable.
In addition, all correlations below 0.40 were scatterplotted to
look for evidence of curvilinearity.

We conclude by testing a separate model for each dependent
variable using hierarchical multiple linear regression (MLR)

2https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/voter-turnout

as the data structure is unnested and our sample size is too
small for structural equation or other complex modeling. The
MLR predicting each well-being dependent variable proceeds in
three steps, starting with the most historical predictor grassroots
activism, followed in step two by the three variables characteristic
of a country’s political structure and so thought to be fairly
stable (freedom score, political and fiscal decentralization), and
in step three we add the individual behavioral (and so least stable)
predictors volunteerism and voter participation. We will examine
the degree to which each step as well as each independent variable
predicts each measure of national well-being above and beyond
the influence of the prior steps and other predictors in the model.
We use listwise deletion of missing data in each MLR model.

RESULTS

Correlations Among National Well-Being
Indicators
Table 2 is a matrix of bivariate Pearson correlations among all
independent and dependent variables. Beginning with just the
indicators of national well-being, all three are significantly inter-
related, confirming hypothesis H1. As expected, HDI (r = 0.79,
n = 97, p < 0.001) is strongly positively related to national
happiness. The bivariate results also confirm the expected
negative correlations between Net GINI (with higher scores
meaning more unequal distribution of income) and both HDI
(r = −0.36, n = 78, p<0.001) and national happiness (r = −0.44,
n = 78, p < 0.001) (see Table 2).

Correlations Among Political, Citizenship
and Social Justice Predictors
Most, but not all, hypothesized (H2) relationships among
predictors depicted in Figure 1 were significant. A history of
grassroots activism correlates positively with Freedom Score
(r = 0.40, n = 103, p < 0.001), political decentralization (r = 0.35,
n = 102, p < 0.001), and fiscal decentralization (r = 0.53, n = 102,
p < 0.001), but only marginally with volunteered time (r = 0.20,
n = 85, p = 0.063) and not at all with parliamentary voter turnout.
Political decentralization correlates positively with Freedom
Score (r = 0.50, n = 103, p < 0.001), fiscal decentralization
(r = 0.49, n = 103, p < 0.001), and voter turnout (r = 0.23, n = 95,
p < 0.05), but only marginally with volunteered time (r = 0.20,
n = 85, p = 0.068). Fiscal decentralization correlates positively
with Freedom Score (r = 0.62, n = 103, p < 0.001), but not
significantly with voter turnout (r = 0.15, ns) or volunteered time
(r = 0.16, ns). Contrary to expectations, Freedom Score correlated
positively with volunteered time (r = 0.24, n = 85, p < 0.05)
but not significantly with voter turnout. Volunteered time was
unrelated to voter turnout, thus justifying our lack of hypothesis.

Correlations of Political, Citizenship and
Social Justice Predictors With National
Well-Being
Examining the relationships between the predictors and each
outcome variable, we found a significant correlation between
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freedom score and each measure of national well-being: HDI
(r = 0.64, n = 102, p < 0.001), income equality (net GINI
or inequality: r = −0.41, n = 78, p < 0.001), and happiness
(r = 0.66, n = 97, p < 0.001). The other strong predictor was fiscal
decentralization which correlated with HDI (r = 0.65, n = 101,
p < 0.001), income inequality (r = −0.26, n = 78, p < 0.05), and
national happiness (r = 0.60, n = 96, p < 0.001).

Political decentralization also correlated with HDI (r = 0.45,
n = 102, p < 0.001) and national happiness (r = 0.44,
n = 97, p < 0.001), but only marginally with income inequality
(r = −0.21, n = 78, p = 0.064). There were also significant
correlations between grassroots activism and both HDI (r = 0.36,
n = 102, p < 0.001) and national happiness (r = 0.32, n = 97,
p < 0.01). There was a positive correlation between voter turnout
and HDI (r = 0.37, n = 95, p < 0.001) and national happiness
(r = 0.36, n = 95, p < 0.001). Finally, we found a positive
correlation between volunteered time and national happiness
(r = 0.31, n = 85, p < 0.01).

We examined scatterplots of all correlations in Table 2
between −0.4 and +0.4 searching for any curvilinear
relationships. No such relationships were found.

We also examined a predictor not depicted in Figure 1.
Given the importance of political freedoms to national well-
being, and the relationship of cultural “looseness” (tolerance for
heterogeneous, or deviation from, values and norms of behavior)
vs. “tightness” (CLT) to freedom, we wanted to consider the
possible relationship of cultural looseness to well-being. We could
only find CLT values (Uz, 2015) for 49 of our sampled countries
and so did not include CLT in our model or multivariate analysis
below. But we did find significant bivariate correlations for CLT
with HDI (r = 0.629, p < 0.001), Net Gini (r =−0.325, p < 0.05),
and NHI (r = 0.634, p < 0.001).

Multiple Regression Prediction of
National Well-Being Measures
We conducted three separate hierarchical multiple regressions
to see how history of grassroots activism, political and fiscal
decentralization, political rights and civil liberties, citizen
volunteerism, and voter participation predict each form and
measure of national well-being in a country. Each analysis
included the same three steps. Using a chronological order in

which more historical and stable variables entered the analysis
earlier, we added grassroots activism in the first step, political
and fiscal decentralization and freedom score in the second
step, and parliamentary voter turnout and volunteered time
in the final step.

The first analysis examining the influences of the six predictors
on HDI revealed that grassroots activism alone significantly
explained 15.5% of the variance in HDI in the first step
(p < 0.001), whereas decentralization (mainly fiscal) and freedom
score explained 43.2% additional variance after controlling for
grassroots activism in the second step (p < 0.001). The final
step showed that parliamentary voter turnout and volunteerism
together explained 3.9% additional variance after controlling for
other predictors (p < 0.05). The model as a whole explained
about 60% of the total variance in a country’s HDI. Also, the
standardized beta coefficients of fiscal decentralization, freedom
score, and voter turnout were statistically significant, when all six
predictors entered the analysis in the final step (see Table 3).

The second analysis found that grassroots activism explained
barely over 1% (ns) of the variance in Net GINI in the first
step. In the second step, political and fiscal decentralization
and freedom score explained 15.4% additional variance after
controlling for grassroots activism, which was statistically
significant (p < 0.01). Finally, parliamentary voter turnout
and volunteerism explained 1.9% (ns) additional variance after
controlling for other predictors. The model as a whole explained
less than 19% of the total variance in a country’s income
inequality. Only the standardized beta coefficient of freedom
score (b = −0.403, p < 0.001) was statistically significant, when
all predictors entered the analysis in the final step (Table 3).

The final analysis that examined the influences of the
six predictors on national happiness showed that grassroots
activism significantly explained 14.8% of the variance in national
happiness in the first step (p < 0.001). In step two, freedom
score and fiscal decentralization (with political decentralization
negligibly contributing) explained 35.4% additional variance
after controlling for grassroots activism (p < 0.001). Lastly,
parliamentary voter turnout and volunteerism explained 6.2%
additional variance after controlling for other predictors
(p < 0.05). The model as a whole explained over 50% of
the total variance in the happiness or life satisfaction of a
country. The standardized beta coefficients of freedom score,

TABLE 2 | Correlations among measures and predictors of national well-being.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. HDI – −0.36*** 0.79*** 0.64*** 0.37*** 0.21 0.36*** 0.45*** 0.65***

2. Income Inequality – −0.44*** −0.41*** 0.02 −0.04 −0.07 −0.21 −0.26*

3. National Happiness Index – 0.66*** 0.36*** 0.31** 0.32** 0.43*** 0.60***

4. Freedom Score – 0.14 0.24* 0.40*** 0.50*** 0.62***

5. Parl. Voter Turnout – 0.01 −0.05 0.23* 0.15

6. Volunteered Time – 0.20 0.20 0.16

7. Grassroots Activism – 0.35*** 0.53***

8. Political Decentralization – 0.49***

9. Fiscal Decentralization –

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, and *p < 0.05.
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TABLE 3 | Standardized beta coefficients and R2 incrementsa in hierarchical multiple regressions predicting different measures of national well-being.

HDI Income inequality National happiness

Step Independent variables: Final beta R2 1 Final beta R2 1 Final beta R2 1

1 Grassroots Activism 0.025 0.155*** 0.136 0.011 0.061 0.148***

2 Political Decentral. 0.063 0.432*** −0.081 0.154* −0.022 0.354***

Fiscal Decentral. 0.403*** −0.076 0.315**

Freedom Score 0.326** −0.403* 0.360**

3 Voter Turnout 0.208** 0.039* 0.126 0.019 0.203* 0.062*

Volunteered Time 0.034 0.071 0.175*

R2 Adjusted R2 R2 Adjusted R2 R2 Adjusted R2

Full Model 0.626 0.594 0.185 0.104 0.564 0.525

aWe added grassroots activism in the first step, political decentralization, fiscal decentralization, and freedom score in the second step, and parliamentary voter turnout
and volunteered time in the final step.
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, and *p < 0.05.

FIGURE 2 | Confirmed Political, Social Justice, and Citizenship Predictors and Measures of National Well-being.

fiscal decentralization, voter turnout, and volunteer time were all
statistically significant in the full final model (Table 3).

Taken together, Tables 2, 3 confirm many, but not all, of the
political, social justice, and citizenship predictors of each other
and of our three measures of national well-being (see Figure 2).

DISCUSSION

This study had two main goals. The first was to simultaneously
examine a more comprehensive range of international indicators
of national well-being beyond just economic wealth or income,
including HDI (with its focus on life expectancy and years
of schooling in addition to per capita income), income
equality, and Happiness Index or life satisfaction. Those three
indicators provide a range of widely accessible measures
of different kinds of human development or well-being.
Their significant intercorrelation provides cross-validation, but
income inequality was less closely aligned with the other
two measures of well-being, as reflected for example by the
United States having among the highest development and
happiness scores but also a moderately high Net Gini, with
as much, or even more, income inequality as Mali and

many other very low-HDI and less happy countries have (see
Supplementary Appendix).

The second goal was to propose and test a new model of
the political, social justice, and citizenship factors that predict
well-being. Support for the proposed model was mixed. By far
the strongest predictors of HDI and happiness were Freedom
Score and fiscal decentralization. Countries with more and better
protected political rights and civil liberties and with more local
control of the public purse are more developed in terms of life-
expectancy, education, and income, and also happier or more
satisfied with life. Freedom is also the primary predictor of
income equality in our model. Those results clearly support
the Diener et al.’s (1995) finding that subjective well-being
was most consistently related to a country’s culture of liberal
individualism (also consistent with our own correlational results
for cultural “looseness”), Sen’s (1999) theory of “development as
freedom,” and partly confirms Frey and Stutzer’s (2000) findings
that “happiness prospers in democracy.” Our data suggest
the connection is more about political and civil rights, local
budgetary control and, to a lesser extent, voter participation than
it is about political decentralization, activism, or volunteerism. It
may also be the case that the causal relationship is bidirectional—
although our predictors were generally measured about 5 years
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before the well-being measures, both tend to be fairly stable,
so it is possible that over the long term, greater economic and
social development, equality, and life satisfaction enables political
leaders to grant more freedoms to citizens.

Although less predictive than political and civil
rights and fiscal decentralization, grassroots activism,
political decentralization, and voter turnout in
parliamentary/congressional elections also had significant
positive correlations with HDI and Happiness, but not with
income inequality. However, of those three, only voter turnout
remained modestly significant in the multiple regression
analyses. We acknowledge that the causal path from more
education, lifespan and income to higher voter participation
may be at least as likely as higher congressional/parliamentary
election turnout providing better law-makers and policies
that lead to those developmental benefits. However, we think
the link between 2009 and 2015 turnout and life satisfaction
surveyed in 2019 supports prior evidence that greater democratic
participation leads to more well-being (Frey and Stutzer, 2000,
2010; Inglehart and Klingemann, 2000), but may also partly
reflect voters reporting higher life satisfaction in order to justify
their vote or avoid the cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) of
having chosen ineffective leaders.

Significant suppression effects were observed due to Freedom
Score’s substantial correlation with activism and political
decentralization, suggesting any effect activism and political
decentralization have on well-being is mainly through their
influence on increasing political and civil rights (Sen, 1999;
Inglehart and Klingemann, 2000). This makes it all the more
noteworthy that fiscal decentralization remained such a strong
predictor of HDI and happiness even after controlling for the
influence of freedom score, which is fiscal decentralization’s
strongest correlate among predictors.

One area requiring much more measurement and analytical
work is the role of inequality in development and national well-
being. We say that not only because inequality is such a drag in so
many ways on human development and wellness (Wilkinson and
Pickett, 2009) and not only because our model was most limited
in predicting income inequality. We conclude that because we
also analyzed Inequality-adjusted HDI as a separate measure of
national well-being. It is an indicator formulated to account for
the effects of inequality on development or, more precisely, for
the uneven distributional inequalities of income, education, and
longevity in a population (Hicks, 1997). We did not report the
results here, however, because IHDI correlated so highly with
HDI, the prediction models were nearly the same. This suggests
that reformulating IHDI might make it a more independent
and useful measure of human development in the context
of health, education, and income inequality. There are also
more recent alternative measures: for example, Bilbao-Ubillos
(2013) added indicators for gender equality, income inequality,
and personal safety to create the Composite Dynamic Human
Development Index.

Limitations and Future Research
We expected that countries with more volunteerism would
be more developed, equal, and happy. Those are common

goals of volunteering, but we also understood that development
problems, inequality, and life dissatisfaction create the need for
more voluntary service activity. However, volunteerism was not
significantly related to the development or inequality measures
of national well-being. It did correlate with life satisfaction or
happiness, but even that became a non-significant trend in the
multiple regression. The lack of significant unique well-being
effects of volunteerism at the national level may be due to the
simple measure of asking survey respondents whether or not in
the past month they volunteered time to an organization or it
may be due to the considerable international skew in organized
volunteerism: it is common in some countries, including the
United States, but in many countries mutual assistance or
“neighboring” occurs informally and organized volunteering is
uncommon. Both more research and better measurement of
different forms of mutual aid activity and its effects on well-
being—not just of providers and recipients, but of communities
and countries as a whole—are needed.

The use of national indicator data inevitably raises validity
questions. Some we chose, such as Freedom Score and Fiscal and
Political Decentralization, are based on rigorous and complex,
multi-dimensional assessment and multiple sources. Besides
volunteerism, however, others were represented by the most
relevant and universal indicators we could find, but are based
on relatively crude proxy measures. For example, HDI is the
mostly widely used measure of international social and economic
development, but each of its three components has limits
based on the necessary reliance on reliable data collected by
virtually every country. That is of particular concern regarding
its inclusion of life expectancy, which is only a rough proxy
for population health and quality healthcare access. National
Happiness is also based on a single representative survey
question about overall life satisfaction. Grassroots Activism was
less predictive of well-being than we expected based on prior
research using the same measure significantly and robustly
predicting countries’ strength of community development and
related professional resources (Hanitio and Perkins, 2017; Lyew
et al., 2021). The limits of the non-violent activism measure have
mainly to do with its skew favoring United States cases, which
is why we statistically adjusted it to reduce the effect of outliers.
Despite this limitation, it is by far the most comprehensive
global database of social movement activism we have found
and contains thousands of cases and summaries of historical
grassroots campaigns across hundreds of countries, collected and
coded by hundreds of trained volunteers over several years.

Besides measurement of some of our variables, another
limitation of this study is the simplicity of our correlation
and regression analyses. Although obtaining adequate nested
international data would be a challenge, a much stronger
approach would be to use multilevel analyses of individual
variation within local communities and how those vary within
countries and then to partition variance at those levels
in comparing country-level variation. Use of qualitative or
mixed methods would also greatly strengthen our analysis
and conclusions.

Although we purposely sequenced the timing of predictor
variables measurement to precede collection of well-being
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outcome measures, there is still a chance that global historical
events, such as the economic crisis that preceded the (2009–2015)
predictors or the COVID-19 pandemic at the end of the (2016–
2020) outcome measurement period, may have influenced either
of those periods and thus be a threat to validity.

Our main findings are that a history and culture of non-violent
grassroots activism predict political freedoms and government
decentralization, and that freedom and fiscal decentralization,
along with voter participation, in turn significantly predict later
national well-being. Each of those relationships warrant further
comparative psychological as well as political, sociological,
anthropological, and economic research. For example, we were
unable to find valid and reliable data on corruption in 80% of
our sampled countries, but future research should aim to analyze
the influence of corruption (in the context of other predictors)
on HDI, income inequality, and happiness. Also, precisely how
and why do critical hopefulness (Christens et al., 2013), voting
(Avery, 2015), and more collective activist behaviors (Hanitio and
Perkins, 2017) vary among countries globally? How do people
think about their freedoms and how those relate cognitively and
behaviorally to their well-being (Kosher and Ben-Arieh, 2017)?
And why do the “objective” human development indicators relate
to both greater equality and a subjective sense of wellbeing and
life satisfaction more closely in some countries than others?

The importance of cultural looseness-tightness (CLT) also
deserves more attention (Uz, 2015). In bivariate analyses, cultural
looseness—or tolerance for deviations from value and behavioral
norms—was nearly as predictive of all four measures of well-
being as was Freedom Score. That makes sense as the absence of
strict norms (and the pressure to adhere to them) allows people to
live more fulfilling lives. Unfortunately, CLT scores have not been
calculated for enough countries to include in the multivariate
analysis. Yet its strong positive correlation with multiple well-
being variables warrants further research into this indicator as
well as other cultural variables and their effects on well-being.

CONCLUSION

Our findings extend Van (2017) and other studies by adding
independent variables more focused on political freedoms and
social justice and citizenship behaviors and diversifying the
dependent variables used to create a more complete picture
of national well-being and what leads to it. We hope the
present findings and proposed further research may aid the
creation of effective policies to increase both objective and
subjective well-being around the globe. If political rights and

civil liberties are the dominant predictors of national well-
being, it is vital that those freedoms be established where
they currently are not and protected everywhere. Based on
our prior analyses in the GDACS project, a significant and
surprisingly under-researched challenge is the fact that, globally,
applied psychological and other research and professional human
resources are weakest precisely where they are most needed
(Hanitio and Perkins, 2017; Lyew et al., 2021; Ozgurer and
Perkins, 2021). Programs and policies to effectively address
social justice, citizenship, well-being, inequality, human rights,
and other development challenges must be based on locally
sourced, valid and reliable information and applications. Thus,
indigenous undergraduate and graduate programs, research and
dissemination, and professional associations and other resources
must be developed to work closely with and support local
community health, education, and political and human rights
organizations in countries where they are needed. As Lyew et al.
(2021) found, any assistance wealthy countries or individuals
provide must not be based on counterproductive foreign aid
models or dictates.
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Historically, positive psychology research and practice have focused on studying

and promoting well-being among individuals. While positive psychology interventions

focusing on the well-being of communities and marginalized groups have recently been

developed, studies reporting on their nature and characteristics are lacking. The aim of

this paper is to examine the nature of community-level positive psychology interventions.

It reviews the target populations, intervention modalities, objectives, and desired effects

of 25 community-level positive psychology interventions found in 31 studies. This

scoping review shows that community-level programs based on positive psychology

vary greatly in all these aspects. However, most interventions are aimed at individual-level

changes to achieve target group outcomes. Contextual issues such as social conditions,

values, and fairness affecting well-being are rarely considered. Discrepancies between

community-level positive psychology interventions and community psychology in terms

of values and social change are discussed.

Keywords: positive psychology, community psychology, well-being, communities, intervention, scoping review

INTRODUCTION

Positive Psychology
In recent decades, positive psychology has been one of the fastest growing disciplines with regards
to well-being research and practice (Ivtzan et al., 2016). Positive psychology evolved in reaction
to growing frustrations with the limitations of traditional models of psychology. In contrast
to prevalent paradigms, positive psychology focuses on optimal human flourishing (Seligman
and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Although numerous descriptions of the field can be found, core
themes and consistencies have been identified by Linley et al. (2006). In their view, positive
psychology is the scientific study of optimal human functioning. The study of positive psychology
operates at three distinct levels: (1) the subjective level, (2) the group, or community level, and
(3) the individual level (Kim et al., 2012). Although the subjective level is focused on positive
emotions such as well-being, life satisfaction, happiness, optimism and flow, the group level
emphasizes civic virtues, social responsibilities, nurturance, altruism, civility, tolerance, work
ethics, positive institutions, and other factors that contribute to the development of citizenship
and communities (Boniwell, 2006). Finally, the individual level is about ways to become a better
person, focusing on human virtues, and character strengths. These virtues are perceived to be
core human characteristics valued in most cultures around the world. Character strengths are
psychological processes or mechanisms through which a particular virtue is given expression
(Peterson and Seligman, 2004, p. 13). Twenty-four character strengths compose six virtues: wisdom
and knowledge, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence.
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Positive Psychology Interventions
Initially, positive psychology interventions were defined as
“[. . .] treatment methods or intentional activities that aim
to cultivate positive feelings, behaviors, or cognitions” (Sin
and Lyubomirsky, 2009; p. 468), but not “[. . .] programs,
interventions, or treatments aimed at fixing, remedying, or
healing something that is pathological or deficient” (Sin
and Lyubomirsky, 2009; p. 468). While this initial definition
focused on increasing positive elements, researchers have since
allowed for a broader view of positive psychology interventions
and included effects on negative aspects such as weaknesses,
difficulties, and unhappiness (Schueller and Parks, 2014; Worth,
2020). Researchers have investigated the possible effects of
positive psychology interventions in a wide array of outcomes.
Meta-analyses have shown that positive psychology interventions
may be effective in fostering character strengths such as gratitude,
kindness, humor, and hope (Carr, 2011), and enhancing well-
being outcomes (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009). They have also
reported positive impact of such interventions on the reduction
of depressive symptomatology (Bolier et al., 2013). Finally,
outcomes such as work-life fit, leadership skills, and work
performance have also been studied in school and work settings
(Waters, 2011; Meyers et al., 2013).

Although the field has historically mostly focused on
individual well-being (Schueller, 2009; Di Martino et al., 2018b),
communal and national well-being has also been considered.
Seligman has indeed argued that positive psychology aims to
create “a psychology of positive human functioning that achieves
a scientific understanding and effective interventions to build
thriving individuals, families, and communities” (Seligman, 2002,
p. 7). There is, however, very little information on how to
achieve this higher-level well-being. Interestingly, Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi (2000) have given some insight on what group-
level positive psychology should aim for:

At the group level, it is about the civic virtues and the institutions

that move individuals toward better citizenship: responsibility,

nurturance, altruism, civility, moderation, tolerance, and work

ethic. (p. 5)

Although positive psychology interventions have largely targeted
individual-level traits, such civic virtues have been neglected.
Research and practice in fostering citizenship is lacking in
positive psychology. Critics have been arguing for years that,
while setting out to counterbalance traditional psychology,
positive psychology ended up mirroring many of its facets,
such as the focus on individual-level factors (Worth and Smith,
2018). Moreover, though programs have been deployed in a wide
range of clinical, school, and work settings, community-based
interventions are rare. It is evident that the field of positive
psychology has focused almost exclusively on individual-level
well-being and ignored community, nation and group levels
of research, and intervention. There is, however, an interest in
the application of positive psychology concepts in groups, as
demonstrated by the growing number of studies in workplace
and educational settings.

Communities
To study community-level interventions, it is necessary to
define what a community is. This is not a trivial task. The
term community is widely used but has never received an
accepted definition (Cohen, 1985; Trickett and Espino, 2004).
Chavis and Newbrough (1986) proposed that a sense of
community is the organizing concept for the psychological study
of community. Warren (1978) has highlighted six different
notions: the community as space, as people, as shared values
and institutions, as interaction, as a distribution of power and as
a social system. McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) model describes
communities as comprising only four perceptual components:
(1) membership (belonging to a community); (2) influence
(mattering to the community); (3) integration and fulfillment
of needs (the community meeting one’s needs); and (4) shared
emotional connection (having shared interests/experiences with
other community members). These characteristics tend to
be associated with strong communities, healthy, and happy
individuals (e.g., Davidson and Cotter, 1991; Fisher et al., 2002;
Hystad and Carpiano, 2009; Molix and Nichols, 2013).

McLeroy et al. (2003) propose that, regarding community-
based interventions, communities can either be defined in
terms of setting, target of change, resources, or agent. These
are in line with the definition of Vaandrager and Kennedy
(2017), in which a community can be understood as a place,
an individual and collective identity, a social entity, and a
collective action. A participatory public health study, aimed
at defining the concept of community, concluded that it was
“a group of people with diverse characteristics who are linked
by social ties, share common perspectives, and engage in joint
action in geographical locations or settings” (MacQueen et al.,
2001, p. 1929). Ultimately, researchers now seem to privilege a
definition of community in terms of geographical area or in terms
of relational group with common interests or collective identity
(e.g., Netting et al., 2013). Based on the existing literature, the
definition of community used in this paper is groups of people
who share distinctive characteristics associated with common
interests or identities. These could be solely geographical, such as
residents of the same neighborhood, or sharing joint action, like
marginalized and at-risk groups.

Critical Positive Psychology
Some researchers have described an elitist approach to positive
psychology, which focuses on WEIRD (Western, Educated,
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic) groups, with little
recognition of the influence of social context, and social
determinants of health and well-being (e.g., Banicki, 2014; Brown
et al., 2018; Hendriks et al., 2019). Although critical psychologists
concur with positive psychologists in that people are resilient
and have inner strengths to pursue purpose and meaning in
life, the former critique the latter for their lack of attention
to power differentials and social injustice. Critical psychologists
argue that positive and mainstream psychologists neglect the
sociopolitical context of people’s lives, assuming, wrongly, that
anyone with the right skills can overcome any sort of adversity.
That is simply incorrect (Brown et al., 2018). Many people
succumb to social adversity, and only very few are able to
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remain psychologically unscathed from the injuries of injustice,
oppression, and discrimination (Prilleltensky, 1994, 2008, 2012;
Prilleltensky and Nelson, 2002).

Integrating Positive and Community
Psychology
There are similarities but also meaningful differences between
positive and community psychology. Both fields share a strength-
based approach and reject the definition of mental health
as the absence of illness (Schueller, 2009). Practitioners of
both fields believe that human beings are capable of self-
determination and autonomy. They also share the assumption
that it is better to build on assets rather than deficits. But, the
similarities pretty much end there. Community psychologists
are very concerned with the impact of sociopolitical conditions
on personal, relational, organizational, and community well-
being; whereas positive psychologists remain largely silent
on these issues (Brown et al., 2018; Di Martino et al.,
2018b). In addition, community psychologists are concerned
with challenging conditions of injustice, whereas positive
psychologists are somewhat indifferent to the societal status
quo (Di Martino et al., 2018b; Prilleltensky and Prilleltensky,
2021). Researchers using a community psychology lens seek to
integrate context, social justice, and values in their work (Di
Martino et al., 2018b). As such, they promote the involvement
of disadvantaged communities in creating solutions to their own
problems, building supportive structures to help people in need
(Nelson et al., 2014). Positive psychologists, in turn, shy away
from creating alternative social settings or engaging grassroots
organizations. By and large positive psychology remains the
province of WEIRD people.

These differences notwithstanding, it is important to
understand how positive psychology can contribute to
community well-being. This is difficult to ascertain without
a review of the field. Perhaps there are positive psychology
interventions that can be incorporated into community
programs. We cannot provide a clear answer to that question
without a thorough examination of the existing evidence. In light
of this rationale, the goal of this paper is to critically examine and
present a review of the current literature on positive psychology
interventions in the context of communities. By mapping out
the literature (Munn et al., 2018), we seek to identify the gaps
between positive and community psychology. The process
followed the methodological framework for scoping reviews
proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and further advanced
by Levac et al. (2010).

Objective
The current study aims to provide a description of the potential of
positive psychology interventions in communities by presenting
the characteristics of interventions implemented within this
context. Following Munn et al. (2018) recommendations on
evidence synthesis approaches, a scoping review was deemed
appropriate to meet these exploratory objectives.

METHODS

Selection Criteria
As positive psychology interventional outcomes are numerous
and used in many fields of practice and research, we solely
considered papers explicitly mentioning their intervention
being based on positive psychology theory or concepts. Doing
so ensured a common theoretical background shared by the
interventions reviewed and allowed researchers to be free
from making choices to determine what is or is not positive
psychology, a challenging process reported in other reviews
(e.g., Meyers et al., 2013). Based on the work of Hillier-Brown
et al. (2014), community-level interventions were defined as
group-based well-being promotion, prevention, education,
advice, policy or subsidy interventions, or interventions
conducted in a community setting (e.g., churches, community
centers, neighborhoods).

Studies were therefore included if they: (1) addressed a
community-level intervention; (2); linked the program theory
to positive psychology concepts and theory; (3) used measures
of individual, group or community-level well-being; (4) were
in English. Studies were excluded if the program was: (1) a
psychotherapy/counseling intervention; or (2) delivered through
an educational or a workplace setting. The rationale behind the
exclusion of educational or workplace institutions is that positive
psychology interventions in these unique contexts have specific
target populations of students or workers, have very distinct
objectives linked to their setting, and have been the subject of
ample scientific research and publication in the field (see Waters,
2011; Meyers et al., 2013). Theoretical papers with no empirical
investigation were also excluded.

Search Strategy
The databases PubMed and PsycINFO were searched for
publications until January 2021. The initial search resulted in
1,252 hits. A number of 73 duplicates were removed for a
total of 1,179 publications to review (see Figure 1). The search
strategy was intentionally broad in order to identify potential
interventions which did not mention positive psychology in
the abstract but linked its theoretical background in the article
(see Table 1).

Abstracts were first scanned by two graduate students
(CM and SR); those satisfying the criteria were set aside
for full-text reading. The two authors first reviewed the
same randomly selected 100 abstracts (around 8%) with a
criteria grid they established. They then compared their results.
A preliminary inter-rater agreement of 85% was achieved.
Differences were discussed and agreements were achieved. The
grid used was refined to specify ambiguous elements (such
as a shared definition of the concept of community) before
each author went to read half of the remaining abstracts.
Psychotherapy and counseling interventions were excluded
at this stage. Interventions based on positive aging (Hill,
2005; Hill and Mansour, 2008), an extension of the positive
psychology movement focusing on issues specific to old age (Hill,
2011), were included. However, positive youth development
interventions were not included since, although conceptually
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FIGURE 1 | Flow chart depicting the process of selection of paper for final analysis.

TABLE 1 | Keywords constituting the syntax entered in the databases.

Included Included Included Excluded

“Positive

psychology” OR

“Positive mental

health” OR

“Positive

environment” OR

“Strength-based”

OR

“Asset-based”

“Intervention” OR

“Program” OR

“Action

research” OR

“Appreciative

inquiry”

“Community” OR

Related

MeshTerms/

IndexTerms

“School” OR

“College” OR

“University” OR

“Workplace”

similar to positive psychology, the field is not considered
part of positive psychology (see Lerner, 2005). All full articles
were read by both CM and SR. Most of the studies that
were excluded from our analysis were theoretical in nature
and did not involve the empirical investigation of well-being
interventions. A total of 27 studies fit the criteria applied. The
authors identified 4 additional relevant publications cited in
the articles read for a final count of 31 articles included in
the review.

TABLE 2 | Classification of well-being outcomes derived from the I COPPE scale.

Well-being Classification

Overall Outcomes related to non-specified, general or overall well-being

Physical Outcomes related to physical health and wellness

Psychological Outcomes related to emotional life

Interpersonal Outcomes related to relationships

Occupational Outcomes related to occupations

Economic Outcomes related to financial situation

Community Outcomes related to the community

Analysis and Synthesis
For each study, interventional target populations, modalities,
intervention objectives, desired effects, and reported effectiveness
were reviewed. Both reviewers independently extracted data from
half of the studies. Theoretical background and participatory
methods were also assessed following discussions between them.
Interventional outcomes measured were separated in primary
and secondary outcomes, when specified. Outcomes reported
through the use of a qualitative research method were identified
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TABLE 3 | Publication year and country of origin of included studies.

Included articles (k = 31) k %

Publication year 2010–2014 4 12.9

2015–2019 21 67.7

2020-present 6 19.4

Country United States 10 32.2

Hong Kong, China 9 29.0

Australia 2 6.5

Italy 2 6.5

Brazil 1 3.2

Canada 1 3.2

Ghana 1 3.2

India 1 3.2

Iran 1 3.2

Spain 1 3.2

Taiwan 1 3.2

United Kingdom 1 3.2

as “emerging” with quotation marks. The numerous desired
effects reviewed were grouped into types of well-being following
the classification proposed in the I COPPE scale (Prilleltensky
et al., 2015). The I COPPE types of well-being were chosen
as they include both individual and community well-being,
the latter often being omitted or underdeveloped in other
well-being conceptualisations. The I COPPE scale consists of
overall well-being and six domains of well-being: interpersonal,
community, occupational, physical, psychological, and economic
(see Table 2). While the I COPPE scale itself focuses on
classification of subjective well-being, the authors of this article
deemed appropriate to use its terminology to group desired
effects into meaningful categories of well-being being targeted.
Although the inclusion of a distinct spiritual well-being category
has been proposed in the past (Di Martino et al., 2018a), it can
also be considered as part of psychological well-being (Bozek
et al., 2020). Due to the lack of consensus and the potential
difficulty in separating spiritual well-being to the spirituality
character strength, this type of well-being was not included in the
current classification.

Well-being was categorized according to the definitions
reported in the studies reviewed. When there was no indication
of the type of well-being measured, outcomes and instruments
were used to categorize well-being variables according to
our classification. Finally, character strengths were identified
following Peterson and Seligman’s definitions (Peterson and
Seligman, 2004). This included outcomes not explicitly named
as character strengths but comprised in the definitions given by
the authors.

RESULTS

In order to document community-level positive psychology
interventions’ characteristics, we reviewed the year of publication
and the country of origin, the program target populations,

TABLE 4 | Target population of the programs reviewed (n = 25).

Target population n %

Elderly people 10* 40.0

People with a physical health condition 5 20.0

Groups with low SES 4 16.0

Families 3 12.0

At-risk groups 2 8.0

Unpaid carers of dependent people 1* 4.0

Churchgoers 1 4.0

*One of the programs targeted two different groups (Bartholomaeus et al., 2019).

intervention objectives, outcomes, effectiveness and modalities,
theoretical background and participatory methods. With the
exception of the year of publication and country of origin of the
included studies (k = 31), the results are grouped and presented
by program/intervention (n= 25).

Description of Included Studies
Table 3 provides a description of included studies (k = 31) in
terms of publication year and country of origin. The majority of
included studies were published between 2015 and 2019 (67.7%)
whereas another 19.4%were published in the last 2 years. Around
29.0% of studies included were conducted inHong Kong (China).
However, the majority of these studies were conducted by the
same group of authors and pertained to the same program series
(i.e., FAMILY programs). While another 32.2% of the studies
were conducted in the United States, some articles also came
from Australia and Italy. A minority of studies were conducted
in countries such as Brazil, Canada and Ghana.

Target Population
As seen in Table 4, programs included in the analyses targeted
various populations. A good proportion of programs reviewed
targeted older adults (40.0%), which were often residents
of nursing homes. Five (20.0%) programs targeted people
with different physical conditions, including multiple sclerosis,
metabolic syndrome, Parkinson’s disease and having received
a recent transplant. Some interventions targeted groups with
low socioeconomic resources (16.0%), such as individuals
living in poor rural communities, homeless female youth, and
residents of a low socioeconomic neighborhood. Three related
programs (i.e., the Family Kitchen series) targeted families
(12.0%). Others targeted what was described as at-risk groups
(8.0%), such as female victims of intimate partner violence and
mental health service users. Churchgoers and unpaid carers of
dependent people made up the target populations of the two
remaining programs.

Intervention Objectives
Supplementary Table 1 provides a summary of the intervention
objectives found in studies reviewed. Studies reviewed had
numerous intervention objectives, which were mostly geared
toward increasing well-being, promoting functioning, or
reducing symptomatology. Increasing or promoting well-being
was part of the target objectives of 13 programs (52.0%). This
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included family, mental, social, psychological, positive, and
subjective types of well-being. Objectives mentioning health
(e.g., increasing health behaviors, promoting mental health,
positive mental health, improving health promotion) were part
of six (24.0%) interventions. Other, more precise, health-related
outcomes such as improving markers of hypothalamic-pituitary-
adrenal axis and inflammation were also present. Five (20.0%)
programs directly aimed at fostering character strengths and
related assets such as resilience and optimism, gratitude, grace,
self-forgiveness, and hope. Reducing depressive symptomatology
was the target objective of two other programs (8.0%). Other
program objectives included happiness (8.0%), quality of life
(8.0%), family communication (8.0%) or family relationships
(4.0%), physical activity (4.0%), perceived social isolation (4.0%),
self-efficacy and morale (4.0%), working memory (4.0%) and
psychological capital (4.0%).

Some of the intervention objectives reviewed aimed at
countering or alleviating the loss of well-being associated
with the condition of certain groups. For example, multiple
studies targeting older adults mentioned the reduced happiness
and well-being associated with aging (e.g., Ho et al., 2014;
Bartholomaeus et al., 2019). Interventions with low-income
populations mostly aimed at promoting well-being outcomes
and building strengths to prevent mental health symptomatology
associated with economic and living conditions (e.g., Hou et al.,
2016; Rew et al., 2016; Sundar et al., 2016). In the context of
populations with a physical health condition, positive psychology
interventions were mostly used to improve recovery outcomes,
and reduce associated psychological distress through increased
positive psychology states (e.g., Millstein et al., 2020; Amonoo
et al., 2021). In the case of chronic illness, objectives could
also be associated with management and coping, rather than
recovery (e.g., Nikrahan et al., 2016; Murdoch et al., 2020).
The program series focusing on families presented clear links
between their target population and their objectives of increasing
family communication and well-being (e.g., Ho et al., 2016a,b,c).
Finally, the rationale of the grace intervention for a group of
churchgoers (Bufford et al., 2017) could not be determined from
the information provided in the article.

Intervention Outcomes
Desired effects of interventions were assessed in order to better
comprehend how interventions were to achieve their objective.
Our review suggests that community-level positive psychology
interventions targeted many different outcomes. A total of 200
intervention outcomes were identified (Supplementary Table 1).
They were classified according to the type of well-being targeted
and 231 types of well-being outcomes were identified, with some
outcomes targetingmultiple types of well-being.Table 5 provides
a summary of programs with at least one target outcome of each
well-being category.

Psychological well-being was the most widely targeted type of
well-being among the different programs. Twenty-one (84.0%)
interventions had at least one targeted outcome related to this
type of well-being. Anxiety and depression were some of the
most frequent target outcomes, along with positive and negative

TABLE 5 | Number of programs with at least one target outcome belonging to the

different well-being categories (n = 25).

Outcomes n* %*

Psychological well-being 21 84.0

Overall well-being 19 76.0

Interpersonal well-being 13 52.0

Physical well-being 12 48.0

Community well-being 2 8.0

Occupational well-being 2 8.0

Economic well-being 0 0

Character strengths 14 56.0

*n = number of programs with at least one outcome belonging to the category.

*% = percentage of programs with at least one outcome belonging to the category.

affect, mental health, and resilience. General psychological well-
being was also common, though its definition was varied among
authors. Nineteen (76.0%) of the programs reviewed targeted at
least one overall well-being variable. Life satisfaction, happiness,
well-being and quality of life were among the most frequently
targeted outcomes. Around half (52.0%) of the interventions
targeted at least one character strength. Hope, optimism,
gratitude, and spirituality were the character strengths the most
often aimed at. Most programs targeting character strengths
also targeted well-being outcomes. Some authors conceptualized
character strengths as proximal effects of the intervention with
distal well-being outcomes resulting from these changes. Others
did not do such distinction and considered both types of
outcomes at the same level. Twelve (48.0%) programs targeted
at least one physical well-being outcome. Thirteen (52.0%)
programs also included at least one interpersonal well-being
target outcome. Most of these outcomes were related to family
relationships, such as family harmony, family communication
time, and marital satisfaction, but others were more general (e.g.,
social connectedness, perceived social isolation, social support).
Physical well-being outcomes were varied, but the most common
were general physical health, physical quality of life, sleep quality,
and self-efficacy in managing a disease. Other outcomes were
more precise (e.g., weight, blood pressure, HPA-axis activity
markers, substance use). The remaining types of well-being
outcomes accounted for a negligible proportion of targeted
outcomes, with community well-being and occupational well-
being targeted by 8.0% of programs each. Community well-being
outcomes included environmental barriers and neighborhood
walking resources, and the implementation of a community
service project. Occupational well-being outcomes included
occupational attainment and the theme of the “engaged life”
from a qualitative study. In this case, it was reported that
participants (retirees) exhibited elements of confidence, mastery,
accomplishment, and involvement in activities following their
participation. Finally, no program targeted an economic well-
being outcome. Sixteen (8.0%) of all measured outcomes could
not fit into these categories, with ten (40.0%) of the programs
reviewed targeting an outcome that was not related to character
strengths or types of well-being used. Most of these outcomes
were related to cognition (e.g., working memory, positive
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thoughts), behaviors (e.g., coping strategies), or attitudes (e.g.,
attitudes toward psychology). Spiritual well-beingmade up 12.5%
of non-categorized outcomes.

The evaluation of the effectiveness of interventions is
presented in Supplementary Table 2. The wide variety of
research designs, methodologies and statistical analyses
used by the different authors has not allowed us to
rigorously assess and report on the effectiveness of the
different programs. Nevertheless, we have identified trends
suggesting significant increases of resilience, happiness and life
satisfaction, and significant reductions of anxiety/depression
symptomatology following the community-level positive
psychology interventions. Effects on character strengths were
mixed, whereas effects on physical well-being outcomes were
mostly non-significant.

Intervention Modalities
Table 6 presents the intervention modalities of the reviewed
programs. In order to attain the desired effects, most studies
offered in-person activities (92.0%) whereas two programs were
delivered by phone (8.0%) and one of these also gave access to
a web-based participant forum (4.0%). The types of activities
were similar throughout the programs. Most programs (84.0%)
referred to psychoeducational components, such as lectures to
define concepts, or didactic books and handouts for educational
purposes. A large portion of the programs (80.0%) also focused
on skill/strength training, such as breathing exercises, use of
personal strengths and coping strategies, or goal setting. Most
programs (80.0%) sought to capitalize on their group format
by using discussions to report on one’s progress since last
session, explore one’s understanding of themes, or to offer
mutual support. Many programs (68.0%) required self-directed
exercises or homework to be completed between sessions, with
examples ranging from keeping a diary to record positive
emotions or events, monitoring physical activity, or completing
acts of kindness. A small portion of the programs (16.0%)
included art-based activities, such as storytelling, collaborative
song writing, or writing of a fairy tale based on one’s life.
Finally, a portion of programs (24.0%) offered other types of
activities, which ranged from group walks to a sermon series, or
optional post-training mentoring. Intensity varied considerably
across programs, ranging from one 120min core session with
optional booster to a 6-months interactive program of 5 days
per week.

Theoretical Background and Participatory
Methods
While the vast majority of the programs were grounded in
positive psychology (92.0%), two (8.0%) were based on positive
aging. Interestingly, a little more than half of them (60.0%)
integrated other theoretical approaches into their interventions.
A portion of these multi-theoretical programs (24.0%) included
cognitive behavioral therapy techniques. The others (36.0%)
incorporated aspects of mindfulness, religious doctrine, holistic
health, ecological model, positive youth development, stress
management theory, and others.

TABLE 6 | Mode of participation and type of activities of positive psychology

programs reviewed (n = 25).

n %

Mode of participation In-person 23 92.0

Phone 2* 8.0

Web 1* 4.0

Type of activities Psychoeducation 21 84.0

Skill/strength training 20 80.0

Group discussions 20 80.0

Self-directed/Homework 17 68.0

Art-based 4 16.0

Other 6 24.0

*One program offered both phone- and web-based activities (Alschuler et al., 2018).

Most programs reviewed (76.0%) did not include
participatory methods. Four of the six programs that included
participatory methods were implemented in the context of
the FAMILY project and followed a similar structure (Ho
et al., 2014, 2016a, 2020a; Zhou et al., 2016; Chu et al., 2018).
In these programs, researchers gathered non-governmental
organizations, schools, or social service organizations with
whom families were already in contact. The research team
offered “train-the-trainers” workshops so that representatives
from the organizations could develop and implement brief
community-based interventions focused on the targeted
concepts. This allowed for the representatives to tailor the
intervention to their communities’ preferences and needs, while
following a general implementation protocol. In the grace
intervention (Bufford et al., 2017) the pastors from the two
churches collaborated in designing the intervention to ensure
that it corresponded to their members’ beliefs and practices.
Finally, the Hero Lab project (Sundar et al., 2016) is an extensive,
6-month program where initial lessons on positive psychology
concepts led youth participants to develop and implement
their own project in their neighborhood. The curriculum
was also taught by a trained community leader of the same
background in regard to faith (Hindu), language, and geography
(same community).

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to review the nature of positive
psychology interventions taking place in communities. The first
finding of this review is that positive psychology interventions
implemented in the context of communities mostly aim at
increasing well-being, promoting functioning, or reducing
symptomatology. These are consistent with a meta-analysis by
Sin and Lyubomirsky (2009), in which the authors reviewed
the effects of 51 positive psychology interventions and found
support for the hypothesized favorable effect on well-being
and for a mitigating effect on depression. There seems to
be a consensus that positive psychology interventions do not
only increase well-being through multiple theoretical pathways
relying on increasing different sets of character strengths, but
also improve functioning and decrease negative symptoms (see
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Worth, 2020), sometimes related to illness or aging. Our analysis
of objectives and target outcomes showed that authors were
mostly interested in distal positive effects of interventions on
different types of well-being [reducing depression] rather than
proximal effects on character strengths [developing optimism to
then reduce depression]. Even though some positive psychology
models have been proposed to explain how programs achieve
their objectives (e.g., Lyubomirsky and Layous, 2013; Raymond
et al., 2019), current practices make it difficult to develop a
comprehensive logic model of positive psychology interventions.
It has been argued, for example, that current positive psychology
interventions are conceived as cohesive units of activity, which
limit their development and evaluation (Raymond et al., 2019;
Pawelski, 2020). Through our scoping review, we found that
researchers present logical connections between intervention
objectives and target populations, but that there is a lack of
cohesion and reasoning behind activities implemented and some
of the target outcomes measured. The analysis of the different
constitutive elements and processes involved in an intervention
would allow for a better understanding of the specific elements
essential for effective positive change in different contexts
(Raymond et al., 2019; Pawelski, 2020).

Interestingly, most outcomes were considered either overall,
physical, interpersonal or psychological well-being, or a character
strength. This is somewhat coherent with reviews of positive
psychology interventions in organizational settings, in which
overall and occupational well-being were targeted (see Meyers
et al., 2013), and school settings, in which character strengths
and psychological well-being were the most targeted (see
Waters, 2011). What is evident from this review is that,
while the interventions reviewed did take place in community
settings, only one (Hero Lab) was designed to improve the
actual community. The vast majority of interventions took
place in community and group settings, but the target of the
interventions were individuals. This stems from the fact that
the interventions developed are modeled on individual positive
psychology interventions consisting of weekly sessions focused
on psychoeducation (see Parks and Titova, 2016), effectively
resulting in a group version of these programs. Communities
are treated as passive samples of homogeneous groups of
participants with shared characteristics rather than active actors
who can participate to better their situation. This is clear in
many of the intervention objectives aiming at promoting well-
being outcomes and building strengths to prevent mental health
symptomatology associated with economic and living conditions
rather than working on changing these conditions. There is a
meaningful difference between interventions taking place in the
community, and programs aimed at improving the community.
This review provides clear evidence thatmost positive psychology
interventions address the former and neglect the latter.

It is possible that positive psychologists surmise that
communities and organizations will become better if the
individuals residing in them become happier and healthier.
But this is a problematic assumption. Individual happiness
does not necessarily translate into happier organizations and
communities. It is true that happier individuals are more tolerant
and express more gratitude, creating a gentler psychosocial
environment, but this is not the same as creating settings

based on fairness and equity. There is abundant evidence that
many social structures perpetuate discrimination against people
with disabilities, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ individuals
(Prilleltensky andNelson, 2002; Denison et al., 2020; Prilleltensky
and Prilleltensky, 2021). Some of the barriers to the well-being
of these individuals are not interpersonal, but structural. None
of the interventions reviewed address power differentials, social
injustice, or oppression. In that regard, the critique leveled
against positive psychology, that it is similar to mainstream
psychology in its individualistic orientation, is borne out by our
results (Brown et al., 2018; Di Martino et al., 2018b).

Having said that, it is possible to build on these positive
psychology interventions as a first step in the route toward
community well-being. It can be argued that happier and
healthier individuals will be better prepared to engage in
social change efforts. From this perspective, positive psychology
interventions can become a first step in preparing people
to collaborate with others in the struggle for social justice.
Happier people are usually more productive and collaborative
(Prilleltensky, 2016), a great start to coalition building. But
if positive psychology interventions begin and end with the
individual, and ignore the collective fate of communities,
their social and global impact will be limited. Evaluating and
even challenging collective norms is especially important in
the context of oppressive communities, where minorities are
persecuted because of religious or other prejudices (Sandler,
2007). For example, sexual minorities are often discriminated
in some countries (Harper and Schneider, 2003). It may be
argued that challenging oppressive social norms is beyond the
scope of positive psychology, but it is difficult to promote well-
being, at any level, without considering power differentials and
exclusionary cultural practices (Prilleltensky, 2001, 2008).

It is also worth noting that very few of the interventions
reviewed were participatory and collaborative in nature. They
retained the expert model where professionals taught or guided
a group of vulnerable individuals in a series of exercises.
In community psychology, a participatory approach is valued
because it is empowering and it builds citizenship and civic
virtues. The interventions described here follow closely the
medical model in which an expert imparts advice to a relatively
passive recipient, a sharp contrast to community psychology
values and ethos. A participatory approach is also particularly
favored to recognize and build on existing strengths toward
promoting social change (Israel et al., 2013). Although values are
oftenmentioned in reviewed studies through the universalValues
In Action model of character strengths (Peterson and Seligman,
2004), the focus is on measuring individual participants’ values.
This concern does not extend to researchers, as few, if any, of the
articles mention the values that frame the study and the context
of the intervention. From a community psychology standpoint,
we would argue that values of trust, reciprocity, and equity are
central in forming positive communities (Arcidiacono and Di
Martino, 2016; Di Martino et al., 2018b).

Many examples of ways to foster positive nations and
communities through supportive structures and institutions
are discussed in Marujo and Neto (2014) book Positive
Nations and Communities. In that book, the focus is on how
character strengths and other positive psychology concepts could
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constructively contribute to building a more just and positive
society. Historical and sociopolitical events such as South Africa’s
Truth and Reconciliation process, the collapse of Portugal’s first
Republic, Namibia’s independence and the European Football
Championship are thoroughly explained and discussed through
the lens of positive psychology. Their contribution to the
cultivation of positive communities is also addressed. The
different authors illustrate how citizens’ character strengths
and well-being may be increased at a macro-level through
various means such as festive events (Proyer et al., 2014), social
reconciliation processes (Perstling and Rothmann, 2014; Wissing
and Temane, 2014), legislation (Perstling and Rothmann, 2014),
direct democratic participation and local autonomy (Lopes et al.,
2014).

On a smaller scale, community interventions based on positive
psychology concepts and theory would involve a good proportion
of community members and aim to improve social capital among
them through collective projects where they can express their
gratitude and build on their character strengths and assets. They
would target the improvement of the living conditions of these
community members (i.e., the social determinants of health) by
increasing access to green spaces, places to meet and play, and
jobs where they can thrive, for example. Elements such as context,
social justice and values should be taken into consideration. Such
interventions therefore take time. Indeed, it is impossible to
improve community well-being with a few group workshops over
a short period of time.

As positive and community psychology share a common goal
(i.e., to improve human well-being by gaining understanding
of the psychological processes that promote well-being) and
if our goal as psychologists is to work toward producing
the largest benefit for most individuals (Kelly, 1971), then
both community and positive psychologists have much to gain
through communication and collaboration (Schueller, 2009).
Nonetheless, this scoping review reveals an important knowledge
gap that could guide future studies. It is crucial to move the
discipline of positive psychology to a higher level of complexity
where social change is also considered rather than solely
focusing on individual change. With such a perspective, positive
psychology has the potential to increase the well-being of more
people and contribute to just societies.

This scoping review is, to our knowledge, the first exploration
of community-level positive psychology interventions. It
provides a worthwhile and detailed summary of intervention
background, modalities, and objectives. We believe its
contribution to the field to be significant, as it allows for a
better comprehension of theory and practice in the field of
well-being. In doing so, it strives to move toward a closer
collaboration between positive and community psychology.

LIMITATIONS

There are a few limitations worth noting about this study.
First of all, it included only interventions that were published
in English and the interventions reviewed here come from a
relatively small number of countries. Second, there are possibly
many community change efforts that use positive psychology
interventions but do not frame their work that way. For example,

Asset Based Community Development has many similarities
to some of the interventions described here, especially the
promotion of empathy and kindness (Block, 2009; McKnight
and Block, 2010). Third, well-being was categorized according to
the terminology used in the studies reviewed. This created some
discrepancies as some authors reported targeting general well-
being but used specific subscales of well-being instruments aimed
at assessing solely one domain of well-being (e.g., interpersonal).
While it was sometimes clear that the instrument used did
not assess the variable of interest, it was still categorized
according to the author’s intent. It is important to keep in
mind that the authors of the present study exercised discretion
when some outcomes were not adequately described. Finally,
the results of the effectiveness assessment we included in this
review should be interpreted with precaution, as the current
review included a high number of pre-experimental studies
lacking a control group. Studies with control groups frequently
reported significant main effects but rarely obtained time x group
interactions effects. Therefore, a meta-analysis is necessary to
rigorously examine the effectiveness of community-level positive
psychology interventions.

CONCLUSION

This scoping review revealed that positive psychology
interventions taking place in the community are rich in
content and delivery method. However, they focus on the
individual level and aim to improve society one person at a time.
The many interventions reviewed do not address contextual
factors but rather individual-level phenomena. While useful to
the individual participating in the program, structural factors
that enable or inhibit personal, group, or communal well-being,
such as unequal distribution of resources or discrimination, are
not addressed by positive psychology interventions.
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The dominant political ideology of recent decades, neoliberalism, have resulted in
diminished sense of mattering for several groups in the society, not at least people
outside the labor market. This has left its mark on vocational rehabilitation programs in
welfare states like Norway. Higher requirements shall be set for benefit recipients, and
compulsory work are more often applied. The problem with this policy is that it suggests
that benefit recipients have a guilt to make up for and are themselves to blame for the
unemployment. However, the majority of people in need for vocational rehabilitation,
have had poor living conditions since childhood, and have failed in education and
employment for or reasons they have no control over. They often do not feel valued
and have a lot of experience with not being able to add value. The problem with blaming
the victims, is that it reinforces their sense of worthlessness, and thus reduces their
ability to believe that they can contribute with something of value. In this way, the policy
becomes counterproductive. Some even respond to these humiliating pressures by
becoming more depressive or aggressive. To make vocational rehabilitation programs
effective, we must make sure that everyone in need for it feel valued, we must align the
political, scientific, and professional basis for welfare service politics thereafter. We must
balance adding value to self with the opportunity to adding value to others, work and
community. Mattering is suggested as a political, scientific, and professional basis for
welfare services.

Keywords: welfare-to-work, mattering, neoliberalism, cultural psychology, structural disadvantage, victim
blaming

INTRODUCTION

It is a legitimate goal that as many as possible are in paid work in a modern welfare state, if the job
does not harm their health or quality of life. For the majority, being in work contributes to a feeling
of value and an opportunity to contribute with something valuable in life (Prilleltensky, 2020). In
addition, disability and chronic illness are associated with poverty and social exclusion. Work is one
of the main sources of income and social position, but people with disabilities and chronic illnesses
have disproportionately low employment rates in many developed economies (Bambra et al., 2005).
There are considerable economic and social costs to individuals and society associated with short
and long term sickness absence from work (OECD, 2010). In Norway, high employment has been
high on the political agenda in the post-war period, and politics has been successful (OECD, 2021).
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Neoliberal ideologies, which have been the dominant political
ideologies of most Western nations the last decades, have
economic growth as a main purpose (Cook, 2012; Kotz, 2017).
Economic growth is important for public health development,
but in developed countries the distribution of money has a greater
impact on public health than gross domestic product (Pickett
and Wilkinson, 2015; Rosling et al., 2018). Neoliberalism sees
competition as the defining characteristic of human relations.
So pervasive has it become that we seldom even recognize it as
an ideology. It redefines citizens as consumers, rewards merit
and punishes inefficiency (Cook, 2012; Monbiot, 2016). Thus,
in neoliberal societies, people outside the labor market have low
value because they are not economically productive. This has left
its mark on vocational rehabilitation programs in many welfare
states (Larner, 2000), also in Norway. Vocational rehabilitation
programs is to a larger degree motivated by economic and not
humane needs (Cook, 2012). Higher requirements shall be set for
benefit recipients, and compulsory work or mandatory activation
are more often applied (Dahlberg et al., 2009). Perspectives of
cultural psychology may contribute to understand this change
in policy with its fundamental attribution error, to overattribute
behaviors among social benefit recipients to their personality and
underattribute them to the situation or context (Heine, 2011).
The problem with the ideology is that it suggests that benefit
recipients have a guilt to make up for and are themselves to blame
for the unemployment (Krokstad, 2021). Because when the state
makes claims against citizens who receive social benefits, it also
says that the person in question is not really entitled to the benefit
and puts the person’s morals in doubt.

Welfare states establish various programs to support
transitions to work for people who are unemployed or
underemployed or receive social benefits (Lahey et al., 2019).
The literature shows, though, that very few return-to-work
programs have proven to be effective. The proportion of
participants gaining employment after involvement in one or
the other of schemes may be up to 50%. However, few studies
are designed using controls. Study designs with controls often
shows non-statistical significant effects (Bambra et al., 2005).
Another weakness is that most studies follow-up participants
over short time periods. It is not necessarily difficult to push
people into work in the short term, by spending a lot of resources
on individual follow-up and using strong individual economic
incentives. But the goal should rather be to get people into long
term sustainable employment, with positive impact on their
health and quality of life. Because if people not really have health
resources to tackle the job they are guided into, there is an
imminent danger of deteriorating health, reduced quality of life,
new long-term sick leave and a further reduction in the person’s
mattering (Cook, 2012).

WHAT MATTERS IN
WELFARE-TO-WORK

Two problems arise when the blame for unemployment is
individualized; the structural causes are not addressed, and the
measures become ineffective. There is extensive evidence that the

large majority of people with health problems and in need for
vocational rehabilitation, have had poor living conditions since
childhood (Tomasdottir et al., 2015), and have failed in education
and employment for structural factors they not have had control
over (Dubow et al., 2009). They often do not feel valued and have
a lot of experience with not being able to add value to themselves,
others, work, or community (Prilleltensky, 2020). Thus, citizens
who are included in welfare-to-work programs, have a greater
need to matter than most in society.

Feeling Valued
Mattering consists of feeling valued and adding value. When
citizens feel valued, they are appreciated, respected, and
recognized. When citizens add value, they are able to make a
contribution or make a difference (Elliott et al., 2004). Early
in life, survival needs are met by caregivers. The quality of
attachment to caregivers is highly influential in many outcomes
in life, like educational achievement. Depending on parental
emotional availability, children develop different attachment
styles that are going to have a lasting impact throughout life
(Shaver and Mikulincer, 2012). Attachment security provides
a psychological foundation for how people manage their lives
(Prilleltensky, 2020). But feeling that you have a value is just as
important in adulthood – throughout the life cycle. That is why
the first thing citizens in welfare-to-work programs should meet
with is appreciation, respectfulness, and recognition. Without the
belief that we have value we cannot get out of bed, finish a degree,
or manage a job.

Adding Value
However, being valued is a necessary but insufficient for
mattering. To feel like a valuable citizen, to matter, we need skills
and opportunities to add value, to contribute to ourselves and
others (Elliott et al., 2004; Pancer, 2013). In a modern welfare
state, this often means being in paid work. As we grow, we
search for new skills, and paths to potentiate our talents if this
is possible and supported by the environment. All of us want to
make a difference, in our lives, and the lives of others. Several
established psychological theories underscore the universal need
to add value: self-determination (Ryan and Deci, 2017), self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1995), and meaning in life (Prilleltensky,
2020). Competence is important to master the environment and
feel effective. But to we need more than formal education, we
need to know how to manage ourselves and how to manage
other people. Self-efficacy is the belief that we can achieve certain
outcomes (Bandura, 1997).

Social Policy
The historical background of social policies with measurements
taken by state to protect workers and the establishment of welfare
states, is linked to the human history. The industrial revolution
was an economic revolution on one side but increased the
social problems on the other side. Seeking solutions to address
the poverty and social imbalance, which were caused by the
industrialization, social policy tried to make balance between
economy and social policies (Esping-Andersen, 2017).
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In Norway and other Nordic countries welfare schemes were
designed based on social democratic policies in the post-war
period (Esping-Andersen, 2017). The aim was to redistribute
power, income and play a regulatory role and eliminate
negativity in working life. Social security and welfare services
were developed. The social policy included social security –
compensation for lost earnings, but also accessible health services
for all and other measures against unemployment and poverty. In
a broad sense, the final target of all these practices was to ensure
social peace, social justice, and equality between different groups.

The dominating political ideology the latest years, however,
adopted a view that social expenditures hamper economic
growth. Ideas about shrinking of welfare states and reduction
of its role on social policies gained momentum (Bregman,
2017). With a policy toward shrinkage in the welfare state, the
provision of welfare services has also changed. Citizens who
were previously considered to need support because they were
unable to work for various health and social reasons, were
to varying degrees characterized as unprofitable and thus of
lower value. The problem with this practice of blaming the
victims, is that it reinforces citizens sense of worthlessness, and
thus reduces their ability to believe that they can contribute
with something of value. Therefore, the policy is in danger
of becoming counterproductive. Some even respond to such
humiliating pressures by becoming more depressive or even
aggressive (Prilleltensky, 2020). Now, in societies marked by
this ideological shift, mental illness and associated pain and
fatigue have become the dominating public health challenges
(Tyrovolas et al., 2020), and the main cause of incapacity for work
(Patel et al., 2007).

DISCUSSION

Welfare states are developing in many countries like in Norway.
Politicians are in search for new solutions seen from different
ideological points of view. The welfare programs have great
support in the population, so politicians are careful to propose
downscaling. From this perspective, it is not a real crisis in
welfare states, but to reduce the passive expenditures and reduce
taxes, the period of benefiting from social benefits is typically
shortened, and their conditions are made difficult. The idea is to
remove obstacles for economic growth. However, there is a high
risk of harming vulnerable citizens based on a failing scientific

and professional basis (Prilleltensky, 2020). An OECD report
have shown that Norway would have higher economic growth
if income were distributed more equitably (OECD, 2015), and
countries in the OECD with the most generous social insurance
systems have the highest employment rates (Barth et al., 2015).
Countries spending more money on welfare have often had
higher economic growth during the economic downturn than
countries that reduce welfare benefits (Stuckler and Basu, 2013).
There are many indications that cutting social benefits will not
increase economic growth, but rather contribute to the opposite
(Navarro, 1998), and new research now underpins that social
benefits are investments, not expenses (Bregman, 2017).

According to the neoliberal ideology, the unemployed are
often considered to be of less value to society, as they are not
economically active. Thus, higher requirements shall be set for
benefit recipients, and compulsory work or mandatory activation
are more often applied. This suggests that benefit recipients have
a guilt to make up for and are themselves to blame for the
unemployment. In this way, their basic need to feel valued and
ability to add value is undermined (Prilleltensky, 2020).

To make vocational rehabilitation programs effective and not
blame the victims of structural disadvantage, we must make
sure that everyone who needs help feel valued, and align the
political, scientific, and professional basis for welfare service
politics thereafter. We must balance adding value to citizens with
the opportunity to adding value to other people and through
work to community, to counteract the increasing marginalization
of valuable citizens. Mattering is therefore proposed as a
political, scientific, and professional basis for nations welfare
programs and services.
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Mutual aid groups have been an indispensable part of the public response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. They have provided many forms of support, in particular grocery
shopping which has enabled people to self-isolate if required. While community solidarity
during emergencies and disasters is common, previous studies have shown that such
solidarity behaviors tend to decline over time, even when needs remain high. In this
study, we address how mutual aid groups can be sustained over time in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic. We conducted 32 interviews with organizers of COVID-19
mutual aid and community support groups in the United Kingdom between September
2020 and January 2021. Based on a reflexive thematic analysis, we identified several
community and group level experiences and strategies that were related to sustained
participation in COVID-19 mutual aid groups. Meeting community needs over time with
localized action and resources and building trust and community-based alliances were
foundational elements in the COVID-19 mutual aid groups. Group processes strategies,
such as a culture of care and support and regular group meetings, were used to
help to sustain involvement. Some experiences resulting from participation in COVID-
19 mutual aid groups were also related to sustained participation, including positive
emotions (e.g., joy, pride), well-being and sense of efficacy, and an increasing sense
of local community belonging and cohesion. Based on these findings, we propose
four practical recommendations for sustaining mutual aid groups to assist public
engagement with protective behaviors in the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. We
recommend providing practical and financial support to COVID-19 mutual aid groups; to
mobilize the knowledge and the experiences acquired by COVID-19 mutual aid groups
for developing programs and interventions for addressing the medium and long-term
impacts of COVID-19; to prioritize community-level interventions; and to recognize the
role of group processes as these have the potential to lead to long-term community
responses. These approaches will be key for ensuring that communities effectively
recover from the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: mutual aid, COVID-19, SARS-CoV-2, community solidarity, community support, volunteering, social
identity, pandemic
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INTRODUCTION

Community engagement is vital in strategies to combat disease
outbreaks (Laverack and Manoncourt, 2015; Costello, 2020;
Gilmore et al., 2020). This has been the case in the COVID-
19 pandemic where in many countries mutual aid groups and
other community support groups have been crucial in enabling
self-isolation and shielding, in sharing information, and in
encouraging vaccine take up (Pleyers, 2020; Sitrin and Sembrar,
2020; Tiratelli and Kaye, 2020; Costello, 2021; Mao et al., 2021).
Community solidarity is common after disasters (Kaniasty and
Norris, 1993, 1999, 2009; Beverlein and Sikkink, 2005; Drury
et al., 2016; Ntontis et al., 2020), but these “disaster communities”
typically decline over time as participants run out of energy
and resources (Norris and Kaniasty, 1996; Kaniasty and Norris,
2004; Kaniasty et al., 2019). At the time of writing, the COVID-
19 pandemic has lasted over 18 months, which means that
there has been a prolonged need for community support and
solidarity. Understanding “what works” in sustaining mutual
aid and community solidarity groups is likely to have practical
benefits in supporting public adherence to non-pharmaceutical
interventions that are demanding (such as self-isolation) and
will be useful for future crises. Yet, while there has now been
some research on what COVID-19 mutual aid groups do (Mao
et al., 2021) and on the predictors of participation (e.g., Mak
et al., 2020; Wakefield et al., 2021), there is a lack of research
on the experiences and strategies that help sustain these groups
over time. Therefore, in this paper, we describe a study in
which we interview organizers of mutual aid and other COVID-
19 community support groups across the United Kingdom to
address two research questions. First, what are the strategies
employed by COVID-19 mutual aid groups to keep participants
involved over time? Second, what are the experiences of
participation and the consequences of involvement in the groups
that have served to sustain participation? By addressing the
question of sustained participation from the perspective of
community organizers, this study aimed to contribute to a better
understanding of the micro-processes involved in mutual aid
groups during and beyond pandemic situations to help these
groups endure in the long term.

Community Solidarity in the COVID-19
Pandemic

In March 2020, increasing reported cases of a novel coronavirus
(COVID-19) led the United Kingdom to implement several
protective measures to contain community contamination,
including a national “lockdown” (Public Health England, 2021).
The population was asked to “stay at home,” only leaving the
house for exercise once a day, for medical and food supplies,
or for work if it was not possible to work from home. Millions
of employees were put on the furlough scheme, a government
support scheme in the United Kingdom that provided employers
with the option to keep employees on the payroll without them
having to work during the pandemic. People over 70 and those
who were clinically extremely vulnerable were advised to shield,

i.e., to stay at home, for 12 weeks. In addition, throughout
the pandemic, anyone with symptoms, with a positive test, or
in contact with someone with a positive test was required to
self-isolate at home for 10 days or more.

Self-isolation can be extremely difficult and requires proper
practical and financial support (SPI-B-Scientific Advisory Group
for Emergencies, 2020; Patel et al., 2021; Reicher et al., 2021).
Levels of adherence to self-isolation for the full period required
tend to be low relative to other protective behaviors (such as
physical distancing and mask-wearing), with financial constraints
being one of the main reasons for failure to self-isolate (e.g.,
people who cannot afford to stop working) (Smith et al., 2021).
The United Kingdom government offers financial compensation
of £500, but this is less than the minimum wage and only
about one in eight of the workforces are eligible (Reicher
et al., 2021). The most comprehensive study of self-isolation
in the United Kingdom (data from 53,880 people across 37
representative survey waves) found that shopping for food and
other groceries was one of the main reasons people gave for
breaking self-isolation (Smith et al., 2021). Support for self-
isolation has been considered particularly critical among ethnic
minority groups and/or low-income and vulnerable populations
(Hooper et al., 2020; Kerkhoff et al., 2020), with evidence showing
that the access to social support increases adherence to self-
isolation measures (Kerkhoff et al., 2020).

While in some countries the state offered wrap-around
support (Patel et al., 2021), in other countries, most of the
practical support to help people self-isolate (including shopping
and collection of medicine) has been provided by members of the
community who self-organized in groups to help their neighbors
(Al-Mandhari et al., 2020; Pleyers, 2020; Sitrin and Sembrar,
2020). In the United Kingdom, in the early days of the pandemic,
more than 4,000 mutual aid groups were created across the
country (Booth, 2020). Additionally, many new community
support groups sprang up that did not call themselves “mutual
aid,” and many existing community organizations changed their
focus to provide COVID-19 support. In this paper, we use
the term “COVID-19 mutual aid groups” to refer to all of
these groups, acknowledging this diversity and including both
emergent and pre-existing community support groups. COVID-
19 mutual aid groups also varied in their level of politicization
and understanding of mutual aid (Firth, 2020; Mao et al., 2021).
Some groups but not others consciously drew on the mutual
aid tradition. The term “mutual aid” was first introduced by
Kropotkin (1902), a well-known anarchist thinker. Practices of
mutual aid are widely present amongst social movements and
anarchist settings (Firth, 2020; Spade, 2020). In these contexts,
the slogan “solidarity not charity” is used to erase distinctions
between helpers and helped to prefigure social change (Firth,
2020). Mutual aid groups are spaces that cultivate solidarity
amongst people that have come together to address a shared need
or concern (Spade, 2020).

Mutual aid groups helped to create hope in times of
coronavirus (Mahanty and Phillipps, 2020) and the support they
provided was an essential part of the public response to the
COVID-19 pandemic in the United Kingdom (Tiratelli and Kaye,
2020). These groups focused on building bottom-up structures
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of cooperation and horizontal networks of solidarity (Whitley,
2020), which represents a radical divergence from traditional
public services and forms of volunteerism (Spade, 2020). Many
different acts of solidarity during the COVID-19 crisis have been
reported, including grocery shopping and delivery, food parcel
deliveries, collection of prescriptions, dog walking, postcard and
library services, emotional support by telephone/email helpline,
informational support on existing public services, community
gardening, and more (O’Dwyer et al., 2020; Tiratelli and Kaye,
2020; Mao et al., 2021, in press). Most of the published research
on COVID-19 mutual aid groups has been descriptive (see Mao
et al., 2021 for a review). However, some recent work has started
to examine psychological processes (Bowe et al., 2021; Wakefield
et al., 2021; Mao et al., in press), which is useful for addressing
our questions of how such groups can be sustained.

The Dynamics of Solidarity in Extreme
Events
An extensive body of research evidence has shown that
cooperative and solidaristic behaviors – meaning forms of
support provided for others because they are fellow members
of one’s community or group – are common among those
affected in the immediate aftermath of disasters and extreme
events (Beverlein and Sikkink, 2005; Drury et al., 2016; Ntontis
et al., 2020). Two types of explanations have been offered for
solidarity behaviors among those affected by disasters: social
capital (in which people draw upon existing connections with
others) and emergent groups (in which connections are created
in and through the disaster). In each case, shared social identity –
seeing others involved as an “us” or “we” – motivates and
enables cooperation and support and allows people to act as one
(Drury et al., 2019).

In the COVID-19 pandemic, initial research looked at
the emergence of mutual aid through a social capital lens
(Felici, 2020), in which solidarity in affected communities
is explained based on existing social networks, trust and
reciprocity (Jovita et al., 2019). Indeed, a rapid review of the
literature available up to October 2020 showed that social
networks and connections, local knowledge and social trust
were key dimensions associated with COVID-19 community
organizing and volunteering (Mao et al., 2021). Further recent
studies have examined social psychological processes in COVID-
19 community solidarity groups, by looking for instance at
participants’ representations of citizenship (O’Dwyer et al., 2020),
and the role of community identity as a predictor of providing
COVID-19 help among volunteers (Wakefield et al., 2021).
Cocking et al. (in preparation) concluded that mutual aid groups
were based on a mixture of social capital and new emergent
groups that evolved in response to participants’ desire to create
new forms of identification with one’s own neighborhood or
street. These findings suggest the relevance of looking at mutual
aid groups from a social identity perspective, that considers the
role of identity dynamics in understanding COVID-19 support
(Stevenson et al., 2021).

Moreover, although there are some examples of long-term
community solidarity in recovery processes (see for example

Occupy Sandy, Bondesson, 2020), there is a tendency for a
decline in community support in the recovery and rebuilding
phases of disasters (e.g., Kaniasty and Norris, 1993, 1999, 2009;
Ntontis et al., 2020). Among other aspects, this deterioration
path has been explained in terms of the disruption of social
networks after the disaster (e.g., death, relocation), a decline in
terms of resources available (which decreases expectations of
support), and the possibility of experiencing long term stress
that may lead to fatigue and saturation of support networks
(Norris and Kaniasty, 1996; Kaniasty and Norris, 2004). In
Ntontis et al.’s (2020) study of people 15 months after they
were affected by a flood, those no longer participating in the
solidarity group described how the social identity associated
with the flood had become less important to them over time,
compared to their other identities. But while the common fate
that brought people together declined as the memory of the
flood receded, many were still struggling with secondary stressors
such as rebuilding their homes and in need of support (Ntontis
et al., 2020). Considering the ongoing and expected long term-
social impacts of COVID-19 (Bedford et al., 2020), particularly
for vulnerable groups and communities and those who still need
to self-isolate, understanding the psychological processes that
can help sustain community solidarity post-COVID is critical
(Al-Mandhari et al., 2020).

Understanding Sustained Participation in
COVID-19 Mutual Aid Groups
Only a small number of existing studies have examined
the strategies used by groups to sustain solidarity after a
disaster. These studies provide suggestive evidence that the
following strategies may be important to sustain emergent
mutual aid groups: invoking the group identity in discussions;
commemorations and other public events; support from allies;
and group meetings (Ntontis et al., 2020; Tekin and Drury, 2020).

Research on collective action and psychological effects of
participation in volunteering provide some further suggestions
on factors that could be important in sustaining solidarity over
time. Although collective action and volunteering are usually
addressed from two different theoretical perspectives, COVID-19
mutual aid groups seem to have elements of both. COVID-
19 mutual aid groups created opportunities for people to act
collectively by working together to achieve a common objective
(e.g., to support the local community) and simultaneously
facilitated volunteering among community members.

The literature on collective action suggests that perceptions of
success and efficacy can motivate continued involvement (Van
Zomeren et al., 2012; Becker and Tausch, 2015; Saab et al.,
2016). Collective efficacy in the context of collective action often
encompasses not merely the feeling that something can be done,
but that one’s own group can do it (Gamson, 2013). Recent
experimental studies have shown that collective efficacy affected
collective action intentions only when hope was high (Cohen-
Chen and Van Zomeren, 2018). Previous field studies have been
also showing that positive emotions, such as hope, play a crucial
role in mobilizing individuals to take part in collective action
(e.g., Wlodarczyk et al., 2017).
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Furthermore, Vestergren et al. (2018), based on interviews
with environmental campaigners, found that participation in
collective action led to several sustained psychological changes
such as feelings of empowerment, self-confidence, personal
relationships, and changes in consumer behavior. In addition,
the study showed that stronger and continued relationships
among the campaigners facilitated these psychological changes
over time (Vestergren et al., 2018). Other literature has found
that sustained collective action is also influenced by interpersonal
relationships and organizational mechanisms, suggesting the
need for developing collective coping strategies, collaborative
relationships, and to allow some flexibility in terms of roles
and procedures within the organization (Mannarini and Fedi,
2012). Recent literature on activism burnout similarly proposes
a community-care burnout orientation, which suggests looking
at burnout as a part of activism and as influenced by the
organizational context, rather than as something that individual
activists experience outside of activism (Gorski, 2019).

Recent studies also suggest that positive emotions arising
from the experiences of participation in COVID-19 mutual
aid groups may be particularly important for understanding
sustaining participation. In this regard, a interview study with
people involved in COVID-19 mutual aid in the United Kingdom
showed that the experience of participation may have affected
participants’ wellbeing through positive emotional experiences,
improved social relationships, increasing sense of purpose in life,
and greater sense of control (Mao et al., in press).

The literature on volunteering supports the need to look
at the positive outcomes of participation, with a meta-analysis
showing that volunteering has favorable effects on well-being, life
satisfaction and depression (Jenkinson et al., 2013). Additionally,
increasing social ties is often a benefit not only for long-term
volunteers, but also for short-term and/or occasional volunteers
(Hyde et al., 2014). Similar outcomes have been found in the
COVID-19 context, with a recent study showing that community
helping predicts community identification and unity during
the pandemic, which in turn seems to increase well-being
(Bowe et al., 2021).

THE PRESENT STUDY

In this study, we interviewed coordinators or organizers
of COVID-19 mutual aid groups in different areas of the
United Kingdom. First, we aimed to examine any strategies
employed by the groups for sustaining participation among
volunteers. Secondly, we aimed to examine the experiences of
participation and outcomes of involvement in the groups that
have helped to sustain participation. We followed a qualitative
approach, as this is particularly useful for exploring people’s
experiences in a flexible way, particularly when there is a
need to be open to unexpected findings (Rogers and Willig,
2017). We chose to interview only organizers as these are
the people in groups who would consciously take decisions
and actions to recruit volunteers and attempt to encourage
sustained participation, and so would be able to provide insights
on strategies used. We also expected that they would also be

able to describe experiences in COVID-19 mutual aid groups
that might be important to explain how participation can be
sustained over time. Based on previous findings (Ntontis et al.,
2020; Tekin and Drury, 2020), we expected that strategies
such as facilitating and invoking a sense of identification,
group events, collaborations and alliances, and group meetings
would help to sustain COVID-19 mutual aid groups. In
addition, we anticipated that positive emotions related to
participation, feelings of efficacy, empowerment and sense of
belonging would be considered critical in sustaining participation
(Cohen-Chen and Van Zomeren, 2018; Vestergren et al., 2018;
Mao et al., in press).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Recruitment
Thirty-two semi-structured interviews were conducted between
10 September 2020 and 6 January 2021. Participants were
approximately between 20 and 75 years old, 17 were female
and 15 male. The average length of interviews was 60 min.
All were organizers rather than simply volunteers in mutual
aid groups. Twenty-four interviewees were coordinators
of mutual aid or community support groups in England,
four in Wales, three in Scotland, and one in North Ireland.
Participants were recruited through multiple channels. A call
for participants was disseminated through diverse networks
(e.g., the Communities Prepared program) and social media
accounts (e.g., professional and personal Twitter accounts).
The call for participants stated that we wanted to interview
organizers of COVID-19 mutual aid or community support
groups. We also directly contacted mutual aid groups across
the country with an invitation to participate in the study.
These groups had their email addresses publicly available and
were identified through searches on Facebook and national
networks of mutual aid groups (e.g., COVID-19 Mutual
Aid United Kingdom). We approached both pre-existing and
emergent groups and we sought variability in terms of geographic
location, areas of intervention (e.g., shopping groceries;
helpline support), and socio-demographic characteristics of
the participants.

Mutual aid groups were invited to share their experiences
and views on the factors that enable mutual aid groups
to endure. If groups showed interest in participating, more
details about the study were provided in a detailed participant
information sheet. We interviewed one participant per group,
except for three groups for which two organizers were
interviewed from each. Therefore, we spoke to organizers
from 29 different groups. A few interviewees also mentioned
being involved in more than one group (including in pre-
existing and emergent groups), although they ended up
focusing the interview on the group they were more strongly
engaged with. Potential participants were asked to give written
informed consent. We offered a £20 voucher as compensation
for participants’ time and interviews were conducted on
Microsoft Teams and Zoom.
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Interviews Schedule and Procedure
Interviews covered questions on the mutual aid group’s story, the
participant’s own experience, activities carried out by the groups,
issues related to organizing, motivations for participation,
changes and problems in the group, strategies that have helped
keep the group going, and lessons from coordinating the group.
See the full interview schedule in the supplementary material.

Twenty-eight interviews were conducted by the first author
and four by the second author. Following the first four interviews
(conducted in September 2020), slight modifications were made
to the schedule. We added introductory sentences before each
block of questions (e.g., “now, I want to ask you some questions
about your role in the group”) and two new questions (“have
you had any previous experience of organizing groups like
this?”; “how do you see the future of this group?”). The revised
schedule was re-submitted for ethical approval, which was
obtained around mid-October. Most of the interviews were then
conducted between the end of October and early December. We
planned to end data collection in mid-December 2020, but one
of the groups who accepted to participate in our study asked to
postpone the interview. Thus, the last interview was conducted
on January 6, 2021.

The interviews were transcribed verbatim by a single
professional transcriber. All personal data collected was
kept strictly confidential in accordance with the Data
Protection Act 2018. Any reference to individuals or specific
locations were anonymized and participants’ names were
replaced by pseudonyms.

Analytic Procedure
We followed a reflexive approach to our Thematic Analysis
(TA) (Braun and Clarke, 2019). The first author led the
analysis process, but all stages were discussed with co-authors
who also engaged with the material. We used the NVivo
software to assist the organization of the codes and the initial
themes. The data set was analyzed without a pre-existing
coding frame but informed by our research questions and
theoretical assumptions. Specifically, we were interested in
group processes (and other psychological factors) involved in
sustaining participation in COVID-19 mutual aid groups, and
in particular the strategies that were employed by organizers
and the experiences of participation that were related to
sustained participation. Thus, our approach was theoretically
driven, yet our interview questions and analytic approach also
allowed for the identification of other psychological factors
than those expected.

Although presented as linear (see Table 1), the analysis process
was dynamic, iterative, and involved continuous reflection and
discussion as suggested for reflective TA (Braun and Clarke,
2006, 2019). Three of the co-authors were active members and
organizers of COVID-19 mutual aid groups, and their insights
were particularly useful for data interpretation in later phases
of the analysis.

The themes presented in this paper show patterns of shared
meaning that apply to the entire data set (Braun and Clarke, 2006,
2019). Overall, the generated themes allow us to identify and

TABLE 1 | Six-phases thematic analysis.

Phase one –
Familiarizing

In the first phase, we familiarized ourselves with the data set, by
reading, re-reading, and taking notes. These notes were shared
and discussed with three of the co-authors.

Phase two –
Coding

The second phase consisted of the development of several
codes (e.g., “wanted to help others”: “feeling part of
something”). This stage followed a bottom–up approach, and
the codification process was data-led.

Phase three –
Initial themes
generation

The third phase involved an initial generation of themes. We
identified links between different codes, and several codes were
re-organized in initial themes. We developed six major
superordinate themes involving aspects related to group
emergence and development; coordination, organization and
cooperation; individuals in the group, from roles to motivations;
group changes over time, strategies for keeping the group
going, and consequences of participation. In this phase, several
subthemes were also created. For example, the initial theme
focusing on motivations for participation was organized into
several subthemes (e.g., sense of responsibility and
community; coping with lockdown).

Phase four –
Reviewing
themes

In this phase, we reviewed all the themes and subthemes. All
extracted quotes were re-analyzed, and several merging and
splitting were made. During this reviewing process, we focused
on the themes and subthemes that were mainly related to our
overarching research questions on sustaining participation in
mutual aid groups.

Phase five –
Naming the
final themes

The fifth phase involved defining and naming the final themes.
Five interlinked themes were generated: meeting community
needs over time with localized action and resources; building
trust and community-based alliances; employing group
processes strategies; experiencing enjoyment and efficacy in
collective coping; an increasing sense of local community
belonging and cohesion.

Phase six –
Writing the
analysis

This phase involved writing the analysis, highlighting the
interlinked nature of the generated themes. To support our
interpretations, we use several interviewees’ quotes.

discuss interviewees’ understandings of the strategies perceived
as key for sustaining mutual aid groups over time, and the role
of different types of experiences of participation to sustained
community solidarity.

RESULTS

Most of the groups in this study were created at the beginning
of the first United Kingdom national “lockdown,” in March
2020. As in other countries (Pleyers, 2020; Sitrin and Sembrar,
2020), people from existing activist or volunteering circles played
an important role in some groups; and in some communities
previous and current local authority councilors took a lead.
Other groups were created by people without any previous
experience of participation. In fact, while several participants
mentioned previous experience of volunteering, activism or
community organizing, nine participants did not have any
previous experience of participation before the pandemic.
Despite these differences in background, our participants shared
a common orientation toward local community needs and
were all involved in organizing and providing multiple forms
of COVID related support. They offered many activities and
services, including practical support (e.g., grocery shopping,
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TABLE 2 | Overview of the generated themes.

Name Description

Theme 1: Meeting
community needs over
time with localized
action and resources

The first generated theme focuses on the localized
dimension of practical and human resources that were
mobilized by mutual aid and community support
groups. It includes details on how groups organized
locally around community needs and how the
mobilization of local resources was a key aspect for
sustaining the group.

Theme 2: Building trust
and community-based
alliances

This theme includes references relating to the strategic
alliances between groups, institutions and charities.
Participants’ views on the need and importance of
building trust and alliances within the local community
are represented in this theme.

Theme 3: Employing
group processes
strategies

The focus in this theme is on the intentional and
conscious things done by organizers to sustain the
groups. These strategies involve invoking identification,
group care, facilitating communication, an informal but
organized leadership structure, and group’s meetings
and events.

Theme 4: Experiencing
enjoyment and efficacy
in collective coping

This theme addresses the positive experiences and
benefits for those who were involved in organized
community solidarity during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Theme 5: Increasing
sense of local
community belonging
and cohesion

The focus in this theme is on the impact of COVID-19
community solidarity for dimensions related with the
community, namely sense of belonging and cohesion.
These dimensions appear related to ideas of group
continuity beyond the pandemic.

collecting prescriptions), information support in different
languages (e.g., development and distribution of pamphlets),
emotional support (e.g., telephone/email helpline), and financial
support (e.g., solidarity funds, foodbanks). Ultimately, groups
organized help based on what was perceived as necessary in their
local community at a given time. Pre-existing groups reorganized
their activities and services to respond to current needs. Emergent
groups, in turn, organized around needs perceived as not being
addressed by charities, existing community groups, or local
authority services. Based on the accounts of organizers, the
five generated themes presented below (Table 2) report the
most prevalent strategies or experiences sustaining COVID-
19 mutual aid activity. Themes 1 and 2 address some of the
foundational elements in COVID-19 mutual aid groups. Theme
3 is essentially about the group processes strategies that help to
sustain involvement within the group. Themes 4 and 5 are about
the experiences resulting from such involvement that helped to
bring about efficacy, positive emotions, and sense of belonging.

Theme 1: Meeting Community Needs
Over Time With Localized Action and
Resources
COVID-19 mutual aid groups participating in our study
emphasized a localized approach in their action and relied on
donations and volunteers from within the community: “all the
donations come from people, just people, we would just do these
posts and then people would just come in and just give their
unwanted stuff or they buy us, buy food” (Ivy, Greater London,
England). Other participants described how pre-existing charities

and food banks offered donations or made their resources (e.g.,
vans) available to recently formed groups: “we have access to
a minibus as well through [charity organization name], so our
transport issues have mainly been quite easy.” (Joshua, North
East England). Existing community centers opened their kitchens
so newly created groups could cook and distribute hot meals
to those who needed them: “we just use the venue, we used
the community center because no one else was using it, so
we just, like, spilled everything out, all these different food
providers just had stuff all over the community center” (Evelyn,
South East England).

The relationship with local businesses and companies was also
mentioned, as they had donated food and other grocery items:
“well we’ve got support from the local businesses” (Rose, Mid
Wales). Local printers for example donated leaflets and posters
that were then distributed by local volunteers: “so, we produced
this, we got, we got funding, well we got sponsorship from a
local printer” (Matthew, West Midlands, England). Additionally,
volunteers used their own vehicles, laptops, phones and other
personal resources: “is just volunteers, just do it. You know,
everybody pays their own petrol to go to the foodbank, or, you
know, whatever.” (Karen, South East England).

Some groups were also able to receive funding from the city
or/and town councils, churches, or local rotary clubs: “well the
town council gave us grants”; the district council have supported
us; both our rotary clubs have supported us. The churches
together in (city) have supported us (Laura, South East England).
A few participants mentioned that they had received grants
from national foundations (e.g., Scotland Foundation) or other
national lottery funds, but most groups relied only on local and
small grants: “a couple of funds yeah (. . .)1. And then we’ve
had one or two other funds in, I think through the community
foundation. And some other small grants.” (Luke, South Wales).

Despite the recognition that access to local resources such as
funds, vans, and venues was important, many participants argued
that the most valuable resource was the volunteers: “Us! We have
us” (Karen, South East England). All participants stressed that
providing community support was possible because many people
were willing to help, had the time and the resources to actively
engage in mutual aid groups or to donate goods or money to
support fundraising events:

Interviewer: What resources did you have?

Aurora: None.

Interviewer: None, okay.

Aurora: I mean, well, it depends on what you mean by
resources, if you mean funding and finance no. But we do
have a lot of social capital in this area. So, there were a
lot of kind of willing and capable people that wanted to
help their community and people who were happy to use
their own resources in terms of like printing out leaflets
and delivering them around and that kind of stuff, donating
food to the food bank, that kind of thing. So, I think if we’d

1Three dots within parentheses are used when a part of the quote was omitted
because it was not relevant to the passage.
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have lived in a different area it wouldn’t have been possible
without some external funding. (Aurora, East of England).

Aurora’s comment suggests the role of pre-existing social
capital in explaining support and help in her community, which
aligns with early analysis of the emergence of COVID-19 mutual
aid groups in the United Kingdom (Felici, 2020). However, she
also pointed to the importance of external funding for groups
working in more deprived areas. In fact, participants from groups
working with marginalized groups and/or in deprived areas
mentioned the need for fundraising and were more concerned
with access to funding. When discussing existing resources such
as funding and access to venues, a few participants also stressed
that the COVID-19 lockdowns created an exceptional time where
some resources were available free of charge: “venues are going to
be back in use, and we’ve been using a venue for free, and that will
change. I don’t suppose that’s sustainable for the venue, and the
funding’s going too.” (Evelyn, South East England).

As with Evelyn’s comment, other participants mentioned
losing access to venues and storage spaces and recognized that
accessing to funding and resources would be more complicated
after the pandemic, even if the need to provide support will
continue to exist. Interviewees also expressed concern over
a decline in the number of people with time and resources
to volunteer due to the end of furlough. Indeed, several
participants mentioned that their group has already started to
lose volunteers: “so, we lost a lot of people after lockdown when
the government said that [people] had to go back to work”
(Sophie, East of England).

Interviewees emphasized the profile of the volunteers involved
in COVID-19 mutual support as a factor in sustaining the group,
as “really skilled people” (Arthur, South West England) who
had time to volunteer in the community, in some cases for
the first time in their lives: “You know, we had nurses and
web designers and – people just come out of the woodwork.
Especially when they’re on furlough and can’t work. I think
it would have been very different if people were having
to work.” (Denis, South East England). Other participants
mentioned the key role of specific experiences and skills such
as: organizational and teamwork; experience in applying for
funding; experience in public health and social services (e.g., ex-
social workers); experience in community organizing and project
management; IT and digital skills; leadership and communication
skills. In general, participants mentioned several of these skills
simultaneously and considered them as key factors in explaining
how the group responded to the pandemic. Importantly, most
participants describe their communities as having the necessary
skills and resources to provide community support during the
pandemic. Furthermore, the local level of action also facilitated
engagement in mutual aid and community support during the
pandemic:

Interviewer: Okay, so finally, I want to ask you if you
learned something from coordinating this group?

Lisa: I think what I have learnt is that it is easier to ask or
to invite people to volunteer in their own neighborhood
where they live. (...). Because it’s time limited, they know

that it’s how long it’s going to take them to get there,
they know how long it’s going to take them to get back
they know (...). Local volunteering initiatives are easier to
keep going and to operate than something which stretches
over a wider field and where traveling is required. (Lisa,
South East England).

As with Lisa, other participants mentioned that acting locally
involved less time and effort, which may have reduced barriers
for participation and acted as an encouragement for participation
during the pandemic.

Thus, our analysis suggests that COVID-19 groups
participating in our study followed a localized approach,
which was perceived as the best level of action to respond to
communities’ needs. The local dimension of resources, including
the human resources (i.e., volunteers), had an essential role in
mobilizing and sustaining COVID-19 mutual aid groups over
time. Specifically, it facilitated the mobilization of resources,
as well as the coordination and distribution of help within
local communities.

Theme 2: Building Trust and
Community-Based Alliances
Twenty-three interviewees mentioned that building alliances
within the community was a key aspect facilitating the
organization and the provision of help. These collaborations
involved other mutual aid groups, foodbanks, community
centers, youth groups, charities, as well as local pharmacies, local
public bodies, among others. The cooperation involved sharing
resources and knowledge:

We work very closely with other groups. We’ve actually started
workshops for our coordinators with other organizations, so we have
a local organization (...), so they did a workshop with us so that
coordinators, so that we can pass referrals to each other. A lot of
the people that come through to us may not have heard of the other
organizations who can offer support. So that when we’re building
relationships with the person that we’re supporting, if they have
additional needs, we can then refer back to other organizations.
(Lucy, West Central, Scotland).

As with Lucy, many other participants mentioned cooperation
between organizations and groups as key for organizing and
distributing services within the community and to ensure
that all people, streets and neighborhoods were covered:
“the idea to manage the community groups in the area
wasn’t to overtake them like other areas have, it was
actually to work with them” (Joshua, North East England).
In some cases, the collaborative approach between groups
and organizations facilitated access to venues and storage
spaces. In other groups, access to funds by new and emergent
mutual aid groups was only possible through pre-existing
registered groups who had formal recognition: “we were able
to use the financing team of the housing association to
manage the funds, disperse the funds” (Logan, West Central,
Scotland). Indeed, some groups applied for funds through
pre-existing community interest organizations, who acted as
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intermediaries between funds agencies and informal mutual
aid groups.

Moreover, alliances with pre-existing organizations also
facilitated the relationship with marginalized groups and
communities. Ivy, whose group was working with migrant and
refugee people, explained:

The way that we reached the people [migrants’ communities]2

that we were trying to work with was through these well-
established projects and charities (. . .), and organizations, these
long-established projects and rightly so they were very, very
protective, because of the real kind of sensitivity around these
people’s situations. So, it was really difficult because really you
needed to be, we needed to have, they needed to foster a sense of
trust of who we are and what our intentions were before they were
ready to hand over you know their clients. So, it took a long time.
(Ivy, Greater London, England).

The importance of building trust between the group and
the community was expressed by 13 participants who agreed
that trust has been one of the most important aspects in
the endurance of mutual aid groups over time: “I guess
the main thing is just trust and relationship with the
community” (Logan, West Central, Scotland). The emphasis in
building trust was particularly evident in participants whose
groups were working directly with migrants, refugees, and
Roma people:

Interviewer: You mentioned some reasons connected with
[the term] mutual aid, which ones were important for your
group?

Theo: We, from the very beginning, we were very clear
that we were a community organization; we’re not a local
government led organization. (. . .). We don’t share it
[people’s information] with anybody, we don’t act as border
police, we’re not here to judge people’s needs, or make
assumptions about their backgrounds, or why they are or
why they, they need help. I think if we had gone down the
line of registering ourselves as a company and doing it in
that sort of charity or whatever and doing it in that sort
of official way, there are loads of things that we would not
have been able to do. And also, with a lot of communities,
especially migrants and refugees, you lose the trust as well.
(Theo, Greater London, England).

By stressing the importance of trust when working with
marginalized communities, this participant also expresses a
fundamental difference between charity and solidarity. Overall,
COVID-19 mutual aid groups offered help without defining
any criteria of eligibility. Any person in the local community
could receive support if they asked, and this was perceived as
particularly important to reach people in need that may have been
considered not eligible for receiving social benefits or support
from charities in the past.

The relationship with the local authority was also addressed
during the interviews, with participants sharing mixed

2Square brackets enclose words intended to clarify meaning and provide a brief
explanation.

experiences. A group of participants mentioned disappointment
with the lack of response from their local councils: “the council
weren’t giving us funding, they weren’t, you know, opening up
their buildings, they weren’t really doing anything that could
support the efforts. So, it’s, they were a bit disappointing, a bit
disappointing.” (Logan, West Central, Scotland). The excess of
formality and rules, and the lack of practical help and support
provided to mutual aid groups was expressed by this set of
participants:

There was no, none of them offered any help either, whether it be
practical, yeah, they gave some money and donation which was
lovely, but it wasn’t really that that we wanted. You wanted actually
them to get involved and none of them ever did that. Neither the
parish councils nor the borough council ever did that. (Sophie,
East of England).

Other participants mentioned support from local government
and described the relationship as positive and helpful. For
these participants a positive relationship facilitated access to
specific resources and knowledge: “so, we use the parish council
website, all this information is up on their website” (Jack,
South East England). Most participants who mentioned positive
experiences with their local councils also mentioned some
previous experience of participation as councilors or involvement
in pre-existing organizations:

Interviewer: Okay, and how is the, the relationship, well the
relationship with the local council?

Freddie: The local council? Very good I would say. So,
so we’ve got, with the, with the community council. I’m
going to say that because I’m the community, one of the
community councilors anyway. And, in the other, the other
group I run now with two other community councilors and
the local authority councilor as well. (...) So that, that helps
in that sense. (Freddie, South West, Wales).

Overall, participants expressed the importance of building
trust between the mutual aid group and the community, and
in particular trust with established organizations and bodies;
other support groups; and the sections of the community
most in need. Our analysis also suggests that alliances with
other groups facilitated continuity of the group activity.
In some cases, mutual aid groups shared knowledge (e.g.,
about existing services within the community), resources (e.g.,
donations), including human resources. Some participants
mentioned being involved in other groups and community
organizations, and that other volunteers in their group have
also started to provide support to other local organizations
(e.g., foodbanks). This suggests that community alliances
facilitated sustained community solidarity through the group,
but also beyond it.

Theme 3: Employing Group Processes
Strategies
COVID-19 mutual aid groups each comprised a small number
of people organizing and coordinating local support and help.
Groups were organized at the village, ward, neighborhood, or
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street levels. Our interviewees were, in some cases, part of a
subgroup composed of coordinators, and for some participants
there was a clear distinction between the coordinators and the
volunteers. Shared identification and sense of belonging to the
COVID-19 mutual aid group were explicitly mentioned by 17
participants as an important part of the experience and as a
strategy for sustaining involvement:

Interviewer: And do you think that applies to your own
group as well, I mean do you think your volunteers initially
felt some sense of being part of a group?

Denis: Yeah, definitely, definitely, and a lot of people
were very reflective about being part of the group, there
were, there wasn’t just a lot of comments about how
they would help people or say they would put things on
there [WhatsApp, Facebook] about how happy, pleased
they were about being part of a group of people who
were doing this. Who were, were, such a nice group of
people. There were a lot of reflective statements. (Denis,
South East England).

As we can see from Denis’s comments, this sense of belonging
to the group was perceived as valued by the members of the group
and was positively described by several participants. Likewise, the
sense of group was also promoted by some organizers: “although
of course I try and make sure we all look after each other as a team.
But I think working together as a team has been what overcomes
different issues.” (Luke, South Wales).

Furthermore, engagement involved high commitment, with
22 participants explicitly mentioning an immense amount
of work, particularly during the first national “lockdown”
(between March and July 2020). In many cases, a structure
for providing help was non-existent, and participants had to
create everything themselves. While this worked as motivating
factor for some participants who felt the need to set up the
group and keep going, some participants explicitly mentioned
feeling extremely tired: “to be honest I feel absolutely worn
out which is probably why my health isn’t great. It’s hard.”
(Olivia, South East England). Some groups were starting
to implement measures to avoid personal burnout, such as
delegating work:

The second-best thing we ever did, was Noah got a deputy and so
did I, because we were doing this for 7 days a week. Probably for the
first 6 or 7 weeks, and it was hard, because it was 12-h days. (Sophie,
East of England).

However, there were not many references to strategies of
personal care, although participants stressed many times the
importance of avoiding burnout. Participants assumed the
“exceptionality” involved in the times they were living in, and
argued that once the organizational structure (e.g., procedures
for task allocation) was implemented the amount of work became
more manageable. There was also an active effort from organizers
to make things easier for volunteers:

Interviewer: Has involvement in the group meant a lot of
time and effort for you, for the others?

Noah: Yeah, I think, what we tried to do, is something I
generally try to do, is make things very simple for people.
So, we set up those processes and mechanisms to make sure
that people had the least amount of work to do, so, when
it came to somebody having to do a shopping task it was,
“right, here’s the shopping list, here’s the phone number of
the client, please phone them up and let them know when
you are going to go, talk about any issues.” All they had to
do was that, do the shopping, send us a receipt, job done
basically. (Noah, East of England).

Moreover, the importance of caring and supporting
group members was explicitly mentioned by 22 participants.
Interviewees stated they had made strenuous efforts in preparing
and elaborating clear guidelines to protect volunteers and avoid
the risk of spreading the virus when providing support to others.
Simultaneously, interviewees also mentioned the importance of
ensuring that no volunteer would get overloaded, of distributing
the workload fairly, and of providing emotional support to
volunteers when necessary: “a lot of the time it’s just been giving
people time and a listening ear, so I think that’s been really
important for folks” (Logan, West Central Scotland). This kind
of emotional support within the group was mentioned by several
participants as a key aspect helping to maintain mutual aid group
members active and motivated:

Interviewer: Okay, and how about the kind of things that
have helped to keep the group going? Can you mention
specific things that you have done that maybe helped the
group?

Emma: I think support, support and teamwork [explains]
a lot of it. I think doing this kind of thing, and especially
doing it now and working from home, now you’re back
in and stuff like that, you need a good team around you,
and you need that support and that motivation and that
encouragement (...). So, I think, because we’ve had that, it
supported us, it supported the volunteers and gave them
reassurance as well. (Emma, North West England).

As part of this culture of group care and support, 20
interviewees mentioned that they actively tried to keep the
communication regular within the group, including by asking
volunteers about their needs regularly, and trying to respond to
these needs. To facilitate internal communication, participants
used WhatsApp and Facebook groups, and regular telephone
calls. Other groups organized regular meetings (e.g., weekly,
fortnight, monthly). While most meetings were online, some
groups had the opportunity to meet outdoors:

For example, the helpline people who probably were the busiest
of the volunteers, we [the organizers] would have a weekly get
together with them, on Zoom, not physically. And let them share
experiences, so they had a really high degree of camaraderie. We
also had a group called the communications group which was, a
cross-village group, that we put together to try to get over this lack of
communication problem that we have in the village. And that sort of
became more a cross-village advisory group. And I think that level
of communication, bringing people together and just letting them
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share the good and the bad, helped keep people together. (Karen,
South East, England).

Karen’s excerpt introduces the importance of communication
at different levels, within the group, but also within the
community. Moreover, she also makes a clear distinction between
the group’s coordinators and (“we would meet with them”)
and the volunteers’ group. This approach was shared by other
participants, who mentioned separate meetings with the group
of coordinators and with the volunteers. The few participants
who were involved in superordinate mutual aid groups in urban
settings highlighted their effort to support street coordinators,
and mentioned regular meetings with the coordinators, who were
then responsible for liaising with the volunteers at the street and
neighbor level:

Interviewer: Okay, and how about the things that maybe
you have done as coordinator that have helped keep the
group going? What kind of things did you do to sustain
the group?

Lucy: I think the main thing I do to help sustain the group
is to support the coordinators. The coordinators are the
ones that are in direct contact with our volunteers. We
hold fortnightly meetings with the coordinators so we’re
able to, you know, talk about the various things that are
happening or have happened within the group over the
last 2 weeks. It’s all about communication. I think that’s
why our volunteers, they feel part of the organization. We
update them regularly on things that are happening within
the organization. (Lucy, West Central, Scotland).

Lucy, like other interviewees, reinforced the importance of
communication so volunteers feel part of the organization.
She did that by highlighting the importance of supporting
the coordinators who would in turn support the volunteers.
Additionally, getting together for socializing was considered
important for sustaining the group over time, and some groups
were able to organize outdoor meetings or planned to do so as
soon as possible. Other groups created socializing online spaces
(e.g., WhatsApp group, Facebook group). Many participants
recognized the importance of socializing moments and expressed
their intention to organize events in the future, when the
pandemic is over, so volunteers could all meet each other face-
to-face, some for the first time, and celebrate their achievements.

Most groups involved in our study did not have legal
status nor formal chairs, but there was, in most cases, a
structure of coordination involved. Shared leadership by a small
group of people was, in most cases, assumed informally and
spontaneously. But it was considered an important aspect for
sustaining engagement over time: “I noticed that the groups
that do have that kind of central organizing. They’re much
more coordinated in terms of reaching out for help and so on.”
(Theo, Greater London, England). However, participants seemed
to value sharing responsibilities in terms of decision making
and the lack of formal rules (e.g., chair) involved in the idea of
mutual aid. Ultimately, even in groups that had a clear distinction
between coordinators and volunteers, participants claimed to

have approached things as a group, and that there was a shared
goal that helped to sustain group activity over time: “I think we
worked well because it was about the community, it wasn’t about
us, for most of us anyway.” (Rose, Mid Wales).

In summary, interviewees referred to many conscious and
intentional ingroup strategies as important for sustaining
participation in the groups participating in our study. Essentially
these strategies revolved around promoting a shared identity,
effective communication between group members, a culture of
care and support within the group, group meetings and events,
and an informal but organized leadership structure.

Theme 4: Experiencing Enjoyment and
Efficacy in Collective Coping
Most participants expressed positive emotions associated with
their and others’ participation in mutual aid groups during the
pandemic, such as joy, pride, and happiness:

I think there’s a hard core of people who really enjoy just helping
and supporting. For no other reason, you know, I enjoy what I do
in my other activities, it means sometimes two hundred mile a day
driving patients, but I know they’ve had their radiotherapy – it’s very
rewarding. (Ryan, East Midlands, England).

Like Ryan, other participants used expressions of joy to
describe their and others’ experiences. Expressions such as “there
was a lot of enjoyment” or “they [volunteers] were quite pleased”
were used by several participants. Additionally, there was a strong
sense of accomplishment and pride among some participants:
“so, I think quite a lot of the members who were quite involved in
it did feel quite proud” (Oscar, South East England). Importantly,
participation was also considered a form of coping with lockdown
measures and volunteering was considered “win–win” situation
with benefits for volunteers and for the whole community:

Interviewer: You were saying, explaining how you started?

Amelia: Yeah, it was very important to get the message
out that it wasn’t just for people in difficulty, it was for
everybody, it was to help stop food wastage. It was, it was
for everybody in the village (...) it was also about social
contact as well for people’s mental health. Because yes, we
couldn’t socialize but actually you were allowed to go out
for food, so people could actually have a chat while wearing
the masks, being safe, keeping themselves 2 m apart but
actually for some people it was the only people that they
saw in the week. So, it was really good for mental health as
well. (Amelia, South East England).

Amelia particularly valued the coping role of the mutual aid
group, arguing for the importance of these groups even for those
who felt they did not need help with basic needs but needed the
emotional support from the group. Participating in mutual aid
groups was perceived as contributing to volunteers’ own sense
of coping as it helped to give purpose and routine during the
pandemic (cf. Mao et al., in press): “But when the volunteers
were getting involved you could see that it’s given them that
daily routine and something they could look forward to” (Emma,
North West England). Furthermore, when referring to positive
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benefits, some participants also stressed benefits related to their
own development of personal skills:

Interviewer: Have you learned something from
coordinating this group?

Theo: Yeah, volunteer management, onboarding, learning
a bit more about GDPR [General Data Protection
Regulation]. Learning more about things like mental health
issues. Community care, what resources are available
in the neighborhood. (...) So, I didn’t really know the
neighborhood. I can’t say that I know the neighborhood
after a year and half, that’s impossible, I think. But I think I
know it a lot better. (Theo, Greater London, England).

Among other things, some felt to have gained practical
knowledge on community organizing, on how to deal with people
in group settings, and how to assume leadership roles. They also
improved their communication skills and learned how to listen to
people’s needs. In this sense, participants perceived the group as a
space for personal growth and learning, which in some cases led
them to become more aware of their own role and impact within
the local community: “I’ve learnt the positive impact you can have
on your community if you’re willing to give up some of yourself
to your community (Amelia, South East England).

The positive emotions and other psychological benefits were
also related to a strong sense of contribution to the community.
There was a strong sense of achievement explicitly stated by 22
participants: “so, you know, there’s some adjustments that we
know need to be made. But it didn’t diminish the success of
the thing at all.” (Arthur, South West England). The support
provided to the community as well as specific events and activities
organized by the group were perceived as successful. The sense
of being able to contribute appears in different levels, and it was
directly associated with positive emotions, as we can see in the
following excerpt:

And when you see that journey and you know that you’ve helped
that person and you see that person change and be able to, be
more proud of who they are, feel more connected, can’t access other
services, it’s a massive, massive motivation. And I think the work
that we do, even though we’re one of the poorest areas, we’re really,
really blessed to see that difference that our work makes as well. And
that gives you your passion, you’re driven when you know you’re
making that difference, it comes naturally to want to continue to
make that impact and have that positive impact on people and their
families. (Emma, North West England).

Emma’s comment clearly shows how interviewees perceived
their group’s ability to effectively contribute to improve the
lives of people within their community. While some participants
focused on the ability of the group to mobilize help, several
participants focused on the ability of the community as whole to
come together when necessary.

Our analysis suggests that practices of solidarity involved
in mutual aid groups were valued by all participants, who
described their experience of participation positively. Positive
emotions such as pride, joy and happiness were considered
factors sustaining mutual aid groups over time. The shared sense
that the group and the community itself responded effectively

and promptly to community needs, as well as the perception that
participating in mutual aid groups helped to provide well-being
and new skills, also seem to be important factors for sustaining
long-term participation.

Theme 5: Increasing Sense of Local
Community Belonging and Cohesion
Twenty-six participants described several positive effects on the
sense of community resulting from participation in COVID-19
mutual aid groups. These participants tended to describe the local
community as more connected and cohesive in relation to the
pandemic, and that mutual aid groups experienced during the
pandemic have shown that it is possible to “to bring everyone
together” (Amelia, North East England). Other participants
pointed to the positive benefits of finally getting to know their
neighbors: “a lot of the neighbors actually know the people who
are living beside them, whereas before we didn’t. That’s one of the
positive things.” (Zoe, North West, England).

Several other participants expressed that their experience
in COVID-19 mutual aid had helped to build relationships
within the community and has increased the sense that they
can rely on others within the community: “a lot of the
neighbors actually know the people who are living beside
them, whereas before we didn’t. That’s one of the positive
things!” (Emma, North West, England). Likewise, “community
spirit” was an expression used by some participants, who
believe that the local community had become much friendlier
after COVID-19, and there was an increase in the sense
of community, despite the challenging situation: “I think
genuinely the community spirit now, especially in [locality]
is absolutely brilliant. And people have lost their jobs but
they’re still willing to go out of the house and do something”
(Mathew, West Midlands).

Importantly, interviewees not only perceived the community
as more connected, they described their own relationship with
the community as stronger. Many participants described how the
COVID-19 situation has allowed them to build relationships with
others in the local community:

Interviewer: And did you learn something from the
community?

Rose: Oh yes. We have a wonderful community, they
are generous to a fault, they are absolutely looking out
for everybody else, they do worry about their neighbors.
They worry about the people they can’t see on the street
anymore, because nobody’s on the street. So, I have made
some very good friends through this group (...) and I
wanted that, I wanted to know people in my community,
I wanted to feel like I could contribute something (...). So
even though it took a terrible pandemic to do it, we now
feel that people know that we’re reliable and that we can
help out in an emergency. So, I’ve learnt that we chose well
in picking this place to live. (Rose, Mid Wales).

As with Rose, many other participants mentioned feeling
more connected to their own community as a result of their
engagement with the mutual aid group. Moreover, for some
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groups these experiences within the community will have a future
impact locally, and they talked about continuity and “legacy” to
describe the experience:

I expect we’ll continue to engage folks because I do think in terms of
their values most of the volunteers really want to help people, they
really wanted to, you know, make connections in their community,
and this is a way for a lot of people to maybe not lived long to make
new friends and maybe get involved in the life of the community,
and I think that that will be a real legacy. You know the fact that, the
kind of, it’s a really cheesy term but the kind of community-cohesion
I think has really improved. (...). I don’t ever get a sense that we’re
going to go back to the way exactly that things were, you know
I think the volunteers and the people who have been involved in
mutual aid led activities will be central to that [recovering] and
we’re started to see that who have volunteered, you know, applying
for jobs, maybe in things that they wouldn’t have done before. Or
getting involved in projects and things like that as well, which is
really interesting. (Logan, West Central, Scotland).

This rich extract from Logan suggests how participation
during the pandemic may have strengthened the local community
spirit and led to more engagement. Importantly, other references
to group continuity once the pandemic is over were evident in
almost every interview. Views around the future of the group
beyond the pandemic were very much related to the perceived
needs of the community, with interviewees who perceived high
and continued needs in the community feeling that they were
prepared to meet community needs even when the pandemic
is over:

Interviewer: And finally, how do you see the future of this
group?

Sophie: Only positive to be honest. I mean we’re ready for
round two. (...) I think this is going to be morphed into
that, and they are going to continue this service, forever
now. (. . .). This is no longer a COVID response, this a
community response. So, if anybody at any point in next
month, in a year or in 2 years, needs their shopping done,
needs a prescription, needs taking to the doctors, the group
will do it. Because we will now have the volunteers - this
is the big thing that’s come out of this, because we found
all these volunteers, they all want to continue to help, a lot
want to continue to help, they’re able to sustain that, and
continue to provide the service. (Sophie, East of England).

Sophie’s comments clearly expressed a commitment with
the community beyond COVID-19 and suggested that
her community has irreversibly changed. On this matter,
interviewees’ comments suggested that even those participants
who were not involved pre-pandemic expressed a desire to
continue to be involved in the recently created group when
the pandemic was over. Additionally, five participants from
pre-existing groups also pointed to an effect on their own
organizations, namely in terms of having more volunteers,
and more knowledge on community needs and services.
Five interviewees from pre-existing groups mentioned that
COVID-19 has shown the importance of community organizing
while others argued that their activity and services have grown

since COVID-19 and they feel more prepared to respond to
community needs. Other interviewees said they believed that
COVID-19 had raised awareness of the group: “I think, I hate
to say this, but I think that COVID-19 has raised the awareness
of the group. So, I actually think that certainly in the next,
certainly for the next year, so it will definitely flourish.” (Lisa,
South East England).

In addition, while some mutual aid groups may have stopped
providing help in the community, participants continued their
own commitment to community action, by engaging in other
groups and projects.

In summary, participants described an increased local sense
of community and cohesion which were related to willingness
to keep involved in the future. Participants’ accounts showed
that COVID-19 mutual aid groups were perceived not only
as an effective tool for addressing the COVID-19 crisis, but
also as a way to increasing bonds within the community,
which may lead to post-COVID participation and solidarity.
In turn, for some participants, group continuity after the
pandemic was an expected progression of creating COVID-19
community response in the first place. Participants’ accounts
of group continuity suggested that there is a willingness to
maintain support in the community in the future, either as
temporary response for emergency situations or as permanent
and continuous support for the community.

DISCUSSION

Drawing on 32 interviews with community organizers of
COVID-19 mutual aid groups in the United Kingdom, the
present study identified several strategies considered key
for sustaining COVID-19 mutual aid groups, as well as
practical and psychological experiences that were perceived
by the organizers as important in motivating continued
participation. Overall, our findings suggested that meeting
community needs with localized action and resources
and building trust and community-based alliances were
foundational elements in COVID-19 mutual aid. According
to the organizers participating in our study, group process
strategies employed by mutual aid groups, which revolved
around promoting a shared identity, effective communication
between groups members, a culture of care and support
within the group, group meetings and events, and an
informal but organized leadership structure, helped to sustain
involvement within their groups. The experiences resulting
from participation in the group led to positive emotions, such
as joy, and efficacy. Participation in COVID-19 mutual aid
was also related to an increasing sense of local community
belonging and cohesion.

Despite their diversity, all groups in our study were organized
based on their local community, which seems to have facilitated
access to human resources (e.g., volunteers) and practical
resources (e.g., venues, vans, donations), that were then related
to the endurance of mutual aid groups over time. As previous
studies found in disaster communities (Ntontis et al., 2020;
Tekin and Drury, 2020), alliances were a key strategy for
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ensuring the endurance of the groups over time. Besides,
the collaborative and cooperative approach between people,
groups, and organizations has created future opportunities for
participation. The alliances built during the pandemic also
facilitated the integration of other community initiatives and
projects that were not necessarily COVID-19 related, which
suggests the importance of community alliances in sustaining
future participation.

Relating to the strategies employed by COVID-19 mutual
aid groups, our findings suggest that groups focused on
several strategies, at both group and community levels. At
a community level, our analysis aligns with previous studies
of COVID-19 mutual aid groups suggesting a high diversity
in terms of activities realized, pre-existing nature, and the
characteristics of the people involved in mutual support during
the pandemic (e.g., Pleyers, 2020; Sitrin and Sembrar, 2020;
Mao et al., 2021).

Our findings also align with previous research suggesting that
group processes may be important for sustaining solidarity over
time (Drury et al., 2019; Ntontis et al., 2020). We found that
evoking a shared identification was a deliberate strategy used
by several COVID-19 mutual aid groups. There was an overall
commitment to increasing the sense of belonging among groups’
members, often through regular communication and feedback,
shared meetings and events, clear rules, structure and guidelines,
and a strong focus on the idea of caring for the well-being
of group members.

Taking care of each other was considered to be vital for
sustaining COVID-19 mutual aid groups. Participants described
taking care of each other, making sure that the needs of
all the members were taken into consideration, and that no
volunteer was placed in a risky situation or was working too
many hours for the group. Past research has shown that while
long-term activists benefit from using personalized strategies of
personal care to avoid burnout (Gorski, 2019; Driscoll, 2020),
burnout should be approached from a group perspective, i.e.,
through a community-care burnout orientation (Gorski, 2019).
Interestingly, our analysis suggests an orientation toward a group
care approach, which may have the potential to help sustain
long-term participation. Simultaneously, our findings also show
that there is a perception of the need to recognize and celebrate
the groups’ achievements, and that many groups were planning
to do this when it is COVID-19 safe. Celebration events are
vital for enduring participation over time (Ntontis et al., 2020),
with these events expected to have a crucial role in sustaining
community solidarity.

Moreover, participants in our study argued that the
sustainability of mutual aid groups and the participation in
these groups were also related to a set of practical and social
psychological factors. In terms of practical factors, it is worth
considering that mutual aid groups sustained themselves
because they had access to resources needed to perform their
tasks, namely in terms of people’s availability to participate
and access to goods and funds. A local community-based
approach facilitated the coordination and distribution of help,
the mobilization of volunteers and the access to resources.
There were, however, several concerns with the lack of stability

in accessing key resources (e.g., vans, storage spaces, grants,
skilled volunteers) after the pandemic. The ability to mobilize
resources in the long term was a challenge faced by many groups,
especially those working with marginalized groups in socio-
economic deprived areas. Previous research has suggested that
inequalities in the distribution or availability of social support
can be explained by pre-existing social inequalities (Kaniasty
and Norris, 1995), which might have affected who receives and
who has access to support structures and resources. The decline
in terms of resources and the saturation of supportive networks
are also factors that have been found to influence the decline of
disaster emergent groups (Norris and Kaniasty, 1996; Kaniasty
and Norris, 2004).

Importantly, our findings suggest that the experience of
participation in COVID-19 mutual aid groups was empowering
in several ways. There was a general sense of being able
to contribute and effectively respond to community needs
during and even after the pandemic. Such perceptions were, in
general, followed by descriptions of the power of mobilizing the
communities and expressions of positive emotions associated
with participation, such as joy and pride. In addition, our
findings suggest that participating in COVID-19 community
solidarity enhanced participants’ well-being and sense of being
able to contribute to the local community, as previously found
in other studies and contexts (e.g., Alfadhli et al., 2019;
Bowe et al., 2020, 2021; Mao et al., in press). Boezeman
and Ellemers (2007), for example, found that pride and
respect for the organization were predictors of long-term
volunteering. Additionally, a recent study from Bowe et al.
(2020) showed that participating in volunteering is a source of
pride, satisfaction, and well-being, and that volunteering predicts
increased community identification and support, which in turn
mediates the relationship between volunteering and well-being.
Since one way of looking at sustained engagement is through
the consequences of participation (Selvanathan and Jetten, 2020),
it can be argued that COVID-19 mutual aid and community
support have the potential to translate into long-term community
responses. Positive emotional experiences, in particular, have
the potential to shape people’s motivation to future engagement
(Becker and Tausch, 2015), as ours and previous studies suggest
(e.g., Bowe et al., 2020).

Finally, for those participating in organized help, new
community bonds and ties have been created, which is in line
with previous arguments that practices of solidarity often involve
the construction of different and new social relations (Drury
et al., 2019; Pleyers, 2020). We found that people involved
in the COVID-19 mutual aid groups increased their sense of
belonging by increasing the number of social connections and
bonds with others in their local communities. Additionally,
COVID-19 mutual aid groups acted as a platform for building
such connections and a context facilitating the emergence
of new community shared identities. Specifically, participants
described an increase in terms of community identification and,
simultaneously, increased identification with the cause and the
goals of the COVID-19 mutual aid groups. Considering that
sense of community has a positive and strong influence in diverse
forms of participation (Talò et al., 2020), sense of community and
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cohesion are likely to be important factors for sustaining mutual
aid groups over time.

Limitations and Future Research
While we tried to reach diverse groups and participants,
our sample still overrepresented groups located in England.
Besides, thousands of mutual aid groups were created in the
United Kingdom during the pandemic, and our study only
captured the experiences of a small sample of these groups.
It is also possible that there was a self-selection bias, leading
more engaged groups and participants to respond to our call
for participants. Additionally, several groups did not have their
contact addresses available, and others were contacted but
did not answer our invitation. It was particularly difficult to
reach politicized groups and groups working in deprived and
marginalized areas. The diversity of groups should be the focus
of further research, as it is likely that the level of politicization
may influence the future of mutual aid and their ability to
sustain participation over time. In particular and considering that
marginalized and deprived groups are those being most affected
by COVID-19, it is crucial to look at how community groups
and activists will respond to social inequities in the recovery and
rebuilding processes.

Our choice to focus on organizers was appropriate and
necessary to address the question of strategies used by active
members to sustain the involvement of others. However,
on the topic of the motivating experiences that arise from
participation, while interviewees referred to other volunteers’
experiences as well as their own, this study’s insights on
this aspect of the findings may be limited to the perspective
of those highly active and engaged. Future research should
interview or survey volunteers having different roles and types
of participation (e.g., sporadic, continuous) to test whether the
strategies and experiences analyzed here do indeed lead to
sustained involvement.

It worth noting that at the time of the interviews, mutual
aid groups had been active for several months. We started our
interviews a few months after the easing of the first lockdown
and the shielding requirements, and there were some signs that
the activity of mutual aid groups declined after easing the first
lockdown (Tiratelli, 2020). However, infection rates continued
to increase and the need for self-isolation was high during the
period of data collection, which suggests that the need for mutual
aid and support amongst communities still existed. In this sense,
the data collection period of our study is also beneficial as
most participants had been involved in mutual aid for more
than six months. In most cases, such participation has involved
a high and continued level of commitment in a situation of
crisis, which we believe is particularly relevant to understanding
sustained participation. Our findings show that groups were
able to implement strategies for sustaining participation over
time, and that some groups were highly committed to providing
organized help after the pandemic. It would be important to
follow these groups over time, as well as interviewing people
who dropped out, to examine how the strategies and factors
identified in our study are related to long-term and sustained
participation and solidarity.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Previous research demonstrates that post disaster solidarity
tends to decline over time (Kaniasty and Norris, 1993;
Norris and Kaniasty, 1996; Kaniasty et al., 2019; Ntontis
et al., 2020). A key strength of our study is that it extends
previous literature by focusing on the strategies and
factors that may sustain COVID-19 mutual aid groups
over time. Our analysis shows that several community
and group level strategies and experiences were related to
sustained participation in COVID-19 mutual aid groups,
including meeting community needs over time with localized
action and resources, building trust and community-
based alliances, employing group processes strategies,
experiencing enjoyment and efficacy in collective coping,
and increasing sense of local community of local community
belonging and cohesion.

Based on these findings, some practical and important
implications can be drawn. First of all, given the importance
of resources in sustaining COVID-19 mutual aid groups
(theme 1) there is a need to provide practical and
financial support to COVID-19 mutual aid groups.
However, this should be done without constraining or
interfering in their actions, decisions or activities (Tiratelli
and Kaye, 2020). It should also be combined with a
broader strategy of supporting social infrastructures in
critical areas such as education, housing, and transport
(Power and Benton, 2021).

Second, COVID-19 has disproportionately affected ethnic
minority communities (Hooper et al., 2020), and it is now urgent
that we understand and take steps to mitigate the wider social
and economic impacts within these communities, to best prepare
to address the expected long term-social impacts of COVID-
19 (Bedford et al., 2020). COVID-19 mutual aid groups have
acquired extensive knowledge on the local needs, resources and
potentialities of their communities (theme 2). This knowledge
should be mobilized for developing programs and interventions
for addressing the medium and long-term impacts of COVID-19.

Third, following a local community-based approach facilitated
the coordination and distribution of help, the mobilization of
volunteers and resources, leading to a sense of being part and
able to contribute to the local community (themes 1, 4, and 5).
Governments should prioritize community-level interventions,
as they have the potential to benefit individuals and communities.

Finally, our study supports previous suggestions for the
need to recognize the role of group processes (Drury et al.,
2019; Ntontis et al., 2020). There are several strategies that
can be employed by mutual aid groups and that have the
potential to sustain participation over time. For example,
community organizers, activists and coordinators can actively
invoke shared identities, promote a culture of taking care of
each other, organize socializing meetings, and facilitate open
communication between group members (theme 3). As our
study shows, these group strategies may have the potential to
lead to long-term community responses, which will be key for
ensuring that communities effectively recover from the COVID-
19 pandemic.
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Research has suggested a fundamental connection between fairness and well-being at 
the individual, relational, and societal levels. Mattering is a multidimensional construct 
consisting of feeling valued by, and adding value to, self and others. Prior studies have 
attempted to connect mattering to both fairness and a variety of well-being outcomes. 
Based on these findings, we hypothesize that mattering acts as a mediator between 
fairness and well-being. This hypothesis was tested through Covariance-Based Structural 
Equation Modeling (CB-SEM) using multidimensional measures of fairness, mattering, 
and well-being. Results from a Latent Path Analysis conducted on a representative sample 
of 1,051 U.S. adults provide support to our hypothesis by revealing a strong direct 
predictive effect of mattering onto well-being and a strong indirect effect of fairness onto 
well-being through mattering. Results also show that mattering is likely to fully mediate 
the relationship between fairness and multiple domains of well-being, except in one case, 
namely, economic well-being. These findings illustrate the value of a focus on mattering 
to understand the relationship between fairness and well-being and to provide future 
directions for theory, research, and practice. Theoretical implications for the experience 
of citizenship and participation, along with cross-cultural considerations, are also discussed.

Keywords: mattering, fairness, well-being, social justice, dignity, SEM, multidimensional measure

INTRODUCTION

Despite decades of surging interest in well-being, there is still a need to understand the role 
that fairness and justice play in human flourishing (e.g., Greenberg and Colquitt, 2013; 
Prilleltensky, 2014; Yean, 2016; Di Martino and Prilleltensky, 2020). Although there is a robust 
literature on the psychology of social justice (Lind, 2020), especially in the context of work 
(Ybema and van den Bos, 2010), we  still lack a full picture of how fairness impacts wellness. 
A promising new development is the emerging research on mattering (Schlossberg, 1989; 
Elliott et  al., 2004; Flett, 2018; Prilleltensky, 2020; Prilleltensky and Prilleltensky, 2021). In 
particular, mattering has potential as a bridging concept that helps explain how fairness produces 
wellness at the individual, community, and societal levels. We develop in this paper the argument 
that mattering plays a mediating role between fairness and well-being.

Well-being
Well-being (used interchangeably with wellness and flourishing here) is the subject of a vast 
and transdisciplinary literature (Arcidiacono and Di Martino, 2016). Within psychology, the 
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study of well-being emerged in correction to the over-reliance 
on deficit models of mental health (Huppert, 2009). Over the 
years, well-being has earned a prominent place in disciplines 
such as positive, philosophical, child and family, social, 
community, and organizational psychology. It is frequently 
divided into hedonistic, or emotion-oriented; and eudaimonic, 
or meaning-oriented (Ryff and Singer, 1998).

Despite this variety, it is possible to identify key themes 
and features of the well-being landscape which can inform 
our discussion. First, well-being is about what is good for 
people (Crisp, 2001); it represents an ideal “positive state of 
affairs brought about by the simultaneous and balanced 
satisfaction of diverse objective and subjective needs of 
individuals, relationships, organizations, and communities” 
(Prilleltensky, 2012 p.  2). As this definition suggests, it can 
be  thought of as having subjective (e.g., life satisfaction) and 
objective (e.g., life expectancy) elements (Diener and Suh, 1997; 
Oswald and Wu, 2010). Next, well-being is most often discussed 
in terms of multiple dimensions. These dimensions can be broad, 
as in Diener’s (1984) tripartite model (life satisfaction, positive 
affect, and negative affect) or highly specific, as in Ryff ’s (1989) 
six-factor model of psychological well-being (autonomy, self-
acceptance, positive relationships, environmental mastery, 
personal growth, and purpose in life). Finally, well-being is 
experienced by individuals in multiple domains of life 
(Prilleltensky et al., 2015) and can be understood as a function 
of social and ecological contexts as much as individual 
characteristics (Kelly, 2000; McGregor et  al., 2003).

Well-being is fostered by the satisfaction of diverse needs 
in various areas of life (Deci and Ryan, 2011). These include 
physiological needs like sleep, psychological needs like autonomy 
(Sheldon and Gunz, 2009), relational needs like belonging 
(Baumeister and Leary, 2017), material needs like housing, 
and existential needs like purpose in life. This diversity underlies 
the I  COPPE (i.e., Interpersonal, Community, Occupational, 
Physical, Psychological, and Economic well-being) model of 
well-being (Prilleltensky et al., 2015) used in the present study. 
This model, which is expressed in an assessment tool detailed 
below, understands subjective well-being as experienced in the 
overall, interpersonal, community, occupational, physical, 
psychological, and economic domains.

Cross-Cultural Considerations
Beyond these distinctions, substantial evidence has been furnished 
suggesting that well-being varies both conceptually and in its 
determinants across cultures (Oishi and Kurtz, 2011). For 
instance, researchers have suggested that some cultures may 
construct well-being from a more relational standpoint than 
others (Kitayama et  al., 2010) and that collectivist cultures are 
more likely to ground well-being in experiences of social 
harmony than individualist societies (Kwan et al., 1997). Different 
cultures may also report varying levels of well-being due to 
factors including individualism or collectivism, the 
conceptualization of the self (Suh and Oishi, 2002), and cultural 
factors influencing item response (Kitayama et  al., 2010; 
Cummins, 2019). However, the literature also provides evidence 

in support of basic construct equivalence and cross-cultural 
comparison at both the individual and societal levels (Boarini 
et  al., 2014; Disabato et  al., 2016; Aschauer, 2019).

As such, we  view this and the other main constructs in 
our paper through what Lomas (2015) has termed a “universal 
relativism” lens. This approach favors a synthesis of universalist 
and relativist perspectives which allows room for deep similarities 
to be expressed differentially by culture. Under such a schema, 
basic determinants, such as working conditions, family 
relationships, and community, might contribute across cultures 
to well-being. However, the ways in which they do so might 
be  mediated by culture-specific factors, such as values, norms, 
and tradition. Recent evidence taken from the Gallup World 
Poll (Joshanloo and Jovanović, 2021) appears to align with 
this perspective in the case of subjective well-being. As shall 
be  discussed, we  understand both mattering and fairness in 
similar terms.

Mattering
Mattering is related to one’s experiences of feeling valued by, 
and adding value to, self and others (Prilleltensky, 2020). It 
can be  considered a fundamental need (Flett, 2018) as well 
as part of the common good (Prilleltensky, 2020). Most 
contemporary psychological work on mattering can be  traced 
to Rosenberg and McCullough’s articulation (Rosenberg and 
McCullough, 1981; Jung, 2015). Their conception portrayed 
mattering as an interpersonal construct composed of attention 
from others, importance to and dependence upon them, and, 
later, ego-extension and being missed. Numerous others have 
introduced further elaborations of mattering and extended their 
focus to different domains of life. For instance, Schlossberg 
(1989) expanded upon Rosenberg and McCullogh’s articulation 
by incorporating attention as a fifth dimension. Later, Elliott 
et al. (2004) demonstrated the empirical validity of a mattering 
measure based on this tradition, distilling the construct to 
three factors: awareness, importance, and reliance. Others have 
since expanded the assessment of mattering into the workplace 
(Jung and Heppner, 2017) and explored its relevance in contexts 
ranging from counseling relationships (Rayle, 2006) to social 
crises (Flett and Zangeneh, 2020).

More recently, authors have advocated an understanding of 
mattering which goes beyond feeling significant to others and 
incorporates the contributions that one can make (Jung, 2015; 
Prilleltensky and Prilleltensky, 2021; Reece et  al., 2021). It has 
been increasingly recognized that mattering is important in 
various domains of life (i.e., personal, interpersonal, and 
occupational; Prilleltensky, 2020). Though most research has 
taken place in the context of interpersonal relationships, 
researchers have also demonstrated the importance of mattering 
in the workplace (Reece et al., 2021), in the community (Olcoń 
et al., 2017), and even to the self (Prilleltensky, 2020). Mattering 
has also been theorized as a contested construct related to 
social justice and the public good. For example, it has been 
put forward as the antithesis of social marginality (Schlossberg, 
1989) and dispossession (Morrill and Tuck, 2016). Further, it 
has been suggested that the struggle to matter has great 
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explanatory value for the study of right-wing populism, climate 
inaction, and opportunity hoarding (Prilleltensky, 2020). Hence, 
mattering has relevance beyond psychological dynamics and 
interpersonal relationships. Incorporating these insights, this 
paper will focus on Prilleltensky’s conceptualization of 
multidimensional mattering, defined as the synergistic balance 
of feeling valued and adding value across intrapersonal, relational, 
occupational, and community domains of life (Prilleltensky, 2020).

Hitherto, limited cross-cultural investigation into mattering 
has emerged (e.g., Demir et  al., 2012; Taniguchi, 2015). 
Nevertheless, there is reason to expect that mattering experiences 
would differ between cultures. First, cross-cultural literature has 
demonstrated variability with respect to related constructs, 
including sense of community (Brodsky, 2009; Barbieri and Zani, 
2015) and belonging (Chiu et  al., 2016). Additionally, several 
empirical studies have demonstrated the existence of within-
country demographic group differences in mattering (Scarpa et 
al., 2021a), some of which point to the role of cultural elements 
such as religiosity (Lewis and Taylor, 2009).

Fairness
Fairness has been called “the most essential rule in social 
engagement,” (Sun, 2013 p.17) and conceptualized as justice 
in action (Prilleltensky, 2014). There is evidence that humans 
are fundamentally motivated to seek out and appreciate fairness 
(Montada, 2003; Brosnan and de Waal, 2014). In this paper, 
we  focus on fairness as the application of distributive and 
procedural justice (Rawls, 1991; Ambrose and Arnaud, 2005; 
Lucas et  al., 2011).

Procedural justice, as the name suggests, involves questions 
of fair process (Lind and Tyler, 1988), which occur whenever 
people are treated with respect and decisions are fairly and 
transparently made (Blader and Tyler, 2003). Distributive justice, 
on the other hand, is concerned with allotment of outcomes 
(Cohen, 1987). While distributive justice between individuals 
is certainly possible, it is more frequently invoked in discussions 
of macro-level social justice (e.g., Hülle et al., 2018). Meanwhile, 
procedural justice seems most frequently to be  investigated in 
relational, legal, and workplace contexts (e.g., Greenberg and 
Tyler, 1987). Importantly, however, both have relevance across 
life domains (Prilleltensky, 2013). Although scholars have often 
engaged separately with these concepts, they can also 
be  understood as complementary (Hauenstein et  al., 2001; 
Ambrose and Arnaud, 2005; Lucas et  al., 2011).

Beyond these formulations, researchers have suggested 
additional types of fairness, including relational, cultural, 
epistemic, and corrective justice. Fairness, like mattering, can 
be  experienced by individuals across different domains of life 
(Duff, 2016). Indeed, fairness has been investigated in great 
detail between individuals (Bazerman et  al., 1995), in the 
workplace (Bettencourt and Brown, 1997; Greenberg, 2011), 
in the home (Kawamura and Brown, 2010), and in society at 
large (Sadurski, 1985; Fondacaro and Weinberg, 2002).

Finally, fairness has been the subject of substantial cross-
cultural analysis. We  concur with Leung and Stephan (2001) 
in suggesting that justice can be  understood as both universal 

and culture-specific. While justice is a universal motive, “culture 
may create drastic differences in what goes into the justice 
equation” (P. 400). Hence, the “universal relativism” perspective 
discussed above appears applicable to fairness as well. Among 
sources of difference, cultural values (Wang and Yao, 2011), 
power distance (Kim and Leung, 2007), and culturally influenced 
self-construal (Brockner et  al., 2000) have all been shown to 
significantly influence fairness judgments.

The Connection Between Mattering, 
Fairness, and Well-being
Despite cultural differences in their expression, each of the 
above constructs can be understood as a fundamental motivation, 
which is experienced by individuals across multiple domains 
of life. It is no surprise, then, that each has been connected 
theoretically and empirically to the others. In what follows, 
we  briefly outline key connections between these constructs 
relevant to our hypothesized mediation model.

Fairness and Well-being
Theoretical arguments connecting wellness and fairness can 
be  found in diverse literatures. Key to most are two notions: 
first, that humans have a fundamental need for fairness; second, 
that fairness helps stabilize beneficial social arrangements. In 
community psychology, it has been argued that justice helps 
produce well-being across ecological levels by promoting salutary 
conditions, improving relationships, and avoiding social 
comparison and status-based harm (Prilleltensky, 2012, 2013). 
Public policy authors have put forward that justice enhances 
well-being by strengthening democracy and faith in institutions 
(von Heimburg et  al., 2021). Virtue ethics and existential 
psychology, meanwhile, suggest that justice helps advance 
flourishing by enhancing cooperation and upholding beneficial 
norms (Fowers et  al., 2021).

This connection is also borne out by the evidence furnished 
by various studies. Among individuals, experiences of 
discrimination – a form of unfairness – have been linked to 
increased loneliness, depressive symptoms, and heart disease, 
among other negative outcomes (Mays et  al., 2007; Williams 
et  al., 2012; Priest et  al., 2014). More general experiences of 
unfairness have been linked to reduced mental health functioning, 
increased depression, and drug use (Resnicow et  al., 2021). In 
the workplace, unfair treatment has been connected to poor 
health and burnout (Daniels et  al., 2017; Islam et  al., 2021) as 
well as reduced employee satisfaction (Bettencourt and Brown, 
1997; Lawson et  al., 2009). Finally, researchers have introduced 
evidence that higher social justice index scores are correlated 
at the national level with higher life satisfaction (Di Martino 
and Prilleltensky, 2020). This finding builds upon literature 
connecting macro-level inequality to negative outcomes including 
worse mental health and increased violence (Subramanian and 
Kawachi, 2006; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010; Rambotti, 2015).

Mattering and Well-being
The most important rationale for a connection between mattering 
and well-being lies in the basic necessity of mattering and its 
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components. Feeling valued is comprised of such fundamental 
psychological and relational needs as belonging and secure 
attachment, while adding value is related to autonomy, self-
determination, and self-efficacy (Prilleltensky, 2020). A robust 
literature links each of these constructs to well-being (e.g., 
Reis et  al., 2000).

Beyond theory, a growing body of empirical evidence 
demonstrates the importance of mattering to well-being across 
the lifespan and in various life domains. For young children, 
attachment to parents is a basic relational need whose fulfillment 
is reflected in and clarified by mattering (Charles and Alexander, 
2014; Flett et  al., 2020; Prilleltensky, 2020). For adolescents, 
mattering to the community helps protect against suicidal 
ideation and behavior while increasing physical exercise (Murphey 
et  al., 2004; Olcoń et  al., 2017). Among university students, 
mattering creates belonging and alleviates marginalization 
(Schlossberg, 1989; Huerta and Fishman, 2014). For adults, 
mattering inspires connection with others (Zeeb and Joffe, 
2020) and improves workplace engagement and job success, 
while reducing burnout (Flett and Zangeneh, 2020; Reece et al., 
2021). Mattering also improves the transition to retirement 
communities (Froidevaux et al., 2016) and protects one’s health 
in later life by moderating the relationship between allostatic 
load and age (Taylor et  al., 2019).

More generally, mattering has been identified as a buffer 
against academic stress (Rayle and Chung, 2007) and stress 
in general (Turner et  al., 2004); a broad correlate of physical 
and mental health (Flett, 2018); a protective factor during life 
transitions (Schlossberg, 1989; Froidevaux et  al., 2016); a 
predictor of job satisfaction and intent to leave (Reece et  al., 
2021); a buffer against suicidal ideation and behaviors (Elliott 
et  al., 2004; Murphey et  al., 2004); a protective factor against 
internalized gay ageism (Wight et  al., 2015); and a contributor 
to persistence and belonging on college campuses (Palmer and 
Maramba, 2012; Huerta and Fishman, 2014). In short, the 
relationship between mattering and well-being is wide-ranging 
and well-documented.

While most research has occurred in Western, English-
speaking populations, connections between mattering and well-
being have also been demonstrated in Turkish (Demir et  al., 
2012), Malaysian (Kam and Prihadi, 2021) and Japanese samples 
(Taniguchi, 2015), and among Spanish-speaking respondents 
in the United States (Dueñas and Gloria, 2017, 2020; Huerta 
and Fishman, 2014). In addition, evidence has suggested that 
religiosity contributed more to mattering in African American 
than in White respondents in a U.S. sample (Lewis and Taylor, 
2009). Hence, while there is reason to believe the association 
between mattering and well-being is broadly shared, reasons 
for this association may vary between groups.

Mattering and Fairness
So far, few empirical studies have investigated connections 
between mattering and fairness or justice (e.g., Kawamura and 
Brown, 2010; Lachance-Grzela, 2012). Conceptually, however, 
there is ample reason to expect a relationship. This can be seen 
most clearly by reviewing several concepts, such as dignity, 

self-determination, and belonging, which have been connected 
to both constructs.

Dignity is the notion that people are inherently entitled to 
respectful treatment. In our terms, it is the requirement and 
practice of honoring the mattering of self and others. Nussbaum’s 
insight that securing dignity requires a capabilities-based approach 
to justice – which insists on what people “are actually able 
to do and to be” (Nussbaum, 2000 p. 5) – suggests that dignity 
requires the ability to add value. Meanwhile, within psychology, 
Hicks has positioned fairness as an “essential element” of dignity 
(Hicks, 2011). This perspective is echoed by philosopher Michael 
Sandel, who writes, “justice requires itself to uphold the human 
rights of all people … simply because they are human beings.” 
(Sandel, 2010 p.  123). Dignity has also been put forth as a 
key aspect of procedural justice (Byers, 2016), a critical aspect 
of justice in general (Honneth, 2001), and the basis of human 
rights (Fraser, 2010). In other words, fairness ensures dignity, 
which in turn contributes to mattering.

Related to dignity is self-determination, a value which 
supports feeling valued and adding value. Self-determination 
theory (SDT) links satisfaction of individual needs, such as 
autonomy, relationship quality, and competence to overall well-
being (Sheldon et  al., 2004; Deci and Ryan, 2011). Evidence 
suggests that procedural justice judgments are influenced by 
the satisfaction of autonomy needs (van Prooijen, 2009). 
Furthermore, fairness has been shown to communicate inclusion 
and interact with perceived social status (Tyler and Blader, 
2002; van Prooijen et  al., 2004). Beyond psychology, a longer 
history in contemporary social philosophy (e.g., Young, 1979) 
considers self-determination of both individuals and communities 
to be  foundational to justice. A collective understanding of 
self-determination predicates adding value on conditions of 
fairness (Murphy, 2014). Hence, a clear link between fairness, 
mattering, and well-being at both individual and collective 
levels passes through self-determination.

Another important connection is between mattering and 
belonging. Fromm (1994) suggests that we  have a desire to 
belong in order to avoid a sense of insignificance (cf. Zeeb 
and Joffe, 2020). Dueñas and Gloria (2017) echo this idea in 
designating belonging a social dimension of mattering. 
Meanwhile, researchers have connected greater procedural 
fairness to an increased sense of group identification, need to 
belong, and inclusion (MacCoun, 2005). Most recently, Valcke 
et al. (2020) conducted two experimental studies with racialized 
minority participants whose outcomes suggest that procedural 
fairness produces belonging by enhancing trust and feelings 
of being accepted. It seems possible, then, that fairness reassures 
us that we  matter by demonstrating that we  belong and by 
helping our communities cohere.

PURPOSE AND AIMS

Mattering, fairness, and well-being are core human motivations. 
Each is best understood in multidimensional terms across 
domains of life. Further, each can be  bridged with each of 
the others conceptually and empirically. The literature suggests 
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that fairness bolsters mattering, which, in turn, is crucial for 
well-being. Hence, there seems to be  value in empirically 
investigating the relationships among fairness, mattering, and 
well-being. Therefore, the purpose of the study was to examine 
the relationships among fairness, mattering, and well-being in 
the adult population of the United  States of America.

Hypotheses
Given the depth of established connections between mattering, 
fairness, and well-being and in view of the strong theoretical 
rationale connecting fairness to mattering outlined above, 
we hypothesize that mattering mediates the relationship between 
fairness and well-being. However, given the rich diversity of 
findings connecting fairness and well-being, we  also expected 
a direct connection between the two constructs. Therefore, 
our study will test the following hypothesis:

H1: Multidimensional mattering, as measured by the Mattering 
in Domains of Life Scale (MIDLS) fully mediates the relationship 
between multidimensional fairness, as measured by the 
Multidimensional Fairness Scale (MFS) and multidimensional 
well-being, as assessed by the I  COPPE scale short form.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Approval for this study was obtained under University of Miami 
Institutional Review Board ID 20200295. All procedures 
performed in this study were in accordance with the approved 
protocol, ethical standards of the institution, and the 1964 
Helsinki declaration, subsequent amendments, and comparable 
ethical standards.

Participants and Recruitment
Recruitment was conducted online in partnership with Qualtrics, 
an online survey administration and panel recruitment company. 
The researchers contracted with Qualtrics, who monitored 
survey responses and enforced demographic quotas to obtain 
a representative U.S. sample. Surveys were distributed by 
administration companies partnered with Qualtrics to 
respondents who volunteered to take online surveys. Sampling 
was stratified by each of seven demographic variables, outlined 
below under Instruments and in Table  1, and quotas for each 
answer option were employed to obtain a representative 
U.S. sample.

The full survey process was conducted online. A total of 
1,051 participants volunteered to answer an online survey. 
Participants were emailed an anonymous link. Upon clicking 
the link, they were redirected to a webpage presenting the 
purpose of the study, which was to investigate relationships 
among mattering, fairness, and well-being. Consenting was 
incorporated into the online survey process, and participants 
who declined to participate, those who were under the age 
of 18, or who did not reside in the United States were redirected 
to a thank you  page and excluded from the study. Upon 
completing the survey, eligible participants received a small 
renumeration for their participation from the survey provider.

Demographics
Participants were presented with seven demographic items prior 
to answering other questions. These included age, marital status, 
race/ethnicity, gender, annual household income, occupational 
status, and educational attainment level. Each item was presented 
as a multiple-choice selection. Quotas were employed to ensure 

TABLE 1 | Participant demographics.

Variable n %

Age

18–25 124 11.9

26–34 188 18.0
35–54 365 34.9
55–64 168 16.1
65 or over 200 19.1

Gender

Female 520 49.8
Male 523 50.0
Other 2 0.2

Annual Household Income

$0–$24,999 207 19.8
$25,000-49,999 267 25.6
$50,000–$74,999 213 20.4
$75,000–$99,999 139 13.3
$100,000–$149,999 100 9.6
$150,000–$199,999 53 5.1
$200,000+ 66 6.3

Ethnicity

White/Caucasian 679 65.0
Hispanic/Latino(a)(x) 135 12.9
Black/African American 136 13.0
Asian 53 5.1
Native American 21 2.0
Pacific Islander 5 0.5
Other 16 1.5

Education level completed

Grammar School 8 0.8
High School or Equivalent 290 27.8
Vocational/Technical School (2 Year) 85 8.1
Some College 219 21.0
College Graduate (4 year) 193 18.5
Master’s Degree (MS) 85 7.9
Doctoral Degree 16 1.5
Professional Degree (MD, JD, etc.) 19 1.8
Other 130 12.4

What is your current marital status?

Married 521 49.9
Single 283 27.1
Living With Partner 97 9.3
Divorced 87 8.3
Separated 20 1.9
Widowed 37 3.5

What is your employment status?

Full Time 431 41.2
Part Time 140 13.4
Retired 224 21.4
Unemployed 235 24.7

N = 1,051.
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our sample was representative of the U.S. adult population 
distribution for each variable. Participant demographics are 
outlined in Table  1, below.

Measures
A battery consisting of a consent form, a demographics 
questionnaire, and three main questionnaires, detailed below, 
was presented to all participants who met the inclusion criteria.

Well-being
Well-being was measured using the I  COPPE scale short form 
(Esposito et  al., 2021). The I  COPPE scale was chosen because 
of its focus on individual subjective well-being across multiple 
life domains (Prilleltensky et  al., 2015). The short version of 
this scale uses a Cantril response scale with 14 items. These 
items provide indicators of present and future subjective well-
being in overall well-being and each of the following six 
domains: Interpersonal, Community, Occupational, Physical, 
Psychological, and Economic well-being. An example question, 
addressing Community Well-being in the present, reads as follows:

This set of questions pertains to your community. The top 
number ten represents the best your life can be. The bottom 
number zero represents the worst your life can be. When it 
comes to the community where you  live, on which number do 
you  stand now?

The I  COPPE scale has been validated in several studies 
with consistently strong psychometric properties in both U.S. 
and international samples (e.g., Myers et  al., 2016; Di Martino 
et  al., 2018; Matera et  al., 2020). Moreover, those studies have 
confirmed that the scale consists of 7 correlated factors. In 
the present analysis, the I  COPPE scale short form showed 
excellent indices of model fit: c 42

2
( )  = 70.193, p < 0.001, 

CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.03, 90% CI [0.02, 0.04], 
SRMR = 0.01, high composite reliability ranging from a minimum 
of 0.84 for physical well-being to a maximum of 0.88 for 
occupational well-being, and high validity, with Average Variance 
Extracted (AVE) ranging from a minimum of 0.69 for economic 
well-being and a Maximum of 0.81 for occupational well-being.

Fairness
Fairness was assessed using the Multidimensional Fairness Scale 
(MFS). The MFS consists of 12 items representing four domains 
of life: interpersonal, occupational, community and society. 
Hence, it is aligned with the I  COPPE scale in measuring 
fairness at the experiential level across multiple domains of 
life. Each item features a 5-point Likert scale with the following 
options: never, rarely, sometimes, often, and always. An example 
question, which assess community fairness, reads:

When it comes to your experiences in your local community, 
how often do you feel that you have the same amount of privileges 
as everyone else?

In the present analysis, MFS responses were confirmed as 
a bifactorial measure of overall fairness as a general factor 
with domains of life as specific factors. This approach aligns 
with the theory behind the scale’s construction and validation 
(Duff, 2016).

In the present sample, the MFS showed acceptable indices 
of model fit: c 24

2
( )  = 172.022, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.95, 

RMSEA = 0.05, 90% CI [0.04, 0.06], SRMR = 0.03. However, 
the inspection of modification indices and residuals revealed 
a large unspecified cross-loading between the Societal fairness 
specific domain and the item “When it comes to your experiences 
in your local community … you  have the same amount of 
privileges as everyone else.” In addition, without this cross-
loading, the module could converge only after starting values 
were significantly increased. Therefore, a decision was made 
to respecify the model. Although the effect of this item 
amounted to a relatively small loading onto the Societal 
fairness domain (β = 0.35), its presence made the model 
converge without increasing starting values, and it also greatly 
improved its overall fit, c 14

2
( )  = 101.324, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.98, 

TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.03, 90% CI [0.02, 0.04], SRMR = 0.02. 
In this model, MFS showed high reliability with omega 
coefficients (ω) of 0.93 for the general MFS score and values 
ranging from a minimum of 0.85 for the societal fairness 
specific domain to a maximum of 0.86 for both interpersonal 
and occupational fairness specific domains. Lastly, the general 
fairness domain showed an Explained Common Variance 
(ECV) of 0.60.

Mattering
Mattering was assessed via the Mattering in Domains of Life 
Scale (MIDLS). MIDLS features 27 items and uses a 0–10 
Cantril scale and has previously been validated in a U.S. 
sample (Scarpa et al., 2021b). Like the other two scales employed, 
MIDLS focuses on individual experiences of mattering across 
several domains of life (i.e., personal, interpersonal, 
occupational, and community), each of them representing 
feeling valued and adding value, for a total of 8 factors. Each 
factor is measured through three items which assess one’s 
level of past, present, the future mattering. Three additional 
items measure overall mattering in the past, present, and 
future. The inclusion of past, present, and future items ensures 
there is more than one item for each subdomain to increase 
reliability. This approach has been used successfully with other 
scales which employ a Cantril-type response (e.g., Gallup, 
2021; Prilleltensky et  al., 2015).

Validation results suggest acceptable psychometric properties 
and support the suitability of the scale as a bifactorial measure, 
which build on a general mattering factor and 9 domain-
specific subfactors (4 domains for feeling valued, 4 domains 
for adding value, and 1 overall mattering domain). An example 
question, which measures Community – Adding Value in the 
present, reads:

This set of questions pertains to adding value to your 
community. This means making a contribution or improving 
your neighborhood, city, or region in some way. When it 
comes to adding value to your community, on which number 
do you  stand now?

In the present analysis, the MIDLS showed acceptable indices 
of model fit, except for CFI and TLI that were slightly below 
the recommended thresholds, c 923

2
( )  = 1015.061, p < 0.001, 
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TABLE 2 | Validity and reliability measures of the Measurement model.

I COPPE scale short form

Standardized structural 
coefficients*

Composite 
reliability

AVE

Overall well-being Present 0.92
0.85 0.74

Past 0.80

Interpersonal well-being Present 0.93
0.87 0.77

Past 0.83
Community well-being Present 0.92

0.88 0.79
Past 0.86

Occupational well-being Present 0.93
0.81 0.89

Past 0.88
Physical well-being Present 0.94

0.74 0.85
Past 0.79

Psychological well-being Present 0.91
0.77 0.87

Past 0.85
Economic well-being Present 0.87

0.69 0.82
Past 0.80

Mattering in Domains of Life Scale (MIDLS)

Specific factors General factors

Standardized structural 
coefficients

OmegaS ECV_S
Standardized structural 

coefficients
Omega ECV

Self (feeling valued) Present 0.57
0.89 0.3

0.76

0.98 0.61

Past 0.42 0.65
Future 0.43 0.74

Interpersonal (feeling 
valued)

Present 0.58
0.88 0.27

0.76
Past 0.39 0.67
Future 0.35 0.74

Occupational (feeling 
valued)

Present 0.49
0.91 0.26

0.78
Past 0.44 0.72
Future 0.41 0.77

Community (feeling valued) Present 0.73
0.92 0.62

0.57
Past 0.67 0.53
Future 0.72 0.55

Self (adding value) Present 0.62
0.94 0.39

0.73
Past 0.57 0.71
Future 0.54 0.70

Interpersonal (adding value) Present 0.47
0.88 0.21

0.80
Past 0.32 0.68
Future 0.38 0.76

Occupational (adding value) Present 0.57
0.9 0.34

0.73
Past 0.52 0.65
Future 0.44 0.72

Community (adding value) Present 0.68
0.92 0.56

0.63
Past 0.65 0.55
Future 0.69 0.61

Overall mattering Present 0.60
0.92 0.41

0.71
Past 0.57 0.67
Future 0.55 0.68

Multidimensional Fairness Scale (MFS)

Interpersonal fairness MFS_I_1 0.50
0.86 0.42

0.60

0.93 0.6

MFS_I_2 0.59 0.64
MFS_I_3 0.52 0.64

Occupational MFS_O_4 0.56
0.86 0.61

0.54
MFS_O_5 0.72 0.54
MFS_O_6 0.65 0.46

Community MFS_O_7 0.24
0.73 0.15

0.60
MFS_O_8 0.37 0.64
MFS_O_9 0.19 0.67

Societal MFS_O_10 0.41

0.78 0.35

0.70
MFS_O_11 0.66 0.65
MFS_O_12 0.20 0.68
MFS_O_8 0.38

*All coefficients are statistically significant at the 1% alpha level.
N.B. Ave, Average Variance Extracted; OmegaS, Omega coefficient for specific factors; Omega, Omega coefficient for general factors; ECV_S, Explained common variance for specific factors; ECV, 
Explained common variance for general factors.
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CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.05, 90% CI [0.052, 0.059], 
SRMR = 0.06. However, an inspection of modification indices 
and residuals revealed two large unspecified correlations between 
the “community feeling valued” and “community adding value” 
specific domains (r = 0.73) as well as between the “self adding 
value” and “overall mattering” specific domains (r = 0.59). 
Therefore, the model was respecified to allow those errors to 
correlate, a condition which considerably increased the fit of 
the final model, c 1138

2
( )  = 507.847, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, 

RMSEA = 0.03, 90% CI [0.02, 0.03], SRMR = 0.04. In this final 
model, the general domain of MIDLS showed high reliability 
with a value of ω = 0.98. Additional omega values for the 
specific domains range from a minimum of 0.88 for the 
“interpersonal adding value” specific domain and a maximum 
of 0.94 for “self adding value.”. Lastly, the general mattering 
factor showed an Explained Common Variance (ECV) of 0.61.

Analysis
Preliminary analyses and data cleaning were conducted in SPSS 
version 26.0 (IBM Corp, 2019). Respondents who incorrectly 
answered a quality check item were removed from the sample. 
Internal consistency of scales was then calculated using omega 
coefficients, chosen for their suitability for interpreting a single 
common factor from multidimensional measures of latent 
variables (McDonald, 1999; Hancock and An, 2020).

Finally, the hypothesized mediation model was tested through 
a series of confirmatory factor analyses (CFA), which were 
used to build a Latent Path Analysis within the framework 
of structural equation modeling (SEM; Gunzler et  al., 2013) 
with the support of Mplus v. 8 (Muthén and Muthén, 2013). 
SEM was chosen because of its better correction for measurement 
error in the use of multi-indicator latent variables when compared 

TABLE 3 | Standardized Coefficients for Model 1 and Model 2.

Model 1 Model 2

β p CI β p CI

 Direct effects

Mattering predicting well-being

MIDLS → OWB 0.79 <0.001 0.73, 0.86 0.84 <0.001 0.80, 0.87

MIDLS → IWB 0.73 <0.001 0.66, 0.81 0.79 <0.001 0.75, 0.82
MIDLS → CWB 0.70 <0.001 0.62, 0.77 0.73 <0.001 0.66, 0.78
MIDLS → OWB 0.65 <0.001 0.56, 0.74 0.70 <0.001 0.65, 0.75
MIDLS → PHWB 0.71 <0.001 0.62, 0.79 0.74 <0.001 0.68, 0.78
MIDLS → PSWB 0.74 <0.001 0.66, 0.81 0.76 <0.001 0.70, 0.82
MIDLS → EWB 0.54 <0.001 0.46, 0.63 0.57 <0.001 0.50, 0.64

Fairness predicting mattering

MFS → MIDLS 0.67 <0.001 0.62, 0.72 0.68 <0.001 0.64, 0.72

Fairness predicting well-being

MFS → OVWB 0.06 0.113 −0.01, 0.14 NA NA NA
MFS → IWB 0.08 0.06 −0.0, 0.16 NA NA NA
MFS → CWB 0.13 0.001 0.05, 0.21 0.09 0.01 0.02, 0.16
MFS → OWB 0.06 0.189 0.03, 0.16 NA NA NA
MFS → PHWB 0.04 0.391 −0.05, 0.13 NA NA NA
MFS → PSWB 0.11 0.005 0.03, 0.19 0.07 0.03 0.004, 0.13
MFS → EWB 0.28 <0.001 0.20, 0.37 0.24 <0.001 0.16, 0.31

Total Indirect effects

Mattering mediating through fairness and well-being

β p BS CI β p BS CI
MFS → MIDLS → OVWB 0.54 <0.001 0.47, 0.60 0.58 <0.001 0.53, 0.62
MFS → MIDLS → IWB 0.49 <0.001 0.43, 56 0.54 <0.001 0.49, 0.59
MFS → MIDLS → CWB 0.47 <0.001 0.41, 0.54 0.50 <0.001 0.44, 0.55
MFS → MIDLS → OWB 0.44 <0.001 0.37, 0.51 0.48 <0.001 0.43, 0.53
MFS → MIDLS → PHWB 0.48 <0.001 0.41, 0.55 0.50 <0.001 0.46, 0.55
MFS → MIDLS → PSWB 0.50 <0.001 0.43, 0.56 0.52 <0.001 0.47, 0.58
MFS → MIDLS → EWB 0.37 <0.001 0.30, 0.43 0.39 <0.001 0.34, 0.44

Total direct and indirect effects combined

MFS → MIDLS → CWB + MFS → CWB 0.60 <0.001 0.55, 0.66 0.59 <0.001 0.54, 0.64
MFS → MIDLS → PSWB + MFS → PSWB 0.61 <0.001 0.55, 0.66 0.60 <0.001 0.54, 0.64
MFS → MIDLS → EWB + MFS → EWB 0.65 <0.001 0.60, 0.71 0.64 <0.001 0.58, 0.69

β = Standardized estimates, p = statistical significance (p value), CI = 95% Confidence Intervals, BS CI = 95% 1,000 Bootstrapped Confidence Intervals, MIDLS = Mattering in Domains 
of Life Scale, MFS = Multidimensional Fairness Scale, OVWB-EWB = Overall, Interpersonal, Occupational, Physical, Psychological and Economic well-being.

160

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Scarpa et al. Mattering Fairness and Well-being

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 744201

to regression-based approaches (Pek and Hoyle, 2016; Wang 
and Wang, 2019).

Given the presence of multivariate non-normality, maximum 
likelihood robust (MLR) was used as main estimation in the 
first model, whereas maximum likelihood with 1,000-sample 
bootstrapping procedure was employed to calculate standard 
errors and statistical significance of indirect effects in the second 
model. To assess the fit of our models, we  relied on the cutoff 
points suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999): chi-square (χ2) 
non-significant at the 5% alpha level, comparative fit index 
(CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) > 0.95, root mean square 
error of approximation (RSMEA) < 0.05, and standardized root 
mean square residual (SRMR) < 0.08. However, we  should 
be  mindful that the well-known sensitivity of chi-square test 
to increasing sample size resulted in statistical significance, 
due to the relatively large sample we employed in our analyses. 
Moreover, it is also acknowledged that TLI tends to penalize 
complex models (Marsh et  al., 2004). Given the very large 
number of parameters in our analyses, we  decided to accept 
values of TLI that were slightly below the recommended 
threshold, given that all other indices supported the fit of 
our models.

Missing data were treated with listwise deletion in all cases. 
This resulted in a minimal loss of 9 cases (0.8% of the total 
sample) in the final tested SEM model (see Model 2  in the 
next pages). RMSEA-based power analyses (MacCallum et  al., 
1996) showed that with 1,142 degrees of freedom and a sample 
of 1,036 observations, the final SEM model reached a power 
of 1, and therefore, we  can be  confident that our results did 
not incur a type II error.

RESULTS

To present our results, we follow Kline’s (2016), recommendations 
to start with the simplest models before testing increasingly 
complex ones. This is a useful practice to identify any possible 
misspecification that could otherwise be  harder to detect in 
more complex models. Therefore, we first tested the three main 
instruments (i.e., I  COPPE, MIDLS, and MFS) separately. The 
main results have been presented above and can be  found in 
each measure’s respective sub-paragraph. Having assessed the 
psychometric characteristics of the instruments under 
examination, we included them together in a latent path analysis 
in which the 7 domains of well-being (I COPPE) were regressed 
onto the general Mattering (MIDLS) and Fairness (MFS) factors. 
Additionally, the general mattering factor was regressed onto 
the general fairness factor. Given the presence of two bi-factor 
structures, we  set to zero all correlations between the specific 
domains of both MIDLS and MFS and their respective general 
domains. All the error terms between the specific domains of 
MIDLS and MFS were left free to correlate, except for 
non-significant paths, which were set to zero to save on degrees 
of freedom.

The hypothesized Model 1 showed adequate fit, 
c 1138
2
( )  = 2669.374, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, 

RMSEA = 0.03, 90% CI [0.034, 0.038], SRMR = 0.05. In terms 

of measurement model, the three scales put together present 
high and significant standardized structural coefficients, which 
indicate adequate construct validity and reliability, with values 
very similar to those obtained when they were examined 
separately (see Table  2). In addition, discriminant validity is 
supported by intercorrelations between latent constructs never 
exceeding 0.9 (see Kline, 2016), with the highest value found 
between Overall mattering and Overall well-being (r = 0.84).

Turning to the structural model, we  notice that the general 
domain of the MIDLS significantly predicts all of the 7 I COPPE 
domains of well-being with high standardized regression 
coefficients (see Table  3), ranging from a minimum effect on 
Economic Well-being, β = 0.54, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.46, 0.63], 
R2 = 0.59, to a maximum effect on Overall well-being, β = 0.79, 
p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.73, 0.86], R2 = 0.71. In turn, the MFS 
general domain significantly and highly predicts the general 
domain of MIDLS, β = 0.67, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.62, 0.72], 
R2 = 0.45.

However, the model also shows that only three out of the 
seven I  COPPE domains are significantly associated with the 
general domain of MFS. Among these, the strongest direct 
effect was found on Economic well-being, β = 0.28, p < 0.001, 
95% CI [0.20, 0.37], followed by Community well-being, β = 0.13, 
p = 0.001, 95% CI [0.05, 0.21], and Psychological well-being, 
β = 0.11, p = 0.005, 95% CI [0.03, 0.19].

Based on these findings, we  tested a new model (Model 
2) including only significant effects from the general domain 
of MFS on I  COPPE. In other words, this model tested the 
hypothesis of mattering fully mediating the relationship between 
fairness and overall, interpersonal, occupational, and physical 
well-being while partially mediating the relationship between 
fairness and community, psychological, and economic well-
being. To test for indirect effects, we  relied on maximum 
likelihood estimator with Bootstrapped standard error and 95% 
confidence intervals. Compared to the previous model, Model 
2 shows slightly poorer fit – a condition mainly due to the 
use of ML rather than MLR estimator in the presence of 
multivariate non normal distributed data variables – although 
the indices are still within acceptable range, c 1142

2
( )  = 4007.069, 

p < 0.001, CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.048, 
0.051], SRMR = 0.05.

Model 2 presents similar results to Model 1  in terms of 
direct effects. Figure  1 shows the main results of Model 2  in 
a graphical format.

As we can see from the figure above, once more the general 
domain of MIDLS is significantly related to all the seven 
domains of I COPPE. Additionally, the MFS significantly predicts 
the I  COPPE domains of Community, β = 0.13, p = 0.001, 95% 
CI [0.05, 0.21], Psychological, β = 0.11, p = 0.005, 95% CI [0.03, 
0.19], and Economic well-being, β = 0.37, p < 0.001, 95% CI 
[0.30, 0.43]. However, it is worth reporting that, except for 
the latter case, the first two coefficients present an extremely 
small effect. In addition, p value and confidence intervals are 
on the verge statistical significance; therefore, the hypothesis 
of full mediation should not be  discarded.

In terms of indirect effects, strong and significant paths 
were found stemming from the general domain of MFS onto 
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all the seven I  COPPE domains of well-being through the 
general domain of MIDLS (see Table  3). Among the fully 
mediated paths, the largest indirect effect was found on overall 
well-being, β = 0.58, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.53, 0.62], with R2 
accounting for 71% of the total variance, and the smallest on 
occupational well-being, β = 0.48, p < 0.001 < 0.001, 95% CI [0.43, 
0.53], with R2 accounting for 49% of the total variance. Among 
the total indirect effects – which account for the additional 
direct effect of the general domain of MFS onto the I  COPPE 
domains – the path stemming from MFS through MIDLS 
onto economic well-being, with the additional path of MFS 
onto economic well-being, shows the strongest significant total 
effect, β = 0.64, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.58, 0.69], with R2 accounting 
for 59% of the total variance, whereas the smallest effect was 
found on community well-being, β = 0.59, p < 0.001, 95% CI 
[0.54, 0.64], with R2 accounting for 64% of the total variance. 
For parsimony, these calculated values are not displayed in 
Figure  1.

DISCUSSION

The results support the hypothesis that mattering mediates the 
relationship between fairness and well-being. In fact, our findings 
showed that the seven domains of well-being measured by 
the I COPPE scale short form are all significantly and strongly 
associated with mattering, as measured by the Mattering in 
Domains of Life Scale. In turn, the latter is strongly and 

significantly linked to fairness as measured by the general 
domain of the MFS. The results also show that only in the 
case of economic well-being, there is clear evidence of partial 
mediation. For all the other domains of well-being, the evidence 
points toward mattering fully mediating the relationship between 
fairness and well-being. This also potentially applies to community 
and psychological well-being, whose relationship with fairness 
is supported by such small and close to non-statistical significance 
that the hypothesis of full mediation is more plausible than 
the one of partial mediation.

The full mediation relationship reported here points to 
mattering as an important mechanism that can explain how 
fairness impacts on wellness. The divergent finding of a partial 
mediation relationship between fairness and economic well-
being suggests that, in the presence of fairness, mattering is 
not the only element directly predicting economic well-being. 
Further, our findings build upon established literature connecting 
both fairness and mattering to well-being, thereby offering 
novel evidence concerning the relationship between these two 
constructs. While prior studies have started to explore the 
relationship between mattering and fairness (e.g., Lachance-
Grzela, 2012), to our knowledge, this is the first empirical 
large-scale investigation that provides evidence of the predictive 
power of fairness onto mattering.

Theoretical Implications
This study offers several implications for theory, research, and 
practice. At the theoretical level, it shows that fairness exerts 

FIGURE 1 | Main effects of Model 2 with standardized coefficients. N. B. All displayed results are significant at the 0.1% alpha level. Only significant standardized 
regression coefficients between latent variables are reported to reduce clutter.
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an impact on wellness mainly through experiences of mattering, 
which, as noted earlier, consist of feeling valued and adding 
value. This points toward a distinct human element to fairness, 
since we  can assume that the more we  experience fairness in 
relationships, at work, and in society at large, the more likely 
we are to also feel that our life matters. Likewise, when people 
and institutions treat people with dignity and respect and 
accord them their fair due, they are more likely to feel that 
they matter as human beings. Although there are many studies, 
summarized above, demonstrating the connection between 
fairness and wellness, this study offers a clear demonstration 
that the effect is mediated through feelings of mattering.

Regarding research, it is important to explore possible 
relationships among fairness, mattering, and well-being at more 
granular levels of analysis. The scales used in this study are 
all multidimensional, and future investigations can ascertain 
if more fairness at work predicts more mattering at work and 
if both predict occupational well-being. Our mediation model 
used primarily the total score of the fairness and mattering 
scales to predict various domains of well-being, but subscale 
scores could also be  used to understand more contextually 
how fairness impacts on specific areas of both mattering and 
wellness. Further implications for researchers are explored below.

Practical Implications
There are also practical implications for professionals, policy 
makers, and agents of social change. Professionals in education, 
psychology, social work, economics, medicine, and counseling 
must pay attention to the importance of individuals feeling 
like they matter when interacting with experts (Prilleltensky 
and Prilleltensky, 2021). Potentially, a person can live in a 
community where there is a good measure of distributive 
justice, but if government personnel is indifferent to people 
and community members are treated like numbers, the salutary 
effect of socially just policies is significantly diminished. The 
opposite can also be  true. Practitioners may be  exceedingly 
caring and sensitive to the plight of minorities, but if the 
government fails to provide basic necessities, all the humane 
caring in the world will not provide shelter, food, and education 
for refugees. For communities to thrive, we need both objective 
resources and subjective caring and compassion. Practitioners 
should also keep in mind that it is not enough to make people 
feel valued. They also need to create opportunities for citizens 
to add value through work, study, or volunteer opportunities.

When it comes to agents of social change, the present study 
suggests that we  should never treat people as means to an 
end. If we  want to create a society where everyone matters, 
we  must practice compassion and caring with our peers and 
allies. There have been documented cases where social justice 
movements have sacrificed relational welfare for the ultimate 
cause of justice. Such approaches risk activists feeling like they 
do not matter and dropping out (Prilleltensky and 
Prilleltensky, 2021).

At the policy level, there is evidence that fairness leads to 
higher levels of satisfaction for entire populations (Di Martino 
and Prilleltensky, 2020). To create optimal conditions for the 

common good, objective conditions of fairness must improve, 
and subjective experiences of mattering must be  promoted by 
professionals, experts, and citizens alike. It is when both objective 
and subjective needs are satisfied that populations thrive. Flett 
and Zangeneh (2020) illustrate this notion through a focus 
on responses to COVID-19. In addition to providing medical 
attention and vaccination, they argue, communities and 
governments should attend to the psychological and relational 
mattering needs that have gone unmet during the pandemic. 
This is especially important for vulnerable and marginalized 
populations who face the greatest stress during periods of 
difficulty and loss.

Limitations and Future Considerations
Several limitations deserve acknowledgment. Since this is a 
cross-sectional study, our findings cannot demonstrate a causal 
relationship between the variables employed in our model. 
Relatedly, Little et al. (2007) articulate two relevant interpretation 
issues for mediation models. First, while our results provide 
support for the hypothesized mediation relationship, they do 
not rule out alternative possible models of the relationship 
between our variables. Second, given the conceptual breadth 
of mattering, well-being, and fairness, unmodeled correlates 
related to the constructs investigated in our study may have 
great explanatory importance. For instance, while several 
demographic variables were collected for the purpose of ensuring 
sample quality, none were used as controlling, moderating, or 
mediating variables in our model. This treatment aligned with 
our hypothesis-driven investigation into the overall relationships 
between these constructs at the population level, but possible 
interactions between demographic factors and our mediation 
relationship present important questions.

Next, this study used a single, large, U.S., English-speaking 
sample. While the theoretical rationale underlying our 
hypotheses takes all three constructs to be  fundamental 
human needs, the shape and nature of their connections, 
and the conditions under which they are satisfied, are likely 
to be  mediated by culture (de Oliveira, 2013). It may be  the 
case that, as has been found for the relationship between 
justice and well-being (Di Martino and Prilleltensky, 2020), 
the mediation model reported here fits across cultures but 
to varying degrees or with path alterations. Such an outcome 
would also resemble findings concerning the similar relation 
between self-determination and well-being in Bulgaria and 
the United  States (Deci et  al., 2001). Another possibility is 
that mattering, fairness, and well-being share cross-cultural 
relevance, but that cultural factors influence the directionality 
of mediation. Such a difference has been demonstrated 
regarding the relationships between friendship, mattering, 
and happiness in the United States and Turkey (Demir et  al., 
2012). Ultimately, our data do not allow us to distinguish 
between these and related possibilities. Additional studies 
in international and non-English-speaking contexts are 
necessary to determine the cross-cultural salience, applicability, 
and determinants of the relationship between mattering, 
fairness, and well-being.
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Further, results that hold over a general population may 
not be  true for particular groups within that population (Rowe 
and Trickett, 2018; Buchanan et al., 2020). This is a meaningful 
concern given the demographic heterogeneity of the United States 
and prior findings that mattering levels vary within-country 
race/ethnicity, gender, age, and other demographic groups 
(Scarpa et al., 2021a). As such, focused studies exploring the 
experiences of marginalized and underrepresented groups should 
be undertaken. This is doubly important in light of the importance 
of mattering to social justice movements, such as Black Lives 
Matter, the LGBTQ+ community, and the struggle for 
decolonization and indigenous rights.

Limitations notwithstanding, the multidimensional approach 
used in the present analysis suggests compelling directions for 
further study. One possible direction involves connecting mattering, 
fairness, and well-being to the concepts of participation and 
citizenship. Several authors have bemoaned the absence of 
psychologists from discussions of citizenship, as psychology may 
be  uniquely suited to explore the needs and tendencies of 
democratic subjects in social contexts (Condor, 2011; Andreouli, 
2019). Mattering, which has a growing psychological tradition, 
represents a promising linkage between psychology and the study 
of citizenship. In particular, participation can be  understood as 
both a key component of citizenship (von Heimburg et al., 2021) 
and as a means of mattering by adding value.

CONCLUSION

Though prior literature has suggested that fairness is indispensable 
to human well-being, relatively little psychological research has 
illuminated specific pathways through which this is the case. 
Mattering – the experience that one feels valued and can add 
value to various domains of life – is one such potential 
mechanism. The present results contribute to the literature by 
providing evidence that mattering mediates between fairness 
and well-being in a representative U.S sample. Future studies 
should investigate the extent to which this mediation relationship 
exists in other linguistic and cultural contexts, and what cultural 
factors may influence it.

Our findings have implications for the concepts of citizenship 
and participation. Although we  did not empirically test the 
relationship between our constructs and citizenship, our 

findings suggest theoretical implications of how the relationship 
between mattering, fairness, and well-being can also shape 
people’s experience of citizenship. Citizenship is comprised 
both of conventional and transformative aspects; citizens “do 
not just obey the rules; they can, and do, contest them” 
(Andreouli, 2019 p.  3). In addition to sense of belonging, 
citizenship is about the struggle to change and improve 
communities. In such transformative engagement, we  believe, 
mattering is realized.
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Contemporary societies challenge long-standing projects of the “good society” and
social equality through neoliberal economic policies. Social forms of uncertainty
generated by financial deprivation, precarity, and inequality seem to have effects on
agency and coping and so socioeconomic and psychological consequences. This
study aims to test these relationships, as well as a hypothesis on the potential
impact of these constructs on beliefs of sociopolitical control and social dominance,
which have implications for social justice. A mediation model explores the effects
of financial access (the manifest benefit of work) on psychosocial uncertainty (which
reflects the perception of uncertainty in the social context and the experience of its
consequences within work, relationships, and the adoption of self-defeating beliefs)
and on emotional coping strategies towards uncertainty, and their effects on personal
agency, sociopolitical control (SPC), and social dominance orientation (SDO). Data
are derived from a study of 633 participants in Portugal. Although personal agency
is influenced by financial access and psychosocial uncertainty, it is not proved as a
significant mediator for SPC and SDO. Nevertheless, financial access, psychosocial
uncertainty, and emotional coping significantly contribute to the model, supporting the
hypothesis that financial access protects against psychosocial uncertainty. Both have an
impact on SPC and SDO. Therefore, financial deprivation and psychosocial uncertainty
potentially contribute to extremism and populism in societies characterised by socially
created forms of uncertainty. Implications of results for psychological intervention,
namely in vocational/professional counselling, are discussed.

Keywords: neoliberalism, psychosocial uncertainty, social justice, sociopolitical control, social dominance
orientation (SDO), financial deprivation, agency, structural equation modelling (SEM)

INTRODUCTION

Uncertainty has become a central concern in contemporary Western societies. Throughout
history, the development by science and industry of the ability to control (or manage) the
challenges to human life created by nature led to a shift from a concern with naturally created
uncertainties to socially created ones (Beck, 1992). Indeed, human attempts of controlling natural
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uncertainties have created new ones (e.g., climate change,
social and economic inequalities, and pandemics). Contemporary
societies challenge long-standing projects of the “good society”
and social equality through neoliberal economic policies, which
have engendered individualistic values, competitiveness, distrust,
and individualisation, negating the role of ethical values, thus
complicating individual coping strategies (Marcuse, 1964/1991;
Prilleltensky, 1994; Bauman, 2001; Stiegler, 2004/2011; Coimbra
and Menezes, 2009; Prilleltensky and Stead, 2012). So, these
circumstances have both socioeconomic and psychological
consequences, such as unemployment and precarity, jeopardizing
well-being. Therefore, people face socially created forms of
precarity and uncertainty (in work, relationships, communities)
that create feelings of anxiety, fear, anger, alienation, and
anomie (Standing, 2011; Lucas Casanova et al., 2019a). To
those socially vulnerable, meaning and agency are compromised,
and their powerlessness has political effects, undermining social
trust (Fryer, 1992, 1998; Marris, 1996; Standing, 2011). These
feelings go beyond individual psychological experiences and
affect collective, social experiences, thus potentially contributing
to an increase in extreme, populist, or conservative political
groups, limiting solidarity and thus social justice (Marcuse,
1964/1991; Prilleltensky, 1994; Stiegler, 2004/2011). Macrosocial
circumstances contribute to these phenomena. Portugal was one
of the countries that were hit the hardest after the financial
crisis of 2007/2008. The country underwent an economic
crisis: unemployment rates and precarity levels increased, while
austerity measures led to an erosion of welfare policies and
a decrease in social benefits. Literature results report greater
inequality in the country as a result of the crisis and austerity,
compromising physical and mental health.

Located in Portugal, this study explores potential
consequences of inequality, here assessed through financial
access and psychosocial uncertainty (reflecting the individual –
micro level – experience of macrosocial effects). Being a
cross-sectional study, its results cannot be attributed to the
consequences of the crisis in the country and the macrosocial
circumstances it created (namely, liberalisation of labour laws).
Nevertheless, the use of these individual variables may reflect
these socioeconomic and political circumstances. Thus, the
study tests a theoretical model of the relationship between
financial access; psychosocial uncertainty (the interaction
between the perception of uncertainty in the social context and
its psychological experience) (Marris, 1996), which has effects
on coping strategies towards uncertainty, mostly in terms of
emotional coping (Lucas Casanova et al., 2021); with personal
agency (Fryer, 1992, 1998); beliefs of sociopolitical control
(SPC) (studied as the intrapersonal component of psychological
empowerment – Zimmerman and Zahniser, 1991; Zimmerman,
1995; Peterson et al., 2006, 2011); and their potential effects
on beliefs of social dominance orientation (SDO) and social
inequality as political strategies, which may allow an analysis
of meso level effects (Sidanius and Pratto, 1999; Pratto et al.,
2006) — a hypothesis that, to the best of our knowledge, has not
yet been tested.

The data used in this study were collected in Portugal
in 2017/2018, a period in which the country was recovering

from years of economic crisis due to the financial crisis of
2007/2008. We will explore how socioeconomic conditions of
inequality and deprivation may negatively impact on well-being
(through a focus on coping strategies towards uncertainty) but
also undermine crucial psychological antecedents of citizenship
and sociopolitical participation, as personal agency and SPC.
A possible paradoxical effect of deprivation, inequality, and
uncertainty on social dominance and anti-egalitarianism beliefs
will also be explored.

Financial Access, Psychosocial
Uncertainty, Emotional Coping With
Uncertainty and Personal Agency
Psychosocial uncertainty as a construct reflects the articulation
between the perception of uncertainty within the social context
and its psychological experience. It was developed to reflect
and empirically test Marris’s thesis that there are social
origins of uncertainty in contemporary Western societies: that
uncertainty and the power to cope with it are unequally
distributed – politics of uncertainty (Marris, 1996). The author
proposes vulnerable people are led to adopt self-defeating
strategies of coping with uncertainty by dominant people
and groups through social discourses and policies that push
uncertainty onto the powerless. The scale is composed of three
dimensions: psychological consequences of uncertainty within
work (concerns with work perceived as a consequence of
uncertainty in the social context), relationships and community
living (experiences of community deficit or distrust, perceived
as a consequence of uncertainty), and self-defeating beliefs in
coping with uncertainty (beliefs in not being able to cope
with uncertainty). Based on this, the Psychosocial Uncertainty
Scale (PS-US) was developed (Lucas Casanova et al., 2021).
Results show women and workers (compared to students)
experience more psychosocial uncertainty and its psychological
consequences within work, as well as self-defeating beliefs in the
possibility of coping with uncertainty. Moreover, the participants
from lower sociocultural levels experience more psychosocial
uncertainty and its psychological consequences within work,
relationships and community living, and self-defeating beliefs in
coping with uncertainty (Lucas Casanova et al., 2021).

Furthermore, a structural equation model shows that
psychosocial uncertainty mediates the relationship between
the access to manifest and latent benefits and emotional
coping strategies of work towards uncertainty. The model
explains emotional coping strategies by 70%, which endorses
the existence of socioeconomic origins of uncertainty that may
foster inequality and an interpretation of emotional coping
strategies as self-defeating strategies that are a consequence of
socioeconomic circumstances (Lucas Casanova et al., 2019a,b,
2021; Lucas Casanova, 2021). Additionally, results showed
unemployed people were more challenged than permanent
workers and that psychosocial consequences of uncertainty
within work changed across time, demonstrating the macrosocial
impact of the crisis in Portugal. The present study explores the
potential effects of financial access (the manifest benefit of work)
(Fryer, 1998), psychosocial uncertainty and emotional coping
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strategies towards uncertainty on personal agency, SPC and SDO.
Financial access is assessed through this dimension from the
Latent and Manifest Benefits Scale – LAMB – Scale (Muller
et al., 2005; Sousa-Ribeiro, 2013). Emotional coping strategies
are assessed using this dimension from the Uncertainty Response
Scale (URS, Greco and Roger, 2001; Lucas Casanova et al., 2019b).

Regarding personal agency, it is expected to mediate the
relationship between psychosocial uncertainty and emotional
coping, and SPC and SDO. The personal agency scale was
developed for this study to reflect the perspective of Fryer (1992,
1998) of personal agency as constrained by financial access.
Given the effect of financial access on psychosocial uncertainty
and emotional coping previously observed (Lucas Casanova,
2021), and its expected relationship with personal agency,
financial access was defined as an exogenous variable in the
present study. The literature suggests that financial deprivation
undermines action, which subsequently affects feelings of agency
and empowerment (Fryer, 1992, 1998). So, we hypothesise that
psychosocial uncertainty may also predict personal agency (since
uncertainty creates feelings of lack of control, undermining
connections with the future). Additionally, we will test if both
these variables (psychosocial uncertainty and agency) influence
SPC and SDO, considering the relationship of agency with
psychological empowerment (Fryer, 1992; Zimmerman, 1995).

Sociopolitical Control
The concept of SPC represents beliefs in skills and abilities of
people to influence sociopolitical systems, reflecting one of the
components of psychological empowerment, the intrapersonal
one (with cognitive and motivational components), focused
on the public space (Zimmerman and Zahniser, 1991;
Zimmerman, 1995). The interactional component involves
critical awareness of individuals of resources necessary to
achieve aims and understanding these environments, and the
behavioural one refers to the actions that may affect desired
outcomes (Zimmerman, 1995). Zimmerman and Zahniser (1991)
developed the SPC Scale (SPCS), which is used in this study
and is composed of two dimensions: leadership competence,
which reflects self-perceptions of the ability to organise groups of
people, and policy control, which reflects expectations and self-
perceptions of the ability to influence policy decisions. Research
has shown that educational levels have significant effects on both
dimensions of SPCS; SPC is related with measures of alienation
and community involvement; empowerment plays an important
protective role in community quality of life and health, namely in
the workplace, where socioeconomic status and empowerment
contribute to health outcomes; high levels of policy control are
more important for issues as school participation and perceived
school importance than high levels of leadership competence
(e.g., Zimmerman and Rappaport, 1988; Zimmerman and
Zahniser, 1991; Marmot and Siegrist, 2004; Syme, 2004; Peterson
et al., 2006). Moreover, interesting empirical results show that
people trust more in the government when they experience
ignorance in respect to a threatening social issue, avoiding
learning more about it, seemingly desiring to keep their faith in
the government as a trustworthy institution (Shepherd and Kay,
2012). However, generalised trust and trust in government have

decreased in some countries (Rontos and Roumeliotou, 2013;
Freire, 2016; OECD, 2020), and, so, it could be possible that
this “blind trust” that reinforces ignorance may be transported
to other social institutions that, nevertheless, also maintain the
status quo, such as the media and social media.

Thus, SPC is a crucial concept to assess the psychological risks
of high environmental demands, when individuals experience
low levels of control over the environment – low psychological
empowerment (Zimmerman and Zahniser, 1991; Peterson et al.,
2006). Therefore, considering a social context characterised
by uncertainty, high unemployment and/or precarity levels
(which create financial deprivation and endanger a sense of
personal agency), it is hypothesised that psychosocial uncertainty,
emotional coping, and personal agency may significantly relate
to the dimensions of SPCS. Moreover, SPC may predict beliefs in
SDO and egalitarianism.

It is worth mentioning that neoliberal discourses
have co-opted the concept of empowerment to signify
individual, psychological empowerment, ultimately making
individuals responsible for their failures through processes of
responsabilization (Rutherford, 2018). Here, we are using the
concept of psychological empowerment and SPC, considering its
usefulness to capture individual experiences of SPC. However,
it is crucial to emphasise that, despite it reflecting an individual,
psychological experience, it does not mean that individuals
are to be held accountable for their levels of empowerment in
societies that consistently disempower them. As Zimmerman
and Zahniser (1991) mention “high scores on the SPCS among
disenfranchised individuals may portend health and mental
health problems, because people may become frustrated in a
world where they feel they have some control but are actually
quite powerless.” (p. 201).

Social Dominance Orientation
Social dominance theory (Sidanius and Pratto, 1999; Pratto et al.,
2006) integrates ideas from authoritarian personality theory and
cultural theories of ideology (Adorno et al., 1950), Marxism
(Marx and Engels, 1845–1846), feminist anthropological analyses
of family and labour, among others, to provide multiple levels
of analysis of this concept. It attempts to understand and
explain how group-based social hierarchies in which some
group(s) that have greater social status and power enjoy
more positive social value (material and symbolic resources as
political power, wealth, protection, leisure, and education). In
contrast, subordinate groups are left with deprived housing,
unemployment or underemployment, stigmatisation, and poor
living conditions in general. It considers three structures of
hierarchy (age, gender, and arbitrary-set systems). The latter
reflects social distinctions related to power as nationality, race,
class, or religion since it seems to have only emerged in societies
where there is economic surplus. Dominant social groups use
hierarchy-enhancing (HE) legitimizing myths to retain their
power, justify oppression and inequality, potentially without the
need for violence. Individualistic values, meritocracy and the
Protestant work ethic, are examples of such HE-legitimizing
myths related to the existence of forms of uncertainty that are
socially created (Lucas Casanova et al., 2019a). Alternatively,
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hierarchy-attenuating (HA)-legitimizing myths, such as social
democracy, socialism, communism or human rights doctrines,
seek to counter the dominance of specific social groups.
The power of a legitimizing myth depends on adherence of
subordinate groups to it, leading to ideological consensus across
groups when subordinate groups acquiesce to it. Work and the
institutions people work in are also relevant for this process, since
the labour market and institutions reproduce HE or HA myths.
Social dominance theory and the measurement instruments it has
originated have proved to be extremely useful for understanding
social processes related to social domination and inequality,
relating SDO to right-wing authoritarianism (RWA), anti-
immigration policies, racism or anti-equality policies, among
many other crucial sociopolitical issues (e.g., Pratto et al., 1994;
Sidanius and Pratto, 1999; Ho et al., 2015). Altemeyer (1998)
suggested that SDO can account for a dominant expression
of authoritarianism, while RWA would be its submissive
expression. Additionally, results suggest that intolerance of
ambiguity affects political conservatism and SDO (de Rojas,
2012) and that emotion avoidance has a positive association
with SDO (Leone and Chirumbolo, 2008). Furthermore, research
has demonstrated that uncertainty tolerance and intolerance of
ambiguity predict political conservatism (Jost et al., 2003) and
that increased uncertainty avoidance is related to weaker support
for multicultural policies (Leong, 2008). Also, empirical results
show that subjective perceptions of threat (perceptions of the
world as dangerous or a “competitive jungle”) are associated
with SDO (Jost et al., 2017). All these results support a possible
relationship between emotional coping with uncertainty and
SDO. Besides, results show that people with higher SDO levels
show higher alienation levels and lower perceived control over
sociopolitical issues (Nicol, 2007) and that SDO correlates
negatively with tolerance of uncertainty (Nicol, 2009).

Theoretical analyses and empirical results suggest that
uncertainty (as social instability) can drive sociopolitical and
ideological extremism (in which the search for powerful
autocratic leaders works as a way to provide some sense of
security or certainty), or generate political violence (Hogg and
Adelman, 2013; Hogg et al., 2013; Hogg, 2014; Wagoner and
Hogg, 2017; Gøtzsche-Astrup, 2019, 2020; Stewart et al., 2019).
However, the interpretation of empirical results depends on
the definition of uncertainty being used (as personal insecurity,
self-uncertainty, need for cognitive closure, intolerance of
uncertainty or intolerance of ambiguity, perceived threat, or
social uncertainty) and how it is measured. Shaffer and Duckitt
(2013) propose that the most important effect of threat on
RWA and SDO may not be intrapersonal forms but social,
collective threats, in contrast to Adorno et al. (1950), who
considered authoritarianism to be caused by personal insecurity
and fears. Indeed, Onraet et al. (2013) found that external social
threats were related to SDO and that controlling for them
eliminated effects for internal, personal threats, which suggests
that external uncertainty may be more significant for developing
right-wing attitudes. However, Shaffer and Duckitt (2013) only
found that external, social threat affected RWA (mostly threats
to the ingroup), but not on SDO, suggesting they may have
different psychological bases. Still, this study intends to explore

if psychosocial uncertainty (which provides an assessment of the
interaction between uncertainty generated in the social context
and its psychological experience) may influence SDO levels since
it may account for external, social forms of threat.

We diverge in two interpretations from SD theory: the
evolutionary take of the theory on the invariance hypothesis
(gender differences in which women have consistently shown
lower levels of SDO), which seems to naturalise gender
experiences; and the relative stability of SDO across time as
evidence of it being a psychological trait (Pratto et al., 2006).
Even though this study does not focus on these issues, this is
relevant since we adopt a social-constructionist, developmental,
ecological understanding of these issues (Gergen, 1996; Marris,
1996; Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Aligned with this, we question the
interpretation of SDO as a trait and propose that, albeit part of
a psychological structure (needing more time to change), it is
a result of a set of life-long developmental experiences within
the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, chronosystem, and
macrosystem of an individual, thus being potentially sensitive
to historical and social circumstances. Considering research
results on correlates of SDO within personality, we believe
that the situational influences that were used, for example, in
experimental research with SDO, demonstrate the possibility of
its change according to specific conditions (Levin, 1996 cite in
Pratto et al., 1994; Sidanius and Pratto, 1999; Pratto et al., 2006;
Ho et al., 2015). Indeed, empirical results suggest that there
is a tendency for conservative shifts to the political right or
towards more authoritarian institutions (e.g., conversion rates
to authoritarian churches; increases in right-wing populism after
the attacks of September 11, 2001, including in Portugal) in
the face of historical and socioeconomic circumstances of crisis
or instability in society (Jost et al., 2003). These results show
that instability and uncertainty in the social context have an
important role in these issues, probably more so than internal
forms of uncertainty that consider it a psychological trait and
neglect its relationship with the environment. This does not mean
negating results that relate RWA to intolerance of uncertainty,
or that conservatives show discomfort with job insecurity and
wish to escape ambiguity, novelty, and uncertainty (Jost et al.,
2003). However, social discourses of dominant groups preach
on the need to “step outside your comfort zone” to adapt
to change and be flexible, pushing uncertainty towards the
ones who are powerless to escape it. Therefore, some groups
have the power to elude uncertainty. In contrast, others do
not, which means it may be more important for research on
hierarchy and oppression to explore potential effects of social
uncertainty on SDO and RWA.

In Western societies, neoliberal policies and discourses that
reproduce individualistic, meritocratic values, and the protestant
work ethic (which value discipline and sacrifice, as a justification
to make subordinate groups responsible for their failures,
thus turning failure into evidence of moral or psychological
incompetence) are hegemonic (Prilleltensky, 1994; Chernomas
and Hudson, 2009, 2010; Ho et al., 2015). So, inequality becomes
a form of social control through the internalisation of these
ideologies by subordinate groups. Politics of uncertainty create
more uncertainty for subordinate groups while disempowering
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and depriving them of the strategies to cope with it by
characterising the world as a zero-sum game in which power must
be achieved at all costs (Lucas Casanova et al., 2019a).

Furthermore, different forms of anomie may lead to different
emotions and different psychosocial outcomes. Tenhouten (2016)
analysed these issues, proposing two forms of anomie: a passive,
unintentional form that can occur as an outcome of unstable
social conditions and personal experiences of uncertainty that
generates introjected primary and secondary emotions, such
as surprise, sadness, fear, disappointment, shame, and alarm,
respectively, and may lead to unpremeditated homicide, suicide,
discouragement, depression, and confusion; and an active,
intentional form, based on self-interest (which is related to SDO),
and that generates extrojected primary (anger, disgust, and joy)
and secondary emotions (contempt, pride, and derisiveness),
potentially leading to premeditated homicide, shamelessness,
ruthlessness, immorality, and acquisitiveness. However, these two
forms may be connected, and active anomie may contribute to
the passive form of anomie, generating not only violence towards
other groups but also having possible self-destructive effects,
as self-defeating strategies to cope with uncertainty. Individuals
may also suffer from both forms of anomie: “doubly anomic
individual will live in fear of being treated with contempt or
derision (attributes of an individual high in anomie 1), and
filled with a sense of inferiority, together with grandiose fantasies
about attaining impossible goals, will cling to an unstable ‘pride
system”’ (Tenhouten, 2016, p. 481). On the other hand, this
could allow a connection between RWA (as the submissive
form of authoritarianism) and a passive form of anomie, while
SDO (as the dominant expression of authoritarianism) would
reflect an active form of anomie, which may help understand
self-debilitation or false consciousness of subordinate groups.

One of the most important ways in which individuals
interact with socioeconomic and political structures is through
work, a context in which people often experience employment
uncertainty, job insecurity, and precarity. Concerning this
connection between vocational/professional realms, SPC and
SDO, research has demonstrated a significant relationship
between critical consciousness (assessed through the SDO scale
and the SPCS) and progress in career development (Diemer
and Blustein, 2006). Other studies have found a negative
relationship between social generativity (related to inclusion and
social equality attitudes) and SDO (Morselli and Passini, 2015).
These findings support the relevance of the work context and
the labour market in experiences of SPC and SDO and may
suggest a possible interaction between external uncertainty and
vocational/professional development (Blustein, 2019). So, it is
expected that psychosocial uncertainty and the experience of its
consequences within work and the labour market may contribute
to SPC and SDO. On the other hand, work is how most people
gain access to the financial benefits that allow “making a living”
through wage labour.

Considering the anger and anomie that financial deprivation
may cause, we expect financial access to be an exogenous
variable that may influence the whole model, directly (potentially
protecting from psychosocial uncertainty and emotional coping,
increasing personal agency and SPC) or indirectly in the

case of SDO, protecting from dominance orientation and
anti-egalitarianism. Psychosocial uncertainty may contribute
to a desire for group-based social dominance and inequality
since it reflects HE legitimizing ideologies with impact on
precarity and unemployment through policies in the area
of work. This can also occur with people that are part of
subordinate groups (through self-debilitation), which can also
be perceived as a self-defeating strategy in the sense that people
are acting against their group interest or acting in ways that
reinforce stereotypes on their group, as self-fulfilling prophecies
(Pratto et al., 2006). Nevertheless, it is also a reflection of
psychological needs to reduce fear, anxiety, and uncertainty
(Jost et al., 2003). Furthermore, Portugal (the context of the
study) experienced in the last decade an economic crisis that
created more psychosocial uncertainty, mainly at work, through
unemployment and precarity (Lucas Casanova et al., 2019a; Lucas
Casanova, 2021). Social inequality has increased in the country,
as in other countries (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009) and, for
the first time since the 1974 revolution, in 2019, a far-right
member of Parliament was elected. Therefore, this study intends
to explore if a macrosocial climate of uncertainty may impact
SDO, since increased inequality is related to increased SDO
(Pratto et al., 2006), which will be assessed through financial
access and psychosocial uncertainty. In this study, the SDO-7
short is used (Ho et al., 2015) to assess SDO in its dimensions –
Pro/Anti Dominance and Pro/Anti Egalitarianism.

In summary, this study tests a structural equation model
in which financial access is an independent variable with
potential effects on PS-US dimensions, emotional coping,
and personal agency (as potential mediators), SPC and
SDO. It must be emphasised that these effects can only be
fully assessed through longitudinal or comparative studies.
Nonetheless, this study aims to test this theoretical model
cross-sectionally, assessing the predictive power of these
variables. So, the use of concepts as “effect” or “influence”
throughout this article must be appreciated with this caveat
in mind. Predicted effects were defined by theoretical
orientations in the literature and a pilot study. Generally, it
is hypothesised:

(1) Negative effects of financial access on psychosocial
uncertainty (within work, relationships, and self-defeating
beliefs) and emotional coping, positive effects on SPCS
(leadership competence and policy control) and personal
agency, and indirect negative effects on dominance
orientation and anti-egalitarianism (divided into two
dimensions each);

(2) Positive effects of psychosocial uncertainty (within work,
relationships, and self-defeating beliefs) on emotional
coping (a), and that both will have negative effects on
personal agency (b) and SPCS (leadership competence
and policy control) (c), and positive effects on dominance
orientation and anti-egalitarianism (d);

(3) Positive effects of personal agency on SPCS (leadership
competence and policy control) and negative effects on
dominance orientation and anti-egalitarianism;
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(4) Negative effects of SPCS (leadership competence and
policy control) on dominance orientation and anti-
egalitarianism

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Procedures
This nonclinical community, a convenience sample, was mostly
collected online between December 2017 and March 2018
by disseminating the study through various professional and
informal networks and counting with the collaboration of
training centres to invite trainees to participate in face-
to-face data collection. The survey clarified the aims of
the research, provided clear instructions, and guaranteed
confidentiality and anonymity.

Participants
The sample comprises 633 participants: 73% females; age
average, 38.4 (standard deviation, 11.2); 63% employed and
37% unemployed. The participants were invited to identify their
perceptions of their income in a five-point Likert scale: 9%
identified at the lower end; 21% as low; 48% in the middle; 20%
at an upper level; and 2% at the highest income level. In terms of
schooling, 22% had up to 9 years of schooling; 15% had 12 years of
schooling or a vocational course equivalent to this; and 63% had
higher education, which is explained by the online data gathering
strategy. Table 1 details the sample characterisation.

Materials
Table 2 presents the instruments used in this study, identifying
internal consistency (α) results for this sample. The Lamb-
scale dimension financial access (Muller et al., 2005) will be
used to frame individual financial circumstances and explore
their potential impact on this model. This scale was adapted to
Portuguese by Sousa-Ribeiro (2013; Sousa-Ribeiro et al., 2014).

The URS and PS-US were also previously validated for
Portuguese (Lucas Casanova et al., 2019b, 2021). Here, only
the dimension emotional coping of the URS will be used since
it proved to be the one that had more explanatory power
for issues concerned with socioeconomic circumstances and
its relationship with the dimensions of the PS-US in previous
studies (Lucas Casanova et al., 2021).

The Personal Agency Scale was developed for this study,
so exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) were performed following standard procedures
(Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996/2007; Brown, 2006) by randomly
dividing the sample into two and using half for EFA
and half for CFA.

The SPCS for Youth had already been adapted to Portuguese
(Rodrigues et al., 2016). Considering the similarities between
that version and the adults one, it was decided to adopt the
adults version based on the translation previously performed
for the youth version. Therefore, the process of validation was
performed, following the procedures above.

Regarding social dominance and egalitarianism, the SDO scale
(Pratto et al., 1994, 2006) had already been adapted to Portuguese TA
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TABLE 2 | Instruments.

Instruments Dimensions and internal consistency (α) for
the full sample (n = 635)

Item Example

Financial Access Dimension from the Latent and Manifest Benefits
Scale – LAMB – Scale (Muller et al., 2005; adapt. Sousa-Ribeiro, 2013)

6 items (0.93) From the income I receive I (often/rarely)
have money left for savings.

Psychosocial Uncertainty Scale (PS-US, Lucas Casanova et al., 2021) Psychosocial consequences of uncertainty at
work – 5 items (0.78); within relationships and
community living – 3 items (0.70); self-defeating
beliefs on coping with uncertainty – 2 items (0.67)

When I hear about unemployment rates
increasing, I worry about my future

Emotional Uncertainty Dimension from the Uncertainty Response Scale
(URS, Greco and Roger, 2001; adapt. Lucas Casanova et al., 2019b)

11 items (0.92) Facing uncertainty is a nerve-wracking
experience

Personal Agency Scale (created for this study, based on Fryer, 1992,
1998)

7 items; unidimensional (0.81) My life flies before my eyes, without my
being able to control it.

Social Dominance Orientation SDO-7s (Ho et al., 2015, based on the
adapt. Rodrigues, 2017)

Pro-dominance – 2 items (0.50)
Anti-dominance – 2 items (0.50)
Pro-egalitarianism – 2 items (0.74)
Anti-egalitarianism – 2 items (0.45)

Some groups of people are simply
inferior to other groups.

Socio-political Control – Adults (Peterson et al., 2006), based on the
Portuguese adaption of the Socio-political Control Scale for Youth
(Peterson et al., 2011; adapt. Rodrigues et al., 2016)

Policy control – 7 items (0.79)
Leadership – 7 items (0.85)

People like me are generally well
qualified to participate in political activity
and decision-making in our country.

Sociodemographic Questionnaire Sociodemographic and professional situation characterisation variables.

(Giger et al., 2015; Rodrigues, 2017). However, the SDO7-short
scale, with eight items, was used (Ho et al., 2015). Considering
the original validation results, CFA was performed following the
factor structure proposed by the authors. Nevertheless, the final
CFA model is different from the original research (Ho et al.,
2015), which is further explained in Supplementary Materials.
It is worth mentioning that internal consistency results of this
scale are lower, as expected since each dimension is composed
of only two items (instead of four in the original version).
Despite this, the reliability composite (RC) and average variance
extracted (AVE) results show the potential of the version used
in this study (Briggs and Cheek, 1986; HairJr., And erson
et al., 1998). Moreover, for clarity purposes, and considering this
version is different from the original one, we are naming the
dimensions of the SDO7-S in a slightly different manner than
the original authors while retaining its core meaning. Therefore,
the dimensions are organised according to substantive meaning
of items and their pro or anti methodological orientation
in four dimensions: pro-dominance, anti-egalitarianism, anti-
dominance, and pro-egalitarianism.

All the results from these processes (EFA, CFA, internal
consistency) for all scales are presented in Supplementary
Materials. Convergent and divergent kinds of validity are also
addressed, presenting correlations between all the variables
used in this study.

Data Analysis
Missing values’ (m.v.) patterns were analysed through Little’s
test (Little and Schenker, 1995). An obtained significant p value
indicates the existence of a m.v. pattern in our data. However,
only one item had 2% of m.v., and five items reached 1.4% m.v.
Therefore, considering these percentages and the fact that we
used two data collection methods (online and face-to-face) and
that these m.v. were found only on face-to-face participants, we
did not consider this problematic (Schafer, 1999; Dong and Peng,

2013). So, IBM SPSS Statistics 24 was used to perform descriptive
statistics (excluding missing values (m.v.) cases’ list wise) and
IBM SPSS Amos 24 for the mediation SEM (m.v. were imputed
using regression imputation according to the CFA’s structure
of each measure).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

After testing the factorial and measurement validity of all scales
as previously mentioned, a Structural Equation Model (SEM) was
performed to test if financial access has effects on psychosocial
uncertainty and emotional uncertainty (expecting it to protect
against it), personal agency and SPC (potentially increasing both),
and on SDO; if dimensions of psychosocial uncertainty have
effects on emotional coping, personal agency, SPC, and SDO,
expecting psychosocial uncertainty to have greater effects than
emotional coping and personal agency, possibly undermining
SPC and having effects on greater levels of SDO (while personal
agency could have the inverse effect), if SPC has a negative
effect on SDO, and to explore which of these variables may act
as mediators in this model. The definition of each effect tested
was based on the literature review and previous results on the
relationship between financial access, psychosocial uncertainty,
and emotional coping (Lucas Casanova, 2021; Lucas Casanova
et al., 2021), adding direct effects of financial access on SPCS
and SDO (as suggested by the literature review). Regarding the
relationship between psychosocial uncertainty, SPC and SDO,
preliminary models were tested for psychosocial uncertainty and
SPC, and psychosocial uncertainty and SDO. Paths were defined
through theoretical guidance and considering results from a
pilot study and only the significant effects were retained for
this complete model. For personal agency and emotional coping,
which were being explored as potential mediators, all paths with
SPCS and SDO were tested. The effects of both dimensions of
SPCS on all dimensions of SDO were also tested.
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The global quality of adjustment of the model was tested
with the maximum likelihood method. The indices and values
of reference offered by Kline (2005) were used: Comparative
Fit Index – CFI above 0.90, the root mean square error of
approximation – RMSEA, P [rmsea ≤ 0.05] below 0.80; chi-
square test and chi-square/degrees of freedom between 1 and 2
(Cheung and Rensvold, 2002). The model (Model A) achieved
an acceptable quality of adjustment, considering the following
indices: χ2/df = 2.13, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.89; RMSEA = 0.042;
P [rmsea ≤ 0.05] > 0.99 (Table 3). Indeed, considering the
complexity of the model and the sample size, these results could
be considered as acceptable for an exploratory model (Cheung
and Rensvold, 2002; Nye and Drasgow, 2011). Moreover, they
may also be affected by issues with the SPCS and SDO
scale, as discussed in the Supplementary Material. Figure 1
presents the model with significant and non-significant paths
tested through bootstrapping with two-tailed significance. The
figure also presents the explanatory power of the model for
each of the dependent variables. It shows that financial access
accounts for 15% of psychosocial uncertainty within work, 15%
within relationships, and 22% for self-defeating beliefs. These
variables account for 66% of emotional coping strategies towards
uncertainty, demonstrating the relevance of financial issues and
psychosocial experiences of uncertainty for coping with it. The
model explains 50% of personal agency scores, which may
suggest negative effects of financial deprivation and uncertainty
on it. Additionally, it explains 15% of leadership competence on
sociopolitical issues, 7% of policy control, 13% of pro-dominance
beliefs, 16% of anti-egalitarianism beliefs, 7% of anti-dominance
beliefs, and 9% of pro-egalitarianism beliefs.

Therefore, the model seems to support the basic assumption of
the present study that levels of financial access and psychosocial
uncertainty account for part of difficulties of individuals in terms
of the adoption of emotional coping strategies, personal agency,
impacting SPC, and SDP. Thus, those macrosocial circumstances
affect experiences at the micro and meso levels. It suggests
that precarious social experiences (with financial deprivation
and more uncertainty in the social context) influence SPC and
SDO beliefs negatively towards more social dominance and less
egalitarianism. Moreover, results show that financial deprivation
and uncertainty within the social context may undermine
personal agency (Fryer, 1992, 1998; Marris, 1996) and affect
people’s sense of SPC. These may then influence the development
of beliefs in social dominance and anti-egalitarianism. Social
discourses on competitiveness, meritocracy, and the Protestant
work ethic instigate distrust and individualisation, which may
generate a disengagement from collective action. This may lead
people to seek simple political messages that appear to solve
everything by blaming victims for their difficulties (Marcuse,
1964/1991; Bauman, 2001; Stiegler, 2004/2011; Coimbra and

Menezes, 2009; Hogg, 2014). These processes seem to reflect
socially created forms of anomie and alienation (Standing, 2011;
Tenhouten, 2016) with roots in social uncertainty, which lead
subordinate groups to become complicit with dominant groups
via self-debilitation or false consciousness. Therefore, strategies
used towards reducing fear, anxiety, and uncertainty (Jost
et al., 2003) may undermine their psychological empowerment,
working as self-defeating strategies (Zimmerman, 1995; Sidanius
and Pratto, 1999; Pratto et al., 2006). However, personal agency
does not act as a mediator in this model towards SPC and SDO
(although it is affected by the independent variables of the model
in the direction expected), which will be discussed further ahead.

Figure 2 presents only the significant effects of the
abovementioned model (all the non-significant paths were
omitted but retained in the model). The first part of the model
presents similar results to previous studies (Lucas Casanova,
2021; Lucas Casanova et al., 2021). It shows that financial access
protects against experiencing psychosocial uncertainty within
work, relationships, and developing self-defeating beliefs and
that psychosocial uncertainty at work has a major effect on
emotional coping, as previously found. These results provide
further support for the thesis proposed by Marris (1996) that
uncertainty is unequally distributed in society, as well as the
power to cope with it, showing that there are social origins
of uncertainty, for which financial access seems to be a major
factor (Fryer, 1992, 1998). These explain the fact that people
adopt self-defeating strategies to cope with uncertainty—in this
case, emotional coping strategies. This is a relevant result since
coping with uncertainty has been mainly studied as an intra-
psychic trait-like feature, disregarding the crucial influence of
environmental circumstances for developing strategies to cope
with uncertainty (Lucas Casanova et al., 2019b, 2021). However,
financial access does not directly affect emotional coping and
personal agency but has indirect effects, which will be further
discussed. Table 4 presents direct effects. All the following results
are standardised betas.

Psychosocial uncertainty within work and self-defeating
beliefs in coping with uncertainty have significant negative
direct effects on personal agency. However, these are non-
significant for psychosocial uncertainty within relationships and
for emotional coping. Results follow the expected direction,
partially confirming our hypothesis on this. Hence, it seems that
psychosocial uncertainty within relationships and community
living (expressing experiences of distrust) are not as detrimental
to personal agency as uncertainty within the work context,
confirming the weight of working experiences and the labour
market for personal agency (Fryer, 1998; Blustein, 2019). On the
other hand, self-defeating beliefs in coping with uncertainty are
intimately related with projecting into the future, explaining its
role in feelings of agency towards one’s life (Marris, 1996). Also,

TABLE 3 | Goodness of fit indices for the mediation SEM Models A and B.

χ2(df) p value χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA LO 90 HI 90 PCLOSE SRMR

Model A 3040 (1427) p < 0.001 2.13 0.90 0.89 0.042 0.040 0.044 >0.9 0.053

Model B 3049 (1430) p < 0.001 2.13 0.90 0.89 0.042 0.040 0.044 >0.9 0.054
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FIGURE 1 | Model A, representing all paths established.

FIGURE 2 | Model A, representing significant effects; ∗∗∗p < 0.001; ∗∗p < 0.005; ∗p < 0.05.

emotional coping strategies with uncertainty do not significantly
influence personal agency. Although not expected, this result
provides support for the distinction between the psychological
experience of social uncertainty and coping strategies towards
uncertainty, demonstrating that psychosocial uncertainty may
exert a greater influence than intra-psychic forms of coping with
uncertainty, which was expected in the form of effect size (Marris,
1996; Lucas Casanova et al., 2019b, 2021).

Leadership competence within SPC is directly and positively
influenced by financial access, while negatively influenced by
self-defeating beliefs, as hypothesised. However, it is not directly
affected by the other psychosocial uncertainty dimensions.
Research shows that people with higher educational levels
(which are strongly correlated with financial access) show
higher leadership competence levels (Zimmerman and Zahniser,
1991). On the other hand, self-defeating beliefs in coping with

uncertainty demonstrate the corrosive power of uncertainty,
undermining personal agency, which is congruent with the
decline of leadership competence as a belief in the ability of
organising groups of people (Zimmerman and Zahniser, 1991;
Zimmerman, 1995). Policy control is negatively influenced by
emotional coping and self-defeating beliefs, as expected, although
not by the other dimensions of PS-US, at least through direct
effects. Thus, the adoption of emotional strategies to cope
with uncertainty (which are highly correlated with anxiety –
Thielsch et al., 2015), as a self-defeating strategy may lead
people to disengage from sociopolitical issues due to the anxiety
they create. This is congruent with analyses of alienation
and anomie that reflect disbelief of people in their ability to
influence policy (Standing, 2011; Tenhouten, 2016). On the
other hand, it is congruent with results that show that threat
affects avoiding information seeking regarding sociopolitical
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TABLE 4 | Direct effects for the mediation SEM Model A.

Financial
Access
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(SD Beliefs)

(95% CI)
p

Emotional
Coping

(95% CI)
p

Personal
Agency
(95% CI)

p

Leadership
(SPC)

(95% CI)
p

Social Policy
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

−0.39
(−0.47; −0.28)

0.002

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

−0.39
(−0.48; −0.28)

<0.001

Psychosocial (SD
Beliefs)

−0.47
(−0.57; −0.38)

<0.001

Emotional Coping 0.09
(0.007; 0.18)

0.073

0.83
(0.66; 1.05)

<0.001

0.003
(−0.24; 0.19)

0.98

0.05
(−0.07; 0.17)

0.38

Personal Agency 0.070
(−0.05; 0.18)

0.2

−0.38
(−0.67; −0.10)

0.01

−0.17
(−0.38; 0.06)

0.13

−0.34
(−0.48; −0.19)

<0.001

0.04
(−0.14; 0.23)

0.70

Leadership (SPC) 0.15
(0.03; 0.27)

0.012

−0.03
(−0.19; 0.12)

0.71

−0.18
(−0.34; −0.02)

0.026

−0.10
(−0.24; 0.05)

0.19

0.07
(−0.07; 0.23)

0.35

Social Policy
(SPC)

0.07
(−0.06; 0.20)

0.23

−0.20
(−0.38; −0.02)

0.028

−0.15
(−0.27; −0.02)

0.027

−0.09
(−0.26; 0.08)

0.30

Pro-Dominance
(SDO)

0.17
(0.04; 0.31)

0.009

0.36
(0.16; 0.60)

<0.001

0.02
(−0.20; 0.16)

0.87

−0.07
(−0.23; 0.09)

0.36

0.16
(−0.04; 0.36)

0.12

−0.16
(−0.36; 0.03)

0.11

Anti-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

0.19
(0.04; 0.35)

0.018

0.46
(0.24; 0.69)

<0.001

−0.25
(−0.45; −0.05)

0.018

−0.01
(−0.31; 0.07)

0.19

0.18
(−0.05; 0.43)

0.11

−0.18
(−0.42; 0.04)

0.13

Anti-Dominance
(SDO)

−0.11
(−0.24; −0.02)

0.087

−0.22
(−0.37; −0.05)

0.016

0.07
(−0.07; 0.20)

0.31

−0.03
(−0.20; 0.14)

0.69

−0.01
(−0.24; 0.22)

0.96

0.17
(−0.04; 0.39)

0.13

Pro-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

−0.027
(−0.14; 0.08)

0.58

0.025
(−0.16; 0.21)

0.75

−0.16
(−0.31; 0.003)

0.053

0.06
(−0.11; 0.22)

0.51

−0.01
(−0.17; 0.18)

0.96

−0.16
(−0.35; 0.03)

0.11

0.33
(0.16; 0.51)

<0.001

Significance levels assessed through bootstrapping (2,000 samples) using the two-tailed significance of the bias-corrected confidence intervals for 95%; CI – 95%
confidence intervals. Bold: significant effects.

issues (Shepherd and Kay, 2012), and distrust created by social
uncertainty may also contribute to it. Furthermore, experiences
of financial deprivation and of the psychological consequences of
social uncertainty may create the emotional outcomes of anomie
mentioned by Tenhouten (2016), as derisiveness against others
(in active forms of anomie) or shame (related to loss of status,
such as the one experienced as a result of unemployment) and
fear of failure (in passive forms), which are connected with the
development of sociopolitical and social dominance beliefs.

Moreover, financial access has significant direct positive effects
on pro-dominance and anti-egalitarianism, which is consistent
with the literature that demonstrates that increased financial
access may directly contribute to an increased orientation to
social dominance (Sidanius and Pratto, 1999). However, in this
study, we also aimed to explore potential indirect effects of
financial access when mediated by psychosocial uncertainty that
could demonstrate the complexity of the impact of financial
access, which will be analysed further ahead. There are also
significant direct positive effects of psychosocial uncertainty

within relationships and community living on pro-dominance
and anti-egalitarianism, showing the impact of uncertainty and
distrust in community living on SDO beliefs. This suggests
that, as expected, community living and relationships based on
distrust, individualism, and competitiveness contribute to social
dominance and anti-egalitarianism (Bauman, 2001; Coimbra and
Menezes, 2009; Lucas Casanova et al., 2019a). Furthermore,
empirical results show that individuals with high SDO levels
show high levels of nihilism and vegetativeness, which may
be related to negative perceptions or feelings of meaningless
towards their relationships with others and social institutions
(Nicol, 2007), which seems to support our results. However,
self-defeating beliefs negatively impact anti-dominance. Thus,
individuals with more self-defeating beliefs in coping with
uncertainty may become less oriented to anti-social dominance
and to pro-egalitarianism due to their burdened experiences
with psychosocial uncertainty. These experiences may generate
disbelief in their ability to cope with uncertainty, which provides
support for the role of psychosocial uncertainty for SDO and
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TABLE 5 | Indirect effects for the mediation SEM Model A.

Financial
Access
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(SD Beliefs)

(95% CI)
p

Emotional
Coping

(95% CI)
p

Personal
Agency
(95% CI)

p

Emotional Coping −0.34
(−0.44; −0.24)

0.002

Personal Agency 0.36
(0.27; 0.46)

<0.001

0.03
(−0.12; 0.20)

0.68

0
(−0.03; 0.02)

0.99

0.00
(−0.01; 0.04)

0.41

Leadership (SPC) 0.15
(0.07; 0.22)

0.002

−0.10
(−0.24; 0.02)

0.092

−0.01
(−0.07; 0.02)

0.38

−0.03
(−0.10; 0.02)

0.25

0.00
(−0.01; 0.04)

0.42

Social Policy
(SPC)

0.09
(0.02; 0.17)

0.019

−0.09
(−0.20; 0.01)

0.069

0.02
(−0.02; 0.08)

0.41

0.02
(−0.03; 0.10)

0.39

−0.00
(−0.05; 0.01)

0.46

Pro-Dominance
(SDO)

−0.14
(−0.26; −0.06)

0.002

0.01
(−0.13; 0.15)

0.88

−0.000
(−0.04; 0.05)

0.80

−0.02
(−0.04; 0.08)

0.51

0.000
(−0.03; 0.05)

0.71

0.03
(−0.00; 0.09)

0.067

Anti-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

−0.14
(−0.25; −0.06)

0.002

−0.17
(−0.35; 0.006)

0.057

0.01
(−0.07; 0.10)

0.72

−0.02
(−0.05; 0.11)

0.48

0.01
(−0.04; 0.05)

0.74

0.03
(−0.00; 0.11)

0.074

Anti-Dominance
(SDO)

0.10
(0.03; 0.18)

0.008

0.05
(−0.06; 0.17)

0.31

0.01
(−0.03; 0.07)

0.52

0.01
(−0.09; 0.05)

0.65

−0.03
(−0.07; 0.01)

0.12

−0.02
(−0.08; 0.02)

0.37

Pro-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

0.06
(−0.009; 0.13)

0.094

0.04
(−0.12; 0.21)

0.63

0.01
(−0.03; 0.07)

0.45

−0.02
(−0.10; 0.05)

0.53

−0.04
(−0.09; 0.01)

0.092

−0.04
(−0.12; 0.002)

0.067

Significance levels assessed through bootstrapping (2,000 samples) using the two-tailed significance of the bias-corrected confidence intervals for 95%; CI – 95%
confidence intervals. Bold: significant effects.

egalitarianism. Indeed, psychosocial uncertainty may reflect
HE legitimizing ideologies that have implications for precarity
and unemployment policies, reflecting values of meritocracy,
competitiveness, individualism, and the protestant work ethic
(Pratto et al., 2006).

However, personal agency does not contribute to SPC and
SDO, as a hypothesised mediator, which may have different
possible explanations. On the one hand, one can consider
that the scale that was developed does not adequately tap
into the construct of personal agency, despite its psychometric
results that were proved satisfactory. On the other hand, it
is possible that personal agency may not be that relevant for
SPC and SDO, since it is mostly related to the development
of personal, family, or professional life projects and feeling in
control of one’s life. Despite it being influenced by financial
access and psychosocial uncertainty, its more personal dimension
may not impact how people believe they can control their
sociopolitical environments and influence their beliefs in SDO
and egalitarianism. Emotional coping has a significant direct
negative effect on anti-egalitarianism, which is the opposing
direction that would be expected. We will discuss this direct
effect on the next section focused on indirect effects, given its
relationship with an indirect effect that was found.

Interestingly, when analysing SPCS effects on SDO
dimensions, it is possible to identify different trends for
each of SPCS dimensions even though only one direct effect
is significant. Leadership competence has no significant direct

effects, but their orientation is positive for pro-dominance
and anti-egalitarianism and negative for anti-dominance and
pro-egalitarianism. In contrast, policy control has a significant
direct positive effect on pro-egalitarianism and the opposite
orientation regarding the other dependent variables, although
non-significant. These results are relevant to distinguish the
importance of these two dimensions of the intrapersonal feature
of psychological empowerment. As previously mentioned,
empirical results show that high policy control levels are more
relevant for school participation and perceived importance of
school than high levels of leadership competence (Zimmerman
and Zahniser, 1991). These results, along with the results of
this study, show that the policy control dimension, reflecting
knowledge of policy and political issues and the perception of the
ability to influence them, can be a promotor of egalitarianism.
At the same time, leadership competence, in contrast, may lead
to pro-dominance and anti-egalitarianism. This shows that
self-perceptions on the ability to organise groups of people
towards sociopolitical issues do not guarantee low SDO levels,
particularly in a mediation model that takes into account the
impact of financial access and psychosocial uncertainty.

Table 5 presents indirect effects, showing that financial
access has significant indirect effects on all variables but pro-
egalitarianism in the direction expected (reducing psychosocial
uncertainty and emotional coping strategies, increasing personal
agency, increasing policy control, and leadership in SPC,
reducing pro-dominance and anti-egalitarianism, and increasing
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TABLE 6 | Total effects for the mediation SEM Model A.

Financial
Access
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(SD Beliefs)

(95% CI)
p

Emotional
Coping

(95% CI)
p

Personal
Agency
(95% CI)

p

Leadership
(SPC)

(95% CI)
p

Social Policy
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

−0.39
(−0.47; −0.28)

0.002

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

−0.39
(−0.48; −0.28)

<0.001

Psychosocial (SD
Beliefs)

−0.47
(−0.57; −0.38)

<0.001

Emotional Coping −0.26
(−0.35; −0.17)

<0.001

0.83
(0.66; 1.05)

<0.001

0.00
(−0.24; 0.19)

0.98

0.05
(−0.07; 0.17)

0.38

Personal Agency 0.43
(0.34; 0.51)

<0.001

−0.35
(−0.55; −0.14)

0.002

−0.17
(−0.37; 0.05)

0.12

−0.34
(−0.47; −0.19)

<0.001

0.04
(−0.14; 0.23)

0.70

Leadership (SPC) 0.30
(0.21; 0.38)

<0.001

−0.10
(−0.24; 0.02)

0.092

−0.04
(−0.19; 0.11)

0.60

−0.21
(−0.34; −0.07)

0.002

−0.09
(−0.23; 0.05)

0.21

0.07
(−0.07; 0.23)

0.35

Social Policy
(SPC)

0.16
(0.06; 0.26)

0.002

−0.09
(−0.20; 0.01)

0.069

0.02
(−0.02; 0.08)

0.41

−0.18
(−0.34; −0.02)

0.03

−0.15
(−0.28; −0.02)

0.024

−0.09
(−0.26; 0.08)

0.30

Pro-Dominance
(SDO)

0.03
(−0.11; 0.16)

0.65

0.01
(−0.13; 0.15)

0.88

0.36
(0.14; 0.59)

<0.001

0.02
(−0.04; 0.08)

0.51

0.01
(−0.20; 0.16)

0.887

0.05
(−0.20; 0.11)

0.56

0.16
(−0.04; 0.36)

0.12

−0.16
(−0.36; 0.03)

0.11

Anti-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

0.04
(−0.09; 0.18)

0.51

−0.17
(−0.35; 0.01)

0.06

0.47
(0.27; 0.70)

<0.001

0.02
(−0.05; 0.11)

0.48

−0.25
(−0.45; −0.05)

0.021

−0.10
(−0.28; 0.10)

0.33

0.18
(−0.05; 0.43)

0.11

−0.18
(−0.42; 0.04)

0.13

Anti-Dominance
(SDO)

−0.01
(−0.12; 0.10)

0.80

0.05
(−0.06; 0.17)

0.31

0.01
(−0.03; 0.07)

0.52

−0.24
(−0.38; −0.09)

0.004

0.04
(−0.09; 0.18)

0.50

−0.05
(−0.22; 0.12)

0.54

−0.01
(−0.24; 0.22)

0.96

0.17
(−0.04; 0.39)

0.13

Pro-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

0.03
(−0.06; 0.13)

0.48

0.06
(−0.06; 0.18)

0.29

0.01
(−0.03; 0.07)

0.45

−0.19
(−0.31; −0.04)

0.011

0.02
(−0.13; 0.19)

0.73

−0.05
(−0.22; 0.13)

0.59

−0.15
(−0.35; 0.03)

0.11

0.33
(0.16; 0.51)

<0.001

Significance levels assessed through bootstrapping (2,000 samples) using the two-tailed significance of the bias-corrected confidence intervals for 95%; CI – 95%
confidence intervals. Bold: significant effects.

FIGURE 3 | Model B, representing all paths established.
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FIGURE 4 | Model B, representing significant effects; ∗∗∗p < 0.001; ∗∗p < 0.005; ∗p < 0.05.

TABLE 7 | Direct effects for the mediation SEM Model B.

Financial
Access
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(SD Beliefs)

(95% CI)
p

Emotional
Coping

(95% CI)
p

Personal
Agency
(95% CI)

p

Leadership
(SPC)

(95% CI)
p

Social Policy
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

−0.38
(−0.47; −0.28)

0.002

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

−0.37
(−0.47; −0.26)

<0.001

Psychosocial
(SD Beliefs)

−0.47
(−0.56; −0.37)

<0.001

Emotional
Coping

0.08
(−0.01; 0.18)

0.08

0.83
(0.66; 1.06)

<0.001

−0.00
(−0.25; 0.18)

0.97

0.05
(−0.07; 0.17)

0.40

Personal
Agency

0.07
(−0.05; 0.18)

0.20

−0.37
(−0.65; −0.08)

0.013

−0.18
(−0.39; 0.04)

0.11

−0.34
(−0.48; −0.19)

<0.001

0.04
(−0.14; 0.23)

0.72

Leadership
(SPC)

0.21
(0.10; 0.32)

<0.001

−0.11
(−0.22; 0.01)

0.089

0.15
(0.02; 0.28)

0.012

Social Policy
(SPC)

0.13
(0.002; 0.25)

0.044

−0.15
(−0.28; −0.02)

0.023

−0.01
(−0.15; 0.15)

0.95

Pro-Dominance
(SDO)

0.31
(0.11; 0.53)

0.003

0.01
(−0.17; 0.18)

0.94

−0.02
(−0.17; 0.14)

0.849

0.20
(−0.004; 0.41)

0.053

−0.17
(−0.37; 0.03)

0.094

Anti-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

0.41
(0.20; 0.63)

<0.001

−0.23
(−0.43; −0.04)

0.022

−0.06
(−0.24; 0.13)

0.51

0.22
(−0.003; 0.50)

0.053

−0.19
(−0.44; 0.04)

0.11

Anti-
Dominance
(SDO)

−0.21
(−0.36; −0.04)

0.016

0.07
(−0.06; 0.20)

0.30

−0.07
(−0.24; 0.10)

0.37

−0.03
(−0.26; 0.19)

0.82

0.19
(−0.02; 0.41)

0.08

Pro-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

0.008
(−0.18; 0.18)

0.91

−0.19
(−0.32; −0.03)

0.025

0.07
(−0.09; 0.24)

0.41

−0.04
(−0.21; 0.14)

0.67

−0.15
(−0.35; 0.02)

0.082

0.34
(0.17; 0.50)

<0.001

Significance levels assessed through bootstrapping (2,000 samples) using the two-tailed significance of the bias-corrected confidence intervals for 95%; CI – 95%
confidence intervals. Bold: significant effects.
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TABLE 8 | Indirect effects for the mediation SEM Model B.

Financial
Access
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(SD Beliefs)

(95% CI)
p

Emotional
Coping

(95% CI)
p

Personal
Agency
(95% CI)

p

Emotional
Coping

−0.34
(−0.43; −0.24)

0.002

Personal
Agency

0.36
(0.27; 0.46)

<0.001

0.03
(−0.12; 0.21)

0.70

0
(−0.04; 0.019)

0.81

0
(−0.006; 0.039)

0.42

Leadership
(SPC)

0.09
(0.04; 0.16)

<0.001

−0.14
(−0.24;
−0.051)
0.004

−0.03
(−0.087; 0.019)

0.20

−0.06
(−0.12; −0.01)

0.011

0.01
(−0.021; 0.044)

0.57

Social Policy
(SPC)

0.04
(−0.027; 0.093)

0.22

−0.12
(−0.23;
−0.029)
0.013

0.00
(−0.038; 0.065)

0.86

−0.01
(−0.059; 0.049)

0.83

0.00
(−0.021; 0.015)

0.85

Pro-Dominance
(SDO)

−0.09
(−0.20; −0.01)

0.017

0.00
(−0.13; 0.14)

0.97

0.00
(−0.049; 0.03)

0.79

−0.01
(−0.063; 0.044)

0.85

0.00
(−0.03; 0.041)

0.81

0.03
(0.002; 0.092)

0.04

Anti-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

−0.08
(−0.17; −0.01)

0.025

−0.18
(−0.36;
−0.012)
0.035

0.01
(−0.051; 0.084)

0.82

0.00
(−0.077; 0.06)

0.91

0.00
(−0.035; 0.045)

0.83

0.03
(0.001; 0.11)

0.038

Anti-
Dominance
(SDO)

0.07
(0.011; 0.14)

0.025

0.06
(−0.037; 0.18)

0.19

0.01
(−0.016; 0.075)

0.28

0.03
(−0.025; 0.10)

0.24

−0.03
(−0.077; 0)

0.05

−0.01
(−0.061; 0.034)

0.74

Pro-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

0.06
(−0.002; 0.12)

0.065

0.05
(−0.092; 0.23)

0.45

0.01
(−0.018; 0.067)

0.35

0.02
(−0.032; 0.093)

0.40

−0.04
(−0.09; 0.006)

0.089

−0.02
(−0.088; 0.019)

0.24

Significance levels assessed through bootstrapping (2,000 samples) using the two-tailed significance of the bias-corrected confidence intervals for 95%; CI – 95%
confidence intervals. Bold: significant effects.

anti-dominance beliefs). Even though financial access did
not have a significant direct effect on personal agency, it
has a significant positive indirect effect through psychosocial
uncertainty at work and self-defeating beliefs, which have a
direct effect on personal agency. This result demonstrates the
connection between financial deprivation and precarious forms
of work and personal agency, showing that financial access
can protect personal agency when considering psychosocial
uncertainty within work (Fryer, 1992, 1998). Moreover, these
results, when compared with direct results, confirm the
complexity of financial access effects since, when they are
mediated by psychosocial uncertainty and the other variables
in the model, financial access may paradoxically protect from
developing social dominance and anti-egalitarianism beliefs.

Psychosocial uncertainty at work does not have significant
indirect effects on SDO dimensions, contrary to what was
expected and neither does psychosocial uncertainty within
relationships and self-defeating beliefs. However, in this model,
psychosocial uncertainty at work, within relationships, and self-
defeating beliefs have no indirect effects on the other variables
of the model, as emotional coping and personal agency. Indeed,
financial access seems to dominate the model, suppressing the
effects of other variables. Table 6 presents the total effects
found in the model.

Therefore, our first hypothesis was partially confirmed via
direct or indirect effects in the direction expected between
financial access and all the model variables, except for pro-
egalitarianism. Our second hypothesis was partially confirmed,
showing (a) the expected effects of psychosocial uncertainty
on emotional coping (mostly from psychosocial uncertainty
within work, even though all were tested), and that both have
negative effects on personal agency (b). Regarding their effects
on SPC (c), these were confirmed for self-defeating beliefs (on
both dimensions) and for emotional coping (only on social
policy). Concerning their direct effects on SDO (d), these were
confirmed for the PS-US. In contrast, emotional coping was only
confirmed for social policy and anti-egalitarianism. Our third
hypothesis was rejected, demonstrating that personal agency does
not contribute as a mediator to the model in explaining SPC
and SDO. And our fourth hypothesis was partially confirmed,
showing effects of social policy on pro-egalitarianism.

Considering results reveal more direct effects and only
indirect effects from financial access, not proving our proposed
mediation, it was decided to explore if psychosocial uncertainty
could have indirect effects that were not being assessed due to
the powerfulness of its direct effects and due to the powerfulness
of financial access effects. Therefore, a new model was tested in
which the direct effects of psychosocial uncertainty dimensions
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TABLE 9 | Total effects for the mediation SEM Model B.

Financial
Access
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

(95% CI)
p

Psychosocial
(SD Beliefs)

(95% CI)
p

Emotional
Coping

(95% CI)
p

Personal
Agency
(95% CI)

p

Leadership
(SPC)

(95% CI)
p

Social Policy
(95% CI)

p

Psychosocial
(Work)

−0.38
(−0.47; −0.28)

0.002

Psychosocial
(Relationships)

−0.37
(−0.47; −0.26)

<0.001

Psychosocial
(SD Beliefs)

−0.47
(−0.56; −0.37)

<0.001

Emotional
Coping

−0.26
(−0.35; −0.17)

<0.001

0.83
(0.66; 1.06)

<0.001

−0.00
(−0.25; 0.18)

0.97

0.05
(−0.068; 0.17)

0.40

Personal
Agency

0.43
(0.34; 0.52)

<0.001

−0.33
(−0.54; −0.12)

0.002

−0.18
(−0.39; 0.032)

0.089

−0.34
(−0.48; −0.19)

<0.001

0.04
(−0.14; 0.23)

0.72

Leadership
(SPC)

0.30
(0.21; 0.39)

<0.001

−0.14
(−0.24;
−0.051)
0.004

−0.03
(−0.087; 0.019)

0.20

−0.06
(−0.12; −0.01)

0.011

−0.11
(−0.22; 0.024)

0.12

0.15
(0.022; 0.28)

0.012

Social Policy
(SPC)

0.16
(0.06; 0.26)

0.002

−0.12
(−0.23;
−0.029)
0.013

0.00
(−0.038; 0.065)

0.86

−0.01
(−0.059; 0.049)

0.83

−0.15
(−0.28;
−0.017)
0.025

−0.01
(−0.15; 0.15)

0.95

Pro-Dominance
(SDO)

−0.09
(−0.20;
−0.013)
0.017

0.00
(−0.13; 0.14)

0.97

0.31
(0.10; 0.53)

0.003

−0.01
(−0.063; 0.044)

0.85

0.01
(−0.17; 0.18)

0.91

0.02
(−0.13; 0.18)

0.80

0.20
(−0.004; 0.41)

0.053

−0.17
(−0.37; 0.033)

0.094

Anti-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

−0.08
(−0.17;
−0.014)
0.025

−0.18
(−0.36;
−0.012)
0.035

0.42
(0.21; 0.63)

<0.001

0.00
(−0.077; 0.06)

0.91

−0.23
(−0.42; −0.04)

0.023

−0.03
(−0.20; 0.16)

0.80

0.22
(−0.003; 0.50)

0.053

−0.19
(−0.44; 0.042)

0.11

Anti-
Dominance
(SDO)

0.07
(0.011; 0.14)

0.025

0.06
(−0.037; 0.18)

0.19

0.01
(−0.016; 0.075)

0.28

−0.18
(−0.31;
−0.037)

0.02

0.04
(−0.087; 0.17)

0.50

−0.08
(−0.24; 0.086)

0.33

−0.03
(−0.26; 0.19)

0.82

0.19
(−0.019; 0.41)

0.08

Pro-
egalitarianism
(SDO)

0.06
(−0.002; 0.12)

0.065

0.06
(−0.045; 0.18)

0.26

0.01
(−0.018; 0.067)

0.35

−0.17
(−0.27;
−0.039)
0.016

0.04
(−0.13; 0.20)

0.65

−0.06
(−0.23; 0.10)

0.44

−0.15
(−0.35; 0.017)

0.082

0.34
(0.17; 0.50)

<0.001

Significance levels assessed through bootstrapping (2,000 samples) using the two-tailed significance of the bias-corrected confidence intervals for 95%; CI – 95%
confidence intervals. Bold: significant effects.

on SPC dimensions and the direct effects of financial access on
SDO dimensions were eliminated (Model B) – Table 3 presents
the global quality of adjustment of the model, which is similar
since only three paths were eliminated. Figure 3 presents the
model with significant and non-significant effects. Figure 4 and
Table 7 present direct effects, which follow the same patterns
as the previous ones, except for the direct effect of financial
access on social policy, which becomes significant and higher
than the indirect effect that was previously found (since it is
not competing with the direct effects of psychosocial uncertainty
dimensions). Personal agency has a significant positive effect
on leadership competence, as was originally hypothesised. The
direct effects of leadership competence on pro-dominance

and anti-egalitarianism follow the same direction and become
significant, showing a possible positive effect on social dominance
that demonstrates how it works in the opposite orientation to
social policy, which seems to have a positive effect on pro-
egalitarianism.

This model was tested mostly to explore the impact of
eliminating these paths in terms of indirect effects and further
explore the relationship between the variables. Table 8 presents
these indirect effects, showing that psychosocial uncertainty
within work may have a significant negative indirect effect
on policy control. Thus, psychosocial uncertainty within work
undermines experiences of understanding the sociopolitical
environment and feeling capable to influence it (policy control).
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There is also a significant negative indirect effect of psychosocial
uncertainty within work on leadership competence. These
results provide support for the eroding effect of psychosocial
uncertainty within the workplace on SPC. There is also a
significant (small) negative indirect effect of self-defeating beliefs
in leadership competence. Therefore, psychosocial uncertainty
within work seems to represent an environmental demand
that undermines the intrapersonal dimension of psychological
empowerment (Zimmerman and Zahniser, 1991; Zimmerman,
1995). Moreover, it supports the disempowering effect of
uncertainty within work and the labour market, which may then
have effects in terms of the confidence to explore, understand,
and intervene in sociopolitical issues, since an individual may
be burdened with everyday concerns related to survival and
subsistence. On the other hand, there is a significant negative
indirect effect of psychosocial uncertainty at work on anti-
egalitarianism. However, this effect goes in the opposite direction,
expected for the whole scale (even though it was expected
since preliminary analyses had shown it in a model with PS-
US and SDO). Therefore, psychosocial uncertainty at work
shows an opposing function regarding the other dimensions
of psychosocial uncertainty by reducing anti-egalitarianism.
Although uncertainty in the social context seems to contribute
to more social dominance and anti-egalitarianism beliefs, the
personal experience of psychosocial uncertainty within the
workplace, through precarity, unemployment, or other forms of
uncertainty and insecurity at work and in the labour market,
may be protective of developing anti-egalitarianism beliefs.
Albeit a small indirect effect, this result seems particularly
interesting in the role of personal experiences of disadvantage
for developing beliefs in social dominance and egalitarianism.
It is also relevant to consider it along with the significant direct
negative effect of emotional coping on anti-egalitarianism since
it is transported through this variable. Therefore, it seems that
the psychosocial experience of uncertainty at work and emotional
coping strategies towards uncertainty may lead people to become
more empathic with others in similar situations, reducing anti-
egalitarianism beliefs. Finally, personal agency shows a small
significant indirect effect on pro-dominance, which confirms
that it does not contribute greatly to the model, since personal
agency experiences may not help differentiate SPC or social
dominance beliefs. Table 9 presents total effects for Model B.

CONCLUSION

The finding that financial access of individuals has broad effects
on this model seems to endorse that there is an impact of
inequality on the psychological experience of socially created
uncertainty and on sociopolitical issues, potentially reinforcing
extremist and populist views. Although accounting only for
a small percentage of SPC and SDO, the model seems to
support this undesirable potential of financial deprivation and
psychosocial uncertainty in their relationship with sociopolitical
issues. The danger lies mostly in adopting HE-legitimizing myths
by subordinate groups, which reinforce the power of these
myths through consensus (Pratto et al., 2006). Therefore, results

seem to suggest that financial deprivation and psychosocial
uncertainty may contribute to limited sociopolitical analyses and
limited critical consciousness (Diemer and Blustein, 2006), which
may help explain recent increases in extremist and populist
political worldviews. However, the experience of uncertainty at
work may have the opposite effect, generating empathy towards
other subordinate groups. On the other hand, it seems to
lend support to the relevance of focusing on external social
uncertainty rather than internal forms of uncertainty and on
the role of uncertainty within work and the labour market,
when researching SPC, other dimensions of psychological
empowerment, and SDO. These relationships had not yet been
tested, and, so, it could be useful to further study the potential
impact of financial deprivation and psychosocial uncertainty
on SDO and SPC.

In its connection with practice, there are implications
of results for ways in which we conceive of the good
society and social justice, as well as dominant psychological
intervention, namely in vocational/professional counselling.
Research results on these issues should be used to devise
strategies and interventions that do not reproduce discourses
of responsabilization through individualized forms of
psychological empowerment, but foster individual and collective
empowerment, acknowledging forms of social disempowerment
of vulnerable groups. Thus, as Kieffer (1984) proposed,
developing participatory competence entails focusing not only
on perceived competence and self-efficacy (which would result
in an individualised, psychologised strategy). It entails focusing
on a critical understanding of the sociopolitical context, on
socially created forms of uncertainty, and on the development
of personal and collective resources for political action. So,
fostering critical consciousness and understanding feelings of
disempowerment, namely through conscientisation (Freire,
1970/1972), is crucial in the vocational/career counselling field,
whether with adolescents or adults. Within these interventions,
it is crucial to consider the impact of the labour market and work
experiences in circumstances of inequality, disadvantage, or
deprivation. This would allow people to understand the impact
of sociopolitical and economic structures in their individual
lives, understanding the connection between the private and
the political, and not just promoting the adaptation to a
particular labor market and society (Prilleltensky, 1994; Diemer
and Blustein, 2006; Prilleltensky and Stead, 2012). Likewise,
intervention in issues of social generativity through educational
programs could prove useful to promote social responsibility,
mutuality, empathy, commitment to the community, and
reflection on universal values (as egalitarianism), crucial for the
development of inclusive attitudes and political involvement
(Morselli and Passini, 2015). Thus, learning to take care of each
other (Stiegler, 2004/2011).

Regarding the limitations of this study, the fact that this is not a
representative sample must be acknowledged, and future research
should seek to replicate these results with a representative
sample. On another note, it would be relevant to explore
the impact of financial access and psychosocial uncertainty
on other psychological empowerment dimensions. Moreover,
this study focuses on these specific variables, although other
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factors could influence these results, and, so, further research
would be important to examine other potential contributors to
increased SDO and decreased SPC. It would also be crucial
to study how this model would behave in longitudinal studies
to explore potential changes in SPC and SDO according to
different macrosocial moments and so test the predictive capacity
of this theoretical model and confirm causal relationships.
Different levels of financial access and psychosocial uncertainty
may influence participants. This would be most useful if
it were possible to use data to accompany major historical
and social changes.

This study sought to contribute to shed light on the role of
socioeconomic circumstances, psychosocial uncertainty, and the
intrapersonal component of psychological empowerment for the
increase of extremist, populist political views during the last years
in Western countries, possibly as a result of social instability
and uncertainty.
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In the fall of 2019, Trøndelag County Council, Norway, organized a Climate Workshop for
children and youth. The intention of the workshop was to include children’s and youth’s
perspectives as a foundation for a policy document titled “How we do it in Trøndelag.
Strategy for transformations to mitigate climate change”. The workshop involved a
range of creative and discussion tools for input on sustainable development and
climate politics. In this article, we aim to (1) describe and discuss innovative practices
that include children and youth in policymaking related to climate action, and (2)
discuss the theoretical implications of such policymaking in relation to children’s rights,
young citizenship, and intergenerational justice. We employ a generational framework
and perceive climate politics as inherently ingrained in intergenerational justice, where
no generation has a superior claim to the earth’s resources, yet power is unfairly
concentrated and accumulated among adult generations. We draw on contributions
by various stakeholders involved: Two young workshop participants, two county council
policymakers, and an interdisciplinary team of researchers from Childhood Studies and
Design.

Keywords: children, youth, participation, participatory methods, climate, intergenerational justice, citizenship,
children’s rights

INTRODUCTION

In the fall of 2019, Trøndelag County Council, Norway, organized a Climate Workshop for children
and youth aged 10–18 years. The backdrop for the event was the growing global movement where
children and young people demonstrate against the lack of political will to realize the goals set out
in the Paris Agreement. In Trøndelag, this led to a school strike in Tordenskioldsparken on March
22, 2019, when around 3,000 students demanded political action to ensure a more sustainable
future. This mobilization triggered local politicians to invite children and youth into the process of
preparing a new Climate Strategy for Trøndelag County. Politicians sought not only to include, but
also promote ownership of an environmental strategy among the region’s youth. In collaboration
with researchers, Trøndelag County Council designed the Climate Workshop where children and
youth were asked about their experiences with climate issues in their everyday lives as well as
their visions for a sustainable future and ways to achieve this vision. The participants shared
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both frustrations and solutions for climate politics. Thirty-
eight children and youth participated in the two-day workshop,
which included a range of creative and discussion tools deriving
from Participatory Design and participatory methods within
Childhood Studies.

In this article, we aim (1) to discuss the inclusion of
children and youth in policymaking related to climate
action, and (2) to discuss the theoretical implications of such
policymaking in relation to children’s rights, young citizenship,
and intergenerational justice. We employ a generational
framework and perceive climate politics as inherently engrained
in intergenerational justice, where no generation has a superior
claim to the earth’s resources, yet power is unfairly concentrated
and accumulated among adult generations. We draw on
contributions by the various stakeholders involved: two young
workshop participants, two county council policymakers, and
an interdisciplinary team of researchers from Childhood Studies
and Design. The article thus is inclusive of multiple viewpoints
on potentials and challenges when including children and
youth in political processes across research disciplines, sectors,
and generations. However, the article has an ‘unitary voice’
where authors’ ownership of ideas and arguments remain
obscured. We contributed on equal terms to avoid ‘othering’
of non-academic authors. Elsewhere, we have taken advantage
of multivocal co-authorship, allowing tensions to emerge
(see Ursin et al., in review1).

The article is structured as follows: first, we explore how
intergenerational justice can be understood and approached
in climate politics. In the “Materials and Methods” section,
we describe the methodology and methods of the Climate
Workshop. In results, we first illustrate the material generated
in the workshop before we describe themes identified in
the assessment of the workshop. In the discussion, we
examine some strengths and weaknesses with the Climate
Workshop, and critically reflect on the degree to which
participatory workshops with children and youth are useful in
enhancing their participatory rights, sense of citizenship and
intergenerational justice.

INTERGENERATIONAL JUSTICE AND
CLIMATE LEGACY

Emission-generating activities grant the present generation
numerous benefits—e.g., infrastructure, industrial goods, food,
transportation—while the effects are likely to be harmful for
generations to come (Meyer, 2012). Due to the time lag
of anthropogenic climate change, an increasing number of
theorists within Law and Philosophy call for new legal principles
that recognize this intergenerational connection among human
societies and articulate the rights and corresponding duties
that underpin intergenerational equity (Weston and Bach,

1Ursin, L., Alvarado, S., and Nordgåar (in review). “Children and youth
participation in climate policy: a dialogue beyond the workshop,” in A New
Handbook of Children and Young People’s Participation: Conversations for
Transformational Change, eds B. P. Smith, N. P. Thomas, C. O’Kane, and A. T.-D.
Imoh (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge).

2009). The legal principle of intergenerational justice concerns
‘justice between generations,’ a transgenerational respect for
the rights and fulfillment of duties vis-à-vis future and past
generations (Meyer, 2012). It concerns intergenerational conflict
of interests, seeks to solve inter-temporal distributive questions
(Barry, 2012/1999), and calls for temporal solidarity across
past, present, and future generations (Weston and Bach,
2009). Intergenerational justice bears many similarities with
social justice though a class dimension is substituted with a
generational dimension. Although valid in all matters concerning
distribution of resources, it is especially fruitful in environmental
politics, anthropogenic climate change, and global warming,
as intergenerational equity is key to sustainability (Barry,
2012/1999). The dilemma of intergenerational justice is its inter-
temporality, where distributive justice entails the ability to take
into consideration both the concrete and lived present and the
uncertain future.

According to Meyer (2012), environmental politics solicits
global intergenerational distributive justice:

Assuming that future people will suffer serious harm in terms of
the violation of their basic rights when temperatures rise above a
certain level and, further, that currently living people can hinder
such temperature rise by limiting their emissions to a certain
amount, a global cap on emissions is required for currently living
people to be able to fulfill their minimal duties of justice vis-à-vis
future generations (xix).

Rawls’ principle of “just savings” is of importance, where
parties must agree to a savings principle that ensures that each
generation receives its due from its predecessors and does its fair
share for those to come (Rawls, 2012/1971, p. 18). It is futile to
agree as to what ‘just savings’ encompasses. To solve this, Parfit
(2012/1984) suggests that “[w]hen we cannot ask for someone’s
consent, we should instead ask whether this person would later
regret what we are doing” (p. 45). Because of time’s arrow, we
cannot do anything to make people in the past better off than they
were (Barry, 2012/1999, p. 197), encapsulating the dilemma of
reciprocity-based intergenerational justice between present and
future generations. As Gardiner (2012/2003) notes, there is a
generational asymmetry, involving an asymmetric independence
of interests (interests of earlier groups are independent of
interests of later groups) that rules out intertemporal exchange
for mutual advantage. This form of indirect reciprocity is what
Weston and Bach (2009) refer to as the “stewardship model.”

Intergenerational justice can also be seen as a
transgenerational global social contract that is founded on
human solidarity. According to this perspective, the “common
heritage” of earth’s natural resources, freshwater systems, oceans,
atmosphere, and outer space all belong to generations in an
intertemporal partnership (Weston and Bach, 2009). Time is not
seen as a three-point linear order of past, present, and future, but
humanity is rather perceived as consisting of transgenerational
communities with lifetime-transcending interests (Campos,
2018). Responsibilities toward non-overlapping generations will
ensure the preservation of the cultural identity of communities
over time and ensure survival of the planet and all life therein.
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Regarding global climate politics and policymaking, an
intergenerational perspective has been vital from the onset.
The first world conference to make the environment a major
issue, the United Nations Conference on the Environment in
Stockholm in 1972, included an intergenerational approach in
the final Declaration: “To defend and improve the human
environment for present and future generations has become an
imperative goal for mankind” (United Nations, 1972, section 6).
In the so-called Brundtland Report, the United Nations (1987)
further explicated the connection between intergenerationality
and climate politics, as it is deeply embedded in the concept
of sustainable development, that is, our “ability to make
development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs” (p. 43). Likewise, the United Nations’
Education for Sustainable Development initiative now also seeks
to integrate the values and practices of sustainable development
into all aspects of education, envisaging children and young
people as powerful agents of change (Walker, 2017).

Within the literature on intergenerational justice, discussions
on definitions of ‘future generations’ are manifold. Weston and
Bach (2009) draw on Boulding’s (1978) conceptualization of the
‘200-year present’ as a continuously moving moment, a sort of
fluid present, stretching 100 years in either direction from the
current moment. Future generations, they conclude, are the three
and a half generations of persons that exist from this day forward,
including children (i.e., persons under 18) because “they usually
are poorly positioned to determine their future and thus, like
future generations, require others to represent their interests”
(ibid: 18, see also Gardiner, 2012/2003). Thus, children and youth
hold an important position as betwixt-and-between. According
to Davies et al. (2016), children’s position in regards to climate
change, politics and intergenerational justice is marked by four
factors: (1) Children are vulnerable to climate change and climate
induced effects due to their physiology and immature immune
systems, lack of access to financial resources and means of
transit, high care needs, and dependence on adults; (2) Children
and unborn generations will bear the brunt of of long-term
climatic changes; (3) Children are our closest connection to
future generations; and (4) Children’s views are traditionally
excluded from legal and political debates concerning climate
politics. The Climate Workshop described below was aimed at
countering this by including children’s and youth’s perspectives
in the shaping of regional climate policy.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Methodological Approach: Participatory
Design
The Climate Workshop was not a research project, but an
initiative organized by Trøndelag County Council and informed
by participatory methods originating within two different
scholarly traditions: Participatory Design and Childhood Studies.
Participatory Design has its roots in Scandinavian countries,
where it served to democratize the decision-making process
in factories by including workers—as the affected group—

in the formulation of solutions regarding the use of new
technologies that could result in job displacements (Kensing
and Greenbaum, 2012). The original idea behind Participatory
Design was to minimize the negative effects on workers by
co-producing solutions that included their perspectives and
required their involvement in the implementation. Participatory
Design processes are about opening decision-making and
solution-enactment from the perspectives of implicated actors.
Participatory methods are used to engage people in inquiring
about problems and thinking about solutions. Participation thus
requires the active engagement of participants as co-creators of
solutions (Sanders and Stappers, 2008).

In Childhood Studies, participatory research is based on a
view of children as social agents (they hold valid knowledge) and
subjects of rights (not objects). Research should be done with
rather than on children (James and Prout, 1997). Traditional
research has tended to underestimate the competencies of
children and young people, often relying on adults to represent
their perspectives (van Blerk and Ansell, 2007). In Childhood
Studies, children and youth are recognized as experts of their
own lives, having their own agendas and interests. Participatory
research enables children and youth to express their perspectives
and opinions freely whilst also ensuring their human rights
(Ennew et al., 2009). Drawing on the UN Convention of the
Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), Beazley et al. (2009)
describe a rights-based approach as securing children and youth
the right to the highest possible standards in work with them
(Article 3.3), the right to provide opinions (Article 12), the right
of expression with a medium of their own choice (Article 13),
and the right to be protected from exploitation (Article 36).
Translating into research and policymaking, this entails involving
children and youth as participants, using methods that allow
them to easily express their opinions, views, and experiences (not
limited to verbal expressions), and protecting them from any
harm that might result from their participation. Using methods
that allow children and youth to express views in a variety
of ways, not only verbal, is a central feature of participatory
research within Childhood Studies (Ennew et al., 2009). Task-
based and visual techniques are often presented as ‘child-friendly’
(Punch, 2002), enabling a more ‘direct’ expression of views.
An important rationale for drawing on a range of methods is
maximizing young participants’ willingness and ability to express
views (Punch, 2002).

The Climate Workshop was inspired by the method for future
workshops (Jungk and Müllert, 1997), a well-known method in
Participatory Design with two main purposes: (1) Attainment
of the vision of participants in a way that is respectful to their
perspectives, and (2) legitimization of participants’ perspectives
without the intrusion of ‘expert’ knowledge. Collective future
envisioning by young people sought to gather and attest
imaginary preferred futures from participants’ expectations
through collectively drawn or written stories about future
everyday life. We found this method suitable for young citizens
because it allows for exploration of what they see as main issues,
what they want, and what they are willing to do. Alminde and
Warming (2020) discuss the application of future workshops as
democratic research with children and youth and regard it as “a
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creative participatory process rather than merely a collection of
opinions and data” (ibid, p. 444). Following the suggestions by
Brandt et al. (2012, p. 152), we decided to include the everyday
life perspective as it is the present circumstance in which climate
change is recognized as a problem and arguably where children
and youth have the most room for agency. The future workshops
method consisted of three steps: (1) Critique, where participants
express what they understand as the problem; (2) Fantasy, where
participants create a desirable or idealized future situation; and
(3) Realization, where participants create an action plan. These
steps were carried out through an overall focus on everyday
experiences of climate related challenges on Day 1 and a focus
on visions for a sustainable future on Day 2 (elaborated below).
Realization was addressed both days by inviting participants to
suggest solutions for identified challenges and ways to achieve
their visions for an ideal future.

For the recruitment of participants, open invitations (see
example in Photo 1) aimed at 13–19-year-olds were created
together with Trøndelag youth county committee and distributed
through messaging boards in high schools and social media
(Snapchat, Instagram, and Facebook). The county council also
sent an invitation to an umbrella organization of 40 local youth
organizations and the School Student Union. Young people
were invited to ‘make an effort for climate’ through giving
‘advice to those in charge.’ A Facebook event informed potential
participants that the results from the workshop would be used
in the development of a new strategy for climate mitigation in
Trøndelag. This was repeated in the welcoming speech of the
Climate Workshop. Participation was free of charge and included
an overnight stay at the hotel where the workshop would be held
on a weekend in September 2019; the county council aimed to

ensure that finances would not be a barrier for participation.
Despite primarily targeting youth above the age of 13, younger
children who expressed an interest in participating were also
welcomed. Thirty-eight children and youth between the ages
of 10 and 18 signed up for the workshop. The majority was
aged 13–18 years while three participants were 10–12-year-olds.
Fifteen participants were from the city of Trondheim and the rest
from other areas in the county. Most participants were girls (25
girls, 12 boys and one participant who identified as non-binary),
and half of the participants were active in organizations such as
political councils, political parties, or environmental groups.

The time frame for the activities in the workshop was limited,
with four hours on Day 1 and three hours on Day 2. Before the
activities started, there was a lunch with short speeches from the
organizers and youth activists. The participants were organized
in seven groups of four to six people. The groups were sorted
by age–three groups of 15–18-year-olds gathered in one room,
and four groups of 10–15-year-olds in another. We reasoned
that although communication across a wider age span could be
productive, it could make participation a daunting experience
for the younger ones due to unbalanced power dynamics
(Langevang, 2009). Each group was assigned a youth facilitator
with a background from Trøndelag’s youth county committee
and the organization UngEnergi. They were briefed to ensure a
good understanding of their tasks: To facilitate discussion, attend
to power dynamics in the groups, and if possible, to observe
and take notes about how participants worked together and
solved tasks. The county council provided various art supplies
and materials, including large cardboard posters, paper and
permanent markers in assorted colors, pens, rulers, scissors,
post-its in different sizes and colors, and decorative stickers.

PHOTO 1 | Open invitation for Climate Workshop for youth.
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Lorgen and Ursin wrote a report of the results after the
workshop, while a youth facilitator read a draft and provided
feedback. The county council published the report (Lorgen
and Ursin, 2019). Input from the workshop was presented at
workshops arranged by the county council with other (adult)
stakeholders during the fall of 2019. A hearing draft for the
climate transition strategy, as well as the report (Lorgen and
Ursin, 2019) and input from the Climate Workshop were
presented at a youth county council meeting in November 2019.
The final strategy is based on the Climate Workshop report
in addition to input from other stakeholders and knowledge
from international climate research and national expert papers
on how to tackle climate change in Norway (Trøndelag County
Council, 2020). Although the workshop—as an event—had a
limited timeframe, events around it went beyond its time horizon
(see Figure 1).

Day 1 – Description of Activities
Day 1 activities focused on everyday experiences with climate
related challenges and possible solutions. Each participant was
asked to spend 10 min on writing a list of climate related
issues and challenges they consider central to a political strategy.
Participants then discussed their lists in groups. The individual
activity was designed to provide space and time to articulate
viewpoints before entering a group dynamic, thus working to
include views from all participants and prevent some group
members from dominating the discussion. Groups were then
tasked with a ranking-activity, where they made a list of five
numbered issues with a written explanation for why the issue
was included in the priority list. Lists were written on large
sheets of paper, and various tools and materials were made
available to invite visual and creative solutions of the task.
With the introduction of this visual aspect, we saw group
dynamics evolve with some groups spreading out on the floor,
actively using the tools and space available, contributing to a
relaxed but energetic atmosphere. After lists were completed,
the rankings were displayed and presented by participants to
facilitate exchange of views across the groups.

In preparation for the workshop, participants were asked
to select three to five photos, screen shots, or news clippings
that illustrate climate related challenges or opportunities. The

PHOTO 2 | Collage about challenges and opportunities in sustainable
everyday life.

images were meant both as a way of inviting reflection on the
topic in advance and provide visual material for the workshop.
Participants showed their images and explained what they
represented for their group. After everyone had presented their
images, the groups were tasked with making a collage about
“challenges and opportunities in sustainable everyday life,” using
a large poster, tools and materials, and printed images (see
Photo 2). Day 1 concluded with a final task, where the groups,
based on discussions and resulting collage, were invited to
consider where, when, and in which situations sustainable living
is difficult to identify and in which areas where youth, families,
or others need support. Each group again ranked important
challenges and ideas for addressing them. Collages and ranking
lists were displayed, and participants walked around and looked
at each other’s work after the final task for the day was completed
to facilitate a flow of ideas across groups and invite reflection
before the final workshop day.

Day 2 – Description of Activities
Day 2 centered on fantasy and realization. In the first activity,
participants were asked to create a vision of life in Trøndelag
10 years into the future. They could write a story or draw a

FIGURE 1 | Diagram of the workshop’s time horizon.
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PHOTO 3 | List of objectives and evaluations of degree of difficulty.

comic strip about a day in the future life of a young person
like themselves. It was made clear that it should be an ideal
future world – without climate crisis – and that they were
free to imagine any solution possible – even those that require
technology that is not currently available. Participants were given
questions to support their vision, such as: How do you and
your family live in the future? How do people live in a more
sustainable way? What would you change to make everyday life
more sustainable in 10 years? Participants presented their desired
scenario, illustrating their hopes for the future. Presentations
concluded the activity.

The remaining tasks were designed to address realization by
inviting participants to create a plan for action. The groups first
wrote down things they liked about the different future visions
presented and some objectives (what do we want?). They then
made a list of what they themselves could do and what others,
like schools, institutions, and politicians could do to realize these
objectives. Lists were displayed and participants were asked to
walk around, read the suggestions, and classify them as easy
or difficult using gold and red stickers (see Photo 3). Each
participant then selected one ‘easy’ and one ‘difficult’ suggestion
that they liked by writing these suggestions on post-its and
sticking them onto two boards, one marked ‘easy’ and one
‘difficult.’ Participants were invited to indicate which actions they
would be willing to take and which ones they expect others to
do. Through this and the previous day’s ranking lists, political
issues became evident as the participants indicated what they
would put forward and what they were expecting politicians
to carry out. The use of stickers and post-its to identify easy
and difficult solutions also offered insight into participants’
expectations toward themselves and others.

The activities from the workshop provided a set of visual
objects, which was the primary input for work on the Climate
Strategy (Table 1).

At the end of Day 2, the participants and youth facilitators
were asked to offer feedback regarding the workshop, including
both positive aspects and areas for improvement. We coded
and categorized the feedback and discussed it. In addition, we
exchanged reflection notes detailing their experiences with the

TABLE 1 | Summary of visual objects available for analysis.

Future workshop step Result Quantity

Critique Priority lists 7

Collages depicting problems 7

List of challenges 7

Fantasy 2030 stories 7

Realization Lists of actions 7

List of easy vs. difficult actions 2

TABLE 2 | Summary of main priorities identified.

Priorities:

Renewable energy: cheap and green replacement of fossil fuels.
Transportation: public transport, cheap and electric options.
Environment: conservation, biodiversity, and nature management, stop
deforestation.
Plastics: waste that pollutes forests and oceans, use of alternatives like
wood to reduce the use of plastics.
Local production: less importation and exportation of goods.
Sustainable consumption: reuse versus overconsume.
State regulations: policies for production and consumption and the
environment.
Knowledge to youth and children: inclusion in educational content
Reduction of CO2: from manufacture and transportation.
Food: waste as a problem and local production as a solution.

workshop. Based on these materials, Ursin suggested five main
themes that emerged from participant feedback and author
reflections. We address these five themes in the discussion
section after offering insight into the results of the workshop
itself below.

RESULTS

Overall, the expectations of participants are centered on local,
communal, and shared use of resources. At the same time, plastics
and pollution from overconsumption are concerns. Table 2
presents priorities.

Negative and positive connotations of materials were
identified from the collages presenting opportunities and
challenges in everyday life. Images and texts used in the collages
were visually categorized under themes and connotations—
positive or negative—resulting in 17 categories (see Figure 2).
Initially the categorization included eight themes, ‘energy,’
‘transportation,’ ‘plastics,’ ‘food,’ ‘waste,’ ‘production,’ ‘people,’ and
‘environment.’ The theme ‘people’ was renamed ‘consumption.’
Furthermore, ‘waste,’ ‘environment,’ and ‘production’ were
recategorized under ‘pollution,’ finally ‘energy’ was included in
transportation as summarized in Table 3.

Aside from the negative and positive connotations, we see
in the future stories which material entities support the type
of society that participants envisioned (Table 4). Expectations
are about local production—such as wool—accompanied by
technologies like windmills and solar cell panels in a thriving
natural environment. The expected material supports were
extracted from a visual analysis of the stories, coupled with the
transcription of the text of the stories (6 out of 7).
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FIGURE 2 | Snapshot of the visual categorization of one collage using the software NVivo 20.

When it comes to actions, participants pointed toward
changes in behavior and lifestyle, such as traveling by bike or
growing food at home and communal sharing. Furthermore, they
call on politicians to provide the conditions for those changes
to happen based on information and regulations (Table 5).
In dissonance to the future stories, school does not occupy a
central role in the proposed actions but are mentioned (Table 6).
Tasks were transcribed and categorized according to themes (see
Figure 3).

In the report published after the workshop, there were
eight main themes: (1) Transport, (2) Food, (3) Plastics,
(4) Clothes and reuse, (5) Waste, (6) Buildings and energy,
(7) Care for nature, forests, and woodwork, and (8)
Knowledge, awareness, and attitude change (Lorgen and
Ursin, 2019). These themes represent concrete actions. The
final strategy is more general, focusing on six areas for
transformation to mitigate climate change: (1) Buildings, (2)
Carbon sequestration, (3) Food, (4) Materials and Plastics,
(5) Transport, and (6) Meeting places (Trøndelag County
Council, 2020). The first five areas encompass concrete examples
proposed by the children and youth. However, the sixth one
represents an interest by the county council to open their
engagement channels.

The written feedback shows that the participants perceived
the Climate Workshop as an initiative that “takes our
opinions seriously” (participant feedback), generating ideas
of how to prevent the destruction of the earth through
everyday changes. Some of the participants highlighted a
sense of making an impact, as stated by one participant,
“I feel like I have made a difference.” Getting to know
young people who share the same passion and interest
in climate change and sustainability was also perceived
as valuable, and several formed new friendships. One
participant said: “We have become a big community.”
The feedback also reveals a sense of optimism, stating
for instance: “The earth must be saved, and this weekend

made me believe that we might succeed. So many are
engaged!”

Many participants highlighted that the workshop was
educational and that they learned a lot from each other, stating
for instance “It has been really fun and educational.” As a youth
facilitator explained: “I am really impressed with the level of
knowledge and engagement in the group, and I think the activities
were good in showing this [their knowledge] and generating
ideas for new solutions.” Yet, some participants had wanted more
information about the climate crisis in advance, arguing that
“[t]hrough inviting experts people get to know the facts and
get a better understanding.” Several participants highlighted the
value of hearing group members’ perspectives on climate change
and mitigation. Some underlined that everyone was invited
to speak and that everyone was engaged. As one participant
explained: “[The workshop activities] required thinking and not
only relaxing, [it] actually got everyone involved and included all
our ideas.” Another participant reported: “I learned a lot – since
many had different priorities concerning climate. We got to listen
to different perspectives.”

Overall, the participatory design of the workshop seems
to have been experienced as fun, creative, and meaningful to
participants and youth facilitators. The task-based activities were
met with enthusiasm as expressed through feedback such as “I
liked that we got to be creative through writing, drawing and
discussing both today’s problems, possible solutions, and what the
future might look like.” One participant commented that “You
get to illustrate your thoughts so that it’s easier to others to see
what we think.” Some, however, noted that “It was a little hard to
be drawing all the time – I’m not that creative.”

DISCUSSION

Drawing on the workshop material, participants’ and youth
facilitators’ feedback, and our own experiences and reflections,
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TABLE 3 | Themes identified with negative and positive connotations
in the collages.

Theme Negative Positive

Transportation - Cars and airplanes
- Fossil fuels

- Collective: buses, trains, bikes
- Electricity from windmills and

bioenergy

Food - Meat – importation
- Waste

- Local – vegetarian
- Composting

Consumption Overconsumption Reuse – reduction

Pollution - Solid waste in nature
(forests, oceans)

- CO2

- Cleaning
- Removal

Plastics - Pollutant - Replacement
- Prohibition
- Removal

TABLE 4 | Summary of objects appearing in the stories.

Theme Expected objects

Energy Solar cell panels, plus-buildings, 1windmills, bioenergy,
nuclear power plants.

Food Vegetarian, homegrown, local, free-food refrigerators,
2 insects, vegetables grown in windowsill.

Transportation Free electric bicycles, bicycles, electric buses and trains,
flying buses, drones.

Waste Edible plates, environmental police, bio wax film to protect
food.

Clothes and
others

Made from local wool and hemp, bamboo or wooded
toothbrush, hand-me-down clothes, reused clothes.

Housing “Common garage,” kitchen with space for vegetable
growing. Greenhouse for each house.

Education “Climate and environment” course, history on climate crisis.

Environment Birds tweeting, sun light coming through the window, flower
fields, few cars, sunlight on solar panels.

1Plus-buildings are buildings that produces more energy than it uses.
2Refrigerators with free food soon to expire.

this section is divided into five themes: (1) Enabling a sense of
citizenship, (2) Generating meaningful conversations and new
perspectives, (3) Being creative and producing visual material,
(4) Creating a social space of optimism, and (5) Sparking
intergenerational power redistribution.

Enabling a Sense of Citizenship
Participants expressed appreciation for being included and
taken seriously, recognizing that the workshop created an arena
of political inclusion for them. They also underscored the
importance of increased information about climate-related issues
in education in the workshop, which suggests a view of young
generations as important stakeholders in climate politics and
action. In addition, the workshop materials and subsequent
report (Lorgen and Ursin, 2019) sent a message to the politicians,
bureaucrats, and citizens of the county that the young generation
matters. The workshop was an acknowledgment of children’s
and young people’s agency, similar to the approach described by
Collin and Swist (2016) for using youth’s expertise for campaigns
that are directed to youth. Children and youth are typically
marginalized in the political sphere (Lorgen and Ursin, 2021),

including in climate politics (Percy-Smith and Burns, 2013;
Davies et al., 2016). Climate issues are extremely complex and
often left for specialists to discuss and address. Some of the
young workshop participants expressed similar views, pondering
“Why are they asking us? We’re not scientists.” However, an
increasing number of politicians, policymakers, and researchers
are supporting the inclusion of children and youth in politics
as part of advancing democracy (see Wall, 2014; Lorgen and
Ursin, 2021). As Wall (2014) contends, the views of children
and youth in politics will inform and improve decision-making:
“Since nobody can rightly claim a monopoly on what is best for
groups in society, it is wiser to allow the greatest possible diversity
of voices to influence public debate” (p. 114).

In terms of citizenship, inclusion, and democracy, it is
important to critically reflect on processes of recruitment and
participation. Children and youth are not a homogenous group
with one set of agreed upon opinions. The open invitation to
an event, free of charge, was meant to ensure the participation
of young people independent of gender, ethnicity, and cultural,
geographical, and socio-economic background. The county
council made a massive effort in facilitating for the participation
of all interested, regardless of their geographical location (for
example by bringing some participants from remote areas
in by taxi). Although geographical diversity was achieved—
young people from the whole region participated—the group
of participants seemed somewhat homogenous in other ways
(socio-economic class, ethnicity, political engagement). We
might have achieved a more diverse group by more actively
recruiting in schools in more disadvantaged and ethnically
diverse urban areas. However, the Climate Workshop was
not intended to be a general hearing or referendum. More
participants would require a larger budget and more time
in addition to a different methodology. The intention of the
workshop was rather to provide an opportunity for young
citizens to offer their opinions on climate issues. The choice
to run the workshop as a two-day event at a conference hotel
during a weekend is likely to have appealed to those who had
an existing engagement in climate action. Young people are
often expected to bring an air mattress, sleep in gyms, and eat
cheap food in similar climate initiatives. As many participants
expressed in the written feedback, holding the workshop at
a hotel represented importance. We therefore underscore the
importance of organizing the workshop free of charge and
covering costs such as transportation, meals, and hotel.

The involvement and empowerment of children and youth
citizens through participatory events also posits a dilemma about
their influence on the to-be strategy for climate mitigation
and adaptation. Debates around participatory efforts with
disempowered citizens are present in planning and public
organization literature. For example, Arnstein (1969) proposed
a typology of levels of participation to answer the debate on
redistribution of power—citizens with no power being under
control vs. having control. Furthermore, the real power of
children and youth could be undermined by being represented
as a community—that appears empowered—while officials hold
decision-making authority (a political body in this instance)
(Levine, 2017). The question is whether the workshop increased
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TABLE 5 | Identified topics and actors’ tasks.

Topics - Clothing – Consumption – Energy – Food –Plastics –
Transportation – Regulation – School

Individual tasks - Changes in behavior
- Knowledge sharing
- Market offers and demands
- Political action
- Reuse
- Self-production
- Use less

Political tasks - Infrastructure
- Provision of information
- Public sector actions
- Regulations for market
- Support mechanisms
- Development of targets

TABLE 6 | Tasks categorized under the topic “School.”

Liked Individual tasks Politicians’ tasks

Environment and
climate in the school

- Take to student council.
- Discuss with teachers.
- Discuss among

students.

- Include in the curriculum.
- More resources to work

with and learn about the
environment.

- Climate and environment
as an elective class.

Sustainable food offer - Buy sustainable food.
- Take to student council

- Support sustainable food
in school canteens

or reduced the process that some children and youth activists
had already started by actively engaging in climate protests—to
leverage governmental action. Their concerns may not be the
same as those purported by the institutions on the governing side
(Trøndelag County Council), which could be in part the result
of a generational gap or a dissonance of expectations (Angheloiu
et al., 2020). However, the workshop was an opportunity to
involve children and youth at the grassroots level and the
county council as an institution with participatory approaches
as intermediation (Teli et al., 2020). In terms of enhancing
intergenerational justice, such initiative can be interpreted as
an effort to re-distribute intergenerational power and to cater
to interests and aspirations of both the lived present and the
unknown future. This is of particular importance when we bear
in mind the asymmetric independence of interests (Gardiner,
2012/2003) where young people depend on adults’ climate
actions; not vice-versa.

In climate politics as in politics in general, adults are perceived
as having the necessary maturity and expertise, and they have
the duty to protect the rights of children and the unborn
(Davies et al., 2016). Cohen (2005), however, questions whether
parents represent their children’s interests at the ballot box
(that is, whether they know what their children wish and
whether this corresponds with their own wishes). Regarding
climate action, there is undoubtedly an intergenerational conflict
of interests, touching upon vital inter-temporal distributive
questions where people must commit to radical change to
fulfill their minimal duties of justice vis-à-vis future generations
(Meyer, 2012). As decades of environmental politics on local,

national, and global levels have demonstrated, there is a general
lack of will to pursue policymaking that ensures intergenerational
environmental justice. Policies and lawmakers are generally
more concerned with present addressees and short-term (often
electoral) effects than with the long term (Campos, 2018).
According to Birnbacher (2012/2009), although most adults
accept future-oriented ethical principles, they compete with
other and present-oriented motivations and are less likely to
be given priority in concrete practice. To empower children
and youth in climate politics can be seen as a way of reducing
intergenerational conflict of interests and solving inter-temporal
distributive questions, as youth participants in this case envision
a future shared with next generations.

Generating Meaningful Conversations
and New Perspectives
The workshop activities were designed to share knowledge,
stimulate individual reflection, exchange viewpoints, and shape
collective messages. Participants were encouraged not only to
share their worries but also their ideas about solutions. The
activities intended to encourage reflections and comparisons
through exchange of viewpoints and group discussions.
This process allowed for different viewpoints to emerge, as
participants were faced with each other’s perspectives and had
to come to a consensus through collective ranking and visual
messages, an aspect appreciated in the participants’ feedback.
As one youth facilitator reported, one group had to reach
consensus when one participant shared a photo of an avocado
to symbolize unnecessary emissions while another shared a
photo of vegetables, including an avocado, as an argument for
fewer emissions through veganism. The group discussed the
complexities of eating climate-friendly food.

The exchange of ideas and opinions invited consideration
of familiar problems in a new light, offering new outlooks and
insights. This was particularly evident in the encounter between
urban and rural participants, as many of the urban activists urged
for vegetarianism as an important step to more sustainable living
whilst young rural people emphasized the benefits of a local
food system, shortening the distance between food producers
and consumers and favoring locally produced fruits, vegetables,
and meats. Although reaching a consensus could be difficult,
the youth facilitators noted that the groups would discuss back
and forth before writing anything down, interpreting this as an
effort to include everyone in the message conveyed by the group.
Age and maturity were raised as a potential barrier of inclusion,
where a youth facilitator reported that it was challenging at
times to engage the youngest participants in group discussions.
Contributing by drawing and writing was helpful in this regard.

The participants’ feedback reveals that most of them learned
from each other, an aspect often cherished, while some also
missed the opportunity to learn more about climate issues
from professionals (see Ursin et al., in review for more).
Manzini (2016, pp. 57–58) calls it “participationism” when
facilitators do not offer expert perspectives. In some cases, this
could hinder knowledge exchange. The process of developing
the strategy reveals the tensions between public and expert
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FIGURE 3 | Categorization of tasks from the lists of commitments using software NVivo 20.

knowledge: One of the difficulties that participatory methods
in design seeks to resolve is utilizing and integrating a diverse
knowledge base in seeking solutions. While expert knowledge is
legitimate, for example scientific knowledge on climate change,
this knowledge does not consider the implications for different
groups of people and their lived experiences (DiSalvo et al.,
2012). Nevertheless, the workshop is a co-optation of children
and youth’s knowledge by institutional means—at the risk of
erasing the contestation and adversarial nature of the original
protests. Yet, as Teli et al. (2020) recommend, the participatory
design process should look at follow-up and methods as actions
for making the future. Furthermore, the workshop’s success
should not be measured by the knowledge produced but by the
new conversations between previously unrelated actors in this
instance, opening up for an intergenerational dialogue.

The intention in gathering public knowledge is to identify gaps
between the pathways proposed by experts and what participants
desire to be put forward. An ethical principle that applies here,
as noted by Robertson and Wagner (2012, p. 65), is respect for
(young) people’s expertise. In the case of children and youth,
this means elucidating what is understood or imagined about
climate change, how it is encountered in everyday life, and
the actions that are expected. As Qvortrup (2009) underscores,
children as a generational category might have different priorities
than adults. This is particularly relevant in climate politics,
where the youngest generation are most vulnerable to climate
change and climate induced effects and will bear the brunt
of the impacts of long-term climatic changes (UNICEF, 2008;

Davies et al., 2016). For instance, while experts could be setting
their hopes on individually owned electric vehicles, the young
participants leaned toward public transportation by combining
the use of publicly owned bikes and other modes of transit such as
trains and buses. Although the county council originally showed
skepticism toward the open-ended participatory design, resting
solely on the input of the participants rather than lectures being
part of the event, they were pleasantly surprised by the richness of
material that the workshop generated. An open-ended approach
also guaranteed legitimacy of the final report, as participants had
not been influenced by other stakeholders in the process (see also
Punch, 2002).

Being Creative and Producing Visual
Material
The workshop activities encouraged various forms of expression,
including discussion, writing, drawing, and using photos and
news clippings to convey messages. A youth facilitator expressed
being impressed by the workshop design, noting that it “felt like
something different than just another workshop.” Task based
activities can also allow more freedom of movement than for
example interviews, potentially contributing to an atmosphere
that is comfortable, yet dynamic and active. As we moved from
the first initial discussions to task-based activities, participants
began to engage more with each other and ‘took over the
room’ by utilizing the space in different ways, some of them
spreading out on the floor, making posters (see Photo 4).
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PHOTO 4 | Participants utilizing the workshop space.

However, tasks were time-consuming, and the tight time schedule
presented a challenge for both participants and the research team
throughout the weekend.

The workshop was perceived as fun and met with enthusiasm.
Some also found that the visual tools eased the process of
communication, overcoming the logocentric tendencies of talk,
as one participant noted, “You get to illustrate your thoughts
so that it’s easier to others to see what we think.” According to
Elden (2012), to communicate ideas visually enables the abstract
to become concrete. In agreement with Buckingham (2009),
we do not see some methods as offering “privileged access to
what people ‘really’ think or feel” (p. 635). However, we see
benefits in drawing on a ‘tool kit’ of various methods as a way
of making research understandable and to aid in acknowledging
different preferences and abilities (Ennew and Plateau, 2004).
This helps reposition children and youth in policymaking in
climate politics (cf. Gardiner, 2012/2003; Davies et al., 2016)

PHOTO 5 | Materials displayed in ‘corridors of power.’

and ensure their participatory rights as they may provide their
opinions (United Nations, 1989, Article 12) by using a medium
of their own choice (Article 13). Some also found it challenging
to be visual and creative; some participants felt they lacked
artistic competence and may feel constrained and uncomfortable
with methods like drawing (Punch, 2002; Buckingham, 2009).
We aimed at allowing flexibility in how tasks were solved by
inviting participants to choose means of expression. However,
as preferences vary from person to person, it is challenging to
create a workshop design that accommodates all. The event was
open to children and youth of different ages, levels of knowledge,
and political engagement, making it a challenge to balance;
acknowledging different preferences and competencies while not
being patronizing (Punch, 2002) or homogenizing children and
youth (Thomson, 2007).

Visual and creative tasks can be seen as less political. Some
participants expressed a wish for more “actual politics” and
debate in a more traditional manner. In the process of writing
this article, we reflected on how the task of creating a positive
story about the future may be experienced as slightly belittling
and an obstacle to political involvement. Being invited to create a
story about a fictional character in the future can be experienced
as being asked to write ‘make-believe stories’ rather than dealing
with political questions (see Ursin et al., in review). Yet we used
this method as a means for participation and an effective way
of envisioning futures that engenders ethical questions (Baumer
et al., 2018). The creation of stories engages the imagination
of participants in a (politically) enabling way (see Borup et al.,
2006). The future workshops method is commonly used with
adult participants. However, considering the potential sensitivity
of the activity, when working with children and young people,
communicating the reasons for using this method and its political
dimensions in a clear manner is important.

The task-based and visual methods produced visual outcomes
that are useful as research material and boundary objects in
discussions with other groups or communities around the same
topic (Ehn, 2008). Immediately after the workshop, the visual
material (posters and collages) was displayed in the hallway
outside the political and administrative wing in the county
municipality hall as a teaser before the report was published
(see Photo 5). Through this, the voices of children and youth
were made visible in the ‘corridors of power,’ carrying substantial
symbolic meaning. The inputs – in form of photos taken at the
event, the physical posters and collages made by the participants
and the final report (Lorgen and Ursin, 2019) – became the
foundation for the succeeding workshops and conferences held
with different groups of (adult) stakeholders (see Photo 6). The
visual material turned out to provide a good angle from which
to look at the specific inputs and worked as icebreakers and
conversation catalysts resulting in meaningful conversation.

Creating a Social Space of Optimism
The social dimension of the Climate Workshop was appreciated
by the young participants who enjoyed the opportunity to
socialize with like-minded and establish new friendships. Some
participants arrived alone, others with friends. They socialized
through workshop activities as well as during breaks, meals,

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 December 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 727227197

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-727227 December 6, 2021 Time: 12:39 # 12

Ursin et al. Intergenerational Justice and Climate Politics

PHOTO 6 | Presentation of input from the Climate Workshop at EnergyChange conference 2019 in Trondheim.

and other social gatherings throughout the weekend. Being a
young activist can be a lonely experience (Hondsmerk, 2021),
particularly in small towns. In addition, psychologists are
becoming increasingly concerned about the strain the climate
crisis is putting on young people’s mental well-being and report
environment-related stress and anxiety (i.e., Clayton et al., 2017;
Clayton, 2020; Skauge and Haugestad, 2020). Promoting a sense
of connectedness with others through climate action is vital
in reducing climate anxiety (Clayton et al., 2017; Skauge and
Haugestad, 2020; Hondsmerk, 2021).

The workshop also fostered a sense of optimism, a feeling of
“having made a difference” (participant feedback). One youth
facilitator reflected on a shift from a pessimistic to a positive
tone when participants were made aware that the future visions
task was to be an optimistic portrayal. The workshop results
were permeated with anticipation: Participants envisioned radical
change and increased life quality of citizens (Lorgen and Ursin,
2019). The initiative thus had outcomes beyond the democratic
and political intention, nurturing a sense of well-being among the
young participants. Participants expressed a belief that a society
with substantially lower environmental impact is a better one, in
terms of life quality, solidarity, and health. They imagined a green
society marked by biodiversity (birds tweeting, flowers in the
city, few cars), where we eat locally produced food (homegrown
in windowsills or roof greenhouses), our transit options are
smart (electric bicycles, electric buses and trains and flying
buses), our buildings are climate friendly (solar panels and plus-
buildings), and our habits and behavior are focused on sharing,
repairing, and being together. Indeed, when activism cultivates
a sense of meaning and purpose, active engagement in efforts to
mitigate climate change is reported to reduce feelings of fatalism,
helplessness, hopelessness, and lack of understanding (Clayton
et al., 2017; Clayton, 2020; Hondsmerk, 2021).

From an ethical perspective, we were wary of the risks
of causing emotional distress or environment-related anxiety
among our participants (Clayton et al., 2017; Clayton, 2020).
In addition, we wondered whether it is fair to ask children
and youth about solutions on complicated issues that they are

not responsible for. As elsewhere, young Norwegians engaged
in climate activism have adopted a common identity as ‘the
future’ and report higher environment-related stress than older
generations (Skauge and Haugestad, 2020). Although one might
ask whether young people embrace this label of futurism as a
response to policy instruments that hinge on the planetary legacy
for ‘future generations,’ it is also worth considering whether such
initiatives further chisel out their status as agents of change
(see Walker, 2017), making them responsible for the mistakes
of previous generations. Making matters worse, due to their
intergenerational positioning, children and youth have little real
political agency (Walker, 2017; Ursin and Lorgen, 2019) and their
participation in environmental politics remains “naïve, simplistic
and tokenistic” (Percy-Smith and Burns, 2013, p. 324).

These concerns suggest a need for careful consideration of
methodological choices to help ameliorate distress. In the Climate
Workshop, the activities focused on a positive future, and areas
and actions of improvement. As such, they were imbued with
anticipation, hope, and optimism. As recommended by the
American Psychological Association, to promote resilience in
the face of the climate crises, the workshop also brought young
people together for mutual support and provided opportunities
for meaningful action (APA as cited in Clayton et al., 2017).
Furthermore, to be ethical, research must be of sufficient
importance, and the benefits must outweigh the risks, ensuring
participants’ rights to be protected from exploitation (United
Nations, 1989, Article 36) (Ennew et al., 2009). As the results from
the workshop informed the region’s strategy for transformations
to mitigate climate change, it can be argued that the participation
of children and youth as representatives of the future (Weston
and Bach, 2009) leverages their positions at the margins of
political arena, this outweighing potential risks of causing distress
and anxiety. Furthermore, their cross-temporal position renders
climate mitigation as of particular importance to them, as they
may live longer and experience the birth of their children
and grandchildren.

This might suggest that children and young people are less
concerned with short-term investments and politics and more
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prone to embrace environmental issues and the well-being of
future generations. As in the words of climate activist Hondsmerk
(2021), young activists are willing to commit civil disobedience
and even get arrested for future generations. This fits well
with Rawls’ 2012/1999 ‘chain of concern model,’ where action
promotes indirect future-oriented reciprocity (Rawls as cited in
Weston and Bach, 2009). The young participants called for the
need for environmental police and legal sanctioning of climate
offenses and showed great concern for biodiversity, calling for the
protection of all species’ habitats, for instance by cleaning plastic
from the ocean. Their attitude is aligned with a respect-based
intergenerational justice, based on the idea of a transgenerational
and transtemporal global social contract founded on the notion
of human and non-human solidarity (see also Campos, 2018).

Sparking Intergenerational Power
Redistribution
The young Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg provided
young activists new legitimacy in raising their voice and
criticizing the neglect of environmental concerns in decision-
making, both related to industries and politics, demanding
a more rapid and transformative change. Inspired by Greta
Thunberg and her followers, young people in Trøndelag
mobilized through school strikes organized by the global
‘Fridays for future’ movement. The politicians in the County
Executive Board of Trøndelag expressed a wish to understand the
underlying motivations of the youth climate strike. The Climate
Workshop was an opportunity to empower the perspective
of these already active participants and inform public and
politically elected authorities, influencing the making of a new
strategy to mitigate climate change. However, participation is not
inherent to research methods (Thomson, 2007), and organizing
a participatory workshop does not guarantee real participation
in policymaking. To ensure participatory rights of children and
youth, their views must be given due weight (United Nations,
1989). In addition, any participatory process should ensure that
the solutions put forward are for the benefit of all affected
groups. This requires a political commitment toward enacting
and inspiring social change and challenging unequal power
relations (Grant, 2017). Initiatives where children and youth
are consulted but not taken seriously are tokenistic, a form of
non-participation in decision-making (Lundy, 2018).

The process from the Climate Workshop until the final
strategy shows how policymakers addressed issues raised by the
young participants and demonstrates that their views were taken
seriously. Crucial was the timing of the event. The Climate
Workshop was held early in the political process of developing
a climate mitigation strategy (see Figure 1), which enabled
children’s and youth’s perspectives to form a foundation rather
than a supplement to the resulting policy. The young people
clearly stated that the solution to the climate crisis lies in
cross-sectoral solutions, where various actors in society work
together to achieve the goal of a net-zero society. Their input
followed the rest of the process of making the strategy in
various ways. The initiative was partly youth-led (see Landsdown,
2010) as it originated through young people’s public protests
and social mobilization, inspiring the county council to invite
young people to share their opinions. Members of the youth

county committee were consulted throughout the process, and
their views influenced the final strategy. In the process, various
groups had the opportunity to voice opinions, including youth
operating within the political system, young activists from
outside the political establishment, and children and youth
who were not organized or formally politically active, but
engaged in the issue.

Although workshop participants were homogenous in some
regards, a heterogeneity of young voices was thereby included,
which in our view strengthened the knowledge foundation
produced. Trøndelag County Council has institutionalized
youth involvement through the youth county committee,
which can influence policymaking and make recommendations
to politicians. Both the youth county committee and local
environmental organizations participated in the planning of
the workshop and reviewed the ways in which the results
were present in the final strategy, strengthening the quality of
the workshop and the process before and after it. However,
young people were not involved in all aspects of planning and
carrying out the workshop (primarily done by researchers and
administration in county council) and implementing the results
into the final strategy (decided by county council members). As
such, the Climate Workshop was situated in the nexus between
consultative and collaborative participation (Landsdown, 2010),
sharing views and ideas in an adult-led and managed event and
influencing the process, but simultaneously being excluded from
decision-making processes. This was, however, also the case for
other interest groups such as researchers and adult stakeholders.

The climate transition strategy of Trøndelag (Trøndelag
County Council, 2020) is based on input from the report on
Climate Workshop in addition to knowledge from international
climate research and national expert papers on how to tackle
climate change in Norway. It may be hard to discern the actual
impact of the Climate Workshop as the workshop inputs are
overlapping with priorities of experts on climate mitigation. The
emphasis on materials and plastic, however, undoubtedly stems
from youth engagement. A divergence between the youth’s wishes
and demands and the final strategy concerns time. The solutions
and timeframe proposed do not meet the youth participants’
expectations in terms of time and radicality of societal changes.
Despite a joint goal, the timing of crossing the finish line is
significantly later in the final strategy than it would be had it
been up to the youth. The outcome of the Climate Workshop
thus suggests that there is a divergence in what the youngest
generation perceives as ‘just savings’ for generations to come (cf.
Rawls, 2012/1971) and what the adult population is willing to do.

The photos and illustrations from the Climate Workshop
in the strategy document situates young people visually at the
heart of the strategy. However, this also raises critical and ethical
questions, such as whether it leads to an exaggerated impression
of their inclusion in the political process. One can ask if the strong
visual position of children and youth is a rhetorical utilization of
their symbolic power. Children and young people embody our
perception of ‘the next generation,’ a symbolic evocation of hope,
futurity, and social change, that commonly calls for concerted
public and political action on climate change (Walker, 2017).
However, as Walker (2017) points out, the use of children and
young people as symbols of change is inherently problematic
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when they are seen as citizens-in-the-making (Lorgen and Ursin,
2021), marginalized in decision-making processes.

In addition to having an impact on the climate strategy, the
Climate Workshop and the subsequent report affected the work
of the youth county committee. It strengthened the competence,
capacity, and awareness related to climate change transformation
in the committee, making climate transition one of four action
areas in their yearly work plan. The committee has also worked
on several projects related to the Climate Workshop, such as
the production of an informative video about how youth can
make their municipality help fight climate change. They also
informed the President of the Parliament about the workshop and
the importance of including youth in decision-making related to
climate change and inspiring youth across the country to demand
climate action (UFT/UFU, 2020).

In retrospect, we realize that one area of improvement is
the structure of feedback sent to the youth participants. The
participants received a newsletter specially made for them.
However, since politicians ordered the workshop and asked
the young people to contribute, feedback from these politicians
on how the input was received and implemented would have
been preferable. This would have provided transparency in
the decision-making process and encouraged accountability,
conveying the message that youth’s suggestions were or would
be implemented (see Lundy, 2018). In addition, the material is
co-produced knowledge, thus the youth participants could have
received a summary of the raw material of the workshop to
increase their sense of ownership, allowing them to use it (e.g.,
showing it to family and friends, presenting it in school, using it
in organizational work, etc.). This might also have led to amplified
effects of power redistribution.

Lastly, a common criticism of participatory design methods
is that participation is reduced to administrative—one time—
events that undermine the possibility for long time committed
interactions between multiple interested parties (Botero and
Hyysalo, 2013; Manzini, 2016). The current process was limited
in the sense that it did not result in multiple iterations,
however, the current climate strategy is not fixated on specific
solutions. This is an opportunity for young people to articulate
their participation even more by putting visions into concrete
solutions. While Trøndelag County Council intents to mediate
participation, it is unclear how this will occur.

CONCLUSION

Children and youth hold a vital position in climate politics
and are perhaps the most important stakeholders. They hold a
key position in sustainable politics, as Heft and Chawla (2006)
point out, “if practices consistent with sustainable development
are to be carried forward through time, then children must
be the bridge conveying their value and ways” (p. 199). Based
on our experiences with the Climate Workshop, we propose
that participatory workshops, focusing on intertemporal aspects
and the (desired) future of the participants (Jungk and Müllert,
1997), may ensure their participatory rights and enhance their
sense of citizenship as well as strengthen intergenerational justice
by a redistribution of power in the present. In addition, such

initiatives provides intergenerational perspectives and reduces
the intergenerational gap. There is, however, a need for longer
term participation with children and youth, both to foster a sense
of ownership and to ensure continuity for their visions (Botero
and Hyysalo, 2013; Teli et al., 2020). Therefore, we suggest
that such workshops become permanent mechanisms of citizen
participation in decision-making in community development
to recognize and protect the human rights of present and
future generations.
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This manuscript explores the relationship between positive psychology and political
philosophy, revealing an inter-disciplinary approach that speaks to the concerns of
the common good. Since positive psychology has been expanding its reach into
social and political spheres, its relationship to philosophical arguments has been
worthy of exploration. Positive psychology is associated with utilitarianism, and aspects
of hedonic psychology. However, an alternative concept of eudaimonic well-being
has enabled this psychology to have links to other political philosophies. Therefore,
this manuscript provides an overview of contemporary political philosophies: first,
it discusses the debate between liberalism and communitarianism, and secondly, it
summarizes the subsequent developments of liberal perfectionism, capability approach,
and deliberative democracy. Then, the configuration of these political philosophies
is indicated by the figure of two axes of “individual/collective” and “ethical/non-
ethical.” The following section compiles the inter-relationships between the conceptions
of citizenship, justice, and well-being, regarding the main political philosophies:
egoism, utilitarianism, libertarianism, liberalism, communitarianism, and conservatism.
Utilitarianism is associated with happiness, while liberalism and libertarianism rely on the
concept of rights, which is almost equal to the idea of justice. Accordingly, utilitarianism
is a philosophy of well-being, while liberalism and libertarianism are philosophies of
justice. However, there is little connection between well-being and justice in these
philosophies because the two kinds of philosophies are incompatible. The latter kind
criticizes the former because the maximization of happiness can infringe on people’s
rights. Moreover, these philosophies do not particularly value citizenship. In contrast,
communitarianism is intrinsically the political philosophy of citizenship most attuned
to increasing well-being, and it can connect an idea of justice with well-being. The
final part offers a framework to develop an inter-disciplinary collaboration. Positive
psychology can provide the empirical basis of the two axes above concerning political
philosophies. On the other hand, the correspondence makes the character of political
philosophies clearer. While libertarianism and liberalism correspond to psychology as
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usual, utilitarianism and communitarianism correspond to positive psychology, and the
latter can be regarded as positive political philosophies. This recognition leads to the
interdisciplinary framework, enabling multi-disciplinary collaboration, including work with
the social sciences, which could benefit the common good.

Keywords: citizenship, justice, well-being, political philosophy, positive psychology, eudaimonia

INTRODUCTION: PSYCHOLOGY AND
POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

Positive Psychology and Utilitarian
Tradition
This manuscript will explore “Psychology for the Common
Good” by examining the association between psychology and
philosophy, more concretely, positive psychology in the context
of political philosophies. Positive psychology investigates the
good life scientifically. On the other hand, philosophy examines
ideal ways of living and suggests ways to improve our society.
Combining philosophical inquiries with contemporary science
can assist us in exploring new ideas and practices related to
personal and public well-being. This article seeks to accomplish
this task by extending the recent developments of positive
psychology.

Let us begin by reviewing the basics. There are several
major contemporary political philosophies: utilitarianism,
libertarianism, liberalism, communitarianism, or republicanism.
Although there are various sub-types, intermediaries, and
combinations, this manuscript first focuses on these major
representative philosophies for making the relationships between
political philosophies and psychology clear.1

Positive psychology has been frequently associated with
utilitarianism within these political philosophies (Veehhoven,
2003; Tännsjö, 2007). The reason for this is that this philosophy
typically argues for the maximization of happiness for all people
concerned. The classical formulation is Jeremy Bentham’s “the
greatest happiness of the greatest number.” Correspondingly,
positive psychology often utilizes the indicators of “subjective
well-being” explored by Ed Diener, and the form of psychology
that measures well-being in this way is sometimes called “hedonic
psychology” (Kahneman et al., 1999).

However, there has emerged a considerable amount of
criticism against this ascription. Some scholars have argued
against using pleasure as a measurement of well-being, and
they have objected to such ideas as Hedonia, putting forth
instead a new concept and measurement based on the word
“Eudaimonia,” which originated in ancient Greece. They pushed
forward the idea of “eudaimonic well-being,” suggesting that
conceptions such as growth, self-realization, engagement, and
meaning constitute eudaimonic well-being.

1The following representative political philosophies are summarized and
discussed in Michael Sandel’s much-acclaimed book on justice (Sandel, 2009)
for general readers. There are other philosophies such as Marxism, multi-
culturalism, feminism, post-modern theories for investigating various issues in the
contemporary world (Kymlicka, 2001).

This was followed by a heated debate between those
arguing for subjective well-being (e.g., Kashdan et al., 2008)
and those supporting eudaimonic well-being (Waterman, 1993,
2008, 2013). This debate seems to empirically demonstrate
the conclusion based on the following: the two indicators are
correlated but independent, and eudaimonic well-being has a
higher correlation with eudaimonic functioning such as self-
realization, endeavor, meaning, elevation, relation with others,
and creativity, while subjective well-being correlates more highly
with hedonic pleasure or enjoyment.

Therefore, it follows from this debate that the philosophical
underpinnings of positive psychology should not be confined
to classical utilitarianism. While the classical utilitarianism
of Bentham is viewed as hedonic and quantitative, J. S.
Mill later proposed qualitative utilitarianism. Moreover, there
have appeared various variations of consequentialism or
welfarism from this tradition in contemporary philosophy.
Consequentialism signifies that specific normative properties
depend on consequences, which are calculated by the sum of
pleasure in classical utilitarianism but are inferred by more
sophisticated ways in non-utilitarian consequentialism today.

Welfarism in economics is a kind of consequentialism, which
regards the impact on welfare as morally significant. This
economic idea depends on the conception of utility, and it
assumes that social welfare can be conceived as an aggregation
of individual utilities. As utility means the degree of pleasure or
satisfaction an individual receives from economic activity, it is
more or less a hedonic conception. In contrast, welfarism in a
broad sense, signifies “nothing but welfare matters, basically or
ultimately, for ethics” (Sumner, 1996, p.184), and it is neither
necessarily consequential nor aggregational.

As qualitative utilitarianism recognizes the difference in the
quality of pleasure, it is closer to communitarianism discussed
below than original utilitarianism. In contrast, non-utilitarian
consequentialism is frequently unrelated to a specific human
description. Accordingly, there is little relationship between
these currents originating from utilitarianism and psychology.
In addition, while economic welfarism is basically hedonic
and preserves the utilitarian element, welfarism in general is
compatible not only with utilitarianism but also with the other
political philosophies discussed below (Sumner, 1996, p. 186).

It would then be necessary to examine the relationship
between the other political philosophies and positive psychology.

Criticism Against Positive Psychology
and Its Two Frontiers
Apart from this debate, positive psychology has been criticized
on various points since its birth (Lazarus, 2003). For example,
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existential psychologist Paul Wong pointed to its problems or
limitations: elitism, scientism, positive-only focus, componential
rather than holistic thinking, value-neutral position, lack of
comprehensive theory, positivist paradigm, dependence on
“quick-and-dirty” measures, cultural critiques (Wong and Roy,
2018). Among such weak points, two “challenges to positive
psychology” (Gable and Haidt, 2005, p. 107) are especially
prominent: first, focus on the positive side disregarding the
negative side; secondly, little progress in research on positive
institutions and communities.

The second point is closely related to the subjects of political
philosophy. One of the most scathing criticisms against positive
psychology is that it is permeated with a Western-centered or
American-inspired brand of individualism. As a result, it does
not sufficiently deal with a societal, cultural, and political force
(Becker and Marecek, 2008).

In reality, the manifest of positive psychology enumerated
its three pillars as “subjective emotion, individual traits, and
institution”(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Accordingly,
the institutional dimension has been theoretically considered one
of the core subjects of positive psychology. The monumental
article explained the third element in the following manner: “At
the group level, it is about the civic virtues and the institutions
that move individuals toward better citizenship: responsibility,
nurturance, altruism, civility, moderation, tolerance, and work
ethics” (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5). Thus, this
element precisely signifies just the civic virtues and institutions
for citizenship.

Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that its focuses have been on
the former two, namely, the investigations of personal well-being
and character strengths. As a result, early hopes for exploring new
fields like positive anthropology and positive social sciences have
gone “unfulfilled” (Gable and Haidt, 2005, p. 108).

Accordingly, as a response to this criticism, there have been
some noteworthy attempts at deploying positive psychology for
the development in social or political spheres (Haidt, 2012; Kern
et al., 2019; Ward et al., 2021) or the application in policy
evaluation and policy studies (Diener and Seligman, 2004; Diener
et al., 2009). The conception of positive social science or positive
organizational studies has already been put forth (Cameron et al.,
2003). Nevertheless, it would still be essential to examine further
the relation to social or political studies.

Moreover, the first point has relevance also in the collective
spheres. Unfortunately, the world remains full of negative
political and social phenomena such as misery, poverty, conflicts,
war, corruption, dictatorship, and pandemic like COVID-19.
Thus, there are many issues of “political philosophy (and political
sciences) as usual”. In contrast, positive ideas, including justice,
fairness, and the common good, are included within central
political philosophy conceptions. Accordingly, it is necessary to
deal with both dark and bright sides in social or political spheres.

Fortunately, there have appeared new waves of positive
psychology for amending the two weaknesses. Second wave
positive psychology aims to integrate the positive and negative
sides dialectically, exploring the complex relationships between
both sides (Wong, 2011; Ivtzan et al., 2016). Then, third wave
positive psychology proposes to go beyond the inquiry of

individuals for that of groups and systems with the greater
complexity, utilizing more interdisciplinary, multicultural, and
various methodologies (Lomas et al., 2020).

Figure 1 illustrates such a development. The vertical
axis is “positive/negative (or as usual)” as “positive
psychology/psychology as usual.” The horizontal axis is
“individual (or private)/collective (or communal, public).” Thus,
the positive collective psychology in the first quadrant consists
of positive psychologies in public spheres, including politics,
economy, and society. So then, the research on political themes
and well-being can be called “positive political psychology2

similar to “positive social psychology” (Lomas, 2015) concerning
sociocultural well-being in general.

The themes of justice and citizenship are primarily related to
the political sphere, and this manuscript investigates them from
the angle of positive political psychology.

MAJOR POLITICAL PHILOSOPHIES AND
RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

The Debate Between Liberalism and
Communitarianism: Justice and the
Good Life
The most salient contemporary philosophical alternatives to
utilitarianism are liberalism and libertarianism. However, in
general, these are not related to psychology. These political
philosophies assume that there are many conceptions of the good
life grounded in the value-system or worldview of today, and it
could repress the other to base justice on one of them. Thus, the
argument is that it would be impossible to take one of them as
the basis for public decisions and policies, and the only way of
agreeing on justice beyond such different views would be to rely
upon the concept of rights. Accordingly, these theories are called
deontology or rights-based theories.

There are intense controversies over welfare issues between
egalitarian liberalism and market-oriented libertarianism: the
former can provide a philosophical foundation of the welfare
state by its conception of welfare or social rights, while the
latter argues for small states with little welfare emphasizing
the property rights. Nevertheless, both share a deontological
theoretical construction based on the conception of rights.

These theories value modern ideals such as autonomy,
equality, individuality. They rely on the idea that each human
being is crucial in oneself, and an individual’s choice by their
free will needs to be respected, whether the choice seems good
or bad from some outside ethical perspective. Thus, these are
individualistic and non-ethical.

The most well-known contemporary theory among these is
John Rawls’ liberalism described in A Theory of Justice. The
cardinal idea of liberalism is summarized as “the priority of
justice over the good” (Rawls, 1971). Pursuing the good life
is not prohibited in private lives, but it is not related to the

2This concept was proposed in my presentation “Possibility of Positive Political
Psychology” in the 6th World Congress of International Positive Psychology
Association, 19th, July 2019.
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FIGURE 1 | Positive individual/collective psychology.

public sphere. Instead, justice in public decisions should be
grounded upon the concept of rights, bracketing the difference
over the conception of the good life. Although there are
variations of theoretical notions, most representative liberalists
and libertarians supported the idea of state neutrality among
various conceptions of the good life and its virtues, and this
thesis came to be the central conception of mainstream liberalists
(Nozick, 1974; Dworkin, 1978; Ackerman, 1980; Larmore, 1987;
Kymlicka, 1989; Nagel, 1991).

As most of these thinkers support the deontological
construction based on the conception of rights, these will be
termed deontological rights-based liberalism. This word here
signifies moral theories requiring people to accomplish what
people ought to do (deontic theories) on the reasoning of the
priority of the right over the good in opposition to virtue theories
and consequentialism.

“The priority of justice over the good” in these thoughts was
challenged by Michael Sandel (1982). According to him, it is
impossible to make public decisions based only on the concept
of rights. For instance, the conceptions of rights in liberalism
and libertarianism are critically opposed to each other. On the
one hand, Rawlsian egalitarian liberalism argues for distributive
justice and a welfare state. On the other hand, libertarianism
attaches importance to property rights and denies the right
to welfare. As a result, it is almost equal to neo-liberalism
in economics in the negation of the welfare state and calling
for a small state.

From the outside perspective, the difference originates from
their views on the good associated with various worldviews. It
is difficult to decide what justice is regarding the environment,
security, bioethics, and welfare, without mentioning values.

Consequently, it is necessary to conduct public discussions on
these issues concerning the good life and determine what is just
through public deliberation. That is to say, justice is related to the
conception of the good life. In other words, the right is concerned
with the good. This idea is the core of the communitarian concept
of justice. Therefore, it is important to dare discuss these public
issues referring to the good life to revitalize democratic politics.

This argument leads to the debate between liberalism and
communitarianism (Mulhall and Swift, 1996). Sandel’s criticism
against Rawls’ A Theory of Justice includes the view of self
(Sandel, 1982). Rawls assumed that people in the original position
knew nothing about their concrete situations such as age, sex,
talent, status, and income under the “veil of ignorance” when
they considered and agreed with the principles of justice in the
hypothetical social contract. Sandel called this conception of self
the “unencumbered self ” and pointed out that the actual self
is situated in various contexts and constituted by the ethical
ideals of the good life in such contexts as the family and
multiple communities.

Similarly, Alasdair MacIntyre criticized modern ethics and
revived virtue ethics (MacIntyre, 1981). The sociologist Amitai
Etzioni emphasizes the importance of responsibility as well as the
concept of rights and promotes the responsive communitarian
movement (Etzioni, 1993).

In addition, such an ethical orientation is frequently
considered to be important in the political sphere. For example,
Sandel typically argued for the resurgence of republicanism as
a public philosophy in America instead of the liberalism that
has been dominant since WWII (Sandel, 1996). Republicanism
originates in res publica in ancient Greek and Rome, and it means
active political participation for self-government by people with
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civic virtue. If people lack civic virtue, they tend to fall into
political apathy or become manipulated by demagogues. Thus,
civic virtue has a vital role in making democracy sound and
better in quality.

Although liberalism sometimes supports republicanism,
it respects the institutional mechanism against dictatorship,
typically separation of powers. Accordingly, it sometimes
supports people’s political participation: this version is liberal
republicanism (Ackerman, 1993/2000). Nevertheless, liberalism,
including even this version, tends to disregard the ethical aspect
of republicanism. In contrast, communitarianism emphasizes
the vital significance of civic virtue for political participation. It
advocates civic virtue as one of the essential human virtues, and
therefore it frequently accompanies republicanism to be termed
communitarian republicanism.

In sum, while liberalism and libertarianism are individualist
and non-ethical, especially concerning public spheres,
communitarianism has an ethical and communal (or public)
orientation: it attaches importance to various collaborative
activities and communities, as well as to the good life sustained
by morality and virtue, not only in private lives but also in
public lives. As this debate presents one of the essential issues
in contemporary political philosophy, the two ethical and
communal (or public) axes found in this debate will be helpful to
overview the other recent developments in the next section.

Beyond Deontological Rights-Based
Liberalism
Liberal Perfectionism
Partly due to the impact of the communitarian charge, some new
approaches from within liberal currents are somehow opposed to
typical deontological rights-based liberalism, and they have led
to the “troubled dominance of the liberal paradigm” (Christiano
and Christman, 2009, p. 5).

First, concerning the ethical dimension, the neutrality thesis
was amended even within liberal theorists. Some admitted that
any liberal belief of state neutrality could not be consistently
justified: some ethical goals and ideals may be supported by
the state because many virtues or conceptions of the good such
as love and friendship are entirely uncontroversial. In sum, the
thesis is an illusory myth (Beckman, 2001, pp. 262–264).

Accordingly, there appeared discussions between state
neutrality principle and perfectionism, assuming that the state
should favor some valuable conceptions of the good (Wall and
Klosoko, 2003, pp.13–16; Merrill and Weinstock, 2014). For
instance, some critics pointed to value commitments in the
proponents of state neutrality for moral equality, liberty, and
democracy (Haksar, 1979; Macedo, 1990). Related discussions
illuminated that there are various versions of neutrality principles
concerning the scope, formulation, and stringency.

For example, Joseph Raz argued that the achievement of strict
political neutrality is almost impossible and proposed liberal
perfectionism based on moral pluralism, regarding autonomy as
ethics of well-being. According to him, states have the duty to
provide conditions for facilitating or defending objective well-
being: much perfectionist political action need neither be coercive

nor controversial. This is not necessarily grounded in a unitary
comprehensive conception of the good life (Raz, 1986).

Thus, several theorists following Raz have insisted on liberal
perfectionism (Hurka, 1993; Sher, 1997; Wall, 1998). Most of
these are the weak thesis of perfectionism trying to balance with
non-perfectionist regard: perfectionism can defend individual
freedom and limited government, frequently based on value
pluralism and the ideal of autonomy as perfectionist good (Wall
and Klosoko, 2003, pp. 17).

Although this liberal perfectionism can contain deontological
elements such as the state’s duty in Raz’s conception, the duty
originates from the good rather than the right. Therefore, this is
opposed to deontological rights-based liberalism due to rejecting
“the priority of the right over the good.”

Capability Approach: Consequential, Perfectionist,
and Political Liberalism
Secondly, a noteworthy attempt from within economics, which
is also concern with the ethical dimension, appeared. As is
well-known, Amartya Sen intrinsically criticized the new welfare
economics within the tradition of utilitarianism. He regarded
utilitarianism as a combination of three requirements: welfarism,
sum ranking, and consequentialism. Sum-ranking had already
been criticized within economics, and there remained only the
(non-utilitarian) consequentialism after his criticism of welfarism
(Sen, 1979, 1987, p.39).

While mainstream economics is based on the individualistic
construction associated with egoism, Sen criticized the self-
interest maximization view of rationality behind “economic
man” in neo-classical economics (Sen, 1977). He paid attention
to the reality of interdependence, departing from the shared
assumption of both utilitarianism and deontology: individuals
are independent and separate. He furthermore focuses on
“sympathy,” deriving from A. Smith, and “commitment,” an
attitude to pursue a value without self-interest. Smith, a founding
father of modern economics, was also a moral philosopher: his
two masterpieces are The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and
the Wealth of Nations (1776), corresponding to moral philosophy
and economics. Thus, Sen tries to recover the bridge between the
ethical and engineering approaches in economics, each of which
existed in the origin of modern economics (Sen, 1987).

Then, he proposed the concept of functioning (achievement of
a person) instead of utilitarian welfarism and defined the concept
of capability as an “alternative combination of functioning the
person can achieve, and from which he or she can choose one
collection” (Sen, 1993, p. 31; Sen, 1999, p. 9).

On the other hand, he valued the concepts of rights
for their essential role in overcoming the shortcoming of
welfarism. Accordingly, he tried to integrate consequentialism
and deontology by proposing the concepts of a “coherent goal-
rights system,” emphasizing the necessity of freedom (Sen, 1987).
Thus, his approach is close to liberalism in his focus on freedom
in terms of capability. Instead of Rawl’s contractual reasoning,
he proposed an impartial and objective approach of justice
based on the capability approach (Sen, 2009). Accordingly, this
approach is regarded as a (non-utilitarian) consequential (non-
deontological) liberalism.
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In addition, philosopher Martha Nussbaum collaborated
with Sen in the quality of life project at the World Development
Bank because Sen invited her to cooperate. This project
influenced the idea of human development embodied
in the Human Development Index of the United Nations
Development Program.

At the time, Nussbaum proposed a kind of Aristotelian
philosophy (internal-essentialism). Although Sen does not
support constructing a universal and comprehensive list of
capabilities (Sen, 1993), Nussbaum presented the list of “thick
vague theory of good” (Nussbaum, 1987, 1990, 1992, 1993).
Therefore, her theory was characterized as a “liberal perfectionist
egalitarian approach” (Arneson, 2000): perfectionistic because of
her Aristotelean objective theory of the human good and liberal
because of the conception of capability.

However, in 1998, Nussbaum surprisingly radically shifted
her approach to replace the conception of human capabilities
from the Aristotelian framework into Rawlsian political
liberalism (Rawls, 1993; Nussbaum, 1998, 2000; Deneulin,
2002). Consequently, Nussbaum moved from the Aristotelian
liberal perfectionist capability approach to the Rawlsian liberal
capability approach, refuting Raz’s perfectionist liberalism
(Nussbaum, 2011). Thus, while Sen reached consequential
liberalism as an alternative to Rawlsian deontological liberalism,
Nussbaum turned to Rawlsian political liberalism.

Deliberative Democracy: Liberal/Critical vs.
Republican Version
Thirdly, theories of deliberative democracy have surged since
1990’ with regard to the communal or public dimension. Before
then, the predominant theories of liberal democracy theories do
not value civic participation and discussion, for example, in the
elitist theory of democracy (J. Schumpeter) and political theories
grounding on the assumption of self-interests (such as pluralism
and rational choice theory). Instead, deliberative democracy has
focused on citizens’ democratic reflection and debate and regards
deliberation as central to decision-making (Bohman and Rehg,
1997, p. ix) for the common good or public good to increase the
quality of democracy.

The deliberative process can change people’s preferences
before decision-making. This transformative nature of
deliberation is different from bargaining and aggregation of
preferences. Therefore, in contrast to aggregative democracy,
deliberative democracy requires citizens to transcend their
private self-interests predominant in the market and search for
public interests. For this purpose, public forums for deliberation
and reason are evaluated and proposed, exemplified by empirical
research and proposals such as deliberative polls and deliberative
day (Fishkin, 1991, 1995; Fishkin and Laslett, 2003; Ackerman
and Fishkin, 2004).

As the similarity to republicanism is evident, republicanism
can be a type of deliberative democracy (cf. Forst, 2001). Some try
to bridge these two (Pettit, 1997; Peterson, 2009; Hurt, 2018) or by
terming both kinds of republicanism together as “civic republican
deliberative democracy” (Peterson, 2011, Ch. 5).

However, representative theorists tend to differentiate their
ideas from current republicanism (Sandel, 1996; Sustein, 1988)

because of the difficulty of shared identity or values in
communities at the present age of value pluralism. Accordingly,
the deliberative conception based on liberalism is influential: they
frequently mention Rawl’s notion of public reason. His student
Joshua Cohen extended the sphere of deliberation to various
democratic practices in civil society. Cohen proposed an “ideal
deliberative procedure” for public reflection toward the common
good under the age of reasonable pluralism, respecting citizens’
autonomy (Cohen, 1989, 1997).

This ideal procedure seems to be inspired by Jürgen Habermas’
idea of ideal speech situation (Habermas, 1996). Inspired by
his critical theory, there is a more radical conception of
discursive democracy, stressing active citizenship and public
discourse as sources of democratic critique and renewal
(Dryzek, 1990, 2000).

The most salient difference between republican and liberal
or discursive deliberative democracy is that while the former
indispensable element is civic virtue, the latter does not
necessarily refer to such a substantial ethical conception.
Accordingly, while the former embraces the aim of “a
comprehensive or thick common good,” the latter holds that of
a “non-comprehensive or thin conception of the common good”
(Gutmann and Thompson, 2004, pp. 26–27). In sum, although
mainstream deliberative democracy shares the public orientation
to the common good with republicanism, the former has a weaker
ethical orientation than the latter.

CHARACTERISTICS OF POLITICAL
PHILOSOPHIES

Configuration of Contemporary Political
Philosophies
Then, Figure 2 indicates the configuration of contemporary
political philosophies by the two axes of “individual
(private)/collective (communal or public)” and “ethical
(virtuous)/non-ethical (non-virtuous),” found in the debate
between liberalism and communitarianism.

First, the major political philosophies mentioned above are
configured in the three quadrants. Communitarianism in the first
quadrant has two distinguishable features, namely, the ethical
(virtuous) and the communal orientation. Within its cardinal
concept of the common good, “common” signifies communal
orientation, and “good” indicates the virtuous.

In contrast, egoism, libertarianism, and liberalism in the
third quadrant are neither communal nor virtuous. These are
individualistic. At the same time, egoism and utilitarianism are
hedonic; libertarianism and liberalism are non-ethical because
they do not assume any particular view of persons.

While utilitarianism or utilitarian consequentialism in
the fourth quadrant somehow holds the collective elements
in summing the happiness of all people, it lacks the
virtuous moment.

Secondly, liberal perfectionism in the section “Liberal
Perfectionism” is situated in the second quadrant because this is
both individualistic and ethical (virtuous).
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FIGURE 2 | Configuration of political philosophies.

Thirdly, the other recent developments in the section
“Beyond Deontological Rights-Based Liberalism” can be
mapped at intermediate places between plural quadrants. For
example, Sen’s capability approach started from utilitarian
consequentialism and integrated liberal ideas of rights with
consequentialism. It attempts to bridge the consequential
fourth quadrant and the liberal third quadrant. Moreover,
he introduced some ethical elements such as sympathy,
and his approach is related to the second quadrant to
some degree. On the other hand, while early Nussbaum’s
Aristotelian capability approach is interpreted in the second
quadrant as liberal perfectionism, the present approach
is mapped in the third quadrant because of its Rawlsian
liberal framework.

The deliberative democracy is opposed to aggregative
democracy, which is grounded on self-interests, associated with
a version of egoism. Accordingly, it holds the collective or
the public orientation in the right-hand spheres. Thus, while
the republican deliberative democracy is mainly situated in
the first quadrant, the liberal version bridges liberalism in the
third quadrant with the collective or public domain somewhere
between the first and the fourth quadrant.

Thus, it is possible to map these political philosophies
in this diagram, indicating the recent noteworthy
attempts in relation to the main political philosophies
and liberal perfectionism. The most recent developments
can be seen as the intermediary or combination of
some main typical political philosophies. Moreover,
although mainstreams of both the capability approach and
deliberative democracy are liberal political philosophies,
they embrace another remarkable version tangent to liberal

perfectionism or communitarianism: Former Nussbaum’s
Aristotelian capability approach is close to the former, and
republican deliberative democracy adjoins the latter. This
tangency proves that the four quadrants are adequate for
mapping these theories.

Characteristics of the Main Political
Philosophies: Citizenship, Justice, and
Well-Being
Accordingly, it would be sufficient for this paper to
summarize the essential characteristics of main political
philosophies from the epistemological or methodological
point of view, especially regarding “citizenship, justice, and
well-being.”

Table 1, “Basic Characteristics of Main Political Philosophies.”
indicates characteristics of these political philosophies, adding
(social) conservatism together with the main political
philosophies mentioned above. Both libertarianism and
contemporary liberalism stemmed from historical liberalism
by, for example, J. Locke and J.S. Mill. Contemporary
communitarianism derives from classical Greek thought,
such as Aristotelian philosophy (Aristotle, 1953/2004). The
atomistic worldview is predominant in egoism, libertarianism,
and liberalism, while holistic worldview dominates social
conservatism. Communitarianism is situated between liberalism
and social conservatism, as Etzioni mapped these in his
renowned The New Golden Rule (Etzioni, 1996). Accordingly, it
is sometimes called “liberal communitarianism.”

These philosophies can be classified from their human
orientations and the corresponding epistemological (or
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TABLE 1 | Basic characteristics of political philosophies.

Egoism Utilitarianism Libertarianism Liberalism Communitarianism (Social) Conservatism

Individualism (atomism) Strongest Mild Stronger Strong Mild Weaker

Self-view Egoist
(selfish)

Selfish Separable Separable
(abstract)

Relational
(encumber
ed)

Order-oriented
(obedient)

Collectivism (holism) Weakest Substantial Weaker Weak Substantial
(communal)

Traditional
(conventional)

Ethics (morality) Non Weak
(feeble)

Non or weak
(thin)

Non or weak
(thin)

Substantial
(thick)

Strong
(conventional)

Well-being (happiness) Hedonic Hedonic Private Private Eudaimonic Traditional
(conventional)

Citizenship Little concern Mild Firm(private)/
weak(public)

Firm(private)/substantial
(public)

Substantial
(republicanism)

Mild
(nationality)

Relationship between
citizenship and well-being

Non or weak Mild
(for general well-being)

Enabling possibility Enabling possibility Substantial Weak or mild

Justice Little concern Greatest
happiness

Liberal
(legal rights emphasis
on property)

Liberal and distributive
(legal rights including
welfare rights)

Liberal, distributive,
and ethical

Traditional norms,
National security and interests

Relationship between the good
and justice

Little concern Yes
(exists)
(hedonic)

Non Non Yes
(exists)
(eudaimonic)

Yes
(exists)
(traditional, national)

Relationship between
citizenship and Justice

Little concern Mild Identical
(rights)

Identical
(rights)

Substantial Weak or mild

Relationship between justice
and well-being

Non or weak Firm
(direct)

Enabling possibility
(indirect)

Enabling possibility
(indirect)

Substantial
(direct)

Mild
(traditional order, national
interests)

Relationship between
citizenshi/justice and well-being

Non or weak Mild or firm Enabling possibility Enabling possibility Substantial Weak or mild
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methodological) viewpoint “Individualism (Atomism)/
Collectivism (Holism).” Psychological and ethical egoism
is strongly individualistic and hardly communal, and their
self-views are “egoist” or “selfish” because they suppose that
people act in self-interest or for hedonic pleasure; they are
epistemologically based on the atomistic world-views. Since
Epicurus in ancient Greek, various theories have more or less
associated some forms of egoism: for example, psychoanalysis
and behaviorism in psychology, neo-classical economics, and
rational-choice theory in political science.

In contrast, utilitarianism is based on the sum of the
happiness of individuals, and therefore mildly individualistic and
substantially collectivistic (holistic): its self-view is “selfish” in
valuing self-interests or pleasure. Its collective aspect is criticized
by libertarianism and liberalism. Their self-views are “separable”
entities, and the liberal self-view is also “abstract” because, for
example, Rawls’ theory assumes the hypothetical situation under
the veil of ignorance.

The individualistic and collective orientations of
libertarianism and liberalism are respectively “strong” and
“weak”. The individualism of libertarianism is more potent
than that of liberalism: the collectivism of the former
is weaker than the latter because liberalism results in
some concern for the welfare of the poor, in contrast to
libertarianism. Social conservatism is on the opposite side
of liberalism and libertarianism, and the individualistic
and collectivistic orientation is respectively “weak” and
“strong”. Liberal communitarianism is in the middle
ground between liberalism and conservatism. Accordingly,
its individualism and collectivism are respectively “mild”
and “substantial (considerable)”: its collective orientation
signifies the “communal” element as can be seen in various
communities, and its self-view is “relational” or “encumbered”.
The individualistic and collectivistic orientations of social
conservatives are respectively weaker and more potent than
those of communitarianism. Its self-view is “order-oriented,” that
is, “obedient” to authority, and its solid collective orientation is
“traditional” or “conventional”.

The ethical features of these political philosophies are closely
related to the Hedonia/Eudaimonia mentioned above. The well-
being of egoism is “hedonic” as well as that of utilitarianism, while
that of communitarianism is “eudaimonic.” Both libertarianism
and liberalism have no particular conception of well-being,
but they regard the pursuit of happiness as “private” matters,
which should have no relation with public decisions. The
conception of well-being held by conservatism is culturally
“traditional” or “conventional.” Accordingly, there is almost
no ethics or morality in egoism, and they are weak or feeble
in utilitarianism because utilitarian morality relies on hedonic
pleasure. They are also non in libertarianism and liberalism
because they have “no” connection with particular morality,
or they are “weak” or “thin” because the conception of
rights is sometimes considered thin ethics (Waltzer, 1996). In
contrast, communitarian ethics or morality is eudaimonic, and
therefore “substantial” and “thick.” On the other hand, socially
conservative ethics or morality is also potent but “conventional”
rather than philosophical.

Relationships Among Citizenship,
Justice, and Well-Being
The concept of citizenship is “composed of the three main
elements or dimensions”: (1) legal citizenship of rights status
classically formulated by T. H. Marshall (1950/1992) as “civil,
political, and social,” (2) political citizenship as agents actively
participating in politics, and (3) ethical or social citizenship as
membership in a political community.3 This manuscript focuses
on the former two, called “legal citizenship” and “political
citizenship” hereafter.

The concept of justice also includes these meanings: legal
justice, political and economic justice, and ethical justice. Legal
justice is closely associated with the concept of rights for some
liberty. Political and economic justice has had a connection
with distributive justice since the time of Aristotle, and the
central theme of justice in politics is still distributive justice
in contemporary political philosophy. Ethical or moral justice
signifies the quality of being morally fair and right from some
ethical or transcendent point of view. So then, these three
aspects will be called “liberal justice,” “distributive justice,” and
“ethical justice”.

Psychological or ethical egoism has little concern for these
because activities related to citizenship or justice require time
and energy, which are not part of their interests: egoists usually
have no concern with these, and they use legal rights as they
need them for themselves. So then, there is typically “no”
relationship between citizenship/justice and well-being, or if
there is one, it is “weak”.

Utilitarianism does not necessarily emphasize citizenship
but sometimes recognizes its value (especially legal citizenship)
because its preservation can contribute to people’s general
happiness. Accordingly, their commitment to citizenship is
“weak” or “mild,” and its relationship to citizenship and well-
being is “mild” in the contribution of citizenship to general well-
being.

Utilitarianism judges justice by the utilitarian principle, and its
relationship between good and justice (the right) exists because
the maximization of “hedonic” happiness (the good) is justice. As
the good of the people concerned signifies hedonic well-being,
its relationship between justice and well-being is also “firm” and
“direct”. However, as its commitment to citizenship is “mild”,
its relationship between citizenship and justice is also “mild”
because citizenship is deemed to contribute to the maximization
of happiness only to some degree.

Both libertarianism and liberalism depend on the concept of
rights, and they regard legal citizenship and liberal justice as
necessary. Nevertheless, libertarianism mainly values economic,
legal rights such as property rights, while liberalism also
values welfare rights as distributive justice. Accordingly, their
commitments to (legal) citizenship are “firm” in private spheres,
but that of libertarianism and liberalism are, respectively “weak”
and “substantial” in public or social spheres.

Their relationship between citizenship and well-being lies in
their “enabling possibility” rather than the existence or the degree

3Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2006, 2017, https://plato.stanford.edu/
entries/citizenship/.
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such as weak/strong. The reason is that legal citizenship enables
citizens to pursue happiness by using their legal rights, but that
its existence does not necessarily guarantee the realization of
well-being.

Their concepts of justice are almost equivalent to legal rights,
and they are not related to the good, and there is no relationship
between good and justice, as explained in the section “The
Debate Between Liberalism and Communitarianism: Justice and
the Good Life”.

From their perspective, citizenship mainly signifies the legal
aspect, namely, rights, and justice is largely equal to “legal rights”.
Therefore, concerning their relationships between citizenship
and justice, former conceptions are identical to the latter.
Accordingly, their relationships between justice and well-being
are equal to those between citizenship and well-being, namely
“enabling possibility”. However, these are “indirect” relationships
because rights as justice do not necessarily lead to well-
being but only prepare the conditions for an individual’s well-
being.

Nevertheless, while libertarianism and some version of
liberalism tend to disregard political citizenship, liberal
republicanism respects it as the execution of legal and political
rights. Accordingly, there can be a mild relationship between
justice and citizenship in liberal republicanism, in contrast to
libertarianism and non-republican liberalism.

Furthermore, communitarianism evaluates highly political
citizenship, accompanied by civic virtues/activities, as well as
legal rights. Therefore, its commitment to citizenship is most
“substantial”. Moreover, as civic activities are thought to promote
people’s well-being, the relationship between citizenship and well-
being is also “substantial”.

The conception of justice in communitarianism is “ethical”
as well as legal and distributive, and its relationship between
good and justice exists (“yes”). The good is based on the
philosophical concept and “eudaimonic,” as was explained
before. Its relationship to citizenship and justice is different
from that found in the relationship in libertarianism and
liberalism. Communitarian justice is both legal and ethical, and
its citizenship includes not only legal citizenship but also political
citizenship. Political active citizenship tends to contribute to
realizing justice; the relationship between the two is “substantial”.

Moreover, its relationships between justice and well-being
are also “substantial” because its ethical justice contributes to
realizing the common good, almost equal to public well-being.
Thus, the relationship is “direct” in that justice directly leads
to well-being compared to the indirect mode of the two rights-
based theories.

The commitment of conservatism to citizenship is “mild”
because they tend to disregard fundamental human rights and
active citizenship. They instead value duties and the concept
of nationality. Accordingly, its relationship between citizenship
and well-being is “weak” or “mild” because of its disrespect of
citizens’ rights. Its justice depends on the “traditional norms”
and national “security/interests”. Accordingly, its relationship
between the good and justice “exists (yes)” on the condition
that the good is the “traditional and national” in contrast to the
communitarian “eudaimonic” conception.

Its relationship between citizenship and justice is “weak” or
“mild” because simple nationality is not necessarily related to
substantial justice. Its relationship between justice and well-being
is “mild” because its justice of traditional norms and national
security/interests are respectively associated with its well-being of
traditional order and national interests, but only to some extent.
The reason is that the national kind of well-being sometimes
corresponds to the public well-being of citizens but that the
former can contradict the latter in some cases, for example,
in which states begin unnecessary wars for the interests of
the military-industrial complex in the name of protecting their
national interests.

In summary, the relationships between citizenship/justice
and well-being in each of the political philosophies are
“non or weak (egoism)”, “mild or firm (utilitarianism)”,
“enabling possibility (libertarianism and liberalism),” “substantial
(communitarianism),” and “weak or mild (conservatism)”.
Consequently, the interdependence among citizenship/justice
and well-being is the most substantial in communitarianism
and the second strongest in utilitarianism. On the other
hand, the interdependence in libertarianism and liberalism
remains a possibility; conservatism is the second weakest;
egoism is the weakest.

Moreover, the relationship between citizenship and justice
is mild in utilitarianism and substantial in communitarianism.
Therefore, interdependence among citizenship, justice, and well-
being is the most substantial in communitarianism.

The reason for the difference related to interdependence can
be summarized as follows. Utilitarianism has been historically
associated with happiness, while liberalism and libertarianism
rely on the concept of rights, which is almost equal to the concept
of justice in these philosophies. Accordingly, utilitarianism is a
philosophy of well-being, while liberalism and libertarianism are
philosophies of justice.

Accordingly, there is little connection between well-being and
justice in these philosophies because these are incompatible.
Libertarianism and liberalism criticize utilitarianism because
the maximization of happiness or utility can infringe on
fundamental human rights. On the contrary, the latter criticizes
the former because the two deontological philosophies neglect
consequential well-being.

In addition, utilitarianism emphasizes (hedonic) well-being
but does not emphasize citizenship, while libertarianism and
liberalism evaluate legal citizenship but do not take well-
being into account. As a result, one is contradictory to
the other: the connection between citizenship/justice and
well-being is not strong between citizenship and well-being
(utilitarianism) or between justice and well-being (libertarianism
and liberalism).

In contrast, communitarianism is intrinsically the political
philosophy of citizenship most attuned to increasing well-being,
and it can connect an idea of justice with well-being. It respects
fundamental human rights in its liberal wing and well-being in
its communal wing. Therefore, citizenship and justice are not
only compatible with consequential well-being but also essential
for the latter because they enable the realization of public well-
being, namely, the common good. Therefore, citizenship and
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justice are significant ingredients of civic life and politics. It
follows from these arguments that the interdependence among
citizenship, justice, and well-being is the most substantial in
communitarianism.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
POLITICAL PHILOSOPHIES AND
POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY

The Ethical and Communal Orientations
in Positive Psychology
It will be helpful to offer an inter-disciplinary framework
depicting the correspondence between political philosophy and
positive psychology to develop the collaboration between the two
for pursuing the issues such as citizenship, justice, and well-being.
Positive psychology can offer empirical evidence or evidence-
based theories corresponding to the two axes of contemporary
political philosophies.

First, regarding the first ethical axis, in addition to the
eudaimonic well-being mentioned above, Martin Seligman and
Christopher Peterson proposed the classification of virtues or
character strengths in the name of Value in Action Inventory
(VIA). They classified character strengths under six virtues:
wisdom and knowledge, courage, love and humanity, justice,
temperance, and transcendence (Peterson and Seligman, 2004).
These are assumed to be universal through history in the whole
globe, and this idea can be regarded as a scientific psychological
formulation of virtue ethics. They suppose that human well-being
is grounded in them.

Seligman’s theory of well-being (PERMA model) in Flourish
(Seligman, 2011) is multi-dimensional and contains the elements
of eudaimonia, especially in meaning (M) and engagement (E).
In addition, his close collaborator, a philosopher J. O. Pawelski
pushes forward the idea of “eudaimonic turn” in humanities such
as literary studies (Pawelski and Moores, 2013). Moreover, other
eminent psychological theorists such as Carol Ryff and Richard
Ryan and Edward Deci claim that their theories (psychological
well-being, self-determination) align with eudaimonic well-being
or flourishing in Aristotelian philosophy (Ryan et al., 2013; Ryff,
2013).

The eudaimonic turn in positive psychology is in tune with
communitarianism and liberal perfectionism (the upper half in
Figure 2): psychological studies can provide these philosophies
with scientific corroboration or supporting evidence.

Secondly, positive psychology accumulated extensive evidence
that a good human relationship is significant for well-being,
regarding the second communal axis. Accordingly, for instance,
a positive relationship is one of the pillars, for example, in
Seligman’s well-being theory, Ryff’s psychological well-being, and
Ryan and Deci’s self-determination theory.

Human relationship in these theories is associated with
community or society in the philosophical conception of
relationality. As the communitarian view of persons is relational
(see section “Relationships Among Citizenship, Justice, and
Well-being”), political philosophy can be regarded as a

relational public philosophy. Correspondingly, in psychological
research, “relational welfare” has already been explored
regarding the co-creation of health and well-being for all
(Heimburg and Ness, 2020).

Concerning the relational aspect of society, as was touched on
cursorily in the section “Criticism Against Positive Psychology
and Its Two Frontiers”, an eminent social psychologist Corey
Keyes pushed forward a social model of well-being by proposing
the measure of “social well-being.” This scale measures the
collective orientation for the community, society, and the world
(Keyes, 1998, 2005).

While much community psychology intervention such as
prevention is still “individualistic or micro-centere micro-
centered” (Prilleltensky and Nelson, 2009, pp. 127-129),
critical community psychology offers theoretical discussions of
community well-being. For example, Isaac Prilleltensky and Ora
Prilleltensky pointed to the three primary sites of well-being:
personal well-being, organizational well-being, and community
well-being (Prilleltensky and Prilleltensky, 2006, p. 11). They
accomplished a comparative analysis across countries regarding
community well-being and concluded that the more egalitarian
countries are, the better health is. According to them, the
three key determinants of health and well-being are poverty,
power, and participation; critical consciousness about the three
determinants, critical experiences, and critical actions are vital to
overcoming oppression and exploitation.

In addition, there was also the concept of the common
good in the values of organizational well-being and community
well-being (Prilleltensky and Prilleltensky, 2006, p.13, Table
1). Accordingly, the conception of community well-being is
quite in line with communitarianism. The interdependence
of the three types of well-being makes us recognize that
private well-being is interwoven with public well-being. Since
liberalism and libertarianism separate the two by segregating
public decisions from the private understanding of “good life,”
they cannot increase public well-being by public decisions
based upon some values of personal well-being. In contrast,
communitarianism admits various public policies grounded
on them. Therefore, it can activate the synergy between
personal well-being and public well-being. Moreover, as they
emphasized participation and actions, their arguments align with
communitarian republicanism.

Furthermore, the idea of positive critical psychology recently
emerged. Its handbook (Brown et al., 2018) contains a foreword
by Prilleltensky and related articles suggesting a collaboration
between community psychology and positive psychology
(Martino et al., 2018). The proposed banner of integrating
the two approaches, “community positive psychology” or
“community-based positive psychology” (Martíniz and Martino,
2018), is almost equal to positive communitarian psychology.

In addition, the pioneering work by Jonathan Haidt
(2012) on the relationship between psychology and political
philosophy is worth noting. His study focuses on the moral
foundation of political philosophies of conservatism, liberalism,
and libertarianism. Although this research did not deal with
communitarianism, it provides insights into the psychological
background of various political philosophies.
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These empirical psychological studies can increase or decrease
the relative reliability of specific political philosophy in Figure 2.
For example, the eudaimonic ethical moment of positive
psychology aligns with liberal perfectionism, but it does not
necessarily fit its communal moment. On the other hand, the
communal developments above have much in common with
the communitarian political philosophy. Such a correspondence
seems to increase the credibility of some in contrast to different
political philosophies.

Clarification of Political Philosophies and
Positive Political Philosophy
This recognition of the association between positive psychology
and political philosophies makes the theoretical character
of political philosophies clearer from the perspective of the
former. The tenet of positive psychology is that it studies
the positive side of human mental conditions. In contrast,
“psychology as usual” has focused on the negative side
of mental disease for its remedy. This characterization is
helpful for grasping the opposition between the two rights-
based deontological political philosophies (libertarianism and
liberalism) and communitarianism.

Figure 3 indicates the configuration of the main political
philosophies by using the two axes deriving from the
psychological arguments: “negative/positive” and “non-ethical
(non-virtuous)/ethical (virtuous)”. The vertical axis is the same
as Figure 2. Utilitarianism is hedonic (anti-virtuous), and its
goal of maximizing hedonic well-being is principally positive.
Accordingly, this is mapped basically in the fourth quadrant.
Nevertheless, the formula includes the negative element “sum
of happiness-(minus)sum of misery”. Therefore, it is also
related to opposing spheres in the third quadrant as “negative
utilitarianism.”

Similarly, libertarianism and liberalism are non-ethical and
mapped in the lower half, as indicated in Figure 2. Concerning
the horizontal axis, the central theme of historical liberalism
in Western history is the defense of individual rights from
its infringement by the state. The coercive power’s invasion
or oppression of liberty is a negative phenomenon. Various
autocracies or dictatorships embody the danger. Therefore,
liberalism, in the broad sense, is a political philosophy whose
main aim is to prevent the appearance of such negative politics.

This element corresponds to “negative liberty” (Berlin, 1969),
which is expressed by “freedom from” such as “freedom
from evil powers” in the literature of political philosophy.
Both libertarianism and liberalism are decedents of historical
liberalism, and they share the conception of negative liberty.
In particular, while liberalism embraces a limited degree of
positive concern because of its justification of welfare policy,
libertarianism lacks the positive element.

In contrast, communitarianism is both virtuous and positive
and mapped in the first quadrant. The aim of the common good
is positive: it indicates various desirable things, such as a suitable
environment, peace, and welfare, for people in the community.
This element is equal to “positive liberty” (I. Berlin), which is
expressed by “freedom to.”

Accordingly, utilitarianism and communitarianism are
positive political philosophies. These are teleological because
their purposes were maximization of happiness (utilitarianism)
or the common good (communitarianism). While the former
depends on the hedonic conception of happiness, the latter
requires people’s virtues, including civic virtue. Accordingly,
these are, respectively mapped in the fourth and the first
quadrant: the attention to human nature corresponds to its
psychological counterpart, namely, positive psychology.

Positive psychology sometimes encounters criticisms because
it neglects the importance of curing mental illness’s negative
phenomenon. Likewise, liberalists and libertarians attack
utilitarianism and communitarianism as follows: Their pursuit
of positive ideals may lead to negative politics such as repression,
dictatorship, and violation of human rights.

Positive psychologists reply to the reproach that they do
not deny the importance of psychology as usual, and they are
only adding a new field of inquiry to it. Seligman and others
suggested the goal of “a balanced psychology” as “an integrated,
balanced field” (Seligman et al., 2004). Similarly, communitarians
refute the liberal and libertarian charges in that they also attach
importance to rights and liberty, just as conventional psychology
is still vital from positive psychology. For example, Etzioni
distinguished their ideas from social conservatives (Etzioni,
1996). While social conservatives surely belittle individual’s
autonomy, rights, and liberty, communitarians balance rights
with responsibility. The term “liberal communitarianism”
signifies an integration of preventing the negative and pursuing
the positive. It thus tries to embrace both negative and positive
elements in some way. This vision for the integrated, balanced
political philosophy is just as balanced psychology.

Inter-Disciplinary Framework of Political
Philosophy and Psychology
On the other hand, such a philosophical typology can inspire
psychology. First of all, “psychology as usual” (the third quadrant
in Figure 1)is to positive psychology what libertarian and liberal
political philosophies (the third quadrant in Figure 2) are to
utilitarian and communitarian philosophy (the fourth and first
quadrant in Figure 2).

Positive individual psychology (the second quadrant in
Figure 1) has already developed with utilitarianism as hedonic
psychology (see section “Positive Psychology and Utilitarian
Tradition”). However, on the other hand, positive psychology has
developed toward perfectionist direction by the conception of
eudaimonic well-being. Therefore, this kind of theory is “positive
perfectionist psychology” or “individual eudaimonic psychology,”
corresponding to liberal perfectionism (the second quadrant in
Figure 2).

Positive collective psychology (the first quadrant in Figure 1),
including positive political psychology, corresponds to utilitarian
and communitarian political philosophy, as was suggested in the
last section. While hedonic psychology can develop collectively
(the fourth quadrant in Figure 2), positive psychology can
develop toward the communal or republican direction (the first
quadrant in Figure 2). This vision of “communal eudaimonic
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FIGURE 3 | Positive political philosophy.

psychology” is, as it were, “positive communitarian psychology.”
It straightforwardly leads to psychology for the common good.

Then, positive political psychology can develop in
two directions. First, it is principally related to positive
collective psychology, corresponding to utilitarianism and
communitarianism (the right side in Figure 2). Nevertheless,
it also has to do with individual psychology because it
is associated with libertarianism, liberalism, and liberal
perfectionism (the left side in Figure 2). In particular, liberal
perfectionism is related to positive individual psychology,
which has to do with positive political psychology. In
addition, there may be developments of political psychology
inspired by the other theories in Figure 2. In the first place,
the capability approach has already impacted well-being
studies as the Human Development Index. Furthermore,
the psychological dynamics during the deliberation
process would be a vital research theme for developing
deliberative democracy. Thus, the capability approach or the
deliberative democracy can stimulate the progress of positive
collective psychology.

Thus, the framework illustrated in the figures and the
table makes it possible to summarize the key arguments
of this paper. First, as Figure 1 shows, it is desirable
to explore positive collective psychology on the basis of

the development of positive individual psychology (from
individual psychology as usual) and collective psychology
as usual, such as social psychology. This new development
enables positive psychology to overcome the charge against
its character as Western-centered individual psychology
(see section “Criticism Against Positive Psychology and Its
Two Frontiers”).

Secondly, although positive psychology has been associated
with utilitarianism in its early stage, it turned to have
links with other political philosophies after the conceptual
emergence of eudaimonic well-being (see section “Positive
Psychology and Utilitarian Tradition”). Figure 2 indicates
contemporary political philosophies, including their recent
developments (see section “Major Political Philosophies
and Recent Developments”), by the two axes of “individual
(private)/collective (communal or public)” and “ethical
(virtuous)/non-ethical (non-virtuous).” The four quadrants
correspond to communitarianism, liberal perfectionism,
egoism/libertarianism/liberalism, and utilitarianism. Capability
approach and deliberative democracy are situated somewhere
between these four (see section “Configuration of Contemporary
Political Philosophies”).

Therefore, it is sufficient to focus on major political
philosophies to investigate the relationship between citizenship,
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justice, and well-being. Then, thirdly, Table 1 summarizes
their basic characteristics and the relationship (see section
“Characteristics of the Main Political Philosophies: Citizenship,
Justice, and Well-being”). As positive psychology embraces the
ethical and communal orientation along with the two axes in
Figure 2 (see section “The Ethical and Communal Orientations
in Positive Psychology”), the framework consisting of the
figures and the table will benefit empirical research of positive
political psychology.

Fourthly, this framework can also illuminate political
philosophies from the perspective of psychology. Figure 3
maps principle political philosophies by two axes of
“negative/positive” and “ethical (virtuous)/non-ethical
(non-virtuous).” The former horizontal axis corresponds
to the “freedom from” and “freedom to,” which are the
fundamental concepts of political philosophy: these are parallel
to the opposition between libertarianism/liberalism and
utilitarianism/communitarianism.

Multi-Disciplinary Development for
Common Good as Collective Well-Being
This clarification and classification of political philosophies
can inspire positive psychology or psychology for the
common good. For example, empirical research on the
relationship between citizenship, justice, and well-being
will be possible, bearing the classificatory framework
in mind. This kind of empirical research will benefit
remarkably political philosophy and, furthermore, social
sciences in general.

For example, Harold Lasswell’s pioneer work Psychopathology
and Politics (Lasswell, 1930/2020) applied clinical
psychology concepts to predict and avoid societal and
political conflicts. This book is the classical work of
political science for preventing negative politics, utilizing
psychology as usual.

On the other positive side, while the contents of
the common good in philosophical or theoretical
discussions in social sciences are abstract in most cases,
psychological concepts such as well-being can clarify its
effects or levels and make measurement possible. This
vision may make the unfulfilled idea of positive social
sciences a reality.

For this purpose, it is worthwhile to introduce the concept of
collective well-being. This term was proposed for measuring the
overall “health” of a community (Roy et al., 2018), and it can be
applied to various institutions in society (Waters et al., 2021).
This term is close to community well-being mentioned above,
and it can be replaced by “common well-being” or “public well-
being” in the context of political philosophy and thinking about
the common good.

From this perspective, overall well-being or general well-
being embraces both individual and collective aspect, and
it is affected by “individual well-being” and “collective well-
being,” each of which corresponds to positive individual

psychology and positive collective psychology. Positive
individual psychology verified that individual factors
influence individual well-being, illustrated by a happy chart
consisting of set points by biological genes, circumstances,
and intentional activities (Lyubomirsky, 2007, p.39).
The happiness formula expresses this relationship by
Seligman (Seligman, 2002, p.45): H(enduring level of
happiness) = S(set range) + C(circumstance) + V(voluntary
control). Despite the recent critical revision of interpretation or
clarification regarding this,4 it is still helpful to bear the three
factors in mind.

Similarly, positive collective psychology can suppose
that collective well-being is affected by culture, society,
and politics (or policy). It would be natural to conceive
the following correspondence between an individual and a
collective factor: biological gene and culture, circumstance
and society, and voluntary control and politics (or policy).
Then, the collective well-being may be expressed by a formula:
CoW(level of collective well-being) = CuW(cultural well-
being) + SoW(social well-being) + PoW(political well-being).
While cultural well-being is associated with a cultural set
range, social well-being depends on social circumstances,
and political well-being can change by voluntary collective
control of policies.

Accordingly, the introduction of the idea of political well-
being may be effective just as community well-being or social
well-being. First, citizenship and justice can affect the level of
political and social well-being, then collective well-being, and
finally, overall well-being. The increase of collective well-being
empirically indicates the level of realizing the common good.

In the past, Sen and Nussbaum’s capability approach has
influenced not only social sciences but also well-being research.
On the other hand, Rawls referred to moral psychology
in his Theory of Justice (Rawls, 1971, section 69, 75).
Habermas introduced and reconstructed Lawrence Kohlberg’s
empirical psychological model of moral development for creating
discursive ethics in the critical theory (Habermas, 1979).

Likewise, political philosophy can inform psychology, and
psychology can invigorate political philosophy through the
dynamics of this interdisciplinary framework. As a result, a
political philosophy may emerge grounded in the empirical
science of psychology, which may develop based on inspiration
from political philosophy. In sum, these would be scientific
philosophy and philosophical science.

The map of the correspondence between the two disciplines
may well prompt new explorations in both fields. Moreover,
this collaboration of the two disciplines will also impact
social sciences in general. Consequently, this inter-disciplinary
framework will accelerate multi-disciplinary development and
enable us to proceed toward a psychology for the common good.

4Sonja Lyubomirsky, the creator of the happy chart, expressed the modification
including the withdrawal of approximate percentage of each factor at the 6th
World Congress of International Association of Positive Psychology (July, 2019)
in response to criticisms.
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Purpose has been defined as an active engagement toward goals that are meaningful
to the self (i.e., personal meaningfulness) and contribute to the world beyond the self
(BTS). These BTS contributions may reflect the intention to meet a wide range of needs
from family financial needs to more macro-level concerns, including social injustices.
This study investigates the efficacy of a school-based program called MPOWER
expressly designed by the authors to cultivate the BTS aspect of purpose. Previous
research suggests that the BTS aspect of purpose has beneficial effects on school
engagement, goal-setting abilities and orientations, and ultimately school performance.
Ninety-four students participated in this study that utilized a randomized, pre-test-post-
test between-subjects design to evaluate MPOWER (52 in MPOWER and 42 in the
control group). The ANCOVA results indicated a significant increase in the BTS aspect of
purpose among program participants, compared to controls. Moreover, participants had
higher post-test levels of general self-efficacy and grade point averages, and decreased
performance-approach (e.g., playing to be the best, comparing self to others) and
performance-avoidance (e.g., avoiding risks of failure, fear of social consequences) goal
orientations. Findings can be used to design programs that aim to cultivate students’
intentions to contribute to the world beyond themselves, as well as associated personal
benefits (i.e., goal orientations, self-efficacy, academic performance).

Keywords: adolescents, self-efficacy, goal orientation, program evaluation, purpose, academic performance

INTRODUCTION

Purpose has been defined as a long-term goal or aim that is both personally meaningful and
contributes to the world beyond-the-self (Damon, 2009). Within this definition, aims that are
pursued solely for the benefit of the self (e.g., I want to make a lot of money) are not as meaningful
as aims that benefit the self and greater society (e.g., I want to make a lot of money so that I
can help build homes for poor families). As it turns out, this beyond-the-self (BTS) intention
to do good in the world is also beneficial for the doers. The BTS aspect of purpose may play
a particularly important role in the lives of marginalized adolescents for whom purpose may
increase resiliency, community connection, and the desire to challenge systemic oppression that
affects their marginalized group (Sumner et al., 2018). Moreover, purpose has been associated with
increased academic engagement (Damon, 2009; Liang et al., 2016, 2017) and grade-point average
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(Martin and Martin, 1977). As important as having purpose
may be for adolescent outcomes, there are few published
studies describing and evaluating programs designed to
cultivate purpose.

MPOWER is a purpose program that reflects key influences
on the development of purpose, called the 4 P’s of purpose:
(1) people who provide the necessary support; (2) passion or
one’s long-standing interests; (3) propensity or one’s skills and
strengths related to their purpose, and (4) prosocial benefits or
an intention to contribute to others beyond the self (Liang et al.,
2016, 2017). That is, the program works through key people or
relationships who help adolescents identify and cultivate their
passion, propensity, and desired prosocial benefits as these relate
to their’ long-term aspirations or purpose.

In order to foster the development of the BTS aspect of
purpose, MPOWER helped participants reflect on prosocial
benefits and contributions. Participants became engaged in
activities that encouraged them to think about the impact their
purpose may have on others. The BTS aspect of purpose is
highlighted because when adolescents connect their actions
to a positive impact in the world, they view their academic
efforts as worthy and relevant (Yeager et al., 2014). Additionally,
the MPOWER curriculum was designed to raise adolescents’
self-efficacy in order to embolden them to pursue experiences
associated with their purpose and subsequently build on their
existing interests, strengths, and skills. MPOWER also attempts
to foster a goal orientation characterized by an intention to
increase personal competence and knowledge (i.e., mastery) vs.
striving for social acceptance (i.e., performance-approach) in its
participants. In other words, MPOWER aims to help participants
develop intrinsic motivations (i.e., personal interest), rather than
the desire to meet the expectations of others (i.e., approval
from others). When individuals are motivated by this healthier
aspiration to master skills that are intrinsically interesting in
contrast to being accepted by others, they tend to see their daily
activities (e.g., school activities, classroom assignments) as more
related to their purpose.

The aim of this paper was to address this gap by evaluating
the efficacy of MPOWER and the resulting influence that the
adolescents’ increased sense of purpose had on their academic
performance and engagement in a sample of high school
students. In particular, we examined the outcomes of MPOWER
on GPA, as well as the impact it has on both aspects of
purpose (i.e., personal meaningfulness, BTS), self-efficacy and
goal-orientation.

Purpose and Academic Engagement
Adolescents who have a purpose are more academically engaged
than their peers (Hill et al., 2018; Klein et al., 2019). Purposeful
adolescents compared to their counterparts get better grades
(Adelabu, 2008), perform better on intelligence tests (Minehan
et al., 2000), hold more positive academic self-identities (Dukes
and Lorch, 1989), and are more academically motivated than are
their peers (Nurmi, 1991). When an adolescent has a meaningful
purpose, not only does it cultivate a future orientation, it guides
and motivates present behavior toward achieving future-oriented
goal(s) (Damon et al., 2003). For example, adolescents who were

motivated by future goals exhibited better studying behaviors
(Horstmanshof and Zimitat, 2007) and greater intrinsic interest
in academics (Brown and Jones, 2004).

The BTS aspect of purpose highlights an intention to pursue
aims that transcend the self and impact other people, the greater
society, or the world. Adolescents who are committed to a
purpose(s) that would impact others, possibly their own families,
communities, and/or social groups, may be more likely to persist
despite obstacles and adversity (Bronk and Finch, 2010; Sumner
et al., 2018). Adolescents who experience marginalization may
commit to a purpose that includes a prosocial (i.e., BTS) goal
of improving the issues faced by their social group through
civic or political action (Malin et al., 2015; Godfrey and Cherng,
2016). Additionally, a prosocial, self-transcendent purpose was
associated with academic self-regulation and increased deeper
learning behaviors (Yeager et al., 2014).

Two centrally notable variables that seem to work alongside
purpose to encourage academic engagement and performance are
goal orientation (Bronk et al., 2009) and self-efficacy (DeWitz
et al., 2009). For example, research suggests that purposeful
adolescents are more likely to be motivated toward intrinsic goals
rather than extrinsic goals (Damon et al., 2003; Damon, 2009).
Moreover, adolescents who are motivated by intrinsic goals tend
to have a higher sense of self-esteem and self-concept (Middleton
and Midgley, 1997; Turner and Patrick, 2004).

Purpose and Goal Orientation
Researchers have drawn connections between the development of
purpose and intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivation (Liang et al., 2016).
Adolescents are bombarded by societal values that prioritize
extrinsic goals (e.g., pushing ahead of others and self-focused
success for the sake of power, prestige, and money). Yet, some
adolescents demonstrate more intrinsic motivations that are
associated with purpose. Purpose, by definition, is a life aspiration
that is both personally meaningful and beneficial to society
(Damon et al., 2003).

Understanding how adolescents develop these intrinsic
vs. extrinsic orientations toward their long-term goals and
aspirations are a key to understanding how to foster the BTS
aspect of purpose (Liang et al., 2016). Dweck (1986) developed a
goal orientation framework that explains students’ approaches to
goals as falling into two main categories: (1) performance and (2)
learning or mastery. A performance goal orientation is bound by
social comparison and is characterized by a desire to gain positive
judgments and/or avoid negative judgments (Dweck, 1986). This
motivation differs from a genuine, intrinsic interest in the goal,
and a desire to become more competent and knowledgeable
(Pintrich, 2000).

Performance goal orientation includes two subcategories:
(1) performance-approach and (2) performance-avoidance.
Individuals with a performance-approach orientation aim to
outperform their peers in order to gain recognition (i.e.,
play to win), while those with a performance-avoidance goal
orientation try to avoid losing in order to avoid looking
foolish or incompetent (i.e., play not to lose) (Elliot and
Harackiewicz, 1996). Performance-avoidance goal orientation
has been positively correlated with test anxiety and a reluctance

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 December 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 761580221

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-761580 December 14, 2021 Time: 13:8 # 3

Sepulveda et al. Purpose Impact on Adolescents’ Motivations

to seek help when needed (Middleton and Midgley, 1997), and it
is negatively correlated with learning and academic performance
(Elliot and Church, 1997; Payne et al., 2007).

Research on the adaptiveness of a performance-approach
orientation is mixed. Some studies suggest that when paired with
a mastery goal orientation, performance-approach orientation
can be adaptive, but only under certain conditions (e.g., lower
fear of failure and uncertainty) (Elliot and Church, 1997; Darnon
et al., 2007). More recent research suggests that adolescents,
especially girls from high socioeconomic status communities
experience overwhelming academic and psychosocial stress due
in part to the pressure to out-achieve their peers and to compete
for limited privileges (e.g., entry at prestigious universities)
(Luthar et al., 2013; Spencer et al., 2018).

In contrast to this emphasis on social comparison among
those with a performance goal orientation, those with a
mastery goal orientation were motivated by a desire to increase
their competence, knowledge, and understanding (Pintrich,
2000). Mastery goal orientation is based in high competency
expectancies and intrinsic motivation (Elliot and Church,
1997), and it has been positively associated with effective
learning strategies, such as self-regulatory behaviors (Payne
et al., 2007) and high levels of self-efficacy and interest
(Middleton and Midgley, 1997).

Purpose and Self-Efficacy
Research has demonstrated that adolescents who
disproportionately valued and attained extrinsic goals rather
than intrinsic goals (e.g., personal growth, close relationships,
community involvement) experienced poorer mental health
and a reduced sense of self-efficacy (Liang et al., 2016). These
adolescents pay a heavy personal price when their definitions
of success tie their self-worth to performance over purpose. In
contrast, those who pursue intrinsic goals, such as cultivating
a sense of purpose and contributing to the good of others,
may be less subject to the pressures of competition and social
comparison, and thus enjoy greater health and self-esteem
(Lyman and Luthar, 2014; Spencer et al., 2018). Adolescents
who pursued purpose over performance described being less
driven by fears of failure, and more driven by passions to fulfill
a calling. Thus, despite the surrounding achievement pressures,
they remained centered and self-assured.

Thus, goal orientation and self-efficacy appear to play a
combined role in academic engagement and outcomes (Lent
et al., 1996; Ryan and Deci, 2000). More specifically, self-
efficacy refers to individuals’ judgments of their ability to
organize and enact behaviors required to perform well (Bandura,
1977). In other words, it is an individuals’ sense of whether
they are able to perform in the way they hope. It is a
dynamic set of self-beliefs that are linked to different areas
of functioning in different domains, as one person cannot
feel competent at all tasks (Bandura, 1997; Lent, 2012). Thus,
an individual may have a strong sense of self-efficacy in one
area of performance, such as an academic subject area, but
a low sense of self-efficacy in another domain, such as social
skills. Adolescents who are highly efficacious may have a wide
array of experiences that contribute to deeper, more accurate

understandings of their capabilities that inform which behaviors
to further pursue. Ultimately, self-efficacy beliefs are thought to
lead to corresponding behaviors. For example, a strong sense of
self-efficacy regarding one’s academic capabilities is necessary to
motivate individuals to engage in behaviors that lead to academic
achievement (Jinks and Morgan, 1999).

One explanation for why self-efficacy is tied to behavior
is that when adolescents are highly efficacious, they are more
likely to persevere in pursuing their ultimate aims or long-
term goals. Thus, it is expected that adolescents who are highly
efficacious compared to their counterparts may be more likely
to pursue long-term goals or ultimate aims that are tied to
academic success. For instance, adolescents who are highly
efficacious are more likely to complete their education and engage
in behaviors that prepare them for a range of career options
(Zimmerman, 1990; Bandura et al., 2001). More specifically, self-
efficacy beliefs are associated with reduced delinquency behaviors
and increased academic grades (Carroll et al., 2009). Ultimately,
these beliefs have positive long-term effects on adolescents’
academic success (Hwang et al., 2016), especially in school
contexts characterized by a growth mindset (Høigaard et al.,
2015). This latter finding is particularly relevant in the current
study given that the MPOWER program is designed to create
a classroom environment that fosters a sense of BTS purpose
rather than just success for the sake of social comparison.
MPOWER aims to increase purpose and decrease performance-
avoidance goal orientations. Moreover, the program aims to
increase self-efficacy beliefs that ultimately lead to increases in
academic achievement (Carroll et al., 2009; Høigaard et al., 2015;
Hwang et al., 2016).

MPOWER: a Purpose Program
This school-based program (for more details on MPOWER,
see Klein et al., 2019) was designed to guide students in
exploring purpose through a weekly, 50-min classroom-based,
yearlong curriculum and through supportive relationships such
as additional one-to-one mentoring by a guidance counselor and
a classroom community of co-participants.

Moreover, MPOWER incorporates the 4 P’s of purpose
framework by using the curriculum and these formative
relationships to help adolescents identify and cultivate their
passion by identifying core values and considering whether these
core values align with daily activities or pursuits. As adolescents
identify their passion(s), they begin reflecting on their propensity
by identifying their strengths and skills relevant to pursuing their
purpose; if adolescents believe they do not possess the propensity,
then they identify ways to develop the strengths and skills needed
or consider alternative aspirations that may be a better fit for
them. Finally, adolescents are also supported to explore potential
prosocial benefits of their aspirations, and asked to reflect on the
impact of their purpose on people’s lives.

With respect to fostering the BTS aspect of purpose,
MPOWER uses a number of exercises that helped participants
understand how fulfilling their aspirations may impact the
world. For example, participants played an adapted version
of “The Dictator Game” which has been shown to promote
altruistic intentions and prosocial behaviors in youth (Benenson
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et al., 2007). More specifically, participants completed multiple
rounds of the aforementioned game where they can give or
receive money with their peers, which is tied to their ranking.
The majority of participants exhibited prosocial behaviors by
helping their peers at the expense of their own ranking. Upon
completion of the activity (and other activities similar to it),
participants explore their own desired prosocial impact or
contributions they would like to make. The BTS aspect of
purpose is emphasized in MPOWER because it was created to
improve academic engagement for adolescents with marginalized
identities. Familial struggles (e.g., precarious immigration status,
low SES) may motivate adolescents to pursue a purpose that
helps their family and/or themselves escape adversity associated
with their marginalized backgrounds (e.g., poverty) (Liang et al.,
2017; Gutowski et al., 2018). Finally, a brief psychological
intervention that promoted a self-transcendent purpose (i.e., BTS
purpose) improved academic performance over several months
(Yeager et al., 2014).

In addition to fostering BTS intentions, participants were
asked to engage in personal reflection through journaling and
writing exercises which primed them to think about their
core values and character strengths (Cohen et al., 2009).
Experiential group activities were used as a way of increasing
a sense of community and academic performance among the
participants (Nagaoka et al., 2013). These activities served as a
starting point for participants’ one-to-one mentoring sessions
with the MPOWER instructor through which they were given
an opportunity to reflect more deeply and share personal
experiences that they may have been reluctant to share in the
larger context of the classroom. These individual sessions focused
on enabling participants to discuss how their lived experiences,
families, cultures, and communities informed their long-term
aspirations/purpose. Participants were taught the language and
framework of purpose, and engaged in introspective reflection
in order to help them create a narrative in which their past
and present experiences could be connected with their future
aspirations (Wilson, 2011).

Current Study
The current study examined the effectiveness of the MPOWER
program for increasing participants’ BTS aspect of purpose,
mastery goal orientation, self-efficacy, and academic
achievement. We hypothesized that students participating
in the MPOWER program would show: (a) increased BTS
purpose and academic achievement (i.e., grade-point average);
(b) increased mastery goal orientation and self-efficacy; and (c)
decreased performance-approach and performance-avoidance
goal orientation.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Design and Participants
This study was pre-approved by the Institutional Review Board
at Boston College (IRB Protocol: 16.145.02-3) which required
pre-approval by the participating school’s principal and district
superintendent and pre-registered the measures that were used

to assess pre-test and post-test scores. This study focused on a
sample of 12th grade students (N = 94, control N = 42, 61.7%
female) from a U.S. public high school in the northeast. As it is the
only high school within the district, its students are representative
of the district’s diverse working- to middle-class community.
Additionally, this sample represented 30% of the schools’ student
body in the 12th grade. The MPOWER program was delivered to
only seniors. Figure 1 displays how participants were randomly
assigned to the program (i.e., MPOWER) and control group
(i.e., academic enrichment/study hall class). The sample was
predominantly female due to female students exhibiting greater
academic performance than male students at this high school. In
order to qualify for the study hall period that MPOWER and the
academic enrichment class were offered during, students must
be on track to graduate and have a free period that can be filled
by the elective.

The participants in the control group were given an alternative
curriculum that focused on increasing academic engagement
and improving academic performance. In addition to giving
participants allotted time in school to complete their academic
work, they were also provided a curriculum that taught
them a variety of non-cognitive skills that are correlated
with improved student outcomes. These non-cognitive skills
included intrapersonal skills, such as task, organizational, and
time management as well as social emotional skills, including
stress regulation, impulse control, and capacity for optimism.
Moreover, participants in the control were offered group and
individual tutoring as needed. The control condition is viewed
as “treatment as usual” because this is typically what students
receive during this elective period; the MPOWER intervention
was allowed to be piloted during the elective period.

The sample included participants who self-identified as
White/Euro-American (N = 42, 64.2% female), African-
American/Black (N = 11, 45.4% female), Haitian (N = 7, 71.4%
female), Caribbean (N = 1, 100% female), Latino or Hispanic
(N = 7, 57.1% female), Brazilian or Portuguese (N = 12, 58.3%
female), Asian (N = 8, 50.0% female), Asian-Americans (N = 3,
66.7% female), Pacific Islander (N = 1, 100% female), and
Native American (N = 2, 100% female). Based on parental
education level, the sample represented a range of socioeconomic
backgrounds (8.5% of parents had a master’s or doctoral degree,
37.2% of parents had an associate’s or bachelor’s degree, 37.2%
of parents graduated from high school, 17.0% of parents did
not graduate from high school). Participants were given pre-test
surveys prior to their respective interventions that assessed their
self-efficacy, goal orientation, and purpose; they also completed
post-test surveys after their respective interventions (see section
“Measures” for more detail).

Measures
Purpose
The Claremont Purpose Scale is designed to assess purpose
development in adolescents (Bronk et al., 2018). It includes
three subscales with four items each: (1) Purpose Meaningfulness
(e.g., “How clear is your sense of purpose in your life?,” four
items, α = 0.92); (2) Purpose Engagement (e.g., “How hard
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FIGURE 1 | Flow of participants through each stage of the randomized controlled trial.

are you working to make your long-term aims a reality?,” four
items, α = 0.86); (3) BTS Purpose (e.g., “How often do you
hope to leave the world better than you found it?,” α = 0.91).
Response options range from 1 (strongly disagree) through 5
(strongly agree). Higher average scores indicate a stronger sense
of purpose. Construct validity of the scale has been documented
with adolescents (Bronk et al., 2018). The reliability coefficient
for the current study was α = 0.871 (pre-test) and α = 0.930
(post-test).

Goal Orientation
The Patterns of Adaptive Learnings Skills Scale (PALS; Midgley
et al., 2000) has been used to assess the goal orientation of
students at varying developmental stages, including elementary,
middle, and high school students (see Pintrich, 2000; Bong, 2001).
It is comprised of three subscales: (1) Mastery Goal Orientation,

which consists of five items (e.g., “It’s important to me that I learn
a lot of new concepts this year”; α = 0.85); (2) Performance Goal
Orientation, which consists of five items (e.g., “It’s important
to me that other students in my class think I am good at my
class work”; α = 0.89); and (3) Performance-Avoidance Goal
Orientation, which consists of four items (e.g., “It’s important
to me that I don’t look stupid in class”; α = 0.74). A 5-point
response scale was used, ranging from 1 (not at all true) through
5 (very true). Higher average scores within each subscale indicate
a stronger goal orientation on that subscale. The reliability
coefficient for the current study was α = 0.853 (pre-test) and
α = 0.881 (post-test).

Self-Efficacy
The New General Self-Efficacy Scale is designed to assess self-
efficacy in adolescents (Chen et al., 2001). It is comprised of eight
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items (e.g., “I will be able to achieve most of the goals that I
have set for myself,” α = 0.85 to α = 0.90). Response options
range from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Higher
average scores indicate a higher level of general self-efficacy. The
reliability coefficient for the current study was α = 0.871 (pre-test)
and α = 0.943 (post-test).

Grade Point Average
Annual grade point average (GPA) is an indicator of a Student’s
overall academic performance in their classes for the academic
school year. We documented students’ GPAs from pre-test and
post-test to determine if there were any significant changes in
their academic performance.

Procedures
In anticipation of data collection, student participants’ parents
received a co-signed letter from the principal and research team,
as well as informed passive consent forms. To deny consent for
their child, parents were asked to return the signed letter, email a
school administrator, or email a member of the research team.

The survey was administered twice during a single class
period, first as a pre-test in September 2017 and then as a post-test
in May 2018. The MPOWER instructor and research assistants
arrived at each class with internet enabled laptops. The study was
described to students, and they provided informed assent. All
students whose parents had given passive consent were invited
to participate in the study. The MPOWER instructor and a
research assistant were present to assist students and answer
questions that arose.

Missing Data
Students with both a pre-test and post-test were included in the
final sample. Those who missed either the pre-test (N = 10)
or post-test (N = 13) data collection were excluded from this
study. Any other missing data were replaced using an expectation
maximization (EM) algorithm to create a single new dataset
where the missing values are imputed with maximum likelihood
values (Acock, 2005). EM is expected to produce unbiased
parameter estimates when the data are missing cases at random
(MCAR) (Acock, 1997 as cited in Fox-Wasylyshyn and El-Masri,
2005). Little’s MCAR test (Little, 1988) was conducted to see
whether the EM algorithm converged; our analysis suggested that
our data was MCAR and converged.

Data Analytic Strategy
Separate one-way analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs) were
conducted to test the effects of the MPOWER program on the
outcomes of interest. Four outcome measures (purpose, goal
orientation, self-efficacy, GPA) were used with pre-test scores for
each outcome included in the analyses as covariates. Covariates
were included in these analyses to partial out the effects of pre-
test scores. The students in this study were randomly assigned to
the intervention and control group; thus, group differences were
not included as covariates. ANCOVA tables include the estimated
marginal means for all analyses. An alpha of 0.05 was established
as the criterion for significant results.

Analyses were conducted using SPSS 28.0, which produces
an index of effect sizes using the partial eta-square; however,
we calculated omega-square which is considered a less biased
alternative with smaller samples (Okada, 2013). Omega-square
can be used like Cohen’s d, (Cohen, 1988) to assess the effect of
the intervention. The metric for assessing omega square for small,
medium, and large effect sizes are 0.01, 0.06, and 0.14, respectively
(Fields, 2013).

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for all
outcome measures at pre-test and post-test for students in
the intervention and comparison group. The intercorrelations
between pre-test outcomes for students in the intervention
and comparison group are presented in Table 2. Purpose
was correlated with self-efficacy and modestly correlated
with mastery and performance approach goal orientation.
Although there were several significant correlations, none
of them were higher than r = 0.523, suggesting there
is some overlap, but that they are measuring different
constructs. The results of the ANCOVA analyses for the
intervention and control group, along with effect sizes, are
presented in Table 3. Findings indicated that there was a
significant effect of the program for five outcomes. Specifically,
the program had a significant main effect on MPOWER
participants’ grade point average, generalized self-efficacy,
performance approach goal orientation, performance avoidance
goal orientation, and the BTS aspect of purpose. The effect sizes
for all main effect sizes range from very small to moderate
ω2 = −0.007 to 0.080.

Purpose
A one-way ANCOVA was conducted to compare the effectiveness
of the MPOWER intervention while controlling for pre-test
scores, as shown in Table 1. There was not a significant difference
in composite purpose post-test scores [F(1, 91) = 3.32, p > 0.05,
ω2 = 0.012] between the conditions. Post hoc tests showed
there was a trend toward a difference in the composite purpose
score between the MPOWER and control group, but it was not
significant (p = 0.071).

Analyses with the purpose measure subscales demonstrated
that there was not a significant difference across program and
control groups post-test scores for purpose meaningfulness
[F(1, 91) = 1.34, p > 0.05, ω2 = 0.002] and purpose engagement
[F(1, 91) = 0.313, p > 0.05, ω2 = −0.005]. However, there was
a significant difference in post-test BTS purpose [F(1, 91) = 8.44,
p < 0.01, ω2 = 0.042]. The estimated marginal means showed that
MPOWER students reported significantly higher BTS purpose
post-test scores, M = 4.14, 95% CI [3.94, 4.34] compared to
control students M = 3.71, 95% CI [3.49, 3.93].

Self-Efficacy
A one-way ANCOVA controlling for pre-test scores
demonstrated a significant difference in self-efficacy post-
test scores [F(1, 91) = 6.69, p < 0.05, ω2 = 0.052]; MPOWER
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TABLE 1 | Means and standard deviations at pre-test and post-test for intervention and comparison groups.

MPOWER (n = 52) Control (n = 42)

Pre-test means (SD) Post-test means (SD) Pre-test means (SD) Post-test means (SD)

Self-efficacy 29.33 (4.92) 32.35 (6.04) 30.26 (3.93) 29.76 (6.32)

Purpose 3.58 (0.64) 3.90 (0.78) 3.44 (0.68) 3.56 (0.79)

Purpose meaningfulness 3.15 (0.97) 3.64 (1.04) 3.17 (0.82) 3.45 (0.91)

Purpose engagement 3.67 (0.76) 3.82 (0.90) 3.48 (0.84) 3.61 (0.82)

Purpose BTS 3.92 (0.77) 4.23 (0.84) 3.67 (0.93) 3.61 (1.02)

Mastery 3.95 (0.66) 3.95 (0.77) 4.00 (0.54) 3.91 (0.84)

Performance-approach 2.70 (1.04) 2.33 (1.09) 2.85 (0.87) 3.08 (0.98)

Performance-avoidance 3.16 (0.97) 2.52 (1.10) 3.11 (0.86) 3.08 (0.97)

Grade point average 2.98 (0.74) 3.04 (0.72) 2.93 (0.77) 2.93 (0.77)

students reported significantly higher self-efficacy post-test
scores, M = 32.57, 95% CI [31.01, 34.12] than did control
students, M = 29.48, 95% CI [27.75, 31.22].

Goal Orientation
Mastery
A one-way ANCOVA was conducted to compare the effectiveness
of MPOWER while controlling for pre-test scores. There was no
significant difference in mastery goal orientation post-test scores
[F(1, 91) = 0.203, p > 0.05, ω2 = −0.007] between MPOWER and
control students.

Performance-Approach
A one-way ANCOVA controlling for pre-test scores
demonstrated a significant difference in performance-approach
goal orientation post-test scores [F(1, 91) = 12.94, p < 0.001,
ω2 = 0.080]. MPOWER students reported significantly lower
performance-approach goal orientation post-test scores,
M = 2.38, 95% CI [2.14, 2.61] than did control students,
M = 3.03, 95% CI [2.77, 3.30].

Performance-Avoidance
A one-way ANCOVA controlling for pre-test scores
demonstrated a significant difference in performance-avoidance
goal orientation post-test scores [F(1, 91) = 9.50, p < 0.005,

TABLE 2 | Inter-correlations among participants’ pre-test measures.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Self-efficacy –

2. Purpose 0.523** –

3. Purpose
meaningfulness

0.482** 0.700** –

4. Purpose
engagement

0.449** 0.834** 0.344** –

5. Purpose BTS 0.284** 0.801** 0.247** 0.637** –

6. Mastery 0.105 0.213* 0.040 0.219* 0.246* –

7. Performance-
approach

0.083 0.252* 0.289* 0.142 0.146 0.027 –

8. Performance-
avoidance

−0.177 0.137 0.118 0.114 0.087 0.049 0.712** –

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

ω2 = 0.064]. MPOWER students reported significantly lower
performance-avoidance goal orientation post-test scores,
M = 2.51, 95% CI [2.27, 2.76] than did control students,
M = 3.09, 95% CI [2.82, 3.37].

Grade Point Average
A one-way ANCOVA controlling for pre-test GPA demonstrated
a significant difference in GPA at post-test [F(1, 91) = 10.42,
p < 0.005, ω2 = 0.001]. MPOWER students reported significantly
higher GPA post-test scores, M = 3.02 than did control students,
M = 2.96.

DISCUSSION

The findings demonstrated that MPOWER participants dropped
in levels of performance-approach and performance-avoidance
goal orientations. That is, by the end of the program they were less
concerned with outperforming their peers and avoiding tasks due
to fears of looking foolish and/or incompetent. This change in
attitudes is notable, given that adolescents typically over focus on
comparison with others rather than a genuine interest in learning
for their own sake. Previous research has revealed adolescents’
preoccupation with extrinsic motivations, such as peer (Stewart,
2008) and familial (Spencer et al., 2018) expectations when
pursuing academic and professional goals. Thus, it appears
that MPOWER may cultivate new learning attitudes that
lessen the hold of these pressures on participants and enable
them to feel less self-conscious as they explore intrinsically
meaningful goals. As a result of a decreased performance-
avoidance goal orientation, participants in MPOWER may be
more comfortable with seeking help (Middleton and Midgley,
1997). Effective help-seeking is beneficial for achieving academic
goals (Newman, 2002). Previous research also suggests that
adolescents with more adaptive goal orientations may have
greater tolerance of uncertainty with respect to achieving
academic and professional goals (Darnon et al., 2007). Indeed,
it is important for adolescents, especially those with college
aspirations, to have the courage to take risks, including engaging
in novel activities.

There was not a significant difference between MPOWER and
control participants on levels of mastery goal orientation (i.e.,
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a focus on increasing knowledge and competence). Participants
across groups may have had similar levels of mastery goal
orientation due to factors relevant to normative adolescent
development. Erikson (1968) described adolescence (ages 12–
18 years old) as a stage where individuals resolve the conflict of
identity vs. role confusion; adolescents are focused on becoming
independent, adapting and growing into changes that occur
during adolescence, and look for a sense of belonging and fit
with greater society. Given the desire for a sense of belonging,
adolescents are susceptible to external pressures, for example,
their parents and peers (Erikson, 1968). As mentioned previously,
mastery goal orientation is different from performance goal
orientations, as it is not grounded in social comparison.
Therefore, performance orientations may be more susceptible to
change for MPOWER participants as they are achieving a better
grasp of their identity, in contrast to the role confusion that may
be experienced by their control counterparts.

Program participants also reported an increase in the BTS
aspect of purpose. A primary aim of MPOWER is to increase
this type of purpose given that it is associated with various
beneficial outcomes, including personal and communal growth
(Hill et al., 2010; Sumner et al., 2018) and life satisfaction
(Bronk and Finch, 2010). Moreover, Spencer et al. (2018)
found that adolescent girls who were more other-focused (i.e.,
committed to pro-social aims beyond the self) were better able
to manage pressures to perform and peer competition. Thus,
it is not surprising that participants in MPOWER were less
susceptible to external pressures (i.e., performance approach
and performance avoidance goal orientations) as they became
increasingly committed to contributing to others vs. a sole focus
on self-oriented aims.

The lack of significant difference across groups in personal
meaningfulness (i.e., having a clear long-term aspiration) and
goal engagement (i.e., engaging in activities relevant to one’s
purpose) may be explained in that such changes require a period
of sustained search for purpose—a state that is associated with
greater clarity of purpose (Blattner et al., 2013). It stands to reason
that high school students participating in a 1-year program have
not yet had adequate time to identify their specific purpose and

engage in activities relevant to that purpose. The more striking
finding is that after just 1 year, they are intent on making the
world around them better (i.e., BTS subscale), even if they have
not determined their unique way of doing so (i.e., personal
meaningfulness scale).

Indeed, scholars have suggested that the development of one’s
sense of purpose parallels Marcia’s (1966) identity development
categories: foreclosure, diffusion, moratorium, and achievement
(Blattner et al., 2013). For example, a young person may begin
by hastily adopting a parent’s/guardian’s ideas about purpose
(foreclosure) because it feels safer than having to embark on
what can be an overwhelming process of searching for their
own unique purpose in life. A person may go through a
period of moratorium (high search and low commitment) before
achieving purpose (high search and high commitment). When in
moratorium, it is conceivable that a person could develop a desire
to contribute to the world beyond-the-self long before having a
clear idea about how to do this (i.e., before they have clarity on
their purpose), and before actively engaging in activities relevant
to a clear purpose (which ostensibly would require having a clear
purpose first). Because searching for purpose is an inherently
stressful stage (Blattner et al., 2013), having a high sense of self-
efficacy can be promotive in supporting one through this stage.

Unsurprisingly, students participating in MPOWER reported
higher levels of general self-efficacy by the end of the program. It
is possible that this increase in self efficacy paired with decreased
performance-approach and performance-avoidance orientations,
propelled participants to begin exploring the BTS aspect of their
purpose. Additionally, when adolescents have high general self-
efficacy, an overall belief in their abilities to pursue outcomes and
goals (Bandura, 1977), they are more likely to be academically
engaged (Schunk and Ertmer, 1999) and successful (Carroll et al.,
2009; Hwang et al., 2016). Moreover, strengthening general self-
efficacy beliefs among high school students has the potential to
improve their self-regulated learning strategies, such as planning,
practice, and evaluation (Zimmerman, 1990), as well as their
ability to pursue career aspirations (Bandura et al., 2001).

Finally, participation in the MPOWER program was
associated with increased GPAs. Existing research suggests that

TABLE 3 | ANCOVA results among participants’ post-test measures.

Outcomes MPOWER (n = 52) Control (n = 42) Group partial

Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Fa p-value ω2

Purpose 3.84 (0.08) 3.62 (0.09) 3.32 NS 0.012

Purpose meaningfulness 3.65 (0.12) 3.44 (0.13) 1.34 NS 0.002

Purpose engagement 3.76 (0.10) 3.68 (0.11) 0.313 NS −0.005

Purpose BTS 4.14 (0.10) 3.71 (0.11) 8.44 <0.005 0.042

Self-efficacyb 32.57 (0.80) 29.48 (0.89) 6.69 <0.05 0.052

Mastery 3.97 (0.10) 3.90 (0.12) 0.203 NS −0.007

Performance-approach 2.38 (0.12) 3.03 (0.14) 12.94 <0.001 0.080

Performance-avoidance 2.51 (0.13) 3.09 (0.14) 9.50 <0.005 0.064

Grade point average 3.02 (0.01) 2.96 (0.02) 10.42 <0.005 0.001

Estimated marginal means are reported; covariates are pre-test outcome measures.
aANCOVA assumptions were tested prior to conducting analyses. When a pretest outcome × group interaction term was significant and the slopes were both in the
same direction in tests for homogeneity of regression slopes, we reported the F-value associated with the main effect of group.
bBootstrapping was utilized for New General Self-Efficacy due to heterogeneity of regression slopes.
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adolescents who have BTS purpose become more committed
to academics because they have something worth fighting
for Spencer et al. (2018). Moreover, MPOWER participants’
improved self-efficacy and willingness to seek out help from
others (i.e., decrease in performance-avoidance goal orientation)
may have also contributed to their increased GPAs. Funny,
integral shifts in the perception of their own capabilities (i.e., self-
efficacy) may also have allowed MPOWER participants to focus
more on increasing their competencies and knowledge in order
to achieve their purpose aims.

STRENGTHS, LIMITATIONS, AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

We note several limitations and strengths to our current study.
Although the sample was racially diverse, it included students
from just one town and one school. Additional research involving
more schools and geographical diversity is needed to increase
generalizability of findings. Moreover, given our limited sample
size, we were not able to include gender, race, socioeconomic
status, and ethnicity as covariates in the ANCOVA analyses.

The pre- and post-data were obtained across 1 year; however,
longitudinal data over a longer span of time would be useful
in determining whether MPOWER has lasting effects beyond
participants’ involvement in the program. Additionally, the
current study relied on student self-report of purpose, goal
orientations, and self-efficacy. Future research may include
individual student interviews, as well as utilizing observational
methods to triangulate the data more extensively. Finally, there
are limitations to using GPA as the sole measure of academic
achievement and a reflection of potential academic engagement
given the variability in grading criteria amongst different teachers
(Lei et al., 2001) and the phenomenon of grade inflation (i.e.,
instructors lower their standards to improve course ratings by
students) (Bejar and Blew, 1981).

Future research would do well to include additional purpose
measures, as well as other academic engagement and achievement
measures. Future research should utilize larger sample sizes so
that covariates of interest, in particular socioeconomic status,
can be included. Moreover, it would be helpful to examine the
development of BTS purpose alongside other areas of adolescent
development, such as moral development, which has been
documented to influence civic engagement (Malin et al., 2015).
Finally, there may be other factors associated with BTS intentions
such as religious affiliation or family make-up (e.g., single parent
vs. two-parent households) that future research should examine.

Despite these limitations, this study is one of the few
to evaluate a purpose development program for high school
students. This study is the first to show that a purpose
intervention positively impacts BTS purpose development as
well as other academic engagement constructs that can improve
academic performance. Moreover, this study provides promising
empirical evidence for developing future programs of this nature

given that our effect sizes were small to moderate despite our
modest sample size.

CONCLUSION

The MPOWER program was associated with an increase in the
BTS aspect of purpose and self-efficacy among participants. Also,
significant changes in performance-approach and -avoidance
goal orientations were reported as well as improvement in
participants’ GPAs. Especially promising are findings that
suggest that participants’ internal attitudes about their own
abilities to positively impact their world and susceptibility to
external pressures can be changed through participation in
MPOWER. Educators and other practitioners should consider
creating similar purpose interventions to increase their high
school students’ intrinsic motivation and decrease their extrinsic
motivation as they pursue their academic goals and develop a BTS
purpose. This desire to contribute to the common good appears
to be linked to the wellbeing and positive academic outcomes of
the students within this study.
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Community-based participatory approaches are widely recognized as valuable methods
for improving mental health and well-being by enabling a greater sense of liberty
among participants, through the development of equitable policies and practices,
which accommodate a range of diverse perspectives. One such approach, “Trialogue
Meetings,” has been found to encourage disclosure and dialogue surrounding mental
health, facilitate the growth and development of communities in relation to people’s
experience of mental health difficulties, service provider and community response.
Emerging in the 1990s because of perceived and felt inequitable relations between
people with lived experience of mental health difficulties, family members of people with
mental health difficulties and professionals providing mental health service provision.
This approach has been shown to successfully reduce stigma and discrimination and
improve relations between stakeholders in community and mental health care settings.
Trialogue Meetings incorporate Open Dialogue methods to allow multiple stakeholder
groups to participate in conversations around a given topic and enable the creation of a
common language and mutual understanding. Trialogue Meetings have added benefits
of allowing individuals to express themselves better, gain a sense of relationality and
community with others and address predetermined power hierarchies with prescribed
responses to people’s experiences. In this perspective, we present an outline for
Trialogue Meetings as a medium for enhancing wellbeing, providing a transformative
empowering process for deliberate discursive practice and engaging citizens through
sustained collective dialogue.

Keywords: open dialogue, trialogues, wellbeing, participation, citizenship, Trialogue Meetings

INTRODUCTION

Community-based participatory approaches are widely recognized as valuable methods for
improving mental health and well-being (Prilleltensky and Nelson, 2002; Kidd et al., 2014).
They are typically designed to strengthen networks within organizations and communities
(Heath, 2007) and have the potential for systemically excluded groups to address power
imbalances and give voice to diverse perspectives (Kidd et al., 2014). Furthermore, they are
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specifically designed to create participatory collaborative
processes, through which more integrated approaches to
sustaining mental health and well-being, and communities
themselves, can develop (Reason and Bradbury, 2008).

Trialogue Meetings provide such a participatory community
approach. They draw upon Open Dialogue approaches (Bakhtin,
1981) that enable the creation of a common language and
mutual understanding around given topics (For further details
regarding this approach, see MacGabhann et al., 2012). Trialogue
Meetings have persevered in mental health communities. In this
context, they have been recognized for their potential to enable
transformative dialogue in relation to contentious issues amongst
people with mental health problems, family members/supporters
of people with mental health problems and mental health
professionals. Due to these successes, Trialogue approaches have
begun to be applied more widely to participatory research
and community/organizational development. In this paper, we
discuss the background to Trialogue Meetings in mental health
and their emerging application to diverse areas. We also describe
our vision for Trialogue Meetings as a tool for engaging citizens
in democratic and equitable discussions that foster wellbeing
and conditions for mutual understanding surrounding particular
topics of enquiry.

BACKGROUND TO TRIALOGUE
MEETINGS IN MENTAL HEALTH
COMMUNITIES

Trialogue Meetings emerged in Germanic speaking countries
in the late eighties. They were instigated by Dorothea Buck,
a survivor of concentration camps and dubious psychiatric
practices in Nazi Germany. She sought to create neutral
community-embedded spaces for discourse surrounding mental
health, where mental health service users, family members
and mental health professionals could engage with each other
on an equal footing, where hierarchical power structures or
dominant knowledge expertise carry no added value (Lehmann,
2015). Following these ground-breaking “Psychosis Seminars” in
Hamburg, the first “Vienna Trialogue” was established in 1994
and, since then, the approach has been embraced by over 150
groups across Germany, Austria and Switzerland (Amering et al.,
2002, 2012). Trialogue Meetings and related approaches have
subsequently emerged in several other countries over the last two
decades, including the United Kingdom, China, Poland, Turkey,
Trinidad, Toronto United States and Ireland (MacGabhann et al.,
2012, 2018).

Early Trialogue Meetings typically focused on the topic of
psychosis (Bock et al., 2000). Over time, their focus expanded to
cover broader topics surrounding mental health. The meetings
themselves take place in neutral venues, outside of family
or mental health provider settings. Trialogue draws on Open
Dialogue approaches where participants have to be willing to
engage in the dialogue and enter into a joint action that brings
them together in a temporary mutual world experience (Bakhtin,
1981). Equally, in this dialogue they can choose to participate
in silence. Dialogue topics are either agreed in advance, or at

the beginning of meetings, and one participant facilitates the
dialogue within some simple dialogical ground rules for the group
(see Figure 1).

Underpinned by a social constructionist philosophy (e.g.,
Gergen, 1985), Trialogue Meetings embrace the collective
construction of a shared reality that is mutually acceptable and
accessible to all participants. There is no exclusivity of expert
knowledge or power in Trialogue, and the diverse experiences
and perspectives of all participants on the topic of enquiry
carry equal weight (MacGabhann et al., 2012). The combined
expertise of these diverse voices provides a unique wealth of
collective knowledge to which these individuals would not
otherwise be exposed. Furthermore, they provide a platform for
“vital” and “transformative” self-expression, where they facilitate
participants to communicate with others freely and truthfully
(Dunne et al., 2018a).

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT WITH
TRIALOGUE MEETINGS AMONG
MENTAL HEALTH COMMUNITIES

Although there have been consistent anecdotal reports indicating
that engaging in Trialogue Meetings can be positive and
transformative experiences (Bock et al., 2000; Amering et al.,
2002, 2012; Bock and Priebe, 2005), there has been limited
formalized research on the impact that Trialogue Meetings
have had on participants. One small-scale mixed methods
study by von Peter et al. (2015) showed that Trialogue
Meetings facilitated knowledge production and understanding
and were characterized by aspirations of good will and
openness. Additionally, Ruppelt et al. (2015) found that
Trialogue participants had more positive attitudes toward
mental health symptoms and experienced less anxiety and
greater empowerment.

Since these earlier research experiences, we have used
Trialogue Meetings as part of a participatory action research
methodology in a mental health setting (Dunne et al., 2018a,b;
MacGabhann et al., 2018), where Trialogue Meeting participants
guided decision-making in all aspects of research design.
Through this research program, we have demonstrated that
Trialogue Meetings can increase knowledge/awareness and
encourage disclosure/dialogue surrounding mental health. We
have also found that they can successfully reduce stigma
and discrimination and improve relations between community
mental health stakeholders. Furthermore, we have found
that Trialogue Meetings can be a sustainable community-
building approach to citizen engagement, wellness, diversity
and empowerment. Where established participatory relations are
present, they have continued to grow and develop in many
locations after a project development team has handed over
responsibility to local communities themselves.

Following the above, many proponents of Trialogue Meetings
have sought to develop and adapt the approach further.
Once immersed in the dialogical way of being facilitated by
this approach, these “Trialoguers” have adapted it for the
purposes of education, service improvement and alternative
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‘leave your hat at the door’

FIGURE 1 | Trialogue meeting ground rules.
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approaches to research. The approach has been utilized in
organizational and community development (MacGabhann et al.,
2010; Kenny et al., 2020) to engage relevant stakeholders
with diverse perspectives in transformative dialogue and enable
shifts in attitudes and practices for the purpose of mental
health service improvement and recovery education. For
instance, the Mental Health Trialogue Network Ireland used
Trialogue to bring service providers, service users and family
members together to collectively lead improvements in their
local mental health service (MacGabhann et al., 2010). Where
strong power dynamics between groups prevails and difficult to
reach communities are being accessed, Open Dialogue through
Trialogue is gaining momentum as a research methodology (e.g.,
Piippo and MacGabhann, 2016; Proudfoot et al., 2019). Whilst
Trialogue Meetings have served mental health communities
for several decades, there is still limited published research
as to their impact and none that counters their espoused
benefits. Nonetheless, further research needs to be undertaken
to both critique and fully understand the potential benefits
of this approach.

TRIALOGUE MEETINGS AS A PROCESS
FOR ENGAGING CITIZENS IN
DELIBERATE DIALOGUE FOR
ENHANCING WELLBEING

That Trialogue has persisted in mental health settings over three
decades offers some testament to its usefulness as an approach.
Trialogue Meetings have provided a deliberate democratic
process for citizen engagement and empowering dialogue
in this context that has fostered personal and community
transformation in terms of thinking, attitudes, behavior and
collective meaning in relation to mental health topics and
experiences of wellbeing. As the research above demonstrates,
mental health communities themselves have thus far validated
this approach within this context, as a useful process of
engagement, community development, service improvement
and means to specifically tackle stigma and discrimination
toward disempowered groups. With this “proof of concept” for
Trialogue Meetings in mental health settings, we envision that
the approach may be equally applicable to other societal contexts
where marginalization, gender inequality, racism, exclusion,
questionable citizen status, diverse perspectives, and significant
power dynamics prevail. Interestingly, historical critiques posit
that disability as an overarching label has been used to justify
inequality for women and minority groups (Baynton, 2001). So
the challenge within mental health may well apply to all of
the above groups.

Many of the challenges inherent among mental health
communities are not uniquely the preserve of these groups.
Pre-existing power dynamics, perceived dominance of certain
expertise and exclusion of minority citizen perspectives and
experiences prevail across society where diversity exists and, in
particular, where hegemonic practices are embedded in policy,
academia and organizational culture and service provision.

Indeed, the unidirectional application of expert knowledge from
academics and service providers toward “non-expert citizens” has
been shown to be problematic, as the benefits of such knowledge
may not be as helpful for their wellbeing as it is for the purveyors
of that knowledge (Prior, 1991; Faulkner and Thomas, 2002).
For instance, Torfing et al. (2019) have identified that the two
predominant paradigms of public service organizational culture
and provision (as a legal authority or as a service provider)
perpetuate disempowerment and passivity among citizens rather
than facilitate citizens to define and solve the shared problems
and common tasks in society.

In attempts to address such disempowerment and passivity,
there have been consistent calls for more collaborative
approaches to knowledge development and citizen engagement
in research and development. In particular, there has been an
evolving discourse surrounding Public and Patient Involvement
(PPI) in health and social care and “co-design”/“co-creation” in
public services, research and development internationally (e.g.,
Staniszewska et al., 2017; Baptista et al., 2019; Torfing et al.,
2019). Arguably, this suggests a growing shift toward greater
citizen involvement. Nonetheless, according to Grotz and Poland
(2020), there remains disconnection between aspirations of
collaborative engagement policy and what actually constitutes
engaging different perspectives in the decision-making of
research and development that incorporates such approaches,
with no clarity on the extent to which such involvement should
lead to discernible practical changes. Furthermore, there have
been documented attempts to implement a “co-creation”
paradigmatic approach in research and development (e.g.,
relating to public services; Chadwick, 2011; Echeverri and
Skålén, 2011) that have failed.

In contrast, we believe the Trialogical approach to Open
Dialogue provides a potential participatory collaborative process
through which connections can be made between individuals
with diverse perspectives, where the co-creation of collective
meaning is possible and mutuality and diversity is harnessed for
community transformation. As an approach, there is no reason
why it cannot be applied to diverse areas across the spectrum
of society where citizen engagement toward enhanced wellbeing
and social justice are desired outcomes. The following discussion
explores the nuances of how Trialogue seems to work as a
participatory approach to citizen engagement that can enhance
wellbeing and social justice.

DISCUSSION

What is it about Trialogue that suggests it may be harnessed
as an effective participatory approach to citizen engagement?
We believe that there are key features of Trialogue Meetings
that point toward its inherent democratic nature. Firstly,
Trialogue Meetings can facilitate a leveling of pre-existing
power structures through an open dialogical forum where
hierarchies no longer exist. More specifically, as with other
forms of Open Dialogue, Trialogue Meetings offer an anonymous
space where individuals from diverse contexts are enabled to
abandon their normal roles and participate in a democratic form
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together with individuals who typically hold a different level
of power (MacGabhann et al., 2018). The social constructionist
philosophy (e.g., Gergen, 1985) underpinning this approach
also specifically recognizes that people construct their reality
individually and that there are multiple, yet equally valid, socially
constructed perspectives on such “realities.” Indeed, ground
rules for Trialogue Meetings dictate the mutual appreciation
that everyone in the conversation brings their own expertise
to a given situation (see MacGabhann et al., 2012), thereby
redistributing power in a favorable fashion in contexts where
power differentials may exist. In this way, Trialogue Meetings
are tailor-made for citizen engagement in contexts such as public
health and social policy as a means to include the general
public and individuals from minority contexts, who often feel
excluded from considerations of citizenship (Vervliet et al., 2019;
Clayton et al., 2020). Another feature of Trialogue Meetings
which supports its potential as an approach to citizen engagement
is its focus on establishing collective dialogue through suspension
of our normal preconceived assumptions and exploration of
how these preconceived assumptions may differ. Such processes
of suspending one’s assumptions and exploring perspectival
divergences can be challenging, and lead to an initial guarded
series of exchanges. Nonetheless, we have found that this
may dissipate over time and give way to open free-flowing
conversations in which Trialogue participants explore different
roles and ideas and express confidence in not knowing where the
conversation might lead (Dunne et al., 2018a).

What is it about Trialogue that creates such a transformative
experience? We believe that the inter-subjectivity between
Trialogue participants creates a relational co-constructed
way of knowing (Habermas, 2003; Kemmis, 2008) between
them through dialogue. Habermas’s (1976) idea of “social
validity,” where active dialogue results in a collective consensus
of truth and understanding, resonates with this sense of
collaborative agreement achieved in Trialogue. Social validity
as an outcome of the dialogical process has to meet four
criteria; comprehensiveness, truth, rightness and authenticity.
Perhaps this relational knowing, generated through collective
consensus-building dialogue, is party to mutual transformation
occurring in Trialogue. Habermas (1987) posits a theory
of communicative action that supports the primacy of
communication in maintaining a balance of power in relation
to the exploitation of knowledge, toward the advancement
of an individual or specific group in society. In essence,
communicative action if dialogue prevails can accommodate
the preservation of peoples’ “life worlds,” even within contexts
with oppressive or hierarchical power structures in relation
to knowledge production and communication practices. For
Habermas, the creation of a consensual dialogue toward mutual
truth is the aim of communicative action; an aim which
seems to be possible to achieve through Trialogue Meetings.
Furthermore, the emergence of a collective dialogue has the
potential to create a spontaneous activity where mutual truth
can be created between individuals as a group outcome (Shotter,
1997). These dialogical moments seem to constitute a dialogical
space and understanding, which no longer requires words,
moving from explicit knowledge to implicit knowledge as an

embodied experience (Stern, 2004). Bohm (2004) argues that, if
we learn to suspend our initial assumptions in favor of group
creativity in this way, we may be able to engage in a dialogue
(rather than a “conversation”) between individuals with diverse
perspectives that can accommodate diverse worldviews. He
contends that, to generate anything new, a collective dialogue has
to ensue where we move beyond our predetermined thoughts,
exploring our incoherence, and discrepancies in our points
of view. Trialogue Meetings facilitate this approach, thereby
having the potential to appropriately represent and validate
diverse perspectives and voices in an equitable manner in
forums where social justice considerations are a priority. In
this context, Trialogue Meetings may also inherently foster
empathic communication through an opportunity to understand
and appreciate the perspectives of individuals involved in the
conversation (MacGabhann et al., 2018).

Trialogue Meetings can also facilitate individuals to express
themselves freely and truthfully; here, the opening up the
possibility of a collective dialogue appears to enable a freer
flowing conversation through which participants can safely
explore different roles and ideas, open to an unknowing process
of where the conversation may lead (Dunne et al., 2018a). Here,
there is a correspondence between the “transformative” power
of self-expression in Trialogue Meetings and Maurice Merleau-
Ponty’s (1962) ideas that speech animates or vitalizes ideas,
enables an individual’s thoughts to be brought to completion
and brings ideas to life through the bodily expression of
gesture. This can lead to the creation of a new “vital” and
“shared” language in Trialogue Meetings, facilitating a shared
understanding or meaning between participants and enabling a
sense of universality or collectivity to emerge through dialogue.
We have found that this process of dialogic self-expression may
lead to positive outcomes for Trialogue participants in relation to
their well-being such as lower anxiety (Dunne et al., 2018a).

Although these inherent features of Trialogue demonstrate its
potential for social justice, citizen engagement and well-being
enhancement, Trialogue is not a natural way of being and has to
be learned. Bohm (2004) describes how the initial “incoherence”
of dialogue only surrenders to coherent expressions of a collective
and shared sense of meaning through practice. We have found
that the development of dialogic skills and adoption of the rules of
engagement for Trialogue Meetings may be critical elements that
enable a more coherent shared perspective and collective dialogue
to take place (Dunne et al., 2018a). For instance, sensitivity
regarding “when to come in” may be aided by the rules of
engagement for Trialogue such as the option for anonymity and
the opportunity to speak without interruption.

CONCLUSION

The time of unidirectional “evidence based practice” and
“hierarchical expertise” is increasingly losing its hegemonic
position, at least in relation to health and social care research
and practice. In contrast, PPI and co-creation, where the value of
diversity of experiences and “end-user” knowledge is increasingly
being recognized. Wider social policy also provide testimony to
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a paradigm shift in how citizens can and must be involved
in determining how they contribute to the discourse on
their own wellbeing; for example, in relation to determinants
of health and reimagining responses to ill health (Puras,
2020).

To rise to complex challenges associated with systemic
change and accommodation of pluralistic truths, we need a
way of engaging with difference. We need a participatory
approach that can accommodate predetermined assumptions,
embedded beliefs, traditional ways of knowing and citizen
diversity. We need a new process that will capitalize on
the collective expertise, yet overcome historical truths and
ways of being toward new paradigms and social evolution.
The Trialogue approach offers such an approach; one that
is reflexive and has been shown to offer a resilient form
of citizen engagement. We contend that Trialogue has
important applications beyond its community of origin, as
an approach to social justice and engagement, which can

enhance, and explore conceptualizations of what constitutes,
citizen wellbeing.
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The study investigates how the territorial community can influence the individual and
social well-being of lesbian, gay, bisexual (LGB) youth and especially the recognition
of their feelings and the construction of their own identity as well as their needs to be
socially recognized. This research focuses on the experiences of 30 LGB individuals (23
males and 7 females), with a mean age of 25.07 years (SD = 4,578), living in urban
and rural areas of Southern Italy. Focalized open interviews were conducted, and the
Grounded Theory Methodology, supported by the Atlas.ti 8.0 software, was used for
data analysis. The textual material was first coded, and then codes were grouped into
five macro-categories: Freedom of identity expression in the urban and rural context,
identity construction and acceptance process, need of aggregation and identification
with the LGB community, role of the interpersonal relationship in the process of identity
acceptance, socio-cultural context, and LGB psychological well-being. The results
showed a condition common to the two contexts that we can define as “ghettoization.”
The young LGB is alone in the rural area due to a lack of places and people to identify
with and greater social isolation. On the contrary, although there are more opportunities
in the urban area, young people feel stigmatized and ghettoized because “their places”
are frequented exclusively by the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transexual, queer (LGBTQ)
community. The work will extensively discuss the limitations of the research, future
proposals, and the practical implications of the results.

Keywords: LGB, youth, well-being, identity construction, citizenship

INTRODUCTION

The seminal work of D’Augelli (1994) opened the scientific debate on sexual orientation issues by
introducing significant elements to understand the effects of gender-based stereotypes and social
exclusion. Consequently, hetero-sexism was specifically depicted as a form of oppression, and
further, in this respect, Harper (2005) highlighted the need to listen to the changing voices of the
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transexual, queer (LGBTQ) people in the pursuit of liberation and well-being.

The LGBTQ experience has been strongly connected to cultural, social, and legal aspects of
a given area. In many countries in the last half-century (1969–2019) the engagement in the
Liberation Movement for LGBTQ citizenship has pursued the imperative of leaving no one behind,
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achieving basic goals in human rights recognition (Arcidiacono
and Carbone, 2021). Therefore, the disclosure of non-binary
sexual orientation and gender identity became a milestone in
the life of LGBTQ youth. However, this experience had different
perspectives in different contexts and social conditions.

Hence heterosexism was “defined as an ideological system that
denies, denigrates, and stigmatizes any non-heterosexual form
of behavior, identity, relationship, or community” (Herek, 1990,
p. 316). Similar to racism and sexism, heterosexism manifested
itself in two forms: cultural heterosexism (societal custom
and institution) and psychological heterosexism (individual
attitudes and behavior) (Herek, 1990). Therefore. LGBTQ people
developed negative feelings toward their sexual identities as a
consequence of living in a heterosexist society (Amodeo et al.,
2018; Bochicchio et al., 2019).

Indeed, exposure to heterosexism, homosexual-related
discrimination, perceived stigma, or other stressors were
associated with poorer mental health for sexual minorities.

The minority stress theory (Meyer, 2003) postulated that
sexual minorities experience unique stressors related to their
sexual minority identity and negatively impact their health
(Scandurra et al., 2020c, 2021). Particularly, the minority stress
theory distinguishes two types of stressors: distal stressors,
which are external, such as prejudice or discriminatory events,
and proximal stressors, which are internal stressors, negative
internalized self-experiences such as internalized homophobia or
transphobia, and psychological distress (Meyer, 2003).

The acquirement of integral identity had effects on individual
and social well-being. Lingiardi and Baiocco (2015) described
two connected processes: the building up and the integration
of identity. The first one refers to the development of
awareness about one’s sexual orientation. Meanwhile, the
second one refers to accepting one’s own identity, resolving
internalized homophobia, and communicating one’s sexual
orientation to others.

Several scholars have already highlighted the importance of
adopting an ecological approach in understanding the processes
that explain the construction of identity and sexual orientations
(Alderson, 2003; Shilo and Savaya, 2011). The ecological
approach considers the close connection of internal individual
factors as well as the interpersonal and territorial factors
involved; the ecological model also facilitates the identification
of the factors on which to intervene to improve the conditions
of individual well-being as well as the identity processes
(Prilleltensky et al., 2001). Evans and Prilleltensky (2007) added
that to eliminate any form of oppression and limitation of well-
being it is necessary to promote the experience of self-efficacy
and self-esteem at an individual level; respect and affirmation at
a relational level; and acceptance of diversity and solidarity at the
community level.

In a study with gay individuals, Fingerhut et al. (2010) argued
that those who were higher in gay identity expressions reported
higher levels of psychological well-being. Still, at the same time,
gay identity was significantly associated with exposure to both
the distal stressor of discrimination and the proximal stressor
of perceived stigma. Therefore, LGBTQ individuals show higher
levels of psychological distress and lower levels of well-being

(Everett, 2015; Watson et al., 2018), that is, social isolation and
connectedness affect the well-being of LGBTQ youth (Scandurra
et al., 2017; Garcia et al., 2020).

However, as a matter of fact, around the world, there are still
specifically emerging challenges.

Connection with the LGBTQ community is an essential factor
for the well-being of sexual minorities as it can buffer the effects
of stigma and oppression that lead to minority stress (Meyer,
2003; Frost and Meyer, 2012). In this sense, it is essential to
recognize the impact of prejudices during identity development
and subsequent identification with the minority group (Everett,
2015; Scroggs and Vennum, 2020). For this reason, the LGBTQ
community represents a protective factor toward distal and
proximal stressors.

The social support of the LGBTQ community is significant
as being part of an internal group that understands this specific
stressor is a resilience factor (Fingerhut et al., 2010).

In this vein, the social support of LGBTQ depends on the
physical and socio-cultural characteristics of the contexts to
which the sexual minority belongs.

Contextual variables can affect coming out. Even today, in
some contexts, it is common to adopt the principle that Boulden
(2001) defined “don’t ask, don’t tell,” an approach whereby, if
someone suspects a person’s homosexuality, they do not ask
directly. In case he/she knows for sure, the homosexual person
cannot explicitly share information about it. This modality,
therefore, translates into the need to keep one’s sexual orientation
secret and, therefore, negatively affects the acceptance process
and the subsequent coming out.

This particular way of approaching homosexuality is an
example of how hetero-sexism (Herek, 2004) is reflected in
the behavior of communities and therefore contributes to the
perpetuation of closure toward sexual minorities and discourages
people from talking about it, feeding instead, the need to
remain invisible.

The traditional values of which contexts are bearers and
defenders are very often based on religious beliefs that
have historically condemned homosexual conduct and
contributed to the perpetuation of homophobia. Indeed,
religious fundamentalism is closely related to homophobic
prejudice. Hence different studies have shown that the basis
of negative attitudes toward gays and lesbians is precisely
the system of religious beliefs: many religious denominations
deny homosexuality and therefore the faithful internalize these
precepts and take a negative view of homosexuality (Whitley,
2009).

In these contexts, young people are more likely to experience
social isolation and exasperated feelings of loneliness due
to homophobia and pressure to adhere to heteronormative
expectations (Hubach et al., 2019).

This aspect is one of the reasons that very often pushes young
LGBTQ people to move away from their families, from their
communities, and move to urban areas where they are more likely
to find that support or, more generally, that lifestyle they seek.

In the city, it is more likely to find gay communities
that encourage encounters; big cities offer more significant
opportunities for socialization, anonymity, and sexual partners
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(Hubbard, 2012; Procentese and Gatti, 2020). Many studies
highlighted adverse reactions from parents (D’Augelli et al., 1998;
Willoughby et al., 2006; Baiocco et al., 2015) or siblings (Hilton
and Szymanski, 2014; Pistella et al., 2020) and family rejection
is investigated as a factor that could threaten the psychophysical
well-being of young LGBTQ people at an individual level
(Newcomb et al., 2019; Scandurra et al., 2020a,b).

Therefore, the need to leave their families and relocate meets
their need to strengthen their acceptance, find support for their
identity, and form social support networks. In the cities far from
home, the first sexual experiences and the first step of accepting
one’s sexuality occur (Annes and Redlin, 2012).

At first, in most studies, attention has mainly focused on
considering the areas where sexual minorities are settling that
is, in big cities, in contexts where the homosexual liberation
movement had created the conditions for the settlement of the
first LGBTQ communities and neighborhoods. Indeed, cities are
the only possible contexts of life for sexual minorities because
they are “where the modern gay identity is constructed” (Langarita
Adiego, 2020, p. 1349).

Moreover, many studies highlighted the need to investigate
rural and small town’ sexual minorities because they face more
significant difficulties due to intense stigmatization (Swank et al.,
2012), social exclusion (Waldo et al., 1998), and less access to
support services (Fisher et al., 2014a,b). Moreover, they appear
most disadvantaged in mental health, social service, and health
care (Whitehead et al., 2016).

Furthermore, literature has amply demonstrated that sexual
minorities living in rural areas are more likely to experience
victimization and discrimination, less identification and
engagement with the LGBTQ community, and less social support
received (D’Augelli, 2006; Rickard and Yancey, 2018).

However, although many studies have focused on urban areas
or highlighted the difficult living conditions experienced in rural
contexts, different studies show that rural areas are not all
anti-LGBTQ. Recent work has shown that LGBTQ individuals
are out and accepted in rural areas; indeed, gay and lesbian
identities in rural areas are not all closed, hidden, and oppressed
(Kazyak, 2011).

As highlighted by Kazyak (2016), life experiences in rural areas
are different and many people may experience certain conditions
such as a slower pace of life or close relationships with family and
friends as positive elements that allow them to face isolation and
lack of connection with an LGBTQ community.

Compared to the rest of the European Union, Italy represents
a particular case in terms of LGBTQ issues.

Callahan and Loscocco (2021) underline how socio-historical
factors and social institutions, such as the Catholic Church,
the family, and the political system, are among the main
causes of resistance to the inclusion and legitimation of sexual
minorities in Italy.

The presence of the Vatican on Italian territory represents a
deterrent to the possibility of openness toward sexual minorities
as well as an obstacle to laws that guarantee the rights of
homosexual couples. Often in Italy, the laws that affect morality
have gone through negotiations with the Vatican (Moscati, 2010).

Moreover, in Italy, according to the most recent FRA report
(European Union Agency For Fundamental Rights [FRA], 2019),
the LGBT community claims that its living conditions have
worsened due to an increase of prejudice and intolerance and a
lack of confidence in the real commitment of public institutions.

On this basis, the present research aimed to analyze, in
an ecological approach, the acceptance and construction of
LGB identity in Italian young people and their well-being,
taking into particular consideration the influence of contextual
factors, the territorial community of belonging. Indeed, the
main purpose of the study was to highlight the conditions of
discrimination perceived by young LGB people in their urban
and rural contexts and how these conditions determine their
perception of well-being. Moreover, the study is the first at an
Italian level that considers the role of rural contexts for the
well-being of LGB people.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The participants were 30 young LGB people (23 males and
7 females), aged 18–35 with a mean age of 25.07 years
(SD = 4,578), living in metropolitan and rural areas of southern
Italy. Specifically, 15 come from the metropolitan city of Naples
(Campania), the third city in Italy by population and one of
the most densely populated urban areas in Europe, and 15 from
the province of Foggia (Puglia), a large, geographically extensive
agricultural province, characterized by numerous municipalities
with a very low population density.

Mainly, LGBTQ associations are territorially rooted in Naples,
and the city is increasingly becoming a gay-friendly city. The
LGBTQ community can find different reference points to have
fun, discuss and participate in cultural events in clubs, bars,
squares, and even beaches. In addition, there is the House
of Cultures and Reception for LGBTQ people in Naples, the
country’s first emergency municipal residence for LGBTQ people
who are victims of discrimination or social marginalization.
The situation in Foggia is different. Although many associations
deal with the rights of sexual minorities and contrast all
forms of discrimination, they have a shorter tradition than the
Neapolitan realities.

Moreover, there are only a few gay clubs in the city and
province and few places of aggregation and meeting.

The interviewees were recruited with a snowball or nominated
sampling (Morse, 2010), considering sexual orientation, place of
origin, and age range (young and young adults). This type of
sampling involves choosing a certain number of individuals with
specific characteristics in line with the research questions and
asking them for other names to be interviewed. It is mainly used
in cases where the population is made up of people who tend
to hide their identity or are challenging to find, as in this case
(Sullivan and Losberg, 2003). The group of participants was built
and then extended using the social network of the participants
themselves and the researchers.

For all participants’ characteristics (see Table 1).
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TABLE 1 | Participants’ characteristics.

Age M = 25.07 SD = 4.578

% N Sex

Male 76.7 23

Female 23.3 7

Sexual orientation

Gay 70.0 21

Lesbian 16.7 5

Bisexual 13.3 4

Context of belonging

Rural (foggia countryside) 50 15

Urban (naples) 50 15

Marital status

Single 16 53.3

With a partner 14 46.7

Profession

Student 56.7 17

Worker 40.0 12

Unemployed 3.3 1

Religion

Practicing catholic 30.0 9

Non-practicing catholic 13.3 4

Atheist 53.3 16

Agnostic 3.3 1

Total 100 30

Methods and Procedures
Data were collected through focalized open interviews (Legewie,
2006; Arcidiacono, 2016). This type of interview is based on a
dialogical approach, that in the interaction requires some specific
criteria: (a) to let the flow of the interviewee’s thoughts be as
free as possible; (b) to deepen the meanings attributed to the
investigation topic; (c) to consider the materials that emerge; (d)
to explore personal and intimate aspects depicting the experience.

It gave interviewees enough freedom to share their life
stories while narrowing down the narrative to specific areas.
In this research, the grid of interviews included the following
sites to explore: coming out; interpersonal relationships
(families, friends, and partners); relationship with the context;
discrimination and bullying; future; needs provided by services.

Participants were contacted by telephone, making an
appointment with each of them, according to the most
convenient days and places. In some cases, the participants, in
turn, brought with them a friend to interview; the contact, in this
case, did not take place directly.

The interviews took place at the interviewees’ home or, in
some cases, at the interviewer’s home and lasted on average
between 45 and 90 min.

After establishing the first contact with participants, informed
consent was presented to them, explaining the research
objective in question, the data disclosure methods, respect for
anonymity, and the privacy regulations. In the case of an
agreed agreement, the interview was carried out. The university
ethics committee approved the entire procedure (CERP n.
18/2019 del 13/5/2019).

Data Analysis
The interviews collected were transcribed verbatim, subsequently
combined into a single corpus. Then, textual material was
analyzed using the Grounded Theory Methodology (GTM)
(Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Bryant, 2017; Charmaz and Belgrave,
2018), supported by the ATLAS.ti 8.0 software (Muhr, 2017).

The data analysis, carried out through a bottom-up approach,
involved three coding phases. The first phase (open coding)
started with the attribution of code to significant words and
sentences; in the second phase (axial coding), the number
of codes was reduced through a criterion of similarity of
meaning in codes groups and framed in wider macro-categories.
Finally, the third stage (selective coding), involved the abstract
conceptualization of the data and the identification of the core
category around which to articulate the complex interpretative
model of the phenomenon (Corbin and Strauss, 2008).

The whole research was conducted by a team of senior and
junior researchers, also composed of researchers belonging to the
two different contexts. After a first reading of the textual material,
the whole research team discussed the codes attributed to the
text (open coding), identifying common and specific conceptual
categories. The coding was then re-discussed with members of
the local LGB community. The research steps and phases were
following the guideline for qualitative research (Critical Appraisal
Skills Programme, 2018).

RESULTS

The analysis of the textual material resulted in 130 codes,
subsequently grouped into 12 categories and five macro-
categories: Freedom of identity expression in the urban and
rural context, identity construction and acceptance process, need
for aggregation and identification with the LGB community,
Role of the interpersonal relationship in the process of identity
acceptance, socio-cultural context and LGB psychological well-
being.

Freedom of Identity Expression in the
Urban and Rural Context
This macro-category collects categories that describe the
peculiarities, the physical and socio-cultural characteristics of the
contexts of belonging, especially the differences between urban
and rural contexts.

In urban contexts, there seems to be greater freedom to say:
“there is an objective difference because in the city you create your
own space, you have the opportunity of being able to create it, [. . .].
In the village you are forced: to go out with people of your age, your
school friends, or you are forced to do certain things that are good
for the village: you have to get married, you have to consider being
a man, so there are different laws” (Interviewee 9, M, 25, rural);
conversely, in rural contexts, the possibility of being discovered
is more outstanding: “in the small village there is the fear that
everything can get caught and judged respectfully, as opposed to the
big city where you can also find out about things, but still allow you
to live more freely” (Interviewee 7, M, 33, rural). Furthermore,
in the countryside, the possibility of being the object of prying
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eyes is more likely: “I realize that maybe if you walk hand in hand
with your boyfriend and walk around the city, they may not give
you as many strange looks as they do in the country” (Interviewee
28, M, 19, urban).

The differences are due to a particular socio-cultural condition
that characterizes the rural contexts, in which emerge closure and
intense pressures to conformism: “my village is the classic of the
south, very closed, very retrograde, very backward, [...] due to a
cultural background of the people, of their own life” (Interviewee
4, M, 25, rural).

However, the freedom of expression that characterizes urban
contexts does not represent a large city’s whole area. In fact, in
the case of Naples, there is a distinction between the historic
center and the suburbs, since the historic center represents the
most active part, with a more significant presence of young
people and therefore the heart of social life: “in the historic center,
since there are many people of our age, one does not make any
problems, places where perhaps there is more presence of elderly
people I am also sorry to say that the presence of a political right
party, however, could cause you a problem also for your physical
safety, because it is not the first time that a person is also beaten
for a public manifestation of too much affection” (Interviewee
18, F, 20, urban).

A dimension that has a strong influence in both contexts is
religion. Indeed, participants refer to a level of homophobia,
which is legitimized by the Christian creed, which sees
homosexuality as a perversion: “bigotry yes, although perhaps
things are changing, because in the end there are old generations
of people who are truly bigots, and there is always discrimination,
you are always afraid of the different person who is not like you;
regardless of religion there will always be someone who will not
think so.” (Interviewee 22, M, 20, urban).

Finally, university marks a fundamental transition, from high
schools, which are a closed and protected ecosystem, to an
ecosystem open to exchange. The transition from high school
to university is perceived as a positive event, as participants can
interface with different peers, without fear of being stigmatized
and can be freely themselves: “I enrolled in university, which for
me was a moment of strong social knowledge [...] I interfaced
with anyone, and dynamics were also born where I had my
dynamic; my dynamic was of an unreported homosexual type, but
simply because I told my friend to my colleague how beautiful this
professor is, I never had to justify anything” (Interviewee 29, M, 29,
urban). Furthermore, the transition to university often involves
the transfer from the rural context to the urban one: “The fact
of enrolling at university and then moving to a big city, to be able
to have independence from my mother, helped me a lot. [. . .] The
environment of a big city or, in any case, being distant from your
mother telling you what to do, what not to do, or where to go helped
me to come out” (Interviewee 4, M, 25, rural).

Identity Construction and Acceptance
Process
This macro-category includes categories that refer to the identity
construction process, the experiences of the young people
interviewed, and their needs and prospects. The method of

building one’s identity and the consequent unveiling of one’s
sexual orientation turned out to be the result of a series of
intrapsychic and social factors and coming out represents a
critical moment that is the last step in the acceptance process.

In this process, basic feelings are common in urban and
rural contexts. In fact, in both contexts, feelings of diversity,
inadequacy, and non-acceptance of one’s sexual orientation
emerge. Participants assert that their path of awareness
was influenced mainly by the diversity and non-acceptance
experienced in the peer groups “ten years ago there were no
associations, there was no one to help, and you had no guidelines”
(Interviewee 10, M, 25, rural), “there were no tools to identify it,
and if I, allowed myself to say something like that, that is, that I was
attracted to boys rather than girls, I was seen differently. So, I kept
it to myself.” (Interviewee 15, M, 25, rural).

It is difficult for young LGB to accept that their attraction is
toward their own sex: “It took time because at the beginning I did
not accept this thing [. . .] I do not know, I saw a strange thing, I did
not see myself accepted, maybe” (Interviewee 23, M, 21, urban).

Disorientation characterized feelings such as inadequacy
compared to the heterosexist cultural model and disadvantage: “I
thought it would be better if I had never been. But for the situation,
for the general discrimination of the thing not because I thought it
was a bad thing, just for the easier life I could have. But still, we are
what we are” (Interviewee 19, F, 21, urban).

Therefore, the interviewees claim that they had to go through
their own path of personal acceptance, which resulted, in most
cases, in a more or less public coming out.

The main difference between the two territorial contexts,
therefore, does not concern the process of acceptance and
construction of one’s own identity but rather the possibility of
revealing one’s sexual orientation to others or not. Different
intrapsychic and interpersonal variables have influenced this
process. The socio-cultural characteristics of the context they
belong to have made finding answers to these questions often
painful. In the rural context, young LGB people find it difficult to
come out. For example, in some cases, this ended by perpetuating
the silence and the need to pretend: “I cleverly pretended to feel
attraction towards the boys, and this led me not to live as many
experiences as I wanted” (Interviewee 6, F, 26, rural).

Participants in an urban context, despite managing to publicly
declare their sexual orientation, believe that having to come out
is a kind of discrimination, compared to heterosexuals who do
not have to do it publicly and whose orientation is taken for
granted: “I have met many people and the question when you meet
a homosexual is: are you out? But do your folks know? And so, I
learned to answer. [. . .] Still, I’m not saying it so as not to create
the superstructure or the hierarchy; it’s something that comes out
spontaneously” (Interviewee 29, M, 29, urban).

Moreover, coming out is problematic in terms of
discrimination and harassment for women, who also feel
more concern for their physical safety: “it is doubly difficult
for me, because I am a woman and because I am a lesbian
and therefore, I have to be careful when I am around with my
girlfriend” (Interviewee 6, F, 26, rural). Therefore, being lesbian
is a double minority in a patriarchal context: being women and
non-conforming girls.
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The Need for Aggregation and
Identification With the Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual Community
The need for aggregation and identification with the LGB
community is powerful in both contexts: “when they are there
even just one of these many people, you feel calm so if you have
to exchange a kiss or a caress you do it” (Interviewee 26, M, 25,
urban); “I saw this desire to need to be with someone like me.
For example, if a black boy is discriminated against, he goes home
and has a black family or at least one of his parents, so there
is a necessary belonging, always needed, even more so in those
moments. When I returned home, I had a heterosexual family,
that is, I had a family, but I was in dire need of people like me”
(Interviewee 10, M, 25, rural).

Common to both contexts, the importance of meeting places
for young people emerges; a supportive community contributes
to achieving full awareness of oneself: “it really helps the sense
of belonging to someone, of being good for who you are and that’s
okay. It helps a lot; it helped me a lot. The sense of belonging was
what prompted me to come out” (Interviewee 12, M, 22, rural).

But a peculiarity of the rural context is the translation of the
need to be part of a group into activism which represents the
alternative to remaining isolated and invisible.

Indeed, activism represents a strong element of aggregation: “I
started attending Arcigay, slowly I experienced, I met, I shared my
story with other people and with the fact that I was equally able to
live there without many problems” (Interviewee 15, M, 25, rural).

The Role of the Interpersonal
Relationship in the Process of Identity
Acceptance
This collects all categories referring to family, intimate
relationships, and virtual communities.

First of all, the family’s reaction to coming out was not always
positive in both contexts. In some cases, people who have suffered
violent reactions move away from the family: “I felt so much anger
towards my family, anger that I continue to feel” (Interviewee
17, F, 21, urban).

Family represents a powerful element of influence since
parents are carriers of values and traditions: “they reproach me
for not dressing up as a girl, perhaps even before reproaching me
for anything else. They didn’t take my statement well” (Interviewee
14, F, 24, rural).

But the variables that influence the reactions and the
consequent acceptance of their children’s sexual orientation are
numerous and closely related to the socio-cultural context.

Participants from the rural context report their parents’
concerns and shame due to the possibility of being judged,
criticized, or derided by their fellow citizens: “Then what will
others have to say to me that I have a lesbian daughter?”
(Interviewee 6, M, 26, rural).

And again: “I cannot accept it, because, in my opinion, it is
not like that, it is just your obsession. Don’t you think about the
consequences of shame [...], the humiliation that we have to suffer,
that you have to suffer for a lifetime; at this point, it is better to be
alone. If this is to be the case, it is better that you remain alone”

(Interviewee 5, M, 27, rural). This statement also informs us on
the beliefs about the origin of homosexuality, which appears to be
a whim or something that can be controlled, managed, and, last
but not least, inhibited.

For this reason, mainly in the rural context, participants feel
the need to move away from their family and therefore from
their country of origin: “the positive rush I had toward my life,
so taking possession of my life was the blessing of this home. It was
essential for me to have a door that closes and opens as I pleased”
(Interviewee 3, M, 34, rural).

Another participant adds: “When I moved to a city in northern
Italy, I was free, quietly. Because I was far from family ties,
however, we are well known in the village, this is also what stops
me from unbalancing” (Interviewee 2, M, 32, rural).

Secondly, intimate relationships mark an essential stage in the
process of accepting one’s homosexuality. In this regard, what
emerges as data characterizing the experience of young LGB is
an almost total lack of stable relationships common to both rural
and urban contexts. Specifically, in the rural the small number
of inhabitants, (young people in particular) makes it even less
possible for young homosexuals to meet a potential partner:
“The context is important; even this affects me a lot, my love life
affects me a lot, here there are no possibilities [. . .] Maybe okay,
you can have sex, it ends there, that’s not what I’m looking for,
which is something solid, someone you can rely on, a relationship.”
(Interviewee 12, M, 22, rural).

In the urban context too, there are relational difficulties but, in
this case, they are due to a stereotyped vision of homosexuality: “it
is awful because it seems that homosexuals are more promiscuous
than heterosexuals and it is a bad feeling, also because I am
not like that, I seek a stable relationship in my life” (Interviewee
17, F, 21, urban).

The use of the internet represents for both, urban and rural
LGB youth the preferred tool to “connect” with the rest of
the LGB community, the privileged means of making new
acquaintances. All participants believe that virtual reality plays a
fundamental role, as they use apps to make love encounters, given
the limits of meeting places. For example, in the initial phase
of uncertainty about the sexual orientation, they look for same-
sex experiences through the web: “I have always had difficulty in
getting involved, let’s say at that sentimental level, and I thought,
let’s say it could be a compromise situation, that is, I expose myself
up to a certain point, not in real life, but virtual life” (Interviewee
21, M, 21, urban); or they are looking for possible partners
who would otherwise be difficult to meet precisely because of
their living in small towns: “I have difficulty meeting someone
because this is the countryside and it is not easy, because it is not
possible to leave a cafe and find the man of my life” (Interviewee
9, M, 25, rural).

Socio-Cultural Context and Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual Psychological Well-Being
Participants internalize prejudice and social stigma, and in
the acceptance phase, their stress level increases exponentially,
putting a strain on the psycho-physical well-being of the
participants: “I said to myself it would be like this all my life, if
that’s already the case at school imagine then at work, when you
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have a family we don’t talk about it just because I couldn’t think of
a family at the time, I felt limited in many things, and it was ugly, so
I felt panic” (Interviewee 20, M, 27, urban) or also: “I am unhappy
for other things. I have many mental problems, in the sense that a
person has many hardships in life and my opinion a little related to
homosexuality” (Interviewee 30, M, 30, urban).

In particular, the factor, transversal to both contexts and
with a strong impact on the well-being of LGB young people,
is internalized homophobia, which represents “the gay person’s
direction of negative social attitudes toward the self ” (Meyer and
Dean, 1998, p. 161). In its extreme forms, it can lead to the
rejection of one’s sexual orientation. Internalized homophobia
is further characterized by an intrapsychic conflict between
experiences of same-sex affection or desire to be heterosexual
(Herek, 2004). It, therefore, concerns all the factors that reflect the
influence that the socio-cultural environment has on the thinking
and behavior of young people.

Indeed, participants do not recognize the possibility of
naturally exchanging gestures of affection with their partner
because they feel the discomfort, feel exposed, and judged: “I
don’t like to do it in the public square where it might bother
someone, that is I would feel it offends them if there is one thing
that bothers me, I avoid doing it” (Interviewee3, M, 34, rural), “At
first it was strange for me to walk hand in hand with a man, that
is, it bothered me, then over time I got used to it” (Interviewee
30, M, 30, urban).

A certain degree of non-acceptance of effeminateness is an
indicator of internalized homophobia; respondents describe the
need to remain within limits and not be too excessive in their
behaviors: “there are too many effeminate people, we are still
men, and we must remain so” (Interviewee 2, M, 32, rural) as
well as the need not to “flaunt”: “without expressing love for
a person of the same sex together. If you are in a place where
things are accepted, this does not authorize you to exaggerate or
externalize this thing. You can live it naturally, but unfortunately,
it does not happen; the vast majority of cases, in the places
where this thing is accepted, tend to abuse it” (Interviewee 3,
M, 34, rural). It is those who have a negative opinion about
homosexual people, who show effeminate behavior in public and
accuse them of conducting a bad and deviant image of being
homosexual: “the worst homophobe is gay, I think that becoming
a freak phenomenon only makes our situation worse” (Interviewee
30, M, 30, urban).

Finally, the sentence of a participant about the perception
he has of his sexual orientation is significant and reflects the
tendency to internalize homophobia: “it’s not the end of the world,
I mean. It is a bit like discovering that you have diabetes; one is
not happy with it but lives with it, has a quality of life, an equal
life expectancy. Not that I want to assimilate homosexuality to a
disease, but surely if I had to express myself, I do not think it is
the most beautiful thing in the world, the most normal thing in the
world.” (Interviewee 3, M, 34, rural).

Ghettoization
Ghettoization is the core category that better expresses the
condition experienced by the interviewees of Italian rural and
urban communities as emerged in the categories defined.

The term “ghetto” refers to areas within European cities that
had the aim of keeping the Jewish people “in quarantine” and
physically separated from the rest of the population, due to their
diverse culture (Žižek, 1997). More generally, Hiebert (2009)
defines the ghetto as a place where there is a high residential
concentration of a particular social group (such as Jewish, black,
gay, etc.), marginalized by the wider society.

Thus “ghettoization” refers to restricting or confining a
particular group to a particular social area or category, and
implies social isolation (Debnath, 2018).

In our study, Ghettoization emerged as a common
psychological condition due to the lack of freedom to express
themselves and to increase the awareness of one’s own identity as
well as to the sense of isolation caused by the absence of support
of the interpersonal network and the wider context.

However, this condition presents different modalities and
intensities in the two contexts.

While in the rural area one is alone because of lack of places
and people with which to identify and relate to and for the
greater social isolation; in the urban area, although there are
more opportunities, young people are equally stigmatized and
ghettoized because the places they frequent are exclusive to the
LGB community. It is, therefore, a group ghettoization rather
than an individual one.

In the urban context, the vital need for aggregation emerges,
even if there is still the risk of feeling ghettoized in exclusively
homosexual places. Participants also affirm that the limit of
meeting places is that they only allow sexual relationships,
like the online community. At the same time, they would
desire to undertake relationships of acquaintance, friendship, and
relationships that result in a proper relationship.

Finally, ghettoization seems to have different effects on young
LGB people in the two different contexts. While in the rural
context it leads to low personal, interpersonal, and community
well-being, in the urban context its main consequence is difficulty
in participation in the community life (see Figure 1).

This study has highlighted how the life context influences
the process of building a solid identity by inducing unstable
sentimental relationships.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study investigated the process of identity acceptance and
construction and the well-being of young LGB in rural and urban
territorial communities of South Italy, in an ecological approach.

The results lead us to reflect on the close interconnection
of individual, relational, and community dimensions, on LGB
young people’s well-being (Evans and Prilleltensky, 2007).
The participants assume that a socio-cultural element that
hinders the process of acceptance of their identities in the
territorial communities to which they belong is due to the
strong religious tradition that characterizes Italy. In fact,
this factor may indeed negatively affect the well-being of
LGB young people (Higa et al., 2014). Different studies have
shown that the basis of negative attitudes toward gays and
lesbians is precisely the system of religious beliefs: many
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FIGURE 1 | Core category, ghettoization.

religious denominations deny homosexuality and therefore the
faithful internalize these precepts and take a negative view
of homosexuality (Whitley, 2009). Therefore, in Italy, and
particularly, in Southern Italy, which are bearers of strong
religious values and beliefs, the acceptance of homosexuals is
more difficult and heteronormativity is more dominant. This
can be explained if we consider religion not only as a cultural
background but as a real factor capable of shaping a country’s
strategies and policies (Fink, 2009).

The relations with the family of origin are undermined by
homosexual choice, respect, and social recognition are also
harmed. The difficulty of having relationships of respect and
recognition within the family, relational and social circle is
evident in all the interviews.

Another important result is that for many of the young
people interviewed, the university environment, beyond its
educational potential, is transformed into a place of opportunities
for relationships and encounters (Carbone et al., 2021) where
the possibility of experimenting with one’s own identity as
gender is facilitated. In this regard, Mitha et al. (2021) research
on LGB exclusion experience stated that “Being geographically
distanced from his community, by living away from his family and
community, facilitated being able to explore his sexuality without
fear or judgment from others.” (p. 1).

To overcome the difficulties caused by the lack of support
received from both the territorial and family context,
participation in LGB associations responds to the need for
aggregation and identification and coming out of the isolation
condition. Therefore, activism offers a chance to break the wall
of silence and get out of hiding. Moreover, it will enable action
on governments to promote fairer, more connected, and civically
engaged societies.

Actively participating in LGBTQ associations is configured as
a possibility of improving one’s living conditions and legitimizing
one’s identity (Nieves-Lugo et al., 2017).

Participation in feminist or LGBT activities (Watson et al.,
2018) and engaging in activism (Singh et al., 2011) is

strongly associated with wellbeing. Socio-political involvement
or community participation increases well-being by facilitating
community connectedness (Prilleltensky, 2005; Gilster, 2012).
This is particularly important for young LGB who need social
support and identification with their communities to reach an
integrated identity and higher levels of well-being. Studies on
LGBT youth suggested that community engagement facilitates
empowerment, which is related to well-being (Wernick et al.,
2014; Wagaman, 2016). Although there is strong evidence that
socio-political involvement can lead to well-being in the general
population, additional research is needed to understand the
relationship between LGBT-specific socio-political involvement
for LGBT people.

Some important differences emerged in the two territorial
contexts. The rural communities considered are characterized by
a lack of support networks and resources for LGB people and the
negative climate toward sexual minorities hinders public coming
out and, consequently, also hinders the development of support
networks among LGB individuals in rural areas (D’Augelli and
Hart, 1987). As the research showed, the rural context amplifies
in symbolic terms the concern of being discovered, of not being
able to create one’s own “space” since there is a lack of places of
aggregation and meeting.

Moreover, at a relational level, it remains challenging to
develop a relationship free from anxiety, much less if with another
homosexual, since he often shares the same fears and anxieties.
This situation is reflected in mental states of hopelessness,
despair, and self-contempt and in receiving less social and
institutional support than urban dwellers (Bell and Valentine,
1995). The ghettoization experienced in rural contexts, therefore,
takes on the connotation of social isolation and occurs when
the spaces that should provide support to young people (e.g.,
families, schools, religious organizations, online platforms) create
an atmosphere of rejection, bullying, and stigmatization (Garcia
et al., 2020) leaving people alone to themselves.

On the other hand, in the urban context of a large town
in Southern Italy, although there is a community, someone
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“like me,” it is, in any case, a community outside the community
in the broader sense. The difficulty of accessing the broader
community generates the perception of ghettoization in the
interviewees belonging to urban contexts.

In fact, “LGB neighborhoods,” where people can meet,
develop relationships and build communities, social and
political spaces to share face-to-face contact (Gieseking, 2016)
are created by a homophobic, bi-phobic, and transphobic
heterosexual community. Therefore, the areas of homosexual
aggregation are experienced as ghettos, in which LGB individuals
are confined, and sexuality can be acted out. Still, there
are no opportunities to build relationships and bonds. So,
these spaces, despite being associated with community and
security, are often associated with segregation and stigmatization
(Hubbard et al., 2015).

Recently, the new generation of gays and lesbians may find
traditional gay villages limiting, considering them as a historical
and political area no longer relevant for them (Vaccaro, 2009;
Nash, 2013). This is due to greater social and political inclusion,
in fact, attitudes about homosexuality have changed and LGBT
individuals have become more widely accepted and integrated
into mainstream culture (Gratwick et al., 2014) and this allowed
young LGBT to be better able to connect with others in different
ways which therefore make the gay village superfluous (Usher
and Morrison, 2010). In this sense, young LGBT people show
a preference for belonging to the community, reducing self-
segregation (Hess, 2019).

The ghettoization and the consequent social isolation led to
a lack of involvement in the enlarged community with strong
negative effects on the well-being of the sexual minority (Higa
et al., 2014), also favoring the implementation of risk behaviors
for the own health, such as suicide attempts and substance abuse
(Garcia et al., 2020).

However, there are some critical limitations. First, this
situated research considered two specific contexts of South
Italy: a rural area and a large city. Hence, the participants
only belong to South Italy and therefore they are not
representative of other urban and rural communities in northern
and central Italy.

Second, the sampling procedure had to deal with recruiting
participants who fully recognize themselves as being gay, lesbian,
or bisexual and who wanted to share their visions with the
research team. This led specifically to difficulties in recruiting a
more significant number of females among the respondents. The
number of interviewees is, for the most part, made up of young
males, all of the same ethnicity.

This situated study allowed us to understand the different
impacts on the well-being of a rural context and an urban one.

However, further studies have to develop a better description of
these contexts. There is a need to understand LGB well-being in
other large cities of different national and international contexts.
What is LGB life in a large metropolis such as London and
New York or Northern Italy such as Milan? Moreover, what are
the relational features of the countryside to consider? Does living
in the rural area of Foggia have a similar impact, as, say, in
Lancashire County in the United Kingdom?

Finally, the aim of the study was not directed to depict
the transgender experience, but this could also be the goal for
further investigations.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, our research has highlighted the need to
intervene on social, cultural, and relational levels to increase
the inclusive capacity of Italian urban and rural territorial
communities to promote citizenship rights and equal well-being
opportunities for LGB youth.

Well-being for LGB people is closely linked to the possibility of
living their choices in a context that protects their rights. In fact,
for LGB youth, the interdependence of citizenship and personal
rights interfaces with personal and collective well-being.
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This paper examines assumptions concerning the relationship between citizenship,
justice, and well-being, based on representative political philosophies, including
egoism, utilitarianism, libertarianism, liberalism, and communitarianism. A previous
paper raised the possibility of an inter-disciplinary framework for collaboration between
psychology and political philosophy. This study picks up that thread and attempts to
actualize a collaborative research effort based on a framework grounded in positive
political psychology. The first part of this study reflects on the methodology situated
between empirical psychology and philosophy in reference to the debates caused by
psychological and philosophical situationism. In response to its criticism against virtue
ethics, the possibility of reconstructing it on empirical psychology has paradoxically
emerged. Similarly, this study validates assumptions on political philosophies employing
the psychological method concerning well-being. Accordingly, the central part examines
the plausibility of the assumptions by empirical evidence obtained from two internet
surveys (2020, N = 5000; 2021, N = 6885) in Japan. The relationships between
citizenship, justice, and well-being are the most substantial in the communitarian
assumption. The exploratory factor analysis of the two surveys illuminates that the
correlations between citizenship, justice, and well-being (or political well-being) are
substantial. This relationship denies the egoism assumption. Moreover, almost all
correlations between the three are higher based on virtue-related indicators than
hedonic ones. These findings are not in tune with the utilitarian assumption and are
most congruent to the communitarian assumption. In addition, citizenship and justice
correlate more with political well-being than overall well-being. As these are more directly
associated with political well-being in the communitarian assumption, this result aligns
with the assumption. Furthermore, the positive relationship between disparity elimination
and well-being fits the liberal rather than the libertarian assumption. Nevertheless, the
substantial correlation between ethical justice and well-being is higher by virtue-related
indicators than hedonic indicators, suggesting distributive justice is associated with the
ethical dimension. Again, this fits the communitarian assumption rather than the liberal
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assumption. Thus, philosophical psychology empirically verifies the interdependence of
the three conceptions and the relative plausibility of the communitarian assumption.
Moreover, as the relationship between the three is essential for political philosophies,
the result increases the reliability of communitarianism.

Keywords: political philosophy, positive psychology, citizenship, justice, well-being, Japan, communitarianism,
eudaimonia

COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH BETWEEN
POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY AND
PSYCHOLOGY

Interdisciplinary Framework and
Well-Being as the Common Conception
This article attempts to conduct collaborative research based
on an interdisciplinary framework. The previous one, “Political
Philosophies and Positive Political Psychology: Inter-disciplinary
Framework for the Common Good,” argues as follows: positive
psychology can be associated with not only utilitarianism
but also other political philosophies. Moreover, there is
correspondence between representative political philosophies
and psychology. For example, egoism, libertarianism, and
liberalism correspond to psychology as usual; in contrast,
liberal perfectionism, utilitarianism, and communitarianism
correspond to positive psychology.

Although the concept of well-being has been explored
especially in positive psychology, it can be effective for
discussing the relationship between these philosophies and
psychologies, because well-being is related to objects of almost
all philosophies in their ways, whether its conception is hedonic
or eudaimonic.

Although egoism, libertarianism, and liberalism principally
correspond to “psychology as usual,” they are somehow related
to well-being. As egoism pursues a person’s own happiness
or self-interest, it is a kind of hedonic well-being. The focus
of deontological theories of libertarianism and liberalism is
prevention of human rights from their infringement by an
authoritarian government, and this is the critical research object
of psychology as usual. Nevertheless, these philosophies’ positive
aim is to enable people to pursue their own happiness by utilizing
their human rights. Therefore, these concern individual well-
being.

In contrast, hedonic well-being is the essential component of
utilitarian tradition, and communitarianism requires people to
hold virtues and, therefore, is closely related to the eudaimonic
conception of well-being.

Consequently, some kind of well-being is associated
with all the political philosophies mentioned above,
and it can work as the common conception of these
philosophies. This notion can, thus, work as a common
way of measurement in empirical analyses associated with
these philosophies. The basic characteristics of the main
political philosophies are summarized in Supplementary
Appendix 1 regarding the relationship among citizenship,
justice, and well-being.

Empirical Approach of Philosophical
Psychology Beyond Methodological
Impasse
The last article indicated a prospect of philosophical psychology
or psychological philosophy because of interdisciplinary
collaboration between the two disciplines. For this purpose, the
article outlined major political philosophies and other recent
approaches, such as liberal perfectionism, capability approach,
and deliberative democracy, and illustrated the configuration of
political philosophies and correspondence between these and
psychological approaches.

This article intends to explore philosophical (and empirical)
psychology in the sense of an empirical psychological
investigation inspired or led by philosophical ideas, utilizing the
interdisciplinary framework and concept of well-being.

Nevertheless, there is a methodological issue to be discussed
beforehand, because there is a rigid difference concerning
methodology and epistemology between normative philosophy
and descriptive science in the standard view of modern
positivistic philosophy and sciences.

This issue has come to be salient after the appearance of
the encounter between philosophy and empirical psychology.
Typically, there has been a “person-situation debate” caused
by psychological situationism in the 1960s and 1970s, and the
following “virtue ethics and situationism” debate caused by
philosophical situationism in the late 1990s.

Traditional Aristotelian virtue ethics embrace both descriptive
observations of human virtues and normative ethics for
eudaimonia, that is, flourishing. In contrast, psychological
situationism, pioneered by Mischel (1968), denied the existence
of consistent personal traits because situations influenced
human actions: arguments depended on results of well-
known experiments (Isen and Levin, 1972; Milgram, 1974) in
social psychology at the time. Thus, situationism contradicts
classical virtue ethics.

Nevertheless, Mischel himself came to call these debates
pseudo-controversies and “heated but futile battles” (Mischel,
2004, p. 4), and the situationist movement in psychology
withered. Instead, philosophical situationism surged and attacked
virtue ethics (Dorris, 1998; Harman, 1999). Then, there was
a significant methodological debate between philosophical
situationists and defenders of virtue ethics (Miller, 2003, 2021;
Kametekar, 2004; Screenivan, 2008; Croom, 2014).

Through this debate emerged a theoretical possibility of
bridging scientific psychological approaches and virtue ethics.
For example, the initiator of psychological situationism, Mischel,
turned to create a “cognitive-affective personality model”
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(Mischel and Shoda, 1995). With regard to this, an eminent virtue
theorist argued that this model could paradoxically lead to the
construction of an empirical approach to personality, friendly to
Aristotelian virtue theory, based on social psychology evidence
(Russel, 2014). Moreover, there was an attempt to ground a virtue
theory in psychological research on social intelligence (Snow,
2010). Following this, it was argued that virtue ethics could be
a more empirically adequate moral psychology than alternatives
such as utilitarianism and Kantianism (Ciurria, 2014).

These arguments may be a precedent of philosophical
psychology or psychological philosophy: this is the product of
the unexpected collaboration or dialectical integration between
these two fields due to tensioned exchange between criticism and
counterargument. It is in this context that the encounter between
positive psychology and political philosophy can generate a new
attempt at philosophical psychology.

First, positive psychology presents a new psychological
descriptive model of character traits: the VIA model’s
classification of virtues and character strengths is the scientific
renovation of classical virtue ethics. Although there is little
philosophical scrutiny other than an exceptional work
(Kristjánsson, 2013), recent developments have approached
Aristotelian ethics more and more: for example, the concept of
optimal use of character strengths in contrast to its overuse and
underutilization is a scientific revival of the Aristotelian golden
mean (Niemiec, 2019).

Second, there is empirical evidence that virtue or some
dispositional character strengths have correlations with well-
being (Kesebir and Diener, 2014; Kaufman, 2015; Höfer et al.,
2020). This supposition reminds us of the Aristotelian normative
argument, whether the science of positive psychology applies the
discovery as prescriptive or facilitative.

Thus, positive psychology embraces both empirical theses
of dispositions and correlational studies between disposition
and well-being: these approximately correspond, respectively, to
descriptive and normative Aristotelian virtue ethics.

It goes without saying that there can be various associations
between empirical psychology and virtue ethics of various
religions or morality in other cultural traditions in the world.
Naturally, then, it is desirable to explore them empirically.
As the VIA model’s classification in positive psychology has a
relatively universal character, it may be possible to conduct such
scientific examinations.

Now that empirical investigation of virtue ethics has become
possible by the emergence of VIA, an empirical investigation
concerning political philosophy would be worthwhile based on
positive psychology. Then, this study pursues the psychological
approach of political philosophy. In other words, this
study attempts philosophical psychology, namely, empirical
psychological inquiry inspired by political philosophy.

Psychological Examination of the
Plausibility of Political Philosophies
Concerning Their Assumptions
For empirical investigation, it was crucial that, in response
to Mischel’s problem presentation, Ed-Diener and others

empirically scrutinized the temporal stability and cross-
situational consistency of affective, behavioral, and cognitive
responses measured by reports of feelings and situations (Diener
and Larsen, 1984), and that he established the measurement
method of well-being. As there were widespread doubts
concerning the credibility of measurement, this validation
made the development of happiness studies and positive
psychology possible.

Accordingly, it would be possible to empirically examine
which assumption deriving from political philosophy matches
reality well by introducing well-being. Then, this study
examines the relationship between citizenship, justice, and well-
being. For example, as Supplementary Appendix 1 indicates,
communitarianism supposes a more substantial relationship
between citizenship/justice and well-being than egoism,
libertarianism, and liberalism. The degree can be estimated
empirically. Therefore, it is possible to examine assumptions
deriving from political philosophies by the psychological method.

This analysis increases or decreases the relative plausibility of
political philosophies, because at least an assumption grounded
on political philosophy is demonstrated to fit the reality better
or worse in comparison with other assumptions based on
other philosophies.

Such an analysis cannot vindicate some political philosophy as
a whole, because there can be various assumptions arising from
political philosophies. If one assumption grounded on a specific
political philosophy best fits the reality, another assumption may
not correspond to the actual world. As a result, the specific
philosophy may not be adequately attested, because there can be
inconsistency regarding the results across various assumptions.
Nonetheless, if the assumption analyzed is crucial for political
philosophy in general, the result can affect the reliability of the
particular political philosophy.

Alternatively, a political philosophy may be most credible
about some assumptions, while another may be most presumable
regarding another supposition. This inconsistency may lead
to a combination of political philosophies relative to issues
concerning assumptions. This philosophical reconstruction
would be the creation of psychological philosophy, a revised
philosophy informed by psychological inquiry.

The methodological issue here is how to measure variables in
assumptions. There is a method of objective measurement and
subjective measurement. Positive psychology proved that while
objective well-being indicators such as GDP are popular in social
sciences, subjective well-being indicators are valid and reliable for
psychological investigations.

Regarding the issue of this article, the method of measuring
well-being, citizenship, and justice is indispensable. The objective
way of measuring citizenship is concerned with, for example,
the existence of legal citizenship and frequency and degree
of exercising active citizenship. Similarly, an objective way of
measuring social justice is an indicator of disparity, such as the
Gini coefficient.

However, whether subjective methods can measure citizenship
and justice has yet to be explored at length. Accordingly, this
study attempts to measure the subjective understanding of
people concerning the existence or the degree by several simple
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questions. This method is the most feasible at the moment. The
measured conceptions are, as it were, “subjective citizenship” and
“subjective justice” like subjective well-being.

It reflects the present stage of political psychology that few
preceding pieces of research have scrutinized the consistency
and stability of subjective citizenship and subjective justice,
in contrast to well-being measurement. Nevertheless, it is
worthwhile to conduct empirical analyses by means of subjective
measurement as an initial stage of positive political psychology.
The following sections elucidate an attempt at philosophical
psychology, an empirical psychological inquiry inspired by
political philosophies.

EMPIRICAL STUDY ON POSITIVE
POLITICAL PSYCHOLOGY IN JAPAN

Two Surveys and Assumptions
Purpose
The principal purpose is the correlational analysis of relationships
among citizenship, justice, and well-being. Moreover, the ethical
dimension important in communitarianism was examined using
virtue-related indicators to analyze the correlation between well-
being and citizenship/justice.

Two surveys were conducted in Japan in 2020 and 2021 to
investigate the relationship among citizenship, justice, and well-
being, and examine which assumption led by political philosophy
was most plausible.

Several assumptions and hypothetical models from major
political philosophies discussed in the previous paper were under
verification for this purpose. These philosophies are egoism,
utilitarianism, libertarianism, and liberalism: Supplementary
Appendix 1 (Table 1 in the previous article) classified
the fundamental character. However, as conservatism within the
table is not necessarily an academic political philosophy, the
following arguments did not address it.

Assumption and Method in the Correlational Analysis
In the last section, “Multidisciplinary Development for Common
Good as Collective Well-being,” the previous article argued
that overall or general well-being embraces both individual and
collective aspects, and that, therefore, it was influenced by both
individual and collective well-being. Individual well-being is
affected by set points based on biological genes, circumstances,
and intentional activities of individuals; collective well-being is
affected by culture, society (and economy and community), and
politics (or policy). Citizenship and justice are concerned with
not only individual well-being but also collective well-being,
especially political well-being.

Thus, this article principally examined the relationship among
citizenship, justice, and well-being utilizing general or overall
well-being indicators and political well-being indicators to detect
the relationship between citizenship/justice and individual or
collective well-being. While political well-being, a constituent of
collective well-being, is supposed to be associated with citizenship
and justice directly, general or overall well-being is indirectly
associated with them through collective well-being.

The discussions summarized in Supplementary
Appendix 1 derived from the previous article lead to the
following assumptions concerning the relationship between
citizenship/justice and well-being for the correlational analysis.1

1. Egoism assumption: relationships between
citizenship/justice and well-being are non-existent or weak.

2. Utilitarian assumption: hedonic well-being constitutes
justice, and the relationship between citizenship and justice
(or well-being) is weak or mild.

3. Libertarian assumption: citizenship and justice enable well-
being, but the degree depends on a case-by-case assessment.
Private citizenship should be firm, but public citizenship
may be weak. Justice means legal liberal justice, and it
includes civil rights and property rights. Welfare for the
poor is unjust if it violates property rights, and it frequently
decreases the well-being of people.

4. Liberal assumption: citizenship and justice enable well-
being, but the degree depends on a case-by-case assessment.
Private citizenship should be firm, and public citizenship
is substantial. Nevertheless, citizenship and justice need
not be substantial and ethical. Justice contains legal liberal
justice and distributive justice. Therefore, welfare for the
poor is just to some extent and increases the overall well-
being of people.

5. Communitarian assumption: eudaimonic well-being is
as essential as hedonic well-being. The relationship
between citizenship/justice and comprehensive well-being
is substantial. Both private and public citizenship for
welfare should be substantial, and citizenship and justice
contains an ethical or virtuous character. Justice contains
liberal justice, distributive justice, and ethical justice.

Consequentially, the degree of the relationship between
citizenship/justice and well-being is assumed to be most
substantial in the communitarian assumption and lowest in the
egoism assumption. In contrast, the relationship is somewhere
apparent between the two in the other three assumptions.

Therefore, the correlations based on empirical evidence
in the two surveys will demonstrate which of the presented
assumptions will gain more support from perceptions of the
public captured in the surveys. In addition, the abovementioned
relationship has a connection with the essential tenets of
main political philosophies. Therefore, the result of the
correlational analysis will predict the relative plausibility of these
philosophies to some extent.

Moreover, the relationship between citizenship/justice
and well-being would be more robust in using virtue-
related indicators than hedonic indicators according to the
communitarian assumption, while there is no such supposition
in the other assumptions.

Furthermore, comparing the libertarian/liberal assumption
with the communitarian assumption, indicators of collective

1Representative literatures were enumerated in my “Political Philosophies and
Positive Political Psychology: Inter-disciplinary Framework for the Common
Good,” especially pp. 3–6. The particularly useful introductions of contemporary
political philosophy and the debate between liberalism and communitarianism are,
respectively, as follows: Sandel (2009) and Mulhall and Swift (1996).
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TABLE 1 | Original questions in the two surveys.

Survey1 Survey2

Citizenship

1. Efficacy Civil efficacy How much do you think you can change the
society and politics around you in a desirable
direction through your involvement?

Do you want to change the society and politics
around you in a desirable direction through your
involvement?

Electoral efficacy Do you think you can change society and politics
through elections and referendums in the society
around you?

Do you think you can change society and politics
through elections and referendums in the society
around you?

2. Liberty and rights Political liberty (freedom
enabling articulation of
opinions)

I think I have the political liberty to express my
opinion.

Do you think there is political liberty in Japan to
express one’s opinion?

(Respect of) human rights I believe that fundamental human rights are
respected in my country.

Do you think that fundamental human rights are
respected in Japan?

3. Trust and rulemaking Political trust (trust in politicians
in communities)

Do you think that you can trust politics and
politicians in the society around you?

Do you think that you can trust the politics and
politicians in your community?

Administrative trust (trust in
administration in communities)

Do you think that you can trust the administration
(government and local government) in the society
around you?

Do you think that you can trust the Japanese
administration (government and local government)?

Rulemaking (functioning of
citizen’s rulemaking)

Do you think that citizen-led activities to formulate
and change rules (e.g., referendums, signatures,
online and offline expression of will, etc.) are
functioning in the society around you?

Do you think that citizen-led activities to formulate
and change rules (referendums, signatures,
lobbying political parties and politicians, etc.) are
functioning in the society around you?

Justice

4. Disparity (Recognition of) disparity How much disparity do you think exists in the
society around you?

Do you think that there is disparity in the society
around you?

Economic disparity Do you think there are economic disparities in the
society around you based on your income and
assets?

Do you think that there are economic disparities in
the society around you based on your income and
assets?

Disparity chain
(intergenerational chain of
disparity)

Do you think there is a “chain of disparity” in the
society around you, such that economic disparity
leads to further disparity in education and
occupation?

Do you think there is a “chain of disparity” in the
society around you, such that disparity leads to
further disparity in education and occupation?

Opportunity disparity (disparity
of opportunity)

Do you think that disparities in learning
opportunities and employment opportunities occur
in the society around you due to your family
environment, race, or assets inherited from your
parents’ generation, which you cannot change
through your efforts?

Do you think that disparities in learning
opportunities and employment opportunities occur
in the society around you due to your family
environment, race, or assets inherited from your
parents’ generation, which you cannot change
through your efforts?

Disparity elimination (elimination
of disparity)

Do you think that the society around you realizes
the elimination of disparities (equal society) through
social welfare and redistribution through taxes?

Do you think that the society around you realizes
the elimination of disparity (equal society) through
social welfare and redistribution through taxes?

5. Ethical justice Non-corruptive fairness I think that my government is corruption-free and
fair.

Do you think that the Japanese government is
corruption-free and fair?

Justness (justice and fairness) I believe that fairness and justice are achieved in our
country’s politics in terms of decision-making and
disparity between rich and poor.

Do you think that Japanese politics achieves
fairness and justice in terms of decision-making and
the disparity between rich and poor?

Virtuous politicians (virtuous
characters of national
politicians)

I believe that politicians in my country are generally
of good character.

Do you think that Japanese politicians are generally
of good character?

well-being can play a significant role. The degree of the
relationship between citizenship/justice and well-being depends
on a case-by-case assessment in the former assumptions because
the consequences of people’s pursuit of their well-being are
influenced by their own situations, abilities, efforts, and luck.
Accordingly, these assumptions do not mainly take the effect
of the common good into account. In contrast, the effect is
an essential element for the communitarian assumption, as

well as the effect of individual factors. The subjective level
of realizing the common good can be regarded as being
associated with collective well-being. Then, citizenship and
justice are concerned with collected well-being; accordingly,
they may be consequentially associated with the general
well-being of individuals in this assumption. The causality
concerning the common good explains why the relationship
between citizenship/justice and well-being is most substantial
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in this assumption. Therefore, while the correlation between
citizenship/justice and collective well-being is not conspicuous
in the libertarian/liberal assumptions, it is vital and plays a
decisive role (in comparison with the correlation regarding
individual well-being) in the communitarian assumption. This
article focuses on political well-being within collective well-
being for empirical analysis, because it is most associated with
citizenship and justice.

Accordingly, it would be possible to verify whether the
communitarian assumption is the most credible by examining the
following matters: (1) the correlations between citizenship/justice
(or representative items concerned with these) and well-
being, including political well-being; (2) the comparison of the
correlations concerning well-being by utilizing virtue-related
indicators with those by utilizing hedonic indicators.

To this end, the two Internet surveys collected the data
through an Internet survey company. The dates and place of
these surveys were May 2020 and March 2021 and Japan.2 While
the first survey (N = 5000) was composed of people with no
relation to their residential areas within the whole of Japan, those
of the second survey (N = 6885) consisted of participants that
included more than 100 persons within each prefecture (a total
of 47 prefectures) in Japan. The format of replies in most of
the questions was the 10-grade evaluation. The format associated
with the various questionnaires was, thus, coordinated, because
it was necessary to integrate the format of the replies because of
practical considerations related to the surveys.

Instruments
Although there are methodological discussions concerning
measurement of well-being (Lee et al., 2021), this study selected
several questioners among well-known ones in the present
positive psychology, so that a complex, multidimensional,
and contextual character of well-being (Ryff et al., 2021)
can be measured.

The questions concerning well-being were those in the SWLS
(Satisfaction with Life Scale: 5 items), PERMA-profiler (23
items), and I COPPE (16 items). The SWLS, developed by
Ed-Diener, is the most common measure in happiness studies
and positive psychology (Diener et al., 1985; Diener, 2000).
The PERMA-profiler was developed by Butler and Kern (2016)
based on the well-known well-being model of Seligman (2011).
Prilleltensky et al. (2015) developed the I COPPE for measuring
multidimensional well-being in various life domains: overall,
psychological, physical, interpersonal, economic, organizational,
and community well-being. Our surveys reduce the I COPPE
into present and future (5 years later) questions by omitting
past because of the practical limit of the number of questions.
Instead, these tried to measure political well-being based on
the question about “the surrounding political situation” in
both surveys.3 Furthermore, in addition to covering the overall
well-being in seven items of the original I COPPE, this study

2The first survey was conducted by Mitsubishi Research Institute under my advice.
The second survey was conducted with my research funds.
3The question of economic well-being concerning the present in I COPPE is
“When it comes to your economic situation (on which number do you stand
now?).” Similarly, the questions of political well-being begin at “When it comes
to your surrounding political situation.”

calculated the averages of the original seven and eight items
(including political well-being) as an approximate measure of
comprehensive multidimensional well-being in various spheres.
Accordingly, this article will abridge overall well-being and
political well-being as well as an average of seven items and eight
items as I COPPE o/p/7/8 hereafter.

The questions also include those in the HEMA-RX (Hedonic
and Eudaimonic Motives for Activities: 16 items) and the
original questions of virtues for measuring eudaimonic elements.
Veronika Huta developed the HEMA-RX for measuring
hedonic and eudaimonic orientation (Huta, 2016). The former
orientation is abridged as EUD, while the latter is HED in this
article. The original six questions simply ask participants to
have six virtues (intellect, courage, humanity, justice/fairness,
temperance, and transcendence) enumerated in the VIA (Values
in Action Inventory of Strength; Peterson and Seligman, 2004).
This study regards the sum of numbers in their answers
corresponding approximately to the subjective quantity of their
total virtues. This indicator of “comprehensive virtues” will be
called CV hereafter.

Moreover, as the questions include some items simply asking
about satisfaction or happiness, the average of each related
item is expressed, respectively, as SAT and HAP.4 EUD and
CV measure the level of ethical or moral virtuousness: these
are the virtue-related indicators, measuring eudaimonic well-
being and comprehensive virtue respectively. In contrast, SAT
and HAP are the hedonic indicators, which measure simple
affective satisfaction and happiness respectively. The SWLS and
PERMA are more or less hybrid indicators concerning the well-
being indicators, because they include some eudaimonic or non-
hedonic elements in, for example, the cognitive or evaluative
element in the SWLS and M (meaning) in PERMA.5

Public matters in social and political spheres are selected
and contrived by examining several indexes and surveys
concerning social or public well-being (such as the OECD
well-being framework and Human Development Index of UN,
Gross National Happiness of Bhutan). The questions included
rewarding emotion, income, leisure, education, culture, security,
community, trust (social capital), natural environment, diversity,
and digitalization.

Among these questions the following 15 items are related
to citizenship and justice in both surveys. These are questions
about the participants’ subjective recognition of the existence and
degree of the following matters. Table 1 indicates the contents of
the following question.

Citizenship (7:2+ 2+ 3):

1. Efficacy (2): civil efficacy and electoral efficacy (possibility
of change by electoral participation).

2. Liberty and rights (2): political liberty (freedom enabling
articulation of opinions) and (respect of) human rights.

4SAT: average of life satisfaction, satisfaction before coronavirus disease-2019
(COVID-19), and satisfaction within the problem of COVID-19 (first survey); life
satisfaction and general satisfaction (or content) (second survey). HAP: average
of overall happiness, overall happiness before COVID-19, and overall happiness
within the problem of COVID-19 (first survey); overall happiness (second survey).
5The hybrid character of the SWLS was reported by Huta (2016, pp. 222–223), and
this finding was confirmed by our unpublished research.
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3. Trust and rulemaking (3): political trust (trust in
politicians in communities), administrative trust (trust
in administration in communities), and rulemaking
(functioning of citizen’s rulemaking).

Justice (8:5+ 3):

4. Disparity (5): (recognition of) disparity, economic
disparity, disparity chain (intergenerational chain of
disparity), opportunity disparity (disparity of opportunity),
and disparity elimination (elimination of disparity).

5. Ethical justice (3): non-corruptive fairness, justness (justice
and fairness), and virtuous politicians (virtuous characters
of national politicians).

Subcategories of citizenship and justice are only for
convenience. Later analyses selected relevant items from
these. Efficacy (1) and Liberty/rights (2) will function as items
of political citizenship and legal citizenship/justice, respectively;
Disparity (4) and Ethical justice (5) will function as items of
distributive justice and ethical justice, respectively.

Finally, the following study utilized SPSS (ver.27) of IBM for
statistical calculations.

Participants
As a result of the residential difference mentioned in section
“Assumption and Method in the Correlational Analysis,” the
ratio of participants in several prefectures, including big cities, is
much higher in the first survey than in the second survey: 75.6%
(first survey): 35.4% (second survey). In contrast, the number
of males/females, respective age cohort, married/unmarried
(including separation by divorce or death) is coordinated equally
only in the first survey.

Table 2 summarizes basic features of the questionnaires
and respondents. The questions of the two surveys focus
on psychological, political, economic, and social matters. For
example, psychological questions are related to well-being, while
political, economic, and social items are sometimes concerned
with citizenship and justice.

Procedures
The first survey was a general survey of well-being and
social/political situations before the launch of the research
topic “Psychology for the Common Good: The Interdependence
of Citizenship, Justice, and Well-being across the Globe.”
As mentioned above, the survey contains 15 relevant items,
which are included in the second survey for well-being and
justice/fairness. There are subtle modifications of the expression
in questions for attuning it with the other items.

After writing the first draft of the previous article, various
statistical analyses were conducted to examine the assumptions
above. First, an exploratory factor analysis of items in the two
studies searched for factors regarding citizenship and justice.

Second, the following analysis examined the correlations
among the extracted factors and well-being, including political
well-being, utilizing the indicators of SWLS, the general well-
being in PERMA-profiler, and I COPPE (o/p/7/8).

TABLE 2 | Participants of the two studies.

Survey1 (%) Survey2 (%)

N 5000 6885

Number of questions 383 401

Residence

16 prefectures with big cities 3780 (75.6) 2435 (35.4)

32 prefectures without big cities 1220 (24.4) 4450 (64.6)

Sex

Male 2500 (50) 4427 (64.3)

Female 2500 (50) 2458 (35.7)

Age

10’s 834 (16.6) 37 (0.5)

20’s 834 (16.6) 460 (6.7)

30’s 833 (16.6) 1043 (15.1)

40’s 833 (16.6) 1738 (25.2)

50’s 833 (16.6) 1750 (25.4)

60’s 833 (16.6) 1238 (18.0)

70’s and more 619 (9.0)

Marital status

Married 2294 (45.9) 4091 (59.4)

Unmarried 2469 (49.4) 2254 (32.7)

Separation 237 (4.7) 540 (7.9)*

Occupation

Executive of company or association 46 (0.9) 124 (1.8)

Office worker, staff of association 1513 (30.3) 2097 (30.5)

Part-time employee, contract
employee, dispatched labor

248 (5.0) 410 (6.0)

Part-time worker, part-time job,
home-based workers without an
employment contract

586 (11.7) 806 (11.7)

Civil servants 153 (3.1) 257 (3.7)

Self-employed, family employee, free
lance

302 (6.0) 822 (11.9)

Faculty member 123 (1.8)

Student 837 (16.7) 96 (1.4)

Homemaker 718 (14.4) 767 (11.1)

Pensioner 151 (3.0) 603 (8.8)

None 393 (7.9) 693 (10.1)

Others 53 (1.1) 87 (1.3)

Education

Currently attending high school 373 (7.5) 43 (0.6)

Currently attending vocational college,
specialized training college

80 (1.6) 84 (1.2)

Currently attending junior college,
college

49 (1.0) 47 (0.7)

University/college preparatory school 15 (0.3) 4 (0.1)

Currently attending university 381 (7.6) 89 (1.3)

Currently attending Master’s or Doctoral
course

25 (0.5) 19 (0.3)

Junior high school 73 (1.5) 175 (2.5)

High school 1069 (21.4) 2164 (31.4)

Vocational college, specialized training
college

389 (7.8) 644 (9.4)

Junior college, college 418 (8.4) 598 (8.7)

University 1912 (38.2) 2669 (38.8)

More than Master’s degree 216 (4.3) 349 (5.1)

*Divorce 419 (6.1)/death 121 (1.8).
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Third, at the same time, the analysis measured the correlations
between the extracted factors and well-being, including political
well-being, by virtue-related indicators of EUD, and CV and
hedonic indicators of HED, SAT, HAP. In contrast, this study
regards SWLS and PERMA as hybrid well-being indicators,
measuring both the hedonic and anhedonic elements.

Finally, the significant correlations mentioned above in both
surveys were checked by partial correlation analysis, removing
the effect of controlling ascriptive variables such as sex, age,
marriage, education, residence, employment, and income.

EXPLORATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS AND
CORRELATIONS IN SURVEY1

Analysis 1-1: Two Factors of
Citizenship/Justice and Disparity
The common factor analysis of items of citizenship and justice
(maximum likelihood method, Promax rotation, eigenvalue
greater than 1) extracted two factors in the first survey (Table 3).
These represent “1. Citizenship and justice, 2. Disparity.”
Accordingly, there is some commonality between citizenship and
justice. Inter-factor correlation is −0.144, suggesting that the
recognition of disparity decreases citizenship/justice.

The following correlations are all significant (p < 0.001,
with one exception, indicated later). As Table 3 indicates,
the first factor (citizenship and justice) and well-being are
moderate (SWLS: 0.545; PERMA: 0.503; I COPPE o/p/7/8:
0.473/0.65/0.53/0.561). The correlation between the first factor
and CV is also moderate (0.531). It is higher than the case
of SAT (0.476) and HAP (0.432), just as the correlations
regarding SWLS and PERMA are higher than SAT and
HAP. The correlation between it and EUD (0.374) is higher
than HED (0.130).

On the other hand, the correlation between disparity and well-
being is much less than the correlation above, negative or low
[SWLS −0.008; PERMA: 0.129, I COPPE o/p/7/8: 0.09/−0.028
(p < 0.05)/0.088/0.075]. The correlation between the second
factor and CV is positive but low (0.195) and higher than the cases
of SAT (0.054) and HAP (0.085). The correlation between it and
EUD (0.268) is lower than that of the corresponding HED (0.33).

It follows from these that citizenship and justice are
moderately related to well-being, and that the degree of the
relation is higher according to the virtue-related indicators (EUD
and CV) than the hedonic indicators (SAT and HAP). On the
other hand, there is a negative relationship between the disparity
and citizenship/justice. It is still positively related to well-being
(except SWLS), but the degree is low. Although it is positive
but low concerning the virtues, the hedonic orientation is more
associated than the eudaimonic orientation.

In addition, the correlation between I COPPE-o and I
COPPE-p was relatively high (0.677), as has been expected. The
correlation (0.65) between citizenship/justice and political well-
being (I COOPE-p) is higher than that (0.473) concerning overall
well-being (I COPPE-o). As a result, the correlation (0.561)
regarding I COPPE8 is higher than that (0.530) of I COPPE7.

As citizenship and justice are more related to political well-
being than overall well-being, these results are understandable.
On the other hand, the correlation between disparity and political
well-being is negative (−0.028), while the correlation concerning
overall well-being is slightly positive (0.09). This finding may
suggest that people tend to feel disparity as politically undesirable
than generally undesirable.

Analysis 1-2: Three Factors of
Citizenship and Justice
The factor plot indicated that it was possible to distinguish
items concerning justice from those associated with citizenship.
Accordingly, fixing the three factors extracted two factors
corresponding to citizenship and justice, and the disparity factor
was also associated with justice.

Table 4 indicates the following result: according to the inter-
factor correlations, there is a positive relationship between
citizenship and justice; there is a negative correlation between the
two and disparity. It is reasonable that while there is a positive
correlation between citizenship and justice, these are negatively
associated with disparity. The correlation of the former two
(citizenship and justice) is impressively high (0.716).

The correlation between citizenship and well-being is also
moderate, while that between justice and well-being is also
moderate. The correlation between justice/citizenship and CV is
also moderate, and, respectively, higher than SAT and HAP, as the
corresponding SWLS and PERMA are higher than SAT and HAP.
On the other hand, the correlation between these two factors and
EUD is higher than the low correlation regarding HED.

On the other hand, the correlation between disparity and well-
being is much less than that above, negative or low, although
I COPPE-p is non-significant because of the low degree of
p. The correlation between disparity and CV is positive but
relatively low, and it is higher than the cases of SAT and HAP.
The correlation between disparity and EUD is lower than that
between it and HED.

The almost same conclusions followed from these analyses
between citizenship, justice, and well-being as the analysis in the
last section “Analysis 1-1: Two Factors of Citizenship/Justice and
Disparity.” The only slight difference is that while disparity is not
positively related to well-being only in SWLS in the last analysis,
it is positively related even in SWLS in this analysis.

The finding regarding political well-being is almost the same
as well. The correlation between citizenship and political well-
being (I COPPE-p) is higher than that concerning overall well-
being (I COPPE-o); the correlation regarding citizenship and
justice is also higher than overall well-being. As a result, the
respective correlations regarding I COPPE8 are higher than those
of I COPPE7. Although the correlation between disparity and I
COPPE-p is negative but non-significant, the tendency regarding
citizenship and justice seen in the last section appears again.

Analysis 1-3: Six Factors of Citizenships
and Justice
As the subsequent analysis designated the numbers of factors
above three, there emerged other factors one by one and up to
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TABLE 3 | Two factors and correlations in study 1.

Factor Citizenship and justice Disparity

Exploratory factor analysis (maximum
likelihood method, Promax rotation,
eigenvalue greater than 1)

Items (factor loading > 0.3) civil efficacy, electoral efficacy, political trust,
administrative trust, rulemaking, disparity
elimination, political liberty, human rights,
non-corruptive fairness, justness, virtuous
politicians

disparity, economic disparity, disparity
chain, opportunity disparity

Factor correlation matrix Citizenship and justice 1 −0.144

Disparity −0.144 1

Correlation between factor scores* Citizenship and justice 1 −0.157

Disparity −0.157 1

Correlation with well-being SWLS 0.545 −0.008

PERMA (general WB) 0.503 0.129

I COPPE (o/p) 0.473/0.650 0.090/−0.028**

I COPPE (7/8) 0.530/0.561 0.088/0.075

SAT 0.476 0.054

HAP 0.432 0.085

Correlation with virtue CV 0.531 0.195

Correlation with orientation EUD 0.374 0.268

HED 0.130 0.330

N = 5000.
*This line and below indicate the correlations between items in the second column and factor scores (of the factors in the first line). In most cases, p < 0.001; only
**p(0.046) < 0.05.

TABLE 4 | Three factors and correlations in study 1.

Factor Citizenship Disparity Justice

Exploratory factor
analysis (maximum
likelihood method,
Promax rotation,
designation of three
factors)

Items (factor loading > 0.3) civil efficacy, electoral
efficacy, political trust,
administrative trust,
rulemaking, disparity
elimination, political liberty

disparity, economic
disparity, disparity chain,
opportunity disparity

non-corruptive fairness,
justness, virtuous politicians

Factor correlation
matrix

Citizenship 1 −0.063 0.716

Disparity −0.063 1 −0.212

Justice 0.716 −0.212 1

Correlation between
factor scores*

Citizenship 1 −0.072 0.791

Disparity −0.072 1 −0.236

Justice 0.791 −0.236 1

Correlation with
well-being

SWLS 0.525 0.008 0.496

PERMA (general WB) 0.503 0.142 0.415

I COPPE (o/p) 0.469/0.630 0.103/−0.010** 0.400/0.589

I COPPE (7/8) 0.528/0.556 0.102/0.090 0.446/0.477

SAT 0.471 0.067 0.406

HAP 0.430 0.096 0.361

Correlation with virtue CV 0.536 0.210 0.434

Correlation with
orientation

EUD 0.386 0.279 0.286

HED 0.147 0.335 0.069

N = 5000.
*This line and below indicate the correlations between items in the second column and factor scores (of the factors in the first line). In most cases, p < 0.001; only
**p(0.471): non-significant.
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TABLE 5 | Six factors and correlations in study 1.

Factor Citizenship Disparity Ethical justice Liberal justice
/citizenship
(liberty and
rights)

Distributive
justice

Civil efficacy

Exploratory factor
analysis (maximum
likelihood method,
Promax rotation,
designation of six
factors)

Items (factor
loading > 0.3)

civil efficacy,
electoral efficacy,
political trust,
administrative trust,
rulemaking

disparity, economic
disparity, disparity
chain, opportunity
disparity

non-corruptive
fairness, justness,
virtuous politicians

political liberty,
human rights

disparity elimination civil efficacy

Factor correlation
matrix

Citizenship 1 −0.085 0.751 0.514 0.602 0.334

Disparity −0.085 1 −0.246 0.175 0.033 0.060

Ethical justice 0.751 −0.246 1 0.491 0.561 0.240

Liberal justice 0.514 0.175 0.491 1 0.376 0.393

Distributive justice 0.602 0.033 0.561 0.376 1 0.175

Civil efficacy 0.334 0.060 0.240 0.393 0.175 1

Correlation
between factor
scores*

Citizenship 1 −0.095 0.813 0.596 0.735 0.492

Disparity −0.095 1 −0.265 0.196 0.037 0.072

Ethical justice 0.813 −0.265 1 0.569 0.687 0.364

Liberal justice 0.596 0.196 0.569 1 0.509 0.558

Distributive justice 0.735 0.037 0.687 0.509 1 0.346

Civil efficacy 0.492 0.072 0.364 0.558 0.346 1

Correlation with
well-being

SWLS 0.495 0.008** 0.494 0.597 0.435 0.505

PERMA (general
WB)

0.466 0.140 0.410 0.667 0.421 0.553

I COPPE (o/p) 0.434/0.603 0.101/−0.008*** 0.395/0.593 0.617/0.625 0.394/0.512 0.495/0.497

I COPPE (7/8) 0.491/0.520 0.100/0.088 0.442/0.474 0.676/0.687 0.440/0.462 0.545/0.554

SAT 0.439 0.064 0.403 0.616 0.390 0.490

HAP 0.398 0.093 0.355 0.608 0.347 0.471

Correlation with
virtue

CV 0.498 0.210 0.429 0.650 0.438 0.558

Correlation with
orientation

EUD 0.349 0.277 0.276 0.555 0.313 0.470

HED 0.119 0.331 0.053 0.402 0.152 0.213

N = 5000.
*This line and below indicate the correlations between items in the second column and factor scores (of the factors in the first line). In most cases, p < 0.001; only
**p(0.569): non-significant. ***p(0.561): non-significant.

six, sometimes accompanied by the split of some existing factors:
first, that of liberty and rights; second, that of civil efficacy;
third, that of the disparity elimination (the fourth, sixth, and
fifth factors, respectively, among the six) (Table 5). While the
factor of liberty/rights corresponds to the liberal justice and legal
citizenship mentioned above, the factor of disparity elimination
corresponds to distributive justice. Civil efficacy ramified from
the original factor of citizenship, and the original factor of
justice shrank into ethical justice. Thus, the two factors of
citizenship and civil efficacy correspond to the original and broad
concept of citizenship; the other four factors of disparity, ethical
justice, liberty/rights (liberal justice), and disparity elimination
(distributive justice) correspond to justice in general.

The inter-factor correlation matrix indicates a high correlation
between the first factor (citizenship) and the three factors

concerning justice (ethical, liberal, and distributive justice);
there are relatively high correlations among the three factors
of justice. The other two factors (disparity and civil efficacy)
are relatively lowly or negatively correlated with the four
abovementioned factors.

Table 5 indicates the following results: the correlation between
citizenship/civil efficacy and well-being is also moderate, while
the correlations regarding ethical/liberal/distributive justice and
well-being are moderate. In particular, the correlations between
liberal justice (liberty/rights) and well-being are highest.

The correlations between citizenship/civil efficacy or the other
three factors of justice and CV are, respectively, moderate and
higher than the SAT and HAP in all cases without any exception.
Moreover, the correlations concerning CV are higher than
those concerning SWLS and PERMA, with only two exceptions
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(correlation between ethical justice and SWLS, and between
liberal justice and PERMA). All of the correlations between these
factors and EUD are higher than that between these and HED.

In contrast, the correlations between disparity and well-
being are low, although only the SWLS is non-significant. The
correlation between disparity and CV is lowest among the
six factors and CV, although it is higher than the correlation
regarding SAT or HAP. The correlation between it and EUD is
lower than that concerning HED.

Nearly the same conclusions followed from these analyses
between the six factors and well-being as the analysis in the
last section “Analysis 1-2: Three Factors of Citizenship and
Justice.” Citizenship/civil efficacy and ethical/liberal/distributive
justice are also moderately related to well-being. The degree
of the relationship concerning citizenship/civil efficacy and
ethical/liberal/distributive justice is higher by the virtue-
related indicators than the hedonic indicators. The correlations
regarding disparity are exceptional: those regarding well-being
are low, and those regarding virtue orientation are lower than
hedonic orientation.

The findings of political well-being are also the same as the last
section. All correlations between the five items of citizenship and
justice (except disparity) and political well-being are higher than
those concerning overall well-being. As a result, all correlations
regarding I COPPE8 are higher than those of I COPPE7.

Analysis 1-4: Partial Correlation Analysis
Concerning Ascriptions
At the end of analysis 1, partial correlation analysis checked
the correlations in analysis 1-3 by removing the effects of
controlling variables concerning ascriptions: sex, age, level
of education, marriage (married or unmarried), residence
(prefecture with or without big cities), and work (employed
or unemployed).

As a result, all significant correlations in Table 5 are also
significant, and their correlation coefficients are very close to the
corresponding partial correlation coefficients. Furthermore, only
two insignificant correlations in Table 5 are also only insignificant
correlations in this analysis. Thus, this analysis shows that
these ascriptive elements did not influence the correlations and
conclusions above.

EXPLORATIVE FACTOR ANALYSIS AND
CORRELATIONS IN SURVEY2

Analysis 2-1: Four Factors of
Citizenships and Justice
The result of exploratory factor analysis in the second survey
was basically similar to that of the first survey, but a few
factors include both citizenship and justice. For example,
when the same method (maximum likelihood method, Promax
rotation) extracted three factors, the first factor was “justice and
citizenship,” while the second and the third were “disparity” and
“liberal justice.” The undifferentiation of justice and citizenship
is understandable, because these are highly associated even in the

first survey. Thus, the undifferentiation is itself a result of the
interdependence between citizenship and justice.

Nevertheless, the alternative factor analysis (principal factor
analysis, Promax rotation, designating four factors) separated
these two: the first factor is justice, the second factor is disparity,
the third factor is citizenship, and the fourth factor is civil efficacy.
The two factors of justice and disparity are related to justice in
a broad sense, and the other two factors of citizenship and civil
efficacy correspond to citizenship in general.

As a consequence of calculating the correlations between these
factors and well-being in the same way as section “Exploratory
Factor Analysis and Correlations in Survey1,” the second analysis
results are almost the same (Table 6). This analysis and results
are similar to analysis 1-2 of the three factors in the first survey in
section “Analysis 1-2: Three Factors of Citizenship and Justice.”
The three factors there correspond to the first three factors in
this analysis. The fourth factor of civil efficacy was included in
citizenship in analysis 1-2 and consisted of only one item of
civil efficacy in this analysis. As a result, the following analysis
is centered on the first three factors.

According to the component correlation matrix, there is
a positive relationship among justice, citizenship, and civil
efficacy, while there is a negative correlation between the three
and disparity. The correlation between justice and citizenship
is high (0.622).

Table 6 indicates the following results: first, the correlation
between justice and well-being, and that between citizenship
and well-being is moderate. Second, the correlation between
justice/citizenship and CV is also moderate and higher than
HAP,6 as SWLS and PERMA correlations are higher than HAP.
Finally, the correlations between these two factors and EUD are
higher than the correlations regarding HED.

On the other hand, the correlation between disparity and well-
being is much less than that above. In contrast, the correlation
between disparity and CV is positive, and it is higher than the
cases of SAT and HAP. On the other hand, the correlation
between it and the EUD is lower than that regarding HED.

Broadly, the same conclusions followed from these analyses
between the three factors and well-being as analysis 1 (sections
“Analysis 1-1: Two Factors of Citizenship/Justice and Disparity,”
“Analysis 1-2: Three Factors of Citizenship and Justice,” and
“Analysis 1-3: Six Factors of Citizenships and Justice”). In the
same vein, the findings of political well-being are also the same
as sections “Analysis 1-1: Two Factors of Citizenship/Justice
and Disparity,” “Analysis 1-2: Three Factors of Citizenship and
Justice,” and “Analysis 1-3: Six Factors of Citizenships and
Justice.” The correlation between justice and political well-
being is higher than the correlation concerning overall well-
being; the correlation regarding citizenship is also higher than
the correlation concerning overall well-being. As a result, the
respective correlations regarding I COPPE8 are higher than
those of I COPPE7.

6The correlations between the SAT of the justice/citizenship are 0.475/0.431, and
the former is slightly higher than the CV. This result is different from the first
survey, although this is not so conspicuous that it does not change the general
tendency mentioned here.
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TABLE 6 | Four factors and correlations in study 2.

Factor Justice Disparity Citizenship Civil efficacy

Exploratory factor
analysis (principal
component
analysis, Promax
rotation,
designation of four
factors)

Items (factor loading > 0.3) non-corruptive fairness,
justness, virtuous
politicians, disparity
elimination, political trust,
administrative trust,
electoral efficacy,
rulemaking

disparity, economic
disparity, disparity chain,
opportunity disparity

electoral efficacy,
rulemaking, political liberty,
human rights, disparity
elimination (−)

civil efficacy

Component
correlation matrix
(=correlation
between factor
scores)

Justice 1 −0.118 0.622 0.394

Disparity −0.118 1 0.107 0.277

Citizenship 0.622 0.107 1 0.351

Civil efficacy 0.394 0.277 0.351 1

Correlation with
well-being*

SWLS 0.543 0.046 0.428 0.46

PERMA (general WB) 0.433 0.256 0.423 0.566

I COPPE (o/p) 0.414/0.615 0.167/0.084 0.370/0.475 0.491/0.481

I COPPE (7/8) 0.491/0.521 0.191/0.182 0.440/0.458 0.563/0.568

SAT 0.475 0.135 0.431 0.500

HAP 0.339 0.201 0.366 0.463

Correlation with
virtue

CV 0.431 0.321 0.430 0.628

Correlation with
orientation

EUD 0.379 0.332 0.383 0.601

HED 0.318 0.355 0.374 0.506

N = 6885.
*This line and below indicate the correlations between items in the second column and factor scores (of the factors in the first line). In all cases, p < 0.001.

Thus, the tendency regarding citizenship and justice seen
in section “Exploratory Factor Analysis and Correlations in
Survey1” appeared again. Consequently, the analysis in the
second survey confirmed the results of analyses 1-1, 1-2,
and 1-3.

Analysis 2-2: Partial Correlation Analysis
Concerning Ascriptions
At the end of analysis 2, partial correlation analysis
checked the correlations in analysis 2-1 by removing
the effects of controlling variables concerning
ascriptions: sex, age, level of education, level of
income,7 marriage (married or unmarried), residence
(prefecture with or without big cities), and work
(employed or unemployed).

As a result, all significant correlations in Table 6
are significant, and their correlation coefficients are
very close to the corresponding partial correlation
coefficients. This analysis shows that these ascriptive
elements did not influence the correlations and, therefore,
conclusions above.

7This variable is controlled only in the second survey because there is no data in
the first survey.

DISCUSSION: VALIDITY OF THE
COMMUNITARIAN ASSUMPTION

Existence of Interdependence: Denial of
Egoism Assumption
Analyses 1 and 2 unanimously demonstrate substantial
relationships between citizenship and justice and
between citizenship/justice and well-being, including
political well-being. In short, there is substantial
interdependence among citizenship, justice, and well-being
(or political well-being).

Therefore, the egoism assumption that the relationship
between citizenship/justice and well-being is non-existent or
weak contradicts the results. In contrast, this does not necessarily
deny the assumptions of the other political philosophies, because
they admit or argue that there can be more or less of such
relationships. Since the communitarian assumption supposes
the most substantial interdependence compared with other
assumptions, it matches the result to the greatest extent.

Virtuousness and Well-Being: Denial of
the Utilitarian Assumption
The demonstrated substantial interdependence does not fit the
utilitarian assumption particularly well because of its supposition
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that the relationship between citizenship and justice (or well-
being) is weak or mild.

Moreover, the results of analyses 1 and 2 unanimously indicate
that the correlations between citizenship/justice and well-being
are higher according to virtue-related indicators than hedonic
ones. This fact verifies that the element of ethical morality is
associated with these. Therefore, this result does not support the
utilitarian assumption based on hedonic well-being.

On the contrary, this point is in tune with the communitarian
assumption, because it emphasizes eudaimonic well-being. The
libertarian and liberal assumptions do not particularly match the
results, but it does not directly follow that they are wrong, because
they admit that individuals respect morality in their private lives
and do not necessarily exclude the ethical elements.

Disparity and Well-Being: Limited
Support for the Libertarian Assumption
The demonstrated substantial interdependence does not fit the
libertarian and liberal assumption particularly well, because
the relationship between citizenship or justice and well-being
remains an enabling possibility. Nevertheless, it is difficult to
judge the plausibility of libertarian and liberal assumptions
by the result, because the assumption allows some degree of
interdependence.

Most of analyses 1 and 2 indicate that the correlations between
disparity and well-being/virtues are low but positive regarding
the distributive issue. The positive correlation suggests that
recognizing inequality does not necessarily reduce the well-
being of people, in opposition to radical egalitarianism, including
communism and socialism. Libertarians reversely suppose that
the difference in income may result from fair competition in
market economy. They tend to believe that the existence of
economic disparity is proof that the market system operates fairly
and leads to happiness of people.

In addition, the unanimous result that the correlations
between disparity and virtue-related indicators are lower than
those concerning the hedonic indicators indicates that the
hedonic orientation may enable people to recognize and accept
disparity, and that the eudaemonic orientation may hinder
recognition. As libertarians tend to pursue their hedonic
well-being, they can recognize and accept disparity more
easily than non-libertarians. Therefore, this finding fits this
libertarian worldview.

Distributive Justice and Well-Being:
Denial of Libertarian Assumption and
Support for Liberal Assumption
Nevertheless, the correlation between disparity and well-being
does not strongly support the libertarian assumption, because
it is low. In addition, there are some cases, including analysis
1-1, where the correlation is sometimes negative. Accordingly,
people’s acceptance of disparity does not hinder their happiness,
but most do not feel much happier.

On the other hand, there are negative correlations between
disparity and citizenship/justice in most cases (analyses 1-1, 1-
2, 2-1, and some in 1-3). This result is understandable, because

many people think that inequality is an injustice, and that it is not
in tune with citizenship.

At the same time, there is a moderately positive relationship
between distributive justice (disparity elimination) and well-
being in analysis 1-3: people tend to feel happiness in recognizing
the decrease in disparity.

Therefore, distributive justice, to some extent, is associated
with the well-being of people. This relationship is contradictory
to the libertarian assumption and supports the liberal
assumption. The latter triumphs over the former by the
evidence on this heated fundamental issue of politics, at least in
beliefs of the people.

Ethical Justice and Well-Being:
Plausibility of Communitarian
Assumption Over Liberal Assumption
Moreover, the correlations are higher on the virtue-related
indicators than on the hedonic indicators in analysis 1-3. That
is to say, the elimination of excessive disparity is concerned
with the increase in well-being, especially in terms of its
ethical dimensions.

Accordingly, the ethical element influences the relationship
between distributive justice (disparity elimination) and well-
being. The fact mentioned above seems to reflect the influence.
In short, moralistic or eudaimonic persons tend to feel happier in
seeing the decrease in disparity than hedonic persons do.

This result sounds reasonable in the popular understanding
of human beings, but it is not remarkably consistent with the
liberal philosophy that some ethical or moral worldview should
not influence justice. Instead, the communitarian assumption is
in tune with this finding.

This point is even more salient in terms of ethical justice. The
justice factor in analyses 1-1 and 1-2 transformed into ethical or
moral justice in analysis 1-3 in the first survey. Moreover, this
ethical factor (Ethical justice) has somewhat high or moderate
inter-factor correlations with Citizenship (0.751) and Distributive
justice (0.561). It has moderate correlations with well-being, and
its correlations measured by the virtue-related indicators are
higher than those by hedonic indicators.

That is to say, there is a substantial relationship between
the realization of ethical or moral justice and well-being, and
the interrelation is clearer using virtue-related indicators. The
importance and influence of ethical justice do not suit liberalism
well because, in their theory, values should not influence justice,
and merely legal rights should decide what justice is in the
liberal’s viewpoint.

On the contrary, this finding increases the reliability of the
communitarian assumption that ethical justice is related to
well-being. Moreover, several of the results mentioned above are
consistent with its assumption: substantial interdependence
is seen among citizenship, justice, and well-being, and
the virtue-related indicators indicate the higher values of
interrelations between well-being and citizenship/justice,
including distributive justice.

Consequently, analyses 1 (especially 1–3) and 2 verify the
plausibility of the communitarian assumption over the other
political philosophies, including liberalism.
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Moreover, citizenship and justice (except disparity) correlate
more with political well-being than with overall well-being.
As was mentioned, political well-being is collective well-being
most related to citizenship and justice, and collective well-being
is associated with the common good in the communitarian
assumption. Then, political or collective well-being is directly
associated with citizenship and justice in the assumption, and
individual well-being is indirectly related to citizenship and
justice principally through collective well-being. Therefore, it is
reasonable that citizenship and justice (except disparity) correlate
more with political well-being than with overall well-being
from the perspective of communitarianism, and this result is
in tune with the communitarian assumption. In addition, this
finding confirms the value of the conception of political well-
being.

CONCLUSION: VERIFICATION BY
POSITIVE POLITICAL PSYCHOLOGY

Comparative Plausibility of
Communitarian Assumption
There are two elements to the interdependence among
citizenship, justice, and well-being: whether such
interdependence exists and how they are. The examination
by positive political psychology enabled us to verify various
philosophical arguments scientifically. In addition, the concept
of political well-being proved to be helpful in the process of
the investigation.

First, the exploratory factor analysis of the two surveys
illuminated that the correlations among citizenship, justice, and

well-being were substantial. Therefore, the demonstrated result
of the interdependence explicitly denies the egoism assumption
supposing non- or weak interdependence.

Second, almost all correlations among the three are higher by
virtue-related indicators than by hedonic ones. Again, this result
does not match the utilitarian assumption.

Third, although the positive correlations between disparity
and well-being/virtues match the libertarian assumption, this
finding does not validate the assumption firmly because the
correlation is low.

Fourth, there is a negative correlation between disparity
and citizenship/justice and a moderately positive correlation
between disparity elimination and well-being: these findings
align not with the libertarian assumption but with the
liberal assumption.

Fifth, there is a substantial relationship between the realization
of ethical or moral justice and well-being. In addition, citizenship
and justice (except disparity) correlate more with political well-
being than with overall well-being. These facts are in tune
with the communitarian assumption rather than with the liberal
assumption. Moreover, almost all the correlations mentioned
above are clearer using the virtue-related indicators than using
the hedonic ones. Again, this recurrent tendency reinforces the
plausibility of the communitarian assumption.

In sum, some results explicitly contradict the assumptions
of either egoism or utilitarianism; other findings do not
fit either libertarianism or liberalism well. In contrast, all
the results do not negate the communitarian assumption,
and some support it thoroughly. Therefore, these findings
are most congruent to the communitarian assumption than
the other philosophical assumptions of egoism, utilitarianism,
libertarianism, and liberalism.

FIGURE 1 | Subjective and objective social sciences.
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Limits of This Study and Future Vision:
Subject/Object Citizenship, Justice, and
Common Good
The correlational analyses in the two surveys, thus, demonstrated
the relative plausibility of the communitarian assumption.
Moreover, as the constitution of the parent population in the
two surveys is different about several factors such as residency,
sex, age, marital status, these results seem robust. Moreover, it is
demonstrated that these attributes do not influence the results.

Nevertheless, other factors, such as living countries, dates,
political regimes, and culture, may affect the results, and similar
comparative studies will be desirable in the future. Furthermore,
these surveys were conducted in 2020 and 2021, historical years of
the pandemic in the world. Therefore, studies during usual times
will be desirable to remove the possible influence of such unusual
global environments.

In addition, there can be a following methodological
argument. The political philosophies are examined by people’s
perceptions concerning citizenship and justice. On the other
hand, normative philosophies such as libertarianism and
liberalism are independent of people’s subjective beliefs. Thus,
the results indicate only that communitarianism is most close
to people’s popular belief so that the results do not increase
its plausibility.

Nonetheless, the most critical methodological limit is perhaps
that this survey measures citizenship and justice by the subjective
recognition of respondents. This issue is well-known regarding
subjective well-being, and there has been a long history
of arguments and empirical verifications. In the same vein,
replies concerning citizenship and justice signify the subjective
recognition of the respondents that there is some level of
citizenship or justice. The answers do not guarantee that these
reflect objective situations. For example, if some replied that
there is no disparity and distributive justice in Japan, this answer
can be objectively wrong. The persons may be simply ignorant
of the reality concerning the objective large inequality because
of their low political consciousness, or media manipulation by
governments may delude the persons in the worst cases. If many
people believe that there are few problems regarding justice
and citizenship in their countries by these factors, they may be
happy at least during some periods. This situation may be a
fool’s paradise.

The statistical analysis this study offers may conclude
that justice and citizenship influence well-being in such a
situation. However, this may be neither desirable nor sustainable.
Therefore, it would be essential to discern whether the high
degree of well-being is the consequence of blinding effects or
objective increase in citizenship and justice. The best way to do
this would be through the use of both objective and subjective
indicators. While this study explored “subjective citizenship” and
“subjective justice”, the development of measuring “objective
citizenship” and “objective justice” is also valuable. There
have been some related attempts such as social justice
index (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2019); Amartya Sen and Martha
Nussbaum’s capability approach (and the Human Development
Index of the United Nations Development Programme: section
“Capability Approach: Consequential, Perfectionist, and Political

Liberalism” in the previous paper) and John Rawls’ concept of
primary goods may be able to function regarding justice (Rawls,
1971; Brighhouse and Robeyns, 2010).

In the same way, the common good in political philosophy
signifies both the objective benefits of all concerned and the
corresponding subjective benefits. The two can be distinctively
expressed as the common goods and the common good.
In other words, these are “objective common good” and
“subjective common good”.

Figure 1 indicates both as two axes, and the subjective
approach of positive collective psychology in this study explores
the subjective upper half; the objective approaches mentioned
above correspond to the right half. These two can be
called “subjective social science” and “objective social science,”
respectively. Then, the concomitant use of both approaches is
the ideal of positive social science. This is situated in the first
quadrant, and the subjective and objective approaches can pursue
it by reinforcing the other. These approaches based on this
perspective will enable us to explore the vast frontier of positive
social sciences.

Prospect of Philosophical Psychology for
Collective Well-Being and Common
Good
In conclusion, this study demonstrated that citizenship, justice,
and well-being (including political well-being) are substantially
interdependent. This result coincides with the communitarian
assumption; therefore, this assumption is most plausible among
assumptions of main political philosophies.

As discussed in sections of the “Psychological Examination
of the Plausibility of Political Philosophies Concerning
their Assumptions” this reliability does not necessarily
imply that communitarianism is the most credible political
philosophy, because there can be other assumptions, analyses
of which may lead to different plausibility concerning each
political philosophy. Moreover, since other analyses, such
as confirmatory factor analyses, can be conducted by
constructing models on political philosophies, these may
confirm or deny the abovementioned results and add new
findings on this theme.

Nonetheless, the interdependence of the three concepts
is essential for political philosophy, and this result can be
considered to increase the plausibility of communitarian political
philosophy as a whole.

Thus, collaboration between political philosophy and
empirical psychology can generate scientific and philosophical
progress. In this case, research on positive political psychology
substantiated the relationship among citizenship, justice,
and well-being, guided by political philosophy. Moreover,
the notion of collective well-being, including political well-
being, can be regarded as an essential element of subjective
common good: the former can function as one of the empirical
measurements of the latter from now on. Thus, positive
political psychology can approach empirical inquiry for
the common good.

On the one hand, this analysis empirically proved the
plausibility of the communitarian assumption. Furthermore, it
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increases the reliability of communitarianism, because these
three conceptions are closely associated with the core of
the communitarian political philosophy. This outcome is a
contribution of philosophical psychology, empirical psychology
led by philosophy.

On the other hand, the empirical finding will enable political
philosophy to advance if corroborated by scientific analyses.
This vision indicates the possibility of psychological philosophy,
political philosophy led by psychology.

As communitarianism regards the common good as the
purpose of politics, the possible outcome arising from this
research is the emergence of psychological, political philosophy
for the common good. Moreover, since the common good implies
increase in the collective well-being of people, positive political
psychology can work as a psychology for the common good with
the collaboration of political philosophy.
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Recent decades have witnessed a growing number of states around the world relying
on border control measures, such as immigration detention, to govern human mobility
and control the movements of those classified as “unauthorised non-citizens.” In
response to this, an increasing number of scholars from several disciplines, including
psychologists, have begun to examine this phenomenon. In spite of the widespread
concerns raised, few studies have been conducted inside immigration detention sites,
primarily due to difficulties in gaining access. This body of research becomes even
scanter when it comes to the experiences of detained women. This study is the first
of its kind to have surveyed 93 women confined in an Italian immigration detention
facility. A partial mediation model with latent variables was tested through partial least
structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM). The findings revealed the negative impact that
unfair immigration procedures have on detained women’s human dignity, which in turn
negatively affects their self-rated physical and mental health. Overall, our study sheds
light on the dehumanisation and damage to human dignity that immigration detention
entails, as well as its negative impact on the health of those affected. This evidence
reinforces the image of these institutions as sites of persistent injustice, while stressing
the need to envision alternative justice-oriented forms to address human mobility.

Keywords: immigration detention, immigration procedural fairness, human dignity, health, partial least structural
equation modelling, women, Italian detention system

INTRODUCTION

Since the late 1990s, states across the globe have increasingly used border control measures such
as immigration detention to govern human mobility and confine those deemed “unauthorised
non-citizens” (Bosworth and Turnbull, 2015; Nethery and Silverman, 2015; Furman et al.,
2016; Turnbull, 2017). These developments raise urgent concerns in terms of social justice
and the exclusionary nature of citizenship as a mechanism to perpetuate and further deepen
structural power differentials. Indeed, while people with citizenship status can generally only be
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incarcerated if charged or convicted of a criminal offence, non-
citizens are being systematically detained, sometimes even for
indefinite periods, in the name of immigration procedures and
national security (Bosworth and Turnbull, 2015; Cleveland et al.,
2018).

In response to these concerns, an increasing number of
scholars from several disciplines, including psychologists, have
turned their efforts toward studying this phenomenon. Most of
the studies available in the medical and psychological fields have
been devoted to assessing the effects of immigration detention
on those subject to this form of confinement (see Robjant et al.,
2009a; Bosworth, 2016; Filges et al., 2016; von Werthern et al.,
2018).

Despite the existing differences across settings and
jurisdictions, findings from this body of clinical literature
are consistent in highlighting the high human costs associated
with immigration detention measures. These produce a high
negative impact on the physical and mental health of detained
adults, adolescents, and children, the majority of whom have
also endured previous violence and abuse (Robjant et al., 2009b;
Bosworth, 2016; Filges et al., 2016). A recent systematic literature
review conducted by von Werthern et al. (2018) reinforced these
findings, showing that they also apply to countries like Sweden,
where detention standards are regarded as relatively benign. This
evidence raises serious concerns about the use of immigration
detention and its short-, medium-, and long-term impact on
individuals, families, and communities at large [on this point
see also the society for community research and action (SCRA)
Statements by Chicco et al. (2016) and Langhout et al. (2018)].

Whilst the value of this scholarship is undeniable, we
nevertheless note that it often limits its analysis of the
consequences of detention to diagnosable mental health
symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress
disorder) (Coffey et al., 2010; Esposito et al., 2015). This
approach, as it is mainly centred on individual dimensions,
carries the risk of medicalising the lived experiences of detained
people and supporting the perception of mental health care as
the primary solution to this phenomenon (McGregor, 2011;
Lykes, 2013). As explained elsewhere (Esposito et al., 2015), we
maintain that the understanding of the subjective experience
of immigration detention and its multidimensional effects
requires a community psychology ecological perspective, which
conceptualises health and wellbeing as context-dependent and
influenced by social justice (see Prilleltensky, 2008, 2012). This
argument also finds its root in previous qualitative findings
(Esposito et al., 2019a), which highlighted how, in line with
Prilleltensky’s theory of “wellness as fairness”, detention centres
can be viewed as environments which perpetuate “persisting
conditions of injustice” (2012, p. 17).

Reviews of literature in this field (Bosworth, 2016; von
Werthern et al., 2018) have also highlighted that empirical
studies on immigration detention are predominantly qualitative
in their nature and rarely focus on the specific experiences of
women (although, see Bosworth and Kellezi, 2014; Bosworth
et al., 2016, 2018; Canning, 2017; Esposito et al., 2019b,
2020a; De Angelis, 2020; Abji and Larios, 2021). One notable
exception is represented by the quantitative study conducted

by Cwikel et al. (2004), which examined the mental health
of Russian women detained in Israel. The findings how
the female participants experienced high rates of substance
abuse, depression, psychosomatic symptoms, and post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) (Cwikel et al., 2004). However, the
investigation did not include variables associated with the
detention environment and the treatment/experiences therein for
assessing women’s mental health outcomes.

Despite this gap, extant qualitative research indicates that
women in detention face particular challenges and present
gender-specific needs, vulnerabilities, and resiliencies (Bosworth
and Kellezi, 2014; Bosworth et al., 2016, 2018). Most women
also report experiences of gendered violence, including sexual,
domestic and/or reproductive violence (Kalt et al., 2013; Esposito
et al., 2019b). Yet, these experiences are rarely acknowledged
as grounds for protection (Esposito et al., 2019b, 2020a,b). This
body of work, which is often characterised by a feminist stance,
sheds light on the gendered aspects of the lives of women
labelled as “unauthorised non-citizens” before, during and after
their confinement.

Based on the above considerations, and in order to fill the
knowledge gaps identified, the present study is the first of its
kind to quantitatively analyse the health experiences of 93 women
detained for migration-related reasons. In particular, we focus on
two key variables, namely immigration procedural fairness and
human dignity, which—as other scholars have highlighted—play
a key role on the physical and mental health of people confined
in detention facilities.

Immigration Procedural Fairness and
Detained People’s Health
Despite the dearth of quantitative studies on these matters,
several qualitative and theoretical contributions have examined
the role of immigration procedural fairness on the health and
wellbeing of illegalised non-citizens detained under immigration
powers.

In her seminal paper on the “crimmigration crisis”, Stumpf
(2006) argued that although the convergence of immigration
and criminal justice systems is increasingly evident, the
distinction remains that “the constitutional rights of non-
citizens in immigration proceedings are far more limited than
those of criminal defendants” (p. 392). Other scholars, such
as Mary Bosworth (2014, 2019), have confirmed Stumpf ’s
argument through empirical research on the fewer protections
granted to detained non-citizens. This body of criminological
and critical legal scholarship shows that the immigration
system does not offer the same levels of due process and
procedural fairness as the criminal justice one (on this
point, see Wilsher, 2011; Hernández, 2014; Thwaites, 2014).
This disparate treatment “generates differential, and more
burdensome, outcomes, drawing fundamental principles of
equality [and justice] into question” (Bosworth, 2019, p. 88).

In particular, in her literature review, Bosworth (2016)
highlights how a lack of consistent and transparent information
and communication about immigration cases/processes has been
identified as a negative key factor for the mental health of
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people in detention (Bosworth, 2016). Other scholars have
also reached similar conclusions through empirical studies
conducted in various national detention settings. For example,
Puthoopparambil et al. (2015) highlight “feeling threatened by
the authorities to cooperate with deportation” as a crucial stressor
in the experience of migrants in Swedish immigration detention
centres. Furthermore, the authors emphasise how elements of
informational justice, such as a lack of clear and consistent
information and explanations about individual cases, result in
increased levels of uncertainty and stress.

People held in Australian immigration detention centres
also reported several instances of unjust treatments (e.g., Steel
et al., 2006; Coffey et al., 2010). In particular, the majority of
participants in the study conducted by Coffey et al. voiced a
sense of uncertainty and vulnerability to the whims of detention
and immigration staff, and “a belief that arbitrariness, rather
than any principles of justice, governed the processing of their
visa applications” (2010, p. 2074). These findings are echoed
by evidence found in Canada by Cleveland et al. (2018), which
shows that detained people felt frustrated and demeaned in
their interactions with immigration officers, whose decisions
were perceived as unpredictable, arbitrary, and beyond the
participants’ control.

Finally, in their quantitative study on quality of life in British
detention centres, Bosworth and Kellezi (2012, 2015) point to the
lack of procedural fairness on the part of immigration staff as one
of the most negative aspects of immigration detention. Regardless
of the specific facility they found themselves in, detained people
made a clear distinction between custodial staff and immigration
officers, demonstrating more negative views on the latter.

Human Dignity and Detained People’s
Health
As in the case of the unfairness of immigration procedures,
migrant people’s accounts of the lack of human dignity
experienced in immigration detention settings is a recurring topic
in most qualitative research in this field. For instance, all the
detained people interviewed by Coffey et al. (2010) indicated the
loss of liberty, as well as the starkness and deprivation of the
detention environment, as major causes of psychological harm.
They also reported multiple instances of unjust and inhumane
treatment, such as being handcuffed and strip-searched, which
they found criminalising, punitive, and humiliating.

Beyond these specific examples, the overall dehumanisation
pervading detention environments and characterising detention-
related practices contributes to people’s sentiment of a lack
of human dignity. An example of this can be found in the
practice of calling people by number rather than by name, which
has been described as quite common across different settings
and jurisdictions (Coffey et al., 2010; but also Bosworth, 2014;
Puthoopparambil et al., 2015; Esposito et al., 2019a).

Poor living conditions are also recurrently cited as a
major stressor for detained people, as reported by participants
interviewed in Sweden by Puthoopparambil et al. (2015), in
addition to the people we met in our qualitative study in the
Rome detention centre (Esposito et al., 2019a). These conditions

include a degraded state of facilities and dormitories, lack of
hygiene and inadequate sanitary facilities, overcrowding (see
also Steel et al., 2006), lack of items, activities and living space,
and poor-quality food. Complaints about food are particularly
frequent in detention, since detained people have very varying
diets, which are also linked to their different cultural habits and
religious beliefs. Hence, it is not surprising that food is one of the
main factors triggering protests within these sites (Esposito et al.,
2020b).

Reports from people in detention also highlight how they are
usually subject to measures which signal their social degradation,
and underline the shock and humiliation associated with them
(Cleveland et al., 2018). These measures, which make people feel
as if they are branded as “criminals”, include handcuffing (see also
Steel et al., 2004), transport in prison vans, exposure to searches,
and the confiscation of personal possessions. Partly corroborating
this evidence, Bosworth and Kellezi (2015) found that 41% of
their participants considered that their worth and humanity were
not upheld in detention. This clear evidence of the lack of human
dignity, as the authors note, “points to a sizeable legitimacy deficit
among the confined” (Bosworth and Kellezi, 2015, p. 5).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Given the above considerations, in this study we tested the
hypothesis that the lack of human dignity in immigration settings
mediates the relationship between immigration procedural
fairness and the self-rated physical and mental health of detained
women. The following subsections will describe the procedures,
tools, and analyses used to test our hypothesis.

Study Context
In Italy, the practice of detaining non-citizens under immigration
powers began in the 1990s, finally being formalised by the
Consolidated Immigration Act (Law 40/1998, also known as
the Turco-Napolitano Law). However, the Italian detention
system has been changing over time. At the time of writing
(October 2021), there are 10 detention centres in operation,
scattered throughout the country—namely in Turin, Milan,
Gradisca d’Isonzo (Gorizia), Ponte Galeria (Rome), Trapani-
Milo, Caltanissetta, Bari, Brindisi Restinco, Palazzo San Gervasio
(Potenza), and Macomer (Nuoro). People awaiting identification
and/or possibly deportation, including asylum seekers, can
be detained for up to 90 days, which is extendable for a
further 30 days (until October 2020, the maximum term of
detention was 180 days).

The Ponte Galeria centre in Rome was amongst the first
detention centres to be opened in Italy, and is also the largest one.
While initially its official capacity was 354 places, at the time of
writing the facility can hold up to 210 people (130 men and 80
women). Notably, this is the only detention centre in Italy where
women can currently be detained.

Like all Italian detention centres, the management of Ponte
Galeria is entrusted to a private sector organisation (currently
Albatros Social Cooperative), which is charged with providing
detained people with basic assistance, including psychosocial
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and medical care, legal advice, and cultural linguistic mediation.
There is an on-site immigration office in charge of handling
immigration cases, maintaining relationships with consular
authorities, and implementing deportation decisions. Military
personnel patrol the outside areas of the centre, while an
inter-force police unit—composed of policemen, carabinieri and
finance police—is in charge of maintaining order and security
inside the centre.

Since opening, Ponte Galeria has been the site of reported
violence and abuse. Three people in particular have paid the
cost of this system with their lives, namely Mohamed Ben Said,
Salah Soudani and Nabruka Mimuni1: the first two allegedly died
due to medical negligence, while the latter committed suicide,
following the decision in favour of an imminent deportation to
Tunisia (Galieni and Guido, 2019). In addition to these tragedies,
over the years the centre has been the theatre for recurring
right violations and injustices, including the inadequacy of the
lawfulness assessment of detention and poor quality of judges’
and lawyers’ performances; scarcity of information provided to
detained people on their rights and the procedures for enforcing
them; insalubrious living conditions; insufficient healthcare;
excessive security restrictions (e.g., bans on a vast number of
items and possessions); poor quality of food; lack of activities and
alienation; neglect of situations of increased vulnerability (such
as people facing mental health challenges or with experience
of torture and gendered violence); and even episodes of police
violence (e.g., Medici Per I Diritti Umani [MEDU], 2012;
LasciateCIEntrare, 2016; Border Criminologies - Landscapes of
Border Control, 2020).

Participants
This study employed a convenience sample of 93 participants,
who were held at Ponte Galeria detention centre during the
period of our fieldwork. The main demographic characteristics
of the participants are reported in Table 1.

As can be seen from the table, the entirety of our sample is
constituted by women. This choice is not only justified by the
arguments we presented in the introduction to this work (i.e.,
the paucity of research conducted with this group), but also
by pragmatic reasons. In fact, at the time of our fieldwork, the
men’s section was closed following an uprising and subsequent
arson. This resulted in only seven men participating in our
quantitative study, a condition which would have made our
sample unrepresentative of both men and women’s detention
experiences. We therefore opted to remove these cases from
further analyses. The participants reported a mean age of about
35 years and a standard deviation of about 10, which indicates
that 68% of participants’ ages ranged between 25 and 45.

In terms of educational level, this ranged from having no
schooling (31%), to possessing a university degree (30%). There
was also significant variability as to marital status, with being

1While this paper was under review, another individual tragically died, a 26-
year-old Tunisian man named Wissem Ben Abdellatif. On 28th November 2021,
Wissem died at the San Camillo hospital in Rome after being transferred there from
Ponte Galeria detention centre. An investigation is currently underway to establish
whether the heart attack that provoked his death may have been caused by the use
of restraint measures.

TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of participants.

Range Mean (SD)

Age (years) 18–62 34.9 (10.9)

Time spent in Italy (months) 11–12,77 24.5 (15.2)

Time spent in detention (days) 3–199 31.2 (34.9)

Marital status

Single 49 (52.7%)

Married/in a relationship 19 (20.4%)

Separated/divorced/widowed 22 (23.7)

Other 1 (1.1%)

Missing 2 (2.2%)

Children

Yes 48 (51.6%)

No 45 (48.4%)

Country of citizenship (top five)a

Nigeria 39 (41.9%)

China 7 (7.5%)

Ukraine 5 (5.4%)

Romania 4 (4.3%)

Brazil 3 (3.2%)

Rest of the world 35 (37.6%)

Educational level

None 31 (33.3%)

Primary school 14 (15.1%)

Middle school/high school 38 (40.9%)

Higher education 9 (9.7%)

Missing 1 (1.1%)

Legal status*

Asylum seekers 57 (61.3%)

Trafficking survivors 1 (1.1%)

Illegalised non-citizen 27 (29.3%)

Missing 8 (8.6%)

aThere were 33 different nationalities present among the people detained.
*Asylum seeker: a person who is seeking international protection but whose claim
has not yet been finally determined (either because it has yet to be processed or
because the person is appealing against a negative decision); Trafficking survivor:
a person who applied for protection as a “victim of trafficking”; Illegalised non-
citizen: a person who does not belong to any of the above categories and does not
possess authorisation to stay in the country. Legal status categories were based
on participants’ definitions of their legal situation.

single representing the most prevalent condition (50%), followed
by being married or in a de facto union (23%), separated
or divorced (19%) and widowed (5%). At least half of the
sample (52%) had children. The majority of participants (70%)
did not have any family members in Italy. Nationality was
vastly heterogeneous, with participants coming from at least
34 different countries across four continents: Europe, Africa,
Asia, and America.

Procedures and Measures
This paper is part of a larger research project, which was
developed over a period of nearly three years (2014–2017).
Informed by a community psychology ecological perspective
(Esposito et al., 2015), this sustained engagement opened up
a space to forge relationships of trust and collaboration with
different participants, including detained people, staff members,
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NGO practitioners and activists. The qualitative part of this study,
which involved observations and interviews with detained people
and practitioners, has been published elsewhere (Esposito et al.,
2019a). This article presents the analysis of our quantitative data,
which were collected following up the qualitative study.

In terms of data collection, a protocol was administered by two
researchers who were overall proficient in several languages (i.e.,
Italian, English, Portuguese, Spanish, and French). In those rare
cases where respondents spoke other languages, such as Arabic
and Mandarin, we relied on the support provided by on-site
volunteer interpreters from BeFree, a local feminist NGO which
provides support to women detained in the centre. This choice
was made to ensure answers to the survey were accurate, as well
as the full participation of all detained women, including those
with a low level of formal education and/or poor command of
the Italian language.

Before taking part in the study, all participants were provided
with a detailed explanation of the study’s aims and procedures,
along with the opportunity to ask questions and clarifications.
All participants were also asked to sign a consent form, which
was provided in a variety of languages (i.e., Italian, English,
Portuguese, French, Spanish, Arabic, and Mandarin). All research
procedures were approved by the ISPA-University Institute Ethics
Commission, the institution where the first author conducted her
doctoral research.

The protocol for data collection comprised an array of
measures aimed at assessing several aspects of women’s detention
experiences from a psychosocial perspective. Amongst them,
for this study we used information from the sociodemographic
form, the self-rated physical health (SRPH) and self-rated mental
health (SRMH) measures, and the Measure of Quality of Life in
Detention (MQLD) (Bosworth and Kellezi, 2015).

The MQLD, inspired by the “Measure of Quality of Prison
Life” (MQPL) (Liebling and Arnold, 2004), was developed
by Bosworth and colleagues with the aim of assessing the
experiences and needs of people held in British immigration
detention facilities (Bosworth and Kellezi, 2015; Bosworth,
2015). The intention was to create a quantitative tool to use
alongside qualitative methods such as participant observations
and in-depth interviews, to gather the viewpoints of a large
number of participants. The MQLD is composed of the
following dimensions: Dignity; Safety; Staff decency; Staff help
and assistance; Distress; Healthcare; Immigration organisation and
consistency; Immigration procedural fairness; Communication and
autonomy; Care for the most vulnerable; Drugs (for a description
of each dimension, see Bosworth and Kellezi, 2015, pp. 2–3).
The 64 items composing the survey are measured on a 6-point
Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree, and a final
option for “Don’t know/not applicable”). A final section provides
participants with the opportunity to offer additional comments
based on their views and experiences.

The MQLD was translated and adapted to the Italian detention
context, and the particular centre under study, through a
collaborative and ecological process, which involved researchers,
practitioners working in the detention field, and people with
lived experience of detention (Esposito et al., 2022). The resulting

survey—the MQLD-IT—consists of 71 items, which maintained
the same measurement properties of the original scale, and 13
dimensions: the 11 dimensions of the original MQLD plus two
new dimensions introduced as a result of the adaptation process
(Security staff decency: the extent to which the security staff—i.e.,
interforce officers—are considered reasonable and appropriate;
Contact with the outside: the perception of being able to have
contact with the outside, such as with family and friends).
As in the original version, the MQLD-IT also included some
stand-alone items and two open-ended questions asking the
respondents to list the three best and worst aspects of their
life in detention.

For the purpose of this study, we extracted two MQLD-IT
dimensions, namely Immigration procedural fairness and Dignity.
However, the dimension of Dignity, which was originally defined
by Bosworth and Kellezi as “an environment characterised
by kind regard and concern for the person that recognises
the value and humanity of the individual” (2015, p. 2), was
renamed as Lack of human dignity. We did that for two
reasons: the first is that most of the items used in the survey
are negatively framed and therefore they tap into people’s
feeling that their dignity within the detention environment
is not upheld. Second, we believe that it is important to
conceptually distinguish “dignity” as one of the sub-components
of procedural fairness, which refers to being treated with dignity
and respect with regard to procedures and decisions (see Tyler,
2000, 1989), from “human dignity” as a fundamental human
right, which encompasses elements such as dignified standards
of living and not being subjected to inhuman or degrading
treatment, which make someone’s life valued and worth living
(Schulman, 2008; Nussbaum, 2011). In this study, we refer to
the latter conceptualisation, which fits the criteria of Lack of
human dignity.

It is also important to clarify that we treated the above-
mentioned dimensions in a different manner to how they
were originally conceptualised by Bosworth and Kellezi (2015).
In fact, the original measure treats both dimensions as sub-
dimensions of the quality of life in detention, and as such
they are analysed as correlated congeneric variables. However,
in this study we take a different stance in terms of how to
conceptualise the relationship between immigration procedural
fairness and human dignity. In fact, we treated Immigration
procedural fairness and Lack of human dignity as two distinct, yet
related measures, whereby the former is modelled as a predictor
of the latter. This choice is supported by the evidence presented
in the previous sections, which suggests that immigration
procedural fairness might be a determinant of human dignity in
detention contexts.

In order to measure detained women’s physical and mental
health we relied on the SRPH and the SRMH measures. These
measures each include a single item that assesses participants’
perception of their physical and mental self-rated health
respectively. Given the large correlation between these two
manifest variables (r = 0.51), we decided to combine them into
a single component (Self-rated health), which would explain both
aspects of participants’ self-rated health.
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DATA ANALYSIS

Data were analysed within the context of partial least structural
equation modelling (PLS-SEM) by means of SmartPLS software
version 3.3.7 (Ringle et al., 2015). This approach was preferred
to covariance-based structural equation modelling (CB-SEM) for
its proven ability to better handle complex models with several
components, indicators, and relationships between variables,
where the data are not normally distributed, and the sample size
is relatively small (Hair et al., 2017; Rigdon et al., 2017). The
latter case is particularly relevant in this instance, since our tested
model includes only 93 cases, which would have resulted in an
underpowered solution using CB-SEM. Conversely, the inverse
square root method (Kock and Hadaya, 2018) reveals that the
model we tested needed only 35 cases to reach a power of 0.8
(Cohen, 1988, 1992), thereby avoiding incurring a Type II error.
No missing values were found in our dataset.

First, we tested a partial mediation model in which
Immigration procedural fairness predicted both Self-rated health
and Lack of human dignity, and the latter in turn predicted Self-
rated health. However, the results of our analyses demonstrated
that the path from Immigration procedural fairness to Self-rated
health was not significant at the 5% alpha level, β = -0.19, p = 0.15,
95% BCa CI [-0.10, 0.41], and small effect size (f 2 = 0.02). Based
on these findings, we tested a full mediation model, in which
Immigration procedural fairness predicted only Lack of human
dignity and the latter in turn predicted Self-rated health.

Evaluation of the Reflective
Measurement Model
To assess the measurement model, we will first present the
results of the reliability and validity assessment of our main
reflective components. These are based on the principle
that the main components examined—namely Immigration
procedural fairness, Self-rated health, and Lack of human
dignity—explain the variability in a series of manifest congeneric
variables. The components’ reliability was assessed through
the omega coefficient, ω (McDonald, 1999), whereas their
validity was established through Average Variance Extracted
(AVE). Additionally, the heterotrait-monotrait ratio of
correlations (HTMT) (Henseler et al., 2015), was used to
assess discriminant validity.

The first component we will examine is Immigration
procedural fairness, which was defined by Bosworth and Kellezi
as “the perceived impartiality and legitimacy of immigration
officers” (2015, p. 3). This construct builds on some of the
main tenets of procedural justice (see Tyler, 1989, 2000), that
is, the perception that immigration officers: (a) show genuine
concern and treat detained people with dignity and respect; (b)
are trustworthy; and (c) are fair in applying treatments and
conveying information to all detained people indiscriminately.

As we can see in Table 2, all the items used to measure
the component Immigration procedural fairness present adequate
standardised outer loadings, with high composite reliability
(ω = 0.84) and AVE = (0.53). Although the items “Most of
the immigration staff at this Centre are good at explaining

the decisions that concern my immigration/asylum case” and
“Immigration staff treat all the detainees the same in this Centre”
present relatively small outer loadings, they are both higher than
0.4, which is generally regarded as the threshold above which
an item can be considered as “salient” in PLS-SEM, and their
deletion would not substantial alter the validity and reliability
of their corresponding component (see Hair et al., 2021). In
addition, they both contribute to capturing a relevant conceptual
aspect of immigration procedural fairness, that is, impartiality in
treatment. Based on these considerations, we decided to retain
the above items.

On the other hand, the original structure of the MQLD
(Bosworth and Kellezi, 2015) included another item, namely “I
have to be careful about everything I do in this Centre, or it
can be used against me in my immigration case”. However, in
our analyses this item was deleted due to a low outer loading
(-0.31), which reduced the component’s composite reliability
(omega = 0.76) and brought convergent validity (AVE = 0.45)
below the recommended threshold.

Having assessed the statistical properties of Immigration
procedural fairness, we now turn to examine the remaining
components included in this study. As we can see in Table 2
below, both Self-rated health and Lack of human dignity show
satisfactory reliability and convergent validity.

The second component is based on the dimension of Dignity,
which was originally defined by Bosworth and Kellezi as “an
environment characterised by kind regard and concern for the
person that recognises the value and humanity of the individual”
(2015, p. 2). As explained earlier, however, in our study we
decided to rename this component as Lack of human dignity. In
addition, it was also necessary to remove three items originally
considered by Bosworth and Kellezi (2015) as part of this
component, namely “There is not enough to do at this Centre,”
“This Centre helps me stay in contact with my family,” and “Staff
do not make racist comments in this Centre.” Their removal
was justified by their relatively low outer loadings, which slightly
lowered the component’s reliability (omega = 0.80) and most of
all its convergent validity (AVE = 0.37), bringing it below the
recommended threshold.

Evaluation of the Structural Model
To evaluate the quality of the structural model, we will first
present the results of collinearity and discriminant validity. No
evident sign of collinearity was detected, with the construct’s
tolerance (VIF) values ranging from a minim of 1.15 for both
Self-rated physical health and Self-rated psychological health and
a maximum of 2.43 for the item “Most of the immigration staff
here show concern and understanding towards me.”

In terms of discriminant validity, all cases were below the
recommended cut-off point of 0.9 for the HTMT (see Henseler
et al., 2015), with values ranging from a minimum of 0.53
between Self-rated health and Immigration procedural fairness
and a maximum of 0.78 between Lack of human dignity and
Immigration procedural fairness. Having ascertained the absence
of issues with regard to collinearity and discriminant validity,
we will now present the main results of the causal relationships
between the components included in the model.
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TABLE 2 | Reliability and convergent validity indexes for Self-rated health, Immigration procedural fairness, and Lack of human dignity.

Latent variables Manifest variables Outer
loadings*

Composite
reliability (CR)

Average variance
extracted (AVE)

Self-rated health How would you rate your overall physical health (physical health) 0.80 0.81 0.68

How would you rate your overall mental health (mental health) 0.83

Immigration procedural fairness Most of the immigration staff here show concern and understanding
toward me

0.89 0.84 0.53

Most immigration staff treat me with respect 0.82

I trust most of the immigration staff in this Centre 0.84

Most of the immigration staff at this Centre are good at explaining
the decisions that concern my immigration/asylum case

0.50

Immigration staff treat all the detainees the same in this Centre 0.48

Removed manifest variables

I have to be careful about everything I do in this Centre, or it can be
used against me in my immigration case

−0.31 0.76 0.45

Lack of human dignity I am not being treated as a human being in here 0.71 0.83 0.55

The quality of my living conditions in this Centre is poor 0.70

The food at this Centre is good −0.74

In this Centre they do not care about me, they just want me to be
deported

0.80

Removed manifest variables 0.80 0.37

There is not enough to do at this Centre 0.41

This Centre helps me stay in contact with my family −0.44

Staff do not make racist comments in this Centre −0.54

*All values are significant at 1% alpha level.

Our results are based on standardised coefficients, and
5,000 bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrap (BCa) statistical
significance set at a minimum of 5% alpha level (p < 0.05)
and confidence intervals (CI). With regard to the coefficient
of determination (R2), we followed standard recommendations,
according to which values of 0.75, 0.50, and 0.25 for the
endogenous latent variables are considered large, moderate,
and weak, respectively (Hair et al., 2013, 2021). As for effect
size, f 2 values of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 are considered small,
medium, and large respectively. Lastly, predictive relevance was
assessed through blindfolding, with Stone-Geisser’s Q2 values
of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 being indicative of small, medium, and
large predictive relevance, respectively (Geisser, 1974; Stone,
1974). Figure 1 provides a graphical representation of the
relationship between the exogenous and endogenous variables
included in our model.

Table 3 offers a summary of the main paths analysed. As
we can see from both Figure 1 and Table 3, our model shows
a highly significant and strong negative effect of Immigration
procedural fairness on Lack of human dignity, β = -0.66, p ≤ 0.001,
95% BCa CI [-0.74, -0.53], with close to moderate coefficient of
determination (R2 = 0.43), large effect size (f2 = 0.77) and large
predictive relevance (Q2 = 0.21). In turn, Lack of human dignity
exerts a highly significant negative effect on Self-rated health, β = -
0.42, p ≤ 0.001, 95% BCa CI [-0.58, -0.19], with a weak coefficient
of determination (R2 = 0.16), medium-large effect size (f2 = 0.21),
and small-medium predictive relevance (Q2 = 0.10).

In terms of indirect effects, we found that Immigration
procedural fairness has a total highly significant positive indirect

effect on Self-rated health through Lack of human dignity,
β = 0.27, p ≤ 0.001, 95% CI [0.12, 0.40].

DISCUSSION

The findings presented in this study offer some evidence that
the relationship between immigration procedural fairness and
self-rated health in immigration detention is fully mediated
by the lack of human dignity perpetuated in these contexts.
What emerges from our study is the negative impact that a
lack of human dignity has on the subjective perception of
physical and mental health of women confined inside Ponte
Galeria detention centre. Consistent with the evidence gathered
in previous qualitative studies, including our own study in the
same detention context (Esposito et al., 2019a), our quantitative
findings highlight how people in these sites of confinement
feel highly deprived of their value and sense of humanity. This
dehumanisation, as a result, has a profound negative effect on
their health and wellbeing.

These findings overall demonstrate that immigration
detention negatively affects the women subject to it. Additionally,
we found a highly statistically significant and strong negative
effect of Immigration procedural fairness on Lack of human
dignity. This evidence resonates with studies highlighting how
the management of immigration cases is a fundamental aspect
for detained people, as it determines the very reason for their
confinement as well as the possible developments and outcomes
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FIGURE 1 | Structural model of relationship between Immigration procedural fairness, Lack of human dignity, and Self-rated health.

TABLE 3 | Structural model results of direct and indirect effects.

Path Standardised path
coefficient

t-Values Statistical
significance (p-value)

95% bootstrapped
confidence intervals

Immigration procedural fairness—Lack of human dignity −0.66 13.09 <0.001 −0.74, −0.53

Lack of human dignity—Self-rated health −0.42 4.05 <0.001 −0.58, −0.19

Immigration procedural fairness—Lack of human
dignity—Self-rated health

0.27 4.02 <0.001 0.12, 0.40

of their own situation (i.e., continued detention, deportation, or
release into the community).

This evidence, once again, is consistent with findings which
emerged from the qualitative component of our research
(Esposito et al., 2019a). The latter describes dehumanisation and
depersonalisation as salient processes at play in Ponte Galeria
detention environment, which are particularly exemplified
by dehumanizing practices such as calling detained people
by number rather than by name. Our participants also
emphasised the lack of information and communication
experienced with on-site immigration officers whom, on
several occasions, they never met. As a result, detained
people struggled to follow what was happening with their
immigration/asylum cases and experienced high levels of
unfairness and uncertainty.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RECOMMENDATIONS

One of the main limitations of this study is represented by
the nature of the sample. First of all, we should be mindful
that we adopted a convenience sample that was obtained from
a specific immigration detention centre in Italy; this means
that caution should be taken in generalising the results to
every detention centre in the country, and even more to
extend them to the rest of the world. We suggest that future
studies should explore the relationship between immigration
procedural fairness, human dignity, and health/wellbeing in other
contexts and with more representative samples, to ascertain

whether our findings can be extended elsewhere. We should
also be mindful that the variability of participants in terms of
country of origins and spoken languages posed an additional
challenge for the research. Although every possible measure
was taken to make the survey as accessible as possible,
we cannot exclude that some information might have been
lost in translation.

Turning to our main findings, we should be mindful that
these are the result of a correlational study and as such no
definitive causal relation can be ascertained. In addition, the
models we tested in our study, although theoretically sound
and statistically adequate to describe the data, are only some
of the possible alternatives available. Other hypotheses could
be explored in future research. For example, given the high
correlation and relatively low discriminant validity between
Immigration procedural fairness and Lack of human dignity, it
could be possible to test the hypothesis that these two variables
might in fact form a higher-order construct, which in turn
can explain variations in detained people’s self-reported physical
and mental health.

Additionally, we should point out that even when replicating
the model used in this study, we should consider that lack
of human dignity cannot be treated as the only predictor of
health outcomes in immigration detention centres. Future studies
should therefore include more exogenous variables that can
explain detained people’s health and wellbeing. In the same
vein, variables other than immigration procedural fairness can
be responsible for the lack of human dignity perpetuated in
detention contexts, and as such future studies should explore
other possible determinants.
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CONCLUSION

We lose our dignity in here. (Fela)

States around the globe are implementing increasingly
stringent policies in order to deter, sort and control those
entering and living in their territories. These policies, which can
be regarded as a form of structural violence against particular
groups of non-citizens, primarily racialised people from low-
income countries (Cleveland et al., 2018), have also involved a
growing use of official and unofficial forms of migration-related
incarceration. Notably, the lives of these people are constantly
jeopardised by the risk of arrest, detention, and deportation.

Overall, this evidence shows a different facet of social justice
and citizenship. In fact, the exclusionary nature of citizenship
turns this status into a power tool, which is used to regulate
and discriminate access to rights and freedoms—systematically
precluded to some groups. In this context, citizenship, which
is usually regarded as a “positive” and “desirable” form of
inclusion into society, becomes a means to perpetuate injustice,
dispossession, and marginalisation (Tambakaki, 2015; Cook and
Seglow, 2016).

In this global scenario, Italy is no exception, as recent
legislations have increased the number of detention facilities and
the people confined therein, as well as allowed for the detention
of people seeking asylum (Border Criminologies - Landscapes
of Border Control, 2020). These restrictive measures, as our
study clearly highlights, take a huge human toll, considering the
damaging impact they have on human dignity, which in turn
negatively impacts people’s health and wellbeing. This evidence
reinforce the image of immigration detention centres as sites
that perpetuate “persisting conditions of injustice” (Prilleltensky,
2012, p. 17).

We believe that the findings presented in this article are
of utmost social and political importance, and although they
highlight the negative effect of unfair immigration procedures
on detained women’s human dignity and health, they should
not be interpreted as an invitation to simply provide fairer
immigration procedures in these contexts. In this article, indeed,
we align our argument with decades of research, activism,
and legal challenges, which have advocated for a radical
transformation of the immigration and detention systems (e.g.,
Accardo and Guido, 2016; LasciateCIEntrare, 2016; García
Hernández, 2017; Boochani, 2018; Boochani et al., 2020; Border
Criminologies - Landscapes of Border Control, 2020). In that
regard, our findings reinforce the message that immigration

detention causes unnecessary and harmful impacts on those
confined, who, it is important to reiterate, are detained only
for their status as unauthorised, or rather illegalised, non-
citizens. Therefore, we advocate for alternative frameworks
and strategies to conceptualise and approach human mobility,
all based on the principles of social justice, dignity, and
individual/communal wellness.
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