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Editorial on the Research Topic

Philosophical perspectives onqualitative psychological and social science

research

We have written this editorial commentary as an endpoint to what we consider to

be a successful Research Topic: “Philosophical perspectives on qualitative psychological and

social science research.” Our first impetus in proposing the topic was to examine a plethora

of perspectives of research within psychology and social sciences. Issues associated with

philosophical perspectives on qualitative psychological and social science research related

to the nature of the data, its collection, the types of inquiries, the form of questions, the rigor

and other issues associated with information analysis, the positionality of the researcher, and

the processes required to yield meaningful, trustworthy results, as well as reflexivity. Our

second guiding intention was to adopt a broad philosophical approach, one of many that a

researcher may consider, to allow for the exploration of the nature of the research process

itself and how this process influences the development of knowledge from research findings

across a broad range of approaches and methodologies.

A key feature of this Research Topic is how various methodologies contribute to the

current knowledge and inform the literature of psychology and social science research. The

authors of this Research Topic have presented fascinating, diverse, theoretical concepts,

methodologies, and philosophies, carrying similarities and differences among them as

expressions of their research philosophy.

Highlights from the article collection

In this editorial, we do not simply want to repeat the abstracts that can be found for

each contribution; rather, we have provided a brief reflection of some of the numerous

highlights that are present in the articles included in this Research Topic. We first wish to

mention the breadth of perspectives of the articles included in the Research Topic, which is

demonstrated in many ways. For example, articles on this topic embody many different ways
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to approach qualitative social science research, namely, facet

theory,1 bricolage,2 life stories, and psychological phenomenology.3

Furthermore, the inquiries are of varying designs such as

cross-sectional, longitudinal, intervention studies, and a review.

These articles highlight individual, communal, organizational, and

contextual factors that affect the daily lives of children and adults

from Canada, Chile, England, Israel, Germany, and South China.

The highlights of the seven articles provide a sense of their themes

and novel contributions.

Gordley-Smith reviews Hackett’s book on the fundamentals

of facet theory and mapping sentences. Hackett expanded facet

theory from quantitative methods into qualitative approaches.

The mapping sentences4 reviewed the time period from the

field of avian cognitive behavior (Hackett, 2019) and prison

officers’ occupational stress (Small and Hackett, 2023) to the

Black Lives Matter movement (Hackett and Schwarzenbach, 2020).

Furthermore, adopting facet theory and the mapping sentence,

Rabenu and Shkoler opened a hatch to their ongoing research

into the area of consumer psychology research and the marketing

of higher education. The authors delved into concepts under

investigation and defined them systematically, comprehensively,

and parsimoniously.

López-Montero et al. followed the trend that supports the

term “life story” instead of “life history” to investigate human

experiences. Li and Liu also investigated human experiences by

comparing structures using psychological phenomenology within

pedagogic neoliberalism.

Ben-Asher presented the virtue of the Bricolage (see text

footnote 2), following the recommendation to regard the bricolage

methodology as an analytical alternative to methodological

templates. This approach has the potential to improve the way

researchers understand, formulate, and implement methodological

choices in their research (Pratt et al., 2022).

Martínez-Pernía et al. studied the empathic experience

of pain using an experimental phenomenological method by

1 Facet theory is a multi-dimensional research approach fromwithin social

science research (Canter, 1985; Hackett, 2021). Facet theory was originally a

purely quantitative methodology that considered the totality of the research

project from research design, data collection and analysis, and report writing.

More recently, it has been extended into the realm of qualitative research.

2 Bricolage is a qualitative critical research approach that considers

research phenomena from multiple theoretical points of view. It is a multi-

perspectival, multi-theoretical, and multi-methodological approach that has

its roots in practices that are eclectic and employ an emergent design.

Moreover, bricolage is characterized by its flexibility and plurality.

3 Psychological phenomenology is a psychological research approach that

employs phenomenological, hermeneutic, and existential philosophies in its

attempts to elucidate the structures of meaning and the lived experience of

research participants in a sensical manner.

4 Mapping sentences are themajor components of facet theory. Amapping

sentence is a sentence written in ordinary prose that contains a clear

specification of a research project, including participants, content variables

and/or areas of research interest, and pertinent background characteristics.

In quantitative research, the mapping sentence also contains a specification

of the outcome measures, but this is not present in qualitative research that

uses a declarative mapping sentence (Hackett, 2020; Hackett and Li, 2022).

analyzing videos of sportspersons suffering physical accidents while

practicing extreme sports.

They demonstrated how phenomenological data (see text

footnote 3) may contribute to comprehending empathy for

pain in social neuroscience. The authors also addressed the

phenomenological aspect of the enactive approach to the three

dimensions of an embodiment of human consciousness, especially

the intersubjective dimension. Finally, Fisher and Refael Fanyo’s

study (quantitative) examined how the level of communal

affiliation affects the perceived authority of elementary school

teachers and the involvement of parents.

After briefly considering what we feel are the highlights of

the Research Topic, we have in the following section commented

on how we believe this Research Topic contributes to the field

of research.

Contribution of the Research Topic to
the field of research

Articles in this Research Topic are from researchers from

around the globe. The inclusion of culturally diverse participants

and researchers enriches psychology and social science research.

The different perspectives of the researchers and their philosophies

provide new methodological insights for the sake of both scientific

knowledge and for applied purposes.

As for specific contributions, the two articles on facet theory

illustrated that declarative mapping sentences may stimulate

cumulative knowledge development and create space for

knowledge emergence. Further, Hackett demonstrated how Facet

theory and the mapping sentence offer a potentially constructive

philosophical basis for understanding daily existence. Rabenu

and Shkoler demonstrated how facet theory can be used to

define new concepts in a systematic, comprehensive, and yet

parsimonious manner.

Since life stories in qualitative methods were thus far studied

using a multiplicity of techniques, lacking a clear delimitation,

López-Montero et al. unraveled the possible confusion that may

be present due to this delimitation and reviewed techniques to

study human experiences and innovatively apply bibliometrics to

show how the centrality of knowledge transferred from psychology

(Neumann, 2015). In addition, studying life stories, Li and Liu used

phenomenological psychology (see text footnote 3) to reach the

typical essence based on structures derived from each case that can

be compared with results from similar studies.
Ben-Asher article on Bricolage, which involves combining

resources for a new purpose, illustrated how practices were

creatively designed to fit the research, acknowledging that there are

many possible ways of conducting high-quality qualitative research.

Martínez-Pernía et al. extended the social cognition research

which has been traditionally conducted through self-report,

behavioral, and neuroimaging measures to first-person methods

based on the phenomenological experience (Giorgi and Palmisano,

2017).

Finally, Fisher and Rafael Fayol’s study carries practice

implications for formulating policies to improve the school-parent

relationship and strengthen the teacher’s authority.
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Concluding thoughts and looking
forward

The original goal set by the editors of this Research Topic was

to foster an interdisciplinary exchange of some of the research

methodologies and philosophies that are employed by researchers

to comprehend various phenomena, events, and states of affairs to

allow the creation of new knowledge. The breadth of the studies

in this Research Topic, including studies by researchers from the

fields of education, marketing, consumer psychology, neuroscience,

social cognition, and psychology, exceeded our expectations.

The variety of perspectives and the use of diverse

methodologies and philosophies are vital to working across

fields in the thriving, rich field of psychology and social sciences

research. Future studies may continue to develop additional ways

to conduct their research using various techniques from within

different disciplines and by applying different methodologies.

Furthermore, continued international collaborations can establish

new methodologies which may lead to further development in

these disciplines, based on multidisciplinary/cross-disciplinary and

multi-cultural/cross-cultural evidence. Thus, this Research Topic

presents contemporary scholarship which provides evidence that

illustrates what can be learned from a plethora of studies focusing

on the philosophical bases and methods employed in research

conducted in psychology and the social sciences.
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Parents’ Perceptions of Teachers’
Authority and Parental Involvement:
The Impact of Communality
Yael Fisher1* and Ravit Refael Fanyo2

1 Hemdat Academic College, Netivot, Israel, 2 Achva Academic College, Arugot, Israel

This study aimed to examine how the level of communality (communal affiliation)
affects parents’ perception of children attending public elementary schools, the concept
of teacher authority, and the concept of parental involvement. The study population
consisted of 300 parents living in various parts of Israel who agreed to complete a self-
reporting anonymous questionnaire. The questionnaire comprised three subsections,
two of which were based on previous studies: Scale of parents’ perception of “parental
involvement,” which included 44 items, Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.90.; The Scale of
parents’ perceptions of the concept of “Teacher’s Authority,” which included 25 items,
Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.79; and one was composed primarily for the current
study, the Scale of parents’ perception of “Communality Level” which included 19
items, Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.88. The findings were analyzed using structural
equation models (SEM). Applying these measures to the current study rendered the
following results: RMSEA = 0.007, TLI = 0.995, CFI = 0.99, NFI = 0.904, df = 16,
χ2
= 16.266, p = 0.435. Hence, the value of 1.01 ( x2

df ) < 3, the TLI and CFI > 0.95. The
research findings indicated that a high level of communality (communal affiliation) among
parents predicted high levels of perceived teachers’ authority (β = 0.27) and parental
involvement (β = 0.30). By contrast, it was also found that living in the same residential
characteristics as the teachers predicted low levels of both perceived teacher authority
(β = −0.18) and parental involvement (β = −0.20). As regards the theoretical aspects, it
adds a new layer to educational research about the variables that affect perceptions of
teacher authority, an issue that has received little attention in the research literature. In
terms of its practical applications, the model can help education systems in general and
schools, in particular, to formulate policies and take steps to improve the ever-important
relationship between the school and the parents. Furthermore, the model clarifies our
understanding of and ways to strengthen the teacher’s authority.

Keywords: teachers’ authority, parental involvement, communality, elementary schools, SEM

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The Teacher’s Authority
“Authority” refers to the likelihood that one will be obeyed by others voluntarily. It indicates the
right of such a person to give commands and teach; it also depends significantly on the legitimacy
granted by others to the authority figure. In other words, authority is the connection between
commands and obedience, which is based on the leader’s legitimacy and the voluntary obedience
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of the followers. This relationship between the two parties is
grounded in a moral order, including common goals, values,
beliefs, and norms (Chafi et al., 2016).

Authority is affected by ethnicity, social status, and political
and cultural contexts (Pace, 2003). The attitude toward authority
is a cultural characteristic and indicates how members of a
particular culture emphasize equality vs. hierarchy. Members
of a society with a low degree of obedience to authority are
typically independent, free, and aspire to equality between
the power holders and the others. In cultures with a high
degree of obedience to authority, members are typically
conformists and recognize the legitimacy of inequality and the
implicit struggle between power holders and those without
(Tubin and Leese, 2013).

In education, authority refers to the relationship between
teachers and students as a hierarchical relationship between
unequal parties who participate in the school-based educational
endeavor, wherein one party (the authority figure) determines a
range of actions or knowledge for the other party (the abider),
who may follow through or refuse to act as indicated by the
authority figure. This relationship runs the gamut between
making demands on students and creating emotional ties with
them to encourage learning. Teachers must convince students to
cooperate, and students must agree and be prepared to receive
what is taught. This relationship includes elements of freedom,
power, and legitimacy, which students afford their teachers and
which teachers view as inherent to their role. These elements can
be interlaced in various ways, and their manifestations depend
on the character of the school (Pace, 2003; Pace and Hemmings,
2007; Goodman, 2010).

Educational authority is based on teachers’ legitimacy and
legal role. It is there a legitimate right to educate and teach. It
is their responsibility and that of the school to educate students
to benefit the schools and society in general.

Furthermore, teachers’ authority is based on their knowledge
and expertise in the field they teach, their ability to dictate
the pace of learning in the classroom, their evaluation of the
students, and their ability to maintain discipline. Their authority
is also related to their personal life experience, their experience in
teaching, their expertise in additional fields, and their belonging
to a prestigious, influential, and respected (Wenren, 2014).

Some consider the characteristics of teachers’ authority similar
to those of parental authority. An authoritative teacher, just like
an authoritative parent, combines a high degree of care for one’s
students, which is expressed in a warm relationship, along with
high academic demands and expectations from one’s students
(Dever and Karabenick, 2011; Risanger Sjursø et al., 2019).

In recent decades, the teacher’s authority in the classroom has
begun to deteriorate, especially in modern Western societies. In
Israel, the deterioration in teachers’ authority was greatly affected
by one of the noticeable characteristics of Israeli society, namely, a
measured rejection of formal authority. As agents of socialization,
schools constitute an arena into which these cultural values
are implanted (Tubin and Leese, 2013; Noy, 2014; Omer and
Maimon, 2019).

Moreover, teachers have lost their authority as knowledge
sources. In an era characterized by high accessibility and

multiple ways to obtain information, the teacher is no longer
a unique source of power on knowledge and information
(Raviv et al., 2003). Likewise, integrating electronic and
communication technologies into computer-based education,
whether in the classroom or through distance learning, further
eroded familiar forms of teachers’ authority. Furthermore,
Students’ technological literacy is much higher than their
teachers. As a result, students tend to question the authority of
their teachers.

We cannot ignore the fact that in the Western world in
general and in Israel, parents’ increased involvement in the
education system and their attitudes toward teachers contribute
to the further erosion of teachers’ status and authority. In
contrast to teachers’ total support in the past, legitimate criticism
can quickly become inappropriate intervention and completely
shatter Students’ perception of the teacher’s authority and status.
Some parents do not consider teachers a pedagogical authority
or someone to consult with. More often than not, they share
these sentiments with their children (Israeli National Program
of Education, 2005; Ben-Peretz, 2009; Gilat and Vangarovitz,
2018). Likewise, written and broadcast media often paint teachers
negatively (Noy, 2014).

The perception of teachers’ authority is different in countries
in the Far East, such as China, South Korea, and Hong Kong.
There, the culture is authority-oriented with a clear hierarchical
structure, and there is a well-defined hierarchy between teachers
and students. Two golden rules guide students in these cultures:
the obligation to respect the teacher and the teacher’s knowledge
and the truth being taught. Undermining or criticizing a teacher’s
ability is perceived as impolite and unacceptable behavior (Chan
and Chan, 2005; Lee and Kim, 2017).

Nowadays, researchers agree that education without authority
leads to negative results. It has been shown that children educated
in a framework devoid of authority had a low threshold for
frustration and a poor self-image; they dropped out of the
educational framework and were exposed to numerous risks
(Omer, 2018). The other side of this equation demonstrated
that teachers’ authority positively affected students. As authority
figures, the teachers had high expectations and demands of
students while exhibiting high warmth and care toward them.
In these cases, students demonstrated a higher degree of interest
in their studies, attained better academic achievements, and
demonstrated lower levels of violence and bullying (Dever and
Karabenick, 2011; Risanger Sjursø et al., 2019). Hence, it is
not surprising that there has been a growing discourse on
rehabilitating teachers’ authority.

Some scholars claim that in the postmodern era, we cannot
expect that teachers’ authority will be restored to them by
their position; instead, its rehabilitation can be obtained via
other sources and using different approaches in the classroom
(Sharmer, 2005; Omer, 2018). One way to restore educational
authority is to ensure that students view their teachers as role
models to be imitated and seek to internalize the values they
represent. To this end, teachers need to be appreciated by their
students as skilled professionals who set reasonable and well-
founded limits instead of as an outside force that seeks to impose
its ways on them. In the dialogue that takes place between
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teachers and students as they attempt to clarify disagreements and
address reservations, students will have access to their teachers’
thoughts and views and thus will be able to appreciate their
attitudes and internalize the values and norms underlying the
instructions and limits conveyed by their teachers. Likewise,
acting as personal role models, practicing and demonstrating
the values they wish to inculcate in their students is a path that
will help restore and strengthen their authority in the classroom
(Amit, 2005).

The professional literature suggests building trust as an
alternative to authority. The culture of trust views teachers and
students as shareholders instead of the approach according to
which the students are the teachers’ subjects. In the context of
trust, the two parties are mutually dependent and rely on each
other to attain their respective goals. When a mutual agreement
is viewed by both parties, they find it easier to establish positive
interactions and relationships. Building trust between teachers
and students can be attained by engaging in joint learning
and developing a discursive culture. They will gain in-depth
knowledge and understanding of each other (Sharmer, 2005).

Another approach considers the decline in teachers’ authority
in the context of knowledge authority and addresses the
reconstruction of authority from this respect. The teacher’s
role should help the students attain knowledge on their terms
and based on their unique abilities. This pedagogical approach
emphasizes that education in this day and age is not limited
to transferring knowledge or retaining knowledge. Instead,
education no means offering students the opportunity to develop
their skills and apply and organize knowledge using effective
strategies. Thus, classroom studies should be based on dialogical
teaching, guidance, and provision of resources and support for
the learners to advance their ability to study independently
and prepare them to meet the challenges of the current day
and age. In this manner, the teacher’s role can be reformulated
and redefined to correspond to today’s Western society (Levi-
Feldman, 2020).

Parental Involvement
In recent decades, the concept of “parental involvement” has been
the subject of widespread attention from educators, educational
researchers, policymakers, and parents and parent organizations
in Israel and throughout the world. Despite the numerous
definitions of this concept, there is a broad acceptance that
it defines the reciprocal relationships between parents and
the educational institution and parents’ investment in various
resources related to their children’s education. Researchers have
characterized parental involvement through multiple actions
and activities, which can be active or passive, and manifest
on two separate planes. One such plane is the organizational
level, i.e., parents’ activities within the school, which are directly
related to the school, such as formulating a school policy,
communicating and meeting with teachers, and participating
in school activities and workshops. A second plane refers to
the level of the individual child, that is, joint activities that
parents engage in along with their children within the school
and which are related to learning processes, for example listening
to children read out loud or supervising homework preparation

(Friedman and Fisher, 2002; Hornby and Lafaele, 2011; Ice and
Hoover-Dempsey, 2011; Wilder, 2014; Fisher, 2016).

In Israel, parental involvement developed and was perceived
differently from one decade to the next. In the 1990s, there was
an additional change in the concept, and the idea of parental
involvement became prominent. This process resulted from
changes in Israeli society and the transference of power from the
central government to the parents and the community (Machter,
2001; Fisher and Friedman, 2009; Fisher, 2010).

Parents have different reasons for becoming involved in their
children’s schools and study processes. Studies have shown that
parents of children of all ages perceived school involvement
as part of their role as parents and the responsibility for
their children’s education. An additional reason is parents’ self-
efficacy, as they consider themselves capable of helping and
advancing their children’s studies. Also, children’s requests and
wishes motivated parents to become involved in an attempt to
address their children’s needs. A school that welcomes parental
involvement also encourages this type of behavior. In Israel,
it was found that parental involvement is also the outcome
of the financial involvement of parents in funding educational
programs. As a result, parents felt that they have the right to act
as partners in the more crucial decisions (Barger et al., 2019).

Furthermore, a strengthening of the democratic spirit in
society over the years emphasized the freedom of individuals
to select a particular worldview and the educational approach
desired for their children. The student contributed to the
perception that parents should be allowed to determine the
type of education their children receive at school. Moreover, the
erosion in teachers’ status and the lack of trust felt by the public
and parents toward the education system led parents to become
more involved in their children’s schools (Hoover-Dempsey et al.,
2010; Friedman, 2011; Murray et al., 2014).

Other factors that may either encourage parents to intervene
in their children’s schools or prevent parents from becoming
involved include their awareness of and identification with the
school. Identifying with the school’s importance and agreeing
with its goals and mission, viewing the school as a place to
acquire education and knowledge an equal opportunity is a
pleasant place, engaging, and challenging, devoid of disciplinary
problems. A safe place for the learners –these are all factors that
affect the degree of parents’ involvement in the schools. Parents
who identify strongly with these aspects will likely approve of the
school’s values and norms and hence opt to become involved and
active. By contrast, parents with a low degree of identification
with the school are apt to reject the values and norms conveyed
by the school to their children and take an oppositional stance.
Another factor is parents’ awareness of the organizational culture
of the school. Parental sensitivity to the dynamics at the school
affect the degree of parental involvement in the children’s schools;
parents’ awareness and concern about topics such as curricular
contents and teaching approaches, the school’s function as an
organization, the relationships between teachers and students,
and among the students themselves, as well as issues of violence
and discipline, create a desire to be informed and, hence, to get
involved. A high degree of awareness means expressing interest
and paying attention to what goes on at school; the absence of
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awareness means apathy and ignorance (Friedman and Fisher,
2002; Fisher and Friedman, 2009).

Another factor that influences parental involvement in schools
is related to the family’s place of residence. It was found
that parents whose children attended rural schools were more
involved in their children’s schools than were parents of children
who attended city schools. Moreover, parental involvement in
rural areas may be perceived as more natural. The structure of
rural communities, their size, parents’ affiliation and relationships
with other residents within the community, and their social
networks may strengthen the parents’ attachment to the school
and their involvement. For the most part, the teachers and school
principals in rural communities are community members, and
people know them from this residential context. As a result,
the school staff members typically share the same values and
norms as those upheld by their Students’ families; they know their
families and understand children’s apprehensions and difficulties.
A better understanding helps for better relationships between the
parents and the school and motivates parents to become involved.
However, prior acquaintance with Students’ families can also lead
to prejudices about particular students and become obstacles to
parental involvement (Caplan, 1995; Bauch, 2001; Hornby and
Witte, 2010; Lasater, 2019).

Notwithstanding the multiple reasons parents have for
becoming involved in their children’s schools, many factors cause
parents to avoid becoming involved in the schools or their
children’s studies. Such impediments include parents’ income
and socioeconomic status, life circumstances, and parental
availability dictated by job requirements, the number of children,
or other familial obligations (Murray et al., 2014; Barg, 2019).
Additional obstacles identified through research were negative
past experiences with an educational institution and parents’
poor sense of self-efficacy regarding their capacity to be helpful.
Parents’ country of origin, language, culture, and ethnicity has
been identified as obstacles to parental involvement in school.
Furthermore, factors related to the student, the individual child,
can prevent parental involvement. The child’s age, disciplinary
problems at school, disagreements between parents and teachers
about addressing the child’s needs, whether related to learning
disabilities or exceptional talents, can impair the relationship
between the parties (Hornby and Lafaele, 2011).

Community and Communality
“Community” as a concept has numerous definitions and
conveys various nuanced meanings. The topic has been studied
in the context of anthropology, sociology, and psychology.
Despite the multiplicity of definitions, scholars referred to the
concept as relating to a group of people whose members have
common interests and are involved in social and collective
circles (Etzioni, 2000; Lehavi, 2006; Sadan, 2009). The concept of
community differentiates between non-territorial and territorial
communities. The former describes geographically dispersed
groups whose members live among people who do not belong
to the same community, for example, a business community,
an ethnic community, an academic community, and an online
community. The territorial community refers to a community
with geographic boundaries, such as a neighborhood in a city or

a small town where the population leads a communal lifestyle,
conducting joint activities and sharing traditions (Theodori,
2005; Sadan, 2009).

In the current research literature, a “community” is described
as a social system that maintains communication and reciprocity
in most areas of life. It can be found in any form of
settlement. A community is characterized by its social capital,
which indicates a complex system of emotional relationships
among individuals, defined based on one-to-one interactions and
dynamics and complicated connections involving several people.

Another characteristic of a community is its territorial
dimension, which enables face-to-face interactions and affects the
quality of the relationships, the level of trust, the interchange,
and the type of relationships among its members. Community
members have an internal collective awareness that distinguishes
them from their surroundings. They share values, norms, history,
identity, and a commitment to a particular culture while
addressing the shared day-to-day concerns. Notwithstanding,
the new communities are pluralistic and advocate individualism
and freedom combined with mutual responsibility and group
commitment (Etzioni, 2000; Theodori, 2005; Lehavi, 2010;
Shadmi-Wortman, 2017).

Lehavi (2010) added to the concept of community the term
“gating,” which refers to the existence of at least one of two
components: a formal system for determining who will be
allowed to become members of the group and occasionally to
decide who may be permitted to leave the group, and a physical
boundary that prevents unwanted entities from entering the
communal territory and its organizations.

The level of communality is a characteristic that indicates the
essence of the community and the psychological aspect of living
in this framework. Researchers have claimed that communality
is measured in terms of human capital and is related to having
a shared sense of identity unique interpersonal relationships
among the community members and is affected by the level of
trust and reciprocal relations among community members. In
other words, it is measured in terms of the willingness of the
individuals to act for the benefit of others, their desire to establish
close relationships with other members of the community
and involve them in their lives (Shadmi-Wortman, 2017).
McMillan and Chavis (1986) identified several components of
communality: socialization—the degree to which members of the
community have a sense of belonging, understand the boundaries
of the community, trust in and are willing to invest personally
in the community; effect—the degree of cohesiveness in the
community, which manifests in the effect that the individual
has on the community and the impact the group has on the
individuals and their actions; need fulfillment—the degree to
which the community helps its members address personal and
group needs; a shared emotional connection (Talò et al., 2014).

Studies have found that a high level of communality provides
people living in the community with social and psychological
resources that positively affect the individual living in it. The
community contributes to an increase in the quality of life,
improves the personal wellbeing and life satisfaction, helps cope
with the stress of life, and even affects the quality of parenting of
people in the community (Simons et al., 1997; Talò et al., 2014).
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Israel’s territorial communities vary in size and functions, and
a different collection of characteristics and contents constitutes
its communality in any society. We find the traditional kibbutz
on one end of the spectrum, which formed an entire community
where the group carried out all functions within the exact
geographic boundaries. Since 2001, the traditional definition of
the kibbutz has changed; it is now referred to as the renewed
kibbutz, i.e., in this framework, the property is shared by the
group, work is attained on an individual basis, and production,
consumerism, and education are shared equally.

In the kibbutz community, solidarity among members is a
defining characteristic. At one end of the spectrum of communal
life in Israel, one finds the communities where all the necessary
life functions occur outside of the community’s geographic
perimeter. The community serves as the geographic home,
where members can be found at night and on weekends, so
that essentially, the community serves as a framework for joint
cultural events. Thus, addressing the number of functions within
the community is the primary way to influence the degree and
quality of communality (Lehavi, 2006; Shadmi-Wortman, 2017;
Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics, 2020).

Another communal framework is called the “Moshav,” where
production and marketing are other functions shared by its
members and take place within the geographic confines of
the community; however, consumption is managed on an
individual basis in these communities. Yet another communal
framework in Israel is a community settlement, and the
settlement is a new type of rural/suburban population. The
collaborative aspect is unrelated to work or finances but only
living within a close-knit community (“communal settlements”).
Some communal settlements function as a cooperative with
no rights to agricultural lands. Yet, the members cooperate
and are responsible for such functions related to production,
consumption, municipality, and society (Lehavi, 2010; Israeli
Central Bureau of Statistics, 2020).

In contrast to these communal frameworks, urban
populations are characterized by individuality and personal
freedom, the absence of kinship or any other emotional or close-
knit relationship among the population members, and economic
reciprocity. In recent decades, however, some neighborhoods
have established themselves as communities to improve their
quality of life, address safety issues, protect property value, and
improve services to the neighborhood (Lehavi, 2006).

Study Goals, Questions, and Hypotheses
The study aimed to the effect of the level of communality on
the way parents of children enrolled in government-funded
elementary schools perceive the concepts of teacher authority and
parental involvement. From this goal, the following questions
were derived:

(1) Will a relationship be found between the level of
communality (communal affiliation) expressed by
parents’ residential characteristics (living in different
community frameworks) and their perceptions of parental
involvement?

(2) Will a relationship be found between the level of
communality (communal affiliation) expressed by parents’
residential characteristics (living in different community
frameworks) and their perceptions of teacher authority?

The research literature does not indicate that the issue of
the relationships between level of communality (communal
affiliation) and perceptions of teacher authority and
parental involvement has been investigated; hence, many
hypotheses presented in the research model (see Figure 1)
are exploratory.

The Research Hypotheses
(1) The parents’ level of communality will predict their

perception of both teachers’ authority and parental
involvement (see H7 and H8 in Figure 1). This hypothesis
is exploratory because the issue has yet to be studied.

(2) Parents’ background variables will predict their perceived
level of communality (see H1). This hypothesis is
exploratory because the issue has never been studied.

(3) The residential characteristics will predict parents’
perceived level of communality (see H1). This hypothesis
is exploratory because the issue has never been studied.

(4) Parents’ background variables will predict their perceptions
of teacher’s authority (see H3). In a study by Adetto (2012)
a relationship was found between a parent’s age and the
parent’s perception of teacher authority [F(2, 84) = 5.767;
p < 0.01]. Younger parents (M = 4.13) perceived teachers’
authority to be stronger than did either middle-aged
parents (M = 3.66), [t(85) = −2.978: P < 0.01] or parents
over age 55 (M = 3.47), [t(85)=−3.834; P < 0.01].

(5) Parents’ background variables will predict their perceptions
of parental involvement (see H4). In the study by Fisher
and Friedman (2009), a relationship was found between
the level of parents at the involvement and their gender
[F(1, 1,228) = 7.01; p < 0.01], whereby women (M = 2.72)
were more involved than men (M = 2.63). Another
finding from the study was a relationship between parents’
level of active involvement and their level of education
[F(2, 1,266) = 6.88; p < 0.01], whereby parents with a
higher level of education were found to be more active
(M = 1.24) than were either parents with a low level
(M = 0.94) [t(1,264) = 2.81; p < 0.B01] or those with an
intermediate level (M = 0.98) [t(1,264)=−3.01; p < 0.01]
level of education.

(6) The residential characteristics will predict parents’
perception of teachers’ authority (see H5). This hypothesis
is exploratory because the issue has never been studied.

(7) The residential characteristics will predict parents’
perception of parental involvement (see H6). Although this
was not directly studied regarding parental involvement,
in Friedman and Fisher (2002) study, a relationship was
found between parents’ residential framework and the
extent to which they were able to identify with the school’s
pedagogies, such that urban parents M = 2.91 agreed with
the school’s pedagogical approach more strongly than
did rural parents (M = 2.68) [F(1, 197) = 2.82; p < 0.05].
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FIGURE 1 | Conceptual framework.

As noted in the current study, agreeing with the school’s
academic and pedagogical goals and mission is an essential
element in parents’ perception of parental involvement.

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

Sample
The study population comprised 300 parents of children
attending public elementary schools in grades one through six.

Participants’ Characteristics
The majority of teachers, 83.3% (n = 250), were female and
16.7% (n = 50) were male; In total, 24% (n = 72) of the parents
were between ages 30 and 39, 69% (207) were between the ages
of 40 and 49, 7% (21) were of age 50 or older; 43.3% (130) of
the parents held an undergraduate degree, 39.3% (118) held a
Master’s degree, 4.7% (14) had a Ph.D. degree, and 12.7% (38)
of the participants marked their education as “other.”; 4.3% (13)
of the parents were unemployed (homemakers or retirees), 2.3%
(7) were seeking employment, 13.3% (40) were business owners
or freelancers, and 80% (240) were salaried employees; 2.3% (7)
of the parents had one child, 22.7% (68) had two children, 54.7%
(164) had three children, 17.7% (53) had four children, and 2.7%
(8) of the parents did not indicate the number of children they
have; 8.7% (26) of the participants’ children were in first grade,
14% (42) had a child in second grade, 15.3% (46) of the parents
had a child in third grade, 23% (69) had a child in fourth grade,
21.3% (64) had a child in fifth grade, and 17.7% (53) had a child
in the sixth grade; 10.3% (31) of the participants were living in
communal settlements, 14.3% (43) were living on a Moshav, 36%
(108) resided in cities, and 39.3 (118) were living on a kibbutz;
28.7% (86) of the participants stated that they lived in the same
communal settlement where their child’s teacher lived, 71.3%
(214) indicated that they did not live in the same communal
settlement as their child’s teacher; 55.7 (167) stated that they and
the child’s teacher lived in places governed by the same Regional
Council and 44.3% (133) indicated that they did not.

Instruments
The research instrument used in the current study was an
anonymous, self-reporting questionnaire that included three
subsections. Responses on the three parts were ranked on a Likert
Scale ranging from 1 = “completely disagree” to 5 = “strongly
agree.” The subsection about participants’ background variables
included nine items: gender, age, education, employment,
number of children, grade level of the relevant child, and
information about their residential framework.

The first subsection was titled “Attitudes questionnaire
regarding parents’ relationship with their child’s school” (Fisher,
2011), and it contains 44 questions that create a scale of
parental involvement (α = 0.90). The original questionnaire
investigated four variables: improving the school’s resources
(α = 0.80), monitoring school processes (α = 0.85), the school’s
pedagogy (α = 0.92), and the school’s welfare (α = 0.70). The
second subsection of the questionnaire was titled “Questionnaire
regarding perceptions of the teacher’s authority” (Adetto, 2012),
“which contained 27 statements that create a scale of perceptions
of teacher’s authority” (α = 0.75). The third subsection of the
questionnaire was titled “questionnaire regarding the level of
communality of the settlement/neighborhood.” It was formulated
for the current study based on a questionnaire constructed by the
Eshchar Company.1 This subsection comprises 19 statements that
create a scale of communality attributed to a given neighborhood
or settlement. The two main variables extracted from the data
collected in this subsection were the local authority’s role vis-
à-vis its population (α = 0.84) and the participants’ degree of
communal involvement (α = 0.82). The list of questionnaire
items is shown in Table 1.

Data Collection and Analysis
The statistical analyses included the distribution of the responses
overall; item analysis and correlation; item-total correlation

1A company with expertise in providing social, community, and welfare services.
There is no statistical information regarding this scale. Some of the statements were
borrowed from it and others were added, to create the current version.
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TABLE 1 | The scale of parents’ perception of communality level.

Item no. Item Factor I Factor II

Factor 1: The local authority’s roles
(Eigenvalue = 6.48; Explained Variance = 34.13%; α = 0.84; 8 items)

88 Residential order and cleanliness 0.789 0.080

87 An institution that can address the residents’
problems

0.704 0.177

85 The common interests between the residents
of the locality / neighborhood

0.699 0.151

89 Trustworthy leadership 0.683 0.177

82 Personal safety of residents 0.635 0.083

84 Residents’ obedience of laws and regulations 0.632 0.221

90 Residents’ sense of communality and
belonging

0.538 0.367

83 Residents’ ability to exert influence in the
neighborhood/settlement

0.478 0.369

Factor 2. : Involvement of residents in the community
(Eigenvalue = 1.78; Explained Variance = 9.35%; α = 0.82; 11 items)

73 Engagement in volunteer work for the benefit
of the community

0.155 0.779

72 Involvement in shared communal activities 0.009 0.778

80 Involvement in the neighborhood/settlement’s
local council

0.299 0.641

77 Holding informal gatherings 0.277 0.615

79 Offering each other mutual assistance 0.389 0.566

76 Being proud of the neighborhood/settlement 0.167 0.551

78 Existence of community social networks 0.139 0.492

81 Willingness to pay for shared communal
activities

0.359 0.475

86 All the residents know each other 0.412 0.442

75 Publication of a local newsletter 0.027 0.441

74 Taking personal responsibility for the
neighborhood/settlement’s cleanliness

0.356 0.387

to exclude items that might be biased or irrelevant to the
Scale; and structural equation modeling (SEM), which allows
for an examination of complex systems that include numerous
variables and relationships among them. Also, the SPSS 21
software and Amos software programs were used to analyze
structural equations, which included confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA), exploratory factor analysis (EFA), and path analysis.
This approach renders models that are more precise than those
achieved using traditional variance analysis or multivariable
regressions and thus allows for better insight into the causal
relationships and the size of the effect of the model’s variables
(Ullman and Bentler, 2013).

The Research Procedure
The research was conducted throughout the 2020–2021 academic
year. In the first stage, the research instrument was formulated
as a combination of two scales, namely, parental involvement
and parental authority, which had been constructed for earlier
studies. The communality scale was based on the Eshchar
Company’s Construction, which had yet to be used in research.
In the second stage, the questionnaires were distributed to a
select sample. Initially, the plan was to distribute printed and
online questionnaires using social media. Still, with the Corona

pandemic outbreak and the college’s closure in March 2020,
questionnaires were distributed solely online through social
media and parent groups from various towns and settlements.
The questionnaires and data gathering were distributed between
March and November 2020. Statistical analyses were conducted
in December 2020 and January 2021. The research report was
written between February and May 2021.

Adhering to the Rules of Ethics
This study used an anonymous self-reported questionnaire.
No identifying data were collected, and the preliminary letter
informed potential participants that they were in no way
obligated to complete the questionnaire or to provide identifying
details. All data were collected solely for the current study
and were not shared with any party outside the research team
members. The findings are published in a manner that does not
disclose participants’ identities.

RESULTS

The Parental Involvement Scale
For the parental involvement scale, which included 44 items,
Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.90. The Scale rendered four
variables, thus matching the structure of the original Scale
(Fisher, 2011). Internal reliability testing excluded one item from
the original Scale (item 3: “freedom to choose the school for
child’s enrollment”). Table 2 presents the distribution of items per
variable and the loading for each item.

The Teacher Authority Scale
For the parents’ perceptions of teacher authority scale, which
included 25 items, Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.79. Internal
reliability testing led to the exclusion of two items from the
original Adetto (2012) scale (item number 57: “teachers should
always let students decide for themselves without offering too
much guidance”; item 62: “teachers should never think that
students must obey rules and norms of behavior only because an
authority figure instructed them to do so”). The Scale rendered
two main variables, as shown in Table 3.

The Structural Equation Model
The hypothesis system and the approximate model presented
were tested using AMOS software’s structural equation analysis
(SEM). Structural equations are the most appropriate analysis
method for examining a complex phenomenon and analyzing a
system of multivariate relationships, as it is presented graphically
in one standard model. This method has advantages over other
methods since it allows simultaneous examination of regression
equations taking into account measurement errors. An overall
evaluation of the model was performed to assess the validity
of the theoretical model. The degree of suitability of the
general theoretical model for the empirical model was examined
(Ullman and Bentler, 2013).

Applying these measures to the current study rendered the
following results: RMSEA = 0.007, TLI = 0.995, CFI = 0.99,
NFI = 0.904, df = 16, χ2

= 16.266, p = 0.435. Hence, the
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TABLE 2 | The scale of parents’ perception of “parental involvement.”

Item no. Item content Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

Factor 1. Monitoring of processes at school
(Eigenvalue = 8.86; Explained Variance = 20.14%; α = 0.87; 15 items)

23 Hiring and firing of school principals 0.808 0.052 −0.069 0.005

22 Hiring and firing of school teachers 0.805 0.052 −0.047 0.058

24 Assigning teachers to the various classes 0.729 0.029 −0.093 0.121

21 Presenting a critique of the curricula to the school management team 0.653 0.112 0.258 0.053

26 Criticizing of parents in general 0.611 −0.059 0.118 0.253

20 Developing curricula 0.593 0.181 0.293 −0.092

19 Representation on pedagogical committees 0.560 0.159 0.310 −0.089

36 Sharing in decision making 0.534 0.014 0.422 −0.176

10 Expressing an opinion regarding Students’ workload 0.507 0.071 0.157 0.169

8 Visiting the classroom during school hours 0.496 0.165 0.145 0.108

9 Visiting the school on a weekly basis 0.480 0.228 0.073 0.054

35 Holding meetings with the principal regarding school-wide issues 0.430 0.217 0.397 −0.247

44 Maintaining weekly contact with the homeroom teacher 0.403 0.153 0.122 0.312

33 Awareness of academic achievement levels of their child’s class 0.394 −0.192 0.258 0.197

25 Intervening in case of inappropriate teacher behavior 0.387 0.108 0.246 0.206

Factor 2. Supporting school’s resources
Eigenvalue = 4.86; Explained Variance = 11.03%; α = 0.87; 13 items)

14 Responsibility for collecting funds for class activities 0.088 0.740 −0.016 0.046

5 Organizing fairs 0.054 0.729 −0.062 0.171

2 Participating in the school PTA 0.083 0.689 −0.117 0.048

12 Organizing school-wide activities 0.116 0.676 0.208 −0.227

6 Assisting in preparing class parties −0.079 0.653 0.040 0.251

1 Participating on the class-level PTA 0.086 0.642 −0.216 0.163

16 Responsibility for collecting funds for school-wide activities 0.112 0.640 0.020 −0.161

11 Conducting a special lesson in the child’s class 0.043 0.616 0.239 −0.160

18 Initiating informal activities 0.152 0.607 0.324 −0.133

17 Providing hands-on assistance in the classroom or school 0.065 0.577 0.215 0.091

13 Adopting a new immigrant student attending the school 0.071 0.557 0.026 −0.043

4 Accompanying the class of field trips −0.056 0.519 −0.030 0.317

15 Funding enrichment programs and special projects 0.211 0.438 0.131 0.032

Factor 3. Awareness of school-related pedagogical processes
(Eigenvalue = 3.66; Explained Variance = 8.31%; α = 0.85; 7 items)

29 Familiarity with the types of social activities that take place in the classroom and in the
school

0.014 0.132 0.756 0.157

30 Knowledge of the curricula 0.182 0.072 0.719 0.193

28 Familiarity with the school’s teaching staff and homeroom teachers −0.023 0.140 0.681 0.314

32 Awareness of violence-related problems 0.135 −0.031 0.673 0.308

27 Understanding the social dynamics in the child’s classroom 0.204 0.042 0.609 0.275

34 Awareness of decisions made by the teaching staff 0.206 −0.052 0.596 0.166

31 Awareness of the population components I the child’s class 0.213 0.060 0.563 0.139

Factor 4. Participation in school-related pedagogical processes
(Eigenvalue = 3.66; Explained Variance = 5.6%; α = 0.85; 9 items)

40 Assistance in preparing for exams −0.001 0.088 0.204 0.772

38 Reviewing notebooks 0.072 −0.011 0.171 0.729

37 Assistance with homework preparation −0.039 0.149 0.221 0.700

43 Reviewing exams that have been graded 0.158 0.018 0.205 0.658

39 Involvement in addressing discipline-related problems 0.173 −0.172 0.263 0.594

42 Involvement when child appeals a grade 0.374 −0.025 0.010 0.529

41 Involvement in student-teacher disagreements 0.341 −0.036 0.047 0.451

7 Attending parent-teacher meetings −0.252 0.107 0.144 0.301
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TABLE 3 | The scale of parents’ perceptions of the concept of “teacher’s authority.”

Item no. Item content Factor I Factor II

Factor 1. Teacher’s active listening and empathy
(Eigenvalue = 4.22; Explained Variance = 24.8%; α = 0.70; 14 items)

48 Exercise self-criticism to identify possible mistakes 0.658 −0.155

50 Always be consistent in reaction to their Students’ behaviors and actions 0.591

53 Guide their Students’ behaviors and actions and yet be ready to listen and discuss their Students’ ideas. 0.585

64 Always inculcate values and help their students internalize them 0.569 0.153

49 Always practice transparency in their actions toward students and the school community 0.548

51 Always be prepared to reconsider a class decision and admit if they made a mistake or accidentally offended a student 0.546

68 Provide their Students’ with clear behavioral guidelines but also understand and accept that there will be disagreements 0.521 0.275

46 Set clear guidelines for in-class behavior 0.504 0.199

47 Set a personal example in the language spoken and in their day-to-day behavior
Act as a role model in terms of their daily language use and behaviors

0.494 −0.127

71 Use a soft voice but convey a determined message in their communications with students 0.443 0.173

51 Know what is expected of them and be prepared to fulfill these expectations respectfully 0.428 0.192

66 Always convey information about the world truthfully and objectively 0.373 0.351

70 Must look after their students even if the students are not cooperative 0.329 0.164

55 Always consider their Students’ when making decisions, but they need not change their decisions to please the
students

0.250 0.147

Factor 2. Behavior and disciplinary issues
(Eigenvalue = 1.78; Explained Variance = 10.4%; α = 0.72; 11 items)

65 Convey a determined message when communicating with students, use a firm tone of voice, and set clear boundaries 0.131 0.712

56 Always see to it that students act as instructed without questioning or discussing the instruction −0.121 0.695

54 Always keep a formal distance with students to maintain their authority 0.579

61 Consistently enforce their rules and penalize those who do not abide by these rules 0.573

67 Always influence and direct Students’ behaviors, actions, and aspirations in the classroom 0.261 0.512

59 Always be held responsible for directing and guiding their Students’ behavior 0.283 0.448

69 Resolutely enforce the rules they have set for their class 0.341 0.392

63 Allow students to make decisions about classroom rules as often as the teachers do. 0.371

45 Always be available to address their Students’ questions, requests, and problems 0.271 0.323

58 Always supervise and care for their students, not necessarily as equals 0.300

60 Always enable students to express their views and perspectives and allow them to make independent decisions 0.158 0.180

value of 1.01 ( x2

df ) < 3, the TLI and CFI > 0.95, NSI > 0.9, and
the RMSEA < 0.1. These measures indicate a good fit between
the theoretical and the observed models. Furthermore, these
results confirmed the study hypotheses regarding the relationship
between the perceived level of communality and the perceived
level of parental involvement and the relationship between
parents’ perceived level of communality and their perceived
level of teacher authority. The resulting path coefficients of the
proposed research model are shown in Figure 2.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to examine how the level of communality
(communal affiliation) affects parents’ perception of children
attending public elementary schools, the concept of teacher
authority, and the concept of parental involvement.

These issues rendered two main research questions: the
first concerned the potential correlation between the degree
of communal affiliation of parents residing in different types
of residential frameworks and their perceptions of parental
involvement, whereas the second question concerned the

potential correlation between the degree of communal affiliation
of parents residing in different types of residential frameworks
and their perceptions of teachers’ authority.

It is important to note that this literature research began
with the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. At this time,
Israeli society was experiencing uncertainty, and schools had
been closed for weeks and even months, such that all study
was done remotely. In this emerging reality, it was feared that
distance learning and the absence of students from the schools
would also distance the parents from the daily school-related
activities and thus would affect the study’s outcomes. However,
these concerns were allayed once parents’ responses were received
and the data were analyzed.

The analysis revealed that parents perceived parental
involvement as containing the following four components:
monitoring of processes at school, supporting school resources,
awareness of pedagogical methods within the school, and active
participation in these processes. These findings support the
definition of parental involvement as developed by Fisher (2016).

According to the current study’s findings, parents
conceptualized teachers’ authority in terms of teachers’ empathy
and listening and their behavior toward and discipline required
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FIGURE 2 | Resulting path coefficients of the proposed research model.

from the students. According to the parents, teachers’ authority
manifests in role modeling, setting clear rules and regulations
for in-class behavior, and teachers’ admission of their own
mistakes. Likewise, demonstrating consistency, understanding,
and acceptance of Students’ expressions of disagreement while
inculcating moral values was viewed as teachers’ manifestation
of authority. These components correspond to those identified
in Adetto (2012) definition and recommendations summarized
in professional literature reviews regarding the rehabilitation of
teachers’ authority (Amit, 2005; Omer, 2018).

The communality scale was composed for the current study
and was based on a yet untested questionnaire devised by the
Eshchar Company. Accordingly, the concept of communality
comprised two factors: the local authority’s functions to
benefit the population and the population’s involvement
in the community.

Although the three scales were based on scales composed
nearly a decade ago, they were nonetheless relevant to the spirit
of the times. Moreover, they remained valid and consistent
even in a period characterized by emergency conditions and a
sense of uncertainty.

The central issue in this research was the ability to predict
parental involvement and teachers’ authority by referring to the
degree of parents’ sense of communality. As the analysis of the
structured equations indicated, there was a good fit between the
model proposed initially and the actual findings. All of the study
hypotheses were confirmed.

A significant finding that emerged from the structural
equation analysis was a strong relationship between parents’

perception of teachers’ authority and their perception of parental
involvement. A high score on teachers’ authority predicted a
high score on parental involvement (β = 0.32). This finding
is surprising, given that studies have shown that what led
parents to become involved in their children’s schools was the
deterioration in teachers’ status and the erosion of parents’
trust in the teachers (Friedman, 2011). Perhaps, during the
Covid-19 pandemic, many parents, particularly with children at
the elementary school level, were at home with their children,
witnessed the teachers’ performance, and became active partners.
Parental involvement was welcomed by both the teachers and
the school in general. Having the opportunity to observe the
teachers’ work, its complexities personally, and the significant
amount of knowledge it requires led parents to appreciate
teachers’ degree of professionalism and, as a result, develop
positive relationships with them. Consequently, parents who
viewed teachers as authoritative figures were more likely to see
their involvement as positive (Ice and Hoover-Dempsey, 2011;
Adi-Rokach and Greenstein, 2016; Blass, 2020).

Is this a positive change in the relationship between parents
and teachers? Perhaps it is related to the ever-growing discussion
in Israel and worldwide about the significance of teachers’ and
parents’ authority in children’s lives. Parents are beginning to
understand that a high degree of teacher authority could benefit
their children, contribute to their education, improve their
academic achievements, and reduce violence and bullying in the
classroom. Hence, parents wish to become involved and help
teachers attain these educational goals (Amit, 2009; Dever and
Karabenick, 2011; Risanger Sjursø et al., 2019).
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The result revealed a relationship between background
variables and the level of perceived communality in one’s
residential framework (H1). Findings indicated that women
perceived communality to be higher than did the men (β= 0.12).
Similar conclusions have been found in other studies conducted
in Israel and worldwide. Women are more active in the
community and fulfill socially significant roles within the
community compared to men (Sadan, 2009).

It is interesting to note that this trend has not changed. While
it may be interesting to consider why women feel a stronger sense
of communality, answering the question is beyond the scope of
the current study. However, it may be worth noting that often
women are more available than men to spend time with their
children in the afternoon hours, which in turn makes them want
to feel attached to their community. This topic is important
and merits greater attention. It was also found that a higher
level of parents’ education predicted a higher level of perceived
communality (β = 0.07). It is possible that people with a higher
level of education are more frequently recruited to participate in
various activities in the community and perhaps even hold key
positions in the community, which in turn strengthens their sense
of communality (Shadmi-Wortman, 2017). It is also possible
that people with a higher level of education feel a stronger
sense of self-efficacy and are more able to contribute to and
become involved in the community, which is the source of their
perceived communality.

The absence of a correlation between the type of residential
framework and participants’ sense of communality was
surprising (H2). We expected to find that living in smaller
residential frameworks, where residents typically engage in
various community activities, would correlate with a higher level
of perceived communality. Have the kibbutz and the Moshav lost
their most conspicuous communal features and became more
adjusted to the larger metropolitans’ alienation? It isn’t easy to
ascertain whether this is the case; however, it was found that
living in the same town or community where their children’s
teachers live predicted a high level of perceived communality
(β = 0.22). This finding, more than the finding regarding
the type of residential framework, reflects the definition of
community and communality as presented in the literature
review section, according to which a sense of communality
can be experienced in any type of settlement. It is the measure
of territorial communality that is significant. It enables more
interpersonal, face-to-face interactions, which affects the quality
of the relationships, and the levels of trust and reciprocity among
the residential members. Members of a community have an
internal awareness of the collective, distinguishing them from
those outside the community (Etzioni, 2000; Theodori, 2005;
Lehavi, 2010; Shadmi-Wortman, 2017). It is possible that the
traditional sense of communality has been altered over the years,
given the changes in Israeli society and perhaps also because of
the privatization of the kibbutz framework. Hence, one’s sense of
communality no longer depends solely on the type of residential
framework where one resides; thus, the concept has expanded to
reflect the changes that occurred in Israeli society.

Another hypothesis confirmed by the findings was that
parents’ background variables would predict their perception of

parental involvement (H4). Furthermore, a negative correlation
was found between the age of the children and the parent’s
perception of parental involvement (β = 0.04), such that the
higher the child’s age, the lower the level of perceived parental
involvement. Other studies have found similar finding, which
explained that the older the children are, the less they wish to see
their parents involved in their school and the more independent
they seek to be, and in the same vein, the parents no longer
feel that the children need them to be strongly involved in the
school (Friedman, 2011; Hornby and Lafaele, 2011). There was
no correlation between other background variables and parental
involvement or teachers’ authority.

Other interesting findings that emerged and addressed the
primary research questions were the strong correlations found
between parents’ level of communality and their perceptions
of the concepts of teachers’ authority (H7) and parental
involvement (H8). Specifically, it was found that a high level
of communality predicted a high level of perceived teachers’
authority (β = 0.27) and a high level of parental involvement
(β = 0.30) among the parents. According to the professional
literature, a high degree of communality indicates a high level
of trust and mutuality among community members and other
significant institutions and representative community figures. In
this context, the teachers and the school represent the latter
(Shadmi-Wortman, 2017).

The attempt to explain the correlation between high levels
of communality and parents’ high level of involvement is based
on the model of “Potential parental involvement,” introduced
by Friedman and Fisher (2002). According to this model,
identification and involvement with the school are predictors of
parental involvement. It may be assumed that parents with a
strong sense of communality would also identify strongly with
the school. Parents who see the school as playing an essential role
in the life of the community are likely to identify with the school’s
goals, be more aware of the school’s activities, demonstrate a more
positive acceptance of the school’s values and norms, and as a
result, have a strong sense of parental involvement.

Another hypothesis examined in this study was that parents’
type of residential framework would predict their perceptions of
parental involvement (H6). Although parental involvement did
not correlate with parents’ residential kind of framework, residing
in the same neighborhood or settlement as their children’s
teachers predicted parents’ perceived low levels of parental
involvement (β = 0.20). This finding could be explained by
the situation that living in the same geographic community
offers the conditions for an in-depth familiarity between parents
and teachers beyond the formal relationships at school and,
consequently, increase parents’ trust in the teachers. The stronger
their trust in the teachers is, the less they need to be actively
involved in the school (Shechtman and Busharian, 2015).

It is also possible that the sense of togetherness that comes
from living in the same neighborhood or settlement makes
parents feel that their involvement in the school is redundant.
As there is plenty of room for informal interaction between
the parents and teachers, for example, in the form of “sidewalk
discussions” about the children and the school, the parents
see no need for further involvement and hence perceive the
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level of parental involvement below. The flip side of the
same coin is that a prior relationship between teachers and
families of students can be a source of teachers’ prejudice about
the students, which prevents parents from becoming involved
(Caplan, 1995). Relying on a reference from almost two decades
ago can corroborate similar cases belonging to the fields of
social psychology.
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Against a background of promoting the industrialization of higher education in Macau due

to COVID-19’s damage to the territory’s major industry—gambling, the present study

adopted phenomenological psychology to explore teachers’ lived experience of being

pedagogical in a university with a neoliberal vision and mission. Using a general structure,

the findings revealed that teachers encountered challenges being pedagogical. These

challenges emerged not only due to the university’s corporate management, but more

importantly because of a shift in perceptions—where students became like customers

and teachers became self-interested—which made pedagogical relationships difficult to

establish. Furthermore, teachers were found to develop negative emotions when their

pedagogical actions or intentions conflicted with neoliberalism. The findings suggest that

pedagogy in higher education is being challenged and transformed.

Keywords: phenomenological psychology, pedagogical tact, lived experience, casino capitalism, neoliberalism

INTRODUCTION

Susan Strange (1997, p. 1) created the term, “casino capitalism,” to convey how the economic system
in the Western world has been operating like a casino: “Some of the players—banks especially—
play with very large stakes. There are also many quite small operators. There are tipsters, too, selling
advice, and peddlers of systems to the gullible.” Strange (1997) used the termmetaphorically, but in
Macau, casino capitalism has a literal meaning. On the 20th of December 1999, Macau’s sovereignty
was handed from the Portuguese over to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and it has been a
Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the PRC ever since. Following the leadership of Beijing, the
Macau SAR government has adopted a unique economic strategy of decolonization accelerating the
gaming industry by breaking up the former Macau Tourism and Entertainment society’s exclusive
monopoly on gaming and opening it up to international and regional casino companies (Shi and
Liu, 2014).

The gaming industry in Macau has increased the newly founded SAR government’s credibility
among the Macanese (Lo, 2009) because the casino hotels and amusement parks on the Cotai Strip,
built on reclaimed land, fulfilled the local people’s long held expectations of modernization (Shi and
Liu, 2014)making the city appearmoremodern. The gaming industry also quicklymadeMacau one
of the wealthiest economies in the world per capita (Sheng, 2016), although as the major employer
and the biggest taxpayer, the gaming industry caused Macau to become excessively reliant on it
(Lo, 2009; Sheng, 2016). Shi and Liu (2014) revealed that the process of decolonization in Macau
is intertwined with neoliberalism. Together with the expansion of casinos, consumerism began to
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permeate the mentality of local people, particularly the younger
generation (Shi and Liu, 2014). Giroux (2014) claimed that
casino capitalism can bring about a gambler mindset of chasing
self-interests and pursuing extreme individualism. As a result,
many Macanese began to admire and seek luxurious products
and lifestyles and thus chose to work in casinos for handsome
salaries (Shi and Liu, 2014). Meanwhile, scholars noted an
increase in the number of students dropping out of school
to work in casinos which was coupled with teacher attrition
(Morrison, 2009; Yu, 2015; Wu and Vong, 2017). Commenting
on this situation, Shi and Liu (2014, p. 930) observed that
everybody’s “daily experiences, emotions and desires [were]
associated with the expansion of the gambling sectors.” Thus,
triggered by casino capitalism, neoliberalism became entrenched
into Macanese society.

By monopolizing Macau’s economy, the gaming industry has
made the city vulnerable to shocks to tourism (Lo, 2009), as
most punters come from outside Macau. Since 2020, COVID-
19 has been disastrous for Macau’s gaming industry and in
turn many citizens’ job security; however, the virus roused the
SAR government to look for ways to diversify the economy.
Unfortunately, over the years, the gaming industry had absorbed
many school leavers resulting in a shortage of local talent with
higher educational qualifications to support the city’s sustainable
development (Lau and Yuen, 2014). Reflecting on the situation,
Ho Iat Seng, the Chief Executive of the SAR government, in the
Macau Policy Address 2021, announced the city would promote
the industrialization of higher education (Lin, 2021). In this way,
the industrialization of higher education in Macau may force
local universities to become more business- and market-oriented
to improve their bottom lines (Liu, 2021).

While this transition may relieve Macau’s over reliance on the
gaming industry, it may inevitably have some side effects on local
higher educational institutes as neoliberal reforms have brought
to universities elsewhere. Long before the 2021 Policy Address,
many pre-tertiary schools in Macau had implemented neoliberal
changes, and a few local scholars have revealed how teaching,
management, courses, and teacher identity have been impacted
(see Huang and Vong, 2016, 2018; Huang, 2018). Although
the voices of Macanese educators who have spoken out against
neoliberalism have mostly been drowned out by those who are
enthusiastic about educational marketization, fortunately, the
studies of the former have revealed that the neoliberal discourse
has not completely occupied education in Macau (Huang and
Vong, 2016, 2018), reserving some space for negotiation and
reflection. Nevertheless, there are few studies on Macanese
university teachers’ experiences and perceptions of neoliberalism;
accordingly, the present study is not only exploratory but also
reflective in the face of the enthusiasm for the industrialization
of higher education.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Neoliberalism
Neoliberalism, as a contemporary school of thought and an
antidote to the crisis that threatens late capitalism, was originally
conceptualized by the Mont Pelerin Society, composed of
scholars like Friedrich von Hayek, Milton Friedman, and Karl

Popper in the 1940s (Harvey, 2005). They inherited thoughts
from traditional liberalism and neoclassic economics, firmly
believing in private property and free, competitive markets as
the protectors of freedom of thought and expression; meanwhile,
they warned that arbitrary power is expanding and invading
such freedom in the West (Harvey, 2005). After WWII, while
recuperating from the war, many countries kept their national
strategies aligned with Keynesian ideals, meaning state power
should guarantee “full employment, economic growth, and
the welfare of its citizens, and that state power should be
freely deployed, alongside of or, if necessary, intervening in
or even substituting for market processes to achieve these
ends” (Harvey, 2005, p. 10). Undeniably, Keynesian policies
sustained domestic stability and economic growth in many
Western countries from the 1950s to 1960s; however, this mode
later caused economic stagnation and financial crises (Harvey,
2005). Neoliberalism was considered an alternative strategy,
while the actual practice of it began in the 1970s when many
countries, such as the UK, the US, Sweden, India, Chile, turned to
neoliberalism, and even China did so after its opening-up policy
was introduced in 1978 (Harvey, 2005). Harvey (2005, p. 23)
summarized how neoliberalism evolved as an alternative to the
Keynesian approach:

This entails confronting trade union power, attacking all forms of

social solidarity that hindered competitive flexibility, dismantling

or rolling back the commitments of the welfare state, the

privatization of public enterprises, reducing taxes, encouraging

entrepreneurial initiatives, and creating a favorable business

climate to induce a strong inflow of foreign investment.

Simply speaking, neoliberalism restricts the intervention
of government into many societal aspects, while allowing
corporate values and competitive market principles into all
public domains. Indeed, neoliberalism to some extent solves
the problem of economic stagnancy; however, it can also
sabotage public goods, for example, higher education (Giroux,
2002). In this way, universities become like companies, and its
products are not actual items but knowledge economy-driven
technologies, skills and designs (Olssen and Peters, 2005)
and highly skilled labor (Becker, 2006). Neoliberalism has
brought corporate values like marketization into universities,
and it has also transplanted corporate management techniques,
like managerialism, standardization, accountability, and
performativity into tertiary education (Giroux, 2002; Olssen
and Peters, 2005; Apple, 2006; Ball, 2016). In the neoliberal
environment, university teachers also face increasing career
instability (Enslin and Hedge, 2019), hierarchical auditing
supervision (Olssen and Peters, 2005), decreasing of tenured
positions (Giroux, 2002), and eroded authority in faculty
decisions, which has created extra work for them (Seeber and
Berg, 2016).

Pedagogy in the Time of Neoliberalism
The meaning of education is inevitably influenced by
neoliberalism. Van Manen (1991) expressed his concern
that pedagogy itself is also threatened by neoliberalism, which
standardizes many aspects of classroom teaching, reducing the
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skills, competence, and professionalism of instructors. This
uncertain situation requires teachers to reflect but also to be
ready to criticize (Van Manen, 1991, 2015). Pedagogy is a lived
experience of adults; it is “both the tactful ethical practice of
our actions as well as the doubting, questioning, and reflecting
on our actions and practices” (Van Manen, 2015, p. 33). Adults
who are pedagogical are those who are always reflecting about
distinguishing what is good for their children to facilitate their
“positive being and becoming” (Van Manen, 1991, p. 18). Van
Manen (1991, p. 5) stressed pedagogically oriented teachers
should be students’ “in loco parentis,” offering care, guidance,
and protection to students just as their parents did or even
exceeding what their parents did. Teachers need pedagogical tact
to become in loco parentis; they should intuitively understand
their students; they should know how and when to give guidance
while not being hypocritical and selfish (Van Manen, 1991).
Pedagogical tact can only be obtained through praxis, as it comes
only from teachers’ continuous reflection-in-action, rather than
following fixed instructions in planned situations (Van Manen,
1991). Preserving the tradition of pedagogy is beneficial to
students and society in the long run because people’s pedagogical
narratives can be passed along over generations. Van Manen
(2015) found that the pedagogical moments people experience
unconsciously influence them for the rest of their lives. Pedagogy
should be a stronghold that adults build to safeguard what is
valued, i.e., childhood, love, and ethics, against external powers
like neoliberalism (Sandvik, 2020). However, neoliberalism
poses challenges to teachers. Generally, phenomena embedded
in neoliberalism can damage university teachers’ pedagogical
relationship and obligation toward their students. Accordingly,
knowing how teachers in a neoliberal university perceive or
perform pedagogy appears warranted.

The University’s Neoliberal Agenda
The university we focus on in this study is a private institution.
Although it has never publicly acknowledged its neoliberal
goals, the university’s owners have decided on a corporate
way of management. Echoing the Macau Policy Address 2021,
the university released a new vision and mission i.e., to
provide services for the region, to nurture application-oriented
talent, to increase student recruitment, and to operate under
the disciplines of under market-oriented principals. Thus, the
language it uses to describe its vision and mission represents
its evolving neoliberal nature (see Allatt and Tett, 2018), which
therefore, presents a suitable venue for investigating Macanese
university teachers’ lived experience in neoliberalism.

Studies in Macau have investigated how primary school
teachers (e.g., Huang and Vong, 2016) and middle school
teachers (e.g., Huang and Vong, 2018) have resisted
neoliberalism in their teaching practices. Despite the prevalence
of neoliberalism in their respective working contexts, these
studies have shown that the neoliberal discourse in education
remains incomplete reserving space for teachers to resist. Such
space also becomes a rationale for us to position our study.
Further, unlike the present study, their research followed the
tradition of post-structuralism rather than a phenomenological
psychology approach. Therefore, the present study aims to

answer: What are the university teachers’ lived experience of
being pedagogical in neoliberalism?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Because the present study concerns ordinary people’s directly
lived mundane life in context (Englander and Morley, 2021),
we chose phenomenological psychology as the research
methodology to uncover university teachers’ lived experience in
neoliberalism. Phenomenological psychology was founded by
Giorgi (1970) in the 1970s based on his critical reflection of the
positivist-led modern psychology, which Giorgi (in Englander
and Morley, 2021) critiqued because it was inadequate for
studying human behavior. Beginning from Husserl’s (1977)
transcendental phenomenological philosophy, Giorgi (1970)
combined psychological attitudes into Husserl’s philosophical
phenomenological process of description, reduction, and essence
(Giorgi et al., 2017).

Regarding the modified process of description,
phenomenological psychology permits a third person, or
research participant, to use naive or non-phenomenological
language to describe their lived experience (Giorgi et al.,
2017), which is distinct from many other phenomenological
methods, like those in Van Manen (1990), which obtains data
by cultivating the research participants to produce their first
person’s text. The modified reduction in phenomenological
psychology avoids restraining research participants’ subjective
consciousness, as this methodology promotes humans as
“being in the world” (Giorgi et al., 2017, p. 181), who have
direct consciousness about their lived world (Englander and
Morley, 2021). Unlike philosophical phenomenology, which
aims at universal essence, phenomenological psychology
can reach the typical essence based on structures derived
from each case that can be compared with results from
similar studies (Giorgi et al., 2017). Thus, in planning the
research, we followed the five step data analysis model of
Giorgi et al. (2017):

(1) “Initial reading for a sense of the whole”; (2) “Adopting
the phenomenological psychological attitude”; (3) “Dividing data
ontomeaning units”; (4) “Transformation of everyday expression
to psychological meaning”; and (5) “Returning to the whole and
moving toward the general structure” (Englander and Morley,
2021, p. 7–12).

We also sought important suggestions from Englander and
Morley (2021) while conducting the analysis.

We invited five teachers for semi-structure interviews to
discuss their pedagogical stories. Although written anecdotes
are often used in phenomenological research (Van Manen,
1990), we chose to interview them because research participants
tend to produce more description than written ones (Giorgi
et al., 2017). Phenomenological psychology’s focus on people’s
lived world reminded us to choose a data collection protocol
that fits with the participants’ daily customs (Englander
and Morley, 2021), and as the teacher participants in this
research were used to delivering lectures and providing verbal
explanations, we thought the interview would be more suitable
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and natural. After we made appointments with them, we sent
the discussion items to them along with informed-consent
forms to ensure they were aware of the topics and the
voice-recording. As universities in Macau had resumed face-
to-face teaching during the time of the interviews, all the
participants were interviewed in person with face masks on.
All the interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese, the
working language of the fieldwork university. The second
author, fluent in English and Chinese, transcribed the interviews
verbatim and translated them into English. However, only four
interviews remained for use as one interview was discarded
because it did not contain adequate content for our purposes.
According to Giorgi et al. (2017, p. 183), “inadequate ones
[descriptions] [that] do not yield significant outcomes . . . are
usually discarded.”

The lead author read the translated documents thoroughly
and reflexively to have an initial understanding. He then took a
phenomenological stance to highlight the meaning units for each
participant. After changing the first person to the third person in
each meaning unit of the transcripts, he pasted the near-original
language of each meaning unit in succession in the 1st column
of a table, according to the methods advised by the experts,
i.e., psychological reduction (Englander and Morley, 2021). In
doing so, the lead author finished the psychological epoche of
the participants’ descriptions by putting his own interpretations
in parentheses (Englander and Morley, 2021). Then the second
author reviewed the descriptions mirroring the meaning units
in the 1st column. We then added another two columns (2nd
and 3rd) in parallel with the first column to, respectively, refer
to our phenomenological and further elucidation of the meaning
units. Englander and Morley (2021) pointed out that the 2nd
and 3rd columns are for researchers to elucidate rather than
to pamper the psychological meaning from the 1st column
to help the participants’ everyday consciousness emerging into
generalisable psychological relevance. Although Giorgi et al. and
his colleagues suggested only two tiers, i.e., columns (e.g., Giorgi
et al., 2017), we are more in favor of what Englander and Morley
(2021) advised, that is, to extend the two-tier column into three
or even more for the sake of crystallizing the lead author’s
analysis process because the second author in the present study
needed to review and validate them. Table 1 shows an excerpt
of the whole table (see Appendix in Supplementary Material) as
an example.

After the second author’s validation, the lead author
transformed and organized all the elucidated psychological
aspects from the 2nd and 3rd columns and developed situated
structures (Englander and Morley, 2021) for each participant.
Separating situated structures is factitive in reaching to
the psychologically generalisable essence in the later general
structure (Englander and Morley, 2021). Finally, after the
two authors discussed, the lead author used an eidetic
reduction attitude to discard the language which potentially
disturbed the rigor of the general structure to make it
internally cohesive, interdependent, and easy to demonstrate
the psychologically generalisable essence of the participants’
lived experience (Giorgi et al., 2017; Englander and Morley,
2021).

FINDINGS

Situated Structures of the Participants
P1 worried that the situation in the world today is causing
students to be more utilitarian, demotivating them, and making
them inactive or perfunctory in their studies. Out of her ethos
as a teacher, P1 explained that it is important to intervene
and challenge the students by raising her course requirements.
Although she sometimes explains her good intentions to her
students and attempts to lead them to think more about
their future, the students often misunderstand her. However,
what makes P1 upset is that her university deploys a student-
evaluating-teaching system (SET), through which some students
write negative feedback on her teaching in retaliation for
her pedagogical intervention. The SET system has created a
conundrum for her. On the one hand, she wants to provide a
good education for her students, which sometimes requires being
strict, but on the other hand, if she receives too much negative
feedback (as a result of her strictness), her annual review result
may be unsatisfactory. Eventually P1 felt that her predicament
sabotaged her relationship with the students, not to mention her
teaching and wellbeing. Further, the university provided little
support for her, and this coupled with a heavy workload led to
her being burnt out. Her experience also made her question the
real meaning of higher education in her institute.

P2 believed being strict to students is important for their
learning. She enjoys giving advice to students as her way of
being pedagogical. However, both of her pedagogical postures
encountered challenges. P2’s university has a stringent set of
guidelines regarding teachers’ classroom performance using the
SET system, which means it is easy to incur students’ complaints
or negative evaluation if P2 irritates them. P2 shared that she once
received negative and disingenuous comments from her students.
From then on, she stopped being strict and instead turned to
pleasing students, although she is aware that this spoiled them.
For fear of being criticized by students and out of a mindset of
being unsatisfied toward the university’s way of disciplining, P2
now only gives advice to students who voluntarily approach her
for help after class rather than devoting the time and effort that
she used to provide to all her students.

P3, once part-time, and now a full-time teacher at the
university, used to enjoy teaching, and spending time on
teaching preparation believing that students benefited from
his classes. However, after becoming full-time, he has had to
cope with more assigned errands and meetings with colleagues.
However, he believes he became disillusioned when the university
standardized and quantified every teachers’ performance and
workload; he questioned whether it is possible to compare
instructors with various backgrounds who teach different
disciplines. He began to worry and became distracted from
advancing his teaching craft. P3 claimed that when he stopped
reading as part of his teaching preparation, he stopped updating
his lessons and became bored using his old materials while
teaching. He also noted that he spent less time on students after
becoming full-time, as he wanted to leave more time for himself.

P4 believed the best education for university students is to
develop their thinking, which is at the core of their work so he
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TABLE 1 | An example of psychological reduction in the three-column table, Meaning Units equals MU, and P1 means Participant 1.

Column 1:

The participants’ natural expressions

Column 2:

The researchers’ phenomenological psychological

elucidation

Column 3:

The researchers’ further elucidation

MU 1 of P1: P1 has such a heavy workload, and

there are so many students; therefore, she often

feels very tired.

P1 often feels fatigue as she faces a big workload

and large numbers of students.

The teaching load and large class size makes P1

fatigued.

MU2 of P1: P1 thinks she is a teacher, and she has

a close relationship with students over a period of

time, such as a semester. But this kind of evaluation

(students judging teachers’ teaching) is harmful to

the relationship.

P1 believes that student evaluation of teaching

(SET) sabotages what should have been a close

teacher and student relationship.

P1 thinks students evaluating teachers becomes a

barrier in her relationship with students.

kept this ethos both inside and outside of his classes. However,
his heavy teaching load was so burdensome he could barely keep
up with his teaching duties leaving no time for deep thinking.
As a result, P4 felt he could not fully prepare his lectures, which
he thought was letting his students down. P4 also mentioned
that students have too many lessons to spare enough energy to
learn in-depth in their chosen field. P4 felt that he was failing to
provide a good quality education to his students, and sometimes
he was burned out with no interest in teaching. Thus, based on
his situation, P4 questioned whether his university management
understood the true nature of higher education.

General Structure
In the environment of neoliberalism, it has become more
difficult for teachers to fulfill their pedagogical commitments
because their pedagogical intentions are challenged by neoliberal
management techniques. These techniques include SET scores
that quantify teachers’ performance and sometimes lead to
disciplinary action. The neoliberal approach also fails to
recognize or support teachers’ unquantifiable contributions such
as when they tutor individual students. Furthermore, teachers’
pedagogical commitments also face challenges from the various
entities of neoliberal discourse. These include students who
are nurtured to act and think like consumers, refusing to
establish a pedagogical teacher-student relationship. They also
include academic colleagues who fully buy into the neoliberal
discourse and enjoy competing with each other. Sometimes
the entity is the university itself, which acts like an enterprise,
bringing industrial production principles into higher education.
Facing the tension created between pedagogical intentions
and neoliberalism, teachers become fatigued, hesitant, passive,
insincere, self-blaming, and anxious, which leads to job burnout.

DISCUSSION

As shown in the general structure, the teachers all found
it difficult to be pedagogical in the neoliberal environment,
which echoes the neoliberal challenges confronted by Swedish
teachers in Rinne’s (2020) study. From the general structure,
it is apparent that some of the teachers’ challenges were a
result of the university’s corporate management, i.e., SET scores
and strict discipline. Ball (2016) observed similar managerial
techniques at schools steeped in neoliberalism. Some teachers in

the structure also suffered from overwork, i.e., heavy teaching
loads and increased student numbers, while other teachers felt
they had little time for reading, thinking, research, and updating
lessons. Echoing these impediments, Giroux (2002) noted how
neoliberalised universities in the US irresponsibly increased
enrollment and class size to boost the universities’ bottom lines
with little concern about the possible shortage of full time faculty
or the maintenance of teaching quality. Regarding teachers’
reduced time for reading and thinking, Seeber and Berg (2016)
observed that research involves thinking, and university teachers
not only need enough time, but more importantly they should
not be controlled by time. However, when teachers are faced
with increasing demands from their university, they often feel
pressed for time to conduct research, which leaves them without
the mood to fully prepare their lectures or build up a rapport
with students (Seeber and Berg, 2016), which is similar to the
teachers’ experience in the present study. Dufour (2014) noted
that thinking, as the basis of research, requires time and silence,
and if teachers’ time to think and conduct research is denied, their
university’s research prospects may decline.

Management style may only be a symptom, however. What
lies underneath is the ontological change of the university
from being a public good to a corporation; the management
style described by the teachers in this study resembles what
is found in industry. Aronowitz (2000) labeled this corporate
approach to higher education the “university knowledge factory”
while Li et al. (2021) call it a “human capital incubator.” This
change of the university’s nature alters stakeholders’ relationships
placing pedagogy as the lowest priority. Teachers’ pedagogical
commitments are replaced by bullet points of practice listed
in contracts, and teachers’ responsibility to students are now
temporary and conditional (Seeber and Berg, 2016). As shown
in the general structure, some of the participant teachers
chose to neglect their students and resist cooperating with
colleagues and management in favor of having more time for
themselves. In doing so, Enslin and Hedge (2019) found teachers
acted as individualistic entrepreneurs, busy with exhibiting,
promoting, and pitching their excellence and cutting-edge
academic achievements while competing with colleagues. They
also found teachers in such a corporate environmentmay develop
a perfunctory attitude toward teaching and their students (Enslin
and Hedge, 2019). Students’ changing identity has also become a
challenge. Some of the teachers expressed concerns about having
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difficulty to build relationships with students who were like
cunning customers. For example, Doherty (2007) and Seeber and
Berg (2016) found students are nurtured as clients in neoliberal
universities. Saunders and Kolek (2017) showed that some
students in US universities identified themselves as consumers.
The teachers in the study also had negative feelings when their
pedagogical intentions or behavior clashed with neoliberalism,
which resulted in fatigue, anxiety, self-blame, and job burnout.
Like many other teachers in and beyond Macau, neoliberalism
has been emotionally damaging (e.g., Huang and Vong, 2016,
2018; Dugas et al., 2018, 2020; Li and Liu, 2020; Li et al., 2021). As
Van Manen (1991) observed over three decades ago, pedagogy is
threatened by neoliberalism and clearly it continues to be.

CONCLUSION

Against the background of COVID-19 and the gaming industry
in Macau, this study aims to provide perspective on higher
education’s accelerating industrialization in Macau. By exploring
some university teachers’ lived experience of being pedagogical
using phenomenological psychology, the study produces a
general structure that shows teachers challenges in being
pedagogical in a neoliberal environment. These challenges are
not only from the university’s corporate management, but equally
importantly from the change where students view themselves
as customers which has led teachers to become self-interested
impeding pedagogical relationships with students. Teachers also

experienced negative emotions when their pedagogical actions
or intentions conflicted with the neoliberalism. This result is
consistent with many other studies that report changes that have
occurred in education in and beyond Macau upon the arrival
of neoliberalism. Thus, it is hoped that the study can draw

attention to how industrialization is changing the face of Macau’s
higher education.
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The aim of this article was to open a hatch to the consumer psychology

research through the eyes of Facet Theory. The Facet Theory enables to

delve into a concept or an issue under investigation and define it formally,

systematically, and comprehensively, but still parsimoniously. In order to

better explain its philosophical basis and the principles of this theory, we

apply and demonstrate it on the domain of marketing of higher education

to students. There are four distinct facets identified in this regard, namely,

(A) Achieving Personal Goals, (B) Institution’s Marketing Orientation, (C)

Secondary Decision Criteria, and (D) Level of Education. Based on those facets

and their related respective elements, a suggested definitional directive for the

marketing of higher education to students is construed.

KEYWORDS

Facet theory,mapping sentence, higher education,marketing, international students,
conceptual paper

Theoretical background

In the current paper, a systematic theoretical approach with an immense potential
to guide both quantitative and qualitative research paradigms, namely, the Facet
Theory, will be presented. It paves a way in which scholars may formulate and/or
probe theories, constructs, and philosophical perspectives by interweaving ideas with
reality, terminologies, data/information, phenomenologies, ontologies, mereologies,
and epistemologies (e.g., Shye, 1991; Hackett, 2018a). Further, it can be applied in
any field of knowledge from education (e.g., Friedman, 2008; Fisher, 2016, 2018;
Alt, 2018), psychology (e.g., Rabenu et al., 2015; Rabenu and Tziner, 2016; Hackett,
2019), management and organizational behavior (e.g., Shkoler et al., 2017b), to even
birds’ behavior (Hackett et al., 2019). The Facet Theory (FT) is limited to neither a
specific research paradigm (quantitative vs. qualitative, case studies, etc.) nor a certain
knowledge domain, and it can be applied to any. The essence of the Facet Theory
analytical approach is funneled into a conceptual entity called a mapping sentence;
it offers a meticulous, systematic, and parsimonious definitional framework of any
phenomenon under investigation. The current paper focuses on the mapping sentence,
giving an exemplary demonstration. Both, the Facet Theory and the mapping sentence,
will be elaborated further.
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The article is structured as follows: (1) the context of higher
education is presented, followed by (2) an explanation about
the Facet Theory and the mapping sentence, and finalized
with (3) the formulation of a mapping sentence—demonstrated
on the marketing of higher education to students. Notably,
the paper and the mapping sentence touch the broad domain
of higher education and students. However, due to great
variability, sensitivity, and complexity within this field, in order
to encapsulate all of them, the FT is the prime candidate for
the job. To emphasize, the theoretical background relies on
the literature of international students1 as their special situation
can reflect all students (domestic included), but not vice versa.
For instance, in addition to other things, international students
also deal with citizenship and residency issues, legal and visa
problems, long-distance transportation, unique psychological
challenges (e.g., loneliness and discrimination), etc.; these will
also be elaborated further, specifically in mapping sentence
section. Importantly, consumer psychology harbors marketing
as a knowledge field, as the former is multidisciplinary,
naturally extending itself via: (1) sociology, (2) psychology,
(3) social–psychology, (4) economics and marketing, and (5)
anthropology (Loudon and Della Bitta, 1993; Chen, 2008;
Kotler and Armstrong, 2014; Kotler and Keller, 2016; Jansson-
Boyd, 2019; Rabenu and Shkoler, 2020b). This highlights the
complexity of the field and promotes the use of the Facet
Theory as an indispensable tool to simplify, but formally
define, that field.

Marketing of higher education

Higher education is often considered a marketable
service (e.g., Shkoler and Rabenu, 2020b). Therefore,
marketing higher education to students falls under the
umbrella domain of consumer psychology (see Hackett,
2018b; Shkoler and Rabenu, 2020b). To elaborate, the
decision-making process to “purchase” higher education
by students necessitates complex psychological and cognitive
processes. Academic institutions need to understand these
processes, and by using intelligent marketing to attract
prospective students, they can influence their decision
making and tilt or support their choices accordingly
(Shkoler and Rabenu, 2020b).

Knight (2011), for example, contemplated that education
is regarded as a tradable service, birthing new commercial
possibilities in cross-border education. On top of that, recruiting
(international) students can be considered as a “key migration
industry” (Beech, 2018, p. 622).

1 An international student is defined as “an individual whose primary
goal is the acquisition of (some form of) higher education in a country
in which he or she has no permanent residential status and no local
citizenship, regardless of the studying method” (Shkoler and Rabenu,
2020a, p. 19).

Marketing higher education to students is challenging as
it involves a complex arena with many actors/players: (1) the
students; (2) academic institutions; (3) governments; (4) the
economic systems (globally and locally); and more (see Beine
et al., 2014; Beech, 2018). In this paper, there is a focus on two of
the above:

The students are the potential consumers/customers of higher
education, which is why it is of paramount importance to
understand their motivations, needs, and expectations (e.g.,
Prugsamatz et al., 2006; Bunce et al., 2017; Nafari et al., 2017;
Shkoler and Rabenu, 2022). By identifying their expectations,
meeting them, or even exceeding them altogether, this has
the potential to support marketing efforts of higher education
institutions (e.g., Prugsamatz et al., 2006; Woodall et al., 2014;
Nixon et al., 2018), inducing and increasing customer value (e.g.,
Chen, 2008).

The academic institutions are the providers of higher
education, with exceedingly increasing competition among
them (Beech, 2018, p. 622). There are several reasons for
these institutions (as well as countries) to be courting students,
in general, and international students, in particular: tuition
fees (as an income source), support for research, potential
skilled/talented workers in future, diversity (e.g., cultural and
demographical), networks, and more (for further reading,
see Shkoler and Rabenu, 2022). As such, these academic
institutions must be aware of and try to actively discover
prospective students’ needs, motivations, preferences, and wants
(see Appendix 2 in Shkoler and Rabenu, 2022), resulting in the
application of the prospective student to the institution, in order
to ensure sustainable higher education.

Facet theory

Research, particularly in the social sciences, usually involves
complex phenomena, variables, and processes (e.g., Friedman,
2008; Tziner, 2018; Roazzi and Souza, 2019). To illustrate, it
is not trivial to understand and define complex concepts such
as values, intelligence, motivation, and attitudes. While striving
to achieve high-quality research and in order to conceptualize
these concepts, we need to expose their intricate components
and their interrelationships. It is obvious that poor conceptual
definition of content domains impinges the generation and
accumulation of knowledge and impairs, for example, the
replicability of research (Tziner, 2018).

In this article, we suggest using Facet Theory as a
venerable and systematic paradigm for conceptualizing complex
phenomena (e.g., Shkoler et al., 2017b). As a demonstrative
example, an application of this theory is done on the marketing
of higher education to students.

The Facet Theory is a method that facilitates and
fosters formal definitions of components of a problem or
the issue under investigation (Guttman, 1957), and hence,
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it allows for the depiction of a complex interplay of
variables (Guttman and Greenbaum, 1998; Hackett, 2014;
Roazzi and Souza, 2019; Solomon(Ed.)., 2021). In FT, the
universe of observations is formally defined. Additionally,
FT weaves this by testing hypotheses (about the relationship
between the definitional framework and the structure of
the empirically oriented observations) (Elizur, 1984). To
elaborate, FT provides both the definitional system of the
universe of observations and the rationale for hypotheses
of a research both quantitative (Levy, 1985; For further
reading, see Guttman and Greenbaum, 1998; Roazzi and
Souza, 2019; Solomon(Ed.)., 2021) and qualitative (e.g., Hackett,
2016, 2021a). However, FT has invaluable contribution to
the definition of concepts, based on using mapping sentence
as the definitional framework, regardless of whether it is
applied in followed-up quantitative research or not (e.g.,
Schlesinger, 1991; Hackett, 2016, see ahead). In any case,
adopting the FT entails that the researcher will most probably
jungle multiple variables simultaneously, that is—until the
creation of their combined formulation into harmonious and
meaningful declaration of the domain of research. However,
utilizing FT can be challenging and quite uncommon (Hackett,
2021a, p. X).

Simply put, a facet is articulated as a group of common
characteristics/traits, and this group represents semantic
components of a desired context field (Yaniv, 2011). More
specifically, a facet is “a classification of item domains of a given
content universe according to some rule” (Elizur, 1984, p. 380).
These common traits are dubbed as elements (of a facet). A set
of finely defined facets (and their respective elements) comprise
the essence of FT—the mapping sentence.

Definitional framework and the
mapping sentence

The definitional framework for formally defining a content
universe is called a “mapping sentence.” It is the basic tool
offered by the FT (e.g., Guttman, 1957; Canter, 1985; Borg
and Shye, 1995). It serves as a guide and a beacon for:
(1) first formulating hypotheses; then (2) creating structured
assumptions; then (3) constructing systematic measures; then
(4) planning and collecting observations; and finally (5)
analyzing the data (e.g., Levy, 2005); it is the heart of the FT
approach (Hackett, 2014, p. 67).

Moreover, after to Levy (1985, p. 60), a mapping sentence,
which defines a universe of observations for a selected theory,
has the following three main components: (1) the target
population (to be classified), (2) the spectrum of variables
(constituting the criteria for the classifications), and (3)
the category range for each variable (see also Shye, 1991).
The mapping sentence includes these three kinds of sets.
It combines several exclusive facets (categories that classify

variables under a specific and unifying rule), which define
the content universe of the domain or area of the study.
Every facet may contain multiple elements (“sub-categories”),
with a minimum of two elements per facet, which also
must fit the facet’s rule. The facets are connected between
them by text, while all are delineated by a common range
(e.g., Elizur, 1984; Shye, 1991; Tziner, 2018). By way of
illustration, a mapping sentence “looks” and reads like an
ordinary sentence.

In essence, there are two kinds of mapping sentences,
namely, empirical (also named “general”) and theoretical (also
named “declarative”) (Schlesinger, 1991; Hackett, 2016, 2021a).
More specifically, empirical mapping sentence may lead to the
creation of a research measure (operationalization) and research
hypotheses followed by either support or falsifying of hypotheses
(see, e.g., parental involvement perception by Fisher, 2016;
(re)defining workaholism by Shkoler et al., 2017b; and defining
coping with stress by Rabenu et al., 2015).

With regard to the theoretical mapping sentence, however,
Hackett (2016, 2021a) argues for the utility of use of the
mapping sentence as a standalone philosophically coherent
approach when attempting to understand the phenomenological
human experience. Further, he perceived mapping sentence as
a tool to investigate the hermeneutical consistency of research,
forming a precise, though flexible, framework in philosophical
and qualitative psychological research (Hackett, 2016, p. 5; see
also Schlesinger, 1991). This mapping sentence can lead to
the definition of very complex concepts without necessitating
a follow-up empirical research (see, e.g., Rabenu and Tziner,
2016—defining resilience; Rabenu and Hackett, 2017—defining
work discrimination).

It is important to emphasize that one of the main
contributions and properties of the mapping sentence, by and
large, is its ability to provide a comprehensive definition of a
phenomenon, in a parsimonious manner (e.g., Shkoler et al.,
2017b). For further reading, we recommend reading Hackett
(2018a) and Tziner (2018).

Of note, in this article the focus is on a theoretical mapping
sentence in the qualitative sense; the declarative mapping
sentence will be elaborated on further. Hackett (2016, 2018a,
2019, 2021a,b) defined the declarative mapping sentence (DMS),
as “. . .a specification of the research domain of interest in terms
of the domain’s important components that have appeared in
the literature along with the sub-types or elements of each facet,
joined in a sensical manner to express a hypothesis regarding
the experiential nature of the research domain” (Hackett, 2021b,
p. 2). Therefore, from a qualitative point of view, the DMS is a
proposition that serves as a solid surface for developing research
instruments to gather information (up-bottom). However, the
DMS can also serve researchers in the opposite direction,
namely, bottom-up. In this case, such as in the grounded theory
approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), the researchers document
what happens in the field, analyze the collected data, and may
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use the DMS as a tool for systematic thinking which will assist
them in building their theoretical background and arguments,
while the facets serve as themes themselves (Hackett, 2021b).
Also, as opposed to the empirical mapping sentence, the DMS
need not include the commonly used “range facet,” but rather
ends in a qualitative outcome (by the declarative nature of the
mapping sentence) (Hackett, 2021a,b,c).

In this article, we construct and present a theoretical
mapping sentence that we believe represents the content of
the marketing higher education to students, for the goal
of demonstrating the DMS is the exemplary demonstration
in the current article as this issue includes, inter alia,
subjective experience and perceptions of the prospective
students which better fit the qualitative research approach,
both phenomenologically and epistemologically; qualitative
research explores phenomena that are difficult to quantify by
measurement or mathematics (e.g., beliefs, experiences, and
knowledge) (Brod et al., 2014).

Formulating the mapping
sentence

We capitalize on vast literature of the drivers and reasons
that individuals seek higher education internationally (Facet
A), different marketing approaches (e.g., the 4Ps; Borden,
1964; McCarthy, 1964. For further reading, see Kotler, 1999)
that academic institutions may use to suit their needs (Facet
B), understanding of the plethora of constraints that these
students need to cope with (Facet C), in tandem with the
level of education pursued (Facet D). As such, one of the
main goals of the current paper was to offer a systematic
theoretical framework for marketing higher education to
students (as mentioned in “Theoretical Background” section, the
examples and content broadly touch students, but specifically
on international prospectives). To this end, we utilize the Facet
Theory analytical approach to formulate a comprehensive yet
parsimonious mapping sentence (i.e., systematic definition),
as directions for higher education institutions and marketing
personnel. The suggested formulated mapping sentence is
depicted in Figure 1, and each of its components is
elaborated further.

Facet A: Achieving personal goals

As opposed to regular travelers or tourists, international
students actively pursue higher education abroad (e.g., King and
Gardiner, 2015). Notwithstanding, these students seek higher
education for three main reasons, but, ultimately, all of them
revolve around enhancing the concept of the self and in other
words enhancing the (1) human capital, (2) financial capital,
and/or (3) psychological capital.

Element a1: Human capital

This is the knowledge, skills, and abilities of an individual,
usually measured by the (highest) level of education and by
the practical “know-how” experience (e.g., Luthans and Youssef,
2004; Luthans et al., 2004; Felício et al., 2014). Prospective
students often seek out “the best” education possible for them,
and sometimes, this can only be found in foreign countries
(Findlay et al., 2012). Thus, acquiring higher(est) levels of
education is a venerable approach to increase one’s human
capital (e.g., Bourdieu, 1986; Findlay et al., 2012), as it may
be a “distinguishing identity marker” (Findlay et al., 2012,
p. 128; Lomer et al., 2018; e.g., higher social status, prestige,
and reputation; Bourdieu, 1986). Lastly, as this is active (i.e., by
choice) enhancement of human capital, there is another aspect
to that—passive (i.e., absorption) enhancement—for example,
by learning a new language or culture in the destination country
(e.g., Cubillo et al., 2006; Yang, 2007; Varghese, 2008; Hyams-
Ssekasi et al., 2014; Tan, 2015; Wu et al., 2015; Lewis, 2016;
Nathan, 2017; Huong and Cong, 2018).

Element a2: Financial capital

Evidently, individuals with higher/better education often
earn higher wages in return and, hence, experience less
unemployment (Card, 1999, p. 1802. See also Becker, 1964).
In essence and economic terms, there is a consideration
of costs–benefits when individuals decide to migrate abroad
(González et al., 2011), and international students often seek
to increase their employability and financial status in future
(Beine et al., 2014; Huong and Cong, 2018) and have more career
opportunities (Cubillo et al., 2006; Yang, 2007; Lewis, 2016).

Element a3: Psychological capital

It is defined as a positive psychological state of an individual
characterized by: self-efficacy, optimism, hope, resilience,
gratitude, flow, courage, creativity, forgiveness, authenticity,
emotional intelligence, and more (Luthans et al., 2015). It
“involves investing in the actual self to reap the return
of becoming a possible self ” (Avolio and Luthans, 2006,
p. 147; see also Luthans et al., 2004). Hence, prospective
students believe that it is possible to develop and augment
this capital via higher education in a foreign country (as
previously mentioned, this is usually considered as superior to
obtaining this kind of capital in their home country). They
seek, therefore, psychological growth (Yakunina et al., 2013)
through improving their: self-efficacy, independence, personal
pride, acceptance of ambiguity, experience of a different culture
or even teaching methods, discovering new places, etc., (e.g.,
Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002; Cubillo et al., 2006; Yang, 2007;
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FIGURE 1

Mapping sentence of marketing higher education to students.

Varghese, 2008; Jianvittayakit and Dimanche, 2010; Tan, 2015;
Lewis, 2016; Nathan, 2017; Huong and Cong, 2018). Lastly,
it is important to note that hedonistic desires are a part of
the psychological capital (i.e., pleasure fulfillment and sensuous
gratification; Schwartz, 2012). Meaning, students choose to
study abroad also for reasons such as traveling opportunities,
liberal sex, local drinking culture, and living without (m)any
commitments (e.g., Yang, 2007; Jianvittayakit and Dimanche,
2010; Nghia, 2015; Lewis, 2016; Nathan, 2017; Huong and Cong,
2018).

Facet B: Institution’s marketing
orientation

Regardless of what motivation is driving the prospective
students, higher education institutions worldwide have different

marketing strategies, education offered, and competitive
advantages. As such, approaching a prospective student
can be delicate, as they seek different things, and the
institution will need to (re)consider its marketing and branding
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positions(e.g., Ivy, 2008; Khilukha et al., 2020; Lim et al., 2020).
Commonly used in a marketing mix, the 4Ps model
remains very prominent (Borden, 1964; McCarthy, 1964;
see also Kotler, 1999) and entails the following four main
marketing foci (approaches): (1) price, (2) product, (3) place,
and (4) promotion.

Element b1: Price

It is defined as everything (tangible/intangible) given by
the buyer/acquirer (in terms of money, time, and effort given)
to obtain a product; it tackles the customer cost aspect of the
exchange (Kotler, 1999; Yudelson, 1999). For higher education,
an institution (university/college) wishing to position itself in
this approach may want to emphasize the benefits it offers
regarding the charged fees for enrollment (e.g., tuition fees,
flexibility in paying them, flexibility of the tuition approach, etc.)
(Ivy, 2008; Lim et al., 2020).

Element b2: Product

It is defined as the clear benefits the user will obtain
from the purchase/exchange through time; it tackles the
customer solution aspect of the exchange (Kotler, 1999;
Yudelson, 1999). For higher education, an institution may
wish to emphasize, for example, aspects related to the
curriculum of the degrees and diplomas it offers (e.g.,
range of choice of majors and electives). Additionally, the
institution can highlight other incentives which may add
special value to the degree (e.g., total number of credits for the
degree, availability of on-campus accommodation, exchange
opportunities for international students, students’ racial
diversity, more liberal environments, residential requirements
of the diploma/degree, the size of classes, etc.). In addition,
the image of the university/college can also be capitalized
on (e.g., academic reputation of the faculty/staff, institution’s
reputation via press reviews and leading league tables,
the online website’s content, and sophistication of the
institution in demonstrating the reputation of each of its
schools, prestige, status, and more) (Ivy, 2008; Lim et al.,
2020).

Element b3: Place

It is defined as the consideration of where the product is
made available and how it is, de facto, displayed; it tackles the
convenience aspect of the exchange (Kotler, 1999; Yudelson,
1999). For higher education, an institution may wish to
emphasize the attractiveness of the place it is situated in (e.g., a
“cool” city, a lavish country, proximity to public transportation

and ease of transit, availability of shuttles to the institution,
traveling/touristic opportunities, liberal culture, proximity to
nature/vistas, can registration be made online in addition to
on-site? is information about the programs made available
online? etc.) [for further reading, see Rabenu and Shkoler
(2020a)].

Element b4: Promotion

It is defined as all of the information transmitted among
parties in the exchange/purchase, and the communication, of
the exchange, to the consumers that they “need” this specific
product (Kotler, 1999; Yudelson, 1999). For higher education,
an institution may wish to employ standard mass advertising,
done through the traditional media for the communication
of the information about its brand, offerings, degrees, and
other important aspects of the product—to target markets (e.g.,
publicity and public relations, press advertising, electronic and
online media, etc.) (Ivy, 2008; Lim et al., 2020).

Facet C: Secondary decision
criteria

Motivation alone (i.e., Facet A) is usually an insufficient
drive force. There are secondary decision criteria that may
either push or hamper (support and enhance vs. constrain
and inhibit) the prospective student toward their final
decision to study abroad. There are quite several such
conditioning/moderating [e.g., Appendix in Shkoler et al.
(2017a)] factors, each with a different effect and impact
on the decision: (1) formal/legal requirements, (2) social
resources, (3) psychological resources, (4) financial reserves,
(5) demographical status, (6) transportation accessibility,
(7) home–destination countries’ affiliations/ties, (8)
language familiarities/barriers, and (9) recommendations
or criticisms. Each element will be elaborated succinctly: when
favorable—they will support the decision; when not—they
will inhibit it.

Element c1: Formal/legal requirements

Examples are higher education difficulties at home [such
as fees, admission and difficulty of gaining entry, and
(un)availability of programs]; impact of legal procedures in the
destination country (such as immigration, legislation, and visa);
and facilitated admissions in the destination institute (such
as recognition of previous qualifications, certificates and/or
diplomas, and easier processes) (e.g., Becker and Kolster, 2012;
Ahmad et al., 2016; Huong and Cong, 2018).
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Element c2: Social resources

Social networks and relationships are in either the home
or destination countries that can potentially provide financial,
emotional, and/or physical support for the prospective student,
such as family or friends (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002; Li and
Bray, 2007; Yang, 2007; Becker and Kolster, 2012; Beine et al.,
2014; Nghia, 2015; Tan, 2015; Lewis, 2016; Tantivorakulchai,
2018).

Element c3: Psychological resources

Relocating to another country is usually accompanied with
varying levels of uncertainty, challenges, and difficulties (e.g.,
hostility, bias, stress, loneliness, and more; Sawir et al., 2008;
Rienties and Nolan, 2014; Lee, 2015; Poyrazli, 2015; Yan
and Pei, 2018). Personal characteristics (e.g., self-efficacy and
resilience) that can support the migration are essential for a
better assimilation in the destination country, stress coping, and
adaptation (Kosic et al., 2004; Chen, 2007, 2008; Wang, 2009;
Ramelli et al., 2013; Yakunina et al., 2013; Mak et al., 2015;
Meshulam and Harpaz, 2015; Kashima et al., 2017).

Element c4: Financial reserves

International higher education is often expensive (Rabenu
and Shkoler, 2020a). Tuition fees, other studying costs, and
living costs impinge the capacity for self-sustenance, and,
therefore, the monetary reserves one has can definitely aid in
relocating (e.g., Becker and Kolster, 2012; Beine et al., 2014;
Lewis, 2016; Huong and Cong, 2018).

Element c5: Demographical status

Simply put, the marital and sociodemographic status of
the prospective student may have profound impacts on the
decision to relocate (e.g., parenthood, marriage, etc.; Baldridge
et al., 2006). Relocating an entire household is much more
difficult than migrating on one’s own, both logistically and
bureaucratically.

Element c6: Transportation
accessibility

Nowadays, various transportation modes and widespread
routes have improved the accessibility to universities and
colleges around the world (Lee, 2015). Additionally, this is based
on the: (1) availability of transportation inside and/or between
countries; (2) costs of the transportation; and (3) importance
of the geographical proximity between home and destination

countries (e.g., Becker and Kolster, 2012; Beine et al., 2014; Tan,
2015; Ahmad et al., 2016; Huong and Cong, 2018).

Element c7: Affiliations/ties between
home and destination countries

The relationship between countries is an important aspect
in relocating. Sharing sociohistorical and cultural similarities
can encourage students to migrate from their home country
to another country boasting similar characteristics (e.g.,
Argentinians and Colombians moving to Spain; Lasanowski,
2011). This is based on many considerations, such as religious,
economic, political, linguistic, cultural, historical, and colonial
(e.g., Cubillo et al., 2006; Bolsmann and Miller, 2008; Varghese,
2008; Kishun, 2011; Becker and Kolster, 2012; Nathan, 2017;
Huong and Cong, 2018).

Element c8: Language
familiarities/barriers

Language has a cardinal role as a key mobility motivator
(Misra et al., 2003; Andrade, 2006; Lasanowski, 2011). Language
barriers, on the contrary, also hamper learning, communication,
understanding of academic tasks and assessments, and
technical necessary language (e.g., in laws, psychology, business
administration, marketing, and more) and, ultimately, may
impair academic writing and achievements (Andrade, 2006;
Cubillo et al., 2006; Yang, 2007; Varghese, 2008; Wilkins et al.,
2012; Beine et al., 2014; Wu et al., 2015; Lewis, 2016; Cowley
and Hyams-Ssekasi, 2018).

Element c9: Recommendations or
criticisms

Trustworthy significant others and other sources (e.g.,
family, agents, sponsors, friends and peers, ex-students,
professors and teachers, etc.) can support or impinge on a
decision to study abroad by either giving a recommendation or
providing criticisms (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002; Cubillo et al.,
2006; Maringe and Carter, 2007; Hildén, 2011; Jon et al., 2014;
Huong and Cong, 2018; Santos et al., 2018). Notably, personal
experience (e.g., alumni) is perceived to be highly trustworthy
and is held in greater regard than random suggestions.

Facet D: Level of education

Beyond basic motivation (i.e., Facet A), the level of
education, that is the degree sought after, is, by definition,
an integral and axial part of the decision to study abroad.
To illustrate, graduate students (pursuing a research degree)

Frontiers in Psychology 07 frontiersin.org

33

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.982347
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fpsyg-13-982347 October 6, 2022 Time: 15:18 # 8

Rabenu and Shkoler 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.982347

usually differ from other students (seeking a professional
degree) and from undergraduates. For example, Mpinganjira
(2009) has found that undergraduates were driven by seeking
more experience and career opportunities. On the contrary,
postgraduate students were (de)motivated by the (un)availability
of courses at their home country (notably, neither group
was affected by the entry and/or admission technicalities).
Furthermore, graduates seek to acquire higher education
internationally for the purpose of gaining higher-quality
education (Kim et al., 2018). As such, three main education
levels are critical in deciding how to market higher education to
international students, as in each case, the baseline motivations,
incentives, and drives to choose a certain program (and where)
are quite different from one another: (1) undergraduate, (2)
graduate, and (3) postgraduate.

Element d1: Undergraduate

Seek to acquire an undergraduate (bachelor’s, B.A.) degree.

Element d2: Graduate

Seek to acquire a graduate (master’s, M.A.) degree.

Element d3: Postgraduate

Seek to acquire a postgraduate (doctorate, Ph.D.) degree.
These were the concrete and substantive facets, which leave

a common outlining facet to be introduced—the range facet.

Discussion

The current article had two main goals. The first is to
present the Facet Theory as a recommended methodology
when defining concepts (new or otherwise) in a systematic
and comprehensive manner. This is done with the utilization
of the mapping sentence as the directive of the definition,
and one of the main tools FT offers the researcher.
The second is to demonstrate an application of the FT
via a definition to a specific domain—marketing higher
education to students. As was illustrated and elaborated, the
(theoretical/declarative) MS allowed for setting an organized
(formally and systematically) and well-planned definition that
encompasses the comprehensive content world in the specific
domain previously mentioned. This definition may be used
in follow-up research in construction of qualitative tools and
methods that will rely on the MS, in order to collect information
from the informants—prospective student candidates. On the
contrary, qualitative researchers who have already collected

these data from students about their experience with the
marketing of higher education programs are encouraged to use
the MS in this article as a solid theoretical basis to their thematic
analysis when the facets are used as themes.

Limitations

The literature is aware, however, that there are researchers
who might view the systematic and methodic framing of the
MS as rendering the phenomenological richness as superficial
and shallow. Nevertheless, the rich description of feelings and
lived experiences that may arise from any research field does not
contradict the MS, but can build, support, or use it (Shye, 1991).

In addition, we stress that the MS in the current paper
is conditioned by the culture of the prospective student just
as well as by the culture of the academic institutions (i.e.,
different cultures exhibit distinguished needs, motivations,
aspirations, and wants; e.g., human capital, etc.). Because we
used “Western point of view,” the generalizability of the MS is
somewhat diminished.

Lastly, the current MS was construed without consultation
with experts in the field, thus reducing its content validity2.
Traditionally, exploring such validity is qualitative in nature
(Hinton and Platt, 2018). To elaborate, the researcher ought
to approach around 5–10 subject matter experts (SMEs)—
individuals within the relevant field, versed in the relevant
practitioner and/or academic knowledge (see, e.g., Hinton
and Platt, 2018, p. 71). These experts are, for example,
marketing managers, academic program managers, student
services administration, researchers in higher education and
education management, and others. These experts are tasked
with (1) making judgment to the degree to which each
individual element in the MS is relevant and content-valid to the
framework of the MS itself (i.e., marketing higher education to
students) and (2) evaluating the MS in its entirety, as a whole
entity (see Brod et al., 2014; Hinton and Platt, 2018). These
methods are reactive in essence, and as such, we also suggest a
more proactive approach to establishing content validity in this
regard. It would be very beneficial to create a workshop in which
SMEs will be educated in brief in the FT and, specifically, on
how to construct and design an MS. Following this, they will be
asked to generate an MS, and then, we will assess and compare
the alignment and convergency of their MS and ours, making
necessary adaptations and amendments as required.

2 Content validity: “derived during concept elicitation, is the
measurement property that assesses whether items are comprehensive
and adequately reflect the. . . perspective for the population of interest”
(Brod et al., 2014, p. 5257) and it is “a measure of the degree to which
the items within a scale appear to measure the construct of interest, as
judged by subject matter experts” (Hinton and Platt, 2018, p. 61; italics
are in the original article).
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Future recommendations

Although the current paper was philosophical and
qualitative in nature, due to the complexity of the field (i.e.,
consumer psychology and marketing) it is encouraged to use a
mixed-method research approach to unveil “more sides of the
same coin” (e.g., Shkoler, 2018); both methods may synergize
to produce a more refined mapping sentence and a better
understanding of the field.

The MS (Figure 1) can be used as a compass and directive
for academic institutions to compile their own marketing
mix to attract students to their ranks. To this end, academic
institutions may design a survey that is based on the different
elements comprising the MS (Figure 1), thus helping them
by better understanding the students’ motivations, experiences,
expectations, needs, and aspirations. An example for such a tool
which focuses on the motivations of students, particularly, can
be seen in Shkoler and Rabenu (2022). Example items from
the Initial/Basic Prospective (International) Students Needs
Survey include: (1) for Facet A (Achieving Personal Goals):
“I am interested in achieving personal goals, to increase my
human capital (such as knowledge and skills): _____” or “I
am interested in achieving personal goals, to increase my
psychological capital (such as self-confidence and resilience):
_____”; (2) for Facet C (Secondary Decision Criteria): “The
extent of your social resources (such as family, friends, and
acquaintances): _____” or “Language barriers or familiarity
(the extent of familiarity with the local language in speech,
reading and writing): _____.” For further reading, see Appendix
2 in Shkoler and Rabenu (2022).

The current paper is of a basic research design and is
conceptual in essence, based on purely academic literature.
It is philosophical and not applied. As such, it is highly
recommended to confirm the MS’s viability and credibility
by subject matter experts and/or relevant personnel (see also
“Limitations” section). All in all, based on the MS, we may
suggest few channels for applied actions that can be either
specific or generic and can be taken in most institutions,
for example (1) using digital marketing in social media to
increase informal ranking of the institution (e.g., element
c9); (2) raising awareness in the marketing departments
for the complexity and sensitivity surrounding marketing
higher education to students in the increasingly competitive
academic world; (3) gauging the effectiveness of current

marketing mix and actions to attract students, making changes
as required; (4) monitoring student retention post factum
according to specific criteria (e.g., based on Facet C in the MS;
Figure 1); and more.
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Introduction

Originally, the term “bricolage” referred to a variety of non-professional occupations

carried out in an improvised and amateurish way. It has been used to describe a

postmodernist technique of creatively recycling leftover items. The technique can be

applied in a variety of fields, including visual art, industrial design, music, architecture,

philosophy, and linguistics.

The term was coined in the field of social sciences by Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–

2009), the founder of the structuralist school, considered to be the leading anthropologist

of the 20th century. In 1962, Lévi-Strauss presented his concept of “wild thinking” (Levi-

Strauss, 1962), based on his travel diary, Tristes Tropiques (Lévi-Strauss, 1955), which

he wrote in the rainforests of Brazil. In the diary, Lévi-Strauss related his experiences

combining deep philosophical thought, prose, and anthropological investigation, all

serving as a tool for describing the phenomena he observed. In his opinion, it is precisely

the wild thinking, which is not based on ready-made patterns, that allowed him, as a

researcher, to explain the world to himself and integrate into it. Lévi-Strauss referred to

researchers who present only facts and data as “engineers;” by contrast, to those who

make use of different materials as craftsmen or bricoleurs. Lévi-Strauss contrasted the

concept of the “scientific mind” with “wild thinking.” In his opinion, scientists’ resort to

previous systems of theoretical and practical knowledge when they lack the information

needed to complete a picture. The phrase wild thinking legitimizes the researcher’s right

to freedom of action, without rigid boundaries.

Both the engineer and the bricoleur live in a limited reality because every choice of

tools and materials, whether facts or history, is personal and therefore not absolute or

universal. Researchers using the bricolage methodology dare to take materials from their

immediate environment, “whatever they can lay their hands on,” even if these are vastly

different, to assemble them and create a new innovative whole. Lévi-Strauss described

a “significant bricoleur” as one who is skilled in performing a large number of varied

tasks. Unlike the engineer, this researcher is not subject to the availability of rawmaterials

and tools prepared in advance for the project (Levi-Strauss, 1962). Lévi-Strauss described

the bricolage methodology as a combination of the researchers’ imagination with all the

tools of knowledge at their disposal, using a rich repertoire of rituals, meaningful objects,

observations, and social practices. To all these are added structured conversations and

spontaneous interviews, institutional knowledge, and informal knowledge (Rogers, 2012;

Lévi-Strauss, 2014). The concept of savage thinking caused animated disputes between

philosophers and social scientists and was challenged by the range of possibilities for

observing the world that Lévi-Strauss presented and believed in Lévi-Strauss (1983,

2014).
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Support for Lévi-Strauss’s view was received in the early

1970s by the philosopher of science Feyerabend (1974) in his

book Against Method. Feyerabend claimed that science is a free

creation of the human spirit and should not be limited by the

general do’s and don’ts of scientific research methods. In his

opinion, it is not possible to separate fact from theory because

there is nothing we know for sure. Feyerabend’s starting point is

ethical: it is not moral to limit the creativity of human beings.

According to him, being a scientist is closely related to the

ability of being moral, which requires complete openness and

the absence of physical or intellectual coercion.

The research concept proposed by Lévi-Strauss found

support in the work of Clifford James Geertz (1926–2006), one

of the founders and leaders of symbolic anthropology. Geertz

claimed that culture is transmitted in a system of concepts and

symbolic forms that suit each society differently. Reality is full

of symbols, therefore only a thick description of reality can

lead to its understanding (Geertz, 1980). The wide range of

interpretive practices that Geertz proposed is largely similar to

the bricolage worldview described by Lévi-Strauss. Geertz called

for a multi-directional scientific investigation that combines

the methodologies of quantitative sciences with qualitative

research. According to Geertz, there is no single absolute and

correct reality, but different interpretations of reality must be

explored through the construction of an experiential memory

that will help describe and explain things with their many

facets and all their complexity. Geertz (1994) claimed that

the idea of many structures of personal and cultural reality

is at the basis of the qualitative concept. The multiplicity of

points of view demands a holistic approach, therefore it is not

possible to expropriate individual variables from the overall

context. To understand significant moments in a person’s life,

it is necessary to reconstruct one’s personal experience and

reflective understandings, and examine them in the context of

cultural and historical texts and products or those conveyed

by figurative structures of objects, buildings, monuments, or

paintings. The starting point of qualitative research, to which

the bricolage method belongs, is a naturalistic interpretive

perspective, according to which the investigation is carried out

within the natural world with as little intervention as possible.

The anthropological approach of Lévi-Strauss and Gratz also

finds deep roots in the epistemological concepts of Aristotle and

Plato, in the fourth century BC. Epistemology concerned the

nature of knowledge, its sources, limits, and reliability (Steup,

2012). Preoccupation with the epistemologies of the elements of

knowledge resulted in many studies that dealt with an in-depth

examination of the four elements of knowledge: its certainty,

complexity, source, and justification (Hofer, 2002).

Sabar Ben-Yehoshua (2016) described the use of the

qualitative research approach as part of the research

complex that includes a combination of methods, when

there is agreement that each practice allows observation

and examination from different angles. Bricolage research

encourages the researcher not to be bound by orthodox and

rigid approaches, which are at times external to the need and

context being studied but to use what is available and thus

deepen the research (Berry, 2004).

Denzin and Lincoln (1998, 2011) identified five areas of

research writing in which the characteristics of bricolage can be

found: theory, methodology, interpretation, political positions,

and narratives. Adopting the bricolage approachmeans agreeing

with the assumption that every study is subjective because it

is influenced by the researcher’s personal history, biography,

gender, social class, race and ethnicity, as well as by the people

in the society being studied (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).

A bricolage approach requires a deep understanding that

there is no one correct description of an event. The researcher’s

point of view shifts between the theoretical infrastructure and

the observation of the phenomenon, the information that arises

in the context of the researched topic, the data analysis, the

researcher’s point of view, the literary genre that is relevant

to different parts of the research, and the language in which

it is presented. To this complexity must be added the in-

and-out movement, and the positions of the bystander and

the participating observer. At times the researcher becomes

temporarily the main character of the plot (Spector-Marzel,

2017).

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) reviewed the history of

qualitative research and described the bricolage metaphor

coined by Lévi-Strauss as having a broad meaning. According

to them, the bricolage approach made possible the merging

of a large number of disciplines from the humanities and

social sciences, as well as multiple methodologies such as

ethnography, discourse analysis, deconstruction, folk genealogy,

and perspective-changing theories such as feminism, Marxism,

and postcolonialism. The boundaries between the social sciences

and the humanities became blurred, and researchers from

the social sciences began working with the humanities and

building semiotic models, theories, andmethods of analysis. The

bricolage approach to research and writing allows systematic

description (graphy) alongside personal experience (auto) for

understanding cultural experiences (ethno) (Spector-Marzel,

2017).

Weinstein and Weinstein (1991) argued that the very

representation chosen and the interpretation given to the

combination of materials is bricolage work because it represents

the researcher’s impression understanding, and interpretation

of the phenomenon under study. The researchers’ personal

narrative is a significant tool for understanding their point of

viewwhen they interpret the events before them. The researchers

themselves have an opinion, social position, focus of interest,

practices, and methodologies that serve these perceptions.

The bricolage method has encountered difficulties and

objections in qualitative research. Pratt, Sonenshein, and

Feldman, who have been editors of qualitative journals for many

years, in summarizing their professional experience (Pratt et al.,
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2022), claimed that the reason was probably entirely pragmatic.

Qualitative research was based on a wide range of methods

(Bansal et al., 2018; Reay et al., 2019), and to “set things straight”

and evaluate the studies, the reviewers of the articles required

the researchers to use “templates” and “formulas,” renouncing

creativity and setting up a research method adapted to the

unique conditions of the research and its objective. The most

attractive feature of templates is that they simplify research

methods. But templates cannot account for the special details

and subtle ways that vary from study to study. Pratt et al.

(2022) argued that a pattern is at most a map, whereas the study

examines an area that is infinitely more complex than the map.

We can conclude that the bricolage approach uses different

methodologies that flexibly examine the complex dimensions of

a studied phenomenon. The research process is characterized

by observation from multiple perspectives that are sometimes

competing with each other (Rogers, 2012). The bricolage

approach combines in one study many methodological practices

and empirical materials, different perspectives, and is best

understood as a strategy that adds rigor, breadth, complexity,

richness and depth to any investigation (Denzin and Lincoln,

2011).

Case study: The incident of the naval
commandos diving in the polluted
Kishon river

To demonstrate the challenges of a complex reality faced

by researchers, containing many unplanned constraints and

opportunities, we present here a research unit from a broad

study conducted between 2008 and 2010 in Israel of a case that

caused great public upheaval.

The incident is commonly referred to in Israel as “the

Kishon affair.” In May 2000, two Israeli journalists revealed

that soldiers had been training for years in a river that

was highly contaminated with industrial waste dumped by

nearby factories despite the potential danger of contact with

polluted waters that could cause serious illnesses, particularly

various forms of cancer. The army failed to take action to

protect its soldiers (Neumann and Ben-Asher, 2003). Given

the highly selective criteria for acceptance into this elite unit,

the soldiers had been in excellent health and top physical

condition at the time of their recruitment, therefore the high

incidence of illnesses and mortality among them could not be

explained by random statistics (Ben-Asher and Goren, 2006).

Following the journalists’ exposé and the soldiers’ demand

that the state acknowledge its responsibility for the harm,

a special commission of inquiry was appointed, headed by

former Supreme Court Justice Meir Shamgar. After 3 years of

hearings and the report of the Shamgar Commission, the state

accepted responsibility for treating the naval commandos who

had contracted cancer and for assisting the families of those

who subsequently died. The naval commandos’ struggle received

extensive coverage in the Israeli press for three years, from

the publication of the original exposé to the state accepting

responsibility (Ben-Asher and Ben-Atar, 2016).

The national press in Israel showed great interest in the

fighters who contracted cancer after diving in the Kishon. The

press became involved in the case, showed concern, and adopted

explicit or implicit positions regarding the ethical aspects of the

affair. At the same time, it transpired that the fishermen of the

Kishon River who worked in the exact same place where the

commandos had trained also suffered from serious illnesses, and

many of them died of cancer. Despite the similarity between the

fishermen’s and the commandos’ struggles to force the polluting

factories and the state to assume responsibility for harming their

health, the fishermen’s struggle, which lasted 13 years, did not

receive media or public attention. The fishermen’s struggle was

covered only by the local press, which is distributed locally and

is not archived.

The question of the prominence and exclusion of groups

in Israel is central in a democratic, liberal country, whose

main foundation is the right to equality between citizens. The

recognition and recognition of the plight ofmembers of different

social groups by members of other groups, and the construction

of a reality by the media of a reality in which marginalized

groups can be part of the social discourse are worthy goals for

building a more just society. In an early study (Ben-Atar and

Ben-Asher, 2015; Ben-Asher and Ben-Atar, 2016), we examined

whether there is justice and equality among citizens in Israeli

society. The study examined whether it is possible that the Israeli

media openly and almost explicitly favored one social group

(the commandos) over another (the fishermen). We sought to

uncover the fishermen’s narrative about their struggle and the

public attitude toward them, as it is reflected and presented in

the national and local media.

Constructing the research
methodology

Constructing a systematic qualitative research methodology

should yield a collection of written information from

documents, the media, and interviews with the leaders of

the group and of the struggle. In the case of the present study,

almost every methodical way was blocked:

1. Documents. The documents of the struggle that lasted for

years (including the ones submitted to the court) were

not systematically collected. One of the old fishermen (at

the time of the interview he was over 80 years old and

not in good health), who used to be the head of the

committee, showed us a disorganized collection of letters

and documents. He refused to let us makes copies of them

but agreed for us to read them out loud and record the

Frontiers in Psychology 03 frontiersin.org

41

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1068703
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ben-Asher 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1068703

reading. In this way, we were able to create a record of the

content of these documents.

2. Legal documents. The attorney who led the fight was

a retired judge who voluntarily agreed to represent the

fishermen. In a telephone conversation with him, he

begged us to come to the district court where every Sunday

the hearing of the fishermen’s claim was held. The lawyer

said that he faced alone 43 lawyers of the petrochemical

plants who showed up in court with numerous assistants.

Unfortunately, for some time after our conversation, the

lawyer was not able to continue the work for health

reasons, and a few months later he died. The trial

continued with the assistance of a young lawyer who

voluntarily assumed the task of representing the fishermen

out of ideological and social motives. We were exposed to

the legal documents in his possession, with his consent,

only about a year after he submitted the summary of the

claim to the court.

3. Interviews with the participants of the research, the leaders

of the fishermen’s struggle. Forty-eight fishermen filed

claims in court. In practice, the number of families of the

sick or dying from cancer was estimated to be about 60,

but some of the families chose not to join the fight after

the representatives of the petrochemical plants threatened

them with high financial claims if they filed a lawsuit in

court. In the absence of a proper organizational structure

for the fishermen, and especially for those who were sick or

elderly and had already retired fromwork, we had difficulty

reaching and interviewing them. In the past, the older

fishermen used to hold a traditional informal meeting

on Fridays, which they called “Parliament.” During the

period in which we conducted the study, many had already

become ill or passed away, and the weekly meetings

were discontinued.

Interviews we conducted with several fishermen before our

visit to the port revealed that the younger members of the group

were organized by a fisherman with a criminal background. He

managed the fish trade in a shed where the fishermen assembled,

with full control over the product caught by all the fishermen.

The same person represented the fishermen in the lawsuit. His

interest was strictly financial, without any social orientation,

support, or concern for the families of the sick and deceased.

We understood that interviews with the fishermen needed his

approval and supervision. We were required to work with a

person involved in various transactions, most of which were

hidden from the state authorities.

4. Appearances in the visual media. Whereas the

representatives of the naval commandos were often

the guests of television studios, were interviewed, and

presented their struggle clearly and eloquently, the

representative of the fishermen was never invited to

these studios. Few in the Israeli public knew about the

fishermen’s struggle, which was conducted at the same time

as the well-publicized struggle of the naval commandos.

5. Printed press. As noted, the public media refrained

from reporting on the fishermen’s struggle. The articles

published in the local press over the years were not

collected in any archive.

We chose to conduct bricolage research in the field, similar

to ethnographic research. We sought to examine the struggle

of the fishermen with the help of observations, spontaneous

authentic interviews and data collection from the field. We

did all this using our subjective personal experience and

interpretation of it. According to the bricolage methodology, the

description must be systematic and include the subjective data

of the researcher, the research process, the findings collected

and their interpretation, as well as the emotional and cultural

experience of the researcher or the critical point of view of

the researcher.

Research process

To demonstrate the bricolage nature of the investigation, we

describe one incident that occurred in the course of the research

that illustrates the uniqueness of this method.

The researchers were a mother-daughter team, both engaged

in the academic field: the mother (the author) is a psychologist

who studies the social thinking of marginalized minority

groups, especially those affected by illness and bereavement; the

daughter specializes in the field of communication. The two

researchers were personally and tragically connected with the

Kishon affair because the father of the family, who was one of

the commandos, died of cancer a few years before the study was

conducted and was recognized by the state as an army casualty.

In a roundabout and complex way, we managed to contact

the leader of the fishermen and schedule a meeting with him

in the morning, in the port at the station where the catch was

collected and sent to the markets. The night before we arrived

there was a high tide that resulted in a larger than usual quantity

of fish. The guard at the entrance of the building where the fish

are distributed to the various markets contacted the leader of

the fishermen and announced our arrival. He informed us that

because of the heavy workload that morning, he would not be

able to make time to talk with us, but he agreed to send another

fisherman, a man he trusted, for us to interview in his place.

We conducted the interview on a spot covered with grass

that separates two roads inside the port. The place was not

ideal for holding an in-depth interview. After we introduced

ourselves, including our personal connection to the Kishon

case, trust appears to have prevailed over suspicion, and the

interviewee shared his personal story, including the description

of the struggle to recognize the fishermen who were harmed by
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the polluted Kishon water and fell ill, his father being one of

them. Although the interviewee himself was not a key partner

in the struggle, he described what he knew about it and the

threats that the families of the sick and deceased received from

the petrochemical plants to prevent them from joining the legal

struggle. At the end of the interview, we asked him if he had

come across articles in the local press about the fishermen’s

struggle. The interviewee confirmed that such articles were

collected by the fishermen, although he did not know howmany

of them have been kept. The interviewee called the leader of the

fishermen and after a short conversation asked us to follow him.

He led us to a dark cold store, packed with fresh product, and

he climbed up a shady staircase, at the end of the room, to a small

office that appeared to be an observation room for the cold store.

The leader of the fishermen watched us from this room at the top

of the stairs, without coming down. It is reasonable to assume

that the appearance of the foreign women caused a measure of

concern, which may have dissipated to some degree at the sight

of the pregnant belly of the daughter and by the impression we

produced on the fisherman who spoke with us earlier, which was

likely been conveyed orally to the “observation tower” inside

the cold store. A few moments later the messenger fisherman

returned holding a black garbage bag: “Take it and return it in

half an hour,” he told us.

Outside the dark cold store, we untied the bag and found a

treasure in it: a collection of articles published in the local press,

photographs, and documents that the fishermen had cut out and

kept. It was a unique authentic collection not found anywhere

else. On the large table in another office in the port, we spread

out all the articles and photographed themwith a simple camera,

after which we returned the black plastic bag to the guard at the

entrance to the fish warehouse.

Unexpectedly and without planning, our research received

an empirical basis for a comparative study of the public national

and local media in the case of the Kishon fishermen. We

examined how the opportunity was used or missed to give a

local, weak, and marginalized group a public stage to present its

struggle and to win social recognition similar to that of the naval

commandos (Ben-Asher and Ben-Atar, 2016).

Discussion

The present article follows the recommendation of Pratt

et al. (2022) to regard the bricolage methodology as an analytical

alternative to methodological templates. This approach has the

potential to improve the way researchers understand, formulate,

and implement methodological choices in their research. Using

this approach, they recognize that there are many possible ways

of conducting high-quality qualitative research. The metaphor

of methodological bricolage provides a framework for thinking

about the variety of approaches in ways that instill confidence

in the methods used. The bricolage metaphor allows us to refer

to researchers as bricoleurs, which focuses attention on their

agency, creativity, and craft (Klag and Langley, 2013).

Researchers who adopt the bricolage methodology (for

example, Baker and Nelson, 2005; Duymedjian and Rüling,

2010; Pratt et al., 2022) list its three key components:

being satisfied with the materials found in the field given

the limitations and constraints imposed by reality, utilizing

the resources at hand, and combining resources for new

purposes. In the short description of the research concerning

the part of the media in representing the suffering of the

fishermen who came in contact with the polluted water

of the Kishon, we can distinguish all three components of

bricolage research.

Constraints

Despite our attempt to meet with the fishermen’s leader,

the field conditions following the large fish harvest on the

day of the meeting prevented the meeting from taking place.

The interview with the fisherman who was sent to us in

his place was a constraint. For us, the visit to the port

was the available resource. Note that in the course of the

research, we met with additional sick or old fishermen who

had left work, as well as with fishermen who previously

belonged to this group but left the work at sea in favor of

other jobs.

Utilization of available resources

Bricolage deals with the available resources and their

understanding. The garbage bag in which the articles of the

local press about the fishermen’s struggle were collected was

a resource that could not be obtained by a normal search

of public archives, given the absence of such archives of the

local newspapers. The articles were cut out and collected by

the fishermen unsystematically, and some of them lacked the

date of publication, the name of the writer, or even the name

of the newspaper in which they were published. Although

we cannot be sure that all the articles published in the local

press were indeed collected, their large number (32) allowed

us to show that whereas the national press failed to express

solidarity with a marginalized social group and preferred a

sympathetic identification with a group close to the consensus

of the national narrative, the local press remained in touch with

the common people and expressed sympathy for their struggle.

Many articles in the local press presented the fishermen fighting

the petrochemical plants as struggling for the principle of justice

and not for financial compensation. The articles were important

for two reasons: their content and the fact of their publication

(Ben-Asher and Ben-Atar, 2016).
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Integration of resources for new
purposes

Following the analysis of the articles in the local press, we

were also able to identify the weak points in the fishermen’s

struggle: lack of leadership that can be accepted by the general

public as moral and valued, the fishermen’s inability to give

voice to their struggle in the print and visual media, and the

difficulty of a disadvantaged socio-economic group to organize

a legal battle against powerful commercial entities. One of the

difficulties that stood out following the conversations with the

sick fishermen was that of creating a consistent sequence over

time of active expression of the struggle. For example, the

fishermen were absent from the courtroom during the hearings

of their claim for recognition of the harm to their health.

Bricolage involves combining resources for a new purpose.

In the bricolage methodology, we creatively incorporated

practices designed to fit the research (Locke et al., 2008). For

example, when the interviewee who collected some of the

documents of the struggle initially refused to let us photograph

them, we asked that we read them out loud and record them

in this way, to which he consented. It was an analytical move

made to identify a problem that arose in the field when we asked

to make a record of the documents of the struggle, so that they

would be used to substantiate the research claims, but we had to

do it in a different way than planned.

Finally, there remains the question of the integrity and

reliability of the researchers, their degree of subjectivity, and

the part their beliefs, values, and opinions played in the

interpretation. The bricolage researcher must display a reflective

position, honesty, and transparency. Moving between the

individual and the collective, between the inside and the outside

should be reflected in the honesty of the researcher. The

researcher does not seek to adopt the neutral position of a

remote documenter but is a participant, expressing a personal

opinion. The involvement of the researchers in the Kishon case

and the loss of the father of the family was visible to the research

participants and the readers. The personal cost that the Kishon

case exacted from the researchers was a source of motivation for

research on the topic of state responsibility for the victims of the

Kishon water pollution, regardless of class.Writing was also seen

as a political act that strives for social change and a social need.

The bricolage methodology emphasizes the emotions involved

in inquiry (Ellis et al., 2011).

The meanings derived from the understanding of the

legitimacy of bricolage research is especially important for

researchers at the beginning of their career who prefer

to choose “safe” research methods, to use Lévi-Strauss’s

“engineer” metaphor. Adopting creative and flexible research

methods in the spirit of post-positivist approaches attests

to the importance of the researcher’s freedom. The freedom

of unfettered epistemological inquiry is not the exclusive

domain of the philosophy of science but can be applied in

research in various fields in the social sciences. For example,

relational psychotherapy places the one-time relationship

between therapist and patient at the center and emphasizes

the importance of connections and relationships for creating

meaning, contrary previous approaches that advocated

neutrality and prevented personal involvement (Mitchell and

Aron, 1999). It appears that in several fields simultaneously,

the legitimacy of scientific investigation based on an authentic

encounter that cannot be planned in advance and cannot be

reproduced, yet has the potential to afford new vantage points

to the researcher one issues of interest, is gaining strength.

The limitations of methodological research have to do with

the great skill required of the researcher, who must navigate with

the aid of a roadmap but without marked paths. This demands

creativity, navigation skills, reflective ability, and often patience

and tolerance for getting lost or wasting time, in the belief

that precisely the absence of a well-trodden path may lead to

innovation. Additionally, openness is required on the part of

the reviewers of the articles to assess them not based on regular

patterns known in advance (Pratt et al., 2022).

In conclusion, the theories underlying the bricolage

methodology are much more complex than a simple

eclectic approach.

Although the concept of bricolage has been used in

qualitative research for over 60 years, it is still challenging

precisely because of its dynamic nature (Phillimore et al., 2019).

This type of research deals with understanding intrapersonal

processes, institutional changes and social transformations

while combining available research tools and taking advantage

of opportunities (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). The bricolage

methodology causes the authors to pay attention to the choice

of steps they take, to report transparently on these steps and

decisions made “correctly,” and to accept the research as unique,

a one-time effort under the given conditions. The researcher

is similar to a chess player who chooses the appropriate

piece in the unique conditions of the given game, using

appropriate strategies to achieve the goal. Similar to the game

of chess, although the rules are given, the movement of the

pieces is always the result of a combination of analytical and

creative thinking.
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In the field of qualitative research, life stories are consolidated as one of the

most important techniques within the biographical method. However, due

to the multiplicity of techniques covered by this method and the disciplines

in which it is applied, the contributions and scope of life histories do not

present a clear delimitation. By contrast, a considerable conceptual confusion

persists and the transfer of its production remains very narrow. In this sense,

this article aims to clarify the field of knowledge generated through life

stories. To this end, it innovatively applies the bibliometric method. Making

use of performance analysis and scientific mapping through the VosViewer

application, it studies a body of 2670 articles indexed in the Web of Science.

The results show how knowledge transferred from psychology through its

major schools of thought occupies a central place. This leaves in a secondary

position the knowledge produced by other disciplines such as sociology or

anthropology, which is not transferred in the main forums of scientific impact.

In this way, the conclusion points to the need to open up new lines of research

to find out the differences between the different techniques and disciplines

when applying this methodology.

KEYWORDS

life stories, biographical method, bibliometric analysis, scientific production,
VOSviewer

Introduction

The biographical method

One of the most commonly used approaches in qualitative research is the
biographical method (Rubio and Varas, 2004). However, and despite its high
contribution to the scientific field over time, it has not been exempt from limitations,
which have hindered the development of its full potential (Peacock and Holland, 1993)
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to these days. It is composed of a wide variety of vaguely
defined techniques (Pujadas, 2002), which leads to conceptual
confusion. Additionally, there are different orientations
depending on the disciplines that use it (Bertaux, 1980),
translating into divergent and disjointed results.

In this sense, it is necessary to reach a deep understanding
to have an overview of the performance of this method, explain
the key concepts, differentiate closely related or similar concepts,
determine the characteristics that define different techniques as
well as the traits that differentiate the use of such techniques
by the different disciplines. This involves identifying the main
research streams, emerging and underexplored areas, as well as
knowledge gaps and lacunae. This knowledge will allow us to
guide academia and to identify the necessary methodology for
each investigation, while at the same time suggesting theoretical,
contextual, and methodological opportunities and solutions to
advance knowledge in this field.

Given the dispersion of the biographical method and to
define a systematic approach to its use, we consider pertinent to
focus the analysis on a particular technique rather than on the
method as a whole: life stories.

Life stories

The birth of the life story technique is related to the origin
of the biographical method, in its beginnings the main tool
of this method was conceptualized with the term life histories
(Rubio and Varas, 2004). However, the term life stories soon
emerged (Pujadas, 2002). Both terms coexisted during the first
years of their existence and to a certain degree there is still
an indiscriminate use of both terms interchangeably (Cordero,
2012).

The present study follows the trend that supports the term
life story instead of life history when addressing research in the
field of social sciences. First, there is no clear delimitation of
the term life history with respect to its use in natural sciences
(Nettle and Frankenhuis, 2019). Therefore, we consider that
productions that have been developed around this term are not
always related to the object of study. Second, the term life story,
from its beginnings, has been oriented to the investigation of
human experience (Cornejo et al., 2008), which is consistent
with the focus of this research. However, we do look at the
singular (life story) as well as the plural (life stories) of the word
story because different authors use the terms differently to refer
to this technique depending on the number of stories studied.

Once the field that will be the object of study has been
delimited, it is necessary to identify divergences in the literature
with regard to the use of the technique within different
disciplines: anthropology and sociology, on the one hand, and
psychology, on the other hand, from which two different visions
of life stories have been developed (Peacock and Holland, 1993).
The former disciplines conceive the technique as a tool for
the collection of ethnographic material. Scientific works in

these disciplines have been more oriented toward uncovering
the bases of functioning of sociocultural systems than toward
the analysis and understanding of individual trajectories
(Hernández-Hernández et al., 2020). From psychology, the life
story is conceived mainly as a vision of the subjective experience
of the narrator (Peacock and Holland, 1993). In this subjectivist
approach, the life story is understood as an expression or
projection of the psychological dispositions and dynamics of the
subject; therefore, it is used as a window to the psyche (Peacock
and Holland, 1993).

This perceived differentiation in the disciplinary use of
the technique is the starting point of this study, as it
highlights the need to understand the production of knowledge
generated with its use to explain if the characteristics differ
or converge depending on the perspective from which this
concept is projected.

Systematic literature reviews are among the most useful
vehicles for advancing knowledge and promoting research
(Elsbach and van Knippenberg, 2020). These can take various
forms (Paul et al., 2021) Among them, we consider that the most
appropriate methodological approach for conducting this study
is bibliometric analysis.

Bibliometric analysis applied to life
stories

The continuous increase in scientific production has made
bibliometric studies increasingly important (Madrid Martín
et al., 2017). The ability to handle large volumes of scientific
data and produce a high research impact (Donthu et al., 2021)
has led to them being widely distributed across all disciplines
(Serrano et al., 2019). And become increasingly prolific in high
quality academic forums (Paul et al., 2021; Mukherjee et al.,
2022). Furthermore, unlike other types of reviews, bibliometric
reviews are objective and not prone to error because they are
based on automated quantitative data and tools (Lim et al., 2022;
Mukherjee et al., 2022).

Despite the huge scientific output on life stories and the need
to establish reliable knowledge, research on life stories thus far
has been unrelated to the application of this method. Addressing
this work is therefore indispensable today. Bibliometric research
presents unique opportunities to contribute to theory and
practice (Mukherjee et al., 2022). Thus, following Lim et al.
(2022) we could say that reviewing the literature on life stories is
a necessary, important, relevant, and urgent task.

It is necessary to make a general assessment of this field of
knowledge with the aim of reaching an in-depth knowledge of
the production disseminated through life stories. This effort will
allow us to go deeper into the definition of this technique, as well
as to establish the idiosyncrasies of the work developed by each
of the disciplines from which it is applied. In turn, bibliometric
reviews allow scholars to gain an up-to-date and comprehensive
understanding of the state of the field (Sianes, 2021) which will
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help them to better position their future research in terms of
which technique to use, as well as exactly which of the many
existing streams they wish to expand. Our last aim it enable
future studies to compare the production developed by the other
techniques of the biographical method in order to establish, in
this way, the boundaries of each of them to avoid the existing
conceptual confusion.

Furthermore, reviewing the literature in this field becomes
even more relevant when the use of life stories not only
has a long tradition, but continues to be widely practiced
today. This makes it urgent to establish firm and reliable
boundaries, as the production of knowledge generated through
this technique continues to grow without clear trade-offs in its
use. Continued reliance on incomplete and outdated knowledge
can be detrimental to addressing current problems and their
overall progress (Lim et al., 2022). Thus, the originality of
our study lies both in the methodology used and in the
results obtained after the application of the methodology. The
application of this method allows an intensive review of the
academic literature on life stories, shedding light and deepening
the state of the art of this object of study (Rey-Martí et al., 2016).

To clearly report the work carried out, the rest of the article
is organized as follows. In section “Materials and methods,” we
present the method for the bibliometric analysis, and we detail
the necessary materials for the application of this method. In
section “Results,” we present the main results obtained after
applying the different techniques, and we discuss the main
findings as well as their implications for academia. In section
“Discussion,” we present the conclusions. We point out the need
to open new lines of research, and we close the study with the
references consulted.

Materials and methods

Bibliometric analysis

The origin of bibliometrics can be dated to the beginning of
the 20th century (Godin, 2006), but it was not until the 1960s
that key methodological developments occurred (Pritchard,
1969). Since then, it has gained immense popularity due, on
the one hand, to databases that facilitate the acquisition of
large volumes of scientific data and, on the other hand, to the
ubiquity and usefulness of bibliometric software to evaluate
them (Donthu et al., 2021).

Large bibliographic datasets make classical review methods
such as systematic review or meta-analysis (Donthu et al., 2021)
cumbersome and impractical (Ramos-Rodríguez and Ruíz-
Navarro, 2004). In contrast, bibliometric analysis is designed to
handle large volumes of data, which shows its suitability when
working with 1,000 of articles.

Bibliometric analysis allows for the study of the publication
patterns of scientific production in a given discipline to

quantitatively evaluate, through statistical calculations, said
production (Koseoglu et al., 2016). Bibliometry, as a scientific
discipline, is based on the search for statistically regular
behaviors in the elements related to the production and
consumption of scientific information over time (Ardanuy,
2012).

Through this evaluation, it is possible to identify aspects
such as the works on which the analyzed matter is based
(Jamal et al., 2008); the academics who generate the production
(Schmidgall et al., 2013); the journals where the information is
transferred (Svensson et al., 2009); and collaboration between
researchers (Köseoglu et al., 2015). In the specific case of
life stories, the lack of knowledge of these data provided the
inspiration and purpose for this study.

Bibliometric research generally involves two main categories
of analytical techniques, performance analysis and scientific
mapping (Mukherjee et al., 2022). That is what Benckendorff
and Zehrer (2013) call evaluative techniques and relational
techniques.

Performance analysis is the hallmark of the studies
(Donthu et al., 2021). Most frequently developed in traditional
bibliometric studies (Koseoglu et al., 2016). Evaluation
techniques represent the first level of complexity of bibliometric
methods (Serrano et al., 2019). They focus on the impact
of academic studies that evaluate performance through
productivity measures, impact metrics and hybrid metrics
(Sainaghi et al., 2018). These measures allow reaching global
explanations of observed phenomena through the formulation
and verification of compliance with bibliometric laws (Ardanuy,
2012). In this study, evaluative techniques are applied through
three main laws, i.e., Price’s law, Lotka’s law, and Bradford’s
law, to understand the level of scientific production and the
productivity of the authors.

Scientific mapping examines the structural connections and
interactions between research constituents (Cobo et al., 2011).
Relational techniques, although less explored in bibliometric
analyses, are more interesting from the scientific point of
view because they involve a higher level of complexity with
respect to the units of information and analysis (Serrano et al.,
2019). These techniques allow us to obtain hidden relationships
between topics, authors, and documents (Van Eck and Waltman,
2020), revealing the intellectual structure of a research field.
These scientific maping analyses can help enrich the descriptive
insights provided by productivity analysis (Lim et al., 2022) by
pointing out gaps and social dominance or hidden biases in the
field, as well as the implications of research for the development
of theory and practice (Mukherjee et al., 2022).

In the present study, these techniques are used to assess the
relationships between published research (Figueroa-Domecq
et al., 2015) by implementing a network analysis that allows a
representation of the co-occurrence of keywords as well as the
co-citation of authors and documents. The latter are explored
with the help of visualization techniques provided by tools
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such as VOSviewer, free software for creating, visualizing, and
exploring maps based on network data (Van Eck and Waltman,
2020). The application of Vosviewer software allows though a
clustering algorithm a deeper analysis (Waltman et al., 2010).

Data collection

Preparing a protocol is essential to ensure careful planning,
anticipating problems, reducing arbitrariness, promoting
accountability, and maintaining the integrity of the research
(Paul et al., 2021). In our case, we have used the Scientific
Procedures and Rationale for Systematic Literature Reviews, or
SPAR-4-SLR based on three stages.

First, once the research domain has been identified, it is
necessary to follow a series of steps to acquire the body of
literature. We start by with the choice of an adequate database.
For this study, the online database of the Web of Science (WoS)
is the most relevant to achieve our aim because it allows access
to source documents in our area of specialization (Mora et al.,
2019) and contains data on results, dissemination, collaboration,
and impact (Albort-Morant and Ribeiro-Soriano, 2016).

In addition, the data contained in the documents and
indexed in the WoS have gone through a peer review process,
guaranteeing “certified knowledge” (Ramos-Rodríguez and
Ruíz-Navarro, 2004). Therefore, the search strategy included
information pertaining to the journals classified in the Social
Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) and the Science Citation Index
extended (SCI-E) because both indexes contain journals in
which life stories are published.

To extract scientific production from the WoS, a search
vector is used. Taking into account these premises, the
bibliographic sources were extracted by executing the following
query: TS = (“life story” OR “life stories”). The search was not
restricted to any particular language to avoid bias in the origin
of the production.

Data collection was carried out on 22 September 2021.
A total of 2,670 source documents were extracted from the
database. The sample size corresponds to all publications related
to the field of life stories located in the WoS. Regarding the time
horizon, the analysis covers a period of almost a century because
the sampling of extracted sources covers 1927–2021.

Once the data has been acquired, a second phase of data
organization and purification takes place. It is necessary to
take into account the existence of certain limitations in any
bibliometric analysis. When using the information reported
from science and technology information systems, it is common
for there to be errors in the dataset extracted (Adam, 2002).
Herein, manual verification was performed (Panori et al., 2019)
in which some minor errors were corrected, not allowing the
database to rectify the nomenclature when different ways of
referencing the same author were identified. However, although
it is necessary to consider this detail when interpreting the

results of this study, previous studies have shown that the lack
of accuracy in these terms does not affect the establishment of
general patterns (Rodríguez Gutiérrez et al., 2017).

Finally, the data obtained is evaluated and analyzed below.

Results

Evaluation techniques

Law of exponential growth of science
Proposed by De Solla Price (1956), this law identifies

behavioral patterns over time by distributing the frequency of
publication per year to observe behavior by applying statistical
adjustment functions (Kastrin and Hristovski, 2021; Delgado-
Baena et al., 2022). This law postulates that the growth of
scientific information is exponential and occurs at such a rapid
rate that every 10–15 years, global information doubles. In
addition, the author notes that over time, scientific production
goes through the following stages: precursors–first publications
in a research field; exponential growth–the field becomes a
research front; and linear growth–growth slows and the primary
purpose of publications is to review and archive knowledge
(Ardanuy, 2012). However, each discipline undergoes its own
evolution; therefore, it is necessary to assess the evolution of life
stories.

Figure 1 illustrates how the life story technique has been
used since the 1920s, a fact that coincides with the date
attributed to the birth of the biographical method (Pujadas,
2002). In this sense, the body of knowledge created through life
stories has a trajectory duration of almost a century.

If we observe the trajectory of the publications throughout
this time, a priori, three differentiated periods are observed.

The initial period spans from the late 1920s to the 1990s. In
this phase, the pioneers of the discipline write the first articles
that include this technique. In these early years, production was
relatively low, especially that indexed in the most prestigious
academic journals.

The second phase was when scientific production increased
exponentially in the period from 1993 to 2013. This duplicity
in production indicates that life stories became a technique
commonly used by researchers during these 20 years.

The third phase includes 2014 to the present. In this
last stage, there is linear growth, indicating that production
stabilizes. However, the rebound observed in 2020 encourages
exploration in the future if the use of the technique has reached a
ceiling or saturation limit or if there is no growth in future years.

At a general level, the scientific information produced
through life stories follows a normalized growth trend over time.
The logistical function indicates that this field of knowledge has
reached its maturity, strictly complying with Price’s law, which
allows affirmation that life stories is a consolidated technique
within the biographical method (Cordero, 2012).
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Lotka’s productivity law
This law, proposed by Lotka (1926), addresses the

quantitative relationship between authors and their productivity
in a given field over a period of time (Ardanuy, 2012). For
authors, this discrete probability distribution is expected to be
uneven, with most of the articles produced by a small number of
very productive authors. The number of authors who contribute
to a particular number of works is inversely proportional to
the number of works contributed (Kushairi and Ahmi, 2021;
Delgado-Baena et al., 2022). Productivity in life stories is shown
in Figure 2.

Figure 2 shows how a small portion of authors produce most
of the articles published on this topic, with a high percentage
having low production. Of the 5,048 authors who have published

using life stories, the maximum number of publications is held
by a single author with 40 published articles. In contrast, 87%
of the authors have contributed with a single publication. As in
the majority of consolidated fields of knowledge, only a small
number of authors are responsible for the majority of scientific
works (González et al., 1997). Lotka’s law is also fulfilled.

Compliance with this law allows the most prolific
researchers in the field to delimit the object of study. Table 1
provides the 10 main authors who are publishing life stories,
as well as the field within which they do so. The selection of
10 authors as the threshold was made following the procedure
reported in previously published bibliometric studies (Galvez,
2018; Sweileh, 2018).

FIGURE 1

Number of documents published per year.

FIGURE 2

Authors and number of published documents.
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TABLE 1 List of the most prolific authors.

Position Most
prolific
authors

Discipline Work area

1 Dan P.
McAdams

Psychology Personality

2 Dorthe Berntsen Psychology Memory

3 Dorthe
Kirkegaard
Thomsen

Psychology Memory

4 Tilmann
Habermas

Psychology Autobiografical
narrative

5 Kate C. McLean Psychology Personality

6 Robyn Fivush Psychology Autobiografical
narrative and

memory

7 William Dunlop Psychology Psychology
social and

personality

8 Jonathan M.
Adler

Psychology Personality

9 Monisha
Pasupathi

Psychology Autobiográfical
narrative

10 Susan Bluck Psychology Memory

As seen in Table 1, the main producers of knowledge
in the field of life stories are in the field of psychology,
mainly personality, and memory. This finding confirms that
the production of knowledge through life stories occurs
mainly through psychology because the bulk of publications
are attributed to this specialty as are the main reference
authors. This fact corroborates the division of the psychological
approach into the subjectivist and ethnographic approaches
noted by Peacock and Holland (1993) and the predominance
of the former over the latter. The invisibility of authors who
work within sociology or anthropology points to the lack
of transference of the works that are developed from these
disciplines.

Law of dispersion in scientific bibliography
This law, proposed by Bradford (1934), estimates the

exponential decrease in performance by broadening the search
of references in journals. There exist core journals that address
this topic in particular (Bradford’s core), the journals with
more articles and citations are considered the core journals
(Borgohain et al., 2021), and several groups that contain
approximately the same number of articles as the core. However,
recent authors argue that the effort to determine the exact
Bradford zones is of no practical interest (Ardanuy, 2012) other
than its descriptive aspect to deepen in what type of journals
belong to the nuclear zone. To find this nucleus, it is necessary to
arrange the journals in decreasing order of frequencies of articles
on life stories and deepen knowledge of the sources where these
studies are published. The results are shown in Table 2.

TABLE 2 Journals belonging to the Bradford nucleus.

Journal Number of
publications

WoS category

Memory 60 Experimental psychology

Journal of
personality

46 Social psychology

Narrative
inquiry

36 Communication/Linguistics

Qualitative
inquiry

35 Interdisciplinary social sciences

Frontiers in
psychology

30 Multidisciplinary psychology

Qualitative
health research

27 Interdisciplinary social
sciences/Biomedical social

sciences

Applied
cognitive
psychology

25 Information sciences and
librarianship/Social sciences,
biomedical/Social sciences,

interdisciplinary

Journal of aging
studies

25 Gerontology

Women’s studies
international
forum

22 Studies of women

Developmental
psychology

20 Evolutionary psychology

Table 2 shows that there is no clear leading journal where
most articles on life stories are published. The literature is
dispersed in a variety of sources belonging to this Bradford
nucleus. However, when addressing the categories assigned
by the WoS to the sources, the weight of the psychological
perspective re-emerges. This, together with the prevalence of
the biomedical social sciences category, indicates that more
than half of the sources give priority to those articles produced
from the most experimental or scientific social sciences, leaving
production pertaining to collective social research dedicated to
minorities, as pointed out by Bertaux (1980).

Relational techniques

Proximity analysis
Keyword co-occurrence analysis is the only bibliometric

technique that uses the word as the unit of analysis (Donthu
et al., 2021). It examines the actual content of the publication
itself by assuming that words that appear frequently together
have a thematic relationship with each other (Donthu et al.,
2021). The co-occurrence analysis of keywords reflects the
semantic structure of the research field under study. It is
the most commonly used technique to identify relationships
between the main research topics in a given scientific discipline
(Muñoz-Leiva et al., 2012). Through this technique, two main
results are obtained: the grouping of topics in clusters on the

Frontiers in Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

51

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.960666
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fpsyg-13-960666 November 14, 2022 Time: 15:38 # 7

López-Montero et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.960666

basis of their disciplinary proximity (Table 3) and the centrality
of each topic within the literature as a whole (Figure 3; Sianes,
2021).

Figure 3 shows the existence of four large areas of research
within the field of life stories. In Table 3, each of these four areas
is defined as a function of the clustered key words.

Blue cluster: Personality and narrative identity

This cluster includes the most used concept in the entire
body of literature: the life story. It is significant that the word
most used refers to the technique in the singular, indicating a
tendency toward the use of a single life story, displacing the
need to reach a saturation point that validates the technique
from disciplines such as sociology or anthropology (Bertaux-
Wiame, 1980). Around this term are grouped words related to
the development of personality and narrative identity. Likewise,
there are terms related to adolescence and adulthood, interesting
given that the transition from adolescence to adulthood is a
critical period in the development of personality (Lüdtke et al.,
2011).

Yellow cluster: Autobiographical memory

This cluster groups terms focused on the development of
memory. The concept of oneself (self) as well as autobiographies
(autobiographical) clearly shows the subjective orientation of

life stories to which Peacock and Holland (1993) alluded. These
works are not oriented to processes of collective memory. The
prevalence of terms that refer to a moment of life, such as
childhood or age, show the importance of temporal factors in
the study of this topic (Bartolomé et al., 1996). Age is a widely
studied variable because memory capacity in the early stages
of life increases, while it decreases considerably in old age;
therefore, it is a determining variable in studies developed in this
field of research.

Green cluster: Mental health

This cluster includes, almost exclusively, concepts related to
mental health, resulting in a very cohesive body of literature that
represents a subset within psychology. The terms included in
this cluster are related to the most clinical area of this discipline;
the most prevalent keywords in the publications grouped in
this cluster reflect research focused on the life stories of people
with some disorder.

Red cluster: Culture and society

The most central word in this cluster is identity. Combining
the results in Table 3 with those in Figure 3, the word life
stories is nearby, which shows that the studies that nourish
this cluster work with various life stories. This cluster links
life stories to a series of specific areas, such as studies on

TABLE 3 Clustering of keyword.

Term Occurrence Term Occurrence

Personality and narrative identity Autobiographical memory
Life story 365 Self 302

Narrative 170 Autobiographical memory 219

Narrative identity 122 Construction 76

Adolescence 95 Memory 71

Personality 92 Events 60

Coherence 87 Age autobiographical 58

Adults 61 Autobiographical memories 55

Adolescents 36 Childhood 52

Self-defining memories 34 Emergence 52

Autobiography 33 Time 48

Mental health Society and culture

Model 91 Identity 334

Depression 81 Life stories 165

Dementia 70 Gender 153

Trauma 69 Life 119

Experience 63 Narratives 109

Reminiscence 57 Women 105

Mental health 56 Health 101

Schizophrenia 39 Experiences 96

Stress 39 People 95

Therapy 37 Care 78
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FIGURE 3

Keyword co-occurrence analysis.

women, homosexuality, old age, experiences of war, alienation at
work, the world of drugs and prisons, or prostitution (Pujadas,
2002). All the words that this cluster encompasses indicate
that this area of research includes both the work of social
psychologists and scientists from disciplines such as sociology
and anthropology.

In general, Figure 3 shows a very connected and dense
network, where the clusters are very linked, indicating that the
relationship between the different thematic areas is mature. In
the first three clusters described, the link to psychology is very
clear. The words that form them represent the works that are
developed to access knowledge of the dynamics of the human
psyche. Specifically, in the first two, the influence of evolutionary
psychology is observed; studies assess these aspects from the
perspective of vital development (Köber and Habermas, 2017;
Camia and Habermas, 2020). The terms that are grouped in
the last cluster described indicate production generated from
social psychology as well as from other disciplines such as
anthropology or sociology. The life stories in this case can be
oriented both to the implication of the context in the conception
that the person makes of himself and to the knowledge
of the group or society to which the person interviewed
belongs.

Co-citation analysis
Co-citation of authors refers to the phenomenon by which

two or more authors are cited together. When this occurs with
significant frequency, it can be assumed that these authors work
in the same area of knowledge; however, they are not necessarily
collaborating (Ardanuy, 2012). The co-citation links show the
relationships between two authors, and the color of the nodes
distinguishes the group to which each author is associated by
their thematic similarity (Galvez, 2018). The benefit of using
co-citation analysis is that, in addition to finding the most
influential publications, scholars can also discover thematic
clusters (Donthu et al., 2021) to join. The largest nodes are
linked to the authors who receive a high number of citations.

Figure 4 shows that there are three major schools of thought
within the field of life stories. They are led by the main producers
of knowledge about this technique (Table 4).

Blue cluster: Personality and narrative identity

It is the most central cluster. It groups together authors
who investigate the development of personality and narrative
identity throughout the life cycle (McAdams, 2015). Among
the authors with greater prominence within this cluster is
McAdams, the main producer of knowledge about life stories.
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FIGURE 4

Co-citation of authors.

TABLE 4 Main producers of each school of knowledge.

Author Occurrence Author Occurrence Author Occurrence

Personality and identity Autobiographical memory Society and culture
D. P. McAdams 1,695 T. Habermas 681 U. H. Erikson 362

K. C. Mclean 746 R. Fivush 524 P. Bourdieu 222

M. Pasupathi 436 D. C. Rubin 398 C. K. Riessman 177

J. M. Adler 327 M. A. Conway 391 D. McAdams 160

H. A. Singer 295 D. Berntsen 386 E. Goffman 150

Thorne 204 J. Bruner 347 K. J. Gergen 137

J. J. Bauer 166 S. Bluck 294 P. Ricoeur 119

P. H. Lysaker 137 D. K. Thomsen 243 P. L. Hammack 116

Pennebaker 137 D. B. Pillemer 235 V. Braun 115

L. A. King 131 E. Reese 211 M. Foucault 113

McLean, the second most prolific author, focuses his work
on the development of narrative identity among adolescence
and emerging adults, similar to the studies developed by
Pasupathi. There is a slight transition toward the themes that
compose the red cluster due to the importance of context in
the development of personality because it is constructed through
social interactions and genetics (McAdams, 1996; Barlow, 2019).

Yellow cluster: Autobiographical memory

In this cluster, we find the presence of very prolific authors
such as Habermas, Fivush, and Bluck. These authors analyse the
construction of autobiographical memory as well as the way in
which its development occurs (Fivush et al., 2011). Likewise,

they address the stability of memory as a function of age or
life events (Köber and Habermas, 2017; Camia and Habermas,
2020).

Red cluster: Culture and society

This is the most peripheral cluster. As the name indicates,
it incorporates the social and cultural dimensions of studies
conducted through life stories. This group includes Erikson,
Bruner, and Hammack as the main references, in addition
to great references in psychology, such as Freud, the father
of psychoanalysis, or Vygotsky, the founder of historical-
cultural psychology. This cluster also includes contemporary
sociologists such as Glen Elder Catherine, Kohler Reissman,
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FIGURE 5

Co-citation of documents.

and Gabriele Rosenthal, and great names in this discipline,
such as Pierre Bourdieu, Michel Foucault, Anthony Giddens,
and Erving Goffman.

The graphic analysis again shows that the accounts created
doctrine within psychology because most of the authors cited at
length are psychologists. However, in the literature referenced
in the red cluster, eminent sociologists stand out, although their
lower relative prevalence suggests that they compose more the
theoretical basis of the sociocultural approach than a source of
empirical research.

Document co-citation analysis
Co-citation analysis occurs when two elements of the

literature are cited together by a third party (Miguel et al.,
2007). In addition, if it is assumed that a highly cited documents
represent key concepts, methods, or experiments in a certain
field, co-citation can be used to identify and visualize the
relationship between these key ideas (Small, 2013). Co-citation
analysis is a technique for scientific mapping that assumes that
publications that are frequently cited together are thematically
similar (Hjørland, 2013). In this sense, co-citation analysis
has proven to be a useful empirical technique to describe the
intellectual structure of the disciplines (Miguel et al., 2007;
Sainaghi et al., 2018).

Figure 5 shows three clusters that represent the intellectual
structure developed around life stories. Each of these three
clusters identifies and visualizes the works that address the
different topics of the field of study.

Green cluster: Personality and narrative identity

This is the most central cluster and includes the work of the
main producers of knowledge. We find works by McAdams et al.
(2001), McAdams and Pals (2006), McLean and Pratt (2006),
McLean et al. (2007), Pasupathi et al. (2007), McAdams (2013),
and Adler et al. (2016). These works deal with the study
of narrative identity from different approaches; however, the
psychosocial impact on narrative identity throughout the lives
of people is commonly identified.

Blue cluster: Autobiographical memory

The main works in this cluster belong to authors such
as Bluck and Habermas (2000), Conway and Pleydell-Pearce
(2000), Habermas and Bluck (2000), Berntsen and Rubin (2004),
or Conway et al. (2004). Their work deals with the concept of
autobiographical memory as such. The authors work on this
term as the union not only of individual events but also of life
and its coherence, giving rise to a diagram of the life history of
people.

Red cluster: Culture and society

This cluster includes the work developed by authors such
as Kemph (1969), Bruner (1990), McAdams et al. (1993),
and Habermas and Bluck (2000) pertaining to the search and
construction of identity and how it is influenced by a cultural
system. It also includes the work of Riessman (2008), who offers
guidance in terms of social research, specifically the use of
narrative methods. In this sense, the contributions of authors
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such as McAdams show the closeness between the two clusters
and the intellectual influences of the same author in different
fields of knowledge.

The graph again shows a very connected network, revealing
the existence of deep intellectual influences between the
different works. There are no large central works but many
and very connected ones. Therefore, the knowledge is based on
numerous and current research. This distribution, again, is a
trend that is typical of experimental techniques. However, once
again, this trend is nuanced in the red cluster, where the presence
of older works indicates the influence of trends more typical of
the humanities, for which research is based on previous works
to support studies.

Discussion

This study has shown the important role that literature
reviews play in integrating and synthesizing existing knowledge
and providing state-of-the-art understanding, identifying gaps,
and inconsistencies in the literature, as well as pointing to
avenues for future research to address outstanding issues and
advance knowledge (Paul et al., 2021; Lim et al., 2022).

The work developed herein is relevant because it allows us to
shed light on this matter. Through this first bibliometric analysis
of the scientific production generated through life stories, we
have gained knowledge of one of its techniques.

All the results indicate that we are facing a strongly
consolidated technique. With almost a century of use, life
stories have gone through different stages, reaching maturity
recently. However, based on the analysis of the body of
articles, we conclude that such maturity occurs in the field
of psychology. We did not find references among the most
prominent researchers to those who approach their studies from
fields such as sociology, anthropology, or social work, which
displaces their work to a more residual position. However,
it is possible that the knowledge produced by sociologists or
anthropologists will be transferred in other spaces and in other
forms (Delgado-Baena et al., 2022).

Likewise, when analyzing the journals in which these
researchers publish, there is a diversity of categories. However,
among them, those belonging to the field of psychology
are once again taking center stage. There are four topics
addressed by these publications: personality and narrative
identity, autobiographical memory, health and society,
and culture. The first two present a clear psychological
approach. The third is related to production developed
from the health sciences. Only in the fourth category is
there a contribution to social problems from sociology
or anthropology. However, using bibliometric analysis,
we cannot distinguish the weight or perspective of these
disciplines because their relational techniques do not allow us
to deepen this knowledge.

These topics are addressed by three major schools of thought
personality and narrative identity, autobiographical memory,
and society and culture, which are led by the main producers of
knowledge. Clear cooperation occurs between them, leading to
the fact that in these schools, knowledge is based on numerous
and current investigations that are discussed, which again shows
trends typical of the experimental techniques.

From the analyses completed thus far, we can conclude
that the production developed from the field of psychology
occupies a privileged position in terms of the production and
transmission of knowledge through life stories. In contrast, the
contributions that are made from sociology or anthropology in
this field are blurred, relegating to the background the work
carried out by its scholars. The technique of life history in the
scientific field is thus associated with the psychological, being
concerned mainly with the development of the personality in its
relationship with the social or cultural environment, rather than
with the social facts themselves.

The displacement of work from these disciplines is due,
above all, to external causes and not intrinsic weaknesses of
the specialties themselves. The monopoly of science means
that those disciplines with more empiricist approaches, such
as psychology, have a greater place in the science market.
Meanwhile, other types of contributions do not leave a
mark on the scientific literature, blurring the information in
the databases, which also do not collect all the production
that is developed (Moravcsik, 1989). Similarly, the analysis
concentrates only on highly cited publications, and leaves
publications that are recent or niche outside their subject groups
(Donthu et al., 2021).

The hegemony of psychology over sociology or
anthropology can reduce the other forms of observation
and theorization to a marginal, precarious existence, or
ultimately to their disappearance (Bertaux, 1980).

In this sense, a contribution of this study, in addition
to helping researchers and readers understand the general
intellectual structure of the field of life stories, is the
identification of the need for future research that delves into the
disciplinary differences in the use of this technique. Continuing
systematic reviews of the literature produced through the other
techniques of the biographical method and the triangulation of
these studies is a matter of urgency for the optimal development
of this method, as well as the advancement of scientific
knowledge in this field.

Likewise, the results demonstrate to research communities,
government institutions, and funding agencies the need to
value scientific spaces with more constructivist views on social
problems, such as sociology or anthropology, as well as develop
solutions from the perspective of these disciplines.
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Introduction: Traditionally, empathy has been studied from two main

perspectives: the theory-theory approach and the simulation theory

approach. These theories claim that social emotions are fundamentally

constituted by mind states in the brain. In contrast, classical phenomenology

and recent research based on the enactive theories consider empathy as

the basic process of contacting others’ emotional experiences through direct

bodily perception and sensation.

Objective: This study aims to enrich the knowledge of the empathic

experience of pain using an experimental phenomenological method.

Materials and methods: Implementing an experimental paradigm used

in affective neuroscience, we exposed 28 healthy adults to a video

of sportspersons suffering physical accidents while practicing extreme

sports. Immediately after watching the video, each participant underwent

a phenomenological interview to gather data on embodied, multi-layered

dimensions (bodily sensations, emotions, and motivations) and temporal

aspects of empathic experience. We also performed quantitative analyses of

the phenomenological categories.

Results: Experiential access to the other person’s painful experience involves

four main themes. Bodily resonance: participants felt a multiplicity of bodily,

affective, and kinesthetic sensations in coordination with the sportsperson’s

bodily actions. Attentional focus: some participants centered their attention

more on their own personal discomfort and sensations of rejection, while
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others on the pain and suffering experienced by the sportspersons. Kinesthetic

motivation: some participants experienced the feeling in their bodies to

avoid or escape from watching the video, while others experienced the

need to help the sportspersons avoid suffering any injury while practicing

extreme sports. The temporality of experience: participants witnessed

temporal fluctuations in their experiences, bringing intensity changes in

their bodily resonance, attentional focus, and kinesthetic motivation. Finally,

two experiential structures were found: one structure is self-centered

empathic experience, characterized by bodily resonance, attentional focus

centered on the participant’s own experience of seeing the sportsperson

suffering, and self-protective kinesthetic motivation; the other structure is

other-centered empathic experience, characterized by bodily resonance,

attentional focus centered on the sportsperson, and prosocial kinesthetic

motivation to help them.

Discussion: We show how phenomenological data may contribute to

comprehending empathy for pain in social neuroscience. In addition, we

address the phenomenological aspect of the enactive approach to the

three dimensions of an embodiment of human consciousness, especially the

intersubjective dimension. Also, based on our results, we suggest an extension

of the enactive theory of non-interactive social experience.

KEYWORDS

empathy for pain, experimental phenomenology, neurophenomenology, enaction,
first-person view, bodily sensation, social emotion, extreme sport

Introduction

Empathy is central to intersubjective life. It is a critical
component of our capacity to understand other people’s
minds and to predict and explain their behavior (Stueber,
2019). Despite its importance in social life, the concept of
empathy is still debated due to extensive associations with
social phenomena (Cuff et al., 2016; Hall and Schwartz, 2019).
For instance, some authors consider empathy essential for
responding ethically to others (Caplan and Goldie, 2011), as
well as for developing morality, prosocial action, and motivation
(Hoffman, 2001; Decety and Cowell, 2014). On the other hand,
other authors state that empathy is related to cruelty and
immoral behavior (Decety and Cowell, 2018). Furthermore,
empathy has even been considered a prerequisite for the
scientific study of consciousness (Thompson, 2001) and the
privileged method in social sciences (Dilthey, 1961).

A relevant aspect of studying intersubjective life is empathy
for pain. Studies have consistently shown that exposure to
pain images induces empathy and activates neural circuits
similar to those triggered by first-hand experience of pain,
particularly the brain regions linked to affective-motivational
processing of pain. This evidence emphasizes the implicit

and automatic neural representations shared between oneself
and others to experience empathy for pain. This experience
is generally aversive, unpleasant, and even painful for the
observers themselves (Lamm et al., 2007, 2011; Bernhardt and
Singer, 2012).

Although empathy is a core component of social life, there
is no clear theoretical consensus on its definition. As Neumann
et al. (2015: 257) point out, “an examination of the definitions
of empathy in the last 20 years reveals that there is no single
definition that is systematically quoted; in fact, the multitude of
definitions is often quoted as a distinctive feature of the field.”
The concept of empathy is also essential in various disciplines,
such as social neuroscience, psychology, psychiatry, philosophy,
and aesthetics.

In the field of social neuroscience, the most popular
approaches to empathy are the theory-theory (TT) and the
simulation theory (ST). Although both involve mind-reading,
TT uses theoretical inferences while ST employs a first-person
simulation routine (Keysers and Gazzola, 2006).

The theory theorists (Gopnik and Wellman, 1992; Baron-
Cohen, 1995; Carruthers, 2009) consider that humans are
capable of reading minds because they possess a common-
sense “theory of mind” (ToM) with which they explain human
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behavior. As one of the most general terms in empathy research,
ToM refers to the capacity to attribute mental states to oneself
and others, and make predictions about others’ future behaviors
by inferring their mental states (Premack and Woodruff, 1978).
ToM maintains that the knowledge we acquire about our and
others’ minds is not a formal scientific theory but an informal,
everyday, or fundamental theory. For example, experience plays
an essential formative role in developing the ToM in children
(Flavell, 2004).

By contrast, simulation theorists (Gordon, 1986; Goldman,
2006; Gallese, 2009) deny that our understanding of others is
theoretical in nature. Instead, they argue that we use our minds
as a model for understanding others’ minds. Consequently,
mind-reading depends on the ability to mentally simulate
another person’s mind (Gallese and Goldman, 1998; Goldman,
2006). This perspective suggests that people perform internal
simulations of the observed sensations, emotions, and actions of
others (Oberman et al., 2007). For example, Uddin et al. (2007)
suggest that we have specific brain networks for processing
external (more bodily) actions and attitudes of ourselves and
others through simulation, while other structures allow us to
infer our and others’ mental states through ToM.

Neuroscientific findings on human mirror neurons have
been interpreted as empirical evidence supporting ST. Mirror
neurons have been considered acentral factor that enables
the development of intersubjective relationships and the
root of social cognition (Oberman et al., 2007; Stueber,
2019). Although the TT and the ST start from different
theoretical assumptions, both are based on a representationalist
perspective that presupposes one’s mind as internal, hidden,
and fundamentally opaque to others. Consequently, others’
minds are not accessible from experience but through indirect
processes such as theoretical inference or simulation (Zahavi,
2010; Colombetti, 2014).

As an alternative to these approaches, the phenomenological
perspective offers a different explanation of the nature of
empathy (Stein, 1917; Husserl, 1973; Scheler, 1973). For Husserl,
“Einfühlung” [literally “feeling into,” translated by Titchener
(1909) as “empathy”] is a particular form of intentionality
in which one’s consciousness is directed toward another’s
experience. He wrote that “in empathy, the empathizing
I experiences the inner life or, to be more precise, the
consciousness of the other I” (Husserl, 2006: 82). Husserl’s
approach to empathy was further developed by his student
Edith Stein in her 1916 doctoral thesis, On the Problem of
Empathy Stein (1964). She affirms that observing the other’s
subjectivity does not require explicit reasoning (“Einsicht”) but
simply that we perceive and feel (“Einfühlung”). Consequently,
Stein emphasizes the sensual experience of the empathic answer,
which she terms “sensual empathy” (“Empfindungseinfühlung”).
Stein’s proposal is the basis of the approach to empathy
developed by Giovanna Colombetti (2014), who stresses the
affective and bodily dimensions of empathy. As defined by

Colombetti, basic empathy corresponds to our bodies’ affective
response to others’ bodily presence. It is the most elemental
experience of the other and takes place as soon as she enters
our perceptive field. However, the other’s body does not
appear simply as a physical object (“Körper”) but as a living
body endowed with subjectivity (“Leib”), following the classic
Husserlian distinction. In this study, we follow Colombetti’s
phenomenologically inspired characterization of empathy and
define it as affective and bodily “experiential access to the other’s
subjectivity” (Colombetti, 2014: 174).

The enactive approach (Varela, 1984, 1991; Varela et al.,
1991; Thompson and Varela, 2001; Thompson, 2007) is the
explanatory framework in cognitive science that underlies
Colombetti’s proposal and the present study. One critical
contribution of this framework is placing conscious experience
central to the scientific study of the mind. In The Embodied
Mind, Varela (1991: 15) state that “the new sciences of mind
need to enlarge their horizon to encompass both lived human
experience and the possibilities of transformation inherent in
human experience.” Moreover, following the phenomenological
tradition, especially Merleau-Ponty’s development, they endorse
the phenomenological view that considers the bodies of
conscious creatures, especially human bodies, “both as physical
structures and as lived, experiential structures—in short, as both
‘outer’ and ‘inner,’ biological and phenomenological” (Varela
et al., 1991: 15).

Despite the importance of studying the subjective
experience, most empathy studies have focused only on
physiological mechanisms and used only self-reported
assessments to investigate subjectivity (e.g., Timmers et al.,
2018). Such subjective reports have been crucial to validating
empathy for pain paradigms and relating physiological
responses to changes in subjective responses (e.g., Klimecki
et al., 2014). However, self-report methods have several
limitations. For instance, self-report questionnaires quantify
the participant’s empathic perception but do not describe how
the subjective experience unfolds or how the interaction with
another is experienced, thus overlooking a subtle subjective
world (Olivares et al., 2015; Petitmengin, 2017). In addition,
when these studies assess participants’ emotional state (e.g.,
fear and anger) or their empathic perception (e.g., valence
and arousal), it is assumed that they must be and have been
aware of the questions to which they are subjected, having
the risk of inducing or colluding a subjective state (Hurlburt
and Heavey, 2015). Another limitation is that self-report
assessments reveal previous theoretical assumptions about the
nature of empathic experience, and thus prevent knowing the
participant’s subjective in their words and experiential domains
(Colombetti, 2014).

In contrast to self-report methods, phenomenological
methods aim to understand the structures of human
experience, including highly embodied dimensions and
multi-layered, intricate dynamics of lived experiences
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(Bitbol and Petitmengin, 2017). Since its incorporation into
the field of cognitive science, phenomenology has exhibited
accuracy and high utility in understanding phenomena
such as meditative states (Silva-Mack et al., 2018; Nave
et al., 2021), contemplative training (Przyrembel and Singer,
2018), epilepsy (Le Van Quyen and Petitmengin, 2002),
fibromyalgia (Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 2013), and chronic
pain (Smrdu, 2022). In addition, analysis of subjective
experience captures very subtle descriptions of embodied
experiential microdynamics, such as approach and avoidance
behaviors (Baquedano and Fabar, 2017), exploration of
awareness during sleep (Alcaraz-Sánchez et al., 2022),
adjustments of attention (Lachaux et al., 2000), variation
of emotional state (Depraz et al., 2017), and movement
intention (Jo et al., 2014).

To the best of our knowledge, no prior research has
incorporated subtle descriptions of empathic experience.
However, a series of promising studies have classified
participants according to the experience of consciously feeling
vicarious pain in a classic empathy for pain paradigm. Notably,
these studies show differences in functional connectivity
among the subjective clusters (Grice-Jackson et al., 2017a,b).
Although these studies analyzed subjective experience through
self-report questionnaires and considered few bodily and
affective subjective dimensions, they reveal the significant
contribution of incorporating the study of subjective experience
into paradigms of empathy for pain.

This study aims to deepen the knowledge of empathy
for pain by implementing an experimental phenomenological
method, which entails “discovering the structure of the
experience as it appears in consciousness through a research
design that incorporates the peculiarities of experimental
psychology and phenomenological psychology” (Martínez-
Pernía, 2022: 149). To achieve our goal, we examined the
phenomenological experience with an emphasis on embodied,
multi-layered dimensions (bodily sensations, emotions, and
motivations) and temporal aspects of empathic experience.
Our research design exposed participants to a video of people
having physical accidents while practicing extreme sports. We
applied a second-person method (phenomenological interview)
to rigorously collect phenomenological data (Petitmengin, 2006;
Olivares et al., 2015; Petitmengin et al., 2019), which we analyzed
by drawing on Giorgi’s phenomenological analysis (Giorgi et al.,
2017).

The study’s relevance regarding social emotions, and
more specifically empathic experience of pain, lies in
two central elements. First, social cognition research has
traditionally been conducted through self-report, behavioral,
and neuroimaging measures (Neumann et al., 2015), but first-
person methods based on the phenomenological experience

have been neglected1 (Gallagher, 2011; Fuchs, 2013). We will
also discuss how phenomenological data may contribute to
comprehending empathy for pain in social neuroscience.
Second, since the enactive approach emerged, just a few of the
plethora of publications in basic science have implemented
enactive concepts with qualitative research (Fernandez, 2020).
This article discusses our phenomenological results as a
resource to explore the unfolding of experience from the
perspective of the enactive approach (Stilwell and Harman,
2021; Martínez-Pernía, 2022).

Materials and methods

Participants

Between September 2017 and January 2018, 28 adults
participated in the study. Inclusion criteria required individuals
with no clinical history of cognitive, neurological, or psychiatric
disorder and normal or corrected-to-normal visual acuity.
Criteria were corroborated in a brief interview. To characterize
the sample, participants were asked to complete the Montreal
Cognitive Assessment (MoCA; Nasreddine et al., 2005), the Beck
Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II; Beck et al., 1996), and the
State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Spielberger et al., 1970).

Participants were recruited from workers and university
students at Hospital del Salvador (Santiago, Chile). All
participants gave written informed consent. The study
procedure was conformed with the Declaration of Helsinki
principles and was approved by the “Scientific Ethics Committee
of the Servicio de Salud Metropolitano Oriente” and the
“Research in Humans being Ethics Committee of the Medicine
Faculty, Universidad de Chile.”

Construction and validation of the
emotional stimuli

To construct and validate the stimuli, we followed
the methodological considerations widely used in affective
neuroscience (e.g., Stemmler, 2003). Empathy for pain stimuli
were produced using audiovisual material found online under
Creative Commons licensing. In total, 12 scenes that included
men and women, with an average duration of 7–11 s, were used

1 The third-person view refers to the objective procedures to study
cognition through technological devices (e.g., fMRI and EEG). The first-
person view refers to the meaning reports of the participant’s lived
experience (e.g., self-report and phenomenological experience). The
second-person view is the implementation of interview procedures
applied by the researcher to collect the participant’s experience. In this
study, we implemented a phenomenological interview (second-person
view) to collect participants’ phenomenological experience (first-person
view).
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to validate the emotional condition. Each scene depicted an
intense physical accident resulting from wrong movements or
miscalculations while practicing extreme sports (e.g., parkour,
skateboarding, snowboarding, or climbing). All 12 scenes had
a similar event sequence. Each began with a sportsperson
skillfully practicing a sports activity. The sportsperson then loses
balance and impacts heavily against the ground. Finally, the
sportsperson is seen lying on the ground. No scenes depicted
dismemberment, disfigurement, or death.

Once all the scenes were prepared, they were validated with
65 university students (38 women; mean age = 19.34±1.56)
following the indications of the Self-Assessment Manikin
(Bradley and Lang, 1994). This scale assesses the person’s
emotional reaction to the stimulus in terms of valence
(“unpleasant” to “pleasant”), arousal (“low” to “high”), and
dominance (“without control” to “with control”) on a 9-point
rating scale (1–9). Empirical works have repeatedly confirmed
that these emotional dimensions effectively measure a person’s
affective reaction (Bradley and Lang, 1994). Higher scores
indicated pleasant valence, more arousal, and having control
of the situation; lower scores indicate unpleasant valence, less
arousal, and losing control of the situation. Because this article
aimed to study empathy for others’ physical pain, we selected as
the final scenes those scored in the trial as unpleasant, provoking
high arousal, and triggering the perception of lost control. The
selected scenes had the following mean scores: 3.77 (±1.94) for
valence; 6.40 (±1.78) for arousal, and 5.31 (±2.68) for control.
Seven scenes (six men and one woman) were combined to
produce the final video (60-s duration) that all participants in
the main study would watch (the video was uploaded2).

Procedure

Participants completed the questionnaires and all the
experimental protocols in the Clínica de la Memoría
y Neuropsiquiatría (CMYN) del Hospital del Salvador.
A psychologist supervised the informed consent process and
verified that each participant met the inclusion criteria through
interviews and the previously described scales. After this step,
we implemented an experimental protocol previously used in
affective neuroscience research (e.g., Hagenaars et al., 2012,
2014; Gea et al., 2014). Each participant was requested to
stand on a marked spot exactly 1 m from a 40-inch screen TV,
installed at eye level.3 They had to motionlessly maintain a
comfortable bipedal stance, with their arms relaxed alongside
the body. The video was then played on the screen. Immediately

2 https://osf.io/fd7vt/

3 This study also collected physiological and behavioral data through
third-person methods such as force platform, electrocardiogram, and
galvanic skin response. However, this paper focuses only on the
phenomenological data.

after it finished, a researcher conducted a phenomenological
interview with each participant, explaining the aim of this
kind of phenomenological inquiry. Details of this interview are
presented in the next section.

The phenomenological interview

The same researcher conducted all 28 phenomenological
interviews in Spanish (DM-P). They were audio-recorded and
later transcribed verbatim. At the beginning of each interview,
the participant was asked to describe the scenes that induced
unpleasant feelings and then choose the scene (participants
chose all different scenes) associated with the highest overall
intensity of their experience (no participant had difficulty
identifying this). This process enabled the whole interview to
focus on the singular experience of the selected scene.

The researcher who conducted the interviews adopted the
phenomenological attitude, also named “epochç” (Moustakas,
1994; Merriam, 2009). It allows studying the appearance of
the phenomenon as such, through suspending the natural
attitude with which we usually know and the step toward a
phenomenological attitude. Phenomenological reduction leads
to the source of meaning and existence of the experienced
world (Moustakas, 1994). The interviews were also partially
guided by the criteria for micro-phenomenological interviews
(Petitmengin, 2006). In order to help the participant to assume
the phenomenological attitude, the interviewer maintained the
principle of evocation during the interview (Petitmengin et al.,
2019). Implementing the principle of evocation is essential to
obtain the participants’ pre-reflective descriptions and to make
their past experiences more vivid (Petitmengin et al., 2019). This
is important because “usually interviewees glide into general
descriptions of condensed situations that make it difficult to
produce precise descriptions. Therefore, it is important to
continually bring the interviewee back to the chosen particular
situation” (Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 2013: 340–341). Below is
an example of how this part of the micro-phenomenological
interview method was implemented:

“. . .Well done [name of participant]. Now, I will ask you to
close your eyes, and visualize, feel as if you are re-living the
experience of watching the video. So, close your eyes please,
and see yourself again in this situation in which you are
standing, watching the television screen, and the accidents
occur. . .”

Another relevant aspect of the phenomenological interview
was to collect data conveying “what” the participant experienced
and “how” she experienced it, for example, by asking, “What
do you feel?”; “How do you perceive it?”; and “How do you
know it?” The time course of the experience was also taken
into account, for example, by asking, “How do you feel at the
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beginning of the video?”; “And just after that, how do you
feel?”. Another characteristic of the interview procedure was
recapitulating participants’ responses to facilitate their recalling.

The descriptive phenomenological
psychological method

To phenomenologically analyze the data, we used the
descriptive phenomenological psychological method, hereafter
Giorgi’s method (Giorgi, 1975; Giorgi et al., 2017). This method
centers analysis on the meaning of the experience and aims to
describe its structure by identifying central themes (Giorgi et al.,
2017). In this sense, the experience’s psychological structure
refers to how the subject makes sense of her own lived
experience in the world. This method considers the experience
as a psychological consciousness through a non-transcendental
phenomenological psychological method (Giorgi, 2021).

Each of the three researchers involved in data analysis
(DM-P, AT, and KB) began by reading an interview in
full and then summarizing its general meaning. We then
carefully re-read the interview, highlighting in the transcribed
document every statement expressing or referring to the direct
experience (meaning units). After completing this, we re-read
each meaning unit to identify the sub-themes and main themes
in which the lived experience occurred. For this, the researchers
must transform the participant’s expressions into categories that
highlight their psychological meanings. It requires maintaining
the original meaning of singular verbatims while simultaneously
allowing a generalization of them to similar experiences of
other participants (Giorgi et al., 2017). The last step of Giorgi’s
method is to grasp and describe the whole structure of the
experience. Because the main themes inform us about specific
parts of the experience, we tied the main themes together to
get a whole structure. To achieve this structure moving from
particular aspects to participants’ essential understanding, we
looked at these particular elements and systematically varied
them to determine their psychological essence. It is important
to clarify that the main themes characterizing the specific
aspects of the experience emerge in the penultimate step of the
analysis process, while the whole psychological structure of the
experience emerges in the last step. The qualitative results will
be presented in this order in their corresponding section.

After completing their individual analyses of each interview,
the three researchers met to triangulate the data by jointly
reviewing each analysis. We compared and discussed the
meaning units, themes, and essential structure of the interview
during the triangulation process. Any disagreement had to
be resolved by reaching a consensus among the researchers.
Our analysis also used iteration throughout the procedure.
Where a new main theme or sub-theme appeared or was
modified, we had to review all previous analyses to keep
consistency between the new and previous categories. This

review procedure and consistency were also implemented in the
structural experiential analysis.

The individual and triangulation analyses were supported
by ATLAS.ti (2022) 9 qualitative data analysis software and
implemented for each of the 28 interviews.

Quality assurance

We deployed several measures to ensure the quality of data
collection and analysis. First, the researcher who conducted
the interviews, who is certified in a micro-phenomenological
interview, adopted a phenomenological attitude by setting
aside or bracketing beliefs, prejudgments, and thoughts. Some
examples of these mind processes that had to be set aside were:
the researcher’s inferences that his own past experiences are
the same as that the participant is living, or presuppositions
that specific experiences of the participant are understandable
from a pre-established theoretical model. For the purpose to
adopt the phenomenological attitude, the interviewer disclosed
his own evaluations and experiences before data collection,
aiming to be open to observing emerging phenomena without
preconceptions (Hamilton et al., 2018). Moreover, before and
during each interview, the researcher deliberately examined
his own beliefs and their temporary suspension, being open
to observing emerging phenomena without preconceptions
(Hamilton et al., 2018). This phenomenological attitude
was also maintained rigorously by all three researchers
throughout the data analysis process. In addition to adopting
the phenomenological attitude, the researchers “reduce” or
restrict their frames of reference to the psychological meaning
(psychological reduction). This means that they have to focus
on a dimension of the experience that “is neither abstractly
conceptual, nor objectively physical; it is concretely and
personally lived, by a particular person, always socially engaged,
in a particular situation in everyday social life, in space, time and
history” (Englander and Morley, 2021).

As a second quality-assurance measure, the three researchers
are all experienced in phenomenological studies and each
independently analyzed the 28 interviews using ATLAS.ti (2022)
9 qualitative software.

As a third measure, we implemented a four-step quality
procedure to ensure the reliability of triangulation analysis
for sub-themes in each temporal phase and the experiential
structure. In the first step, the three researchers jointly
analyzed the first ten interviews in a systematic and rigorous
triangulation process, in which we corroborated the different
phenomenological categories generated for every utterance by
each participant, together with the underlying experiential and
linguistic criteria used by each researcher separately to generate
the phenomenological categories. After reaching a consensus
in these analyses, the researchers shared a common view
about the analyzed interviews and phenomenological categories.
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In the second step, to triangulate the last 18 interviews
after independent analyses, each researcher downloaded the
ATLAS.ti software the quantitative data in XLS file format with
the phenomenological coding of each interview. The codings
of the three researchers were then displayed in the R statistical
programming environment to reveal which phenomenological
categories were agreed upon or subject to disagreement. In the
third step, the researchers identified any category for which
there was no consensus that undertook the same systematic,
rigorous triangulation process described in the first step. Finally,
the fourth step entailed analyzing inter-rater agreement using
Fleiss’ Kappa on each sub-theme and each individual phase. This
calculation was performed only in independent categories (e.g.,
multifocal). This coefficient calculates the level of agreement
of inter-raters on categorical data and is considered more
reliable than a simple calculation of the agreement ratio (Fleiss
et al., 2013). This calculation allows for analyzing the inter-rater
agreement and provides feedback to detect errors, omissions,
and disagreements among the researchers. If a kappa below 0.8
was observed, we went back to the previous steps. The average
kappa was 0.97 (0.85–1.00) (for more detail, see text footnote 2).
Finally, the experiential description for each participant was
performed with a common data set containing a complete
agreement and common quotes.

Quantitative analysis

Once the phenomenological analysis was completed,
quantitative analyses were conducted in the R statistical
programming environment. First, we calculated the number
and percentage of participants for each main theme and
sub-theme. We also studied the phenomenology of empathy
for pain through a system-thinking perspective (Meadows,
2008), designing a relationship map based on network analysis
(Newman, 2010; Barabási, 2012). This analysis allows us
to focus on independently studying experiential categories
and how phenomenological categories interact and create
relational patterns with other experiential categories, which are
represented in a network analytical diagram. For this qualitative
approach, we elaborate a network diagram using the software
IBM SPSS v28.0. This diagram uses statistical frequency analysis
to calculate the size of each node based on the frequency
of subjects belonging to that experiential categorization and
its associative co-occurrence with other categories. In this
case, the co-occurrence considers the frequency in which
the subjects appear within each phenomenological category
defined in the data set, grouping them as a network. Nodes
represent phenomenological categories, while links represent
the strength of influence between them. Larger nodes and
thicker lines, respectively, represent stronger influence and
connections. Conversely, smaller nodes and thinner lines,
respectively, represent weaker influence and connections.

In summary, implementing these methodological
procedures (qualitative and quantitative analyses) will allow
us to show our results from two research approaches. On
the one hand, we will formulate a detailed phenomenological
description of the empathic experience of pain. On the other
hand, we will show how the descriptive results are understood
from an analytic view.

Results

Participants

Twenty women and eight men participated in the
study (mean age = 29.6 ± 6.6 years; mean years of
education = 16.9 ± 2.4). The participants report a MoCA total:
mean = 28.5 ± 1.5; STAI total: mean = 48.8 ± 12.5; BDI-II total:
mean = 5.0 ± 5.7 (for more detail, see text footnote 2). Two
participants showed scores for depression (29) and cognitive
alteration (24) far away from their normative reference group.
Their phenomenological results were similar to the rest of
the participants.

Phenomenological results

The description of the empathic experience of pain was
extracted from 28 interviews. Each full interview lasted 15 min
on average, and the total interviewing time was 420 min.
In the first abstraction level of the coding procedure, we
identified 42 meaningful codes (e.g., heart palpitations).
These codes were then transformed into 21 emergent
experiential sub-categories (e.g., multifocal sensations).
Next, experiential sub-categories were grouped into sub-themes
with a similar thematic affinity (e.g., localization of bodily
sensations). Finally, four main themes were identified at the
maximum abstraction level: bodily resonance, kinesthetic
motivation, attentional focus, and temporality of experience
(Figure 1). These four main themes are present in all 28
experiences examined; however, they manifest differently
in the two types of experiential structures: self-centered
empathy for pain and other-centered empathy for pain
(this description will be shown in the experiential structure
section).

Phenomenological description

This section describes the four main themes identified in
participants’ experience and the categories that compose them
(for a more complete and holistic understanding, refer to the
Codebook at see text footnote 2).
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Bodily resonance
While watching the video, participants’ bodily experiences

resonated in coordination with the sportsperson’s bodily
actions. Bodily resonance means that the participant is bodily
affected by the sportsperson’s behaviors. Thus, participants’
bodily resonance was intertwined with the sportsperson’s
movements, producing a wide range of bodily, affective, and
kinesthetic sensations according to the events and actions of
the sportsperson.

Concerning bodily sensations, participants felt diverse
sensations in muscles and viscera, either focused on a specific
bodily region (focal, 18%) or several regions simultaneously
(multifocal, 93%). The specific parts where participants felt
sensations were the abdomen (36%), chest (50%), heart (32%),
face (11%), lower extremity (21%), and upper extremity (39%).
These bodily sensations were related to the upcoming fall event
or the sportsperson’s fall.

“Yes, yes. . . and when the person hits the ground I feel even
more pressure in my stomach.” (P19)

“When the person has already fallen, the tension in the gut
does not persist, it starts to decrease until it disappears. . .
or I don’t know if it completely disappears, but it definitely
decreases.” (P13)

Together with the bodily sensations, several negative
emotions emerged during participants’ experiences intertwined
with the event that the sportsperson was living. All participants
described discomfort that made them feel unpleasant emotions
while watching the video. They verbalized these emotions
as “tension” (79%), “pain” (29%), “fear” (18%), “anguish”
(18%), and “anxiety” (7.1%). Toward the end of the scene,
when the sportsperson had already suffered the accident, most
participants (57%) also felt an emotion of relief, which they
described as recovering to their normal state.

“Yes, my tension keeps increasing a lot according to how
she [the sportsperson] advances, because I could anticipate
what was going to happen, I said, ‘Something bad is going to
happen,’ so, as she progresses, I feel more sensitivity, more
pressure in my chest, I breathe a lot as the video progresses,
it increases, I breathe a lot...” (P20)

“Once the person falls, the tension dissolves. The person
starts to fall, and the tension starts to decrease, I know it is
impossible that he dies, but it is interesting because the tension
dissolves.” (P19)

The third dimension of bodily resonance is kinesthetic
sensations, experienced by many participants (46%) as feeling

“unbalanced” (46%) as their bodies autonomously reacted
to the unfolding scenes, which induced the feeling of
“losing” bodily control.

“I got a bit unbalanced when I saw a fall.” (P10)

Kinesthetic motivation
Participants reported that, while watching the video, they

experienced the “feeling” in their bodies, or sections of their
bodies, of “wanting” to do something concerning what was
happening in the video. Most (54%) described the motivation
to avoid or escape from watching the video.

“I almost turned my head. . . No. I did nothing, I did nothing,
but I had the intention; it was the first thing that came to me
like this.” (P11)

“And the feeling of rejection, so I kind of leaned my body back,
and I also tried to frown a lot, as with that feeling of... I don’t
know, rejecting it, as my whole body and all my movements
that do kind of line up, as if trying to get away from, from that
video.” (P28)

“A feeling of wanting to get away, as if my body was going
backward.” (P16)

A few participants (11%) reported feeling the need to
help the sportspersons avoid suffering any injury while
practicing extreme sports.

“Hold them down, so they don’t do something stupid like, they
are going to kill themselves or get injured. Or wanting to do
something to avoid the situation.” (P22)

“I felt that, if I did move in some way, I was going to prevent
them from falling, as if my corporeality could be... as if I was
getting involved with them.” (P5)

Attentional focus
In addition to this whole bodily, affective, and

motivational experience, participants’ attentional focus
comprised directional and temporal dimensions while
watching the video.

Concerning the direction of attentional focus, most
participants (79%) centered their attention more on their own
personal discomfort and sensations of rejection while watching
the sportspersons.

“Fear, I want to move, to protect myself.” (P11)
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FIGURE 1

Representative scheme of the experiential categories found in empathy for pain. Categories in red show the main themes, categories in yellow
show the sub-themes, and categories in black show sub-categories. N (%) represents the number and percentage of participants who described
the experience. ∗Experience specifically identified in the recovery phase. ∗∗Experience specifically identified in the anticipatory phase.

“But, it’s like a rejection more than anything. It’s something I
don’t necessarily want to watch.” (P9)

The remaining participants (21%) centered their attentional
focus primarily on the pain and suffering experienced by
the sportspersons.

“What I feel the most is tension . . . Thinking no, I hope he
doesn’t fall, but knowing that he is going to fall.” (P3)

“Like... nervousness. I couldn’t do anything to prevent the
falling.” (P24)

Regarding the temporal dimension of attentional focus,
some participants described the events unfolding in the
video with reference to the future while others referred

to the present. Participants with future-directed attentional
focus described expectations of the immediate and extended
future, preoccupation about what might happen to the other,
negative judgments about the other’s decisions, and beliefs
that something catastrophic might happen as a consequence
of the accident.

“Like, you get into the video, as it is there, anticipating
something that I am seeing is going to happen.” (P4)

“I knew she was going to fall, but I did not know how she was
going to fall, what was going to happen.” (P11)

Conversely, participants with present-directed attentional
focus described the events the sportspersons were living at that
precise moment. Some descriptions related to the sportspersons’
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movements to maintain balance or to the impact of their
bodies on the floor.

“I hope it wasn’t so serious. I thought, ‘Oh, what pain!”’ (P3)

“It annoys me a little because she does something completely
absurd, which is to stretch out a leg, which has no purpose
other than to fall, and, well, she falls.” (P12)

Temporality of experience
During the video, most participants (93%) perceived a

temporal fluctuation in their experience, identified in three
different temporal moments: anticipatory, climax, and recovery.
By contrast, the remaining participants felt no temporal change
in their experience as the video unfolded (7%).

The first temporal moment of most participants’ experience
was heavily characterized by a sense of anticipation of the
looming accident, with a gradual increase in the intensity of their
negative emotions, bodily sensations, and thoughts as each scene
progressed: the longer participants watched the sportsperson,
the more intense their experience became.

“My tension is increasing a lot according to how the video
progresses because I could anticipate what was about to
happen.” (P18)

The second temporal moment of the experience began just a
few instants before the accident happened and included the time
of the accident occurring. In terms of their bodily resonance
and kinesthetic motivation, participants’ experiential intensity
climaxed during this moment.

“[referring to the rise in unpleasant bodily sensations] When
the impact with the ground occurs, that is the moment when
I feel the most intensity.” (P26)

In the final temporal moment that followed the accident,
with the observed sportsperson already lying on the ground,
participants’ experiential intensity tended to diminish
significantly. Specifically, they felt a physical relaxation of
their body accompanied by the easing of negative emotions,
bringing relief, tranquility, and less concern.

“This person is putting himself more and more in a risky
situation while climbing, and once he has already fallen, I feel
relieved...” (P12)

Experiential structures

The four main themes elaborated above are the main
elements of the experiential structures arising from our data

analysis. Although these phenomenological categories are
described as autonomous phenomenological dimensions, they
are tightly intertwined in participants’ experiences. As shown
in the relationship map (Figure 2), the different sub-themes
and sub-categories closely interact, showing that the empathic
experience is a holistic and complex process of interaction
between corporeality, affectivity, kinesthetic motivation, and the
direction of attention.

However, these phenomenological categories did not appear
in an equal manner in all experiences. The way they presented
themselves in the experiences of different participants was very
distinct; in this sense, two experiential structures were identified:
self-centered empathy (N = 22) and other-centered empathy
(N = 6) (for details of the quantitative analysis between empathic
structures, see text footnote 2). At the core of both structures,
we found the direction of attentional focus and kinesthetic
motivation. Attentional focus expresses where participants’
concern and affective quality are directed (at themselves or
the sportsperson), while kinesthetic motivation is participants’
pre-reflective intention to self-protect or help the sportspersons.

Self-centered empathy
Participants who showed this experiential structure were

preoccupied with the other and had intense feelings of
discomfort but mainly focused on themselves. Although they
referenced the pain suffered by the sportspersons, they focused
on their own emotions of discomfort and how these emotions
made them upset and uncomfortable. This was accompanied
by a general sensation of rejection toward the video, which
manifested affectively motivationally as a “feeling” of not
wanting to look, or “wanting” to turn away. Their preoccupation
with the other and feelings of discomfort also involved the
activation of different bodily sensations while watching the
video, such as muscular sensations (e.g., tension in the arms,
legs, and trunk) and visceral sensations (e.g., palpitations,
breathing, and oppression in the chest). Overall, participants’
attentional focus was directed toward the other person having
a painful fall but their kinesthetic motivation and affective levels
were primarily centered on themselves (Figure 3). Regarding the
temporal dimension of the experience, participants perceived
mild bodily sensations and feelings at the start of the video, but
these tended to intensify as each scene unfolded, reaching a peak
when the fall occurred. After that moment, participants felt their
bodily resonances began to decline.

Other-centered empathy
Participants who exhibited this experiential structure

were greatly preoccupied with what was happening to the
sportspersons in the video. They needed to find ways to help the
other, which manifested in physical and verbal potential actions
directed toward them: to “grab” the person so they would not fall
or shout to alert them of what lay ahead. Their preoccupation
also involved different muscular sensations (e.g., tension in the
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FIGURE 2

Relationship map of the phenomenological categories.

FIGURE 3

Experiential structure of self-centered empathy for pain. The empathizer’s intentional object is the empathized experience; they see the
sportsperson as sentient and having a painful experience. This empathic structure is characterized by bodily resonance, attentional focus
centered on the participant’s own experience of seeing the other suffer, and self-protective kinesthetic motivation.
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arms, legs, and trunk) and visceral sensations (e.g., palpitations,
breathing, and oppression in the chest) while watching the
sportspersons. Overall, these participants’ attentional focus was
more centered on the sportspersons and their kinesthetic
motivation was to avoid their suffering (Figure 4). In addition,
the temporal development of their experience was similar to that
described for self-centered empathy.

Quantitative analysis of the
experiential structures

The two empathic structures share similar
phenomenological categories in the bodily resonance, affective,
and temporal dimensions (for more details, see text footnote 2).
Nonetheless, self-centered and other-centered empathy differ
in the phenomenological categories of attentional focus
direction and kinesthetic motivation. Thus, participants with
the other-centered empathic experience (N = 6) directed their
attention toward others (100%) and manifested a prosocial
kinesthetic motivation to help the sportspersons (50%).
Conversely, participants with the self-centered empathic
experience (N = 22) directed attention to themselves (100%)
and manifested a kinesthetic motivation to avoid or escape
from the sportspersons (68%). The quantitative differences
in the experience of phenomenological categories between
other-centered and self-centered empathy are highlighted in
Figure 5.

Discussion

Through an experimental phenomenological method, this
study explored the phenomenological experience with an
emphasis on embodied, multi-layered dimensions (bodily
sensations, emotions, and motivations) and temporal aspects
of empathic experience. Similar to other theoretical studies
(Fuchs, 2013; Fuchs and Koch, 2014), our results show that
experiential access to the other person’s painful experience
involves a multiplicity of bodily sensations and negative
emotions that fluctuate through time, accompanied by various
kinesthetic sensations and motivations. In contrast to other
empirical studies deploying first-person methods (Grice-
Jackson et al., 2017a,b), every participant reported perceiving
bodily sensations during the empathic experience of pain.
More specifically, we found that bodily resonance was
central to participants’ experience and was described in great
detail, comprising muscular sensations (e.g., tension in the
arms, legs, and whole body) and visceral sensations (e.g.,
palpitations, breathing, and oppression in the chest), negative
emotions (e.g., tension, pain, fear, anguish, and anxiety), and
involuntary backward/forward swaying of the body. In addition,
participants’ experiences while watching the video showed

directional and temporal dimensions and involved the feeling
of their bodies wanting to do something concerning events
unfolding on screen. Finally, participants witnessed temporal
fluctuations in their experiences, bringing intensity changes in
their bodily sensations, emotions, and motivations.

Our analysis identified two experiential structures: self-
centered empathy for pain and other-centered empathy for
pain. These two structures differ mainly in the direction
of attentional focus and kinesthetic motivation. In the case
of self-centered empathy, participants focused attention on
their own unpleasant experience of watching the accidents
unfold, and their behavioral motivation was to avoid or
reject. By contrast, in the case of other-centered empathy,
participants focused attention on the sportspersons’ harm and
suffering, which elicited the motivation to help through physical
or verbal action. Similarly, it is relevant to mention that
although the experiential structures are mainly characterized
by two independent phenomenological categories (direction of
attentional focus and kinesthetic motivation), other categories
were shared in both structures (e.g., bodily sensations, affective
quality, and increased movement). These results suggest that
the empathic experience of pain embraces an intertwined
emotional continuum, ranging from self-centered empathy to
other-centered empathy. This means that participants are not
experiencing two fully dichotomous or independent structures.
Instead, they are living an empathic experience constituted by
shared embodied categories. Although our findings did not
show that self-centered and other-centered empathy shared the
main categories that characterized these structures (direction
of attentional focus and kinesthetic motivation), it is relevant
to mention that this study was implemented with a restricted
number of participants, reducing the possibility of findings new
phenomenological categories or, even showing a more complex
view of empathy (e.g., participants in the initial phase of the
experience feel a self-protective motivation, but those in the
climax phase feel the necessity of helping the sportspersons
avoid falling to the ground).

The rest of the discussion is organized into two subsections.
First, we will discuss how our phenomenological data
contribute to comprehending empathy for pain concerning the
neurobiological and behavioral data from social neuroscience.
Because research in this latter field is central to our
scientific understanding of social-emotional phenomena such
as empathy discussing the implications of the current study
to social neuroscience can have a significant positive impact
in advancing and enriching the way in which empathy is
typically approached, with the potential of gaining deeper,
more accurate, and more useful scientific knowledge of this
target phenomena. The second subsection will then discuss the
implications of our results for the enactive approach to social-
emotional experience. More specifically, we will address the
phenomenological aspect of empathy for pain in the context of
the three dimensions of the embodiment of human consciousness
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FIGURE 4

Experiential structure of other-centered empathy for pain. The empathizer’s intentional object is the empathized experience; they see the
sportsperson as sentient and having a painful experience. This empathic structure is characterized by bodily resonance, attentional focus
centered on the sportsperson, and prosocial kinesthetic motivation to help him.

(Thompson and Varela, 2001; Varela and Thompson, 2003).
The enactive approach is one of the main research programs
in cognitive/affective science that has systematically given the
body and lived to experience a central place in the study
of cognition, perception, affect, intersubjectivity, and agency
(Varela et al., 1991; Varela, 1996; Thompson, 2007; Fuchs and
de Jaegher, 2009; Colombetti, 2014; Di Paolo et al., 2017).
Thus, discussing the implications of our study for the enactive
approach can contribute to advancing this important research
program and with that, our scientific understanding of the
key role that the body and subjective experience have in
empathy and more generally, in social cognition, emotions, and
intersubjectivity.

Contribution of the phenomenological
data to understanding empathy for
pain in social neuroscience

The classic cognitivist approaches (TT and ST) and
the phenomenological tradition show a problem of
incommensurability; that is, they advocate incompatible
ontologies and epistemologies (Small, 2011). For instance, the
cognitive perspectives claim that private mental states inside
the brain fundamentally constitute the mind while the body is
an objective and public physical machine causally interacting
with those mental states. Conversely, in the phenomenological
tradition, the body is taken to be a sentient lived body and the
mind is considered fully present in the meaningful arrays of

facial gestures and body motions expressing the first-personal
character of lived experiences (Thompson, 2007). Although the
cognitive and phenomenological perspectives show contrary
views at their conceptual roots, there is scope for dialog between
empirical findings from studies applying these different
approaches, which can improve comprehension of a given
mental phenomenon (e.g., Morgan, 2007; Denscombe, 2008).
This subsection will show how our phenomenological data
contribute to comprehending empathy for pain in the field of
social neuroscience.

There is now extensive evidence that the somatosensory
and motor cortices are activated when seeing the pain in
others (e.g., Hoenen et al., 2015; Fabi and Leuthold, 2017;
Motoyama et al., 2017; Riečanskı et al., 2019). These findings
have profoundly influenced comprehension of empathy, with
some authors claiming that sensorimotor responses are the basic
process of social cognition (Gallese, 2005; Hari et al., 2015) since
social interaction occurs through exchanging sensations and
movements with another. Concerning our phenomenological
findings, participants felt a multiplicity of bodily and kinesthetic
sensations. Muscular sensations were experienced throughout
the body, thus occupying a central place in the experience
(e.g., tension in the arms, back, legs, and hands). Participants
also reported kinesthetic sensations like feeling “unbalanced”
or “losing” bodily control. In addition, they felt motivated to
move to either help the sportspersons or run away (kinesthetic
motivation). An open question for future research is how these
phenomenological reports are related to the brain processing
of empathy. Specifically, studies should investigate whether
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FIGURE 5

Quantitative analysis of the experiential structures of empathy
for pain. The figures show the frequency (%) of participants in
the self-centered empathy for pain (blue) and other-centered
empathy for pain (pink) groups experiencing each
phenomenological category.

these sensorimotor experiences are related to sensorimotor
activity in areas of the brain considered as earlier (bottom-
up sensory processing) (Riečanskı and Lamm, 2019), or
to more complex empathic responses, such as the affective
aspects and motivations of others (Prochazkova and Kret,
2017).

Another aspect to discuss concerning bodily sensations
is interoception. Recent studies have shown an association
between the perception of inner corporeal states and empathy
(e.g., Fukushima et al., 2011; Terasawa et al., 2014). For
instance, Ernst et al. (2013) found that activity in the bilateral
anterior insula during an empathy task was enhanced when
participants briefly attended to their heartbeats. In another
study, Grynberg and Pollatos (2015) found that individuals who
are able to more accurately perceive their own corporeal
inner states (interoceptive sensitivity or interoceptive
accuracy) felt higher pain intensity and more compassion

in response to others suffering pain. These studies show
that interoceptive awareness not only plays a crucial role
in regulating homeostatic functions (e.g., thirst, hunger,
and visceral urgency) and emotional awareness (Barrett
et al., 2004; Wiens, 2005) but is also connected to sharing
with other people’s emotions, such that people with better
interoceptive awareness have greater empathic abilities, such
as more compassion (Grynberg and Pollatos, 2015; Arnold
et al., 2019). A possible neurobiological explanation for this
relationship is that observation of another’s pain (Decety, 2010;
Lamm and Singer, 2010) and interoceptive awareness (Craig,
2002) both depend on the activity of similar neuroanatomical
structures (anterior insula and medial/anterior cingulate
cortex). Concerning our phenomenological results, we
identified an association between interoceptive awareness
and the empathic experience of pain. Participants in both
experiential structures reported abundant sensations in muscles
(e.g., tension in the arms, legs, and back) and viscera (e.g.,
palpitations, changes in breathing rhythm, oppression in
the chest, and pressure in the stomach). Future research
could improve the understanding of interoceptive awareness
concerning empathy. Traditionally, studies have implemented
heartbeat-detection tasks or focused on the objective perception
of heartbeats (e.g., Grynberg and Pollatos, 2015). However,
knowledge is still seriously lacking on what it is like to
experience the inner body states of empathy. Implementing
experimental phenomenological methods could help improve
this understanding.

Although empathy has been extensively studied through
neuroimaging, it is also connected to physiological functions,
such as postural control and autonomic response (Lelard
et al., 2019; Jauniaux et al., 2020). Postural control studies
report contradictory results concerning the effects of social
situations on motor control. For instance, some studies show
that aversive social stimuli (e.g., mutilation images) produce
a decrease in postural sway, namely, a freezing response (e.g.,
Azevedo et al., 2005; Codispoti et al., 2008; Hagenaars et al.,
2014), while others show that such stimuli provoke an increase
in body sway (e.g., Gea et al., 2014; Brandão et al., 2016).
Studies have also found that negative social emotions provoke
withdrawal behavior motivated by self-defense (Lelard et al.,
2019). Our phenomenological results show some evidence
related to kinesthetic sensations and motivations. For instance,
some participants reported feeling bodily imbalance, suggesting
that their postural control responses brought an increase in
body sway, similar to the findings of Brandão et al. (2016) and
Gea et al. (2014). In addition, participants with self-centered
empathy reported feeling motivated to avoid or escape from
watching the video, suggesting they had a withdrawal behavioral
response. Conversely, participants with other-centered empathy
reported feeling motivated to help the sportspersons through
cooperative behavioral responses, which is similar to Gea
et al.’s (2014) finding using postural control measures. Future
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studies should confirm the association between postural control
and kinesthetic experience by simultaneously collecting third-
person and phenomenological data (in preparation).

In addition to the physiological measures, our
phenomenological results show that participants perceived
temporal fluctuations during their empathic experiences. One
aspect that temporally fluctuated was bodily sensations (visceral
and muscular). At the beginning of the video, participants
experienced a gradual increase in the intensity of bodily
sensations; this intensity then peaked as the anticipated
accident occurred; finally, after the accident, they felt a
physical relaxation in their bodies. The critical point of this
discussion concerns the quantitative methods used to analyze
postural control and physiological responses in studies of social
emotions. Traditionally, these studies consider sensorimotor
and somatic body reactions as a linear process that is averaged
throughout a time analysis (e.g., Gea et al., 2014; Hagenaars
et al., 2014; Brandão et al., 2016). This approach precludes
revealing the temporal dynamics of body movements and the
physiological responses, as observed in our phenomenological
results. Therefore, we call for future studies to implement non-
linear analysis methods to detect the motor and physiological
temporal dynamics (e.g., Van Emmerik et al., 2016; Jauniaux
et al., 2020).

Traditionally, social neuroscience has identified two types
of empathic responses to observing someone in discomfort:
empathic concern and personal distress (e.g., Batson et al., 1987;
Eisenberg and Eggum, 2009; Jordan et al., 2016). Empathic
concern, also called sympathy, is an other-oriented emotional
response congruent with what the other is perceived to be
experiencing. By contrast, personal distress is a self-oriented
emotional response focused on one’s own sensations (Okun
et al., 2000). Empathic concern leads individuals to focus on the
other’s well-being and results in prosocial behaviors, whereas
personal distress mobilizes behaviors to reduce one’s own
suffering (Singer and Lamm, 2009). We found similar evidence
but from a phenomenological perspective. In self-centered
individuals, attention to the other generated intense feelings
of discomfort and the wish to avoid the situation; conversely,
other-centered participants focused attention on what happens
to the sportspersons and the possible consequences of the
accidents, which motivated prosocial behavior. Although the
concepts of empathic concern and personal distress appear
similar to what we observed phenomenologically, they provide
different perspectives on the same phenomenon. The first
provides a naturalized comprehension of empathy for pain
(Gallagher, 2011; Olivares et al., 2015), while the second offers
a holistic perspective, integrating a repertoire of sensitive,
affective, somatic, sensorimotor, and cognitive experiences
that change temporally (as discussed further below). Finally,
when unraveling the concept of compassion in this study,
our phenomenological data support that participants with
other-centered empathic style showed a compassionate attitude

toward the sportspersons, in the sense that those participants
directed their attention toward others and manifested a
prosocial kinesthetic motivation to help the suffering person.
Nevertheless, sensations and feelings such as warmth, care,
and benevolence, generally associated with compassion in
the contemplative neuroscience field (Singer and Klimecki,
2014), did not emerge in the interviews. Therefore, our
phenomenological results are in accordance with findings of
compassion experience without pleasant or positive emotions in
participants without previous meditation practice (Condon and
Barrett, 2013).

Empathic experience for pain and the
enactive dimensions of embodiment

This subsection further discusses the relationship between
empathy and other mental and biological processes, specifically
addressing how empathy relates to interoceptive, affective,
and sensorimotor processes, from the first-person perspective,
and under an enactive cognitive science framework. To
contextualize, the enactive approach of Varela and colleagues has
been essential to incorporating phenomenology into cognitive
science (Varela et al., 1991; Varela, 1996; Thompson, 2007), and
a clinical perspective of the human being based on physical,
subjective, and environmental attributes (De Jaegher, 2013;
De Haan, 2020; Martínez-Pernía, 2020; Martínez-Pernía et al.,
2021).

It is also important to clarify that the enactive approach is a
specific research program within a much larger set of embodied
approaches (Thompson, 2007; Di Paolo et al., 2017). These
approaches can be broadly divided into two incompatible sets
of views. One is embodied functionalism (Di Paolo et al., 2017),
also called “the body snatchers” (Gallagher, 2015), or what Clark
(1999) refers to by simple embodiment. While extending the
focus of research from solely the brain to also include the
effect of the body and the environment on mental processing,
nonetheless retain the view that cognition and affect essentially
consist of the manipulation of representations and performance
of mental functions inside the head. In contrast, the other
trend, which Thompson (2007) calls embodied dynamicism,
and Clark (1999) radical embodiment, rejects the appeal to
both representations and functional properties/states, and sees
the body, including its brain, as a dynamical, self-organizing,
emergent system in interaction with the environment, giving
rise to cognition and affect. The enactive approach fits within
this latter camp and aims to build bridges between dynamical
accounts of the brain-body-environment interaction and the
phenomenology of lived experience. Our study contributes
to this, by experimentally enhancing our knowledge of the
phenomenology of empathy, and suggesting an extension of
the enactive theory concerning social experience, as we will see
in more detail below. As a final clarification, we would also
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like to mention that there are three, different accounts that
are usually called “enactive” (Ward et al., 2017). One is radical
enactivism (Hutto and Myin, 2013), the other is sensorimotor
enactivism (O’Regan and Noë, 2001), and finally, there is
the so-called autopoietic enactivism of Varela et al. (1991).
Although all reject the representationalist, computationalist,
functionalist understanding of cognition and affect, and share
the emphasis on adaptive, sensorimotor interaction between
agent and environment, they also differ in many respects and we
want to make clear that we are focusing on the latter, Varelian,
autopoietic variant4.

In particular, we will focus on the three dimensions
of embodiment (Thompson and Varela, 2001; Varela and
Thompson, 2003), premised on the claim that consciousness-
relevant brain activity should be understood in the context of
the three cycles of operation in which the brain participates
within the living organism. The first cycle is the process of
organismic regulation within the human body; the second
is the sensorimotor coupling of the conscious agent with its
environment; and the third is the intersubjective interaction
between two or more conscious agents. Hence, consciousness—
including empathic experience—arises through not just the
brain but its dynamic coupling with the living body in a world
including other conscious organisms (Thompson and Varela,
2001; Varela and Thompson, 2003).

Before discussing the place of empathy in Varela
and Thompson’s account, and how it relates to our
phenomenological data, we need to give more details about
the three cycles. First, in the organismic regulation cycle,
the brain interacts with the rest of the body, especially
through interoceptive and autonomic pathways, to secure
the homeostatic balance needed for preserving life and health.
Importantly, the experiential correlates of this activity are bodily
sensations and feelings including pains, tickles, hunger, thirst,
and muscular tension; emotional states such as fear, distress,
and happiness; and a basic affective and embodied sense of
selfhood (Damasio, 1999, 2018; Craig, 2002, 2015; Barrett,
2017; Seth and Tsakiris, 2018; Carvalho and Damasio, 2021).
Second, the sensorimotor coupling cycle between the agent and
its environment has perceptual and kinesthetic experiential
correlates (Thompson and Varela, 2001; Varela and Thompson,
2003). Its main tenet is the reciprocal relationship between
movement and perception in the unfolding of experience: what
(and how) we perceive is a function of how we move (or would
potentially move), and how we move is a function of what we
perceive (Varela et al., 1991; O’Regan and Noë, 2001; Noë, 2006;
Thompson, 2007). Third, the intersubjective interaction cycle
between two or more subjects is the domain of psychology and
neuroscience studies of social cognition and emotions. Notably,
Varela and Thompson (2003: 14) state that the experiential

4 Hereafter, by “enactive approach” and “enactivism” we will refer to
the autopoietic, Varelian, original version of enactivism.

dimension of “social cognition is empathy, in the broad sense of
the affectively mediated experience of self and other.” From the
enactive perspective, then, empathy is central to situations in
which we think and feel in relation to others, as those capacities
presuppose that we experience others as subjects of experience
(not just physical entities with complex behaviors), that could
also have thoughts and feelings about us.

Crucially, Thompson and Varela (2001: 424) state that
both the “affective state and sensorimotor coupling plays
a huge role in social cognition, especially in apes and
humans,” alluding to the idea that the first two cycles
play a key role in the third (intersubjective) one. However,
somewhat contradicting their emphasis on embodiment and
consciousness, their phenomenological description is very
limited; they mainly cite evidence that cerebral structures
important in social cognition are also key in emotion (e.g.,
the amygdala), and the “mirror neurons” studies mentioned
earlier. This is related to the fact that social cognition
research has frequently employed third-person methodologies
(Gallagher, 2012), such as functional magnetic resonance
imaging, electroencephalogram, physiological activity, and
motor control (Neumann et al., 2015). Although these
methodologies are undoubtedly very valuable, our research has
two clear advantages in uncovering the phenomenology of an
empathic experience: it uses an easily replicable experimental
setting previously employed in affective neuroscience (e.g.,
Azevedo et al., 2005; Hagenaars et al., 2012, 2014), and it
applies a well-defined methodology to assess participants’ first-
person experience. We, thus, consider that our results contribute
to experimentally filling the phenomenological gap within the
enactive approach and also in the field of social cognition
and social emotions more generally. Although the enactive
approach has been extended in both phenomenological and
dynamical terms to account for intersubjectivity [De Jaegher and
Di Paolo, 2007; Fuchs and de Jaegher, 2009; see also the review
by Lindblom (2020)], and the philosophical phenomenology
of empathy has been discussed within enactivism (Thompson,
2001, 2007), the phenomenological gap has not been filled
empirically, nor specifically in relation to empathy for pain
in non-interactive situations5, and in that sense our study
represents a contribution to the enactive approach.

Very importantly, our study also contributes to a more
complete theoretical understanding of intersubjectivity within
the enactive framework itself, which has been developed with
an exclusive focus on interactive situations (Thompson and
Varela, 2001; De Jaegher and Di Paolo, 2007; De Jaegher and
Froese, 2009; Fuchs and de Jaegher, 2009; Froese et al., 2014;

5 By “non-interactive situations” we mean instances of social cognition
and emotion where the experimental subject is not interacting with other
subjects (in our experimental setting the sportspersons seen in the TV
screen) whose painful experiences are, nonetheless, an integral part of
the experimental subject’s empathic experience.
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De Jaegher, 2015; De Jaegher et al., 2017), thus, neglecting non-
interactive social experiences like dreaming about someone,
imagining dancing with a friend, or seeing the video-recording
of someone having a painful experience (as in our case). In other
words, while the enactive approach to intersubjectivity until
now has focused exclusively on understanding the dynamics
and phenomenology of actual interactions between two or more
agents, there is a whole set of social experiences that are left
outside, in which there is no actual interaction between the
agent and the subjects that appear in her experience. Based on
our study, we would like to offer a sketch of how the enactive
theory may be extended to account for these non-interactive
social experiences.

If enactivism is right that both autonomy and its
concomitant twofold process of sense-making and identity are
the basis of mind (Varela, 1984; Thompson, 2007, 2011), we
can say there is a non-interactive form of empathic sense-
making and identity, grounded on the actual autonomous
activity of the empathizer in their environment (which could
exclude the physical presence of other subjects); this would
enact an experience in which other experiential subjects are also
present, probably due to a previous history of intersubjective
interactions (Fuchs, 2017). A reasonable hypothesis, then, is
that previous intersubjective interactions may trigger changes
in the autonomous organization underlying both organismic
regulation and sensorimotor coupling (comprising the central
nervous system but plausibly also global properties of bodily
configuration such as musculature and homeostatic processes),
enabling a non-interactive form of social identity and sense-
making to be enacted through the operationally closed activity
of the organismic and sensorimotor cycles alone. As mentioned,
this hypothesis and the future studies we expect will be
motivated by it, represent an extension of the current enactive
approach to social experience because it enlarges the scope
of the theory to account for non-interactive situations in
which, nonetheless, other subjects experientially appear to an
agent.

Concerning our findings on the self-centered and other-
centered empathic experiential structures, we hypothesize that
the operation of the first two cycles (i.e., homeostatic and
sensorimotor), with their experiential correlates, may determine
or influence the extent to which the individual focuses concern
on herself or the other in intersubjective experiences. This
is compatible with prior findings that when confronted with
someone in need, a subject’s degree of experienced empathic
concern and personal distress is correlated with her/his ability
to emotionally self-regulate (Eisenberg and Spinrad, 2014),
which, in turn, is tightly related to interoceptive/homeostatic
regulation (Craig, 2015; Barrett, 2017). Our results also indicate
that the kinesthetic dimension marks an important difference
between self-centered and other-centered experiences. For
some participants, kinesthetic sensations and motivations were
expressive of more self-centered concern and the will to avoid

or escape the situation (self-centered structure); for others,
kinesthetic experiences were more directed to the sportspersons,
often with the intention of helping (other-centered structure).
This suggests that the difference between experiencing personal
distress and experiencing empathy may not be entirely explained
by “cognitive focus” (Maibom, 2017: 3) and that the kinesthetic
component, which is a key phenomenological element of
the second cycle, could also play a key role that has been
virtually disregarded by researchers. Our results also showed
that the empathic experience of seeing others in pain is
neither an exclusively cognitive process of mentalizing, i.e.,
cognitive empathy (Spaulding, 2017) usually explained in terms
of TT, ST, or a mixture of both, nor an exhaustively affective-
cognitive process in which an affective emotional quality is
accompanied by a certain type of cognitive evaluation and
focus, i.e., affective empathy (Maibom, 2017). Instead, our study
indicated that empathic experience is a far more complex
process in which not just affect (e.g., emotions and moods)
and cognition (e.g., thoughts and attention) participate, but
also a bodily resonance comprising visceral and muscular
sensations, and also a key kinesthetic component related to the
experience of moving or wanting to move in a certain way.
This could have important implications for the future study of
affective empathy, as our investigation suggests that considering
the somatic, sensorimotor, and temporal phenomenological
dimensions could shed important light on the affective and
cognitive elements themselves, while also providing a more
complete picture of the whole experiential process taking
place.

Conclusion

According to Neumann et al. (2015), empathy has
been evaluated through self-report, behavioral and
neuroscientific measures, but first-person methods based
on the phenomenological experience have been neglected
(Gallagher, 2011; Fuchs, 2013), leaving little understanding of
empathy from the observer’s subjective experience. Hence, our
main aim was to contribute, empirically, to enlarge our little
scientific knowledge of the empathic experience of pain by
offering the first investigation of empathic experience through
an experimental phenomenological method. In this way, our
study significantly contributes to filling the “phenomenological
gap” in the empirical study of empathy by employing a
clearly defined procedure by which the lived experience of
empathizers is collected and analyzed. Overall, our study
revealed two experiential structures—self-centered empathy
and other-centered empathy—that differ in how the subjects
show concern for people suffering pain. In particular, our results
reveal that understanding of the other person occurs through
bodily resonance and involves an integrated multiplicity of
bodily sensations, negative emotions, motivations, and thoughts
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that fluctuate through time. Furthermore, we showed how our
findings may contribute to advancing our understanding of
empathy in social neuroscience, and how they may enhance
the enactive approach to social experience and intersubjectivity.
We also suggested how our study can enhance our concepts
of empathy by highlighting that beyond the dichotomies
of cognitive/affective empathy, empathic concern/personal
distress; empathic experience is a rich and complex process
with gradualities along several dimensions, in which the
lived body plays an essential but most often neglected
role.

However, our study also has some limitations. First, we
instructed participants to remain still while watching the
videos. This certainly narrowed to a great extent what we
found concerning kinesthetic sensations and the sensorimotor
cycle in general. Future studies should encourage full
expression of movement and bodily postures, such that
the sensorimotor cycle is not artificially restricted even
in non-interactive situations. A second limitation is that
our study only collected phenomenological data, while a
more integral understanding of the target phenomenon
probably requires simultaneously collecting physiological,
neural, and phenomenological measures; and finding out the
relations between them, as in neurophenomenology (Varela,
1996).

Finally, future studies should test the hypotheses and
suggestions that stem from our study concerning empathy
research in social neuroscience, such as whether interoceptive
and kinesthetic sensations in the empathic experience are more
correlated with lower-level or higher-level processing in the
brain; and the implications for the enactive approach, such as
the specific ways in which intersubjective interactions shape
the structures supporting the homeostatic and sensorimotor
cycles and the role these cycles may then play in non-interactive
empathic experiences.
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Riečanskı , I., and Lamm, C. (2019). The role of sensorimotor processes in pain
empathy. Brain Topogr. 32, 965–976. doi: 10.1007/s10548-019-00738-4
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Introduction

In Facet theory and the mapping sentence: Evolving philosophy, use, and declarative

applications, Paul M. W. Hackett illustrates Facet Theory’s expansive evolution and diverse

application. This second edition of the former Facet theory and the mapping sentence: Evolving

philosophy, use, and application (2014) is twice as long and exhibits a title amendment with

the addition of “declarative.” Whereas, the first edition largely regarded qualitative facet theory,

the second edition delves deeply into the development and application of the declarative

mapping sentence. The thrust of the work is substantially more philosophical, ethnographic,

and qualitative in nature. Hackett’s expressive second edition is a compelling read for students,

academics, and researchers within the disciplines of the humanities, behavioral sciences, and

social sciences.

Hackett methodically illustrates the fundamentals of Facet Theory and mapping sentences

whilst journeying the reader through the diverse co-existing utilizations. He encapsulates these

dynamic capabilities through descriptive vignettes ranging from studies of avian cognition

and behavior to prison officers’ occupational stress and the Black Lives Matter movement. He

writes, “Facet theory and the mapping sentence offer a potentially constructive philosophical

basis for both the understanding of daily existence and inquiries into personal ontologies and

mereologies” (p 214). Whilst echoing the instructive crux of the first edition, the second edition

gives prominence to the traditional mapping sentence and the declarative mapping sentence.

Hackett is also keen to address the mapping sentence’s evolved consideration and ability to stand

alone as a research tool outside of Facet Theory.

Discussion

Facet Theory was originally proposed by Louis Guttman as a quantitative research approach

for the empirical sciences (Shye, 1999). Hackett’s declarative adaptation of the mapping sentence

is an evolution of Guttman’s work expanding into qualitative branches. Hacket explicates the

differences between the traditional mapping sentence and the declarative mapping sentence

and the necessity for the declarative adaptation. Hackett’s amended mapping sentence, the

declarative mapping sentence, provides a reflexive framework that responds to input from broad

derivations whilst a traditional mapping sentence holds a stipulated and outcome variable form.

The declarative mapping sentence does not impose a structure upon the data but the responsive

framework is transportable from one situation and data source to another, reacting to each

by allowing alterations. The declarative mapping sentence stimulates cumulative knowledge

development, avoiding the imposition of assumptions present in amore rigid design and analysis

system, rather, it creates space for knowledge emergence.
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An ancillary function to this knowledge emergent space seen

in Hackett’s declarative mapping sentence is the utilization of

one’s personal vernacular and the engaged kinship of linguistic

determinism. In other words, the declarative mapping sentence

requires the researcher to develop their thoughts through their own

linguistic systems leading to an intimacy uninhibited by an imposed

outcome. This rapport shepherds companionship that is deepened

through facet iteration and ultimately leads to a holistic interplay

of self and research knowledge emergence. Whilst this symbiotic

reflexivity might demand meticulous adjustments, it is this iterative

and unconfined linguistic proximity that substantiates the declarative

mapping sentence’s unique attributes.

One might consider the likeness of this process to therapeutic

journaling. Journaling is a commonly known personal writing

strategy to express oneself and was made notable as a psychoanalytic

Freudian and cognitive Alderian method in the twentieth century

(Schneider and Stone, 1998). Journaling exercised in academic or

clinical settings may be employed to gain insight through personal

reflection, analysis, cooperative dialogue, and feedback (Haertl,

2008). This self-dialogical method expresses a comparable interplay

between linguistic determinism, reflexivity, iteration, and knowledge

emergence. Similarly to the declarative mapping sentence, a journal

imposes no structure upon the data, it exists blankly, only structured

by the facets and connective phraseology of one’s mental maps. With

continued engagement it becomes an iterative process of reflection,

maturing into a body of work that improves more comprehensively

with time. The process of reading one’s own words develops direction

and creates a clarifying distance whilst allowing for deeper insight

formation; a personal didactic. True to form, Hackett eloquently

journals his own experiences unveiling the declarative mapping

sentence’s notable ability to form an intimacy and companionship

between the researcher and their research.

Conclusion

The process of creating and employing a mapping sentence is a

body of work on its own merits. Notable Facet Theorist David Canter

wrote, “Facet theory is still only slightly recognized by psychologists

and other social sciences. Even when it is accepted, it is only partially

understood” (Canter, 1985). Although spotted acknowledgments

of Canter’s sentiment may exist, Hackett’s demonstrated extensive

and diverse contributions to Facet Theory assist its expansion,

awareness, and necessity. And whilst critics dismiss the Facet

Theory and the mapping sentence as overly laborious, Hackett’s

compelling exposition for the enlightenment found through the

application offers a persuasive contention for the recognition of

their multitudinous benefits. Hackett’s Facet theory and the mapping

sentence: Evolving philosophy, use, and declarative applications is a

philosophical didactic that masterfully traces the evolution and use

of Facet Theory.
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