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Smartphones as a determinant of adolescent developmental 
crisis and a reinterpretation of the role of educational television. 
The American experience perspective1

1	 Article in Polish language: https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/66p_Lusz.pdf
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Abstract: This article is an analysis of the evolution of the American education ecosystem in the face of the rapid diffusion of mobile technology and the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The main aim of the paper is to explore the dichotomy between the destructive impact of smartphones on adolescent wellbeing and 
the revitalisation of educational television as an inclusive teaching tool. The first part of the text analyses the phenomenon of a “smartphone-based childhood”. 
Citing a number of post-pandemic studies, the author points to a correlation between unrestricted access to social media and a growing mental health crisis, 
atrophy of social relationships and cognitive fragmentation of students. Smartphones, defined as powerful vectors of distraction, have forced US lawmakers 
to impose strict restrictions on their use in schools in order to restore the effectiveness of learning processes. They have clearly failed as educational tools. 
The second part of the article focuses on the post-pandemic redefinition of the role of technology in education. The experience of lockdown in the field of 
education, alongside the crisis in the achievement of educational goals, has been a catalyst for innovation. The author analyses the process of moving from 
ad-hoc e-learning towards advanced hybrid models that integrate artificial intelligence (AI) to personalise teaching and change the role of teachers. Special 
attention was given to the renaissance of educational television. Thanks to its high inclusivity (97% coverage) and the implementation of new technological 
standards (ATSC 3.0, EduCast), television has become a key instrument to stop digital exclusion, offering stability in regions with poor network infrastruc-
ture. The author also refers to the landmark structural changes in 2025-2026, including the abolition of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB). 
This process, ending the era of centralised public media in the USA, has forced a shift towards regional models and strategic public sector partnerships with 
streaming platforms (e.g. NASA and Netflix). The article argues that contemporary educational television, while evolving into an AI-enhanced interactive 
tool, remains a necessary, albeit evolving, foundation of the American educational infrastructure.
Keywords: COVID 19 pandemic, educational television, media education, smartphone, USA

Introduction

The contemporary educational paradigm is being 
reshaped by general-purpose technologies whose 
rapid spread into everyday home life challenges 
established patterns of human adaptation. For the 
younger generation of the second decade of the 
twenty-first century, smartphone use has become 
a defining experience.

On the one hand, smartphones function as pow-
erful cognitive tools that broaden access to informa-
tion and educational resources. On the other hand, 
according to the perspectives advanced by Haidt 

(2024) and Turkle (2015), it has become a vector 
of “continuous partial attention” and the disinte-
gration of social structures. The transition from the 
traditional model of childhood centered on free 
play to a model of “smartphone-based childhood” 
has been associated with a growing mental health 
crisis manifested in sleep deprivation, anxiety, and 
body dysmorphic disorder, among other conditions.

These developments have been further com-
pounded by the post-pandemic implications of in-
formation and communication technologies (ICT) 
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in education. In the United States, the rapid accel-
eration of educational digitalization driven by the 
COVID-19 pandemic exposed deep infrastructural 
inequalities and contributed to a decline in cognitive 
competencies across multiple age groups. In this 
context, the resurgence of educational television, 
particularly through the Public Broadcasting Ser-
vice (PBS), and the implementation of new digital 
broadcasting standards deserve special attention.

One of the key challenges facing contemporary 
education is balancing technological innovation 
with students’ emotional well-being and preserving 
schools as spaces for meaningful social interaction.

1.	The significance of smartphones 
for educational effectiveness and 
students’ psychological well-
being

Contemporary processes of technological diffusion 
are characterized by unprecedented speed and inten-
sity. Haidt (2024) argues that whereas the adoption 
of radio and television in households took decades, 
modern technologies become integrated into do-
mestic environments within only a few months. 
This perspective aligns with Suleyman’s concept of 
general-purpose technologies. According to Suleyman 
and Bhaskar (2023), twenty-four such technologies 
can be identified throughout human history, ranging 
from fire and the wheel to artificial intelligence. 
The crucial distinction, however, lies in the pace of 
their diffusion. Historically, the adoption of trans-
formative technologies unfolded over centuries; today, 
it occurs within remarkably short timeframes. As 
a result, a single generation may experience several 
major technological revolutions during its lifetime, 
raising important questions about the adaptive ca-
pacities of the human mind and body (ibidem).

This transformation can be illustrated by the 
technological leap that occurred between the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when a sin-
gle lifetime witnessed the transition from horse-drawn 
transportation to air travel, as well as from tradition-
al correspondence to electronic communication. 
Nevertheless, the most profound changes in social 

organization have occurred over the past two decades. 
In 2016, only ten years after the commercial launch of 
the iPhone, smartphone penetration among American 
teenagers reached 80 percent. By 2022, nearly half of 
this population (46%) reported being online almost 
constantly (Vogels, Gelles-Watnick, & Massarat, 
2022). Turkle (2015) describes this phenomenon 
as a state of “continuous partial attention,” signaling 
a fundamental shift in human consciousness and 
interpersonal relationships.

The development of mobile technologies has 
effectively blurred the traditional boundaries between 
students’ social lives and educational environments. 
Data from the Common Sense Census indicate 
that the age at which children enter the mobile 
ecosystem continues to decline. Currently, 51% of 
American children aged 0–8 own a personal mobile 
device, most commonly a tablet, though increasingly 
a smartphone. As children enter adolescence, these 
devices become constant companions. By the end 
of 2024, 46% of teenagers reported being online 
“almost constantly,” nearly double the 24% recorded 
in 2015 (Mann, Calvin, Lenhart, & Robb, 2025). 
These devices have both clear advantages and sig-
nificant drawbacks. While they provide powerful 
opportunities for interactive learning, personalized 
instruction, and emergency communication, they also 
serve as major sources of distraction in educational 
settings, contribute to cognitive fragmentation, and 
are increasingly associated with the growing mental 
health crisis among young people.

Haidt (2024) identifies the years 2010–2015 as 
a critical turning point, describing them as the “birth 
of the smartphone-based childhood,” which gradu-
ally displaced the traditional model of childhood 
centered on free play. This transformation coincided 
with the consolidation of the social media ecosystem, 
most notably through Facebook’s acquisition of 
Instagram in 2012. The emergence of a social envi-
ronment shaped by mobile technology and a culture 
of self-presentation fueled an explosive expansion of 
Instagram’s user base, which grew from 10 million to 
90 million users within just a few months.

Research on social media use suggests that Insta-
gram may have a particularly negative effect on the 
well-being of adolescent girls. The correlation between 
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exposure to idealized images of peers and increased 
levels of frustration and depressive symptoms is well 
documented and is often linked to body dysmorphic 
concerns and diminished self-esteem (Twenge et al., 
2018). At the same time, among adolescent boys, 
a dominant trend has been the migration of social and 
leisure activities into virtual environments through 
online gaming, platforms such as Reddit, and the 
consumption of pornography (Haidt, 2024). These 
developments contribute to a diminished capacity for 
forming deep interpersonal relationships in the real 
world and undermine the ability to be fully present 
in social interactions (Turkle, 2015).

It is particularly noteworthy that social media 
platforms have evolved into channels for the trans-
mission not so much of information as of powerful 
emotions, fostering anxiety about the future and 
a pervasive sense of existential uncertainty among 
young people. Statistical evidence reveals a striking 
paradox: despite improvements in key macroeco-
nomic indicators in the United States between 
2010 and 2015, rates of depression and anxiety 
among adolescents rose sharply during the same 
period (Twenge, 2017; Twenge, Joiner, Rogers, 
& Martin, 2018). This suggests that technological 
factors and shifts in patterns of socialization may 
exert a greater influence on mental health than 
traditional economic determinants.

Findings from British correlational studies confirm 
a significant association between extensive mobile 
device use among children and adolescents and the 
prevalence of depressive symptoms, anxiety disorders, 
and sleep deprivation. This relationship is particularly 
pronounced among individuals reporting the high-
est levels of screen time. The scale of the problem is 
further reflected in respondents’ own attitudes, as 
a substantial proportion of those surveyed expressed 
a desire to reduce the amount of time they spend using 
smartphones. A particularly important indicator is 
the finding that one in eight participants reported 
needing external support to regulate their digital 
habits. Failure to address this issue may contribute 
to the progression of serious mental health problems 
among younger generations (Carter, Ahmed, Cassidy, 
Pearson, Calcia, Mackie, Kalk, 2024; Carter, Payne, 
Rees, Sohn, Brown, Kalk, 2024).

Children’s growing dependence on smartphones 
has led to significant disruptions in cognitive func-
tioning. Teachers increasingly find themselves com-
peting with mobile devices for students’ attention 
—a contest in which the educational system is at 
a distinct disadvantage. When launching its 2024 
initiative to remove mobile phones from school envi-
ronments, the Los Angeles school board emphasized 
that these devices distract students from learning, 
contribute to anxiety, and facilitate cyberbullying. 
Moreover, smartphones are not only highly effective 
at capturing the attention of children; they are equally 
successful in diverting the attention of adults (Blume 
& Karabatur, 2024).

The presence of smartphones in schools is far from 
passive. Research data indicate that teenagers spend 
an average of 66 to 72 minutes per school day actively 
using their phones during class time, primarily for 
social media, messaging platforms, and entertainment 
applications (Mann, Calvin, Lenhart, & Robb, 2025). 
Effective teaching fundamentally depends on a teach-
er’s ability to capture and sustain students’ attention. 
Smartphones make it more difficult for teachers to 
maintain students’ attention because notifications, 
vibrations, and screen activity frequently interrupt 
concentration. Studies conducted in 2025 further 
suggest that the mere presence of a smartphone—
whether on a desk or even in a student’s pocket—can 
impair cognitive performance, as the brain must 
devote mental resources to attentional inhibition 
in order to resist the device’s potential distractions 
(Chen, 2025; Twenge, 2025).

The impact of smartphones extends beyond stu-
dents’ learning experiences and increasingly affects 
teachers’ professional effectiveness. Educators fre-
quently report having to compete with mobile devices 
for students’ attention, a challenge that contributes 
significantly to occupational stress and burnout. 
Survey findings indicate that 76% of teachers support 
policies prohibiting phone use during instructional 
time, citing constant disruptions and the burden of 
monitoring device use as major obstacles to effec-
tive teaching. Evidence further suggests that such 
restrictions lead to a marked increase in student 
engagement and participation during lessons (Mecom 
& Lehtinen-Vela, 2024).
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The debate over the presence of communication 
devices in American schools has been ongoing for 
several decades. Initial efforts to introduce regula-
tory measures emerged during the 1980s. However, 
concerns arising from the rapid expansion of the 
Internet in the 1990s ultimately led to the enactment 
of the Children’s Internet Protection Act in 2000. 
The legislation requires educational institutions 
receiving public funding to implement appropriate 
filtering technologies on school computers and to 
block access to obscene and pornographic content 
(Children’s Internet Protection Act, 2026).

The debate over the presence of smartphones 
in American schools has evolved through several 
distinct phases, often shaped by tragic events that 
captured national attention. The shooting at Col-
umbine High School in 1999 served as a catalyst for 
a narrative emphasizing the utilitarian value of mobile 
phones. At the time, proponents highlighted their 
role as critical tools for emergency communication, 
enabling the rapid transmission of distress signals 
and facilitating contact with first responders. At the 
same time, however, growing smartphone use among 
students sparked concerns about cyberbullying, 
which becomes significantly easier to perpetrate 
when children have constant access to mobile devices 
during the school day (Faguy, Blasey, & Morris, 2024). 
Addressing the issue of children’s and adolescents’ 
mental health at the Center for Digital Thriving at 
the Harvard Graduate School of Education, U.S. 
Surgeon General Vivek Murthy identified social 
media as one of the most significant threats to healthy 
psychological development. He described the issue 
as a “pivotal issue in public health,” underscoring 
its importance as a major societal and educational 
challenge (Mineo, 2023).

Findings from a 2023 study conducted by the 
Pew Research Center provide empirical evidence 
of a negative relationship between the presence 
of smartphones in school environments and the 
effectiveness of educational processes. As many as 
71% of surveyed educators reported that mobile 
technologies create a persistent source of student 
distraction. The study highlighted the substantial 
cognitive resources consumed by these devices, which 
significantly reduce students’ ability to concentrate 

on instructional content. This challenge is further 
reflected in classroom management, with 33% of 
high school teachers reporting difficulties enforcing 
restrictions on smartphone use. Such policies vary 
considerably across states and even among individual 
school districts. Florida became the first state to in-
troduce a statewide ban or significant restrictions on 
student phone use in schools in 2023 (Pew Research 
Center, 2024). According to data from the U.S. 
Department of Education, some form of limitation 
on smartphone use was already in place in 76% of 
American schools during the 2021–2022 academic 
year (Burr, Kemp, & Wang, 2024).

Transitioning to phone-free school environments 
presents substantial logistical and operational chal-
lenges. One of the primary obstacles remains parental 
concern about communication during emergencies. 
Parental opinions on the issue are far from uniform. 
Many argue that they should be able to contact their 
children during the school day, whereas school safety 
experts contend that personal mobile phones may 
actually hinder effective responses in emergency 
situations (Citizen Portal, 2025). Students, too, 
often show little understanding of the rationale be-
hind such restrictions. School administrators across 
the United States report that students frequently 
attempt to circumvent phone-use policies through 
a variety of strategies. In Phoenix and surrounding 
areas, for example, principals reported that students 
surrendered “burner phones”—inexpensive prepaid 
devices—while concealing their smartphones. Oth-
ers used school-issued laptops to access cloud-based 
versions of social media platforms (Warnock, 2025). 
These examples demonstrate that smartphone bans 
cannot operate in isolation. To be effective, they 
must be accompanied by a school culture that pri-
oritizes social connection and provides meaningful 
alternatives to digital stimulation.

In response to mounting evidence of the educa-
tional and psychological harms associated with exces-
sive smartphone use, policymakers across the United 
States have increasingly embraced stricter regulatory 
measures. By October 2025, at least 34 states and 
the District of Columbia had either required or en-
couraged school districts to adopt policies restricting 
or prohibiting smartphone use in K–12 classrooms 
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(Prothero, 2025). These measures are intended to 
restore conditions conducive to effective teaching 
and learning. When combined with comprehensive 
digital citizenship education and the provision of 
well-designed educational technology (EdTech) tools, 
such policies offer a pathway toward a more balanced 
and sustainable educational ecosystem. Within this 
emerging framework, the role of the smartphone 
in students’ lives is being fundamentally redefined. 
Rather than functioning as a constant social com-
panion, it is increasingly viewed as a specialized tool 
to be used purposefully and under the guidance of 
qualified educators. The long-term success of these 
initiatives will depend on their capacity to reduce 
socio-economic inequalities, ensure operational 
safety, and restore the school environment as a secure 
space for deep, student-centered learning.

Evidence published between 2024 and 2026 
suggests that unrestricted smartphone use in schools 
may negatively affect both educational outcomes 
and American students’ psychological well-being. 
Although these devices possess certain potential as 
instructional tools—particularly in STEM education 
and special education—their widespread presence in 
schools currently contributes to attentional disrup-
tion and the erosion of learners’ emotional balance.

2.	Post-pandemic implications of 
technology use in education

The COVID-19 pandemic forced schools to intro-
duce rapid organizational and structural changes. 
Educational institutions were compelled to intro-
duce large-scale modifications to the organization 
of teaching and learning with little delay. Many of 
the emergency measures adopted during this period 
subsequently evolved into permanent components 
of educational policy and instructional practice.

One of the central challenges involved the reorien-
tation of educational models toward the elimination 
of direct interpersonal interactions within school 
environments. Under crisis conditions, information 
and communication technologies (ICT) were widely 
perceived as the optimal means of maintaining the 
continuity of educational processes. Although the 

concept of distance learning (e-learning) evolved 
alongside the expansion of the global Internet, it is 
important to recognize the earlier experiences accu-
mulated by the American educational system over 
several decades in this field. Educational television 
had long been employed as a response to the postwar 
demographic boom and the need to democratize 
access to knowledge. The implementation of these 
solutions was driven primarily by infrastructural and 
communication barriers affecting regions character-
ized by lower levels of urbanization and less developed 
telecommunications networks.

Over time, however, educators and policymakers 
began to experiment with innovative instructional 
solutions whose implementation required substan-
tial financial investment. A representative example 
was the Midwest Program on Airborne Television 
Instruction (MPATI), developed by the Westinghouse 
Corporation, which had previously acquired experi-
ence in designing comparable systems. Educational 
content was transmitted through specially modified 
aircraft. MPATI constituted a unique experiment in 
educational broadcasting aimed at overcoming the 
limitations of terrestrial signal coverage. The pilot 
program was launched in the state of Indiana in 1959 
and was subsequently expanded to include Illinois, 
Kentucky, Ohio, Michigan, and Wisconsin. The use 
of a fleet of Douglas DC-6 aircraft provided a broad-
casting radius of approximately 220 miles, enabling 
the transmission of an average of twenty instructional 
lessons per day (Tracey & Stefaniak, 2014).

Projects of this kind, developed long before the 
emergence of the global Internet, highlighted two 
fundamental challenges that must be addressed in dis-
tance education: the need for appropriately designed 
pedagogical strategies and the technical difficulties 
associated with content transmission.

The implementation of the distance-learning 
paradigm and the necessity of adapting to large-scale 
online education during the COVID-19 pandemic 
created unprecedented challenges for the principal 
stakeholders of the educational process: students, 
their parents or guardians, and teachers. Educators, in 
particular, were required to reconfigure instructional 
strategies, create new spaces for social interaction, 
and facilitate educational experiences within digital 
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environments. At the same time, they expressed 
legitimate concerns regarding the effectiveness of 
these efforts and the extent to which educational 
objectives could be successfully achieved under such 
conditions (Moser, Wei, Brenner, 2021).

During the pandemic, the Internet ceased to 
be merely a supplementary educational resource 
and became an essential part of educational infra-
structure. However, recognizing the importance of 
digital connectivity did not automatically translate 
into a widespread ability to use digital technolo-
gies effectively for educational purposes. The cri-
sis exposed the persistence of digital exclusion 
in ways that many had assumed were no longer 
relevant. More than half of lower-income house-
holds struggled to afford broadband Internet access. 
This obstacle, combined with inadequate access 
to appropriate devices, constituted the first major 
infrastructural barrier to effective distance learning. 
Research conducted by the Pew Research Center 
revealed that, one year after the onset of the crisis, 
10% of American adults felt overwhelmed when 
using computers and smartphones for educational 
purposes, while 26% reported needing assistance 
in setting up new devices and adapting them to 
educational tasks (Tyson, Lipka, & Deane, 2025).

Research indicates a correlation between the 
introduction of lockdown measures, the transition 
to distance learning, and a decline in students’ ac-
ademic performance across a range of competency 
areas. Although some studies suggest that no sub-
stantial deterioration in learning outcomes occurred, 
the evidence as a whole points to a very different 
conclusion (Domingue, Dell, Lang, Silverman, 
Yeatman, & Hough, 2022). According to data from 
the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), fourth-grade students in 2022 were, on 
average, twenty-four weeks behind in mathematics 
and nine weeks behind in reading achievement. 
Numerous efforts have been undertaken to mitigate 
these learning losses; however, the outcomes of such 
initiatives have varied considerably. Some scholars 
and educational practitioners argue that the educa-
tional system may require many years to fully recover 
from the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic (NAEP, 2022).

The implementation of distance-learning models 
contributed to the widening of existing educational 
disparities. This phenomenon was particularly evident 
among students with special educational needs, who, 
under conditions of social isolation and limited access 
to direct specialist support, faced greater obstacles in 
both knowledge acquisition and the achievement of 
therapeutic and educational objectives (Averett, 2021).

The closure of school buildings resulted in more 
than a mere interruption of classroom instruction. 
It also severed essential social networks for millions 
of children and adolescents, contributing to a docu-
mented increase in mental health crises among young 
people (GAO, 2022). Consequently, the implemen-
tation of systematic psychological support was widely 
recognized as necessary in order to reduce the risk of 
the behavioral and emotional consequences associ-
ated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Such measures 
were considered essential for facilitating students’ 
readjustment to in-person learning and optimiz-
ing their functioning within school environments 
following a prolonged period of social isolation 
(Kuhfeld, Soland, Lewis, Ruzek, Johnson, 2022). 
The numerous tensions and challenges experienced 
during this period led many teachers, students, and 
parents to express a strong desire for the restoration 
of traditional face-to-face schooling as soon as the 
public health emergency had subsided (Arnett, 2021).

Despite such declarations, the pandemic perma-
nently transformed the educational system. In the 
post-pandemic era, hybrid and flexible models of 
instruction have become increasingly common. 
The most significant trend in educational technology 
has been the rapid integration of artificial intelligence 
(AI) into the everyday teaching and learning process. 
What initially functioned as a supplementary tool has 
evolved into a sophisticated solution for personalized 
learning and administrative efficiency. Survey data 
indicate that the use of AI in classroom environments 
has increased sixfold since 2023. This growth is largely 
driven by the belief that artificial intelligence can sub-
stantially reduce teachers’ administrative workload. 
Approximately 68% of American educators report 
that these tools save them up to five hours of work 
per week. In practice, AI applications in education 
are concentrated in four principal areas: self-directed 
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learning, the automation of teachers’ routine tasks, 
the development of literacy skills, and educational 
guidance and counseling. By 2025, approximately 
twenty-eight states had issued detailed guidelines 
governing the use of artificial intelligence in K–12 
education, with particular emphasis on student data 
protection and the ethical use of AI technologies 
(Iasevoli, 2025).

AI-powered platforms identify students’ specific 
strengths, weaknesses, and learning styles, enabling 
curriculum content and instructional strategies to 
be tailored to individual needs. This shift toward 
adaptive learning represents a departure from the 
traditional “one-size-fits-all” model and instead em-
phasizes real-time intervention designed to ensure 
continuous student engagement and support. One of 
the most significant practical consequences of these 
technologies is the transformation of the teacher’s 
role. Rather than serving primarily as a source of infor-
mation, teachers increasingly function as facilitators 
and mentors of the learning process. By delegating 
repetitive tasks—such as lesson planning, grading 
assistance, or drafting routine emails—to AI-driv-
en software, educators can devote more attention 
to higher-order educational activities, including 
moderating classroom discussions and providing 
targeted individual support to students with special 
educational needs (Hamilton & Swanston, 2024).

The growing integration of AI systems into edu-
cational policy in the United States may contribute to 
the wider adoption of the flipped classroom model, 
which has traditionally been used primarily in higher 
education. Within this approach, students engage 
with instructional materials online before class and 
subsequently work with those materials collaborative-
ly during classroom sessions.. Research suggests that 
AI-supported flipped classrooms enhance student 
motivation, improve learners’ AI literacy and com-
petency, and foster more personalized educational 
experiences (Kaur, 2025).

However, the growing integration of artificial 
intelligence into children’s educational environments 
also generates significant challenges and tensions 
that require proactive policy responses. Failure to 
address these issues at an early stage may lead to 
unintended consequences comparable to those as-

sociated with the expansion of the Internet at the 
turn of the twenty-first century, albeit potentially 
on a much larger scale. The rapid deployment of 
AI-powered educational technologies has outpaced 
existing regulatory frameworks, creating an urgent 
need to modernize legal provisions governing the 
collection, processing, and protection of student data. 
These reforms are intended to safeguard children from 
the commercialization of personal information while 
strengthening parental oversight. The updated provi-
sions of the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act, 
commonly referred to as COPPA 2.0, represent the 
most substantial revision of children’s online privacy 
regulations since 2013. The final rule entered into 
force in 2025, establishing stricter requirements for 
data minimization, parental consent, and limitations 
on the use of children’s personal information for 
commercial purposes (Children’s Online Privacy 
Protection Rule, 2025).

The growing dependence on technology has also 
raised concerns about mental health and the effec-
tiveness of the teaching–learning process. Teachers 
report signs of stress, fatigue, and declining academ-
ic performance associated with prolonged screen 
exposure and the constant stream of notifications. 
Approximately 72% of parents of K–12 students 
state that their children spend more time in front 
of screens than they did before the outbreak of the 
pandemic, while 39% of parents no longer enforce 
screen-time limits as strictly as they once did (Tyson, 
Lipka, & Deane, 2025). In response, schools have 
introduced “technology-free hours” and digital cit-
izenship lessons to help students achieve a balance 
between digital life and face-to-face interaction as 
well as physical activity (Northwest Council for 
Computer Education, 2025).

The experiences associated with remote learning 
during the COVID-19 pandemic provide an excel-
lent example of the risks involved in a crisis-driven 
transition to digital technology within a system 
characterized by deep inequalities. The challenges 
that emerged—from digital exclusion to the psycho-
logical effects of social isolation—were not isolated 
incidents but rather interconnected manifestations 
of the fragility of the American educational infra-
structure. The pandemic has permanently changed 
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both educational practice and perceptions of how 
learning should be organized. Teachers have become 
more proficient in the use of digital technologies, and 
the infrastructure supporting them is more robust 
than at any previous point in history. However, the 
persistent and widening achievement gaps between 
affluent and low-income school districts underscore 
the system’s continuing vulnerabilities. This situation 
highlights the need for greater systemic coordination 
and the maintenance of hybrid educational solutions.

3.	The revitalization of educational 
television in the pandemic era

According to Rauf (2020), amid the multitude of 
technological solutions that emerged at the onset of 
the pandemic, a seemingly outdated medium played 
a crucial role—television. Broadcasters affiliated with 
the PBS network reconfigured their programming 
schedules in cooperation with administrators of 
local educational institutions. This process involved 
auditing archival resources for their alignment with 
existing educational standards and adapting content 
to curricular requirements. An initiative that initially 
emerged in seven states quickly expanded to all fifty. 
PBS viewed its role not only as a distributor of ed-
ucational content but also as a provider of security 
and stability for children and families.

Apart from its role during the public health emer-
gency, television also proved to be a dependable 
channel for delivering educational content. A key 
argument in favor of its use was the existence of 
technological barriers: during the initial phase of the 
pandemic, approximately 14% of households with 
children lacked access to broadband Internet (Maciąg, 
2020). In contrast to network infrastructure, televi-
sion broadcasting reached 97% of the population of 
the United States, making it an inherently inclusive 
tool. This was especially important for low-income 
families, for whom television helped mitigate the 
effects of digital exclusion. Empirical data confirm 
the effectiveness of this form of content delivery: 57% 
of respondents from low-income groups described 
educational television programs as “very helpful.” 
The medium played a significant role in maintaining 

the continuity of cognitive processes and supporting 
children’s intellectual development during periods 
of social isolation (Katz & Rideout, 2021).

Analysis of the activities undertaken by public 
television broadcasters reveals a plurality of strategies 
designed to support educational processes, shaped 
by the legislative and curricular specificities of in-
dividual states. California adopted a model based 
on the rigorous alignment of content with official 
state educational standards. A key feature of content 
production was the strict age-based segmentation 
of audiences, intended to ensure that educational 
materials were appropriately matched to students’ 
cognitive abilities (Los Angeles Unified School Dis-
trict, 2020). In Virginia, the strategy focused on the 
pedagogical dimension of broadcasting. Programs 
were designed with particular attention to the teach-
er’s role as a facilitator and moderator of the learning 
process. Kansas implemented a participatory model 
by directly involving practicing teachers in the devel-
opment of programming schedules. This team created 
an integrated educational offering tailored to three 
key age groups. Ohio distinguished itself through 
the effectiveness of its initiatives, leading to their 
institutionalization after the end of the pandemic. 
One example of the lasting impact of these efforts is 
the “Camp in a Box” project, a system of educational 
resources based on PBS materials. An unintended 
consequence of educational broadcasting during 
the pandemic was the shift in emphasis from the 
production of new content toward the use of archival 
materials (Negera, 2022). Although national frame-
works provided general educational standards, the 
actual implementation of curricula was frequently 
adapted at the state and local levels through collabo-
ration with departments of education. This cooper-
ation resulted in the creation of original educational 
content featuring local teachers, thereby providing 
students with familiar educational contexts during 
a period of extreme social isolation.

Sesame Workshop, a pioneer in educational tel-
evision and producer of Sesame Street, launched 
the “Caring for Each Other” initiative as a form of 
direct support for children. In hour-long special 
episodes, medical experts and beloved characters 
answered questions posed directly by children and 
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parents. The program conveyed scientific information 
about the virus in language accessible to children, 
reducing fear associated with abstract concepts such 
as “pandemic” or “infection.” More importantly, 
it affirmed children’s right to experience difficult 
emotions. Well-known Sesame Street characters, 
such as Elmo, expressed their own frustration with 
prolonged periods of staying at home. As a result, 
families gained a shared language for discussing 
mental health (Mills, 2024).

PBS created an online repository of educational 
materials, PBS LearningMedia. Within a few weeks 
of the announcement of lockdowns, the number of 
users increased fourfold. The commercial sector also 
responded to the educational challenges associated 
with the pandemic. Discovery Channel made its Dis-
covery Education Experience service freely available 
to schools (3BL Media, 2020).

Pandemic-era experiences highlighted the con-
tinuing educational potential of television and the 
need for ongoing development of this medium. 
The ATSC 3.0 standard uses High Efficiency Video 
Coding (HEVC), which provides 25–50% better 
compression compared to the previous ATSC 1.0 
standard. This efficiency enables broadcasters to de-
liver 4K Ultra High Definition video and immersive 
audio formats such as Dolby Atmos. A robust signal 
allows reception of ATSC 3.0 even in challenging 
environmental conditions, thereby reducing the risk 
of digital exclusion (Shilov, 2025). A key structural 
innovation that significantly strengthened the system 
and made it more suitable for educational contexts 
is EduCast technology. It enables the transmission 
of digital files—such as videos, PDFs, and software 
updates—via broadcast spectrum without requiring 
a traditional internet connection. This capability is 
particularly important for students in rural areas who 
lack broadband access but are within range of a trans-
mission tower (Newman, 2025; SpectraRep, 2025).

The implementation of ATSC 3.0 accelerated in 
2025–2026, with significant pilot projects conducted 
in the states of Michigan and New Mexico. North-
ern Michigan University maintains an upgraded 
infrastructure that integrates its educational access 
network with ATSC 3.0 broadcast transmission. 
In this way, it delivers educational content to resi-

dents of the region as well as K–12 schools (Leach, 
Richards, Thams, & Franti, 2025). Similarly, New 
Mexico PBS (KNME) became the first PBS station 
to fully implement ATSC 3.0 broadcasting for both 
educational and public-safety purposes, becoming 
the first station in the network to fully deploy ATSC 
3.0 broadcasting (Clark, 2022). In January 2026, the 
Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas showcased 
new devices intended for market release in 2026, de-
signed to enable an easy and cost-effective transition 
to next-generation television without creating further 
hardware gaps or “digital exclusion spaces” among 
low-income populations (ATSC, 2026).

The technological pressure on educational televi-
sion has fostered the development of new educational 
solutions and significantly expanded distribution 
capabilities. An example of such initiatives is the 
PBS Kids animated children’s series Lyla in the Loop. 
The protagonist is a seven-year-old Jamaican Amer-
ican girl and her family. In addition to traditional 
episodes, the digital package includes interactive 
videos in which the character Lyla asks viewers ques-
tions (Zahed, 2024). This illustrates a broader trend 
that has become firmly established in post-pandemic 
educational media. It reflects a broader shift from 
passive viewing toward more interactive forms of 
educational engagement, increasingly supported by 
digital technologies and AI tools. This transition is 
rooted in the concept of “co-viewing,” which assumes 
that children learn more from media when they 
engage in conversation about its content.

Financial stability has been an inherent element in 
the development of American educational television 
since the emergence of its earliest productions in 
the 1950s. The lack of systemic budgeting solutions 
forced broadcasters to adopt strategies of revenue 
diversification as the only effective mechanism for 
managing operational risk. Although the pandemic 
period brought temporary improvements to the sec-
tor’s financial condition through targeted funding 
programs supporting remote education, the expira-
tion of relief funds led to a renewed deterioration 
in financial stability.

In July 2025, legislation was amended to eliminate 
approximately 1.1 billion dollars from previously 
approved federal funding, specifically rescinding 
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advance appropriations allocated to the Corporation 
for Public Broadcasting (CPB). This decision was 
linked to the beginning of the Trump administration’s 
efforts to dismantle the CPB. On January 5, 2026, 
the organization’s board of directors voted in favor 
of full dissolution of the entity, signaling the end of 
a centralized federal model of public media (Nebraska 
Public Media, 2025). In the absence of a centralized 
broadcasting authority, responsibility for fulfilling the 
educational mission of television was transferred to 
local stations and regional networks. These entities 
are being transformed into community-based lead-
ers, combining local content—such as school sports 
programming and local public events—with global 
educational channels (Bethune, 2025).

This created a fundamentally new situation in 
the educational television market. The elimination of 
the CPB forced local stations to confront a “financial 
gap.” In Nebraska, where CPB funds had supported 
state-level early childhood initiatives, the loss of 
funding required the search for private financial 
sources and greater reliance on local community 
responsibility. In rural areas, the consequences were 
even more severe, leading to station closures or the 
termination of partnerships with PBS, as exemplified 
by Arkansas TV and WBGU-TV in Ohio (Butts, 
2026).Despite the dissolution of the CPB, funding 
for key educational programs was maintained in fiscal 
year 2026, including a $31 million allocation for the 
“Ready To Learn” program (Wyllie, 2025). Alongside 
the decline in federal support for traditional public 
media platforms, a strategic shift toward commercial 
streaming platforms has emerged. This transition 
enables educational content providers to reach a vast 
audience while offering high-quality, family-friendly 
streaming programming. In July 2025, NASA and 
Netflix announced a partnership aimed at providing 
Netflix’s 700 million subscribers with access to live 
space-related content. This collaboration integrates 
NASA+ live streams, including rocket launches, as-
tronaut spacewalks, and views from the International 
Space Station, directly into the Netflix interface. 
NASA+ Director R. Sirmons noted that the part-
nership fulfills the agency’s mission, established in 
1958, of making space exploration accessible to the 
widest possible audience (Buglass, 2025).

Despite these successes, educational television 
during the pandemic was a product of emergency 
remote learning, which differed significantly from 
well-designed digital or hybrid curricula (Huck, 
Zhang, 2021). Research also showed that it was 
difficult for children to maintain the same level of 
attention without interaction with a teacher. As for 
teachers, the pandemic caused high levels of stress 
and an intensification of burnout-related problems, 
but it did not lead to increased turnover or subse-
quent teacher shortages (Zamarro, Camp, 2026). 
The implementation of television as an educational 
tool, although necessary, led to a dramatic increase in 
screen exposure, which according to research resulted, 
among other things, in sleep disturbances and lower 
mood among students. This situation created a kind 
of functional dichotomy for broadcasters: their edu-
cational mission relied on the use of digital channels, 
which at the same time constituted a major source of 
anxiety and fatigue resulting from excessive screen 
exposure (Capra, Stanyevic, Giudice, Monopoli, 
Decarolis, Esposito, Biasucci, 2023).

Regardless of the numerous psychosocial chal-
lenges caused by intensive exposure to media in the 
student’s home environment, the role of American 
educational television during the COVID-19 pan-
demic deserves a clearly positive assessment from the 
perspective of ensuring continuity of instructional 
processes. The educational infrastructure underwent 
a lasting structural transformation. The teaching 
experiences developed during the period of remote 
instruction became the foundation for the hybridi-
zation of education, within which teachers system-
atically implement digital tools and video materials 
into everyday school practice.

As school districts continue to use high-quality 
instructional materials to mitigate pandemic-related 
learning loss, the value of television today also lies in 
its ability to provide training content that supports 
cognitive development. Increasingly, artificial intelli-
gence and advanced data transmission technologies 
are being used in this context. The migration of 
organizations such as NASA to global streaming 
platforms ensures that mission-based educational 
content reaches the widest possible audience, even as 
local stations struggle to survive. The post-pandemic 
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period has expanded the educational possibilities 
of television, transforming it from a largely passive 
medium into a platform that increasingly supports 
interactive and long-term learning. The challenge in 
the coming years will likely be ensuring the socially 
equitable implementation of these advanced tech-
nologies, so as to prevent the emergence of a new 
form of digital exclusion that could leave the most 
vulnerable social groups behind.

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic had an unprecedented 
impact on students, families, and teachers. Public 
schools in the United States closed in the spring of 
2020, and most of them shifted to remote learning 
modes. Despite school districts’ efforts to ensure con-
tinuity of education and to manage the technology 
required for distance learning, pandemic experiences 
varied significantly among students from different 
socioeconomic backgrounds.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic 
constituted a historical stress test for the American 
education system, revealing both its deep inequalities 
and its capacity for rapid innovation. The revital-
ization of television as an instructional tool was 
arguably the most important achievement of this 

period. The primary value of television proved to 
be its ability to reduce digital exclusion by providing 
a shared instructional baseline.

The significant reappraisal of television as an 
educational medium was not solely a consequence 
of institutional assumptions but was objectively 
confirmed in two key areas. First, a substantial re-
orientation of viewing habits was observed, which 
translated into a measurable shift in the structure 
and dynamics of media consumption. Second, the 
pedagogical value of television in crisis conditions was 
validated by research confirming its high instructional 
effectiveness in remote learning contexts. This phe-
nomenon suggests that in emergency situations 
television regains the status of a key instrument for 
knowledge transmission, combining broad reach with 
high effectiveness in supporting cognitive processes.

The landscape of American educational television 
in 2026 differs markedly from that of the pre-pan-
demic period. The era of passive, linear broadcasting 
has been replaced by an integrated model that is 
interactive, personalized, and independent of tra-
ditional internet connectivity.The dissolution of 
the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) 
represents a painful but definitive end to the cen-
tralized model of public media in the United States, 
giving way to a more fragmented yet technologically 
advanced ecosystem.
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Ressentiment as a distortion and revaluation of the value system 
in the psychosocial experience of an individual1

1	 Article in Polish language: https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/66p_Karb.pdf
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Abstract: Ressentiment is a complex psychological phenomenon, manifesting as a relatively permanent emotional and cognitive attitude, arising under 
conditions of frustration, a sense of injustice, and the individual’s experienced powerlessness. Its essence is not limited to the negative experience of emo-
tions but also includes the systematic distortion of the perception of axiological reality and the secondary revaluation of the value system. In the article, 
ressentiment is analysed as a compensatory regulatory mechanism that allows an individual to maintain a subjective sense of meaning and coherence at the 
expense of deforming relational and existential evaluations. Referring to the philosophical approaches of Friedrich Nietzsche Zur Genealogie der Moral: Eine 
Streitschrift from 1887 and Max Scheler Das Ressentiment im Aufbau der Moralen from 1912 and to James’s contemporary models of emotion regulation Gross 
(1998, 2003); Gross and Thompson (2023); Roskam, Gross, and Mikolajczak (2023) The article shows ressentiment as a phenomenon that intensifies in 
psychosocial conditions, where an excess of stimuli, comparative pressure and chronic exposure are conducive to the perpetuation of negative evaluations 
and succumbing to recursive loops of affect (Haidt, 2024). Particular emphasis is placed on the role of ressentiment in the reorganisation of the hierarchy of 
values: values that were originally unattainable are depreciated, and substitute values are raised to normative status. The article argues that ressentiment limits 
the ability to reflectively evaluate, engage in dialogue, and act responsibly because it stabilises non-adaptive forms of emotion and affect regulation over the 
long term (Gross, 2015; Strakosch, Schulze, Miano, Pruessner, & Barnow, 2024; Westen & Blagov, 2007).
Keywords: psychosocial experience, regulation of emotions, ressentiment, values

Introduction

The contemporary psychosocial experience of an 
individual is shaped by the dynamics of acceleration, 
information overload, constant comparison, and the 
pressure of exposure. Under such conditions, diffi-
culties with stable valuation, maintaining a coherent 
identity, and emotional regulation are increasingly 
observed. One of the key, yet insufficiently concep-
tualised, phenomena that organises these difficulties 
is ressentiment.

Ressentiment is not just a transient emotional 
state, but a relatively permanent experiential struc-
ture in which negative emotions – such as envy, 
grief, feelings of harm or jealousy – are internalised 

and cognitively rationalised. As Max Scheler notes 
in the book Ressentiment in the structure of moral 
systems (1912/2022), ressentiment occurs when an 
individual does not have the opportunity to direct-
ly express or discharge emotions, and at the same 
time experiences systematic frustration with the 
values that are important to him. As a result, there 
is a revaluation – not of reality, but of its evaluation. 
This “falsification does not occur in consciousness, 
as in a simple lie, but during the path of experience 
to consciousness, and therefore in the sphere of the 
way of forming images and feeling values” (Scheler, 
1912/2022, p. 76).
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To capture the psychological specificity of 
ressentiment, it is necessary to take into account 
contemporary approaches to emotions and their 
regulation. Emotions – understood functionally – 
prepare for action, direct attention, organise behav-
iour and communicate the needs and intentions of 
the individual to others. However, they can become 
inadequate, excessively intense, or too long-lasting, 
thereby hindering functioning and fostering the 
emergence of entrenched, costly regulatory strate-
gies (Campbell-Sills & Barlow, 2007; Gross, 1998; 
Linehan, Bohus, & Lynch, 2007). Typically, attempts 
to regulate emotions focus on reducing negative 
emotions, such as sadness and reinforcing positive 
emotions like happiness. Difficulties in regulating 
emotions are one of the most important factors 
contributing to the development of psychopathology 
(Gross & Jazaieri, 2014), which may make people 
unable to modify their emotions effectively or try 
to regulate them at inappropriate times (Preece et 
al., 2025). The assessment of emotion regulation is 
therefore of broad societal interest in the clinical 
and research context. In this sense, ressentiment 
can be understood as a particular form of long-term 
regulatory “setting” in which negative affective states 
– rather than being extinguished – are perpetuated 
and embedded in interpretive schemes.

The starting point for such an analysis is the 
distinction between affect and emotion. Referring 
to the basic explanation by Klaus Scherer (1984), 
affect can be treated as a superior category encom-
passing various states related to quick “good-bad” 
distinctions, i.e., common attentional processes and 
valence evaluation. In this view, affect includes both 
stress reactions, emotions (e.g., aversion, hatred, envy, 
jealousy), moods (e.g., depression, euphoria), and 
motivational impulses (e.g., hunger, aggression, pain) 
(Lazarus, 1993; Parkinson et al., 1996). Ressentiment 
is located precisely at the junction of emotions, mood, 
and cognitive evaluation, and therefore requires 
the perspective of affect regulation rather than the 
description of a single emotion (Westen, 1994).

The aim of this article is to show ressentiment 
as a mechanism that distorts the individual’s value 
system and, at the same time, as a specific adaptation 
strategy with high psychological and social costs. 

The analysis will be embedded first in an axiological 
and then in a psychological perspective, taking into 
account process models of emotion regulation that 
capture emotions as a dynamic transaction between 
person and situation, developing over time and sub-
ject to feedback (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Gross, 
2007). Such an approach is the starting point for the 
conceptualisation of ressentiment as a multidimen-
sional system of emotional and cognitive processes, 
and finds its operationalisation in the original model 
of the KRe-Psy Ressentiment Questionnaire, which 
includes the following dimensions: temporal, spatial, 
energetic, and informational.

1.	Distorting and revaluating the 
value system as a regulatory 
mechanism of ressentiment

Distortion and revaluation of the value system are 
key mechanisms enabling the maintenance of sub-
jective coherence in situations of existential tension, 
frustration, or powerlessness. From an axiological 
perspective, it is not only a matter of changing the 
hierarchy of preferences, but of a profound trans-
formation of the meanings attributed to good, evil, 
justice or dignity. Analysis of Anna Drabarek’s book, 
The Subject of Axiology. Discussions about the nature 
of moral values, shows that values are not simple 
objects of choice, but meaning-making structures 
that constitute “the identity of the subject is not 
only based on normative reasons, but also contains 
acts of will that generate proper decision-making” 
(2019, p. 138). Richard Moń, in his review of this 
book, wrote, citing the views of Alain Badiou, “that 
it is very difficult and difficult to liberate names 
from the prostitutive ways of using them [...] I think 
that this sharp statement could be perfectly related 
to the name/concept Value” (2019, p. 205). In this 
context, their distortion is not only cognitive but 
also includes emotional and normative dimensions.

For the first time, Friedrich Nietzsche described 
this process as “a revaluation of all values” (Um-
wertung aller Werte), pointing out that in condi-
tions of weakness, subordination and inability to 
act directly, the original axiological assessments are 
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reversed (Schnädelbach, 1992, p. 249). What was 
an expression of strength, expansion, and creativity 
is considered morally suspect, while the qualities of 
powerlessness – such as submission, patience or resig-
nation – are elevated to the rank of virtues. Frederick 
Nietzsche writes that “a man of ressentiment is neither 
sincere nor naïve, nor honest or straightforward. 
His soul strabismus; His ghost loves hiding places, 
little-known roads, and back doors. Everything that 
is hidden seems to him to be his world, his safety, his 
comfort” (Nietzsche, 1887/2022, p. 26). Ressenti-
ment has a compensatory function here: it allows the 
individual to maintain a sense of moral superiority 
and maybe “escape into oneself ” with a simultaneous 
lack of real agency. Revaluation does not consist in 
the creative establishment of new values, but in the 
reactive transformation of existing meanings. In the 
classical view, ressentiment is a reaction of the weak to 
the inability to realise their own will to power, “not 
to take their enemies seriously, their accidents, even 
their evil deeds – this is a sign of strong, full natures” 
(Nietzsche, 1887/2022, p. 27). In the psychological 
dimension, it can be interpreted as a regulatory 
mechanism that reduces the dissonance between 
the individual’s aspirations and his real possibilities 
of action. In a situation of chronic ineffectiveness or 
agency blockage, the individual does not give up on 
their values but redefines them in a way that allows 
them to maintain a positive self-image.

In the context of ressentiment, this process takes 
the form of a relatively permanent cognitive-axio-
logical distortion, in which values originally desired 
but subjectively unavailable (such as success, social 
recognition, or autonomy) are systematically deval-
ued, while secondary values – related to suffering, 
withdrawal, criticism, or moral superiority – are 
overvalued. This approach corresponds to John Dew-
ey’s pragmatic, relational and objectivist concept of 
values, according to which values are revealed in 
action and are inextricably linked to the goals set 
in a specific life situation (Dewey, 1939). In this 
sense, the objectives are conditio sine qua non values 
– values without goals do not exist, because only 
the goal gives them practical meaning. At the same 
time, however, a change in the goal entails a change 
in the value system, which leads to its functional 

relativisation. Dewey assumes that goals are not the 
result of an autonomous, free decision of the subject, 
but emerge from the situation and are determined 
by the current conditions of the body’s operation. 
As a consequence, there are no overarching or im-
mutable goals, and the values are subject to constant 
reconfiguration as the context of the action changes 
(ibid.). This perspective is in tension with the axi-
ological realism of Nicolai Hartmann, who argues 
that values are primary to goals and set the horizon 
of possible action (1988). However, it is precisely in 
the light of Dewey’s pragmatic conception that the 
mechanism of ressentiment becomes particularly 
clear: in a situation of chronic ineffectiveness or 
permanent blockage of agency, the individual does 
not abandon values as such, but redefines goals, and 
with them, the system of values, adapting it to the 
current possibilities of action.

In this sense, ressentiment, according to 
Nietzsche’s intuition, can be interpreted as a reg-
ulatory mechanism that reduces the dissonance 
between an individual’s aspirations and his real 
possibilities of action. The philosopher in question 
frames this process as a special form of revaluation, 
in which causative impotence is replaced by a moral 
judgment and a reinterpretation of the value system. 
This perspective can be clearly read in the work Twi-
light of idols, or how to philosophize with a hammer 
(Götzen-Dämmerung oder Wie man mit dem Hammer 
philosophirt) in Sentences and arrowheads (Sprüche 
und Pfeile), where the well-known phrase “What 
doesn’t kill me makes me stronger” expresses the 
belief that the experience of adversity and suffering 
can lead to the development of values such as mental 
resilience and strength of character (1889/2025, 
p. 8). At the same time, Nietzsche points out that 
in the absence of a real possibility of action, this 
process can take on a reactive form, in which the will 
to revenge is hidden under the concept of justice. 
This is evocatively expressed by the statement that 
“a little revenge is more human than none”, present 
in the Thus says Zarathustra (Götzen-Dämmerung, 
oder Wie man mit dem Hammer philosophirt) part 
II. I, About the bite of the viper (1883-1885/2022b, 
p. 66). Revaluation of values does not mean their 
disappearance but rather an adaptive transformation, 
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enabling the individual to maintain the coherence of 
the Self and a positive self-image under conditions of 
long-term frustration and a sense of unfulfillment.

From the perspective of emotional psychology, 
ressentiment serves as a form of long-term affective 
regulation. Primary emotions are not discharged but 
are fixed in the cognitive structure, leading to their 
chronic presence. As indicated by research on the 
regulation of emotions (Büyüköksüz & Kayaalp-pe-
hlivan, 2025; Haag, Bagrodia, & Bonanno, 2024), 
this way of processing emotions promotes cognitive 
rigidity, reduced mental flexibility and loss of the 
ability to self-reflect.

Max Scheler, in the book Das Ressentiment im 
Aufbau der Moralen [Ressentiment in the structure of 
systems], (1912/2022), moral, deepens this analysis, 
showing ressentiment as a permanent emotional-cog-
nitive attitude that leads to the systematic falsifica-
tion of the perception of values (2022). In his view, 
ressentiment is not a temporary affect, but a long-term 
psychological and moral process, in which the subject, 
unable to realise the valued goods, reduces their value 
or assigns them a negative meaning. He writes that 
“ressentiment is spiritual self-poisoning with fully 
defined causes and effects. It is a permanent psychic 
attitude arising as a result of systematic repression, 
the discharge of certain mind-stirrings and effects 
which are in themselves normal and fundamental to 
human nature, and which result in certain permanent 
attitudes to a certain type of axiological illusions and 
corresponding judgments about values” (Scheler, 
1912/2022, pp. 16–17). By describing this mech-
anism as false valuation, he emphasises that it does 
not result from authentic axiological discernment 
but serves a defensive function for the threatened 
Self, protecting the individual from the experience 
of failure, powerlessness or humiliation. This distor-
tion consists in breaking the adequate relationship 
between the emotional experience of values and their 
objective order. As a result, the hierarchy of values 
is subordinated to the need to reduce suffering and 
tension rather than to axiological truth.

Anna Drabarek’s approach quoted above allows 
us to place these concepts in the broader context of 
contemporary axiology. The author points out that 
axiological chaos, normative confusion and deval-

uation of the concept of “values” are conducive to 
the processes of their instrumentalisation and rela-
tivisation, and that the “lack of filtration gives rise to 
chaos and danger” (Drabarek, 2019, p. 158). In such 
conditions, ressentiment can become the dominant 
mechanism regulating the moral orientation of an 
individual and social groups. Revaluation Values It is 
then not reflective or dialogical, but takes the form 
of a defensive reinterpretation of the world, in which 
meaning is subordinated to the emotional need for 
compensation.

From a psychological and axiological perspec-
tive, ressentiment thus reveals itself as a process of 
distorting the relationship between value and mean-
ing. Values cease to serve as an orientation towards 
the good, and begin to serve as a justification for 
passivity, entitlement or a sense of moral superior-
ity over others. Both Nietzsche and Scheler show 
that such a process leads to the degradation of the 
moral life, because it eliminates the creative tension 
between duty and the possibility of its realisation. 
It can be noted that regaining the meaning of values 
requires re-rooting them in a coherent axiological 
order, which does not reduce goodness and justice 
to usefulness or emotional relief but treats them as 
real dimensions of human existence (Bombaerts et 
al., 2023). In a situation of chronic ineffectiveness 
or agency blockage, the individual does not give up 
on values – but redefines them in a way that allows 
them to maintain a positive self-image.

This process becomes clearer when we embed it 
in the modal model of emotion, in which emotion 
results from a sequence: “Situation → Attention → 
Evaluation → Reaction” (Gross, 2024, p. 5). The key 
here is to understand that emotions arise when an 
individual assigns a meaning to a situation relevant 
to their goals and then makes a cognitive assessment 
that includes, e.g., valence and the situation’s value 
(Scherer et al., 2022). Ressentiment can therefore 
be seen as a fixed pattern of evaluation, in which 
the “value meaning” of the social world becomes 
systematically distorted: situations, persons and in-
stitutions are interpreted through the filter of harm, 
deprivation and comparison, thereby sustaining 
a certain type of affective reaction and reinforcing 
long-term axiological reorganisations.
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The recursive nature of emotions is also an im-
portant element: emotional reactions not only result 
from a situation but also transform it, triggering 
successive cycles of evaluation and reaction (Gross, 
1998). In ressentiment, this feedback loop takes the 
form of a self-reinforcing mechanism: a negative 
reaction (e.g., hostility, withdrawal, irony) alters 
social relations, creating new situations that confirm 
previous evaluations (“the world is hostile”, “others 
humiliate”) and thus perpetuate the revaluation.

The process of revaluation is a form of cognitive 
distortion: values originally desirable but inaccessible 
(e.g., success, recognition, autonomy) are devalued, 
while secondary values (e.g., moral superiority, suf-
fering, criticism, withdrawal) are overvalued. Scheler 
describes this process as “blindness, and secondly – 
and this is the main effect of ressentiment – the result 
of illusion and falsification of the very Values, thanks 
to which the existence and validity of the possible 
objects of comparison in general have a positive char-
acter of high value”, in which the evaluation does not 
result from authentic axiological discernment, but 
from the need to protect the Self from the experience 
of failure (Scheler, 1912/2022, p. 40).

At this point, the perspective of emotion regulation 
as a heterogeneous set of processes that can operate at 
different stages of emotion generation – from situation 
selection to “reaction modulation” – turns out to be 
particularly useful (Gross, 2024, p. 15). In this sense, 
the analysed approach retains high cognitive value, in 
which ressentiment can be understood as an attitude 
formed on the basis of a distorted and generalised 
perception of reality, leading to an internal, repressed 
emotional and cognitive reaction directed towards 
people, situations, or oneself. It ranges from negative 
affective components such as aversion, jealousy, hatred, 
and envy to the desire for revenge. These emotions 
can serve a compensatory function against feelings of 
powerlessness, injustice or humiliation. Going further, 
it can also be considered a relatively permanent config-
uration of strategies, especially those oriented towards 
antecedents (e.g., selective attention, cognitive change 
consisting in reinterpreting the world as unfair) and 
reactionary strategies (e.g., suppression of expression, 
interpersonal coldness), which in the long run stabilise 
the negative axiology in the individual’s experience.

1.1.	 Replacing pro-social values with 
defensive values

The value system has a regulatory function in the 
human psyche – it organises goals, directs motivation 
and gives meaning to life experiences (Smallenbroek, 
Leijen, Stanciu, Van Herk, & Bardi, 2025). In con-
ditions of relative emotional balance, values serve 
as stable reference points, enabling an individual’s 
adaptive functioning in the social world while main-
taining certain norms.

Values, defined and psychologically framed by 
Shalom Schwartz in 1994, as basic motivational 
cognitive structures, guide life goals, transcend con-
texts and influence individuals by setting directions 
of action in different ways, depending on their pre-
ferred goals (Elizarov et al., 2024). And in emotional 
situations, e.g., long-term stress, deprivation, or the 
experience of injustice, they are disturbed and trans-
formed. Therefore, emotions are complex processes 
involving a subjective experience component, phys-
iological responses, and a behavioural component, 
expressed through emotional expression (Frijda, 
1988; Mauss & Robinson, 2009). Emotional norms 
can refer to each of these dimensions, regulating 
both the way emotions are expressed (e.g., the social 
expectation to show joy at a wedding or sadness at 
a funeral) and the experience of them, as well as 
the belief that in certain situations one “should” 
feel happiness or sadness. In this sense, emotional 
norms are different from behavioural norms, such 
as the principles of reciprocity or cooperation in 
social interactions, which are primarily concerned 
with observable acts of action and not necessarily 
with the inner intentions or affective states of the 
individual (Kuang & Bicchieri, 2024).

Thus, ressentiment not only accompanies the vi-
olation of important values, gradually leading to their 
revaluation, but also negatively affects norms. In this 
process, pro-social values such as trust, justice, and coop-
eration can be replaced by defensive and compensatory 
values, such as domination, control, emotional distance 
or devaluation of others. This mechanism allows the 
individual to maintain a subjective sense of mental 
coherence, but at the expense of deteriorating interper-
sonal relationships and decreased mental well-being.
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At the same time, the regulation of emotions – 
in accordance with the developmental and cultural 
approach – is shaped by context, including social 
norms and values that determine which emotions 
“should” be shown and how they should be mod-
ulated (Vishkin & Tamir, 2023). This means that 
ressentiment, as an axiological phenomenon, cannot 
be explained solely intrapsychically: it is co-con-
structed within a social matrix in which emotional 
values and rules are intertwined with norms that are 
not always congruent or readily read.

1.2.	 Emotional-cognitive mechanisms of 
overvaluation

From the perspective of emotion regulation, ressen-
timent serves as a “black box placed between the 
situation and the reaction” as a long-term regulator 
of affect, in which repressed negative emotions do 
not find a direct outlet, but are internalised and 
transformed into permanent interpretive schemes 
(Gross, 2024, p. 5). This leads to the registration and 
selective perception of reality, which is conducive to 
the generalisation of harm and the perpetuation of 
beliefs about the hostile nature of the social world. 
Of particular importance here is the focus of attention 
and cognitive change.

Firstly, focusing attention can take the form of 
focusing on the emotional features of the situation, 
and in the extreme variant – rumination – repeated 
recollection of negative thoughts, emotions and 
memories, which is a risk factor for the intensifica-
tion of automatic processes controlled by emotional 
stimuli (Singh et al., 2025).

In ressentiment, attention often returns to expe-
riences of harm, comparison, and humiliation, which 
prolong affect and reinforce generalising conclusions 
about the social world. This mechanism is consistent 
with the findings that rumination promotes the 
persistence and severity of depressive symptoms 
(Hoebeke et al., 2023; Singh et al., 2025).

Secondly, cognitive change is crucial, understood 
as modifying the assessment of a situation to change its 
emotional meaning, including cognitive reinterpreta-
tion, as shown in studies (Meyers et al., 2025), which 
indicate that cognitive reassessment is one of the most 

commonly used and effective strategies for regulating 
emotions. In the adaptive variant, reinterpretation 
can reduce the intensity of negative emotions and 
negative emotional reactions (Stover et al., 2024). 
In ressentiment, however, cognitive change takes the 
form not so much of a “revaluation towards healing” 
as of a “revaluation towards defence”: the individual 
gives situations a meaning that affirms his own harm 
and moral superiority, thereby stabilising negative emo-
tions and perpetuating axiological distortion (ibid.).

Finally, when the revaluation is consolidated, the 
individual can resort to reaction modulation, includ-
ing expression suppression. Modern research on emo-
tion regulation confirms (Trentini & Dan-Glauser, 
2024) that the suppression of emotional expression 
(expressive suppression), although it may reduce the 
external symptoms of affect, is associated with adap-
tive costs – including lower experience of positive 
emotions and adaptive functioning, and an increase 
in sympathetic activation and stress reactivity (Car-
amanica et al., 2023). Although the classic research 
of James Gross and Robert Levenson (1997), recent 
studies show that suppression does not reduce neg-
ative affective states in an adaptive way and is corre-
lated with higher levels of stress and reduced mental 
well-being. The above considerations lead the author 
of the article to the conclusion that negative affect – 
ressentiment (ressentiment, grief, anger, ressentiment, 
envy, contempt) is not only a single “emotion”, but 
a regulatory configuration describable by the time 
parameters of the affective reaction – including, e.g., 
latency/rise-time, build-up and amplitude, duration 
and rate of extinction and return to the baseline level, 
i.e., affective chronometry. This position is consistent 
with the concept of Puccetti et al. (2023), as well as 
by the degree of persistence of emotions over time, 
such as emotional inertia, which is consistent with 
the views of Mitchell et al. (2024).

The discussed approach allows us to better under-
stand that ressentiment, as a revaluation of values, is 
not a fully conscious process, but is the result of the 
accumulation of emotional experiences in which the 
original ideals are replaced by their negative counter-
parts. Justice gives way to a sense of harm, meaning 
to existential disappointment, and agency to learned 
helplessness or passive hostility. This is shown by re-
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search Weigelt and Kizilhan (2024), which indicates 
that the “perceived injustice” trait is associated with 
various negative affective reactions, such as feelings 
of helplessness, sadness, or social withdrawal, often 
occurring in situations in which the individual feels 
disadvantaged and unfairly treated.

1.3.	 Socio-cultural determinants of 
ressentiment

Contemporary culture – described by Han Byung-
Chul and Daniel Stauer in the book Non-things: 
Upheaval in the Lifeworld Hannah (2022) as a society 
of fatigue, exposure and control – it creates conditions 
conducive to the perpetuation of ressentiment. Perma-
nent comparability, algorithmic content selection, and 
visibility pressure reinforce the experience of deficit and 
relative deprivation. The individual functions in a space 
where values are constantly subject to evaluation, but 
the possibilities for their realisation remain unevenly 
distributed; the pressure of visibility reinforces the 
experience of deficit and relative deprivation.

From the point of view of emotion regulation, it is 
important that it is the social and cultural context that 
determines which forms of expression are considered 
“adaptive response alternatives” and what response 
modulation strategies are reinforced in socialisation 
practices, social rules, cultural scenarios, cultural 
values, and cultural differences that these concepts 
point to (Aka, 2023). In modernity, these strategies 
often reward quick “image management”, self-control, 
and suppression of weaknesses, which can promote 
the transition from adaptive affective responses to 
chronic, internalised ressentiment attitudes.

Jonathan Haidt (2024) and Jean Twenge (2019) 
indicate that the young generation is increasingly in-
ternalising comparative narratives, which is conducive 
to the growing sense of injustice and harm. In such 
a context, ressentiment becomes a form of adaptation 
to a world in which meaning and value are measured 
by external indicators. The individual, unable to 
meet the norms of success, defensively reconstructs 
the value system. Ressentiment becomes a form of 
“regulation of meaning”: it allows the world to be 
interpreted as morally bankrupt or hostile, which 
paradoxically protects the coherence of the Self. 

At the same time, however, in accordance with the 
logic of emotional feedback, such an interpretation 
increases the likelihood of subsequent emotional 
cycles based on hostility and harm, thereby reinforc-
ing the axiological deformity. Mikko Salmela and 
Tereza Capelos in Ressentiment: A Complex Emotion 
or an Emotional Mechanism of Psychic Defences? 
(2021) presents ressentiment as an emotional defence 
mechanism in society, which transforms the origi-
nal negative emotions of shame and powerlessness 
into long-lasting, other-oriented emotions such as 
ressentiment, hatred, anger, envy or revenge.

1.4.	 The impact of ressentiment on the 
formation of an individual’s identity

Ressentiment significantly shapes an individual’s iden-
tity. Instead of the dynamic narrative of the Self, there 
is a reactive identity, based on opposition, comparison 
and moral judgment of others. This mechanism can 
be described as a fixed “organisation of evaluations” 
in which the processes of emotion and emotion reg-
ulation co-occur and mutually sustain one another 
(Frijda, 1988). As a consequence, the individual 
experiences emotions less often as transient signals 
and more often as “proof ” of a permanent structure of 
the world. People with difficult experiences formulate 
more complex identity narratives that structure their 
emotions and self-understanding over time, a process 
that is crucial for the experience and regulation of 
emotions in shaping the Self (Carlsson et al., 2025). 
Therefore, empirical studies indicate that emotion 
regulation is intrinsically related to identity style: less 
adaptive regulation is associated with an avoidant 
style, which corresponds to reactive and negative 
configurations (Daleandro et al., 2025).

In social relationships, ressentiment fosters pro-
jection, attribution of blame, and perpetuation of 
hostile cognitive patterns. Other people are not 
experienced as partners but as a threat to their self-
worth. Ann Masten’s research on mental resilience 
indicates that these types of attitudes significantly 
reduce adaptability and promote isolation (2018).

Other research on interpersonal development and 
regulation shows that the quality of bonds and how 
the environment responds to emotional expressions 
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affect long-term depressive responses and promote 
a reactive, rigid attitude (Hofmann et al., 2016). In this 
light, ressentiment can be understood as the effect of 
long-term, unfavourable feedback: lack of validation, 
humiliation, the devaluation of emotions, and a lack of 
space for expression, all of which are conducive to the 
transition from emotion to attitude. This process weak-
ens the capacity for dialogue, empathy, and authentic 
relationality, as Peter Fonag and Chloe Campbell 
show in their analysis (2023). They state that when 
the mechanisms of mentalization and epistemic trust 
function properly, the individual is able to understand 
others’ intentions, engage in empathic dialogue, and 
flexibly update beliefs about himself and the world. 
On the other hand, their disorder promotes the growth 
of cognitive-emotional rigidity, as a result of which 
social reality begins to be interpreted as hostile, un-
predictable or unreliable.

From a socio-cultural perspective, ressentiment 
fosters a gradual erosion of the hierarchy of values, 
leading to their instrumentalisation. Contemporary 
psychological research indicates (Park, 2022; Russo 
et al., 2022) that in an environment of chronic frus-
tration, social comparisons and weakened agency, 
values increasingly play a regulatory and defensive 
role, rather than being a stable reference point for 
action and meaning. In such an arrangement, values 
do not disappear, but they are subordinated to the 
protection of the Self and the reduction of emotional 
tension, which, in the long run, limits the ability to 
reflectively value and makes it difficult to rebuild 
a sense of meaning and agency.

This phenomenon is reinforced by the contempo-
rary cultural context, in which, as Han (2022) notes, 
the deficit of reflection and experiences of in-depth 
attention is conducive to a declarative, rather than an 
experiential, attitude to values. Psychological analyses 
of culture show (Haidt, 2024; Twenge, 2019) that 
the pressures of exposure, acceleration, and perma-
nent reactivity are conducive to transforming values 
into elements of defensive narratives rather than 
into internally integrated axiological orientations. 
In this sense, ressentiment can be understood as 

2	 The questionnaire is available with the method of interpretation in the book Karbowski, M. G. (2025). Odsłanianie resentymentu. 
Analiza psychologiczna w wymiarze indywidualnym i społecznym, Warsaw: ELIPSA Publishing House.

a negative socially reinforced emotional-cognitive 
configuration (Karbowski, 2026), in which values 
lose their meaning-making character and become 
a tool for maintaining the coherence of the Self 
in conditions of cultural disappointment and the 
experience of meaning.

2.	Ressentiment as a multidimen-
sional system – in the orig-
inal model of the KRe–Psy 
Sentiment Questionnaire: time, 
spatial, energetic, and informa-
tional perspectives

In the social sciences and psychology, many concepts 
have different semantic ranges, arising from different 
theoretical traditions and levels of analysis. For this 
reason, it is reasonable to seek systematic methods 
of description and conceptualisation that enable the 
organisation of complex constructs and their analysis 
at different levels of description, adequate to the func-
tions performed by the phenomena under study. This is 
especially true for phenomena such as ressentiment, 
which includes emotional, cognitive, axiological, and 
regulatory components simultaneously.

In this presentation, in the construction of the 
author’s KRe–Psy Ressentiment Questionnaire (Kar-
bowski, 2025), a method of systemic description of 
objects referred to as pentabase (pentabazis; pen-
tada), understood as a five-dimensional analytical 
structure, was used. This scheme was developed 
within the framework of the St. Petersburg School 
of Psychology by a team of researchers from the 
University of St. Petersburg under the direction of 
Volodymyr A. Ganzen (1999; Ronginskaya, 2022). 
According to this approach, the analysis of objects 
of diverse character allows us to conclude that their 
basic properties include temporal (time), spatial 
(space), information and energy dimensions, all of 
which are embedded in the substrate of the object, 
which acts as an integrator and a condition for their 
coherence (Karbowski, 2025, pp. 94–97)2.
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This approach is consistent with the proces-
sional understanding of emotions and their regula-
tion, in which regulation can act at multiple stages 
of emotion generation and co-occur at multiple 
points in the cycle (Gross, 1998; Gross, 2024). 
The model assumes four dimensions: temporal, 
spatial, energetic and informational, which can be 
treated as different “axes” of the fixed regulation of 
affect and emotions (Westen, 1994), with a clear 
link to cognitive assessment and the value of the 
situation (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Scherer, 
1984; Scherer et al., 2022). Each of them describes 
a different yet complementary aspect of regulating 
the individual’s experience.

2.1.	 Ressentiment time dimension 
(constancy – variability)

From a temporal perspective, ressentiment manifests 
as a disturbance of temporal elasticity, characterised 
by the dominance of the tendency toward constancy 
at the expense of variability. The dichotomy adopt-
ed in the KRe–Psy model, constancy – variability, 
reflects the degree of repetition and rigidity in the 
entity’s functioning over time. This mechanism can 
be explained through the dynamics of emotions: 
their duration and the processes that influence how 
they appear, when they appear, how long they last, 
and how they are experienced (Thompson, 1988). 
On the other hand, in neuropsychological terms, 
emotions are described as internal states that vary 
over time, whose activation, maintenance, and 
extinction are conditioned by both situational 
assessments and mechanisms of neuropsychiatric 
adaptation (Reitsema et al., 2023).

The individual remains psychologically anchored 
in past events, which are not subject to narrative 
integration, but function as affective engrams, i.e., 
certain memory traces anchored in time, which 
cause, as Scheler writes, “falsification of value tables, 
reinterpretation, and revaluation should not be un-
derstood as a conscious lie” (Scheler, 1912/2022, 
p. 76). As a result, there is a retrospective fixation 
and a weakening of the prospective orientation – the 
future ceases to be a space of change, and becomes 
an extension of the loss suffered.

Time perspective research shows that flexible 
transitions among the past, present, and future are 
key adaptive and protective factors ( Jonason et al., 
2018; Stolarski et al., 2020). Temporal ressentiment 
significantly limits this ability, leading to psychologi-
cal stagnation. So it can be described as a weakening of 
emotional dynamics, consisting of excessive constancy 
and repetition of inadequate affective reactions, which 
is conducive to the consolidation of experiences of 
harm and the limitation of adaptive variability, and 
in accordance with the idea of recursion, makes 
each emotional reaction become an antecedent to 
subsequent evaluations and emotional cycles.

2.2.	 Spatial dimension of ressentiment 
(proximity – distance)

The spatial dimension refers to the regulation 
of an individual’s relationship with the social 
environment, described in terms of a tendency 
towards proximity or distance. This dichotomy is 
not evaluative but functional – it reflects how the 
Self is balanced against others. In the context of 
ressentiment, relational ambivalence, alternating 
between striving for control and social withdrawal, 
and difficulties in maintaining stable trust-based 
relationships can be observed.

Contemporary research on interpersonal regula-
tion of emotions (Interpersonal Emotion Regulation 
(IER) confirms that emotional expressions and their 
social consequences initiate social processes that 
can both support and weaken the development of 
an individual’s regulatory competences. Review 
studies show that emotion regulation often takes 
place in the context of relationships with others, not 
just within the individual (Niven & López-Pérez, 
2025). Empirical results indicate that interpersonal 
strategies correlate with perceived social support 
and mental health (Seong et al., 2024), and daily 
social interactions regulate emotions in natural living 
conditions (Tran et al., 2023). The spatial dimension 
of ressentiment can take the form of instrumental 
entering into relationships, serving to compensate 
for the feeling of harm or to take control of the 
environment. Distance, on the other hand, can re-
sult not only from fear or caution, but also from 
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the need for autonomy, independence or reflective 
withdrawal. In ressentiment, however, distance often 
has a defensive function, leading to social isolation.

From the perspective of attachment theory and 
interpersonal regulation, it is emphasised that differ-
ent attachment patterns shape the ability to adjust 
emotions in relationships adaptively: both anxious 
and avoidant styles are associated with difficulties 
in balancing closeness and autonomy, which fa-
vours the perpetuation of negative relational patterns 
and strategic emotional maladjustments (Bowlby, 
2022/1969; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2018; Morris et 
al., 2025). Ressentiment can therefore be understood 
as the stabilisation of the unfavourable relational 
architecture of proximity – distance, in which the 
environment’s responses perpetuate a hostile style 
of evaluation in the individual.

2.3.	 The energetic dimension of ressentiment 
(receiving – giving)

The energy dimension describes the processes of 
exchange between the individual and the environ-
ment, including the receiving – giving dichotomy. 
It refers to how psychic energy is allocated and used 
in relationships and actions. Ressentiment is char-
acterised by high affective tension, low agency, and 
the dominance of reactive over proactive energy. 
Psychic energy is trapped in rumination, projection, 
or self-aggression instead of being directed toward 
creative adaptation. The individual is more likely to 
expect regulation from the outside (receiving) than 
to engage in active co-creation of reality (giving).

This phenomenon remains consistent with the 
classical concepts of self-regulation and ego exhaus-
tion (Baumeister et al., 2007), which are currently 
being developed towards processual and motivational 
models of regulation (Inzlicht et al., 2021; Koole, 
2009), and with analyses of the culture of excessive 
pressure, self-exploitation and chronic mental fatigue 
characteristic of modernity (Han, 2022).

In the energetic dimension, ressentiment can be 
understood as a permanent shift in the regulatory 
balance towards the consumption of mental energy, 
while reducing its ability to transform and transmit 
in action (receiving – giving). What is new in this 

approach is the treatment of ressentiment not as 
a simple deficit of energy, but as a low efficiency 
in its conversion – emotional energy is available, 
but it circulates in closed rumination and reactive 
loops, rather than powering the causative processes. 
From the perspective of modern models of self-reg-
ulation, this means a state of chronic regulatory cost 
(Inzlicht et al., 2021), in which emotional effort does 
not lead to a change in the state or meaning of the 
action, thereby reinforcing dependence on external 
regulation and perpetuating ressentiment.

2.4.	 The informational dimension of 
ressentiment (differentiation – 
generalisation)

The informational dimension refers to the style of 
information processing and perception of reality, cap-
tured in the differentiation – generalisation dichotomy. 
It reflects the degree of commensurability among 
cognitive objects and the way the world’s complexity 
is reduced. Ressentiment is dominated by selective 
perception of information, a tendency to generalise 
and polarise assessments, and the strengthening of 
narratives of harm and injustice.

Referring to the classical theory of Robert White 
(1959), which in its research proved that individu-
als differ in their basic cognitive and motivational 
orientation towards the world, related to the sense 
of competence and agency, it can be indicated that 
ressentiment fosters a global, synthetic style of pro-
cessing, in which differences are eliminated, and 
reality is assessed in dichotomous categories (differ-
entiation – generalisation). Although the analytical 
style – based on differentiation – is conducive to 
adaptation and flexibility, in ressentiment it is limited 
by affective cognitive filters. Information orientation 
affects the way we process experiences, react to frus-
tration, and regulate emotions.

Research on Information Stress and Cognitive 
Overload (Ledzińska, 2022; Ledzińska & Postek, 
2017) indicates that under conditions of excess stim-
uli and information, individuals more often rely 
on simplified interpretive schemes, which weakens 
the ability to differentiate meanings and promotes 
the consolidation of rigid affective assessments. 
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This mechanism promotes the stabilisation of atti-
tudes based on feelings of harm, ressentiment and 
envy, characteristic of ressentiment, which becomes 
the dominant interpretative framework of reality.

From the perspective of processes (unintentional, 
habitual), this mechanism remains consistent with 
the dynamics of concentration and rumination, 
which reinforce selective information processing and 
entrenched negative conclusions about the world 
and other people (Wegner & Bargh, 1998). In the 
informational dimension of ressentiment, general-
isation has a regulatory function: it simplifies the 
image of reality in a way that protects the coherence 
of the Self, but at the same time leads to cognitive 
impoverishment and the perpetuation of axiological 
distortions. As a consequence, the individual loses 
the ability to flexibly differentiate meanings, and 
ressentiment becomes the dominant interpretative 
framework of reality.

2.5.	 Integration of four dimensions in 
the KRe–Psy model

The presented theoretical model of the KRe–Psy 
Model Responsiveness Questionnaire assumes that 
ressentiment is revealed as a synergistic arrangement 
of four regulatory dimensions, and not the sum of 
independent components:

	· the time dimension perpetuates the permanence 
of the harm,

	· the spatial dimension disorganises relationships 
with others,

	· the energy dimension blocks agency,
	· The information dimension distorts the percep-

tion of reality (Karbowski, 2025).

As a consequence, ressentiment becomes a relatively 
(negative) regulatory structure, which – as in the 
process model of emotion regulation – can involve 
many strategies at the same time (Gross, 1998; Gross 
& Levenson, 1997).

The capture of ressentiment in the four-dimen-
sional model of KRe–Psy creates a solid basis for its 
precise psychometric operationalisation. The model 
allows you to:

	· construction of test positions for each dimension,
	· verification of the tool’s structure in analyses,
	· testing of path models (SEM),
	· research on the relationship between ressentiment 

and well-being, stress, meaning in life, social 
functioning, attachment styles, or self-esteem.

Ressentiment, understood in this approach, becomes 
an indicator of the quality of an individual’s adapta-
tion to the conditions of the modern world, rather 
than merely a descriptive emotional label.

Conclusion

Ressentiment is one of the key distortions of an 
individual’s psychosocial experience. As a regulatory 
mechanism, it can protect the coherence of the Self 
for some time, but in the long run it leads to the 
deformation of the hitherto recognized value system, 
weakening of relationality and loss of meaning. In-
corporating process models of emotions and emotion 
regulation allows us to more precisely capture how 
ressentiment arises and perpetuates: through selective 
attention, cognitive alteration, recursive feedbacks, 
and configurations of regulatory strategies operating 
at different stages of the emotional cycle (Ellsworth 
& Scherer, 2003; Gross, 1998; Roskam et al., 2023). 
In social conditions, ressentiment is not a marginal 
phenomenon, but a structural one – inscribed in 
the logic of comparison and exposure. From a psy-
chological perspective, the key challenge is to create 
conditions for the awareness, symbolisation and 
transformation of ressentiment, i.e., the restoration 
of the ability to reflectively value and more adaptive 
forms of emotion regulation, in accordance with 
the context and long-term goals of the individu-
al (Linehan et al., 2007; Ross, Thompson, 1994; 
Thompson, 1988).

Ressentiment should therefore be seen not only 
as an emotional phenomenon, but as a process of 
deep reorganisation of the value system, which, al-
though it has an adaptive function in the short term, 
leads to the disorganisation of mental functioning 
in the long run. Its recognition and analysis can 
be an important starting point, both for empirical 
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research and for psychoprophylactic and therapeutic 
impacts, aimed at rebuilding meaning, agency and 
a more balanced system of values. It should be clearly 
emphasised that such an approach to ressentiment 
deserves special attention due to the persistence of 
the accompanying emotional states. Ressentiment 
is not reactive or short-term, but takes the form of 
a long-term emotional-cognitive system, fixed over 
time and resistant to current experiential correc-
tions. In this context, the temporal dimension of 
ressentiment becomes crucial, giving it an antisocial 
character – these emotions do not fade away with 
the cessation of the stimulus, but accumulate, main-
taining attitudes of distance, hostility, and moral 
delegitimisation of others. Long-term functioning 
in ressentiment structure is associated with the risk of 
mood and adaptation disorders and deterioration of 
social relationships. What is additionally conducive 
to psychological solipsism (Wilson & Tsang, 2026), 
which can act as a cognitive mediating mechanism 

by narrowing the perspective and egocentric inter-
pretation of events, is the promotion of both the 
emergence and consolidation of ressentiment as a 
compensatory form of emotion regulation. In the 
light of the presented research on the regulation 
of emotions and the foundations of theoretical 
assumptions ressentiment includes such affective 
states as aversion, hatred, envy, vindictiveness, desire 
for revenge, impoliteness, contempt, jealousy or 
regret, which do not appear all at once, but tend 
to support each other, creating Recursive Loops of 
Affect, in which each subsequent emotional reaction 
reinforces the distorted assessment of the situation 
and perpetuates the negative interpretation of ex-
periences. As a result, ressentiment takes the form 
of a self-perpetuating emotional-cognitive mech-
anism, a silent destructor of relationships, limiting 
mental flexibility and the ability to self-reflect, and 
thus causing distortion and overvaluation of the 
individual’s value system.
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Abstract. Ludic behavior has accompanied humankind throughout history, suggesting that it fulfils an important adaptive function. While children’s play has 
been exhaustively analyzed by numerous researchers, relatively few studies have attempted to systematize knowledge concerning adult ludic behavior. This article 
seeks to synthesize existing scholarship on the topic. Drawing on a review of the extensive literature, it may be concluded that adult ludic behavior fulfills not 
only the functions traditionally attributed to children’s play—such as supporting cognitive and social development or exerting therapeutic effects—but also 
acquires distinctive characteristics specific to adulthood. It contributes to identity formation and enhances psychological well-being. Furthermore, it may be 
associated with creativity and spiritual development, as it fosters a mode of thinking rarely employed in other forms of activity, namely mythos-type thinking.
Keywords: digital activity, ludic behavior in adulthood, mythos-type thinking, play, psychological well-being

Introduction

Certain concepts in psychology, although intui-
tively recognizable, resist precise formal definition. 
One of them is ludic behavior. Etymologically, the 
word ludus originated in ancient Rome, where it 
denoted all activities undertaken during festivals 
and holidays—unproductive, not directly associated 
with work. They stood in opposition to what was 
official, socially prescribed, and accessible only to 
elites (Szczęsna, 2002).

In contemporary discourse, the concept of the 
ludic is understood primarily in cultural terms. 
According to Huizinga (2022), it signifies crea-
tive participation across diverse cultural domains. 
Zadrożyńska (1992) defines ludicity as a form of 
extraordinariness that stands in opposition to the 
realism of everyday life. According to this approach, 
ludic elements can be found in sports, intellectual 

pursuits, engagement in the arts, even in political 
and religious life. In contemporary analyses of ludic 
behavior, it is impossible to ignore the technological 
context. Video games are no longer merely a form of 
children’s entertainment, but one of the key media 
of contemporary culture, in which adults also satisfy 
a range of psychological and social needs (Petrowicz, 
2016; Sikorska, 2023).

In psychology, the concept of ludus has not been 
adequately conceptualized. Among the sources iden-
tified by the authors, only Reber’s dictionary (1985, 
p. 410) provides definition of ludic: ‘From the Latin 
ludere, meaning play. Pertaining to behaviors that are 
seemingly primary in that essentially all display them 
yet they have no obvious biological basis. Generally 
included as ludic activities are exploration, curiosity, 
intellectual games, humor and the like’.
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The conceptual ambiguity surrounding ludic 
behavior is partially offset by the existence of several 
related concepts. For example, in the literature the 
term entertainment is used, denoting spontaneous 
forms of participation in various fields of culture, 
during time remaining after the fulfilment of every-
day obligations (Grad, 1997).

In English-language literature, the term leisure 
is commonly used. Neulinger (1979, cited in: 
Dowd, 2010) defines it as activity that brings the 
individual into a state of psychological tranquility. 
It arises from a sense of freedom associated with in-
trinsic motivation and voluntary choice of activity. 
Iso-Ahola (1974, cited in: Dowd, 2010) adds to 
these criteria the assumption that leisure activities 
are pursued as ends in themselves (as opposed to 
an instrumental goal) and its occurrence during 
free time. It should also strengthen the individual’s 
sense of competence2. However, the terms play 
and game are most frequently used in reference 
to the ludic sphere. Both concepts have received 
considerable scholarly attention and have been 
exhaustively characterized.

1.	Characteristics of ludic behavior

A fundamental characteristic of play is the pleasure 
it provides (Lubbers, Cadwallader, Lin, Clifford, 
Frazier, 2023). The eminent French sociologist and 
philosopher, Roger Caillois (1973, 1997), argues 
that it arises from uncertainty, when individuals 
themselves do not fully know how their actions 
will unfold or conclude. Play is undertaken volun-
tarily under the influence of a strong innate drive 
(the play drive). Huizinga (2022) and Tyszkowa 
(2022) emphasize the non-instrumental nature 
play, lack of orientation toward material goals, 
and Caillois (1997) defines this type of activity 
as fundamentally unproductive. Admittedly, no 
new material products are created through it, but 
individual participants often achieve material gain 
(as in games of chance, for example).

2	 Nevertheless, some scholars oppose defining this type of activity in terms of freedom or intrinsic motivation. They regard such 
definition as reflecting the limited influence of contemporary Western culture, whereas the behaviors in question have appeared 
across different cultures and historical periods (Sutton-Smith, 2000).

Another characteristic of play, as claimed by 
Caillois (1973, 1997), Piaget and Inhelder (2000), or 
Vygotsky (Wygotski, 2002), a fictional or imagined 
situation. To describe this subjective world construct-
ed through play, Okoń (1995) used the concept 
of secondary reality. Concentration of attention, 
intensity of experiences, imaginative transformation 
of situations foster creative self-transcendence. Con-
sequently, many sources recognize its developmental 
and educational significance as a defining feature of 
play. Okoń (1995), Piaget and Inhelder (2000), and 
Vygotsky (Wygotski, 2002) also strongly emphasize 
the presence in this type of activity of voluntarily 
accepted rules and norms. These emerge from the role 
assumed by the participant. Attention is also drawn 
to the social conditioning of play (Sutton-Smith, 
2000; Dobroczyński, 2005).

Within the broader category of play, games 
constitute a narrower subgroup. In them, the sig-
nificance of the activity’s outcome itself increases, 
becoming the dominant objective of the activity. 
Games are governed by explicit and clearly defined 
rules. Games are essentially social in character. While 
play, in the narrow sense, can proceed in solitude, 
a game requires interaction with others. As a rule, 
it involves competition, rivalry with opponents or, 
in games of chance, with fate itself. The sphere of 
playful illusion is substantially reduced in games. 
From the “make-believe world”, what primarily re-
mains is a particular mental attitude: the awareness 
of playing (Okoń, 1995). In the case of contemporary 
video games, especially online ones, both the social 
element and the significance of the outcome seem 
particularly developed: players cooperate, compete, 
communicate in real time, and create lasting, highly 
cohesive online communities (Sikorska, 2023).

The literature suggests that ludic behavior consists 
of games, play, and other entertainment. The differ-
ences between individual forms lie in the presence 
or absence of certain established rules. It seems, 
therefore, that a concentric model of ludic behavior 
can be adopted. At the center are those activities in 
which adherence to rules is greatest, namely games. 
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Further from the center appear other forms of play, 
in which the role of norms gradually weakens. On the 
very periphery are spontaneous free-time behaviors 
not subordinated to strict rules. The entire circle thus 
constitutes the sphere of ludic behavior.

It seems that a similar classification scheme could 
also be applied to ludic behavior occurring not in 
the material world but within digital environments. 
At the center of the model would then be cooperative 
and team online games, narrative-driven games and 
cRPGs with elaborate rule systems, strategy games, 
and competitive games used in e-sports. They are 
united by a large number of rules, a clearly defined 
goals and rules, and the necessity of operating with-
in complex rule systems (Sikorska, 2023). On the 
periphery of this spectrum would be spontaneous 
forms of online play: interactions on social media, 
internet humor, participation in thematic commu-
nities, or fan-created content.

2.	Forms of ludic behavior in 
adulthood

The concept of ludic behavior is rarely used in psy-
chology; the concept of play predominates. In seeking 
the range of referents associated with ludic activity, 
it is worth examining various classifications of play, 
because they extend beyond narrow definitions of 
the phenomenon.

Bühler (1933, cited in: Dziewiątkowska-Kozłows-
ka, 2022), who introduced the concept of functional 
pleasure into play theory, classifies limb movement: 
jumping, sliding (functional play); pretending to be 
other people or enacting fictional situations (fiction 
play); looking at pictures, observing the activities of 
others, going to the cinema or theater (receptive play); 
storytelling, singing, building (constructive play). 
Although her division refers mainly to children’s 
activity, the types of behavior distinguished above 
can also be observed in adults. It is also possible to 
find equivalents of these forms in the digital world. 
Forms of fiction play are manifested in narrative 
games and role-playing through the use of avatars, 
receptive play corresponds to watching streams and 
fan-created content, while constructive play is reflect-

ed in activities such as modding, creating fan art, or 
building complex structures in sandbox games such 
as Minecraft (Sikorska, 2023).

The concept of play is also systematically concep-
tualized by Caillois (1997)—the author of a four-part 
classification based on the participant’s dominant 
mode of engagement in play. Sports and intellectual 
games, such as chess or checkers, constitute what he 
terms the category of agon, based on competition. 
Games of chance (roulette, lottery, betting) constitute 
the alea type, when a person adopts a passive attitude 
toward fate. Activities involving masks, disguises, or 
role enactment are classified as mimicry play. Also all 
kinds of vicarious participation (identification with 
a character, which a reader or viewer experiences in the 
cinema or during sports competitions) constitutes an 
example of this category, though “degraded, ‘diluted’” 
(Caillois, 1997, p. 105). The occasional idolization of 
celebrities or public figures also constitutes this form 
of participation. Finally, the author considers ludic 
behaviors bringing pleasurable panic, a trance-like state 
of exhilaration. Activities producing physical vertigo 
(all kinds of carousels, swings), intoxication, dances, 
and exhilaration induced by speed he calls ilinx-type 
play. In contemporary popular culture, Dobroczyński 
(2005) offered valuable reflections on these categories.

Interestingly, the categories defined by Caillois 
fit very well with the world of contemporary video 
games: competitive online games exemplify the agon 
model, chance-based games in digital environments—
alea, numerous RPG or simulation games—mimicry, 
and dynamic action games, producing intense emo-
tional arousal, may correspond to the ilinx category.

Also types of activity deliberately designed by 
educators and intended to develop attention, mem-
ory, and enrichment of knowledge are forms of play. 
They are called educational play. This type of play can 
also be found in cyberspace and constitutes an im-
portant component of systemic educational change. 
Within contemporary “Education 4.0” and initiatives 
such as the “Grydaktyka” project of the Ministry 
of Education and Science from 2022, online games 
are becoming full-fledged learning environments. 
Thanks to this, online games function today as part 
of educational infrastructure, supporting both ed-
ucational processes and key competencies in digital 
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culture (Sikorska, 2023). Currently, when the idea 
of lifelong learning is promoted, this category also 
includes adult behavior. In professional contexts, 
adults increasingly acquire knowledge and develop 
skills through online environments.

The sphere of ludic behavior is finally comple-
mented by Day’s taxonomy (2010) based on different 
mechanisms underlying the initiation and purposes of 
play. He considers playful activities directed toward 
novel or complex objects (e.g., solving crosswords or 
manipulating a Rubik’s Cube) and spontaneous activ-
ity during periods of boredom (e.g., “jumping” from 
one television channel to another). Also activities 
performing a therapeutic function may also possess 
a ludic character. The exploratory play, oriented 
toward variety, and cathartic play distinguished in 
this way occur alongside creative and mimetic play 
known from earlier classifications.

Day’s taxonomy finds natural reflection today 
in adult behavior on the internet. Jumping between 
television channels has been replaced by “jump-
ing” between digital content, and manipulation of 
objects—by interaction with game or application 
elements. Many forms of contemporary online ac-
tivity perform a cathartic function: players regulate 
emotional tension through gameplay, immersion in 
fiction, or communication with other users (Lubbers 
et al., 2023; Sikorska, 2023).

The above selected typologies show how di-
verse forms of behavior are termed ludic. Adult 
play compared to children’s play is characterized 
by greater complexity. A child needs the simplest 
rules, the most ordinary objects, to derive pleasure 
from this type of activity. Children create ludic 
space themselves and therefore relies mainly on 
its own imagination. An adult in play usually only 
temporarily enters an alternative reality, parallel to 
everyday life. To be able to immerse themselves in 
it, they need a greater number of props, a more at-
tractive scenario. In this sense, contemporary video 
games constitute a natural response to adult needs: 
they offer rich worlds, narratives, roles, tasks, and 
opportunities for personalization.

Although adulthood is characterized by less free 
time, there is an expansion of the ludic sphere with 
new forms of activity not found in children’s play. 

At each stage of life, a person adapts play to their 
requirements. Therefore, when new needs appear, 
it also changes to fulfill them. An adult participates 
in social life (visits friends), engages in conversation 
for its own sake, engages in physical recreation and 
various types of practical activity (e.g., cultivates 
a garden plot). They engage in intellectual pursuits 
or various types of hobbies (collecting, amateur 
artistic activity, tinkering). Shopping for pleasure, 
communication via mobile phones and the internet 
has become a common form of leisure activity.

Unfortunately, in adulthood we also find cruel 
forms of play, whose purpose is to inflict suffering or 
death on the victim (its varieties include bullfighting, as 
well as the phenomenon of so-called hazing occurring 
in the military or gang activity). Similar manifestations 
of cruel ludicity are also observed in online environ-
ments, where forms such as trolling, griefing, or flaming 
involve deliberately causing harm or suffering to other 
players and are perceived by their perpetrators as 
a specific variety of play (Sikorska, 2023).

Currently, therefore, the technological context 
does not replace traditional forms of play so much 
as extend them naturally. In cyberspace, analogies to 
forms of play taking place in the material world can 
easily be discerned.

3.	The significance of ludic 
behavior in ontogenetic 
development

As already mentioned, there is a lack of systematized 
research about the psychological functions of ludic 
behavior in adulthood. Individual authors often only 
suggest certain relationships, formulate views that 
refer only indirectly to play. We therefore attempt to 
summarize various concepts, find similarities between 
them, and develop a synthetic interpretation of them, 
which is so lacking in psychology. Based on available 
literature, we try to create a model consisting of two 
levels. The first level concerns the psychological 
functions of ludic behavior as an extension of its 
developmental role in early life. The second, more 
advanced level encompasses the specific effects of 
ludic behavior on adult development.
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To be able to reasonably meaningfully assess the 
significance of ludic behavior in adulthood, one must 
first examine children’s play from the same angle. 
Many researchers representing different psychological 
schools have dealt with this issue. Their multifaceted 
views on children’s play continue to shape contem-
porary thinking about this phenomenon today.

3.1.	 Cognitive-developmental approach

Piaget and Inhelder (2000), in their work on cog-
nitive development, recognized play as one of the 
most important forms of child activity. Initially, 
cognition is action-based and occurs as a result 
of object manipulation. Over time, it becomes 
possible through logical and mathematical opera-
tions. It turns out that both forms of cognition are 
refined through play. Play contributes particularly 
strongly to the development of higher-order cog-
nition. It fosters the development of the semiotic 
(symbolic) function in children. The child discovers 
that a symbol implies the representation of some 
absent object. Gradually it also begins to perceive 
the multiplicity of symbolic meanings, which 
makes it capable of communication by means of 
signs (i.e., symbolic gesture). Play thus mediates 
between pre-representation in action and internal 
representation in thought, promoting the devel-
opment of speech and higher mental functions.

Play also enables continuous adaptation to the 
environment. Piaget considered it as a form of as-
similative activity, through which new stimuli or 
objects from the environment are assimilated and 
incorporated into existing cognitive schemas. In this 
way, the child expands its mental structures, which 
allow it to achieve an increasingly sophisticated 
understanding of the surrounding world (Piaget, 
Inhelder, 2000).

Piaget’s views were developed by Tyszkowa 
(1988). She believed that play promotes the struc-
turing and restructuring of individual experience. 
Thanks to this psychomotor activity, the content of 
experiences gained in the real world can be processed 
more deeply and on a new cognitive level, and then 
incorporated in symbolic form into mental struc-
tures (this process is mediated by an action-based 

symbolic-imaginative code). A developed symbolic 
system in turn allows for constant transformation of 
incoming information and restructuring of experi-
ence according to the logic of this symbolic system. 
Thanks to this, a person is able to adapt to changes 
in the environment.

Cognitive concepts emphasize the developmental 
function of children’s play. It creates an opportunity 
for the development of operational and cognitive 
schemas concerning various domains of surrounding 
reality. These in turn create an operational network 
that serves as a tool for orienting oneself within the 
environment (Tyszkowa, 2022). Playful activity 
facilitates the emergence of higher mental functions, 
enables the child’s passage through successive stages 
of cognitive development.

In adulthood, ludic behavior no longer plays as 
central a role, because the adult cognitive system is 
already largely developed. Nevertheless, this activity 
still seems to support the learning process. The pos-
sibility of learning new things ranks highly among 
the motivations for adults’ engagement in ludic 
activity. Analysis results confirm that the acquisition 
of declarative knowledge (facts, information) and 
procedural knowledge (new skills) occurs faster in 
playful learning environments than in others. Pro-
grams based on active, play-oriented learning, active 
performance bring very good results, an example of 
which may be scout organizations, which in playful 
form teach the use of a compass, navigation skills, etc.

Engaging excursions, exhibitions organized for 
educational purposes are more conducive to devel-
opment than passive transmission of information. 
However, it is important to take into account the 
variable of novelty and complexity of the educa-
tional situation. The best results are obtained in 
an environment with a moderate level of novelty. 
This prevents a feeling of boredom while directing 
participants’ attention toward a focused area of inter-
est (Roggenbuck, Loomis, Dagostino, 1991). Ludic 
activity enriches not only semantic memory but 
also visual memory. Direct access to certain images 
(a walk) causes them to be encoded more deeply in 
memory compared to the situation of experiencing 
them indirectly, for example, viewing photographs 
(Hammit, 1987, cited in: Roggenbuck et al., 1991).
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Thanks to ludic behavior, a person can not only 
acquire knowledge but also refine the existing or-
ganizational structure of the mind. Various forms 
of recreation (e.g., categorizing objects according to 
shared features into categories) stimulate conceptual 
development. Information acquired during play pro-
motes the expansion, differentiation, and formation 
of new conceptual categories. This is expressed in the 
ability to analyze, synthesize, and compare phenomena. 
It leads to better understanding of processes and their 
mutual relations. Ludic behavior also contributes to the 
formation of mental schemas—organized knowledge 
structures determining the way of interpreting newly 
acquired information. They influence the effectiveness 
of their operation, expressed in undistorted perception 
of the world (Hammit, 1987, cited in: Roggenbuck et 
al., 1991). Finally, ludic activity can organize metacog-
nition, which determines a person’s orientation in 
a given space and influences perceived competencies 
in a specific domain. Research has revealed that it 
promotes the building of mental cognitive maps con-
taining information about the location of elements in 
a particular environment. The formation of such maps 
is in turn a necessary condition for effective learning 
(Roggenbuck et al., 1991).

The cognitive function of ludic behavior can 
be particularly clearly seen in the video game envi-
ronment, which engages players in tasks requiring 
rapid learning, logical thinking, decision-making, 
problem-solving, and analyzing complex systems 
(Petrowicz, 2016). Digital games require information 
processing, cognitive flexibility, and manipulating 
symbolic representations in an interactive envi-
ronment, which promotes the development of the 
symbolic function. The player constantly confronts 
their existing action schemas with new stimuli and 
challenges, and then modifies them to navigate more 
effectively in the dynamic digital environment.

The positive effects of ludic behavior most likely 
result from the cognitive openness experienced by 
participants. They adopt an active attitude toward their 
experiences, analyze and organize them. These experi-
ences develop intellectually and stimulate thinking. 
Sometimes they can even induce a certain trance, rap-
ture. Then mental processes are characterized by clarity, 
vivid imagery, brilliance, and order (Mączyńska, 2001).

Contemporary video games are particularly con-
ducive to this form of cognitive openness because they 
require the player to constantly analyze situations and 
continuously revise their strategies. Additionally, the 
intensity of experiences, immersion, and high con-
centration characteristic of the digital environment 
intensify the effect of cognitive stimulation, thanks 
to which games become for adults an environment 
conducive to creative and reflective cognitive activity 
(Petrowicz, 2016; Sikorska, 2023).

3.2.	 The sociocultural perspective

The approach examining the historical and social 
determinants of the human psyche was developed in 
psychology by Vygotsky (Wygotski, 2002). This new 
perspective on the human mind also allowed him 
to create an original theory of play. He defined this 
form of activity as the imaginative realization of 
wishes and desires that cannot be fulfilled in reality, 
understood very broadly, ranging from basic drives 
to complex interests. The action itself then recedes 
into the background, while its meaning becomes 
central. In play, the child acts on the basis of internal 
motives, independently of immediate perceptual 
stimuli. A transition thus occurs from direct inter-
action with the environment to symbolic mental 
activity. Objects that previously motivated only 
certain practical actions acquire symbolic meaning 
for the child. A meaning that society has given them, 
which the child gradually discovers.

Thanks to this, it can operate with meanings 
independent of concrete objects though not yet fully 
detached from concrete action and physical objects. 
It acquires the ability to incorporate objects into 
purposeful and goal-directed activity. This occurs on 
the basis of patterns of using these objects in its social 
environment. Play thus serves a mediating symbolic 
function. It teaches regulating one’s own behavior 
and solving problems in goal-oriented situations in 
a way observed in others.

Vygotsky (Wygotski, 2002) also draws attention 
to the moral and social development that occurs 
through play. In a “make-believe” situation, the child 
establishes its own rules, the observance of which 
brings greater pleasure than immediate gratification 
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of impulses. In this way it exercises self-control, so as 
not to give in to the first desire, and develops moral 
self-regulation. Play allows the child to gain deeper 
knowledge of the environment in which it functions. 
As a result of transforming real experiences within 
imaginative space, it intuitively identifies with the 
world. Thanks to this, it acquires so-called social 
intelligence and gains deep insight into the roles 
and situations being recreated3.

Mead (1975) emphasizes even more clearly that 
taking the role of another person promotes the forma-
tion of the perspective of the “generalized other.” The 
child adopts socially recognized norma of conduct 
representing abstract attitudes toward shared social 
values. It thus becomes a member of a given society.

Ludic behavior contributes to the development of 
social perspective-taking also in adulthood. It helps 
achieve the advanced stages of interpersonal under-
standing related to the ability to adopt the perspective 
of a third person and sophisticated socio-symbolic 
understanding of social interactions (Selman, 1980, 
cited in: Schaffer, 2006). The significance of ludic 
behavior in social development results from the 
distinctive features of playful situations. In adult-
hood, it requires assuming a wide range of differ-
entiated social roles (also those whose realization 
is not possible in real life). This is accompanied by 
heightened sensitivity to and reflection on one’s 
own experiences. Thanks to this, a person learns to 
understand an increasingly wide range of human 
behaviors, recognizing a shared psychological basis 
underlying them. It is the general model of social 
group behavior reflected in the personality structure 
of each individual members.

Contemporary video games based on team co-
operation strengthen these processes because they 
require taking the perspectives of others, predicting 
the intentions of other players, and functioning in 
a group structure, often more complex than in every-
day life. Players organize themselves into communi-
ties such as guilds, clans, or teams, in which specific 

3	 Similar views are also found among other psychologists. According to Tyszkowa (1988), through autocommunication, children 
acquire personal competencies important for orienting themselves in their own and others’ experiences. Piaget also emphasized 
that play supports assimilation to group requirements, resulting in an understanding the conventional nature of social norms 
and leading to moral autonomy (Piaget, Inhelder, 2000).

roles, hierarchies, and norms governing cooperation 
are established (Sikorska, 2023). This promotes 
perspective-taking in social interaction.

Considerations on the ethical aspect of the ca-
thartic-compensatory effect of art also lead to the 
conclusion that art, engaging us in the affairs of other 
people, frees individuals from excessive egocentrism 
and excessive self-absorption. Through this, it helps 
to look more objectively at one’s own relations with 
others. It encourages ethical sensitivity, which can cause 
positive moral development and encourage prosocial 
behaviors (Dziemidok, 1974). In video games, sim-
ilar phenomena can be observed in situations that 
require the player to help others, cooperate, or make 
responsible decisions within social relations, which 
constitutes an important element of communication 
and interaction between players (Sikorska, 2023).

Empirical research results are consistent with 
theoretical assumptions. Berg, Trost, and Schneider 
(2001) proved that satisfaction from joint recrea-
tional activity influences marital satisfaction and 
relationship stability. On the other hand, parallel 
activities, consisting only of spending time together 
without mutual communication (e.g., watching tele-
vision), yield fewer benefits. Playful activities create 
a chance for open communication between spouses. 
Spending free time together also improves family 
bonds (Orthner, Mancini, 1991). Playful activity 
creates opportunities for developing new patterns 
of interpersonal interaction that normally do not 
appear. Experiences acquired in such contexts teach 
flexibility and transfer to everyday life.

Some studies show that ludic activity even con-
tributes to greater racial tolerance and fostering 
bonds between members of different cultural or 
national groups (Wankel & Berger, 1991). Research 
on playing together in digital space shows a similar 
mechanism. Gałuszka (2017) indicates that video 
games serve a bonding function within families, 
promote conversation and improvement of relations, 
and shared gameplay can become an opportunity 
for exchanging experiences and building closeness.
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It seems that thanks to participation in various 
play-oriented social groups, an individual can build 
a broader social perspective. This creates a chance for 
better understanding of another person. Of course, 
not everyone takes advantage of it, and not all 
forms of ludic activity enable this to an equal de-
gree. It seems that this function is fulfilled primarily 
by games, also online, which require participation 
with others. Cruel play, which also appears in digital 
space, certainly does not promote the development 
of social perspective (Sikorska, 2023).

3.3.	 Psychoanalytic perspectives: 
The cathartic experience

The beginnings of the psychoanalytic view of play are 
associated with Freud (1976). He claimed that this 
activity provides an outlet for aggressive drives without 
exposing the individual to the consequences that impul-
sive behavior in real situations would bring. In play, one 
can work through experiences that have made a strong 
emotional impression on us, this time gaining symbolic 
control over the situation and discharging unpleasant 
emotion onto others. The cathartic function of this 
activity is important. According to Freud, the repetition 
of playful activities (e.g., punishing teddy bears and 
dolls) takes on the symbolism of revenge, and the child 
thus symbolically relieves itself of experienced distress. 
Playful actions allow the child to understand distressing 
situations and lead to acceptance of the circumstances 
that have occurred. Using its power over inanimate 
objects, the child has the possibility of transforming 
passivity into activity. Play thus becomes a form of 
assimilation of unpleasant experiences, a means of 
mastering difficult reality (Okoń, 1995)4.

The cathartic function of children’s play then 
transfers to the ludic behavior of adults. This concerns 
above all those forms of activity that are related to 
art. Aristotle recognized the aesthetic and emotional 
function of tragedy. It arouses in the viewer intense 
feelings of pity and fear, allowing viewers to achieve 

4	 Other psychologists also attributed similar functions to play. Tyszkowa (1988) argued that play provides a field for emotional 
expression and helps reduce emotional tension. Piaget and Inhelder (2000) claimed that ludic symbolism, which functions in 
the child as a form of internal speech, serves primarily to resolve emotional conflicts, including unconscious ones.

5	 Quasi-emotions are very similar to emotions experienced in ordinary life. They differ depending on the content of the beliefs 
involved: quasi-compassion for an orphan is a different emotion from quasi-compassion for a widow. Like real emotions, they 
may also be justified or unjustified.

emotional release and achieve inner peace. He referred 
to this phenomenon as katharsis (Nowa Encyklopedia 
Powszechna PWN, 2004, p. 373).

This type of artistic influence is also called in 
psychology the cathartic-compensatory effect. It is 
assumed that it means a form of influence on the re-
cipient that helps them regain psychological balance. 
Art employs specific combinations of words, sounds, 
colors, shapes, and compels personal engagement on 
the part of the recipient. Thanks to this, it satisfies 
the need for recreation and psychologically active 
recreation (ludic context of art reception), enriches 
and complements everyday life (Huizinga, 2022). 
It allows compensating for the limitations of everyday 
life through symbolic evocation of the experiences of 
people from other cultures (Gałuszka and Kowale-
wicz, 1982). Identifying with a fictional or literary 
character, we can expand our own experiential world 
through the experiences of others (Sujak, 1998). 
Art also creates conditions for the full expression 
of the individual’s personality, release of emotional 
tension in a way that is safe for society—through 
emotional expression such as crying or screaming. 
Providing diverse sensory impressions, from the 
most harmonious to the most intense, it influences 
the psychological integration. It helps individuals 
identify and articulate their own experiences, also very 
subtle ones, thanks to which they can be subjected to 
reflection. When one recognizes oneself in a symbolic 
substitute, it becomes possible to resolve various 
internal conflicts generated by reality. As a result of 
katharsis, a person becomes inclined toward reflection 
and overcomes ontological anxieties.

Emotions play an important role in the cathartic 
experience. Thomson claimed that the mere experi-
ence of emotions may itself have therapeutic value 
(1956, cited in: Mączyńska, 2001). The fact that 
we experience quasi-emotions5 grounded in fiction 
seems not to matter (Currie, 2008). We do not feel 
real emotions in the sense that we do not believe in 
their source. Instead of actual belief in events, there is 
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simulated belief. However, the feelings themselves in 
both cases may differ primarily in intensity. Therefore, 
art can be a cathartic experience. Video games can 
also serve a similar function, providing the possibility 
of experiencing strong emotions, which Sikorska 
(2023) terms emotional immersion.

However, it should be remembered that a work 
of art can also evoke negative emotional responses 
in the recipient. In the emotional aspect, this con-
cerns fear, humiliation, even hatred; on the ethical 
level—aggression, contempt for life and other an-
ti-humanistic values, and in the aesthetic—dishar-
mony and ugliness. They promote the formation of 
a distorted worldview and a distorted perception 
of reality. Promoting anti-values, art performs an 
anti-cathartic function.

4.	Functions of ludic behavior 
in adulthood

Ludic behavior serves the fulfilment of human needs 
and evolves together with them. Therefore, the func-
tions it performs in adulthood are not merely a con-
tinuation of its role in the early stages of life. Adults 
face new developmental tasks that previously either 
did not emerge at all or appeared only in minimal 
form. Ludic activity thus acquires new significance. 
The question then arises: what new role does it play? 
Our review of various theoretical perspectives suggests 
that it performs exceptionally important functions.

4.1.	 A path toward defining and expanding 
the self

Erikson’s theory (1995) supports the claim that play 
promotes identity formation. Its role is already evident 
during the first crisis in identity development, when 
the need to establish basic trust emerges. Through this 
form of activity, the child attempts to create a simplified 
image of the world in order to integrate experience 
and secure a sense of continuity in time and space.

6	 Throughout this process, the child’s mother plays an important role. She should oscillate between reflecting what the child is 
capable of discovering (a representation of the child’s internal world) and remaining herself, that is, something external to the 
child) (Winnicott, 2000).

Winnicott (2000) described this first crisis more 
extensively. He argued that play constitutes a space 
of interaction between personal, subjective psychic 
reality and what is perceived objectively. The child 
seeks to overcome the uncertainty arising from 
this interaction. To this end, the child introduces 
objects or phenomena from external reality into the 
sphere of play and uses them according to a pattern 
derived from internal reality. The child invests them 
with meanings and feelings originating in fantasy6. 
When the child becomes capable of playing in “po-
tential space,” they experience a sense of “magical 
control” and omnipotence. Intrapsychic processes 
are thus linked with control over actual reality. 
This makes possible the proper internalization of 
the surrounding world, based on the objective per-
ception of individual objects. Play helps the child 
develop trust in both the self and others.

At subsequent stages of life, ludic behavior 
also enables the individual to resolve emerging 
crises of psychosocial development. Each time, 
such behavior evokes a sense of control over the 
situation, which supports emotional regeneration 
undermined after the strain of social interactions 
(Erikson, 2000). Every conflict faced by the indi-
vidual is first worked through in the imaginative 
sphere. The sphere of play thus becomes a kind 
of fulcrum through which the person rises to 
increasingly higher stages of development.

Play reaches a particular culmination of signif-
icance during adolescence, when the adolescent 
faces the task of forming the core of their identity. 
They develop a sense of uniqueness and separateness 
from others. Accordingly, they must create a sys-
tem of self-knowledge, based on comparison, and 
develop a concept of the self from information that 
is especially meaningful and self-defining (Erikson, 
1995). They try out various social roles in order to 
find their place in society. They integrate the past 
with the present and with a concept of the future, 
and on this basis choose among personally significant 
alternatives and lifelong commitments.
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Ludic behavior plays a fundamental role in this 
process. It helps the individual form the most mature 
form of identity, referred to as a freely organizing 
wholeness. This is expressed through the principle of 
“peaceful coexistence” between what constitutes the 
essence of the Self and what is external to it (Erik-
son, 1995). A stable value system and a clear sense 
of integrity do not exclude openness to novelty or 
creative adaptation to changing conditions.

The same themes can be observed throughout 
a person’s play across the life span. Play therefore 
ensures continuity of existence, which is necessary 
for the formation of a coherent identity. Within 
the sphere of play, the individual’s most important 
experiences are integrated, and the effects of previous 
conflicts become concentrated. It is here that one 
can discern the history of one’s own development. 
Play enables self-knowledge and provides a “point of 
reflection” for developing a further concept of the self.

The ludic sphere also creates an opportunity to 
try out various roles that a person wishes to assume. 
It enables the selection of situations that help express 
and define the self as a distinct individual. Play allows 
for experimentation without negative consequences. 
It supports the selection of the most fitting role, which 
may later result in a sense of self-satisfaction. In video 
games, this phenomenon takes the form of choosing 
an avatar, a team role, or a mode of participating in the 
game world. This makes it possible to test different 
versions of the self and observe their consequences 
for social functioning (Sikorska, 2023).

Research by Haggard and Williams (1991) 
showed that a specific set of participant characteristics 
becomes associated with ludic behavior. For example, 
a chess player is perceived as intelligent, capable of 
strategic thinking, and skilled in problem-solving. 
By undertaking a given form of activity, we automat-
ically attribute to ourselves the qualities symbolized 
by that activity. In this way, we test whether we are 
as we imagine ourselves to be.

The individual also tries out new roles by test-
ing reality not directly on the self, but through an 
external object. Benson’s concept of aesthetic ab-
sorption (1993) and Morin’s theory of the identi-
fication-projection complex (1975) explain how 
a person not only enters but also participates in 

a secondary reality created by the media. The need 
for active participation is here replaced by emotional 
participation. The individual assumes the personality 
of the character and, for a brief moment, becoming 
the character.

Role experimentation takes place within the ver-
sion of reality that the individual learns in their own 
community. In this way, the individual simultaneously 
adapts to the conditions of culture. At this stage, they 
undertake commitments and ideals that situate them 
within the broader social structure. Even in video 
game player communities, clearly defined norms of 
cooperation and rules of communication operate, 
while destructive behavior is subject to sanctions 
such as blocking or reporting. These mechanisms 
regulate community life and help maintain specific 
standards of action in digital culture (Petrowicz, 
2016; Sikorska, 2023). In this way, ludic behavior 
can transmit universal human values and perform an 
educational function. This is evidenced by its role in 
traditional communities (Gałdowa, 2000). In such 
communities ludic behavior served certain initiatory 
scenarios through which the individual became 
a member of the group. The individual learned to 
recognize themselves in the mythical pattern of the 
tribal hero, thereby discovering the sacredness of the 
world and human beings.

It seems that the role of ludic behavior in iden-
tity formation does not end with the conclusion 
of the psychosocial moratorium. At every stage of 
life, it raises self-esteem and strengthens the sense 
of coherence of the Self. Moreover, it enables con-
tinuous updating of the ego. The courage to cross 
the boundaries established around one’s own belief 
system, developed through ludic activity, transfers 
to various “serious” areas of existence. Play gives rise 
to the desire to “renew oneself ” under the influence 
of other people, or more broadly other objects, to 
integrate them with one’s own Self, and to support 
continuous personal development (Erikson, 1995). 
A true sense of identity is, in fact, nothing other 
than going beyond the roles imposed on us and 
maintaining a constant readiness to play.

Unfortunately, contemporary ludic behavior is 
often distorted. One possible cause is the disappear-
ance of intergenerational interaction (Erikson, 1995). 
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Adults no longer assume the role of initiatory guides 
and do not accompany young people in their “play,” 
which therefore lacks grounding in tradition. As a re-
sult, young people engage in ludic behavior aimed at 
creating their own vision of reality. In this way, they 
create a culture that challenges the existing order and 
produces its own type of hero, one that stands in 
opposition to the older generation (Gałdowa, 2000). 
Ludic behavior may take distorted pseudo-initiatory 
forms, such as rock culture or gang activity. A lack 
of perceived control and destructive effects lead-
ing to the internal disintegration of the individual 
result mainly of ilinx-type play and so-called cruel 
play. By cutting themselves off from the adult world 
and from ordinary life, young people seek to mark 
their separateness. Unconsciously, however, they fall 
into yet another pattern. Their pose of freedom and 
independence is, in fact, another rigid role. It pre-
vents the continuous updating and development of 
mature identity. It is also worth noting that the lack 
of intergenerational guidance increasingly applies to 
the digital world, where young people spend time 
without adult support, making it more difficult to 
transmit models and values (Gałuszka, 2017).

4.2.	 Enhancing life satisfaction and 
psychological well-being

Ludic behavior seems to enable a person to experi-
ence a state of optimal functioning — so-called flow. 
Csikszentmihalyi (2022) used this term to describe 
a state of extraordinary satisfaction. It is obtained 
through deep concentration on the performed ac-
tivity and maintaining a state of psychological or-
der. The individual is able to direct their attention 
voluntarily so that task-irrelevant information does 
not distract them (also problems of everyday life). 
This generates a sense of efficacy in achieving one’s 
goals. People then feel strong, overcome personal 
insecurities and emotional problems.

Conditions for experiencing this can be created 
by setting appropriately challenging tasks—tasks 
optimally matched ton one’s level of skill (Csikszent-
mihalyi, 2022). They must enable continual extension 
of one’s abilities, so that a feeling of boredom does 
not arise. Such a state can be produced by various 

team games, art, various types of hobbies, as well as 
cognitively engaging forms of entertainment, that 
is, a wide range of activities belonging to the ludic 
sphere. They often possess rules that facilitate focused 
attention in a satisfying way. Rituals that separate indi-
viduals from everyday life evoke a sense of transfer to 
another reality, which motivates individuals to exert 
effort and produces altered states of consciousness. 
However, to what extent we utilize these specific 
properties of ludic behavior depends on us, on our 
ability to set goals, engage fully in the activity.

Computer games are a particularly conducive en-
vironment for experiencing flow. This is because they 
require active engagement on the part of the player, 
are based on clear goals, provide immediate feedback, 
and dynamically adjust the level of difficulty to the 
player’s abilities. Additionally, the audiovisual quality 
of the game environment and the immersive nature 
of the game environment favor this (Sikorska, 2023).

The experienced satisfaction intensifies the expe-
rience of life, brings peace and happiness. A person 
derives joy from life and from their achievements. 
Anxiety diminishes, sense of self-worth increases. 
It becomes easier to cope with problems. When ad-
versities of fate take away strength, engagement in 
seemingly trivial activities reinforces the sense of 
personal control.

The foregoing discussion suggests that ludic be-
havior can become a source of psychological well-be-
ing. Its components are the predominance of positive 
affect over negative affect and life satisfaction, un-
derstood as achievement of personally valued goals 
(Mączyńska, 2001). This hypothesis has been tested 
in many empirical studies. They revealed that en-
gagement in ludic activity is associated with positive 
emotional states (Hull, Michael, 1995; Lubbers et 
al., 2023). This results from the fact that it reduces 
stress levels. As a result of recreational activities, 
concentration improves, while anxiety and fatigue 
are reduced. Players declare that video games enable 
them to temporarily disconnect from the pressure of 
everyday life and enter a mode of emotional recovery 
(Sikorska, 2023). Playing video games together can 
also strengthen family bonds and promote positive 
emotions, which improves the quality of relationships 
(Gałuszka, 2017). It even seems that some forms 
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of ludic activity (in this case physical exercise was 
involved) contribute to improvements in individuals 
suffering from depression (Greist, 1987, cited in: 
Wankel, Berger, 1991).

Positive mood has significant consequences. 
It enhances the quality of task performance, will-
ingness to undertake more difficult tasks associated 
with delayed gratification. In addition, it strengthens 
the sense of self-worth and agency and increases the 
ability to cope with difficult life situations (Lubbers et 
al., 2023). The effect of these processes is an increase 
in life satisfaction.

Not every form of ludic behavior fulfills such 
functions. Many forms of entertainment provide 
access to information that does not require cognitive 
effort. The lowest level of concentration, and thus 
minimal cognitive engagement, occurs while watching 
television (although at the same time it is the most 
popular form of spending free time). Moreover, this 
way of spending free time may induce physical passiv-
ity and depressive moods (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991).

5.	One step further: toward 
a deeper reflection

There are also studies in which the functions of ludic 
behavior in adulthood are analyzed at deeper levels. 
Although not all the opinions cited below have been 
confirmed in research, they are worthy of attention.

5.1.	 Development of creativity 
and spirituality

According to the representative of humanistic psy-
chology, Abraham Maslow (2004), ludic behavior 
can lead to so-called peak experiences. Their simplest 
form is absorption in a film, a book, or a particular 
activity. These experiences foster a new mode of 
cognition, called B-cognition. The subject “loses” 
their ego, the observing self and the experiencing 
self become unified. Self-forgetfulness allows dis-
covering the deepest core of the self. It emerges as 
a result of integrating primary, suppressed drives 
with conscious goals. The individual no longer ex-
pends energy defending themselves against their 

own impulses. They become strong, brave, experi-
ence a sense of confidence in the legitimacy of their 
actions. Perception devoid of a priori expectations, 
skepticism, preconceived schemas regarding what is 
considered correct, regains its “freshness.” A person 
experiences “secondary naivety,” spontaneously opens 
to novelty. They free themselves from dependence 
on the environment. They cease to perform socially 
imposed roles and become authentically themselves. 
Thanks to this, full expression of individuality and 
creative action occur.

The thesis that ludic behavior promotes the 
development of creative abilities was already for-
mulated by psychologists dealing with children’s 
play. According to some of them, the development 
of creative potential constitutes a defining feature 
of play. It expands imagination, constitutes a form 
of self-expansion. As Vygotsky (Wygotski, 2002) 
emphasized, combining experiences into new con-
figurations, symbolic recreation of experiences, using 
substitute objects compels the creation of one’s own 
symbolic world of fiction. This develops the child’s 
creative potential.

This potential is most fully utilized in adulthood. 
It seems that ludic behavior serves a disinhibiting 
function in relation to it. They involve a return to 
modes of thinking different from those employed 
in everyday activity. Tyszkowa (1988) already drew 
attention to this phenomenon. It is related to the 
polysymbolism of play, which, promoting the use of 
various symbols, stimulates diverse forms of mental 
activity. Similarly, art, generating intense aesthetic 
engagement, requires associating images or facts 
with each other. The creative attitude liberated in 
this way can also manifest in other fields (see e.g., 
Gałuszka and Kowalewicz, 1982). Contemporary 
video games have become a special field of creative 
expression—players not only interact with ready-
made worlds but also create fan content such as 
mods, gameplay videos, or fanfiction, thus co-creating 
the cultural environment of the game (Petrowicz, 
2016; Sikorska, 2023).

Another consequence of peak experience, to 
which Maslow (2004) drew attention, is full focus on 
the current situation. This enables viewing an object 
without the necessity of abstracting and comparing. 
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One adopts an aesthetic attitude toward it, which 
leads to understanding its uniqueness and perfec-
tion. This leads to the conclusion that Being itself 
is ultimately good, only sometimes a person cannot 
perceive this. At higher levels of maturity, many di-
chotomies are removed. This results in full acceptance 
of reality, thanks to which the enduring problem of 
good and evil can be reconciled. A person begins to 
feel that good, beauty, and truth exist, and through 
this can appreciate the value of life7. The emotional 
reaction to this type of experience is fear caused by 
bewilderment and surrender to the experience as 
something that surpasses us. Feelings of gratitude and 
awe emerge. They can be expressed through prayer, 
adoration, and other forms of mystical expression.

Thus Maslow postulates that ludic behavior devel-
ops spirituality and even religiosity. This hypothesis 
is difficult to verify. It seems probable insofar as ludic 
behavior in traditional communities referred directly 
to the sphere of sacred (Eliade, 1994, 2022). Certain 
justifications for this thesis can also be sought in 
the results of research conducted for the purpose 
of standardizing Thalbourne’s Transliminality Scale.

This is a tool measuring the individual’s ability 
to cross the boundary between conscious experience 
and unconscious impulses. Based on conducted 
research, it was found that this ability constitutes 
the basis for, among others, magical thinking, ab-
sorption (susceptibility to attentional absorption by 
incidental stimuli), and proneness to fantasize, that 
is, certain processes engaged during ludic activity. 
On the other hand, what is very important in the 
context of the dependencies discussed here, it leads to 
mystical experience. Shared underlying mechanisms 
of religiosity and ludic activity support the intuitive 
hypothesis about a positive relationship between 
these phenomena8.

Generally, these are issues considered only specu-
latively, not confirmed in empirical research. Inferring 
a relationship of ludic behavior with the development 
of religiosity would be too far-reaching a conclu-

7	 It seems that Maslow attributes to peak experiences functions analogous to katharsis, encompassing ethical, emotional, and 
aesthetic dimensions.

8	 Youth religious camps also frequently combine spiritual development with ludic activity.
9	 It seems that such states are particularly likely to occur in contact with art, which provides extraordinary aesthetic experiences. 

The occurrence of such states has also been observed among individuals engaged in sports (McDonald & Schreier, 1991).

sion. More justified is the thesis linking this type of 
activity with the development of spirituality—but 
spirituality understood in a reductionist sense as, 
for example, immaterial and irrational elements of 
human consciousness forcing the individual to search 
for intangible elements of reality on which the visible 
world and human life are based ( James, 2023).

Godbey (1991, cited in: McDonald, Schreier, 
1991) claims that ludic behavior can influence the 
development of spirituality because it is unrestrained 
by the limitations of everyday life, non-rational and 
meaning-laden. A person opens their mind to other 
experiences, experiences both the self and reality 
more deeply. They can perceive the complexity of the 
world, which encourages them to search for deeper 
meaning. Researchers suggest that the spheres of ludic 
and spiritual activity are based on similar processes 
and states of consciousness (McDonald, Schreier, 
1991). Contemplation, participation in a certain 
ritual, the use of symbols and imagination can lead 
in both cases to a sense of immortality, mystery, 
“out-of-body experiences”9.

The increase in spirituality may be caused by the 
very environment in which ludic activity takes place. 
If it occurs in a certain religiously sanctified space 
(such as wilderness landscapes or natural phenom-
ena evoking awe and fear), it can cause an increase 
in religious consciousness. Later, when given ludic 
behaviors also occur in other conditions, they each 
time evoke spiritual connotations.

From Maslow’s (2004) considerations on creativ-
ity and spirituality also emerges the suggestion that 
ludic activity promotes self-actualization. He under-
stands by this the full realization of an individual’s 
talents and potential leading to the discovery of one’s 
own Self. Csikszentmihalyi (1991) claims that this is 
indeed the case. Those forms of ludic behavior that re-
quire deep, sustained, and sustained and goal-oriented 
engagement, creates the possibility of transcending 
previous experiences. Self-knowledge plays a role in 
this process. When we grant ourselves the right to 
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make mistakes, we undertake ever new challenges. 
Then we can learn the most about ourselves. As 
a result, the process of individuation progresses while 
simultaneously integrating with people and ideas that 
transcend the individual (Csikszentmihalyi, 2022).

5.2.	 A way to enrich the structures of formal 
thinking

Combining psychological, anthropological, phil-
osophical, and cultural studies perspectives, adult 
ludic behavior can be understood as a contemporary 
form of quasi-mythical behavior (Zagórska, 2000, 
2004, 2008, 2020). Such behavior develops mythos-
type thinking. This mode of thinking is based on 
subjective, emotionally colored representations. It is 
non-conceptual and rooted in personal experience. 
It encompasses what is intuitive and is expressed 
through metaphors and fantasies. According to Ep-
stein’s Cognitive-Experiential Self-Theory or Labou-
vie-Vief ’s theory of postformal thinking (2015), it 
coexists in the human mind with logos-type thinking 
(cited in: Kolańczyk, 1999; Zagórska, 2004, 2020). 
This latter modality is based on purely rational con-
cepts, employs philosophical discourse, and operates 
with analytical precision. Logos leads to an objecti-
fying relation to the world, an I-It relation, whereas 
mythos assumes direct participation in the world, an 
I-Thou dialogue.

Optimal functioning is achieved through har-
monious cooperation between these two systems. 
In traditional communities, this was supported by the 
domain of mythos, filled with living myth10 and ritual 
performances, such as Greek Dionysian choruses, 
belonging to the sphere of sacrum. Contemporary 
culture, by contrast, mainly supports the develop-
ment of logos-type thinking, while devaluing the 
mythos system based on poetry, faith, and experience. 
Nevertheless, human beings still need to use this 
modality. In childhood, this need is satisfied through 
play, which transports the child into an imaginative 
space referred to as secondary reality (Okoń, 1995). 
An adult guided by the “mythos imperative” likewise 

10	 Myth was understood as sacred history—a narrative describing events that took place in the time of “beginnings.” It provided 
models of behavior and endowed human existence with meaning and value, while also ensuring, among other things, a sense 
of security.

needs a transreal reality in which they can transcend 
the limitations imposed by everyday life and develop 
a modality of thinking different from that ordinarily 
used. This need is served by the worlds created by 
the media of symbolic culture: film, theater, music, 
literature, painting, and, today, video games as well. 
The psychological crossing of the distance between 
the real and the unreal—a phenomenon that may 
be called symbolic transfer into secondary reality—
becomes possible precisely through ludic behavior 
(Zagórska, 2004). Participation in culturally created 
reality satisfies the deepest, and usually unconscious, 
needs of the human psyche.

First, it is associated with escape from gray every-
day life and ordinary existential toil, the “terror of 
Time and History.” In this respect, ludic behavior 
performs an escapist and compensatory function, as 
it makes it possible to compensate for the limitations 
of real life (Zagórska, 2004).

Second, ludic activity creates the possibility of 
presence in Great Time, which offers intense ex-
periences necessary for maintaining psychological 
balance and is connected with the experience of 
katharsis. The individual can attain a new existential 
experience: not merely being present in a culturally 
created world, but living within in.

Ludic activity is also a manifestation of the eternal 
“longing for Paradise,” that is, for an ideal world as it 
was at the beginning: beautiful, harmonious, and safe. 
Quasi-mythical behavior enables transfer into such 
a desired reality, offering relaxation, entertainment, 
and contact with beauty (Zagórska, 2004, 2008).

Because the created reality is external to the 
individual, the person can find the self in what lies 
beyond the self and yet is somehow similar to it. 
This is connected with the need for reference to 
a paradigm. Universal patterns allow individuals to 
discover their situation and place in the world and, 
and through this, to free themselves from loneliness. 
By directing the individual toward clearly defined 
values, culturally created reality may therefore per-
form a modeling and personality-forming function.
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Through participation in a reality that tran-
scendents the self, the individual can, in a substitutive, 
affective-imaginative way, transcend the human con-
dition. The symbolism, expressiveness, and mimetic 
character of mythos satisfy the need to be someone 
else, someone more, even an impossible self, that is, as 
self that cannot be realized in actual reality (Zagórska, 
2004). Thus, ludic behavior performs transgressive 
and developmental functions11, although in a di-
minished form, Through its saturation with ritual 
elements, it also performs a quasi-initiatory role, 
increasing the sense of adulthood and self-worth.

An additional function of ludic behavior is often 
“integration with the whole,” that is, identification 
with a group of similar others. Shared participation 
in another world and coming to know it through 
experience satisfy the need for fellowship and spon-
taneous bonds. The affiliative function seems particu-
larly important in the period of young adulthood 
(Zagórska, 2004).

The specific functions of quasi-mythical behavior 
listed above serve to satisfy a more general human 
need: the need for mythos-type thinking and behavior. 
The mental demands fulfilled by ludic activity appear 
to reflect a striving not only to explain reality, but also 
to express it. Human beings seek to know through 
experience and participation; they wish to satisfy 
their need for subjective apprehension of the world.

The specific functions of quasi-mythical behavior 
resemble the functions of ludic activity discussed 
in earlier sections of this article. This suggests that 
the need for mythos may provide the framework 
within which the entire sphere of ludicity should be 
analyzed. The observed convergence encourages the 
search for mythical elements even in those ludic forms 
that do not rely on the mediation of contemporary 
symbolic culture.

From the most general perspective, ludic behavior 
may be viewed as a result of the human psyche’s need 
for self-organization and of the desire for harmo-
nious cooperation between logos-type and mythos-
type modalities. Through such behavior, dialectical 
thinking may develop. A person becomes able to 
accept contradictions and synthesize them. Finally, 

11	 This concerns not so much personal development as transcendence of one’s own symbolic boundaries.

the individual acquires a relativistic perspective, 
expressed in a departure from dualistic modes of 
evaluation and in the recognition that many valid 
solutions may exist for any given dilemma.

Because of their narrative and interactive character, 
contemporary video games create spaces especially 
conducive to activating the mythos-type modality. Vir-
tual worlds are environments of intense participation, 
role-playing, and cooperation within player commu-
nities. They create an imaginative reality with a high 
emotional and symbolic charge, enabling temporary 
detachment from everyday life. At the same time, 
activity in games requires constant decision-making, 
planning, and interpretation of complex messages, 
that is, processes characteristic of the logos modality. 
As a result, video games become a contemporary space 
in which mythos and logos can cooperate, leading to 
the integration of experience, reflection, and action. 
This may help explain the growing popularity of vid-
eo games, which can function as substitutes for lost 
myths. Virtual player communities, in turn, operate 
like contemporary ritual groups: they offer a sense of 
belonging, loyalty, and fellowship, as well as access to 
a shared system of meanings.

Conclusion

Ludic behavior in adulthood fulfils a number of 
psychologically adaptive functions of considerable 
importance. Nevertheless, it seems doubtful that any 
single form of ludic activity could fulfill all of them 
simultaneously. The model presented here therefore 
describes only the maximum range of benefits that 
may arise from such activities. The discussion has 
been drawn upon literature referring, more or less 
directly, to ludic behavior, and constitutes an attempt 
to integrate and describe the various dimensions of 
the positive influence of play on human functioning.

At the same time, some contemporary forms of 
ludic activity fail to fulfil any psychological functions 
and may even inhibit human development. The Eng-
lish-language term anti-leisure has been coined to 
describe such maladaptive forms of ludic behavior. 
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They do not contribute to the enrichment of the 
individual and do not fulfil recreational functions. 
Instead, they are undertaken compulsively and are 
accompanied by elevated levels of anxiety. They are 
also based on externally imposed constraints, which 
diminish the individual’s sense of autonomy and 
authenticity (World Leisure..., 2001).

Some of these dangers were discussed earlier in 
relation to phenomena such as katharsis, pseudo-ini-
tiatory behavior, and optimal experience. A similarly 
inhibiting role may be played by various forms of 
addiction to media that transport individuals into cul-
turally created realities, such as video games, gambling, 
or the internet, as well as by alea-type forms of play.

The developmental functions of ludic behavior 
are also linked to individual personality and mo-
tivational characteristics. Not everyone is capable 
of experiencing a sense of extraordinariness, nor is 
everyone willing to use play as a means of opening 
themselves to self-discovery, to other people, or to 
new values.

The model presented above constitutes a creative 
synthesis of perspectives found in the psychological 
literature. It may serve as a useful point of reference, 
encouraging a more reflective approach to the sphere 
of ludic behavior. It invites consideration of the extent 
to which such behaviors realize the developmental 
possibilities potentially inherent within them.
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Abstract: Objective: The aim of the present study was to examine the relationships between parenting styles adopted by parents toward their children, marital 
well-being, and the level of occupational burnout. Three hypotheses were formulated: (H1) democratic and liberal-affectionate parenting styles are associated 
with lower levels of occupational burnout; (H2) autocratic and liberal-non-affectionate parenting styles are associated with higher levels of burnout; and (H3) 
higher marital well-being co-occurs with lower intensity of occupational burnout. Methods: The study involved 417 married individuals with at least one child 
(266 women and 151 men), aged between 21 and 63 years (M =  41). The following research instruments were administered: the Marital Quality Questionnaire 
(KDM-2; M. Plopa & J. Rostowski), the Parenting Styles Analysis – Own Family Questionnaire (M. Ryś), and the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI; 
E. Demerouti et al.; Polish adaptation by T. Chirkowska-Smolak). In the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients indicated high internal consistency 
of the applied measures (e.g., intimacy α =  0,88; marital satisfaction α =  0,94; overall OLBI α =  0,83). Although the distribution of the data slightly deviated 
from normality, as indicated by the Shapiro–Wilk and Kolmogorov–Smirnov tests, skewness and kurtosis values remained within the acceptable ±2 range, 
which justified the use of Pearson’s r correlation coefficients in the hypothesis testing procedure. Results: All three hypotheses were supported empirically. 
Higher levels of democratic and liberal-affectionate parenting styles were associated with lower levels of occupational burnout, whereas autocratic and lib-
eral-non-affectionate styles showed positive correlations with burnout, with moderate effect sizes observed for the latter relationships. Furthermore, higher 
marital well-being–reflected in greater intimacy, self-fulfilment, and similarity between partners, alongside lower levels of disappointment–was associated 
with lower levels of exhaustion and disengagement at work. Conclusions: The findings confirm the interrelationship between family-role functioning and 
occupational burnout. Parenting styles based on dialogue, empathy, and emotional support, combined with high marital well-being, may constitute protective 
factors against the negative consequences of chronic occupational stress. From a practical perspective, burnout prevention programmes should incorporate 
family-related dimensions, including the quality of partner communication, parenting competencies, and mutual emotional support.
Keywords: marital satisfaction, occupational burnout, parenting styles

1.	Introduction

Human functioning within family and profession-
al roles has attracted considerable attention in 
contemporary psychology, particularly in relation 
to maintaining work-life balance. Interactions 
between these domains may serve as sources of 
support or psychological strain. The quality of 
the marital relationship and the way individuals 
engage in parenting responsibilities may influ-
ence life satisfaction, psychological well-being, 
occupational effectiveness and job satisfaction. 

Increasingly, the literature suggests that occupa-
tional burnout is shaped not only by organisational 
and individual factors, but also by family and 
relational contexts.

Occupational burnout, understood as the out-
come of chronic occupational stress, is character-
ised by lack of energy, engagement and self-effica-
cy. Although it has traditionally been examined 
within an organisational context, an increasing 
body of evidence indicates that its origins are 

53

Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio
Issue 66(2)2026, ISSN 2082-7067, Pages 53-67

https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/66p_Szcz.pdf
https://doi.org/10.34766/16n95065
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1943-0444
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-4006-2242
mailto:angelikaszszczepanik%40gmail.com?subject=


multidimensional and include non–work factors 
such as family relations, emotional support, and 
domestic responsibilities.

Including these three areas (marital well-being, 
parenting styles, and occupational burnout) enables 
a more comprehensive understanding of the mecha-
nisms underlying work–family balance. Examining 
the interrelationships between them may contribute 
to identifying protective factors against burnout and 
provides a basis for developing effective preventative 
and interventive strategies in the area of employees’ 
mental health.

1.1.	 Marital well-being

Marital well-being constitutes an important com-
ponent of an individual’s overall functioning within 
the family system and is a significant determinant of 
quality of life and adults’ mental health. In the liter-
ature, the term marital well-being is often identified 
with marital satisfaction or the quality of the marital 
relationship, encompassing emotional, cognitive and 
behavioural dimensions. According to Plopa (2006), 
marital well-being arises from a balance between 
the satisfaction of individual and relational needs, 
mutual understanding between partners, and the 
ability to maintain positive emotional bonds despite 
recurring difficulties.

From the perspective of close relationships’ psy-
chology, high marital quality is associated with greater 
resilience to stress, improved emotion regulation, 
and more adaptive coping with everyday demands, 
including occupational challenges (Tavakol et al., 
2017; Wojciszke, 2021). The framework of the Mar-
ital Quality Questionnaire (KDM-2), developed by 
M. Plopa and J. Rostowski (2005) conceptualises 
marital well-being as a multidimensional construct 
consisting of four components: intimacy, self-full-
filment, similarity and disappointment. Each of 
these dimensions reflects different aspects of the 
partner relationship, and their interplay allows for 
an assessment of relational harmony and overall 
relationship fulfilment.

Intimacy reflects a high level of spousal satisfac-
tion with the close relationship with one’s partner. 
It is expressed in the need of building a relationship 

based on openness, trust, and closeness. Such indi-
vidual is motivated to work on the relationship and 
to foster both their own and their partner’s sense of 
happiness. Both partners are deeply connected to each 
other and are convinced that they share a genuine 
love for one another.

According to research, intimacy composes of several 
elements, including the desire to care for one’s partner’s 
well-being, experiencing happiness in the partner’s 
presence and as a result of the relationship, respect for 
the partner, the belief that they can be relied upon in 
times of need, mutual understanding, sharing experi-
ences and both emotional and material possessions, 
giving and receiving emotional support, exchanging 
intimate information, and perceiving the partner as an 
important part of one’s life (Wojciszke, 2021).

Self-fullfilment through the relationship, un-
derstood as the opportunity to realise one’s own 
potential, value system, and life goals, contributes to 
a high level of marital satisfaction. The performance 
of marital and family roles provides an individual 
with a sense of fulfilment derived from becoming 
the person they aspire to be (Plopa, 2005).

Similarity refers to a high level of consistency 
between spouses regarding the achievement of im-
portant marital and family goals. Both partners share 
similar views on relationship development, leisure 
time activities, organisation of family life. They also 
hold common approaches to setting boundaries 
between the family and the external environment, 
maintaining family traditions, and child–rearing 
practices. When spouses’ expectations are aligned, 
there is a greater likelihood of experiencing satis-
faction with one’s partner and the relationship as 
a whole (Plopa, 2005).

Disappointment is experienced by a spouse who 
perceives entering into marriage as a life failure. 
Such an individual views the relationship as a con-
straint on their sense of independence and autonomy 
and may frequently consider ending the relation-
ship and making significant life changes. Spending 
time with the partner does not bring enjoyment, 
emotional closeness is reduced, and in dealing with 
everyday problems the dominant tendency becomes 
avoidance, accompanied by a decreased sense of 
responsibility (Plopa, 2005).
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The term marital satisfaction is used to describe 
the happiness and stability of a marital relationship. 
Marital satisfaction is one of the most significant 
determinants of overall life satisfaction. Marriage 
constitutes a primary source of social support; con-
sequently, marital satisfaction is associated with both 
mental and physical health, overall life satisfaction, 
occupational achievements, and social relationships 
(Tavakol et al., 2017).

Research has established that marital satisfaction 
is influenced by a range of factors, including length 
of marriage, spouses’ psychological maturity, life 
expectations, intimacy, financial situation, parenting 
styles or stress (Tavakol et al., 2017). Higher levels 
of marital satisfaction are reported by couples who 
spend a significant amount of their free time together, 
share common hobbies, and engage in communi-
cation, which plays a crucial role in maintaining 
intimacy. This involves, in particular, the expression 
of feelings and emotions, as well as acceptance and 
understanding of the partner. (Tavakol et al., 2017).

In summary, the theoretical description of the 
factors examined by the KDM–2 questionnaire 
suggests that intimacy, self-fullfilment, and sim-
ilarity between partners are positively associated 
with marital satisfaction, whereas disappointment 
is linked to a lack of satisfaction in the relationship. 
This conclusion is supported by the findings from 
a study conducted to validate the factor structure 
of the KDM–2. The study involved 2,279 married 
individuals and employed factor analysis (Plopa, 
2005). It examined the relationship between marital 
satisfaction and several factors, including intima-
cy, self-fullfilment, disappointment and similarity. 
The results indicate that husbands reported higher 
levels of marital satisfaction than their wives. Wives 
generally experienced lower levels of intimacy and 
similarity within marriage and, consequently, higher 
levels of disappointment. This pattern was particu-
larly evident in the early years of marriage and may 
be related to women’s challenges in defining their 
identity in relation to roles such as mother, wife, 
and homemaker, as well as their professional career 
development (Plopa, 2005). With age, the perception 
of self-fullfilment within marriage increases, a trend 
observed in both husbands and wives (Plopa, 2005).

Research examining the relationship between 
marital satisfaction and educational level showed that 
wives with primary education reported higher levels 
of marital satisfaction, particularly in the dimension 
of self-fullfilment, compared with wives holding 
higher education degrees (Plopa, 2005).

The number of children appears to influence 
marital satisfaction only among husbands and fathers. 
Husbands with one child reported higher levels of 
intimacy compared with fathers of three. Fathers of 
only children also perceived greater similarity with 
their wives in adopting shared strategies related to 
shaping marital life, compared with fathers of two 
or more children (Plopa, 2005).

Research on marriages indicates that level of 
relationship satisfaction is associated with pref-
erences for particular stress-coping styles (Plopa, 
2004, za: Plopa, 2005). An emotion-focused cop-
ing style, characterised by concentration on one’s 
own emotional experiences in problematic situa-
tions and a tendency toward wishful thinking, is 
more frequently observed among wives dissatisfied 
with their marriage (Plopa, 2005). Husbands who 
are satisfied with their relationship more often 
demonstrate a task–oriented coping style, involving 
efforts aimed at resolving problems or conflicts 
through constructive cognitive and behavioural 
actions. They are also less likely to respond in an 
emotion-focused manner, which is more character-
istic of dissatisfied spouses. In conflict situations, 
they tend to seek social contact not only as a way 
of relieving emotional tension, but also to obtain 
advice and support (Plopa, 2005).

Marital well-being constitutes a key context in 
which parental attitudes are shaped. The quality of 
the partner relationship influences the way individ-
uals regulate emotions, deal with stress, and engage 
in interactions with their child. Research indicates 
that emotion regulation plays an important role 
in preventing marital burnout, particularly in the 
context of parenthood (Kocyigit, 2025). High levels 
of marital satisfaction are associated with greater 
emotional stability, openness, and empathy, which 
in turn promote parenting styles based on dialogue, 
trust, and cooperation, particularly democratic and 
permissive-indulgent styles.
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Conversely, difficulties within the marital rela-
tionship, such as lack of emotional support, conflicts, 
or feelings of being misunderstood, may contribute 
to increased negative emotions, tension, and frustra-
tion, thereby increasing the likelihood of adopting 
more autocratic or emotionally detached parenting 
practices. In this regard, marital well-being may be 
regarded as an important factor influencing the way 
individuals fulfil their parental role.

1.2.	 Parenting styles

Parenting style is understood as a relatively stable 
way in which parents influence their child, expressed 
through specific attitudes, methods of control, com-
munication patterns, and the expression of affection. 
Terminological analyses emphasize that parenting 
style should be viewed as a complex, processual, and 
intentional system of parental influences, which affect 
both child’s development and parents’ functioning in 
other areas of life (Bakiera, 2019). In psychological 
literature, parenting style is treated as an integrated 
system of parental behaviours shaping the child’s 
emotional, social, and cognitive development (Prze-
tacznik-Gierowska i Włodarski, 2014). According 
to M. Ryś (2001), parenting style is the resultant of 
parents’ emotional attitude toward the child and the 
level of control and demands they place on the child.

Classical theories developed by Baumrind, as well 
as their extensions in Polish research, distinguish 
several parenting styles, including the autocratic 
style (characterised by high control and low emo-
tional support), the democratic style (combining 
clear expectations with dialogue and empathy), the 
liberal-affectionate style (characterised by freedom 
alongside acceptance), and the liberal-non-affec-
tionate style (marked by a lack of consistency and 
emotional involvement). Each of these styles has 
a different impact on the emotional functioning of 
the family, and in the longer term, on the quality 
of adults’ romantic and occupational relationships.

Research suggests that parenting style which 
promotes mutual respect, trust and communication 
foster the development of stable emotional bounds 
and inner balance, which may serve as a protective 
factor against occupational stress. In contrast, styles 

characterised by excessive control or emotional de-
tachment are more often associated with tension and 
conflict, potentially increasing the risk of psycholog-
ical strain and burnout (Bakiera, 2019; Ryś, 2001).

Upbringing can be understood both in the broad 
sense as all influences exerted on a person that shape 
their behaviour, attitudes, and values, and in a more 
specific sense as intentional forms of influence ap-
plied by the person providing upbringing (Harwas, 
1999, za; Bakiera, 2019). Several parenting styles 
are distinguished. A parenting style is defined either 
as the selection and use of educational methods 
(Ziemska, 1973; Ryś, 2001) or as a resultant of the 
ways and methods of influencing the child within 
the family (Kuczkowski, 1991; Ryś, 2001). The most 
commonly distinguished are three basic styles: dem-
ocratic, autocratic, and liberal. Ryś (2001) proposed 
distinguishing the liberal-affectionate style and lib-
eral-non-affectionate style, on the grounds that the 
liberal style may take two extreme forms.

The democratic parenting style is characterised by 
respect for the rights and feelings of each family mem-
ber. It is also marked by mutual affection, trust, and 
concern for the development of each family member. 
Parental control is flexible, with no rigidly imposed 
rules, or strict discipline. Instead, family members rely 
on persuasion and reasoning, plan activities, and solve 
problems together (Ryś, 2001). Learning to consider 
others’ perspectives, cooperate with parents and sib-
lings, and engage in decision–making processes allows 
the child to develop initiative and fosters pro-social 
attitudes. Flexible rules that allow the child to take 
initiative in choosing tasks, along with the absence 
of non–punitive approach in the cases of neglecting 
responsibilities and the use of persuasion and argu-
mentation, contribute to the early development of 
self-control and discipline based on internalised norms 
and values. In this parenting style, a strong emotional 
bond connects children and parents.

The autocratic parenting style, which was prev-
alent in patriarchal families, is characterised by 
a conservative orientation and is based on parental 
control and authority, including the use of coercion 
(Przetacznik-Gierowska i Włodarski, 2014). Parents 
provide explanations to children only when they con-
sider it appropriate. The child is aware of the level of 
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control they are subject to and that any misbehaviour 
will not go unnoticed by parents (ibidem). The child 
clearly knows their rights and responsibilities, yet 
their achievements are taken for granted and not 
rewarded, while punishment and criticism of mistakes 
play a dominant role in upbringing. Strict parental 
control also extends to the child’s relationships outside 
the family (Ryś, 2001).

Within the autocratic parenting style, different 
variants can be distinguished, ranging from strict, 
repressive supervision associated with demands 
that sometimes exceed from child’s capabilities, to 
a more rational limitation of the child’s autonomy 
combined with tasks adjusted to their individual 
and developmental characteristics. The first extreme 
variant is based on punishments, fear and one-sided 
communication, and is characterised by emotional 
distance between parents and the child. The second 
variant, although still maintaining a certain level of 
distance, does not exclude warmth and the expression 
of affection. Communication in this case may be 
two–way, and the child may receive explanations for 
punishments as well as answers to their questions; 
however, parents remain convinced of the need for 
constant guidance and control over the child (Prze-
tacznik-Gierowska i Włodarski, 2014).

The liberal parenting style assumes full freedom 
for the child’s development; parents are expected to 
provide appropriate conditions, and intervene only 
when the child severely violates social norms. The lib-
eral-affectionate variant involves surrounding the child 
with affection while allowing freedom of action and 
choice of attitudes, with parental believing that the 
child possesses the skills necessary to cope with inde-
pendent life. In the liberal-non-affectionate variant, 
parents display indifference and emotional coldness, 
showing little interest in the child’s life (Ryś, 2001).

The democratic and liberal-affectionate parenting 
styles require openness, empathy, and reflexiveness, 
which simultaneously serve as protective factors in the 
context of occupational burnout. In contrast, the auto-
cratic and liberal-non-affectionate styles, characterised 
by control and emotional distance, are associated with 
higher levels of tension and psychological exhaustion, 
which may hinder adaptation to occupational demands 
and the ability to balance work and private life.

1.3.	 Occupational burnout

Occupational burnout is a complex psychological 
syndrome that develops in response to prolonged 
occupational stress, particularly in people–oriented 
professions. Initially described by Freudenberger and 
Maslach (Freudenberger, 1974, as cited in Mańkowska, 
2016, Maslach, 2011, as cited in Mańkowska, 2016) and 
later expanded in energy models (e.g. Demerouti et al.). 
This phenomenon encompasses two core dimensions: 
emotional and physical exhaustion, and reduced work 
engagement. Contemporary perspectives conceptualise 
occupational burnout not only as an individual problem 
but also as an organisational phenomenon with signif-
icant social consequences (Mańkowska, 2016, 2025). 

According to the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory 
(OLBI) (Chirkowska-Smolak, 2018) model used 
in this study, burnout is understood as a process of 
loss of energy and motivation in response to chronic 
occupational demands combined with limited social 
support. Reduced work engagement may result not 
only from workload overload but also from tensions 
in the family domain and a lack of work–life balance. 
In this context, marital well-being and family func-
tioning styles become particularly important, as they 
may serve as a buffer protecting against the effects 
of prolonged occupational stress (Strzelecki, 2023). 

Occupational burnout has not been unambigu-
ously defined in psychological literature. However, 
there is a general consensus among researchers regard-
ing its primary basis and necessary condition, which 
is the experience of prolonged stress. (Mańkowska, 
2016). The consequences of chronic stress can be 
both psychological and physiological. In the phys-
ical aspect, prolonged stress may lead to, among 
others, elevated blood pressure, weakened immune 
functioning, dysregulation of the endocrine system, 
and gastric ulcers. Psychological symptoms of stress 
include anxiety, insomnia, impairment social func-
tioning, irritability, and aggression.

In Maslach’s classical approach, occupational burnout 
is understood as a psychological response to chronic occu-
pational stress and is manifested as a three–dimensional 
syndrome consisting of emotional exhaustion, deperson-
alisation and reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach 
& Jackson, 1981, as cited in: Mańkowska, 2016).

57Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 66(2)2026  |

Marital satisfaction and parenting styles in One’s Own Family in relation to Occupational Burnout



Emotional exhaustion results from psychologi-
cal overload or compassion fatigue, as well as from 
sustained involvement in professional interactions 
with individuals experiencing multiple problems and 
attempts to resolve these difficulties on their behalf. 
It is manifested, among others, by a general sense of 
fatigue. Psychosomatic symptoms may include, for 
example: headaches and insomnia (Mańkowska, 2016).

Depersonalisation is considered to serve a de-
fensive function against excessive emotional burden. 
Interpersonal relations experienced by the individuals 
become impersonal. The person shows indifferent 
towards others’ problems and develops strategies 
aimed at resolving issues as quickly as possible and 
minimising the duration of contact with other indi-
viduals. Depersonalisation contributes to the forma-
tion of stereotypes. Over time, it may be expressed not 
only towards clients, but also towards subordinates, 
co-workers and even supervisors (ibidem).

Reduced personal accomplishment, according 
to Maslach, refers to a decline in self-efficacy and 
effectiveness of one’s actions, as well as dissatisfaction 
with one’s achievements resulting from difficulties in 
coping with occupational stress (Maslach and Jackson, 
1981, as cited in: Mańkowska, 2016).

The updated version of this concept, developed by 
Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter, identifies three compo-
nents of occupational burnout: exhaustion (replacing 
emotional exhaustion), which includes not only a re-
duction in energy but also a loss of physical strength 
and diminished cognitive resources: cynicism (replacing 
depersonalisation) understood as psychological dis-
tancing not only from people but also from the entire 
work-related environment; and reduced professional ef-
ficacy, which represents a narrower, construct to reduced 
personal accomplishment (Baka and Basińska, 2016).

The authors of the modified concept assume that 
occupational burnout results from dysfunctional re-
lations between the individual and the organisational 
environment. According to these authors, such an 
incompatibility is promoted by excessive workload, 
lack of control, insufficient reward, lack of social sup-
port, absence of fairness, and value conflicts (ibidem).

Another approach to occupational burnout is 
presented in the Job Demands – Resources model. 
According to this model, occupational burnout 

consists of two components: exhaustion (physi-
cal, emotional, and cognitive) and disengagement 
from work. Occupational burnout is understood 
as the result of insufficient resources in relation to 
excessive demands (Demerouti, 2001, as cited in: 
Mańkowska, 2025).

The two presented models compete with one 
another, and the current state of knowledge on oc-
cupational burnout still allows for a wide range of 
perspectives. The lack of consensus regarding the 
definition of occupational burnout is particular-
ly problematic given the increasing prevalence of 
occupational burnout and the complexity of its 
underlying mechanisms. Reaching agreement in this 
area is essential for accurate diagnosis as well as for 
the development and implementation of effective 
prevention strategies (Mańkowska, 2025).

Apart from systemic solutions, individuals may 
also undertake specific actions aimed at preventing 
occupational burnout. The strategies most frequently 
mentioned in the burnout literature include setting 
achievable goals, ensuring adequate rest, engaging in 
physical activity, maintaining emotional distance from 
external stressors, undertaking activities that support 
mental and physical health, and preserving boundaries 
between work and home life (Mańkowska, 2016).

The social environment and an individual’s in-
teractions with other people play an important role 
in preventing occupational burnout. Among the 
personal factors associated with an increased risk 
of burnout are the lack of partner relationships, and 
social support systems, as well as neglect of intimacy 
(Skłodowski, 2010).

Partnership relationships, trust, support, inti-
macy, opportunities for mutual self–realisation, and 
similarity between partners contribute to high levels 
of marital satisfaction. The fact that the absence of 
factors underlying a satisfying marriage may increase 
the likelihood of occupational burnout suggests 
a possible association between marital well-being 
and the risk of burnout. Accordingly, lower marital 
satisfaction may be associated with a higher risk of 
occupational burnout.

Marital well-being, parenting style, and occupa-
tional burnout form an interconnected system in 
which functioning within one domain may influence 
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the others. High levels of marital satisfaction pro-
mote emotional balance, which is reflected in more 
supportive and empathic parental attitudes. At the 
same time, constructive parenting styles based on 
openness, trust, and dialogue facilitate more effective 
stress management, which may protect individuals 
from excessive strain and occupational burnout.

Conversely, reduced marital well-being may 
contribute to increased emotional tension, which 
can extend to both parenting relationships and 
occupational functioning. Conflicts, lack of sup-
port, or feeling of being misunderstood within the 
relationship may result in greater impulsivity and 
emotional distance in interactions with children, 
as well as a reduced ability to cope with occupa-
tional pressure. Therefore, it may be assumed that 
the quality of the marital relationship and the 
parenting style employed remain in a reciprocal 
relationship with the level of occupational burn-
out, either supporting one another or intensifying 
difficulties in the emotional and social functioning 
of the individual.

In consequence, all three analysed variables are 
closely interrelated and form a system of dependencies 
in which well-being in one life domain influences 
functioning in the others. This perspective highlights 
the importance of integrating family and occupational 
perspectives in research on adult functioning.

2.	Method

The aim of the present study is to address the follow-
ing research question: Does marital well-being and 
parenting styles in one’s family of origin influence 
the level of occupational burnout? Based on the 
research question and the relevant literature, the 
following hypotheses were formulated:

H1.	 The democratic and liberal-affectionate styles 
are associated with lower levels of burnout.

H2.	 The autocratic and liberal-non-affectionate 
styles are associated with higher levels of 
burnout.

H3.	 Higher marital well-being co-occurs with 
lower intensity of occupational burnout.

2.1.	 Participants

The study sample consisted of 417 married individuals 
with at least one child, including 266 women and 151 
men, aged between 21 to 63 years. The average age of 
the participants was M =  41 years. The majority of 
participants had higher education (54.28%), followed 
by secondary education (20.54%), vocational educa-
tion (14.43%), incomplete higher education (9.54%), 
and primary education (1.22%). Most respondents 
lived in the countryside (36.63%), followed by cities 
with 51,000 inhabitants and more (32.05%), cities 
with 21,000–50,000 inhabitants (18.07%), and cities 
with 6,000–20,000 inhabitants (13.25%). The aver-
age length of employment was 13 years. The sample 
included 63.18% white–collar workers and 36.82% 
blue–collar workers.

2.2.	 Reaserch tools

Three measures and a sociodemographic question-
naire consisting of nine items assessing sociodemo-
graphic variables were used in the study. Marital 
well-being was assessed using the Marital Quality 
Questionnaire (KDM-2) developed by M. Plopa 
and J. Rostowski (2005). The instrument measures 
the quality of marital relationship across four di-
mensions: intimacy, self-fullfilment, similarity, and 
disappointment. The questionnaire consists of 32 
statements rated on a five–point Likert scale: 5 – 
strongly agree, 4 – rather agree, 3 – neither agree nor 
disagree, 2 – rather disagree, 1 – strongly disagree. 
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients obtained in the 
present study were as follows: intimacy ∝ =  0.881, dis-
appointment ∝ =  0.862, self–realisation ∝ =  0,810, 
similarity ∝ =  0.776, and overall marital satisfaction 
∝ =  0.938. Parenting style was assessed using the 
Parenting Styles Analysis – Own Family Question-
naire (M. Ryś, 2001). The instrument consists of 33 
items, and respondents answer using a five–point 
scale: 3 – definitely yes, 2 – rather yes, 1 – rather no, 
0 – definitely no, x – cannot determine. The Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficients in the present sample were: 
democratic style – 0.793; autocratic style – 0.805; 
permissive–indulgent – 0.428; neglectful–permis-
sive – 0.820. Occupational burnout was measured 
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using the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI) 
developed by E. Demerouti, A.B. Bakker, I. Varda-
kou, and A. Kantas, in the Polish adaptation by T. 
Chirkowska-Smolak (2018). The instrument consists 
of 16 items rated on a four–point scale: 1 – strongly 
agree, 2 – agree, 3 – disagree, 4 – strongly disagree. 
The OLBI conceptualises occupational burnout as 
a two–factor construct comprising exhaustion and 
disengagement from work (Chirkowska-Smolak, 
2018). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients in the 
present study were: overall occupational burnout 
∝ =  0.833; exhaustion ∝ =  0.739; disengagement 
∝ =0.714 (ibidem).

3.	Results

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicated that the dis-
tributions of studied variables differed from a normal 
distribution. However, analysis of the skewness and 
kurtosis values showed that for most variables (with 
the exception of similarity and marital well-being) 
the coefficients fell within the range of ±2, suggesting 
that the distribution of variables can be considered 
approximately normal.

To verify the proposed hypotheses, Pearson’s r 
correlation analysis was conducted.

Hypothesis 1, which assumed that democratic 
and liberal-affectionate parenting styles reduce risk of 
occupational burnout, was confirmed. The correlation 
results indicated that higher levels of these parenting 
styles (i.e., more frequent use) were associated with 
higher OLBI scores, which in this study reflects lower 
levels of burnout and its components. Although 
these relationships were weak, their direction was 
consistent with the hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2, which stated that the use of auto-
cratic and liberal-non-affectionate parenting styles 
increases the risk of occupational burnout, was also 
supported. Higher levels of these parenting styles 
were associated with lower OLBI scores, indicat-
ing higher levels of burnout and its components. 
This relationship was particularly pronounced for the 
liberal-non-affectionate style, for which correlations 
of moderate strength were observed.

To test Hypothesis 3, Pearson’s r correlation 
analysis was conducted. The results indicate that 
Hypothesis 3, which assumed that marital well-be-
ing reduces the risk of occupational burnout, was 
supported with regard to selected components of 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables with results of Kolmogorov-Smirnov test

M SD Sk Kurt Min Maks KS p

Parenting styles in one’s own family

Democratic style 24.21 4.02 -0.746 0.891 7.5 30.0 0.08 <0.001

Autocratic style 11.24 5.56 0.578 0.324 0.0 30.0 0.08 <0.001

Liberal-affectionate style 20.02 3.27 -0.510 0.802 8.0 27.0 0.07 <0.001

Liberal-non-affectionate style 8.64 5.22 0.682 0.082 0.0 25.0 0.09 <0.001

Marital well-being (KDM-2)

Intimacy 30.60 6.08 -1.096 1.610 4.0 40.0 0.15 <0.001

Self-fullfilment 26.95 4.87 -0.807 1.721 3.0 35.0 0.09 <0.001

Similarity 27.19 4.90 -1.152 2.290 4.0 35.0 0.12 <0.001

Disappointment 37.54 7.86 -0.822 0.605 4.0 50.0 0.09 <0.001

Marital well-being 84.75 14.60 -1.165 2.632 11.0 110.0 0.11 <0.001

Occupational burnout (OLBI)

Lack of engagement for work 22.02 4.24 -0.177 0.182 7.0 32.0 0.07 <0.001

Occupational exhaustion 21.60 3.98 -0.069 0.629 9.0 32.0 0.08 <0.001

Occupational burnout 43.62 7.47 -0.122 0.458 18.0 64.0 0.05 0.008

Legend: n-number of observation, M-mean, SD-standard deviation, Sk-skewness, Kurt-kurtosis, Min-minimal value, Maks-maximal 
value, KS – Kolomogorow-Smirnov test statistic, p – significance for normality test
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marital well-being, such as intimacy, self-realisation, 
and similarity. These variables were negatively corre-
lated with occupational burnout and its components 
(work disengagement and exhaustion), indicating 
that higher levels of marital well-being are associated 
with lower levels of burnout.

3.1.	 Additional analyses

To examine intergroup differences in the studies 
variables, Student’s t–test for independent samples 
and Kruskal–Wallis test were used. The first set of 
analyses concerned gender differences. Student’s 
t–test revealed statistically significant differences 
in three dimensions of parenting styles in one’s own 
family. Women showed significantly higher levels of 

the democratic parenting style compared to men, 
t(415) =  2.22; p =  0.027; d =  0.23, indicating 
a small effect size. At the same time, women obtained 
significantly lower scores in the autocratic style, 
t(415) =  –2.27; p =  0.024; d =  0.23. A similar 
pattern was observed for the liberal-non-affection-
ate style, where women also achieved significantly 
lower results compared to men, t(415) =  –2.24; 
p =  0.026; d =  0.23. No significant gender differ-
ences were found for the liberal-affectionate style for 
the remaining variables related to marital well-being 
and occupational burnout (p > 0.05).

The next set of analysis examined intergroup dif-
ferences connected to respondents’ age. The Kruskal–
Wallis test was used to compare three age groups: up 
to 25 years old, 26–40 years old, and over 40 years 
old. Regarding parenting styles in one’s own family, 
a significant difference was found only for the liber-
al-non-affectionate style, H(2) =  6.29; p =  0.043; 
ε² =  0.02, indicating a small effect size. The highest 
scores in this dimension were observed in the group 
of people up to 25 years of age, while the lowest 
were found in the 26–40 age group. With respect to 
marital well-being, the Kruskal–Wallis test revealed 
significant age–group differences in four dimensions. 
For intimacy, the result was H(2) =  8.05; p =  0.018; 
ε² =  0.02, with the highest scores observed in the 
26–40 age group. Similarity also differed significantly 
between groups, H(2) =  8.75; p =  0.013; ε² =  0.02, 
again with the highest values in the 26–40 age group. 
For disappointment, the result was H(2) =  7.84; 
p =  0.020; ε² =  0.02, with the highest scores observed 
in the 26–40 age group. The overall marital well-being 
index also differed significantly across age groups, 
H(2) =  6.57, p =  0.037, ε² =  0.02, with the highest 
scores in the 26–40 age group and the lowest in the 
up–to–25 group. Regarding occupational burnout, 
a significant age–related difference was found only 
for exhaustion, H(2) =  10.04, p =  0.007, ε² =  0.02. 
According to the interpretation of the OLBI scale, 
lower scores indicate higher levels of exhaustion; 
therefore, the lowest scores (reflecting the highest 
exhaustion) were observed by participants over 40 
years of age, whereas the highest scores (indicating 
the lowest exhaustion), were found in the up–to–25 
age. group.

Table 2. Relaionships between occupational burnout, 
and democratic, autocratic, liberal-affectionate, 
liberal-non-affectionate parenting styles

Variable
Lack of 

engagement 
in work

Occupational 
exhaustion

Occupational 
burnout

Democratic 
style

0.159** 0.181*** 0.187***

Autocratic 
style

-0.112* -0.200*** -0.170***

Liberal-
affectionate 
style

0.105* 0.070 0.097*

Liberal-non-
affectionate 
style

-0.179*** -0.307*** -0.265***

***p<0,001, **p<0,01, *p<0,05

Table 3. Relationship between occupational burnout 
and marital well-being

Variable
Lack of 

engagement 
in work

Occupational 
exhaustion

Occupational 
burnout

Intimacy 0.106* 0.200*** 0.167***

Self-fullfil-
ment

0.097* 0.148** 0.134**

Similarity 0.122* 0.186*** 0.168***

Disappoint-
ment

0.108* 0.199*** 0.167***

Marital 
well-being

0.117* 0.195*** 0.171***

***p<0,001, **p<0,01, *p<0,05
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Table 4. Analysis of gender-related differences in parenting styles of one’s own family, marital well-being and 
occupational burnout

Dependent variable

Woman  
(n=266)

Man  
(n=151) t df p

95% CI
d

M SD M SD LL UL

Democratic 24.5 4.0 23.6 4.0 2.22 415 0.027 0.1 1.7 0.23

Autocratic 10.8 5.6 12.1 5.4 -2.27 415 0.024 -2.4 -0.2 0.23

Liberal-affectionate 20.2 3.3 19.7 3.2 1.75 415 0.081 -0.1 1.2 0.18

Liberal-non-affectionate 8.2 5.3 9.4 5.0 -2.24 415 0.026 -2.2 -0.1 0.23

Intimacy 30.5 6.3 30.8 5.7 -0.53 415 0.594 -1.6 0.9 0.05

Self-fullfilment 26.9 4.8 27.0 5.0 -0.19 415 0.853 -1.1 0.9 0.02

Similarity 27.2 5.0 27.1 4.8 0.30 415 0.766 -0.8 1.1 0.03

Disappointment 37.2 8.0 38.1 7.6 -1.04 415 0.299 -2.4 0.7 0.11

Marital well-being 84.6 14.8 84.9 14.3 -0.18 415 0.854 -3.2 2.6 0.02

Lack of engagement 22.2 4.3 21.8 4.2 0.85 415 0.394 -0.5 1.2 0.09

Occupational burnout 43.6 7.6 43.6 7.3 0.04 415 0.970 -1.5 1.5 0.00

Occupational 
exhaustion

21.5 4.1 21.8 3.8 -0.84 415 0.402 -1.1 0.5 0.09

Legend: t- statistic of t Studenta test, *- statistic of Welch test, df -degrees of freedom; p-the level of test’s pertinance, d- the size 
of d Cohena effect, M- mean, SD- standard deviation, 95% CI- 95% confidence interval, LL- lower line of confidence interval, UL- 
utter line of confidence interval

Table 5. Analysis of age-related differences in parenting styles in one’s own family, marital well-being, occupational 
burnout

Dependent variable

25 years old and 
younger 

(n=8)

26-40 years old 
(n=197)

over 40 years old 
(n=210) H df p ε2

M Me M Me M Me

Democratic 23.8 24.0 24.5 25.0 23.9 24.0 2.46 2 0.292 0.01

Autocratic 12.2 11.2 10.6 10.0 11.8 11.0 5.67 2 0.059 0.01

Liberal-affectionate 19.4 20.0 20.1 20.0 20.0 20.0 0.27 2 0.874 0.00

Liberal-non-
affectionate

9.9 9.5 8.1 7.0 9.2 8.5 6.29 2 0.043 0.02

Intimacy 29.2 30.5 31.5 32.0 29.9 31.0 8.05 2 0.018 0.02

Self-fullfilment 25.4 26.0 27.3 27.0 26.7 27.0 1.75 2 0.418 0.00

Similarity 25.4 28.0 27.9 29.0 26.6 28.0 8.75 2 0.013 0.02

Disappointment 32.1 34.0 38.5 40.0 36.9 38.0 7.84 2 0.020 0.02

Marital well-being 80.0 84.0 86.6 88.0 83.2 86.0 6.57 2 0.037 0.02

Lack of engagement 22.1 22.5 22.1 22.0 21.9 22.0 0.31 2 0.858 0.00

Occupational burnout 44.9 45.5 44.2 44.0 43.0 43.0 3.72 2 0.156 0.01

Occupational 
exhaustion

22.8 23.0 22.1 22.0 21.1 21.0 10.04 2 0.007 0.02

Legend: H- statistics of Kruskal-Wallis test, df -degrees of freedom, p- the level of test’s pertinence, ε2- measure of the size of the 
effect for Kruskal-Wallis test, M- mean, Me- median
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The final set of analyses examined differences 
according to respondents’ length of employment. 
The Kruskal-Wallis test compared five groups: 
individuals with less than 1 year of work expe-
rience, 1–5 years, 6–10 years, 11–20 years, and 
over 20 years. No significant between–group 
differences were found for family parenting in 
one’s own family or for marital well-being (p > 
0.05). However, a significant difference was ob-
served for the work disengagement dimension of 
occupational burnout, H(4) =  14.87; p =  0.005; 
ε² =  0.04. According to the interpretation of the 
OLBI scale, lower scores indicate the higher lev-
els of work disengagement; therefore, the lowest 
scores (reflecting the highest level of disengage-
ment) were observed among participants with 
less than 1 year of work experience.

The highest scores (indicating the lowest level 
of disengagement) were found in participants 
with 1–5 years of experience and those with over 
20 years of experience. No significant differenc-
es related to length of employment were found 
for the remaining dimensions of occupational 
burnout.

4.	Interpretation of results

The obtained empirical results confirmed all three 
research hypotheses. In line with the theoretical 
assumptions, the use of democratic and liberal-af-
fectionate parenting styles was associated with lower 
levels of occupational burnout. This finding suggests 
that individuals functioning in family relationships 
based on trust, empathy, and mutual respect tend 
to display similar attitudes in other areas of social 
functioning, including work–related relationships. 
Parenting style reflects a relatively stable pattern of 
emotional responding, self–regulation, and interper-
sonal maturity, which fosters constructive coping with 
stress and reduces the risk of emotional exhaustion.

Opposite relationships were observed for auto-
cratic and liberal-non-affectionate parenting styles, 
which were positively correlated with occupational 
burnout. Excessive control, criticism, or emotional 
distance expressed by parents may reflect a generally 
detached and rigid interpersonal functioning pattern, 
which can be transferred to non–family relationships. 
Such attitudes contribute to the accumulation of 
emotional tension and reduce an individual’s adap-

Table 6. Analysis of differences according to work experience in parenting style in one’s own family, marital well-
being, occupational burnout

Dependent variable

under 1 year 
(n=23)

1-5 years 
(n=106)

6-10 years 
(n=92)

11-20 years 
(n=112)

over  
20 years 
(n=84) H df p ε2

M Me M Me M Me M Me M Me

Democratic 24.3 25.0 24.5 25.0 24.0 24.5 24.1 25.0 24.2 24.0 1.99 4 0.738 0.00

Autocratic 11.1 10.0 11.1 10.5 10.6 10.0 11.9 11.0 11.3 11.0 2.12 4 0.713 0.01

Liberal-affectionate 19.4 19.5 20.3 20.5 20.0 20.0 19.6 20.0 20.5 20.0 5.11 4 0.276 0.01

Liberal-non-affectionate 8.4 7.0 8.7 8.0 8.5 8.0 8.8 8.0 8.5 7.2 0.28 4 0.991 0.00

Intimacy 29.3 30.0 31.2 32.0 31.5 32.0 30.2 31.0 29.8 31.0 5.07 4 0.281 0.01

Self-fulfillment 26.4 27.0 27.1 28.0 27.1 27.0 26.8 27.0 26.9 28.0 0.80 4 0.939 0.00

Similarity 26.5 27.0 27.5 28.0 27.8 28.5 27.1 28.0 26.5 27.0 3.90 4 0.419 0.01

Disappointment 37.2 38.0 37.8 39.5 38.5 40.0 36.9 37.0 37.2 39.5 1.59 4 0.811 0.00

Marital well-being 82.2 82.0 85.8 88.0 86.4 87.0 84.2 87.0 83.2 86.0 2.85 4 0.583 0.01

Lack of engagement 21.0 20.0 22.9 23.5 21.6 22.0 21.2 21.0 22.7 22.0 14.87 4 0.005 0.04

Occupational burnout 42.3 40.0 45.1 46.0 43.4 43.0 42.4 43.0 44.0 44.0 9.16 4 0.057 0.02

Occupational exhaustion 21.3 20.0 22.2 22.0 21.7 21.0 21.2 21.0 21.3 21.0 6.12 4 0.190 0.01

Legend: H-statistics of Kruskal-Wallis test, df- degrees of freedom, p- level of test’s pertinence, ε2-measure of the size of the effect 
for Kruskal-Wallis test, M- mean, Me-median
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tive capacity in the occupational context, while also 
hindering the maintenance of work–life balance. 
A particularly strong association with occupational 
burnout was observed for the liberal-non-affectionate 
style, characterised by emotional indifference and lack 
of parental involvement. This pattern may indicate 
deficits in emotional and cognitive resources as well 
as signs of general psychological exhaustion.

It was also confirmed that marital well-being 
plays an important protective role in relation to 
occupational burnout. Higher levels of intimacy, 
similarity, and self-fulfillment in the marital rela-
tionship co–occurred with lower levels of emotional 
exhaustion and work disengagement. It can therefore 
be assumed that a satisfying marital relationship 
functions as an emotional buffer, as it provides sup-
port, understanding, and a sense of stability that 
mitigate the negative effects of occupational stress. 
The absence of such support increases vulnerability 
to burnout, particularly among individuals burdened 
with parental responsibilities.

Additional analyses also revealed certain differ-
ences in the studied variables depending on selected 
sociodemographic characteristics. Women more often 
than men reported using the democratic style and 
less frequently autocratic and liberal-non-affectionate 
styles, which may indicate a greater tendency toward 
relational and supportive functioning in family rela-
tionships. Age– and work experience–related differ-
ences concerned mainly selected aspects of marital 
well-being and components of occupational burnout, 
although their effect sizes was small. These findings 
suggest that demographic factors may to some extent 
differentiate the levels of analysed variables; however, 
they do not constitute the main determinants of the 
observed relationships.

5.	Discussion

The obtained results are consistent with previous 
research findings highlighting the importance of 
work–family balance and the influence of quality of 
intimate relationships on individual psychological 
well-being (Baka and Basińska, 2016). These findings 
also support earlier observations by Liang and Chen 

(2025), who demonstrated that work–family conflict 
negatively affects parent–child relationships, increases 
parental burnout, and may consequently reduce the 
quality of occupational functioning (Liang and Chen, 
2025). The identified relationships indicate that the 
way parents interact with their children reflects not 
only their parenting attitudes but also their current 
level of emotional, cognitive, and adaptive resources. 
Democratic and liberal-affectionate parenting styles, 
based on trust, dialogue, and acceptance, are associated 
with higher levels of self–regulation, empathy, and 
interpersonal competence. These characteristics serve 
as protective factors against occupational burnout, as 
they facilitate constructive coping with work demands, 
the maintenance of satisfying workplace relations, 
and more effective emotional recovery. In contrast, 
autocratic and liberal-non-affectionate styles, char-
acterised by excessive control, emotional distance, or 
lack of involvement, may contribute to higher levels 
of tension, frustration, and psychological exhaustion. 
Individuals exhibiting such styles are more likely to 
experience difficulties in adapting to occupational 
demands and in maintaining work–life balance, which 
increases the risk of burnout symptoms.

A high level of marital well-being can be inter-
preted as an important psychological resource that 
supports more effective emotional self–regulation and 
more efficient coping with workplace demands. Indi-
viduals satisfied with their partner relationship tend to 
experience a greater sense of security and belonging, 
which enhances their resilience to occupational stress. 
In contrast, low marital satisfaction may contribute to 
feelings of loneliness, overload, and a lack of meaning 
at work, all of which are factors commonly associated 
with the process of occupational burnout. Research 
has shown that work–family role conflict increases 
the risk of burnout; however, the presence of a stable 
marital relationship and parental role may mitigate 
some of these effects by providing emotional support 
and a sense of meaning (Zheng et al., 2022). Other 
studies indicate that although marriage may, in certain 
situations, increase levels of personal burnout – par-
ticularly during periods of heightened occupational 
stress, such as the COVID–19 pandemic – positive 
family relationships and reduced excessive workload 
can nevertheless serve a protective function (Chen 
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et al., 2022). Furthermore, work-family enrichment, 
understood as the positive transfer of experiences and 
resources between these domains, has been found 
to reduce parental burnout by increasing parenting 
self-efficacy and lowering stress levels (Wang et al., 
2024). These findings confirm that the quality of 
marital and family relationships may constitute an 
important factor against the negative consequences 
of occupational overload.

Additionally, the quality of the marital relation-
ship may influence the parenting styles adopted by 
spouses. Marital well-being constitutes a key context 
in which parental attitudes are shaped and enacted. 
The quality of the partner relationship affects how 
individuals regulate emotions, respond to stress, and 
engage in interactions with their child. Research in-
dicates that emotional regulation plays an important 
role in preventing marital burnout, particularly in the 
context of parenthood (Kocyigit & Uzun, 2025). 
High levels of marital satisfaction are associated with 
greater emotional stability, openness, and empathy, 
which in turn promote parenting styles based on 
dialogue, trust, and cooperation, namely the dem-
ocratic and liberal-affectionate styles.

Conversely, deficits in the marital relationship, 
such as a lack of emotional support, conflicts, or be-
ing misunderstood, may lead to intensified negative 
emotions, tension, and frustration, which in turn 
increase the likelihood of adopting more autocrat-
ic or indifferent forms of parenting. In this sense, 
marital well-being can be regarded as an important 
factor regulating the manner in which the parental 
role is fulfilled.

Recent analyses indicate that higher–quality 
marital relationships are associated with better in-
dicators of mental health and certain and cognitive 
benefits, suggesting their role as adaptive resources 
(Haghighi et al., 2024).

Analyses of factors influencing occupational 
burnout confirm that social resources, including fam-
ily resources such as the quality of partner support, 
have a protective effect against the development of 
burnout symptoms (Wudarczyk, 2023).

It should be emphasized that the study concerned 
current parenting styles used by parents, rather than 
styles derived from the family of origin. The obtained 

results therefore reflect the contemporary context of 
parents’ functioning, rather than retrospective child-
hood experiences. Consequently, it can be assumed 
that occupational burnout, marital well-being, and 
parenting style form a dynamic system of interre-
lated factors: the quality of the marital relationship 
influences the manner in which parental roles are 
fulfilled, while occupational overload may negatively 
affect family functioning.

6.	Study limitations

Despite obtaining valuable and significant results, the 
study is not without certain limitations that should 
be considered when interpreting the findings. First, 
the correlational design of the analyses allows for the 
identification of associations between the studied 
variables; however, it does not permit drawing defin-
itive conclusions about causal relationships. Future 
research should employ longitudinal designs, which 
would make it possible to capture the dynamics of 
these relationships over time.

The use of self–report methods, although widely 
applied in psychological research, may involve a cer-
tain risk of cognitive distortions and social desirability 
bias. Nevertheless, the instruments used in this study 
demonstrate good psychometric properties, which 
increases the reliability of the obtained data.

Although the sample size (N =  417) allows 
for drawing reliable conclusions, the demographic 
composition of the sample, with a predominance 
of women and individuals with tertiary education, 
may limit the generalisability of the results to other 
groups of parents. However, it should be noted that 
such a profile is consistent with trends observed in 
studies involving working parents raising children, 
which makes the obtained data representative for 
this population.

In summary, despite aforementioned limitations, 
the obtained results constitute a valuable contribu-
tion to the development of knowledge regarding 
the relationships between parenting style, marital 
well-being, and occupational burnout, highlighting 
the need for further research to deepen the under-
standing of this mechanisms.
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7.	Theoretical and practical 
implications

The obtained results constitute an important con-
tribution to the development of knowledge on the 
links between family functioning and mental health 
in the occupational context. These findings empir-
ically support the rationale for integrating perspec-
tives from work psychology, family psychology, 
and health psychology in research on occupational 
burnout. They indicate that individuals’ emotional 
and motivational resources are deeply embedded 
within their relational systems, particularly in the 
quality of marital relationships, parenting styles, 
and perceived family support. These results further 
support a systemic and psychological approach to 
human functioning, according to which work and 
family life form a dynamic system of interrelated 
factors in which stress or satisfaction in one domain 
may significantly influence the other.

In practical terms, this study opens new oppor-
tunities for practitioners, including organisational 
psychologists, family therapists, career counsellors, 
and HR specialists. The findings suggest that occu-
pational burnout prevention programmes should 
include not only organisational components (e.g., 
workload management, improving workplace culture, 
and developing soft skills), but also elements related to 
family functioning. In practice, this implies the need 
to consider factors such as marital communication, 
work-family balance, mutual partner support and 
parenting strategies.

A particularly promising direction involves inter-
ventions aimed at improving the quality of partner 
relationships. Research indicates that persistent con-
flict and dissatisfaction within intimate relationships 
increase the risk of adverse mental health outcomes, 
whereas improvements in relationship quality may 
contribute to enhanced psychological well-being. 
(Whisman et al., 2021). These results highlight that 
interventions strengthening relational resources, 
such as empathy training, emotional understanding, 
and joint problem–solving skills, may constitute an 
effective preventative tool for both occupational 
burnout and emotional difficulties within the family.

In organisational practice, it may be consid-
ered to include work-life balance modules in 
stress management training, as well as to promote 
cooperation between mental health institutions 
and employers in order to support the families 
of individuals exposed to chronic occupational 
stress (e.g., healthcare professionals, teachers, 
and social workers). Integrating work and family 
perspectives into organisational policies may 
lead to a tangible improvement in employees’ 
psychological well-being, as well as increased 
work effectiveness and engagement.

In summary, the obtained results indicate that 
the prevention of occupational burnout should be 
designed in a holistic manner, taking into account 
the individual’s emotional, relational and family 
resources. Parenting styles based on empathy and 
dialogue, high-quality marital relationship, and 
effective partner communication constitute key 
protective factors that may effectively counteract 
the negative effects of occupational stress enhance 
overall psychological well-being.

8.	Future research directions

Future studies should focus on identifying me-
diating mechanisms between parenting styles 
and occupational burnout, such as the level of 
parental stress, satisfaction with the parental role, 
or coping strategies used in response to stress. 
Longitudinal research would also be valuable, as 
it would allow for the examination of changes in 
marital and parenting relationships over time and 
their impact on the development or reduction of 
occupational burnout.

Another promising direction involves compar-
ing occupational groups particularly vulnerable to 
burnout, such as teachers, healthcare professionals, 
and individuals working in helping professions. 
It would also be valuable to include the perspective 
of both partners; such an approach could reveal 
how mutual parenting styles and quality of the 
partner relationship interact in shaping individual 
well-being and psychological resilience.
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Dialogue in crisis intervention: A pragmatic-linguistic analysis 
of communication mechanisms. A comparative case study1

1	 Article in Polish language: https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/66p_Dabr.pdf
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Abstract: This article examines the role of communication in crisis intervention, focusing on its regulatory, cognitive, and relational functions. The aim of the 
study is to identify communication mechanisms that contribute to effective intervention and to analyze factors leading to its failure, with particular emphasis 
on the linguistic and pragmatic dimensions of dialogue. A qualitative research approach was adopted, based on a comparative analysis of two case studies 
representing dialogic (effective) and directive (ineffective) communication. The analysis indicates that the dialogical nature of communication, understood 
as co-creation of meanings and adapting the response to the emotional state of the interlocutor, is an important factor contributing to the effectiveness of the 
intervention. In the effective case, communication was structured and supportive, enabling emotional regulation, cognitive restructuring, and an increased 
sense of agency. Techniques such as paraphrasing, emotional reflection, and open-ended questioning facilitated the organization of experience and the 
gradual reduction of emotional tension. In contrast, the ineffective case was characterized by directive communication, involving imposed interpretations 
and advice-giving, which triggered psychological reactance, reduced trust, and hindered the intervention process. The results suggest that emotional regu-
lation is a prerequisite for cognitive processing, and its absence prevents meaningful reconstruction of experience. Furthermore, effective communication 
requires flexibility, responsiveness, and sensitivity to the social context of the individual’s narrative. The study highlights the role of language as a tool for 
meaning-making and offers practical implications for developing communicative competence in crisis intervention.
Keywords: cognitive restructuring, crisis communication, dialogue, discourse analysis, emotional regulation

1.	Introduction and research 
objectives

Communication in crisis situations constitutes 
one of the key mechanisms regulating both the 
course of intervention and its ultimate outcomes. 
The literature emphasizes that a crisis is not merely 
an objective event, but a subjective experience, 
strongly shaped by the way it is communicatively 
processed (Kubacka-Jasiecka, 2010; Schneider et 
al., 2024). This means that language, understood as 
a tool of dialogue, not only reflects the emotional 
state of a person in crisis but also actively co-con-
structs it. In this sense, communication becomes 
a space for the regulation of emotions, cognition, 
and interpersonal relationships.

As noted by Shahi, Clausen, and Stieglitz (2022), 
communication disseminated by influential actors 
on social media can shape how crisis situations are 
perceived and interpreted by the public. Such com-
munication may affect behavioural responses and 
levels of trust in institutions, underscoring its critical 
role in crisis management and public engagement 
(ibidem, cf. Kumalasari et al., 2024).

In the context of crisis intervention, dialogue 
becomes particularly significant as a form of inter-
action in which meanings are co-constructed and 
the psychological reality of the individual in crisis 
is negotiated. Contemporary research on commu-
nication stresses that messages do not function in 
a cognitive vacuum. Schneider et al. (2024) note 
that in crisis situations, “numbers do not speak for 
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themselves” (p. 3), which aligns with earlier findings 
in risk communication, namely that meaning is not 
inherently embedded in the structure of a message 
but emerges through the process of interpretation by 
the recipient. In crisis situations, where perception is 
strongly modulated by emotions, this process becomes 
particularly susceptible to distortion. The authors also 
point out that “risk is not just a number, it is a feeling 
as well” (Schneider et al., 2024, p. 6), indicating an 
inseparable link between communication and the 
emotional experience of the individual. From a lin-
guistic perspective, this implies that the analysis of 
dialogue in crisis intervention should consider both 
the semantic and pragmatic levels of utterances, as 
well as their regulatory function.

Research on communication in digital envi-
ronments is also relevant, as it reveals analogous 
mechanisms through which language influences 
communicative effectiveness. He et al. (2022) note 
that help-seeking requests on social media must 
attract sufficient public attention and be promptly 
directed to the appropriate recipients in order to re-
ceive timely assistance. The authors further argue that 
the enormous volume and diversity of crisis-related 
messages may reduce the visibility and effectiveness 
of help-seeking communication, leading to what they 
describe as communicative overwhelm (ibidem). 
Similar mechanisms may occur in direct intervention 
settings, where a lack of communicative structure 
or excessive message complexity can hinder under-
standing and weaken contact with a person in crisis.

The relational dimension of communication is 
equally important. Research on team communication 
indicates that effective dialogue requires psychological 
safety, understood as a shared belief that individuals 
can express themselves without fear of negative conse-
quences (Edmondson, 1999). When people perceive 
that their perspectives are acknowledged and respected, 
communication becomes more open and collabora-
tive (Newman et al., 2017). In crisis intervention, 
this translates into the need to create a dialogic space 
grounded in empathy and active listening.

There is also a risk that communication errors may 
generate significant consequences at both the indi-
vidual and social levels. Su et al. (2022) indicate that 
inconsistent messages may weaken trust in institutions 

and lead to confusion, negatively affecting adherence to 
safety recommendations. In the context of individual 
intervention, this can be related to a loss of trust in 
the intervener (cf. Gollust, Nagler, & Fowler, 2020).

On this basis, the central research problem of this 
article can be formulated as follows: why do some 
crisis interventions lead to emotional regulation and 
improved functioning of the individual, while others 
result in the intensification of the crisis? Addressing 
this question requires viewing communication as 
a dynamic process in which meanings are not merely 
transmitted but co-constructed in interaction, and 
where language fulfils regulatory, cognitive, and 
relational functions.

In this light, the aim of this article is to provide 
a pragmatic-linguistic analysis of communication 
mechanisms manifested in two contrasting forms 
of dialogue: supportive dialogue, which facilitates 
emotional regulation and the restoration of a sense 
of agency, and directive dialogue, which leads to 
increased tension and cognitive disorganization. 
The analysis is based on two realistically constructed 
case studies illustrating differences in meaning-mak-
ing, the organization of experience, and responses to 
the emotional state of the interlocutor.

The article is structured as follows: the present 
introductory section outlines the research objectives 
and introduces the topic of this cognitive case study. 
The second section presents key definitions related 
to emotions and communication in crisis, as well 
as the theoretical framework for dialogue analysis. 
The third section describes the research methodology 
and the case studies. The fourth section is devoted 
to the analysis of findings, while the fifth section 
concludes the article with final remarks.

2.	Theoretical framework: 
emotions, communication and 
dialogue in crisis situations

The analysis of communication in crisis intervention 
requires grounding in an interdisciplinary theoretical 
framework encompassing the psychology of emotions, 
pragmatic linguistics, and crisis communication 
theory ( James & Gilliland, 2020). Contemporary 
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approaches emphasize that communication in crisis 
situations is not merely the transmission of infor-
mation but a complex regulatory process involving 
dynamic interactions between emotions, cognition, 
and language (World Health Organization, 2011; 
James & Gilliland, 2020). Psychological support in 
crisis situations relies on attentive listening, emo-
tional attunement, and communication adapted to 
the needs and circumstances of affected individuals 
(World Health Organization, 2011). Within this 
perspective, dialogue becomes not only a tool for 
describing reality but also for constructing and trans-
forming it, as confirmed by both constructivist and 
dialogic approaches. According to these perspectives, 
language does not passively reflect the world but 
actively participates in its creation. From a linguis-
tic standpoint, meaning emerges through social 
interaction, and discourse itself constitutes a form 
of social practice (“discourse is a form of social prac-
tice”; Fairclough, 2010, p. 63; cf. Wodak & Meyer, 
2016). From a socio-cognitive perspective, meaning 
is not solely a property of the text but arises from 
the interaction between language, social context, 
and participants’ interpretations (van Dijk, 2016).

One of the key starting points for analysing com-
munication in crisis intervention is the understanding 
of emotions as factors that directly influence cognitive, 
attentional, and communicative processes, shaping 
how individuals perceive, interpret, and respond to 
stressful situations (Gross, 2015). Schneider et al. 
(2024) emphasize that “humans are not rational ma-
chines: our judgments and decisions are shaped by 
our emotional reactions” (p. 6). In crisis situations, 
the reception of a message is strongly modulated by 
the emotional state of the recipient, which necessitates 
consideration of its affective dimension. According to 
these authors, “information that evokes emotions can 
grab and hold our attention” (ibidem). Thus, emotions 
perform a selective function, influencing which in-
formation is noticed and processed. In the context of 
crisis intervention, this means that the way utterances 
are formulated, including their emotional valence, can 
either enhance or reduce communicative effectiveness. 
At the same time, excessive emotional intensity in com-
munication may produce counterproductive effects, 
such as cognitive overload or withdrawal.

At this point, the role of communication as a tool 
for emotional regulation becomes particularly im-
portant. Su et al. (2022) indicate that effective crisis 
communication should be based on “people-centred 
and empathetic” strategies. From a linguistic perspec-
tive, this entails the use of communicative means 
that facilitate relationship-building and tension 
reduction, such as paraphrasing, emotional reflection, 
and open-ended questions.

Dialogue in crisis intervention thus fulfils a reg-
ulatory function, enabling the gradual reduction of 
emotional arousal and the restoration of cognitive 
capacities. Evidence suggests that supportive inter-
personal communication may buffer the negative 
psychological consequences of crisis-related stress 
and facilitate emotional regulation (Elliott et al., 
2018; Shao et al., 2021). The role of the intervener 
is therefore not to solve the problem but to assist the 
individual in regaining access to rational thinking, 
bodily awareness, and contact with reality.

This process depends not only on the content of 
communication but also on its form and the quality 
of the relationship, as interaction, understood as 
a space for the expression and co-regulation of emo-
tions, enables the reduction of tension and cognitive 
reorganization. Research indicates that individuals 
in stressful situations regulate emotions through 
communication and the sharing of experiences with 
others, which constitutes a key adaptive mechanism 
(Wang, 2026, p. 33; Yao et al., 2024). In this sense, 
language does not serve solely an informational 
function but becomes a tool of psychological stabi-
lization, supporting the reduction of tension and the 
restoration of cognitive-emotional balance. This is 
further confirmed by studies on crisis communica-
tion, which demonstrate that appropriately selected 
communication strategies can effectively reduce 
negative emotional impact (Cai et al., 2023), un-
derscoring the role of language as a regulatory tool 
in crisis situations.

From the perspective of crisis communication 
theory, it is also important to distinguish between in-
formative and persuasive communication. Schneider 
et al. (2024, p. 5) note that communication may aim 
either to inform or to persuade, which is particularly 
significant in crisis intervention. Excessive persua-
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siveness may activate resistance mechanisms known 
as psychological reactance (Steindl et al., 2015; cf. 
Doliński, 2005), whereas dialogic communication 
based on empathy and presence facilitates emotional 
regulation and relationship-building (Elliott et al., 
2018; Jagieła, 2004). In practice, this implies the 
need to limit directive communication in favour of 
supportive dialogue.

An important component of the theoretical 
framework is also the Situational Crisis Commu-
nication Theory (SCCT), which assumes that the 
effectiveness of communication depends on the 
alignment of strategies with the nature of the situ-
ation and the perceived level of responsibility for 
the crisis. As W. Timothy Coombs (2021) states, 
“crisis managers should match responses to the 
level of crisis responsibility”, which implies the 
need for flexible adaptation of communication to 
situational context. From a dialogic perspective, this 
translates into the intervener’s ability to respond 
not according to rigid schemes but in accordance 
with the current emotional and cognitive state of 
the interlocutor. Effective crisis communication 
requires continuous adaptation of communicative 
strategies to the needs, perceptions, and emotional 
reactions of the recipient (Schneider et al., 2024). 
Such responsiveness is consistent with evidence 
indicating that empathic attunement and sensitivity 
to the client’s experience facilitate emotional regula-
tion and strengthen the helping relationship (Elliott 
et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the use of structured 
communication frameworks and established crisis 
intervention techniques, such as reflection and par-
aphrasing, which support emotional regulation, as 
well as the organization of facts facilitating cognitive 
restructuring, remains a fundamental mechanism 
of intervention (Kubacka-Jasiecka, 2010).

An essential element of intervention is enabling 
the person in crisis to tell their own story. Narrative 
serves a regulatory function by organizing experience 
and providing it with cognitive structure, which 
facilitates more effective understanding and reduces 
emotional tension (Oleś, 2022; Yao et al., 2024). 
The concept of dialogicity in communication is also 
particularly relevant in this context. Research on 
crisis communication indicates that the process is 

inherently co-constructive, i.e. participants jointly 
assign meaning to the situation (Weick, Sutcliffe, 
& Obstfeld, 2005). This means that dialogue is not 
a one-way transmission but a process of negotiating 
meaning in which both the intervener and the in-
dividual in crisis co-construct the interpretation of 
events. Such a model strengthens the sense of agency 
and supports emotional regulation (Elliott et al., 
2018; Oleś, 2022).

The literature also highlights the role of trust 
as a key component of crisis communication. Stud-
ies indicate that dialogic communication based on 
calmness, transparency, and rational justification 
can foster a sense of safety and trust, which directly 
contributes to the effectiveness of intervention efforts 
(Hyland-Wood, Gardner, Leask, & Ecker, 2021). 
In the context of individual intervention, this means 
that the manner of communication—calm, non-judg-
mental, and grounded in the situation—forms the 
foundation of the helping relationship.

Trust is closely linked to the social nature of 
crisis communication. Research shows that in crisis 
situations, participants engage in processes of shared 
understanding and mutual support, involving both 
the exchange of information and the co-construction 
of meaning and norms of action (Hyland-Wood 
et al., 2021; Tworzydło, 2022). Effective crisis 
communication relies not only on the transmis-
sion of information but also on the development 
of credibility, trust, and stakeholder relationships, 
which are essential elements of crisis management 
(Tworzydło, 2022). In individual intervention, 
this is reflected in the presence of multiple “voices” 
within the narrative of the person in crisis, such as 
relational experiences, social norms, and cultural 
beliefs, which jointly shape the interpretation of 
the situation and the response to it. 

In summary, the theoretical framework of this 
study is based on the assumption that communica-
tion in crisis situations is a multidimensional pro-
cess encompassing emotional, cognitive, and social 
aspects. Dialogue and active presence constitute key 
regulatory tools in this process, and their effective-
ness depends on the quality of the relationship, the 
structure of communication, and its alignment with 
the recipient’s state.
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3.	Methodology and dataset

The aim of this study is to achieve an in-depth un-
derstanding of the dynamics of communication in 
crisis situations and to identify mechanisms that 
facilitate emotional regulation and the restoration 
of a helping relationship. A qualitative research ap-
proach is adopted, enabling the analysis of complex 
individual experiences in the context of subjective 
crisis perception. The study is based on the analysis 
of two case studies, which allow for capturing the 
processual and contextual nature of crisis commu-
nication, including both effective and less effective 
communicative practices.

3.1.	 Methodological approach

For the purpose of the study an exploratory-interpre-
tative case study method was employed. This approach 
is particularly useful in research on crisis communica-
tion, as it allows for the analysis of interactions in their 
natural context while accounting for both emotional 
and cognitive dimensions of participants’ experiences. 
The analysis was qualitative in nature and informed 
by an interpretative perspective, which assumes the 
co-construction of meaning in communication.

The research material was subjected to thematic 
analysis, focusing on the identification of key catego-
ries such as: the intervener’s response strategies, forms 
of communication (e.g., reflection, paraphrasing), 
manifestations of emotional regulation, and elements 
contributing to trust-building and a sense of agency 
in the person in crisis. Additionally, the analysis in-
cluded categories of communication errors, such as 
excessive directiveness, minimization of emotions, 
and a lack of responsiveness to the interlocutor’s state.

Within the adopted methodology, a comparative 
analysis of two case studies was conducted, aimed 
at capturing differences in the course and outcomes 
of crisis intervention depending on the communi-
cation strategies employed. The analysis focused on 
comparing modes of dialogue, including the use of 
communicative techniques (e.g., reflection, paraphras-
ing, directive statements), as well as evaluating their 
potential impact on emotional regulation, participant 
engagement, and the overall intervention process.

The comparison of cases was qualitative and 
interpretative, aiming to identify key analytical cate-
gories such as dialogicity, adequacy of the intervener’s 
responses, the presence or absence of elements sup-
porting emotional regulation, and potential com-
munication barriers. A detailed analysis of these 
aspects, with reference to the adopted theoretical 
framework, is presented in Section 4.

3.2.	 Characteristics of the case studies

The study includes two realistically constructed 
cases of students enrolled in Applied Linguistics 
at Maria Curie-Skłodowska University in Lublin, 
experiencing psychological crisis. These cases do 
not represent individual real-life interventions but 
rather analytical reconstructions of typical crisis 
situations reported in the academic environment. 
They were developed based on relevant literature, 
teaching experience, and recurrent communicative 
patterns observed in practice, which allows them to 
be treated as representative models of specific types 
of interaction. A contrastive selection was applied 
to enable a comparison between more dialogic and 
more directive communication styles.

Case 1 – adaptation crisis and academic 
overload (effective intervention)

The first case concerns a 21-year-old first-year Ap-
plied Linguistics student who sought help due to an 
increasing sense of being overwhelmed by academic 
demands. She experienced difficulties adapting to 
a new environment, high academic expectations, and 
performance pressure. Symptoms included chronic 
stress, sleep disturbances, low mood, and a sense of 
losing control over the situation.

During the conversation, she also revealed strong 
beliefs about the necessity of meeting high standards 
and a fear of failure. The intervention communi-
cation focused on enabling the student to narrate 
her experience, organize her thoughts, and identify 
sources of tension. Techniques such as reflection 
and paraphrasing were applied, which contributed 
to reducing emotional tension and enhancing cog-
nitive clarity.
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Case 2 – relational crisis and social isolation 
(less effective intervention)

The second case concerns a 24-year-old final-year 
Applied Linguistics student who experienced 
a crisis related to the breakup of a long-term rela-
tionship and a sense of social isolation. He reported 
symptoms such as low mood, difficulty concen-
trating, and decreased motivation for academic 
work. Additionally, he experienced difficulties in 
re-establishing social connections after the end of 
the relationship.

In this case, the intervention process was 
suboptimal. The intervener adopted a directive 
communication style, focusing on giving advice 
and suggesting quick solutions (“you should focus 
on your studies”, “you need to go out and meet 
people”), rather than exploring the student’s ex-
periences and emotions. There were also instances 
of emotional minimization (“it’s normal after 
a breakup”), which limited the student’s ability 
to fully express his feelings.

As a result, the communication lacked a dia-
logic character, rather than co-constructing mean-
ing, it became one-sided. The student responded 
with withdrawal and reduced verbal engagement, 
indicating a decline in perceived safety and trust 
within the interaction. No significant emotional 
regulation or cognitive restructuring of the expe-
rience occurred.

3.3.	 Data selection and characteristics

The research data are qualitative in nature and include 
reconstructed transcripts of intervention conversa-
tions, the researcher’s notes, and analytical reflections. 
Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, the cases were 
anonymized and modified to protect participants’ 
privacy while maintaining situational realism.

The cases were selected purposively, based on 
the presence of a crisis situation and the availability 
of material suitable for communication analysis. 
The two cases represent different types of crises, 
i.e. adaptation-related and relational, as well as 
different levels of intervention adequacy, enabling 
meaningful comparison.

3.4.	 Study limitations

The case study method employed does not allow for 
generalization of findings to the broader student 
population. However, the aim of the study is not sta-
tistical generalization but an in-depth understanding 
of communication mechanisms in crisis situations. 
A further limitation may be the subjective nature 
of data interpretation; however, this was partially 
mitigated through systematic analysis and grounding 
in established theories of communication and crisis 
intervention. Despite these limitations, the adopted 
approach enables the identification of recurring 
communication mechanisms of both theoretical 
and practical significance.

4.	Discussion of the research 
findings – comparative case 
analysis

The analysis of the two case studies enables an in-
depth identification of the communication mecha-
nisms determining the course of crisis intervention. 
As indicated in the previous sections of the article, 
communication in crisis situations does not serve 
merely an informational function but acts as a regu-
latory tool that may either stabilize or destabilize an 
individual’s functioning. The findings reveal a clear 
tendency, highlighting a significant contrast between 
dialogic and directive intervention.

The extended analysis makes it possible to dis-
tinguish six key dimensions differentiating the two 
cases: (1) dialogue structure, (2) emotional regu-
lation, (3) cognitive processing, (4) level of trust, 
(5) the presence of psychological reactance, and 
(6) the adequacy of the communication strategy to 
the situation.

4.1.	 Dialogue structure as the organizing axis 
of intervention

The structure of dialogue in crisis intervention serves 
an organizing function at both the cognitive and 
emotional levels. In crisis situations, individuals often 
experience internal disorganization, manifested in 
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chaotic thinking, difficulty identifying problems, 
and fragmented narratives. In such a context, struc-
tured intervention communication becomes a form 
of “cognitive scaffolding” that enables the gradual 
restoration of coherence in experience.

In the first case, the presence of such scaffolding 
was clearly observable. The intervener not only fol-
lowed the student’s narrative but also structured it 
through summaries, paraphrasing, and guiding ques-
tions. For example, following the student’s statement 
describing a general sense of being overwhelmed, the 
intervener might respond in an organizing manner: 
“I understand that you feel overloaded with respon-
sibilities and that you have the impression of losing 
control over the situation – is that an accurate way 
of putting it?” Such paraphrasing not only reflects 
emotions but also condenses the content of the 
utterance, enhancing its coherence.

At a later stage of the dialogue, guiding ques-
tions appeared that facilitated the differentiation of 
experience, for example: “Which of these situations 
feels most burdensome for you right now – time 
pressure, expectations, or something else?” These 
questions do not impose interpretation but help the 
student gradually organize her experience, moving 
from general feelings to more concrete elements of 
the situation.

An important role was also played by interim 
summaries, which structured the course of the con-
versation, for example: “From what you are saying, it 
seems that the greatest challenge is combining your 
studies with the pressure you place on yourself – 
would you like to focus on that for a moment?” Such 
utterances perform a metacommunicative function, 
signalling the structure of the conversation and ena-
bling the collaborative management of meaning-mak-
ing processes. In Anderson’s (2012) terms, therapist 
responses are offered “as a way of participating in the 
conversation” rather than directing it (p. 16).

As a result, the student’s statements became more 
coherent, and the conversation itself assumed a pro-
gressive character – the successive stages of dialogue 
led to an increasingly structured understanding of ex-
perience. The student moved from general, emotion-
ally charged statements (“I can’t cope”, “everything 
feels overwhelming”) to more differentiated and 

cognitively organized reflections (“what is most 
difficult for me is that I don’t know where to start 
and I’m afraid I won’t meet expectations”).

From a linguistic perspective, the intervener can 
be seen as a moderator of discourse who does not 
impose meanings but supports their emergence in 
a sequential and logical manner. The intervener’s ut-
terances supported the interpretative process without 
determining its outcome. This approach aligns with 
the understanding of discourse as a social practice 
(Fairclough, 2010), in which meaning is negotiated 
rather than unilaterally transmitted.

In the second case, the absence of such structure 
led to a situation in which the dialogue did not 
fulfil an organizing function. The intervener did 
not attempt to structure the student’s statements 
but instead introduced new topics and solutions 
that were not grounded in the student’s experience. 
As a result, the communication became incoherent 
and difficult to process, which may have further 
contributed to cognitive disorganization.

An important element is also the pace of commu-
nication. In the first case, the intervener adjusted the 
pace of the conversation to the student’s processing 
capacities, allowing for the gradual integration of 
content. In the second case, the pace proved too fast 
for the recipient and was strongly solution-oriented, 
potentially exceeding the student’s cognitive capacities 
in a state of crisis.

The structure of dialogue should not imply ri-
gidity but rather a flexible organization of commu-
nication. In line with the assumptions of SCCT 
(Coombs, 2021), effective communication requires 
adaptation to the situation, meaning that structure 
should be dynamic and responsive to the interlocu-
tor’s reactions. In the first case, such flexibility was 
present, whereas in the second case a fixed interac-
tional pattern dominated, inadvertently overlooking 
the recipient’s state.

In conclusion, the structure of dialogue consti-
tutes a key element of effective intervention, as it en-
ables the organization of experience, the reduction of 
cognitive chaos, and the building of a sense of safety. 
Its absence, by contrast, may lead to communicative 
disorganization and limit the effectiveness of sup-
portive intervention (cf. Claeys & Coombs, 2020).
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4.2.	 Emotional regulation as a central 
mechanism of intervention

Emotional regulation constitutes one of the funda-
mental goals of crisis intervention, as a high level of 
emotional arousal limits an individual’s capacity for 
rational information processing and decision-mak-
ing. In the analysed cases, a clear relationship was 
observed between the quality of communication 
and the possibility of regulating emotions.

In the first case, the intervener consistently em-
ployed techniques that supported the identification 
and labelling of emotions. Reflection (“I can see that 
you feel overwhelmed”) and paraphrasing enabled the 
student to gain distance from her own experiences. 
This process can be interpreted as a form of “external 
emotion regulation”, in which another person assists 
in organizing and integrating emotional states.

According to the literature, labelling emotions 
reduces their intensity by activating cognitive pro-
cesses (so-called affect labelling). In the analysed case, 
this was reflected in a gradual shift from emotionally 
charged statements to more reflective and structured 
expressions. The intervener did not avoid emotions 
but treated them as a central element of communica-
tion. This approach aligns with the concept of “peo-
ple-centred” communication (Su et al., 2022), which 
assumes that addressing the recipient’s emotions 
increases communicative effectiveness. In practice, 
this was manifested through direct reference to the 
student’s emotional states and their verbal reflection. 
For example, in response to the statement “I feel like 
everything is overwhelming”, the intervener might 
say: “I can see that this is really difficult for you and 
involves a lot of tension.” Such an utterance performs 
a validating function, it not only names emotions 
but also affirms their legitimacy.

As the conversation progressed, the intervener 
could deepen the exploration of emotions through 
open-ended questions, such as “What exactly makes 
you feel this way?” These questions are not diagnostic 
in a narrow sense but serve to facilitate a more direct 
connection with the individual’s experience. It is also 
important that the intervener did not attempt to 
immediately reduce emotions but allowed them to 
be expressed within a safe dialogic space.

In the second case, the lack of an adequate 
emotional response resulted in the persistence 
of a relatively high level of tension. Minimizing 
statements (“it’s normal”, “others go through this 
too”) may have been interpreted by the student as 
a lack of understanding, which in turn intensified 
the sense of emotional isolation. In this situation, 
the intervener responded in a way that effectively 
closed the dialogue, for example: “You just need 
to focus on your studies” or “It would be best if 
you kept yourself busy so you don’t think about 
it.” Such statements typically shift attention from 
experience to action, bypassing the stage of emo-
tional processing.

In response to emotionally charged statements 
such as “I feel completely alone” or “nothing makes 
sense”, the lack of further exploration led to a disrup-
tion of the processing process. Instead of responses 
such as “That sounds like a very strong sense of 
loneliness, can you tell me more about where that 
comes from?”, neutralizing or solution-oriented 
statements were used that did not directly address 
the experienced emotions. As a result, the student 
did not receive validation of his experiences, which 
prevented their integration.

It can therefore be observed that the difference 
between the analysed cases did not lie solely in 
the presence or absence of communication, but 
in the quality of emotional response. In the first 
case, emotions were treated as a starting point for 
further cognitive work, whereas in the second case 
they were partially overlooked and reduced, leading 
to the interruption of the intervention process at 
a superficial level.

An important aspect is also emotional attune-
ment, that is, the intervener’s ability to “tune in” 
to the interlocutor’s emotional state. In the first 
case, this was present, i.e. the intervener responded 
appropriately to changes in the student’s emotions. 
In the second case, the lack of such attunement led 
to a discrepancy between the message and the recip-
ient’s experience. It is worth noting that emotional 
regulation does not consist in eliminating emotions 
but in transforming them into a form that can be 
cognitively processed. This process was evident in 
the first case but was blocked in the second.
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In conclusion, emotional regulation is not only 
an outcome but also a precondition of effective 
intervention. Communication that fails to address 
emotions loses its regulatory function and may con-
tribute to the intensification of the crisis.

4.3.	 Cognitive reconstruction and the 
organization of experience

Cognitive reconstruction constitutes one of the 
key mechanisms enabling individuals to move 
out of a crisis situation. It involves a change in 
the interpretation of experience, leading to a re-
duction in its emotional burden and an increased 
sense of control.

In the first case, this process unfolded gradually 
and was closely linked to the quality of communica-
tion. The intervener did not impose interpretations 
but supported the student in developing them 
independently. As a result, the cognitive change 
was internal and enduring. The student began to 
differentiate between facts and interpretations, 
which is a fundamental element of cognitive recon-
struction. For example, instead of perceiving the 
situation as “I can’t cope”, she started identifying 
specific difficulties, which allowed for a more 
realistic assessment of the situation.

A similar process can be observed when the 
student initially expressed a generalized belief: 
“I’m failing my studies”, which was gradually trans-
formed through dialogue. Through questions 
such as “Are there areas where you are actually 
managing well?”, the student began to differen-
tiate her experiences, arriving at a more nuanced 
understanding: “I’m struggling with one subject, 
but I’m doing fine in others.” This shift reflects 
a transition from a global, negative self-assessment 
to a more accurate and fact-based interpretation.

At another point in the conversation, the stu-
dent expressed the belief: “Everyone else is doing 
better than me”, which had an interpretative and 
comparative character. Instead of confirming or 
denying it, the intervener asked: “What is this 
belief based on?” In response, the student began 
to recognize that her judgment was based on 
fragmented observations, leading to the reflection: 

“Actually, I don’t know how others are doing, 
I just see that they seem more confident.” This 
process enabled the deconstruction of maladaptive 
beliefs and their replacement with more realistic 
evaluations.

This process can be related to the concept of 
sense making (Weick et al., 2005), according to 
which individuals actively construct the meaning 
of events in situations of uncertainty. Dialogue 
functions as a medium that facilitates the organi-
zation of experience, while the intervener, through 
questions and paraphrasing, supports its gradual 
structuring and reinterpretation.

In the second case, the lack of dialogic com-
munication prevented cognitive reconstruction. 
The intervener introduced ready-made interpre-
tations that were not grounded in the student’s 
experience. As a result, no change in thinking 
occurred, only superficial communicative contact. 
For example, in response to the statement “I don’t 
see any point in what I’m doing”, the intervener 
responded in a directive manner: “You should 
approach this more rationally.” Such a statement 
imposes an interpretation (“it’s temporary”, “it’s just 
a matter of perspective”) that does not emerge from 
the speaker’s narrative but is externally imposed.

Similarly, when the student said “I feel com-
pletely lost”, the intervener replied: “That’s because 
you lack a plan, you just need to organize your 
time better.” In this case, a complex emotional 
experience was reduced to a single, oversimpli-
fied explanation. Instead of exploring meaning, 
the process was prematurely closed, preventing 
reinterpretation. As a result, no cognitive change 
occurred, and the interaction remained superficial, 
with the student positioned as a passive recipient 
of communication.

In contrast, dialogic communication would 
involve responses that open space for reflection, 
such as: “What makes you perceive the situation 
in this way?” The absence of such questions in the 
analysed case indicates that the cognitive process 
was limited already at the level of interaction.

An important component of cognitive recon-
struction is also the sense of agency, understood as 
the individual’s belief in their ability to influence 
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their own situation. In the first case, the student 
gradually began to identify areas within her con-
trol. For example, after organizing her experience, 
she could state: “I can see that the main problem 
is that I postpone studying.” Such statements 
indicate a shift from global negative evaluations 
to more specific and actionable understandings 
of the situation.

In the second case, this effect was absent. 
The student did not formulate his own conclusions 
or identify possible actions. Instead, he remained 
in the position of a recipient of the intervener’s 
suggestions, which were not internalized. For ex-
ample, in response to the statement “you should 
try to motivate yourself more”, he reacted with 
silence and a brief “maybe”, indicating a lack of 
genuine cognitive engagement. The absence of 
a sense of agency reinforced his belief that he had 
no control over the situation, which is character-
istic of crisis states.

A high level of emotional tension limits the 
capacity for reflection and reinterpretation. In the 
second case, the student functioned under con-
ditions of heightened emotional arousal, as re-
flected in generalized statements (“I can’t cope”, 
“everything feels overwhelming”) and difficulty 
elaborating on them. The intervener, bypassing the 
stage of emotional processing, attempted to move 
directly to solutions, which proved ineffective.

For example, instead of a regulating response 
such as: “It sounds like you are really overwhelmed, 
let’s pause for a moment and stay with that feeling”, 
task-oriented statements were used: “Make a plan 
and stick to it.” Such a sequence of communication 
bypasses a crucial stage of emotional processing, 
resulting in a lack of readiness for cognitive work. 
Consequently, the student remains at the level of 
emotional experience without the possibility of 
its reorganization.

In conclusion, this analysis demonstrates that 
cognitive reconstruction is a multi-stage process 
requiring dialogic communication, prior emotion-
al regulation, and the development of a sense of 
agency. The absence of any of these elements limits 
the effectiveness of intervention and contributes 
to the persistence of the crisis state.

4.4.	 Psychological reactance, trust, and 
safety as interrelated mechanisms of 
communication effectiveness

The analysis of the second case allows for a deep-
er understanding of one of the key mechanisms 
limiting the effectiveness of crisis intervention, 
namely psychological reactance. This phenomenon, 
described in the literature as a response to perceived 
restrictions on individual autonomy, constitutes 
a significant barrier in supportive communication. 
According to Steindl et al. (2015), individuals tend 
to resist messages that are perceived as imposing 
specific actions or interpretations of reality. In the 
context of crisis intervention, this mechanism be-
comes particularly relevant, as individuals in crisis 
often already experience a diminished sense of 
control, and additional communicative pressure 
may intensify resistance.

In the analysed second case, directive statements 
by the intervener (“you should”, “you must”) repre-
sented a clear example of prescriptive communication. 
Although such statements are often motivated by 
a desire to help, they may be perceived as attempts 
to take control over the situation of the person in 
crisis. As a result, instead of supporting emotion-
al regulation, they activate defensive mechanisms 
manifested in withdrawal, reduced expression, and 
decreased engagement in dialogue.

In this case, psychological reactance manifested 
in several characteristic ways. First, the student 
shortened his responses, limiting them to the 
minimum necessary to sustain the interaction. 
Second, he avoided elaborating on topics, indicat-
ing a lack of readiness to explore his experience. 
Third, there was a noticeable decline in emotional 
engagement, which can be interpreted as a pro-
tective strategy against further infringement on 
autonomy. These elements point to a disruption 
of the fundamental function of communication, 
namely the co-construction of meaning and the 
regulation of experience.

In contrast, no signs of reactance were observed 
in the first case. The intervener employed supportive 
communication based on open-ended questions, re-
flection, and paraphrasing, which allowed the student 
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to maintain a sense of control over the interaction. 
The absence of directive statements supported the 
preservation of autonomy, thereby enabling greater 
engagement in the communicative process.

Psychological reactance is closely linked to the 
level of trust and perceived safety within the commu-
nicative relationship. Trust is a necessary condition 
for openness and willingness to disclose personal 
experiences. As Hyland-Wood et al. (2021) indicate, 
communication characterized by calmness, trans-
parency, and rational justification fosters a sense of 
safety, which in turn enables effective interaction.

In the first case, trust was gradually built through 
a series of subtle yet significant communicative ele-
ments. The intervener avoided evaluative judgments, 
allowing the student to express emotions freely with-
out fear of negative assessment. A calm tone of voice 
and an appropriate pace of interaction contributed 
to reducing emotional tension. Acknowledging the 
student’s emotions functioned as validation, rein-
forcing her sense of being understood and accepted.

In the second case, the absence of these elements 
weakened the communicative relationship. The stu-
dent did not experience being truly heard, which 
limited his willingness to continue the interaction. 
The lack of emotional validation and the presence 
of evaluative statements were interpreted as a lack 

of understanding, further intensifying the sense of 
isolation. Consequently, communication failed to 
fulfil its regulatory function, and the helping rela-
tionship was not fully established.

An important aspect is the inverse relationship 
between trust and reactance, the higher the level of 
trust, the lower the likelihood of reactance. This rela-
tionship was clearly visible in the analysed cases. In the 
first case, a high level of trust facilitated openness and 
engagement, whereas in the second case, its absence 
led to resistance and withdrawal.

A key element of the social nature of communi-
cation is the presence of multiple “voices” within the 
narrative of a person in crisis, shaped by relational 
experiences, social norms, and cultural factors. In the 
first case, the intervener created a space that allowed 
these voices to emerge and integrate, leading to a more 
complex and realistic understanding of the situation. 
In the second case, the absence of such space limited 
the narrative to a superficial description of events. 
In this context, communicative alignment should 
be understood not only as adjusting the form of the 
message but also as the ability to actively participate 
in the co-construction of meaning. The intervener is 
not merely a sender of messages but a co-participant 
in dialogue, influencing how the individual in crisis 
interprets reality.

Table 1. Comparison of communication mechanisms in the analysed cases (own elaboration)

Dimension of analysis Case 1 – dialogic intervention (effective) Case 2 – directive intervention (less effective)

Dialogue structure
Structured, progressive; use of paraphrasing, 
summaries, and guiding questions

Chaotic, lack of structure; introduction of new 
topics without reference to the narrative

Nature of 
communication

Dialogic, co-construction of meaning One-sided, prescriptive

Emotional regulation Present; reflection and validation of emotions Absent; minimization and neglect of emotions

Level of emotional 
tension

Gradually decreasing Persistent or increasing

Cognitive 
reconstruction

Gradual, based on self-reflection Absent; imposed interpretations

Sense of agency Increased; identification of areas of influence Absent; maintenance of helplessness

Psychological 
reactance

Absent Present; withdrawal and resistance

Trust and safety High; supportive relationship Low; lack of feeling heard

Participant 
engagement

High; elaborated responses Low; shortened responses

Outcome of 
intervention

Emotional regulation and cognitive 
reorganization

No change; persistence of crisis
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In conclusion, the effectiveness of intervention 
communication depends on its flexibility, dialog-
ic nature, and sensitivity to the social context of 
experience. The absence of these elements limits 
its regulatory function and hinders the process of 
overcoming crisis.

5.	Conclusion and final remarks

The comparative analysis of the two case studies 
enabled a deeper understanding of the role of commu-
nication in crisis intervention and the identification 
of key mechanisms determining its effectiveness. 
The findings indicate that communication fulfils 
regulatory, organizational, and relational functions, 
directly influencing the process of recovery from crisis.

To provide a synthetic overview of the most 
important differences between the analysed cases, 
the key dimensions of intervention communication 
are presented in tabular form (see Table 1).

The comparison presented in Table 1 indicates 
that the effectiveness of intervention results from the 
interaction of multiple interrelated mechanisms rath-
er than from a single communicative factor. One of 
the main conclusions is the significant role of dialo-
gicity as a factor facilitating effective intervention. 
In the first case, communication had a co-constructive 
character, the intervener did not impose interpreta-
tions but supported the student in developing them 
independently. This made it possible to gradually 
organize experience, reduce emotional tension, and 
foster cognitive reflection. Dialogue functioned here 
as a space in which emotions and cognition were 
integrated, as well as a means of restoring a sense of 
control over the situation. In contrast, in the second 
case communication was one-sided and directive, 
which prevented the activation of regulatory and 
cognitive processes.

Another important aspect is the role of dialogue 
structure as a form of “cognitive scaffolding.” In crisis 
situations, characterized by disorganized thinking 
and fragmented narratives, structured communi-
cation enables the gradual restoration of coherence 
in experience. In the first case, the intervener used 
paraphrasing, summaries, and guiding questions 

that supported the organization of the student’s 
statements. As a result, the communication process 
was progressive and led to increasing cognitive clar-
ity. In the second case, the absence of such structure 
resulted in a chaotic dialogue and further cognitive 
disorganization.

The analysis confirms the importance of emotion-
al regulation as a necessary condition for subsequent 
cognitive processes. In the first case, the intervener 
actively engaged with the student’s emotions, using 
techniques such as reflection and validation, which 
enabled a reduction in tension and the restoration 
of reflective capacity. In the second case, emotions 
were minimized or overlooked, leading to sustained 
high arousal and blocking cognitive processing. 
This finding confirms that attempts to move directly 
to solutions without prior emotional processing are 
ineffective.

Closely related to emotional regulation is cog-
nitive reconstruction, which constitutes one of the 
primary mechanisms for overcoming crisis. In the 
first case, the student gradually moved from global 
negative evaluations (“I can’t cope”) to more differ-
entiated and realistic interpretations of the situation. 
This process was enabled by dialogic communication, 
which allowed for the exploration and gradual reor-
ganization of meaning. In the second case, the lack 
of dialogicity and the presence of imposed interpre-
tations prevented changes in thinking, highlighting 
the crucial role of the individual’s active participation 
in the interpretative process.

Another important conclusion concerns the role 
of the sense of agency as an outcome of effective 
communication. In the first case, the student began 
to identify areas within her control, as reflected in the 
formulation of concrete conclusions and action plans. 
In the second case, the absence of this effect indicated 
the persistence of helplessness and dependence on 
external suggestions. This suggests that intervention 
communication should not only reduce tension but 
also support the restoration of individual agency.

The analysis also demonstrated the significant role 
of psychological reactance as a mechanism limiting 
communication effectiveness. Directive messages 
containing prescriptive language (“you should”, “you 
must”) led to resistance, withdrawal, and decreased 
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engagement in dialogue. In contrast, communication 
based on open-ended questions and reflection sup-
ported the maintenance of autonomy and increased 
willingness to engage. This finding highlights the 
importance of linguistic forms as factors shaping 
the course of interaction.

Closely related to this is the role of trust and 
a sense of safety as foundations of the helping re-
lationship. In the first case, trust was built through 
communicative consistency, the absence of judgment, 
and appropriate responses to emotions. In the second 
case, its absence led to reduced interaction and the 
interruption of the intervention process. The analysis 
confirms that without a sense of safety, communi-
cation loses its regulatory function and cannot lead 
to lasting change.

It is also important to emphasize the social nature 
of crisis communication. The presence of multiple 
“voices” in the narrative of a person in crisis, arising 
from relational experiences, social norms, and cultural 
context, indicates that the process of interpretation 
is not purely individual but embedded in a broader 
social framework. In the first case, the intervener 
enabled their expression and integration, leading 
to a more complex understanding of the situation. 
In the second case, the absence of such space limited 
the narrative to a superficial level.

The findings have important practical impli-
cations. First, they highlight the need for training 
interveners in dialogic communication, including the 
ability to ask open-ended questions, reflect emotions, 
and avoid directive language. Second, they emphasize 
the importance of communicative flexibility and 
adapting strategies to the emotional state of the in-
terlocutor. Third, they point to the need to consider 
cognitive and emotional processes as interrelated 
components of intervention.

However, the limitations of the study should 
be acknowledged. The case study method does not 
allow for generalization to a broader population, 
and the interpretative nature of the analysis involves 
a degree of subjectivity. Additionally, the data were 
reconstructed, which may affect their precision. 
Nevertheless, the findings provide valuable insights 
into communication mechanisms in crisis situations.

In conclusion, communication in crisis interven-
tion is a multidimensional process in which dialo-
gicity, emotional regulation, message structure, and 
the relationship between participants play a central 
role. Effective intervention requires not only the-
oretical knowledge but, above all, communicative 
competence that enables the creation of a dialogic 
space conducive to restoring psychological balance 
and a sense of agency.
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Abstract: Introduction: Intellectual disability is an object of interest in both psychiatry and special pedagogy. Both these sciences have evolved from a stig-
matizing approach, through a segregating one, towards full social inclusion. However, the path of paradigmatic reconstruction of either science was separate, 
and therefore it is interesting to compare them. Aim: The aim of the study is to compare the approach of special educators and psychiatrists from academic 
centers in Poland to the phenomenon of intellectual disability. Methodology: The comparison was carried out using a narrative method through a review of 
the key publications on the understanding of the phenomenon of intellectual disability by Polish special educators and psychiatrists. Results: In 1989, Poland 
underwent a political change and a departure from communism. Pedagogy also moved away from dialectical materialism towards a postmodern under-
standing of the phenomenon of disability. This change has led the formulation of the so-called humanistic paradigm of special education composed of four 
micro-paradigms. In pedagogy, the emphasis has been shifted from quantitative to qualitative research and the biomedical aspects of disability have been 
negated. Unfortunately, the research works in the field of pedagogy of people with intellectual disabilities of a qualitative and conceptual nature conducted in 
Poland have not entered the global circulation of scientific information and are known only in our country. Polish psychiatry has undergone an evolutionary 
change from biological psychiatry towards social environmental psychiatry. Poland has been included in a pilot program of running mental health centers 
providing care to the population with mental disorders, including people with intellectual disabilities. Since the times of real socialism, Polish psychiatrists 
have been publishing papers in English in international journals with an Impact Factor. This change was less radical than in special pedagogy and consisted in 
broadening the perspective rather than moving away from empirical research. Conclusion: Polish special education of individuals with intellectual disabilities 
and Polish psychiatry have undergone a significant paradigmatic reconstruction during the last few decades. Both sciences have adopted an inclusive model 
of understanding intellectual disability. The different paths of development of either science are reflected in publications and scientific research, as well as in 
certain terminological differences.
Keywords: intellectual disability, paradigms, psychiatry, special education

Introduction

Traditional Polish intellectual thought took little 
account of Marxist-Leninist dialectical materialism. 
As a culturally Catholic country, Poland has always 
remained closer to various currents of Christian 
philosophy than to Marxist-Leninist dialectical ma-
terialism. The imposition of the communist system 
in Poland by the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR) was an attempt to instill dialectical material-
ism, atheism and collectivism in the Bolshevik sense, 
which was alien to Polish historiosophy. An interest-

ing issue of intercultural education is the research on 
the implementation of the idea of dialectical Marxism 
in Polish society, as well as on the departure from 
that materialism in the direction of ideological and 
methodological pluralism (Chrzanowska, 2015; 
Dykcik, 2001; Melosik, 2007). It is particularly in-
teresting to see the departure of various disciplines 
of the social sciences from Marxist ideology and to 
compare these changes with analogous processes 
taking place at the same time in the field of other 
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sciences, e.g. medicine. This comparison can only 
be precise if it is based on a fairly specifically for-
mulated problem, e.g. the approach to people with 
intellectual disabilities. It is difficult to compare 
sciences where the area of interest is different, e.g. 
musicology with special education (Chrzanowska, 
2015; Dykcik, 2001).

In 1989, a political change took place in Poland. 
Along with it, the approach to people with mental 
disorders and intellectual disabilities has changed 
significantly (Pietras et al., 2019). The consequence 
of these changes was a departure from dialectical 
Marxism as a binding and only correct doctrine with 
Bolshevik roots towards ideological and paradig-
matic pluralism. This also applied to two scientific 
subdisciplines dealing with subjects with intellec-
tual disabilities – special pedagogy and psychiatry. 
A comparison of the changes that have taken place in 
the understanding of these sciences in relation to the 
phenomenon of intellectual disability is, on the one 
hand, an interesting issue in the history of science in 
Poland, and on the other, a reflection of the different 
paths of development of these two scientific subdisci-
plines and two different approaches (Dykcik, 2001; 
Pużyński, 2015). The common subject and object 
of interest of psychiatry and special pedagogy of 
individuals with intellectual disabilities should result 
in the development of a uniform interdisciplinary 
and even transdisciplinary approach and common 
standards of conduct towards the subject and object 
of research, also taking into account the usually 
overlooked Christian personalism (Głodkowska, 
2015; Granat, 1985; Michalski, Zakrzewska, 2010; 
Salamucha, Magier, 2013). Meanwhile, these sub-
disciplines – both psychiatry and special pedagogy 
– developed in a different paradigmatic environment 
and in different academic centers. Psychiatry was 
developed primarily at medical universities and 
the Institute of Psychiatry and Neurology, whereas 
special education was developed at the pedagogical 
faculties of universities, at the Institute of Educational 
Research and, above all, at the Academy of Special 
Education (Chrzanowska, 2015; Dykcik, 2001; 
Pużyński, 2015). Psychiatry has always developed 
with the use of the clinical base of psychiatric wards 
and clinics close to the patient, while special pedagogy 

studied in academic centers is quite loosely related 
to the social practice of teaching and upbringing 
people with intellectual disabilities. It is true that 
researchers dealing with special education of people 
with intellectual disabilities have always declared 
their practical credentials and emphasized their 
own experience as teachers and educators. However, 
unlike medical universities, neither schools nor care 
and education centers, which were an integral part 
of the university, were ever created at the faculties 
of education. Psychiatric clinics have always worked 
on the basis of treatment of patients in wards and 
departments that are an integral part of these clinics 
constituting medical university facilities (Pużyński, 
2015). In the aspect of individuals with intellectual 
disabilities, psychiatry was mainly focused on the 
treatment of behavioral disorders in these people, 
while educators were primarily concerned with 
teaching and upbringing, i.e. broadly understood 
education and revalidation (Chrzanowska, 2015; 
Pużyński, 2015). Thus, the representatives of both 
scientific subdisciplines rarely worked together in 
one team dealing with people with intellectual dis-
abilities. The positions developed by representatives 
of both scientific subdisciplines differ significantly 
both in terms of conceptual system and methodo-
logical basis. It is true that scientific terminology is 
becoming nowadays more homogeneous than it used 
to be, and it is universal in character in accordance 
with the paradigm of the unity of science and the 
process of globalization of scientific achievements. 
Nevertheless, some phenomena are still defined and 
described using different concepts in different scienc-
es, or these concepts differ in their semantic scope 
and boundaries. Currently, an interesting process 
of departure of special pedagogy from biomedical 
aspects towards social constructionism is observed 
(Chrzanowska, 2015), and in psychiatry, in turn, from 
a typical biomedical approach towards community 
psychiatry embedded in the achievements of social 
sciences (Pużyński, 2015). These two tendencies 
should result in the convergence of special education 
of people with intellectual disabilities with psychi-
atry in a systemic and environmental perspective. 
The aim of the paper is to discuss the similarities 
and differences between psychiatrists and special 
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educators in the conceptualization of intellectual 
disability in the context of paradigmatic changes 
that took place in Poland with the change of the 
socio-political system after 1989.

1.	Paradigmatic evolution of 
Polish special pedagogy and 
psychology in understanding 
the phenomenon of intellectual 
disability

During the years of real communism, scientific re-
search on the pedagogical aspects of teaching and 
upbringing of people with intellectual disabilities 
was conducted within the paradigm of dialectical 
materialism with the use of quantitative methods 
typical of modernist reasoning (Wyszyńska, 1987). 
The obtained results of quantitative research were 
a set of rather disorganized findings of a contributory 
nature. Soviet special pedagogy was called defecto-
logical pedagogy, and the science of damage to the 
human body and the effects of this damage was called 
defectology (ibidem). According to such under-
standing, disability was a “defect” that needed to be 
treated or repaired. This does not mean that among 
the researchers of that time there were no figures who 
made a significant contribution to the development 
of the subdiscipline of special education. There are 
widely known works of Maria Grzegorzewska – the 
creator of Polish special pedagogy and of Bohdan 
Suchodolski have permanently entered the history of 
pedagogy (Niemierko, 2021). The works of Bolesław 
Niemierko, who implemented psychometric methods 
to construct a quantitative measurement to check 
whether the controversial experiment of Heliodor 
Muszyński in Poznań, aimed at shaping a collectively 
and Marxist-minded citizen denying individualism 
and Christian personalism established in the Polish 
centuries-old tradition (Kowolik, 2007). It should 
also be strongly emphasized that in Poland, as the 
only country remaining under Soviet domination, 
Christian and personalistic pedagogy developed in 
such academic centers as the Catholic University 
of Lublin or the Academy of Catholic Theology in 
Warsaw (Michalski, Zakrzewska, 2010; Salamucha, 

Magier, 2013). This pedagogy was the result of the 
development of Christian philosophy practiced at 
these universities in Poland by such famous figures 
as Idzi Radziszewski, Fr. Jacek Woroniecki, Sr. Zofia 
Zdybicka, Cardinal Karol Wojtyła, Fr. Mieczysław 
Krąpiec, Fr. Józef Tischner and many others (after: 
Janaczek, 1999). Unfortunately, Christian pedagogy, 
despite the significant opinion-forming position of 
the Catholic Church in Poland and the declared 
affiliation of the majority of Polish society to this 
Church or other Christian churches, did not play 
a major role in shaping contemporary pedagogi-
cal thought at Polish secular universities, which is 
why education in values was forgotten, promoting 
almost exclusively education for freedom (Michal-
ski, Zakrzewska, 2010; Salamucha, Magier, 2013). 
The departure from Marxism-Leninism induced 
a paradigmatic emptiness in Polish special education, 
which opened the science in question to the modern 
and generally post-Marxist current of postmodern 
pedagogy popular at that time in the United States 
and in secularizing Western Europe (Śliwerski, 2003). 
Among the pioneers of the postmodern approach 
in pedagogy in Poland and the “opening” of Polish 
pedagogy to paradigmatic diversity were Tomasz 
Szkudlarek (1993), Zbyszko Melosik (2007), Bo-
gusław Śliwerski (Szkudlarek, Śliwerski, 2009). Sz-
kudlarek brought from the USA a “fresh breeze” of 
postmodern pedagogy, different from the outdated 
and discredited pedagogy of real socialism and com-
pletely incompatible with the Polish tradition of the 
pedagogy of values. Special pedagpgy also adopted 
postmodern thinking as the basis around which 
knowledge in the field of “modern” understanding 
of the phenomenon of disability began to be built 
anew (Krause, 2017, 2019). As has been mentioned 
many times, in Poland, in parallel with special ped-
agogy understood in the spirit of postmodernism, 
personalistic special pedagogy has been developing 
since the communist era at the Catholic University 
of Lublin and at the Academy of Catholic Theology 
– now the Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University 
in Warsaw, referring to the pedagogy of Kazimierz 
Twardowski (Michalski, Zakrzewska, 2010; Salamu-
cha, Magier, 2013; Traczykowski, 2016). A glorious 
realization of personalistic pedagogy in Poland is 
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the development of a typhlopedagogical center in 
Laski near Warsaw – the Róża Czacka School and 
Educational Center for Blind Children (Czacka, 
Stabińska, 1990). Unfortunately, university centers 
dealing with special education in Poland have not 
taken advantage of the opportunity to implement 
these original Polish achievements into the general 
pedagogical discourse in the university environment. 
A one-sided, postmodern approach to the phenom-
enon of disability in Polish special education was 
introduced in parallel at individual universities where 
there were scientific centers dealing with disability, 
including intellectual disability. Postmodern thinking 
is alien to the Polish tradition just as the philosophy 
of dialectical materialism in the Soviet distortion. 
The postmodern paradigmatic shift of Polish special 
education in university centers was verbalized and 
systematized by Amadeusz Krause, which allowed 
Polish postmodern special education to build its 
“identity” quite far from the social practice of the 
profession of a special educator. A coherent termi-
nological grid for the understanding of disability 
based on the conceptual system of postmodernism 
has been developed (Krause, 2017, 2019). Amadeusz 
Krause (2010) formulated the so-called humanistic 
paradigm of special education consisting of four 
micro-paradigms. These are:

	· the social micro-paradigm of disability – which 
captures the phenomenon of disability as a social 
construct,

	· the micro-paradigm of normalization postulating 
the normalization of the social environment 
of a person with disabilities as a goal of special 
education, opposing the forced normalization 
of people with disabilities to the able-bodied 
majority,

	· the emancipatory micro-paradigm indicating 
the need for the emancipation of people with 
disabilities and a shift from excessive focus on 
medical and therapeutic procedures in favor of 
participation in social life,

	· the qualitative, i.e. interpretative microparadigm, 
postulating the departure of special education 
from quantitative research in favor of qualitative 
research and in favor of reflection on contexts, 

discourses, narratives and paradigms, as well as 
the relativization of all scientific concepts in 
the field of pedagogy (Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013; 
Krause, 2017; Krause, 2019). 

From the psychiatrist’s point of view, the departure 
of special education from medical contexts may raise 
concerns, especially since significant people in Polish 
pedagogy, such as Zbyszko Melosik or Amadeusz 
Krause, sharply criticize undertaking research in 
the field of special education in any medical context 
(Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013; Krause, 2017; Krause, 
2019; Melosik, 2017; Melosik, Szkudlarek, 2009). 
These professors often refer to anti-psychiatrists and 
postmodern thinkers, such as Fritjow Capra (1987), 
Eric Parens (2013), or Petr Skrabanek (1990, 1994). 
The latter Irish researcher of Czech origin criticizes 
the obsessive fixation of modern man on “super 
health”, the maximum prolongation of life at all costs, 
the compulsion of all members of society to achieve 
the ideals of good health. Skrabanek negated the 
legitimacy of the combat against nicotine addiction, 
obesity, excessive alcohol and drug consumption, 
or obsessive health promotion. This controversial 
researcher and thinker found totalitarian tenden-
cies in the health promotion policy. He noticed 
excessive interference of the state with the freedom 
of individuals to choose their preferred lifestyle and 
care for their own health (Skrabanek, 1990, 1994). 
Also in Poland, Krause and Melosik, as well as their 
numerous supporters and imitators (e.g. Ćwirynkało), 
use a similar narrative of pathological medicalization 
and pharmacologization of the society. They distance 
themselves from the modernist, evidence-based 
Cartesian medical model, proposing and glorifying 
the postmodern discourse of flickering meanings, 
lack of the central point, relativism of the norms, 
and transculturalism (Melosik, 2017; Melosik, Sz-
kudlarek, 2009; Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013; Krause, 
2010). Such an understanding of special pedago-
gy was a significant change at Polish universities 
dealing with education in the broadest sense at the 
beginning of the 21st century. Every breakthrough, 
every scientific revolution becomes sterile over time, 
if it is not accompanied by critical thinking and 
verification based on the social practice of the pro-
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fession of special education teacher and the results 
of research. Unfortunately, the postmodern model 
of understanding the phenomenon of disability has 
been consolidated thanks to systematic support for 
like-minded people and a lack of empirical research 
performed on large groups.

The negation of the biomedical aspects of any type 
of disability, and intellectual disability in particular, 
leads to absurdities and aporetic contradictions. An ef-
fort has been made not to notice that at the source of 
every type of disability there is a medical problem and 
it is always the “center” of that disability. Pedagogy 
is “special” precisely because it deals with medical 
problems and their social consequences, such as stig-
matization, exclusion, discrimination and many others. 
The postulated separation of pedagogy from medical 
problems also negates the need for the existence of 
special education itself (Krause, 2010; Melosik, 2017; 
Melosik, Szkudlarek, 2009; Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013). 
Thus, a paradox arises – the phenomenon defining 
a particular science is negated by that science at the 
same time. It should be remembered that the concept 
of disability originated at the intersection of medical 
and social sciences, and is understood as a cause-and-
effect sequence from biological damage to its social 
and cultural consequences for the individual suffering 
from such biological damage (Kołątaj et al., 2023; 
Linden, 2017). Meanwhile, contemporary special 
educators, postulating the “de-medicalization” and 
“de-biologization” of the phenomenon of disability, 
including intellectual disability, turn only to the social 
aspects of the existence of this phenomenon (Krause, 
2010; Melosik, 2017; Melosik, Szkudlarek, 2009; 
Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013). These authors emphasize 
that any type of disability, including intellectual disa-
bility, is not a biological aspect, but primarily a social 
and sociological one. Unfortunately, as practicing 
educators working with people affected by some type 
of disability know, the axial problems of these people 
are always medical problems. An attempt to deny this 
fact in any way is, unfortunately, a one-sided approach 
or even a scientific distortion. After all, no one denies 
the social aspects of the disability construct, but their 
“forced” separation from the biological aspect is, in 
our opinion, a dangerous half-truth that blurs what 
is important and peripheral issues.

In his monograph entitled Paradigms of Special 
Education, Amadeusz Krause (2010) deftly summa-
rized what was happening at the beginning of the 
21st century in Polish special pedagogy. It should 
be remembered that he is neither the creator of the 
postmodern trend in Polish special pedagogy, nor is 
he the only author of conceptual publications devoted 
to disability understood in this way. It should be 
emphasized here that the work of many researchers 
with a rich literary output and various orientations 
of research have contributed to the development 
of the humanistic paradigm of special pedagogy. 
In terms of intellectual disability, these were publi-
cations by such authors as Beata Cytowska (2012), 
Iwona Chrzanowska (2015), Katarzyna Ćwirynkało 
(Ćwirynkało, Kossakowski, Żywanowska, 2013; 
Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013), Władysław Dykcik (2001), 
Zenon Gajdzica (2007), Remigiusz Kijak (2013), 
Czesław Kossakowski (Kossakowski, Krause, Żyta, 
2007), Barbara Marcinkowska (2016), Jan Pańczyk 
(1989), Janina Wyczesany (2009), Agnieszka Żyta 
(Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013; Kossakowski, Krause, 
Żyta, 2007), Teresa Żółkowska (2004), Hanna 
Żuraw (Żuraw, Ploch, 2019) and many others, not 
mentioned here. Amadeusz Krause skillfully sum-
marized and exposed postmodern tendencies in 
Polish special pedagogy, formulating the discussed 
humanistic paradigm of special pedagogy based on 
analogous summaries concerning special education of 
the German-speaking area (Parys, Olszewski, 2013; 
Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013; Krause, 2017). Therefore, 
he was not their conceptual creator, although he was 
the only one who formulated and described them in 
a well-known monograph published by the Impuls 
Publishing House (Krause, 2010). 

The question should be asked how this paradig-
matic shift in the context of intellectual disability 
should be assessed fifteen years after the publication of 
Amadeusz Krause’s monograph (2010). This change 
has undoubtedly contributed to the social emancipa-
tion of people with intellectual disabilities and their 
exit from the “ghetto”, from a separate and hermetic 
reserve of public space aimed at isolation of this group 
of people from the mainstream of social participa-
tion. It has prepared individuals with disabilities for 
“freedom” but not for education in the context of 

86 |  Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 66(2)2026

T. Pietras, G. Opielak, K. Sipowicz



values and for values (Frankl, 2023). Postmodern 
destruction and multi-version narratives will not 
replace education in values and will not give meaning 
to the life of a person with a disability. At this point, 
it is necessary to consider whether this emancipation 
is only the merit of academic special pedagogy? 
Probably not only – also the fact of Polish accession 
to the European Union and grassroots initiatives of 
the community of people with intellectual disabilities 
themselves have contributed to the normalization of 
the social environment of this group. Perhaps Polish 
academic special pedagogy captured and codified 
these processes in the form of theoretical disserta-
tions at the right time, but it was not their driving 
force and the main cause of change (Magier, 2021). 
An important part in emancipation was also the 
influence of social teaching of the Catholic Church, 
the development of modern medicine, including 
community psychiatry, as well as political activities 
(Pietras et al., 2025). The problem is open and diffi-
cult to resolve, because paradigmatic changes in the 
thinking of theorists and social initiatives of the third 
sector have interacted and occurred in parallel, often 
in a chaotic and unpredictable way. Therefore, the 
process of crystallization of the humanistic paradigm 
of special education was more circular than linear in 
character, more concerned the academic community 
than the practice of social work with a person with 
disabilities (ibidem). However, this thesis requires 
deeper analyses and a certain time distance in order 
to formulate a well-documented factual assessment 
and a balanced judgment (ibidem).

The focus of the community of special educators 
almost exclusively on qualitative research has become 
a limitation of contemporary special pedagogy in 
Poland over time. The almost complete lack of quan-
titative research has marginalized the importance of 
publications in the field of Polish special pedagogy in 
the global trend of research on disability, including 
intellectual disability (Pietras et al., 2025). Polish 
academic centers dealing with special pedagogy are 
not visible in the world’s leading journals with a high 
Impact Factor (in the field of educational sciences). 
The publications of Polish researchers are known 

1	 The analysis was based on the Pubmed database. 

only locally, in the community of Polish university 
teachers. The achievements of Polish special educators 
are not present in the global circulation of scientific 
information. There are few Polish authors publish-
ing their works in international journals. This fact 
strongly marginalizes Polish special pedagogy, in-
cluding special education for people with intellectual 
disabilities, giving it a local and peripheral character, 
far from the mainstream of global research in the 
field of education (ibidem). There are certainly also 
a few exceptions. Among special educators dealing 
with intellectual disabilities, there are only single 
authors who publish in English-language journals 
with the Impact Factor index: Beata Cytowska – one 
publication (Cytowska, Zierkiewicz, 2020), Joanna 
Smogorzewska and Grzegorz Szumski – 11 publi-
cations (Smogorzewska et al., 2022; Smogorzewska 
et al., 2024), Małgorzata Sekułowicz (Sobieski et 
al., 2022) – 5 papers, including one concerning 
people with intellectual disabilities1. There is also 
a small number of works concerning special educa-
tion devoted to issues other than special pedagogy 
of intellectual disability. The papers by Jacek Pyżalski 
and Piotr Plichta – 16 works devoted to cyberbul-
lying – are also noteworthy. Publications written by 
educators and published in journals with an impact 
factor usually contain reliable quantitative analyses, 
or validation of psychometric tools, which is criti-
cized by the Polish special educators community 
in accordance with the doctrine of the interpretive 
microparadigm (Żyta, Ćwirynkało, 2013). They do 
not contain quasi-philosophical analyses of para-
digms, discourses, contexts, meanings and narratives. 
Therefore, these works are not from the mainstream 
of considerations of contemporary special pedagogy 
in academic centers in Poland. However, there are 
relatively few such papers compared to the number 
of works published by psychiatrists. For example, 
Janusz Rybakowski published (from 2000 to 2025) 
over 350 papers in journals with an impact factor. 
The disproportion in the number of works between 
the pedagogues and psychiatrists is noteworthy and 
worth considering. It should also be remembered 
that Janusz Rybakowski, as well as other psychiatrists 
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publishing in international scientific journals, also 
publish, like Polish special educators, in Polish-lan-
guage periodicals and monographs not included in 
the Philadelphia list. 

It is also puzzling why Polish special educators do 
not publish joint papers in the field of research on 
intellectual disability with Polish psychologists and 
psychiatrists. Both Polish psychiatry and psychology 
are focused on empirical and psychometric research 
(Citlak, 2023). Such a position does not fit into the 
interpretive paradigm of special pedagogy. Special 
pedagogy focused on qualitative research stands in 
opposition to psychometric research and the meas-
urement of such constructs as intelligence or adapt-
ability. Quantitative measurement of the intelligence 
quotient (IQ) and adaptability is a prerequisite for 
definition and diagnosis of intellectual disability 
and determination of the degree of its severity, as 
well as the resources and limitations of the subject. 
Psychometric methods of measuring intelligence 
are treated by special educators as a manifestation 
of population “segregation” and discrimination, 
which has been emphasized repeatedly by Amadeusz 
Krause (2010). Meanwhile, psychometric measure-
ment of intelligence is a basic research tool both 
in clinical psychology and in psychological and 
pedagogical counselling centers adjudicating on 
special educational needs for schools and educational 
centers (Strelau, 2014). In Poland, many different 
psychometric tools have been adopted to work in 
psychological and pedagogical counselling centers, 
including the Wechsler test for adults and children 
(ibidem). It should be noted that Polish research on 
temperament is an important achievement of world 
psychology (ibidem). It does not depend on the meas-
urement process itself, but on the non-substantive 
intentions of the researchers whether psychometric 
measurement serves to segregate and discriminate, 
or to determine the subject’s resources. A metaphor 
about the use of nuclear energy comes to mind here. 
Used well, it can serve for environmentally friendly 
electricity production and isotopic diagnostics of 
cancer, but in the wrong hands it can contribute to 
the outbreak of nuclear war and genocide. Likewise, 
psychometric measurements can also be used for 
socially unacceptable purposes, such as segregation, 

discrimination or stigmatization. This does not mean 
that psychometrics should not be developed for 
pro-social purposes, just because these tests can 
be used to discriminate against a certain group of 
people. Psychology and pedagogy are to serve the 
human being, which psychological and pedagogical 
counselling centers have successfully implemented in 
Poland (Pietras et al., 2025). They employ practicing 
psychologists and special educators – at a considerable 
distance from academic centers dealing with special 
education, including special pedagogy for people with 
intellectual disabilities. Meanwhile, in academic edu-
cation, analyses of discourses, meanings, contexts and 
paradigms are developed at the expense of practical 
and methodological knowledge. It is true, as rightly 
noted by Amadeusz Krause, that textbooks in the 
field of knowledge and practical skills emphasize the 
subjectivity and autonomy of people with intellectual 
disabilities to too little extent, they are of a technical 
nature, not obligatory (Krause, 2013). The author 
rightly remarks that students learn in lectures what 
modern humanistic pedagogy is, taking into account 
the subjectivity and emancipation of people with in-
tellectual disabilities, while in practical training they 
get acquainted with working methods that take into 
account this emancipation and subjectivity to a small 
extent (ibidem). However, it should be remembered 
that methodological reflection, otherwise important 
and necessary, will not replace practical learning of 
methods of work with a person with intellectual 
disabilities and will not solve difficult problems 
that educators encounter in their professional work. 
They sometimes have to face such difficult problems 
occurring in their charges as aggression, agitation, 
epileptic seizures or fecal or urinary incontinence. 
Learning paradigms, contexts and discourses is no 
substitute for practical guidance on what to do in 
a specific situation of working with a person with 
an intellectual disability. This can be considered as 
a shallowness and trivialization of theoretical ped-
agogy, but it is precisely such problems that special 
educators who work with people with significand 
and profound intellectual disabilities sometimes 
encounter in their everyday work. Therefore, it is an 
important task to construct a study program in the 
field of special education preparing for the profes-
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sion in such a way as to teach the pedagogue special 
respect for the autonomy of people with intellectual 
disabilities at every stage of practical work, taking 
into account their subjectivity and avoiding forced 
normalization in the spirit of the neoliberal cult of 
effectiveness and efficiency. Such a corporate attitude 
towards efficiency and effectiveness is criticized both 
by postmodern Polish special education and by the 
currents of personalistic pedagogy (Krause, 2017).

Polish academic psychology of people with in-
tellectual disabilities developed from the Soviet 
so-called “defectological psychology”, which was 
then a subdiscipline of general psychology (Vašek, 
2003; Wyszyńska, 1987). The term “defect”, common 
in the psychology of post-Soviet countries, raised 
reservations among Polish psychologists from the 
beginning, because it is objectifying and stigmatiz-
ing when used to refer to a person. Currently, the 
term “revalidation psychology” is used, avoiding the 
stigmatizing word “defect” (Kowalik, 2018). Polish 
contemporary psychology has remained faithful 
to the tradition of psychological experiments and 
psychometric research (Strelau, 2014). It is not as 
radical in the emancipatory context as contempo-
rary Polish special pedagogy. The development of 
Polish psychology took place rather evolutionarily, 
without a major paradigmatic revolution. Currently, 
psychology adopts a biopsychosocial model of un-
derstanding the phenomenon of disability, taking 
into account equally the biological, psychological 
and social aspects (Sęk, 2001). Polish psychology 
can boast of a perfectly prepared standardization of 
the Dawid Wechsler’s intelligence measurement test, 
in the versions both for adults and children, and the 
standardization of many psychometric tools necessary 
in the diagnosis of a child with disabilities, including 
intellectual disability (Strelau, 2014).

2.	Paradigmatic evolution of Polish 
psychiatry in the understanding 
of the phenomenon of 
intellectual disability

Let us consider the evolution that Polish psychiatry 
has undergone from the times of communism to the 
present. Unlike social sciences, Polish psychiatry in 
Soviet times was still present in English-language 
journals and functioned in the global circulation of 
scientific information (Pużyński, 2015; Rybakowski, 
2004). It also resisted Sovietization and its use for 
political purposes, as was the case in the USSR and in 
some Eastern Bloc countries. Although the Institute 
of Psychiatry and Neurology established in Poland 
was created on the Soviet model, this institution 
contributed to the development of modern psy-
chiatry with a pro-Western attitude. Already in the 
1970s, psychotherapy and humanistic psychiatry, 
not based on the dialectical materialism in force at 
that time, developed within the walls of the Institute 
( Jankowski, 1994). After the political change, more 
and more Polish psychiatrists published in journals 
from the JCR list, and the achievements of such schol-
ars as Janusz Rybakowski and Stanisław Pużyński are 
known and recognized in the world (Kornaj, 2023; 
Rybakowski, 2004). Two key Polish journals devoted 
to psychiatry: Psychiatria Polska [Polish Psychiatry]
edited by Dominika Dudek and Postępy Psychiatrii 
i Neurologii [Advances in Psychiatry and Neurology] 
edited by Łukasz Mokros currently have an Impact 
Factor, which cannot be said about periodicals in 
the field of special pedagogy published in Poland. 
This means that the achievements of Polish psychi-
atry function in the global circulation of scientific 
information (Kornaj, 2023; Rybakowski, 2004).

The achievements of Polish special pedagogy, 
unlike psychiatry, are almost exclusively known lo-
cally in Poland and to a small extent in neighboring 
countries such as the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Ukraine (Dycht, 2006; Pietras et al., 2025). Polish 
psychiatry, like special pedagogy, has evolved from 
biomedical research to social research and envi-
ronmental psychiatry (Rybakowski, 2004). Unlike 
pedagogy, the area of interest of psychiatry has been 
expanded to include social and humanistic aspects 

89Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 66(2)2026  |

Special pedagogy of individuals with intellectual disabilities and contemporary psychiatry...



without neglecting biomedical research (Pietras et 
al., 2025). This process was evolutionary, not revo-
lutionary, as in the case of special pedagogy. Polish 
psychiatry also changed its attitude towards people 
with intellectual disabilities in an evolutionary way 
(Bilikiewicz, 1960; Pietras et al., 2025; Sipowicz et 
al., 2015). This is evidenced by the terminology used 
in psychiatry and its evolution. A psychiatry text-
book published in 1960, edited by the distinguished 
researcher and physician Tadeusz Bilikiewicz, used 
such terms as imbecility, stupidity, idiocy, cretinism 
and foolishness to describe people with intellectual 
disabilities (Bilikiewicz, 1960; Pietras et al., 2025; 
Sipowicz et al., 2015). The terms mentioned have 
become vulgarisms in modern times, due to their 
stigmatizing character and the change in the scope 
of the semantic emotional sign from indifferent to 
extremely negative. The use of these terms for people 
with intellectual disabilities is now considered to be 
offensive to human dignity and vulgar. The image of 
a person with an intellectual disability in the textbook 
edited by Bilikiewicz was very negative, the authors 
warned against the “unpredictability”, “ingratitude”, 
“aggressiveness” and “sexual debauchery” of people 
with a low IQ (Bilikiewicz, 1960; Pietras et al., 2025; 
Sipowicz et al., 2015). They were considered to be 
“mean”, “debauched”, and “ungrateful” to their car-
egivers. It was not until the 1970s that the much more 
neutral term “mental retardation” began to be used, 
and the understanding of the essence of intellectual 
disability became more supportive of this group. 
The term “mental retardation” is also included in the 
international ICD-10 classification. It is still a term 
in force in Poland. The term “mental retardation” was 
initially emotionally neutral as compared to words 
such as stupidity, idiocy, imbecility, foolishness, and 
cretinism. Over time, this term also became slightly 
stigmatizing and unacceptable to the community of 
people with intellectual disabilities. In the second 
decade of the 21st century, the term “intellectual 
disability” began to be used in psychiatry. That was 
largely due to a monograph on intellectual disability 
published by the Continuo publishing house, edit-
ed by Kinga Bobińska, Tadeusz Pietras and Piotr 
Gałecki (Bobińska et al., 2012). In this monograph, 
the chapters devoted to the pedagogy of people with 

intellectual disabilities were far from an extremely 
postmodern understanding of intellectual disability, 
and also took into account other perspectives of 
understanding this phenomenon. This was criti-
cized by the pedagogical community (Krause, 2017). 
Despite the criticism, this monograph is the only 
comprehensive study of issues related to intellectual 
disability present on the Polish publishing market in 
the years 2012-2025 (Bobińska et al., 2012). It should 
probably be expected that the community of special 
educators will one day be tempted to write a new 
monograph in the spirit of glorified postmodern 
inclusion, with an invitation to Polish psychologists 
and psychiatrists to cooperate. However, criticism 
will not replace creative work, and on the Polish 
publishing market there are currently no significant 
comprehensive monographs on intellectual disability 
reflecting “modern” thinking of the educators. Thus, 
students do not have textbooks for learning special 
pedagogy for people with intellectual disabilities, 
with the exception of the textbook by Bobińska, 
Pietras and Gałecki, criticized by Amadeusz Krause. 
In the ICD-11 classification, the term “intellectual 
disability” is to be replaced by the term “intellectual 
development disorder”, which is considered to be 
much less stigmatizing than the term intellectual 
disability. The importance of research on intellectual 
disability for psychiatry is evidenced by the fact that 
the Polish Psychiatric Association established the 
Scientific Section of Mental Disorders in Patients 
with Intellectual Disabilities.

Polish community psychiatry has developed as 
a Hegelian synthesis of traditional biological psy-
chiatry with selected postulates of antipsychiatry 
(Depukat, 2020). The assumption of community 
psychiatry is the therapy of the patient in his social 
environment, with as little participation as possible 
of a total institution in Goffman’s understanding, 
which is a psychiatric hospital. Isolation in a psy-
chiatric hospital triggers the so-called syndrome 
of erroneous adaptation to a total institution in 
the patient (Depukat, 2020; Thornicroft, Tansella, 
2010). Treatment of the patient and revalidation of 
the patient’s social skills in the conditions of hospital 
isolation is either impossible or not very effective, as it 
bears little resemblance to the environment in which 
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the patient will live. According to the assumptions of 
community psychiatry, the patient should recover in 
his or her social environment, which facilitates the 
return from the disease to normal functioning in own 
environment (Sipowicz, Pietras, 2017). In addition, 
many non-psychotic mental disorders have begun 
to be treated not as a disorder, but as a manifesta-
tion of the so-called neuroatypicality, understood 
as a different organization of the structure of the 
psyche of minorities from the organization of the 
psyche of the majority (ibidem). The construct of 
the neuroatypical minority is opposed to the nor-
motypical majority (ibidem). Neuroatypical people 
include people with intellectual disabilities, general 
developmental disorders, people with attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Neuroatypicality 
is understood as the result of the neural network 
of the central nervous system that is different from 
most organizations and associated with it different 
cognitive, emotional and behavioral functioning. 
Neuroatypicality includes also such phenomena as 
left-handedness, sensory hypersensitivity, and special 
abilities. By including intellectual disability in the 
set of phenomena considered to be a manifestation 
of neuroatypicality, the stigma of mental disorder 
and the stigma of segregation and discrimination in 
this group of people are partially removed (ibidem).

It is difficult to identify unambiguously the found-
ers of community psychiatry in Poland, which, like 
the postmodern and personalistic understanding of 
special pedagogy, contributed to the normalization 
of the environment of people with mental disorders, 
including people with intellectual disabilities. Environ-
mental psychiatry has developed in two ways – both 
on the initiative of people with mental disorders and 
their families, and by the well-thought-out action of 
modern-thinking psychiatrists. Foundations, associ-
ations and informal groups dealing with people with 
mental disorders began to develop in Poland already 
at the end of the communist era. These were often 
grassroots initiatives, stemming from the social activity 
of citizens. Among the many names of people who 
have contributed to the development of community 
psychiatry, the following should certainly be men-
tioned: Jacek Wciórka, Andrzej Cechnicki, Joanna 
Meder, Maria Załuska, Marek Balicki, Anna Depukat, 

Beata Galińska-Skok, Joanna Krzyżanowska-Zbucka, 
Edwarda Patura, Agnieszka Niedźwiedzka, Bożenna 
Piotrowicz (Cechniki, Wciórka, 2025). We are aware 
of the fact that there are many more people of merit 
for community psychiatry and it is impossible to list 
all of them in the paper. Among the non-governmen-
tal organizations meritorious for the development 
of community psychiatry, we should mention the 
Society of Friends of the Disabled in Łódź, the Polish 
Association for People with Intellectual Disabilities, 
the eFkropka Foundation, the Association for the 
Development of Psychiatry and Community Care 
and many others. In contemporary Polish commu-
nity psychiatry, a conceptual system describing the 
specific phenomena has developed, quite similar to 
the conceptual system developed in special pedagogy 
(Prot-Klinger, 2013). The partially independent de-
velopment of both scientific subdisciplines – special 
pedagogy and community psychiatry – is evidenced 
by certain differences in terminology. For example: 
the term multiple disability, commonly used in pub-
lications in the field of pedagogy is replaced by the 
term co-morbidity in psychiatric literature.

Special educators rarely participate in conferences 
organized by psychiatrists. Similarly, at scientific 
conferences in the field of special pedagogy, there 
are usually no representatives of the psychiatric com-
munity. The exceptions here are psychiatrists such 
as Tadeusz Pietras, Krzysztof Krysta, Aleksandra 
Lewandowska, who often participate in conferenc-
es organized by educators. This indicates a lack of 
exchange of ideas between the two discussed com-
munities, despite the fact that cooperation, mutual 
openness and interdisciplinarity are widely declared.

Conclusions

A comparison of the path from stigmatization and 
exclusion to the integration and inclusion of Polish 
special pedagogy and Polish psychiatry allows to 
draw the following conclusions:

1.	 Polish special education of subjects with intellec-
tual disabilities has adopted a postmodern model 
of conceptualization of basic scientific problems 
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summarized by Amadeusz Krause in the form of 
a humanistic paradigm of special pedagogy. In this 
model, qualitative research is preferred, hence the 
lack of representation of Polish special pedagogy 
of people with intellectual disabilities in the world 
literature. The paradigmatic shift that took place 
at the beginning of the 21st century in special 
education was creative and revolutionary, but at 
the moment it has become a factor limiting the 
development of this subdiscipline of pedagogy 
due to the lack of openness to other perspectives, 
such as contemporary community psychiatry or 
the personalistic trend aimed at educating in the 
value of the human person.

2.	 Polish psychiatry, like special pedagogy, has also 
undergone a paradigmatic shift from typically 
biological psychiatry to humanistic, environmental 
and social psychiatry. Unlike special education in 
Poland, psychiatry has not given up either the pri-
ority of quantitative over qualitative research, or its 
reference to the biological aspects of the genesis of 
mental disorders. The results of empirical research 
conducted by Polish psychiatrists are noticeable 
in the international literature, in contrast to the 
achievements of Polish special pedagogy, known 
almost exclusively locally at Polish universities.
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Abstract:  The aim of this article is to present the results of research on the relationship between attitudes towards difficulties, problems and wounds and 
the sense of loneliness among women functioning in religious communities.The study had a quantitative design and was conducted on a group of women 
belonging to religious communities with varying lengths of membership. The research employed instruments measuring attitudes toward difficulties, self-at-
titude in challenging situations, emotional and relational functioning, attitudes toward emotional wounds, and the level of loneliness in three dimensions: 
intellectual, emotional, and behavioral. The results indicated that the participants demonstrated relatively high levels of adaptive attitudes toward difficulties 
and low levels of loneliness, particularly in the behavioral and intellectual domains. Statistically significant negative correlations were found between attitudes 
toward difficulties, self-attitude, and attitudes toward emotional wounds and the level of loneliness. This means that the more constructive the attitudes, the 
lower the level of loneliness experienced. The strongest relationships were observed in the domains of emotional functioning and self-attitude. The findings 
also suggest that attitudes toward emotional wounds constitute a relatively weaker area of functioning, which may affect psychological well-being and the 
quality of interpersonal relationships. Additionally, the length of time spent in a religious community was associated with greater stability of the observed 
relationships. The results highlight the importance of personal resources, social support, and spiritual factors in shaping attitudes toward difficulties and 
emotional wounds, as well as in reducing loneliness. These findings may serve as a basis for further research and practical interventions aimed at enhancing 
emotional and relational competencies.
Keywords: difficulties, emotional wounds, loneliness, religious communities, women, coping

Introduction

This article presents analyses concerning attitudes 
toward difficulties, problems, and emotional wounds, 
conceptualized within the context of coping with 
difficult situations. It also discusses the issue of lone-
liness and presents research findings regarding the 
relationship between attitudes toward difficulties, 
problems, and emotional wounds and the sense of 
loneliness among women living in religious com-
munities.

1.	Theoretical foundations of the 
author’s research

1.1.	 Coping with difficult situations

Coping with difficult situations constitutes one of 
the key areas of research in contemporary psychology.

Coping is also particularly important in com-
munal environments such as religious communities. 
In the classical conceptualization proposed by Lazarus 
and Folkman (1984), coping is defined as a process 
of cognitive and behavioral efforts undertaken to 
manage demands appraised as taxing or exceeding 
an individual’s resources. Contemporary approaches 
emphasize the dynamic nature of this process and 
its strong relationship with the social and spiritual 
context of individual functioning (Skinner & Zim-
mer-Gembeck, 2023).
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One of the key factors influencing attitudes 
toward difficulties involves personal resources, 
particularly self-efficacy. According to Bandura’s 
(1997) concept, individuals who believe in their 
ability to cope with challenges demonstrate greater 
persistence, greater willingness to undertake action, 
and more adaptive coping strategies. A similar 
position is presented by Juczyński (2000), who 
emphasized that a high sense of efficacy promotes 
active problem solving and reduces tendencies 
toward avoidance of difficulties.

Personality traits also constitute important de-
terminants of attitudes toward difficulties. Research 
indicates that characteristics such as optimism, psy-
chological resilience, and emotional stability foster 
constructive approaches to problems (Oleś, 2011). 
Individuals characterized by higher levels of resilience 
are more likely to interpret difficulties as developmen-
tal challenges rather than threats, which contributes 
to more effective stress management.

Another important factor concerns life experi-
ences, particularly previous experiences in coping 
with adversity. According to social learning theory 
(Bandura, 1997), successful experiences in overcom-
ing problems strengthen beliefs regarding one’s com-
petencies, whereas repeated failures may contribute 
to the development of helplessness. In this context, 
the interpretation of experiences is also important. 
Individuals who engage in positive reinterpretation 
of difficulties (reappraisal) demonstrate higher levels 
of adaptation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

Social determinants, including social support and 
the quality of interpersonal relationships, are also 
significant. As Cohen and Wills (1985) indicated, 
social support fulfills a buffering role against stress, 
promoting more constructive attitudes toward dif-
ficulties. Within Polish psychological literature, Sęk 
and Cieślak (2004) emphasized that the presence of 
a supportive environment increases the sense of secu-
rity and motivation to undertake remedial actions.

Cognitive factors, particularly the appraisal of diffi-
cult situations, also play a substantial role. According to 
Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of 
stress, it is not the situation itself but rather its cognitive 
interpretation that determines an individual’s reaction. 
Individuals who perceive difficulties as controllable 

and meaningful are more likely to engage in active 
coping, whereas perceiving situations as uncontrollable 
promotes withdrawal and helplessness.

Contemporary approaches indicate that cop-
ing is not a stable personality trait but rather an 
adaptive process that changes depending on the 
situation and its cognitive interpretation (Compas 
et al., 2017; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2023). 
Particular importance is attributed to the so-called 
goodness-of-fit between coping strategies and 
situational demands, according to which coping 
effectiveness depends on the adequacy of the select-
ed strategy in relation to the nature of the stressor. 
In controllable situations, problem-focused coping 
strategies are generally more effective, whereas 
in uncontrollable situations, strategies based on 
emotion regulation and acceptance prove to be 
more adaptive (Cheng et al., 2024).

The literature distinguishes a wide range of coping 
strategies that may be classified as either adaptive or 
maladaptive. Adaptive strategies primarily include 
problem-focused coping, which involves actively 
seeking solutions and undertaking remedial actions. 
Research indicates that this strategy promotes bet-
ter psychological functioning and higher levels of 
well-being (Compas et al., 2017). Seeking social sup-
port also plays an important role because –  according 
to the buffering hypothesis of social support –  it 
reduces the negative effects of stress and facilitates 
adaptation (Cohen & Wills, 1985).

One of the key coping strategies within this 
group is problem-focused coping, based on active 
problem solving and undertaking corrective ac-
tions. Women functioning within religious com-
munities may additionally benefit from communal 
resources such as support from other members of 
the community and the organizational structures 
of the community itself, which facilitate effective 
problem solving. Research demonstrates that active 
coping strategies are associated with higher levels 
of well-being and better psychological adjustment 
(Compas et al., 2017).

Contemporary studies also emphasize the im-
portance of emotion regulation as a central cop-
ing mechanism. The ability to identify, accept, and 
modulate emotions enables individuals to reduce 
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the intensity of negative emotional experiences and 
enhances their capacity to undertake constructive 
actions (Gross, 2015). An important element of con-
temporary approaches is also the emphasis placed on 
cognitive appraisal processes. According to Lazarus 
and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress, 
the interpretation of an event –  as a threat, loss, or 
challenge –  determines emotional responses and the 
selection of coping strategies. Contemporary research 
confirms that perceiving difficulties as challenges 
promotes greater activity and more favorable adaptive 
outcomes (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2023).

Particular importance is also attributed to cog-
nitive reappraisal strategies, which involve assigning 
new meaning to difficult situations, thereby contrib-
uting to stress reduction and increased psychological 
resilience (Troy et al., 2023).

Strategies based on acceptance and mindfulness 
have also gained increasing attention in the literature. 
These approaches involve accepting experiences 
without excessive judgment and maintaining at-
tention on the present moment, which contributes 
to tension reduction and improved psychological 
well-being (Hayes et al., 2016; Lindsay & Creswell, 
2019). Such strategies are particularly effective in 
situations in which individuals have limited ability 
to modify external conditions.

In contrast, maladaptive coping strategies such as 
avoidance, denial, or escape into substitute behaviors 
(e.g., substance abuse) may provide temporary relief; 
however, in the long term, they contribute to the in-
tensification of emotional difficulties and deterioration 
in psychological functioning (Compas et al., 2017).

Contemporary research also highlights the strong 
relationship between coping and resilience. Resilience 
is defined as the capacity to adapt and maintain 
relative psychological equilibrium despite experi-
encing adversity (Masten, 2014). Effective coping 
strategies facilitate the development of resilience, 
while individuals characterized by higher levels of 
resilience are more likely to employ adaptive coping 
strategies (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013).

Attitudes toward difficulties, problems, and 
emotional wounds are closely associated with psy-
chological resilience, which constitutes one of the 
key constructs of contemporary psychology.

In the medical and natural sciences, resilience is 
defined as a state of the organism enabling effective 
resistance to harmful environmental influences. 
In the social sciences –  particularly psychology 
and pedagogy –  psychological resilience is most 
commonly conceptualized as an individual’s capacity 
for positive development and effective psychosocial 
functioning despite experiencing objectively adverse 
life conditions (Borucka & Ostaszewski, 2012; Grze-
gorzewska, 2013; Opora, 2009).

Psychological resilience, which conditions attitudes 
toward difficulties and problems, is understood as 
a relatively stable personality trait and psychological 
resource that enables effective coping with challenges, 
stress, and pressure regardless of situational adversity. 
It constitutes a mechanism supporting individual 
development and adaptation in the face of crisis or 
traumatic experiences. Resilience influences human 
attitudes and behaviors and is associated with an indi-
vidual repertoire of stress-coping strategies (Ryś, 2020).

From a personality perspective, resilience is ex-
pressed through an individual’s characteristic and 
differentiated patterns of responding and functioning 
in stressful or demanding situations, thereby consti-
tuting an important element of developmental and 
adaptive dynamics (Heszen, 2013).

Within the psychological literature, two closely 
related concepts are distinguished: resilience and 
resiliency. The concept of resilience was adapted from 
technical sciences, in which it refers to the properties 
of materials characterized by flexibility, elasticity, 
and the capacity to return to their original form 
following deformation. In psychology, the term 
refers to psychological hardiness, resistance, and 
positive adaptation in the face of adversity ( Junik, 
2011; Grzegorzewska, 2013, p. 43).

Thus, resilience refers to:

	· flexibility and adaptive capacities enabling effec-
tive functioning and restoration of psychological 
resources following stress or adversity;

	· a set of competencies and strategies that facilitate 
effective coping with intense emotional burdens 
and crisis situations;

	· the ability to maintain appropriate psychosocial 
functioning despite adverse living conditions;
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	· the capacity to overcome adaptive breakdowns 
and reactivate resources following periods of 
impaired functioning;

	· the ability to confront demanding life events 
and mobilize and develop available resilience 
resources ( Junik, 2011; Grzegorzewska, 2013).

Within Polish scientific literature, terminological 
diversity regarding the concept of resilience can be 
observed. Some researchers use the original Eng-
lish term (Borucka & Ostaszewski, 2008; Borucka, 
2011), whereas others propose the adapted Polish 
term rezyliencja ( Junik, 2011). Scientific literature 
also includes the concepts of psychological hardiness 
(Ogińska-Bulik & Juczyński, 2011) and psychological 
elasticity (Kaczmarek et al., 2011), which refer to 
theoretically similar constructs.

In the social sciences, the concept of resilience 
primarily refers to the process of overcoming ad-
verse life experiences, enabling relatively positive 
adaptation despite exposure to risk factors, difficult 
experiences, or trauma, including those experienced 
during childhood (Craig, Bond, & Burns, 2003; 
Kumpfer & Summerhays, 2006; Luthar & Zelazo, 
2003; Sameroff & Rosenblum, 2006).

By contrast, the term resiliency is often used to 
describe personality characteristics –  that is, relatively 
stable individual resources facilitating coping with 
adversity (Ogińska-Bulik, 2012, p. 196).

Heszen (2013, p. 329), while analyzing the con-
cept of resilience, described it as a relatively stable 
personality trait manifested through the capacity to 
regain equilibrium following difficult experiences 
and adapt to changing life circumstances.

A similar position is presented by Grzegorzewska 
(2013), who emphasized that resilience should be 
understood as a multifactorial process of coping 
with adverse developmental conditions leading to 
positive adaptation. Within this process, individual, 
familial, and environmental protective factors reduce 
or compensate for the effects of risk factors.

Jeanne H. Block and Jack Block (1980, as cited 
in Ogińska-Bulik, 2012, p. 196), in turn, concep-
tualized resiliency as a relatively stable personality 
disposition determining the capacity for flexible 
adaptation to changing life demands. In this sense, 

resiliency constitutes a trait facilitating coping both 
with traumatic experiences and with the challenges 
of everyday life.

Many researchers conceptualize resilience both 
as an adaptive process and as a set of individual 
characteristics enabling flexible and creative cop-
ing with life adversities (Turkiewicz-Maligranda, 
2014, p. 173). Within this perspective, resiliency 
refers to the ability to return to effective func-
tioning following periods of adversity, loss, or 
exposure to stressors, as well as the capacity to 
cope effectively in demanding and burdensome 
situations (Iskra, 2011, p. 399).

In recent years, increasing attention has also 
been devoted to the role of spiritual and existential 
factors in coping processes. Religiosity and spirit-
uality may constitute important sources of support, 
enabling individuals to assign meaning to difficult 
experiences while strengthening hope and the sense 
of control (Pargament, 2011). Particularly within the 
context of religious communities, coping strategies 
may include spiritual practices such as prayer, which 
support adaptive processes.

Among women functioning within religious 
communities, coping with difficult situations assumes 
a specific character resulting from the presence of 
a shared system of values, norms, and spiritual prac-
tices. A religious community constitutes an impor-
tant social environment that may both strengthen 
individual resources and shape the interpretation of 
difficult experiences (ibid.).

Religious communities may foster the devel-
opment of resilience by providing social support, 
strengthening meaning in life, and promoting values 
associated with perseverance and hope.

Within the context of attitudes toward diffi-
culties, axiological and spiritual factors are also 
highly significant. Research indicates that systems 
of values and religious beliefs may influence the 
interpretation of suffering and difficult experienc-
es by assigning meaning to them and facilitating 
acceptance of situations beyond individual con-
trol (Heszen, 2013). Particularly within religious 
environments, difficulties may be perceived as ele-
ments of spiritual growth, thereby fostering more 
constructive attitudes.
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Religious values and beliefs also constitute im-
portant determinants of attitudes toward difficulties. 
Religious systems provide interpretative frameworks 
that enable individuals to assign meaning to suffering 
and difficult experiences. As Heszen (2013) empha-
sized, religiosity may fulfill a regulatory function 
by reducing tension and strengthening hope and 
the sense of control. In this context, difficulties may 
be perceived not as threats but rather as elements 
of personal and spiritual development.

At the same time, it should be noted that atti-
tudes toward difficulties may vary depending on 
individual experiences and the duration of func-
tioning within a community. Longer membership 
may facilitate the internalization of communal 
norms and values as well as the consolidation 
of specific coping patterns, leading to greater 
stability of attitudes.

One of the fundamental determinants of atti-
tudes toward emotional wounds involves individual 
emotional resources, including emotion regulation 
capacities and psychological resilience. Individuals 
characterized by higher levels of emotional com-
petence cope more effectively with psychological 
pain, are less likely to maintain negative emotions, 
and recover equilibrium more rapidly (Oleś, 2011). 
In the case of current emotional wounds, this facil-
itates constructive processing of difficult emotions, 
whereas regarding past experiences, it enables their 
integration and attribution of meaning within one’s 
personal biography.

An important role is also played by the cog-
nitive interpretation of experienced emotional 
wounds. According to Lazarus and Folkman’s 
(1984) transactional model of stress, it is not the 
event itself but rather its cognitive appraisal that 
determines the individual’s response. In the case 
of current emotional wounds, individuals may 
interpret situations as threats, harm, or injustice, 
thereby intensifying negative emotions, or alter-
natively as experiences that can be understood 
and worked through. Regarding past emotional 
wounds, reinterpretation processes are particu-
larly important because they allow individuals 
to assign meaning to experiences and limit their 
destructive impact on functioning.

A key factor conditioning attitudes toward emo-
tional wounds is the capacity for forgiveness. As En-
right and Fitzgibbons (2000) indicated, forgiveness 
constitutes a psychological process involving the 
reduction of negative emotions toward the offender 
and their gradual replacement with more benevolent 
or neutral attitudes. Lack of forgiveness may lead to 
persistent resentment, intensified emotional tension, 
and difficulties in interpersonal relationships. In the 
context of past emotional wounds, the ability to for-
give both others and oneself is particularly important 
because it enables closure of difficult experiences 
and reduces their influence on current functioning.

Among women functioning within religious 
communities, spiritual factors assume particular 
importance. Religious value systems often promote 
attitudes of forgiveness, reconciliation, and accept-
ance of suffering as an element of spiritual develop-
ment. As Heszen (2013) emphasized, religiosity may 
facilitate reinterpretation of difficult experiences by 
assigning meaning to them and supporting emotional 
coping processes. Within this framework, both cur-
rent and past emotional wounds may be perceived 
as experiences embedded within a broader context 
of life and personal development.

The role of interpersonal relationships and so-
cial support is also highly significant. A religious 
community may constitute an important source of 
emotional support by enabling individuals to share 
difficult experiences and obtain understanding and 
acceptance. According to the concept of social sup-
port (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Sęk & Cieślak, 2004), 
the presence of a supportive environment contributes 
to the reduction of negative emotions and facilitates 
coping with emotional wounds.

Another important determinant of attitudes to-
ward emotional wounds involves previous relational 
experiences, including the quality of interpersonal 
bonds. Repeated experiences of emotional injury 
may lead to heightened emotional sensitivity and 
difficulties in developing trust, thereby impeding 
the process of forgiveness and contributing to the 
persistence of negative emotions. In contrast, pos-
itive relational experiences may serve a protective 
function by fostering greater openness and readiness 
for reconciliation.
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1.2.	 Loneliness and the sense of loneliness 
as the subjective experience of deficient 
interpersonal relationships

The literature distinguishes between two related 
concepts: loneliness and solitude (or aloneness) (see, 
among others, Śliwak, Brzeziński, & Zarosińska, 
2019; Śliwak, Zarzycka, & Dziduch, 2001; Śliwak, 
Reizer, & Partyka, 2015).

Solitude is often perceived as a natural phenome-
non inherent in human existence. It is characterized by 
ambiguity, difficulty in precise definition, and an indi-
vidualized mode of experience. It constitutes a universal 
and timeless phenomenon that is highly subjective and 
differentiated across individuals (see Dubas, 2000).

By contrast, loneliness is conceptualized as an 
emotionally negative psychological state resulting 
from a discrepancy between an individual’s expec-
tations regarding interpersonal relationships and the 
actual quantity and quality of these relationships. 
Loneliness is associated with deficits in social inte-
gration and the absence of emotional bonds (Ryś, 
Agwu Kalu, Seroczyńska, & Tataj-Puzyna, 2023).

Solitude may possess both developmental and 
destructive dimensions. On the one hand, it may 
foster reflection, creativity, and authentic identity 
development; on the other hand, it may lead to 
feelings of emptiness, boredom, and loss of meaning 
(Śliwak et al., 2011). Within the context of close 
interpersonal relationships, loneliness understood as 
a sense of emotional isolation assumes primarily an 
emotional dimension –  it manifests itself through 
difficulties in establishing and maintaining satisfying 
interpersonal bonds, feelings of insufficient closeness 
and support, and increased sensitivity to signals of 
rejection (Olearczyk, 2020; Weiss, 1973).

Loneliness is a common phenomenon experi-
enced at various stages of life regardless of age, gender, 
health status, or socio-occupational situation.

According to Szczepański’s (1978) concept, sol-
itude may constitute a conscious individual choice 
that enables self-reflection, concentration on inner 
life, and distance from the external world. From this 
perspective, solitude may fulfill a developmental 
function by fostering personality maturation and 
identity formation.

Loneliness, however, assumes a different mean-
ing. It is understood as a state in which an individ-
ual experiences neither support from interpersonal 
relationships nor support derived from personal 
psychological resources. Loneliness results from 
a subjective evaluation of the quality of relationships 
rather than their quantity. This experience is not 
voluntarily chosen but rather perceived as difficult 
and psychologically burdensome; it may inhibit 
development, evoke anxiety, and be experienced as 
a crisis situation (Dubas, 2000).

The literature emphasizes that solitude may have 
both positive and negative consequences –  it may 
foster creativity, reflectiveness, and spiritual develop-
ment, provided that it evokes positive emotions and 
results from autonomous personal choice (Dołęga, 
2003). In contrast, loneliness, as an involuntary, 
unwanted, and psychologically distressing experi-
ence, is regarded as a destructive phenomenon (Ryś 
et al., 2023).

Both solitude and the sense of loneliness currently 
constitute important social and psychological chal-
lenges and are frequently described as “a dilemma of 
the contemporary world” (Krupa, 2013).

2.	Methodology of the author’s 
research

2.1.	 Research aim and hypothesis

The aim of the present study, the results of which 
are presented in this article, was to analyze the rela-
tionship between attitudes toward difficulties and 
emotional wounds and the sense of loneliness among 
women functioning within religious communi-
ties. The selection of women belonging to religious 
communities as the research group resulted from 
their specific existential and relational context, in 
which attitudes toward difficult situations, emo-
tional wounds, and the sense of loneliness acquire 
particular significance.

Life within a religious community formally 
provides a sense of belonging, structural support, 
and opportunities for establishing interpersonal 
relationships; however, it does not automatically 
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guarantee an internal sense of rootedness or emo-
tional closeness. Although the community offers 
support, it does not always satisfy the need for 
emotional intimacy. Formation within religious 
communities introduces normative patterns of in-
terpersonal functioning that may facilitate external 
adaptation, although they do not necessarily prevent 
the experience of loneliness.

The following hypothesis was formulated prior 
to conducting the study:

H.	 It was assumed that there is a relationship 
between attitudes toward difficulties, prob-
lems, and emotional wounds and the sense 
of loneliness; specifically, the more adaptive 
and constructive the attitudes toward oneself 
in difficult situations, toward difficulties and 
problems, and toward emotional wounds, the 
lower the level of loneliness experienced in 
the intellectual, emotional, and behavioral 
domains.

Attitudes toward difficult situations constitute an im-
portant personal resource conditioned by numerous 
factors (e.g., Borucka & Ostaszewski, 2008, 2012; 
Garmezy, 1985; Grzegorzewska, 2013; Ryś, 2016), 
while simultaneously influencing multiple aspects 
of human functioning.

The proposed hypothesis was also intended to ex-
amine relationships concerning the sense of loneliness. 
Currently, loneliness affects an increasing number of 
individuals, not only elderly or chronically ill persons, 
as emphasized for many years in psychological litera-
ture. Today, loneliness also affects middle-aged adults 
and young people, frequently becoming a source of 
serious psychological difficulties and, at times, life 
crises (Dubas, 2000; Olearczyk, 2020).

2.2.	 Research instruments

2.2.1.	 Psychological Resilience Scale

Psychological resilience was assessed using the scales 
included in the Psychological Resilience Scale (Skala 
Odporności Psychicznej – SOP) developed by Maria 
Ryś and collaborators (2024). The instrument con-

sists of 35 statements describing various aspects of 
individual functioning in difficult situations. Par-
ticipants responded using a five-point Likert scale 
comprising the following categories: 1 – definitely 
no, 2 – rather no, 3 – difficult to say, 4 – rather yes, 
and 5 – definitely yes.

The questionnaire includes the following sub-
scales:

	· Attitudes toward oneself in difficult situations,
	· Emotional functioning and interpersonal rela-

tionships,
	· Attitudes toward difficulties and problems,
	· Attitudes toward emotional wounds.

Participants’ responses are calculated separately 
for each subscale. The reliability of the subscales, 
assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, ranged 
from .685 to .862, indicating satisfactory to good 
internal consistency. The content validity of the 
instrument was established through expert-judge 
evaluation (Ryś, 2024).

2.2.2.	 The Sense of Loneliness Scale – 
Self Among Others

The Sense of Loneliness Scale – Self Among Others 
developed by Maria Ryś (2020) is a psychometric 
instrument designed to assess the level of loneliness 
within the context of interpersonal relationships. 
The scale measures the subjective sense of social and 
emotional isolation, that is, the extent to which an 
individual feels isolated, misunderstood, or deprived 
of close interpersonal bonds.

The instrument enables assessment of relation-
ships with others across three principal domains:

I.	 Intellectual domain;
II.	 Emotional domain;
III.	Behavioral domain.

Participants respond to 27 statements using a five-
point Likert scale (Ryś, 2024).

The Self Among Others questionnaire includes 
sten norms that allow the classification of results 
as very low, low, average, high, or very high (ibid.).
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2.2.3.	 Author’s demographic questionnaire

An original demographic questionnaire was used to 
collect information regarding basic demographic var-
iables. The questionnaire included items concerning 
age, educational level, and childhood experiences of 
adverse events, such as parental death or addiction 
within the family, as well as participants’ subjective 
evaluations of the significance of these experiences.

3.	Participants

The study included 380 women belonging to various 
religious communities.
The mean age of the participants was 47.71 years 
(Me = 47), with a standard deviation of SD = 10.62. 
The age range extended from 28 to 78 years, indi-
cating the participation of women representing both 
early adulthood and later stages of life.

Higher education predominated within the stud-
ied population (71.1%). The remaining educational 
categories occurred considerably less frequently: 
bachelor’s degree – 9.7%, secondary education – 
13.2%, and vocational education – 4.2%.

A substantial proportion of the participants 
originated from large families. Specifically, 41.1% 
reported having three or more siblings, 23.9% had 
two siblings, 22.6% had one sibling, whereas 12.4% 
reported having no siblings.

More than half of the participants (57.9%) de-
clared experiencing at least one difficult event during 
childhood or adolescence, whereas 42.1% did not 
report any such experiences.

The most frequently reported difficulties related 
to the mother included difficult financial conditions 
(30.0%), addictions (8.9%), and serious physical 
illness (9.2%). Problems related to fathers occurred 
considerably more frequently and primarily involved 
addictions (34.7%), violence perpetrated by the father 
(22.6%), and financial difficulties (18.9%).

Within the group of surveyed women, three forms 
of religious community life were distinguished: active 
religious life (76.1%), secular institutes (13.7%), 
and contemplative/cloistered life (10.3%). The pre-
dominance of active religious life corresponds to the 

Table 1. Age of the participants

Age M Me SD Min. Max.

Total sample 47.71 47.00 10.62 28.00 78.00

Table 2. Educational level of the participants

Education N %

Vocational education 16 4.2

Secondary education 50 13.2

Incomplete higher education 7 1.8

Bachelor’s degree 37 9.7

Graduate / Postgraduate 270 71.1

Table 3. Number of siblings among the participants

Number of siblings N %

No siblings 47 12.4

One sibling 86 22.6

Two siblings 91 23.9

Three or more siblings 156 41.1

Table 4. Experience of difficult events during 
childhood and adolescence

Response N %

None of these events occurred 160 42.1

At least one of these events occurred 220 57.9

Table 5. Problems related to the mother during 
childhood and adolescence (up to 18 years of age) 
within the family or immediate environment of the 
participants

Mother-related problems N %

Alcoholism or other addictions 34 8.9

Violence (verbal, physical, or other) 61 16.1

Serious physical illness 35 9.2

Mental illness 15 3.9

Parental divorce 20 5.3

Difficult financial situation 114 30.0

Parent leaving the family home 19 5.0

Death due to chronic illness 15 3.9

Sudden death 13 3.4

Other difficult event 36 9.5
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characteristics of religious communities in which 
apostolic and social activities are particularly well 
developed.

4.	Results

4.1.	 Results of the individual measures and 
correlational analyses

This section presents the results obtained in the 
individual measures as well as the correlations con-
cerning attitudes toward difficulties and emotional 
wounds and the sense of loneliness.

The mean scores obtained in the three scales meas-
uring the sense of loneliness (intellectual, emotional, 
and behavioral domains) indicated generally low 
levels of loneliness. However, due to the importance 
of the issue, the percentages of women experiencing 
average, high, and very high levels of loneliness were 
also calculated.

Table 6. Problems related to the father during 
childhood and adolescence (up to 18 years of age) 
within the family or immediate environment of the 
participants

Father-related problems N %

Alcoholism or other addictions 132 34.7

Violence (verbal, physical, or other) 86 22.6

Serious physical illness 23 6.1

Mental illness 12 3.2

Parental divorce 18 4.7

Difficult financial situation 72 18.9

Parent leaving the family home 16 4.2

Death due to chronic illness 18 4.7

Sudden death 25 6.6

Other difficult event 32 8.4

Table 7. Problems related to a significant other during 
childhood and adolescence (up to 18 years of age) 
within the family or immediate environment of the 
participants

Problems related to a significant other N %

Alcoholism or other addictions 40 10.5

Violence (verbal, physical, or other) 36 9.5

Serious physical illness 20 5.3

Mental illness 13 3.4

Difficult financial situation 20 5.3

Death due to chronic illness 30 7.9

Sudden death 38 10.0

Other difficult event 37 9.7

Table 8. Forms of community life among the 
participants

Form of community life N %

Secular institute 52 13.7

Active religious life 289 76.1

Contemplative/cloistered life 39 10.3

Table 9. Results Obtained in the Individual Attitude 
Scales (Minimum = 5; Maximum = 35)
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Mean scores 
obtained

23.15 23.39 25.69 21.72

Sense of Loneliness – Intellectual Domain

Mean score obtained : 17.29

Level of Loneliness

Very low Low Average High Very high

26.2 % 56.1 % 14.8 % 2.9 % 0.0 %

Sense of Loneliness – Emotional Domain

Mean score obtained: 17.52

Level of Loneliness

Very low Low Average High Very high

42.0 % 36.0 % 12.3 % 6.9 % 2.8 %

Sense of Loneliness – Behavioral Domain

Mean score obtained: 16.15

Level of Loneliness

Very low Low Average High Very high

38.9 47.4 13.7 0.0 0.0
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Within the intellectual domain, 14.8% of the 
women reported an average level of loneliness, where-
as 2.9% reported a high level of loneliness.

The most significant findings concerned the 
emotional domain of loneliness. In this area, 12.3% 
of the women reported an average level of loneliness, 
6.9% reported a high level, and 2.8% reported a very 
high level of loneliness. These findings indicate that 
among the 380 women belonging to religious com-
munities, 37 participants experienced high or very 
high levels of emotional loneliness.

Within the behavioral domain, 13.7% of the 
women reported an average level of loneliness, where-
as none of the participants reported high or very 
high levels of loneliness.
Analysis of the results presented in Table 10 revealed 
no statistically significant differences in the intensity 
of the individual dimensions of psychological resil-
ience among women from religious communities 
depending on the form of religious life adopted.

The results of the analysis presented in Table 11 
indicate statistically significant negative correlations 
between attitudes toward difficulties and emotional 
wounds and the sense of loneliness across all analyzed 
domains, regardless of the length of time spent within 
the religious community.

4.2.	 Psychological analysis and discussion of 
the research findings

Attitudes toward difficulties and problems constitute 
an important aspect of psychological functioning, 
determining the manner in which stressful situations 
are interpreted as well as the coping strategies adopted 
by the individual. The development of such attitudes 
is a complex and multifactorial process encompassing 
both individual and environmental determinants.

Attitudes toward difficulties and problems among 
women functioning within religious communities are 
shaped through a complex interaction of individual, 
social, and spiritual factors. Due to the specific nature 
of life within a religious community, values, norms, 
and religious practices assume particular importance 
alongside classical psychological determinants.

Coping with difficult situations among women 
belonging to religious communities is multidimen-
sional in character and is based on the interaction 
of psychological, social, and spiritual factors. Active 
coping strategies, communal support, emotion reg-
ulation, and religious interpretations of experiences 
play particularly important roles. These factors may 
facilitate more adaptive functioning and reduce the 
negative consequences of difficult situations.

Table 10. Forms of Religious Community Life and Attitudes Toward Difficulties, Problems, and Emotional Wounds 
Among the Participants

Form of religious life
Attitudes toward 
difficulties and 

problems

Attitudes toward 
oneself in difficult 

situations

Emotional 
functioning and 

interpersonal 
relationships

Attitudes toward 
emotional wounds

Secular institute M 25.87 23.13 23.15 21.56

Me 26.50 23.00 23.50 20.00

SD 4.06 4.87 4.29 5.03

Active religious life M 25.69 23.28 23.56 21.91

Me 26.00 23.00 24.00 21.00

SD 4.65 5.67 4.35 5.32

Contemplative/cloistered life M 25.46 22.18 22.51 20.51

Me 27.00 21.00 22.00 21.00

SD 4.29 5.66 4.64 5.57

Test results
H = 0.16 \  
np = .922

H = 1.83 \  
np = .401

H = 1.96 \  
np = .376

H = 1.60 \  
np = .449
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Analysis of the obtained findings allows for the 
identification of a characteristic profile of functioning 
among the examined women with regard to attitudes 
toward difficulties and emotional wounds as well as 
the experienced level of loneliness.

With respect to attitudes toward difficulties 
and problems, the participants obtained relatively 
high scores (M = 25.69), indicating an adaptive 
approach to coping with stressful situations. Ac-
cording to the description of the scale, individuals 
obtaining higher scores tend to perceive difficulties 
as challenges and undertake active attempts to re-
solve them. This result may be interpreted in light 
of Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) theory of stress 
and coping, according to which problem-focused 
coping strategies promote better psychological 
adjustment. Similar conclusions were formulated 
by Heszen (2013), who emphasized that active 
coping strategies constitute important resources 
for mental health.

A similarly moderate-to-high level was observed 
in attitudes toward oneself in difficult situations 
(M = 23.15). This finding suggests a relatively stable 
sense of self-efficacy and self-confidence, although 
not yet fully consolidated. It may be interpreted with 
reference to Bandura’s (1997) concept of self-efficacy 
as well as Juczyński’s (2000) perspective emphasizing 
the importance of beliefs regarding one’s own efficacy 
as a factor facilitating adaptation and coping with 
adversity.

The results concerning emotional functioning 
and interpersonal relationships (M = 23.39) indi-
cate moderately positive interpersonal functioning. 
The participants generally demonstrated the ability 
to maintain relationships and benefit from social 
support, although not always in an optimal manner. 
According to the social support theory proposed by 
Cohen and Wills (1985), interpersonal relationships 
fulfill a buffering function against stress. Within 
Polish psychological literature, Sęk and Cieślak 
(2004) similarly emphasized the protective role of 
social support for mental health.

The lowest result was observed in the domain of 
attitudes toward emotional wounds (M = 21.72), 
suggesting relatively greater difficulties in processing 
experiences of harm and engaging in forgiveness. Ac-
cording to the conceptualization proposed by Enright 
and Fitzgibbons (2000), a lack of forgiveness may be 
associated with persistent emotional tension and may 
negatively affect psychological well-being. Within 
the context of Polish research, Oleś (2011) empha-
sized that the integration of difficult life experiences 
constitutes an important component of personality 
development and psychological well-being.

Analysis of the sense of loneliness demonstrated 
that within the intellectual domain the participants 
obtained a low level of loneliness (M = 17.29), with 
low and very low scores predominating. This indicates 
that the majority of participants perceived their inter-
personal relationships as satisfying and experienced 
a sense of social belonging. These findings may be 
interpreted with reference to Baumeister and Leary’s 
(1995) theory of belongingness, as well as Januszek’s 
(2012) conceptualization emphasizing that the sense 
of social connectedness constitutes a fundamental 
factor protecting against loneliness.

Table 11. Relationships Between Attitudes Toward 
Difficulties and Emotional Wounds and the Sense of 
Loneliness Depending on the Length of Time Spent in 
the Religious Community
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Women belonging to the religious community  
for less than 20 years (n = 146)

Attitudes toward difficulties 
and problems

-0.26** -0.30** -0.45**

Attitudes toward life and 
oneself

-0.26** -0.53** -0.48**

Emotional functioning -0.32** -0.54** -0.47**

Attitudes toward emotional 
wounds

-0.18* -0.49** -0.24**

Women belonging to the religious community  
for more than 20 years (n = 234)

Attitudes toward difficulties 
and problems

-0.33** -0.35** -0.43**

Attitudes toward life and 
oneself

-0.35** -0.47** -0.40**

Emotional functioning -0.40** -0.49** -0.42**

Attitudes toward emotional 
wounds

-0.30** -0.42** -0.32**

p* < .05; p* < .01; p*** < .001. 
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Within the emotional domain (M = 17.52), 
an overall low level of loneliness was also observed, 
although the results were more differentiated than in 
the intellectual domain. Although most participants 
experienced close and supportive relationships, some 
demonstrated elevated levels of emotional loneliness, 
which may indicate unmet needs for emotional 
closeness. According to Weiss’s (1973) concept, emo-
tional loneliness primarily results from the absence of 
a deep emotional bond with another person. Similar 
conclusions were presented by Dołęga (2003), who 
emphasized the importance of the quality of emo-
tional relationships for the experience of loneliness.

The lowest level of loneliness was observed in 
the behavioral domain (M = 16.15), indicating high 
levels of social activity and engagement in interper-
sonal relationships and activities directed toward 
others. These findings suggest that the examined 
women function actively and possess protective 
resources that reduce the risk of social isolation. 
As emphasized by Czapiński (2004), social activity 
and engagement constitute important components 
of psychological well-being.

The study confirmed the proposed hypotheses, 
indicating that there is a relationship between atti-
tudes toward oneself in difficult situations and the 
sense of loneliness.

Analysis of the relationships between attitudes 
and the sense of loneliness revealed statistically sig-
nificant negative correlations across all examined 
domains. This means that the more adaptive the 
attitudes toward difficulties, oneself, and emotional 
wounds, the lower the level of loneliness experienced 
by the participants. Particularly strong relationships 
were observed between emotional functioning and 
attitudes toward oneself and emotional loneliness. 
These findings are consistent both with the studies 
conducted by Cacioppo and Hawkley (2009) and 
with Kowalik’s (2011) analyses, which emphasize the 
importance of personal and emotional resources in 
reducing the sense of loneliness.

Comparison of groups of women according to 
the length of time spent within the religious com-
munity demonstrated that among both women 
with shorter and longer than 20 years of community 
membership, the relationships between the analyzed 

variables were significant and demonstrated similar 
directions. However, it may be observed that among 
women with longer community experience, these 
relationships were more stable, which may indicate 
the consolidation of specific patterns of psychological 
and social functioning.

The obtained findings indicate that the examined 
women are characterized by relatively high levels of 
coping resources for dealing with difficulties and 
low levels of loneliness. At the same time, the area 
requiring particular attention remains attitudes 
toward emotional wounds and, to a lesser extent, 
emotional functioning, both of which may influ-
ence the quality of interpersonal relationships and 
psychological well-being.

It is worth emphasizing that the participants 
demonstrated relatively high levels of adaptive atti-
tudes toward difficulties and problems. The highest 
scores were obtained in the domain of attitudes 
toward difficulties and problems, suggesting that 
the participants tend to cope actively with adversity 
and perceive difficulties as challenges. This finding 
is consistent with Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) 
transactional model of stress, according to which the 
cognitive appraisal of difficult situations determines 
the coping strategies undertaken. It may be assumed 
that the examined women more frequently appraise 
difficult situations as manageable, thereby facilitating 
the use of problem-focused coping strategies.

At the same time, the findings indicate moderately 
high levels of attitudes toward oneself in difficult 
situations as well as functioning within the emotional 
and relational domains. This may reflect a relatively 
stable sense of self-efficacy and the availability of 
social support, which –  as emphasized by Cohen 
and Wills (1985) –  fulfills a buffering function 
against stress. Within the context of functioning in 
a religious community, it may be assumed that this 
support is both emotional and spiritual in nature, 
thereby additionally strengthening the capacity to 
cope with difficulties.

The lowest scores were observed in the domain 
of attitudes toward emotional wounds, indicating 
that this area may constitute a relatively weaker 
aspect of the participants’ functioning. This result 
suggests that despite generally effective coping 
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with current difficulties, experiences of emotio-
nal injury –  particularly those originating in the 
past –  may be more difficult to process and inte-
grate. This interpretation is supported by theories 
of forgiveness (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000), 
which emphasize that forgiveness is a complex 
process requiring time and that its absence may 
contribute to the persistence of negative emotions 
and psychological tension.

Analysis of the level of loneliness demonstrated 
that the examined women were generally characte-
rized by low levels of loneliness across all analyzed 
domains, particularly within the behavioral and 
intellectual spheres. These findings indicate that the 
participants function actively within social contexts, 
maintain interpersonal relationships, and experience 
a sense of belonging. This may be interpreted in light 
of Baumeister and Leary’s (1995) theory of the need 
to belong, according to which maintaining social 
relationships constitutes a fundamental condition 
of psychological well-being.

Slightly more differentiated results were ob-
served within the emotional domain of loneliness, 
where some participants experienced elevated levels 
of loneliness. This may indicate that despite the 
presence of social relationships, not all emotional 
needs are fully satisfied. This phenomenon is con-
sistent with Weiss’s (1973) distinction, according 
to which emotional loneliness may occur even in 
the presence of social relationships when a deep 
emotional bond with another person is lacking.

A key finding of the study concerns the iden-
tification of statistically significant negative co-
rrelations between attitudes toward difficulties, 
oneself, and emotional wounds and the sense of 
loneliness. This means that the more adaptive 
the attitudes presented by the examined women, 
the lower the level of loneliness they experienced. 
Particularly strong relationships were observed 
within the emotional domain, indicating the cent-
ral role of emotional functioning in the experience 
of loneliness. These findings are consistent with 
the studies conducted by Cacioppo and Hawkley 
(2009), which emphasize the importance of psy-
chological and cognitive factors in shaping the 
sense of loneliness.

An important aspect of the analysis also in-
volved comparison of groups of women according 
to the length of time spent within the religious 
community. The obtained findings indicate that 
similar relationships between the analyzed variables 
occurred both among women with shorter and 
longer community experience. However, it may be 
observed that among women functioning within 
the community for a longer period of time, these 
relationships were more stable, which may indicate 
the consolidation of specific coping patterns and 
ways of interpreting life experiences. Long-term 
functioning within a religious community may fa-
cilitate the internalization of communal norms and 
values that influence the experience of difficulties 
and interpersonal relationships.

The findings also draw attention to the particular 
role of spiritual factors in shaping attitudes toward 
difficulties and emotional wounds. Religiosity may 
facilitate the attribution of meaning to difficult ex-
periences and support coping processes through ref-
erence to values such as forgiveness, acceptance, and 
hope (Heszen, 2013). This may partially explain the 
low levels of loneliness and the relatively high scores 
observed in the domain of coping with difficulties.

In summary, the obtained findings indicate that 
the examined women functioning within religious 
communities possess substantial personal resources 
that facilitate adaptive coping with difficulties and 
protect against the experience of loneliness. At the 
same time, attitudes toward emotional wounds 
remain an area requiring particular attention, as 
they may influence the quality of emotional and 
relational functioning. These findings may provide 
a basis for further research as well as for inter-
ventions aimed at supporting the development of 
emotional competencies and forgiveness processes 
within the studied group.

An important role is also played by social sup-
port, which in the context of religious communities 
assumes a particularly strong and multidimensional 
character. This support encompasses emotional, in-
strumental, and spiritual dimensions. According to 
Cohen and Wills’s (1985) conceptualization, social 
support fulfills a buffering function against stress 
by reducing its negative effects. Within religious 
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environments, such support may be additionally 
strengthened by the sense of community, belonging, 
and shared values.

An important component of coping within 
this group also involves emotion regulation, in-
cluding the ability to recognize, accept, and man-
age emotional experiences. Women functioning 
within religious communities may utilize spiritual 
practices such as prayer, meditation, and religious 
reflection, which contribute to tension reduction 
and enhance the sense of inner peace (Gross, 2015; 
Pargament, 2011).

5.	Limitations of the study and 
directions for future research

When interpreting the obtained findings, several 
limitations of the conducted study should be taken 
into consideration.

First, the study employed a cross-sectional de-
sign, which does not allow for drawing conclusions 
regarding causal relationships between the analyzed 
variables. The obtained results only permit the iden-
tification of co-occurring phenomena rather than 
determining their directionality or developmental 
dynamics.

Second, self-report methods were used, which 
may involve the risk of response distortions resulting, 
among other factors, from the tendency to provide 
socially desirable answers. Particularly within religious 
community settings, participants may demonstrate 
a tendency to present themselves in a manner con-
sistent with prevailing norms and values.

Third, the study group was specific and relatively 
homogeneous, as it included exclusively women 
functioning within religious communities. This limits 
the possibility of generalizing the findings to other 
social groups, including individuals not belonging 
to religious communities or functioning within 
different cultural contexts.

Fourth, the study did not include all potential 
variables that may influence attitudes toward diffi-
culties and emotional wounds as well as the sense of 
loneliness, such as attachment style, level of individual 
religiosity, traumatic experiences, or family support.

In light of these limitations, several directions 
for future research appear justified.

Future studies should include longitudinal 
research designs that would enable analysis of 
changes over time and facilitate a better under-
standing of the mechanisms shaping attitudes 
toward difficulties and emotional wounds. It would 
also be valuable to include a broader range of psy-
chological variables, such as emotion regulation, 
attachment style, and level of spirituality, which 
would allow for a more in-depth analysis of the 
investigated phenomena.

Another valuable direction for future research 
would involve comparing individuals functioning 
within religious communities with individuals 
outside such communities, thereby enabling iden-
tification of the specific influence of the religious 
environment on the analyzed variables. Further-
more, qualitative studies would be beneficial be-
cause they could provide a deeper understanding 
of subjective experiences related to emotional 
wounds and the ways in which such experiences 
are interpreted.

Finally, the findings may provide a basis for 
designing practical interventions, such as psy-
chological or spiritual support programs aimed at 
developing emotional competencies, enhancing the 
capacity for forgiveness, and fostering satisfying 
interpersonal relationships.

Undertaking further research in this area may con-
tribute to a better understanding of the mechanisms 
underlying the functioning of women within religious 
communities and may support the enhancement of 
their psychological and social well-being.

Conclusion and Final Remarks
The aim of the present study was to deter-

mine the relationship between attitudes toward 
difficulties, problems, and emotional wounds and 
the sense of loneliness among women functioning 
within religious communities. The conducted 
analyses allow several important conclusions to 
be formulated.

First, the examined women were characterized 
by relatively high levels of adaptive attitudes to-
ward difficulties and problems, indicating their 
capacity for active and constructive coping with 
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stressful situations. Difficulties were more fre-
quently perceived as challenges rather than threats, 
which facilitates undertaking remedial actions and 
maintaining relative psychological equilibrium.

Second, the level of loneliness within the stud-
ied group was generally low, particularly within the 
behavioral and intellectual domains. This finding 
indicates relatively good social functioning among 
the participants and the presence of interpersonal 
relationships that constitute important protective 
resources. At the same time, greater differentia-
tion was observed within the emotional domain, 
suggesting that not all emotional needs of the 
participants are fully satisfied.

Third, the obtained findings confirm the ex-
istence of statistically significant relationships 
between the analyzed variables. The more adaptive 
the attitudes toward difficulties, oneself, and emo-
tional wounds presented by the examined women, 
the lower the level of loneliness they experienced. 
Emotional functioning and attitudes toward one-
self proved to be particularly important, emerging 
as key predictors of loneliness.

Fourth, attitudes toward emotional wounds 
constitute an area requiring particular attention. 
The obtained findings indicate that processing 
experiences of harm –  both current and past –  may 
represent a greater challenge than coping with 
ongoing difficulties. This may have significant 
implications for the quality of interpersonal re-
lationships and the psychological well-being of 
the participants.

Fifth, the length of functioning within a reli-
gious community appears to be associated with 
the stability of the analyzed relationships. Among 
women with longer community experience, more 
consolidated patterns of coping and interpretation 
of life experiences were observed, which may indicate 
the internalization of communal norms and values.

In conclusion, the obtained findings suggest 
that a religious community may constitute an 
important environment supporting the develop-
ment of adaptive attitudes toward difficulties and 

protecting against the sense of loneliness. At the 
same time, the results emphasize the importance 
of addressing emotional wounds and emotional 
functioning as key factors contributing to more 
comprehensive psychological well-being

It is worth emphasizing that a religious com-
munity may provide support, although it does 
not always satisfy the need for emotional close-
ness. Formation within religious communities 
introduces normative relational patterns that may 
facilitate external adaptation; however, they do 
not necessarily promote personal integration. 
At the outset of the study, an important question 
was posed: whether the consequences of early 
attachment experiences may manifest themselves 
within the context of life in religious communities. 
The conducted research clearly indicates that this 
is indeed the case.

The study demonstrated that loneliness –  with-
in the intellectual, emotional, and behavioral do-
mains –  is not exclusively spiritual in nature but 
also constitutes an indicator of attitudes toward 
difficulties and emotional wounds. Therefore, 
religious communities should remain attentive to 
signs of loneliness, as it may contribute to spiritual 
burnout, depression, loss of the sense of vocation, 
and difficulties in interpersonal relationships. 
Consequently, it appears important to develop 
community-building practices that strengthen 
interpersonal bonds, encourage relationships based 
on trust, and create opportunities for dialogue 
within psychologically safe environments.

The findings also suggest the need for a sys-
temic approach to mental health through the 
implementation of support procedures, consul-
tation services, and referrals for psychotherapy 
when necessary; the creation of an emotionally 
safe climate in which the disclosure of difficulties 
is not stigmatized; the introduction of periodic 
assessments of well-being at both the individual and 
community levels; and investment in the develop-
ment of interpersonal competencies, particularly 
among individuals serving in leadership roles.
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