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Abstract 

The shortened version of Fennema-Sherman test is used to measure attitudes toward mathematics in several 
international testing settings like TIMSS and PISA. On the basis of Classical Item Analysis and Confirmatory 
Factor Analysis in the different achievement levels and sets of countries, it is suggested that there are two items 
on the Fennama-Sherman test which should be discarded due to cultural and achievement considerations. Items 
“Mathematics is more difficult for me than for many of my classmates” and “Mathematics is not one of my 
strengths” are too complicated for test takers who belong to the lowest quartile of achievement. These items also 
seem to carry culturally sensitive elements especially in East Asian countries where fairly good students answer 
illogically due to such negative wordings. Alternative possibilities for test items are recommended.  

Keywords: student attitudes, item analysis, test reliability, confirmatory factor analysis, mathematics 
achievement, international testing, international assessment, international comparison 

1. Introduction 

The correlation between mathematics achievement and attitudes toward mathematics is widely studied (e.g., 
House & Telese, 2008; Shen& Tam, 2008; Kadijevich, 2006; 2008). Some researchers have noticed remarkable 
differences in correlation between countries (e.g., House &Telese, 2008; Kadijevich, 2006; 2008; Wilkins, 2004; 
Shen, 2002; Papanastasious, 2000; 2002; Stevenson, 1998): in some countries, the correlation between attitudes 
and achievement may can be near zero, like in Macedonia (Kadijevich, 2008), Philippines (Wilkins, 2004), 
Indonesia (Shen, 2002) or in Moldova (Shen, 2002) whereas in some other countries, the correlation can be as 
high as 0.60 (e.g., in Korea, Shen, 2002).  

A shortened version of Fennema–Sherman Mathematics Attitude Scales (Fennema & Sherman, 1976) are used in 
several international comparisons, like in Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 2007 (TIMSS, 
Mullis, Martin, & Foy, 2008) and its predecessors 1995, 1999, and 2003 as well as in Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA). Original scales include nine dimensions but in these international 
comparisons only three dimensions with four items in each (see Table 1) and two negative items in each of the 
first two dimensions are used. The names of the factors can be “Liking Math”, “Self-concept in Math”, and 
“Experiencing utility in Math” (compare naming in, e.g., Kadijevich, 2006; 2008). This kind of “Expected factor 
structure” can be found in all Western countries including European countries (except in Bulgaria and Romania), 
Australia, Canada, Israel, the United States and Russia. However, after performing exploratory factor analysis 
(EFA) with Principal Axis Factoring, 3 factors, and Promax rotation with Kaiser Normalization separately in all 
countries, it is notable that in several countries, this structure cannot be found. Instead, an unexpected factor 
structure (“Totally unstructured”, see Table 2) characterized by one factor of pure negative items can be found in 
almost all countries in the Middle East and several countries in East Asia. A “Moderately unstructured” factor 
structure characterized by fragmentation of the factor “Experiencing Utility in Math” (see Table 3) is found in 
Bahrain, Bulgaria, Georgia, Iran, Japan, Korea, Romania, Singapore, and Turkey. Note that three of the countries 
are highly performing East Asian countries.  
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Table 1. Factor structure in North America (combined N = 22278) in TIMSS 2007 (Expected factor structure) 

Pattern Matrixa 
 Factor 

 1 2 3 

MATH IS MORE DIFFICULT FOR ME… -.804b

MAT IS NOT ONE OF MY STRENGTHS -.778

USUALLY DO WELL IN MATHS .768

I LEARN THINGS QUICKLY IN MATH .725

I HATE MATH  -.878

I ENJOY LEARNING MATHEMATICS .865

MATH IS BORING -.740

WOULD LIKE TO TAKE MORE MATH .615

NEED MAT TO GET INTO THE <UNI>… .706 

NEED MAT TO GET THE JOB I WANT .698 

NEED MAT TO LEARN OTHER SUBJ .555 

WILL HELP IN MY DAILY LIFE .552 

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.  

Rotation converged in 5 iterations. 

Loadings > .30 are seen 
 

 

Table 2. Factor structure in Syria in TIMSS 2007 (Totally unstructured) 

Pattern Matrixa 
 Factor 

 1 2 3

I ENJOY LEARNING MATH .846b

I HATE MATHEMATICS -.783

WOULD LIKE TO TAKE MORE... .588

I LEARN THINGS QUICKLY IN… .442

USUALLY DO WELL IN MATHS

NEED MAT TO GET INTO THE… .659

NEED MAT TO GET THE JOB I… .609

NEED MAT TO LEARN OTHER… .494

WILL HELP IN MY DAILY LIFE .396

MAT IS NOT ONE OF MY… .696

MATH IS MORE DIFFICULT … .662

MATH IS BORING -.312 .364

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.  

a. Rotation converged in 5 iterations. 

b. Loadings over .30 are seen 
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Table 3. Factor structure in Korea in TIMSS 2007 (Moderately unstructured) 

Pattern Matrixa 
 Factor

 1 2 3

USUALLY DO WELL IN MATHS .883b

MATH IS MORE DIFFICULT FOR… -.832

MAT IS NOT ONE OF MY… -.774

I LEARN THINGS QUICKLY IN… .676

I ENJOY LEARNING MATH .663

WOULD LIKE TO TAKE MORE… .636

I HATE MATHEMATICS -.359 -.634

MATH IS BORING -.619

WILL HELP IN MY DAILY LIFE .589

NEED MAT TO LEARN OTHER… .520 .335 

NEED MAT TO GET THE JOB I... .789 

NEED MAT TO GET INTO THE... .764 

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.  

a. Rotation converged in 7 iterations. 

b. Loadings over .30 are seen 

 

Instead of cultural matters, this article finds the answer to the fragmentation in the factor structure from the 
characteristics of the Fennema-Sherman test itself. Two items are shown to be too difficult for the students at the 
lowest achievement level. Additionally, the test is culturally biased. This is shown by answering four research 
questions:  

1) How the item discrimination differ between different achievement levels and different cultures? 

2) What kind of connection there is between the test reliability and achievement level of the respondents? 

3) How the expected factor structure of Fennema-Sherman test fits for different cultural settings? 

4) How well does the structure fit for the different achievement levels and cultural settings of the test takers? 

Finally, some exemplar items from the relevant test battery used in Finland are suggested in order to replace two 
poorly behaving items from the original Fennema-Sherman test. 

2. Data and Methods 

2.1 Data 

All the countries in TIMSS 2007 (N = 57) were combined into a dataset consisting of a total of 248,160 eight 
grader students. For analysis, the dataset was divided into 20 percentiles (N ≈ 12, 000 in each) on the basis of the 
first plausible value of Mathematics achievement (Table 4). In some analyses, the quartiles are also used; 
obviously the lowest quartile includes percentiles 1–5 and highest quartile includes percentiles 16–20. Two 
points of the data and percentiles are worth noting: 1) the range in 1st and 20th percentile is much wider than 
with other groups because of representing the tail populations and 2) none on the percentile shows normal 
distribution; in percentiles 2–19 the population is merely uniform than normally distributed. There may thus be 
some estimation error in the parameters of CFA and EFA. However, because of the robust procedures with large 
sample sizes (Principal axis factoring with EFA and Maximum likelihood estimation in CFA), the results can be 
taken stable. 
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics for 20 percentiles 

Percentile of 

Achievement1 N Mean1 Minimum1 Maximum1 Range 

Std. 

Deviation Skewness Kurtosis 

20 12241 674.4 632.1 898.4 266.3 37.2 1.376 2.126
19 12358 611.4 594.3 632.1 37.8 10.8 0.193 -1.147
18 12372 580.9 568.6 594.3 25.7 7.4 0.092 -1.19
17 12347 558.4 548.8 568.6 19.8 5.7 0.061 -1.197
16 12356 540.0 531.4 548.8 17.4 5.0 0.017 -1.189
15 12349 523.6 515.9 531.5 15.6 4.5 0.039 -1.232
14 12352 508.5 501.3 515.9 14.6 4.2 0.016 -1.19
13 12336 494.1 487.1 501.3 14.2 4.1 0.018 -1.178
12 12334 480.2 473.2 487.1 13.9 4.0 -0.002 -1.209
11 12315 466.1 459.0 473.2 14.2 4.1 0.013 -1.198
10 12329 451.9 444.6 459.0 14.4 4.1 -0.021 -1.195
9 12327 437.1 429.5 444.6 15.2 4.4 -0.019 -1.201
8 12306 421.9 414.2 429.5 15.3 4.4 -0.02 -1.202
7 12319 406.2 398.1 414.2 16.1 4.7 -0.011 -1.219
6 12287 389.4 380.5 398.1 17.6 5.1 -0.036 -1.201
5 12272 370.8 360.8 380.4 19.6 5.6 -0.05 -1.187
4 12269 350.0 338.4 360.8 22.5 6.5 -0.06 -1.198
3 12251 324.9 310.2 338.4 28.2 8.1 -0.078 -1.192
2 12198 291.5 269.1 310.2 41.1 11.8 -0.194 -1.154
1 12190 222.5 5.0 269.1 264.1 40.9 -1.378 2.143

1. 1st plausible value (PV) of mathematics in TIMSS 2007 

 
2.2 Fennema-Sherman Test in TIMSS 2007 

Usually in the internationally setting the shortened Fennema-Sherman Mathematics attitude scale is divided into 
two sets of questions (in TIMSS 2007 questions 8 and 9) with the same question: “How much do you agree with 
these statements about learning mathematics?” The statements in Question 8 are as follows:  

a. I usually do well in mathematics, 

b. I would like to take more mathematics in school, 

c. * Mathematics is more difficult for me than for many of my classmates, 

d. I enjoy learning mathematics, 

e. * Mathematics is not one of my strengths, 

f. I learn things quickly in mathematics, 

g. * Mathematics is boring, 

h. *I hate mathematics. 

The items with asterisk (*) are opposite to the scale, and thus they are reversed before scoring. The last question 
in the set “I hate mathematics” was originally negative but the item was reversed (“I like mathematics”) before 
releasing the data. For the analysis it was reversed back to reach the original structure of the test: two negative 
and two positive items for both Dimension 1 and 2. The statements in Question 9 are as follows:  

a. I think learning mathematics will help me in my daily life, 

b. I need mathematics to learn other school subjects, 

c. I need to do well in mathematics to get into the <university> of my choice, 

d. I need to do well in mathematics to get the job I want. 

Later shortened versions of the items are used to shorten the narrative, and texts on tables and figures. The 
abridged versions are obviously recognized. As seen on Table 1, three dimensions are constructed as follows:  

1) Liking MATH: Question 8, items b, d, g*, and h*,  
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2) Self-concept in MATH: Question 8, items a, c*, e*, and f, and  

3) Experiencing utility in MATH: Question 9, items a to d.  

Alpha reliabilities for the scales are respectively 0.72, 0.70, and 0.74 in the whole dataset. In what follows, it is 
seen that reliabilities for the scale “Self-Concept in MATH” are very low in the lowest achievement groups. 

2.3 Statistical Methods 

Four research questions were set concerning 1) the item discrimination at different achievement levels and 
cultural settings; 2) the test reliability at different achievement levels of the students; 3) the expected factor 
structure of the Fennema-Sherman test in different cultural settings, and 4) the fit of the test structure at the 
different achievement levels and cultural settings. Correspondingly, the Fennema-Sherman test in TIMSS 2007 
dataset is analyzed four ways in different ability groups specified as 20 percentiles of mathematics achievement: 
1) with Classical Item Analysis (CIA), 2) with reliability estimates, 3) with traditional Exploratory Factor 
Analysis (EFA) and factor loadings, and 4) with Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA).  

To answer the first research question, the test items are evaluated on the basis of CIA, particularly with the index 
to item discrimination. A procedure suggested first by Henrysson (1963) and discussed by Cureton (1966) is to 
calculate the item-rest correlation gXC (C for “Corrected”) rather than the item-total correlation gX (that is, the 
traditional Pearson product moment correlation between an item and the score). Classically, the lower boundary 
for item-total correlation is given as gX = 0.20 because when the item is either extremely easy or demanding, the 
mathematical procedure cannot produce much higher values even though the item itself would be perfectly 
discriminating. However, this low value can be accepted only for extreme items (in achievement testing for 
extremely demanding or extremely easy items); when an item has somewhat average difficulty level, much 
higher values (near 0.40–0.60) should be expected for an item to show a discriminative power. In practice, such 
items with gXC< 0.20 are usually discarded because of lack of accuracy. 

The second research question is tackled by using the Classic Alpha reliability (Kuder & Richardson, 1937; 
Gulliksen, 1950; Cronbach, 1951). When the values for item discrimination for single items are high, on the 
basis of Lord and Novick (1968, formula 15.3.8, where the item-total correlation is in-built in the formula of 
alpha reliability), the reliability of the score is high. Though it is known that Alpha reliability always 
underestimates the real reliability (Gulliksen, 1950; Lord & Novick, 1968; Vehkalahti, 2000), it is, in practice, 
the most used indicator for the general reliability (Hogan, Benjamin, & Brezinski, 2000). The challenge with the 
classical reliability is that when knowing the overall reliability of the score, it is not possible to know how good 
the test is in the extremes of the scale. This is an important matter because we tend to be interested in the lower 
performers (as well as the high performers) with negative attitudes. If an attitude test is not reliable in the 
low-performer’s group, then the attitude results for these low performers do not mean anything. When the 
reliability of the score is lower than = 0.60, it is traditionally taken as too low to indicate sufficient test 
reliability. Two types of reliabilities are used: first, the reliability for the total sum of the attitude scale 
(combining all the 12 items) and second, the reliability for single dimensions. For the total sum, Alpha model 
gives certainly too low an estimation because it cannot utilize the information of the structure in the test; Alpha 
model always assumes unidimensionality (see critical discussion about the assumptions, e.g., in Tarkkonen, 1987; 
Vehkalahti, 2000).  

To answer the third research question, the traditional Exploratory Factor Analysis is used and factor loadings are 
extracted. Because it is theoretically expected to find a factor solution of three factors (see Table 1), Principal 
Axis Factoring (PAF) with the 3-factor solution is selected at each achievement level; the analysis is done in 
SPSS environment. During the process, it was easily seen that the factors correlate moderately with each other. 
Thus an oblique rotation (Promax) is used.  

The fourth research question is tackled by using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) in AMOS environment 
(Arbuckle 2007). The modern CFA is based on Karl K. Jöreskog’s early works in the late 1960s (Jöreskog, 1967; 
1969; 1970) and later his (Jöreskog, 1973), Keesling’s (1972) and Wiley’s (1973) works (see Bollen, 1989a, 6). 
CFA and SEM analysis are known by its own notation (see e.g., Jöreskog et al., 2003; Bollen, 1989a; Bentler, 
1995; Byrne, 2001; Ullman, 2001) and several – even confusing number of – indices for model fit. The only 
statistical test, however, for testing a null hypothesis concerning the model fit is the Chi Square test comparing 
the observed and expected covariance structures. One simple test is to divide the Chi Square coefficient by its 
degrees of freedom (CMIN in AMOS). In practice, though, the Chi Square test is sensitive for large sample size; 
when sample size is larger than 300–400, the Chi Square test rejects the hypotheses of the model fit too easily. In 
this massive dataset (N > 240000), Chi Square test definitely rejects the hypotheses of a good fit. Thus in the 
case, the incremental fit indices are more preferable to use. In AMOS outputs, the following incremental fit 
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indices for the model fit are in use: Normed Fit Index (NFI, Bentler & Bonett, 1980), Relative Fit Index (RFI, 
Bollen, 1986), Incremental Fit Index (IFI, Bollen, 1989b), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI, known also as 
Non-Normed Fit Index, NNFI, Bentler & Bonnet, 1980), Comparative Fit Index (CFI, Bentler, 1988). AMOS 
also uses the Root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA, Steiger & Lind, 1980; Browne & Cudeck, 
1993) and several indicators based on information criteria. Except RMSEA, the rule of thumb in evaluating the 
goodness-of-fit between the theoretical and the observed covariance structure is that the values for the 
incremental fit indices should be over .90 (Bentler & Bonnet, 1980); values below .90 indicate that the dataset 
does not match the model and thus the model should be developed. The rule of thumb for RMSEA is that the 
values below .05 show good fit, values .08 and less show moderate discrepancy for the model and data, and 
values over .10 show the models which should be rejected (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). The upper boundary of 
RMSEA = .05 is tested in AMOS (in what follows, PCLOSE). Item-wise accuracy or item reliability is measured 
by Squared Multiple Correlation coefficients (SMC); the higher value the better. In the analysis, Maximum 
likelihood estimation method is used. 

3. Results 

3.1 Item Discrimination of the Negative Items of Fennema-Sherman Test 

On the basis of the TIMSS data it is obvious that there are some challenges in the negatively expressed items of 
the Fennema-Sherman test especially in the East Asian countries. Incrementally growing values for the item 
discrimination of the negative items in different achievement levels (see Figures 1 and 2) reveal several things. 
First, the short and strict negative statement “I hate Mathematics” behaves nicely at all the achievement levels. 
However, all the other negative statements seem to embed challenges in the lowest achievement level. Second, 
because of the low item discrimination (less than .20) in the lowest quartile (Figure 1, here East Asian dataset as 
an example), two negative items “Mathematics is not one of my strengths” and “Mathematics is more difficult 
for me than for many of my classmates” are not recommendable to be used in a test that is intended for the low 
performing students. These items would most probably be discarded if the test was originally constructed with 
international scope. The latter item seems to discriminate consistently in the North American dataset and 
moderately well in European and Middle Eastern datasets (Fig. 2). Thirdly, though the item “Mathematics is 
boring” has also quite a low value for item discrimination in the lowest percentile, otherwise it behaves quite 
well, albeit not as well as the item “I hate mathematics”. Fourth, the different levels of item discrimination seen 
in Figure 1 are in the same vertical order also in North American, European and Middle Eastern datasets: the 
highest item-rest correlations are attained with item “I hate Mathematics”, the second highest with 
“Mathematics is boring”, the third highest with “Mathematics is not one of my strengths” and the lowest with 
item “Mathematics is more difficult for me than for many of my classmates”. This seemingly gradual increase of 
complexity is discussed in the final section. 

 

 
Figure 1. Item discrimination for negative items in the East Asian sub-dataset 
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Figure 2. Item discrimination for item “Mathematics is more difficult for me than for many of my classmates” in 

different sub-populations in different achievement groups 

 

3.2 Reliability of the Attitude Test in Different Achievement Levels 

Two out of three dimensions – “Liking MATH” and “Experiencing Utility on MATH” – do not appear to contain 
any serious problems in test accuracy in the group of the lowest level students. Contrarily, it is evident that the 
reliability of the scale of “Self-Concept in MATH” is very low when it comes to students in the lowest quartile 
(Figure 3): reliabilities are remarkably below .60 whereas with the other dimensions reliabilities stay steadily 
over .70 even in the lowest ability groups.  

 

 
Figure 3. Reliabilities of Fennema-Sherman test scores in different achievement levels 
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From the international viewpoint, the score for “Self-Concept in MATH” appears to be very problematic: the 
score is less reliable in East Asian countries, Middle Eastern countries and in Europe than in North America 
(Figure 4). Especially in the East Asian countries, even the mediocre students (in percentiles 6–8) are not tested 
accurately: reliabilities in the lowest quartile are lower than 0.50 and in percentiles 6–8 reliabilities are 0.60 or 
less. It seems that the score of “Self-Concept in MATH” is the most coherent in North America where the test 
has been developed (and pretested). 

 

 

Figure 4. Reliabilities for score of “Self-Concept in MATH” in different achievement levels in different sets of 
countries (N > 240000) 

 

3.3 Factor Structure of the Fennema-Sherman Test in Different Achievement Levels 

A standard EFA with three factor solution reveals one reason why the factor structure deconstructs as seen earlier 
in Table 3. The factor structure is strictly dependent on the achievement level of the test takers and there seems to 
be logical phases of a kind of abstract thinking (Table 5).  

 
Table 5. Factor loadings of selected items in the different achievement level groups  

Achievement 

level in Math1) 

Loading2) of 

"HATE"3) 

Loading2) of 

"BORING"4)

Loading2) of 

"DIFFICULT"5)

Loading2) of 

"WEAK"6) 

Loading2) of 

"I LEARN"7) 

Loading2) of 

"I DO WELL"8)

20 -0.844 -0.794 -0.782 -0.818 0.719 0.813 
19 -0.848 -0.782 -0.781 -0.784 0.738 0.811 
18 -0.851 -0.786 -0.770 -0.752 0.747 0.788 
17 -0.858 -0.784 -0.752 -0.713 0.716 0.754 
16 -0.856 -0.775 -0.742 -0.696 0.69 0.735 
15 -0.854 -0.755 -0.748 -0.677 0.694 0.705 
14 -0.876 -0.741 -0.733 -0.646 0.668 0.669 
13 -0.856 -0.73 -0.749 -0.603 0.664 0.654 
12 -0.888 -0.695 -0.717 -0.618 0.628 0.579 
11 -0.864 -0.683 -0.735 -0.616 0.606 0.540 
10 -0.875 -0.672 -0.699 -0.593 0.592 0.531 
9 -0.897 -0.649 0.699 0.586 -0.492 -0.429 
8 -0.878 -0.580 0.688 0.574 -0.449 -0.366 
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7 -0.901 -0.554 0.658 0.553 -0.329 a 
6 -0.917 -0.502 0.639 0.554 a a 
5 -0.849 -0.440 0.609 0.512 a a 
4 -0.842 -0.363 0.560 0.536 a a 
3 -0.841 0.349 0.547 0.575 a a 
2 -0.810 0.403 0.437 0.637 a a 
1 -0.751 0.491 0.426 0.536 a a 
1) 20 percentiles on the basis of unweighted 1st Plausible value (PV) in TIMSS 2007 dataset  

2) The extraction method: Principal Axis Factoring; the rotation method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization; 
3-factor solution 

3) – 8) Variables: “I hate math” as original (negative), “Math is boring", “Math is more difficult for me than for 
many of my classmates”, "Math is not one of my strengths", “I learn things quickly in Math” in expected factor, 
and "I usually do well in Maths" in expected factor 

a) loading < .30 in the expected factor 

 

At the lowest level of achievement, the factor structure is characterized by one clear factor of negative items. 
Technically speaking, at this level all the negative items—except “I hate mathematics”—correlate with each 
other more than with the expected positive counterparts. The loadings of the negative items are highly positive. 
At this level of achievement, the absolute value of the bilateral correlation coefficient of variable "Math is not 
one of my strengths" and its positive counterpart "I usually do well in mathematics” is r = 0.12 or less, and for 
variables “Math is boring" and "I enjoy learning mathematics” it is r = 0.30 or less. At this level, the reliabilities 
for the score of “Self-Concept in MATH” are less than  0.50 as also seen in Fig. 1. One plausible reason for 
low correlation is that the general reading comprehension of low-ability level students may be inadequate for 
them to understand the statements. This may also be connected with their poor mathematics skills: they were not 
able to read the stems of the test items. Another explanation may be that at this low level of achievement, the 
students’ level of abstract thinking may be low: many of the lowest ability level test takers seem to comprehend 
the negative wordings inadequately. One may hypothesize that these students have enough general ability to 
understand the positive sentence and react adequately, but not enough abstract level thinking to understand the 
relevance of the negative wording and to judge whether they have a positive or a negative opinion of this 
negative sentence. Thus, this lowest level of abstract thinking is called Concrete level.  

The second-lowest achievement level is, technically speaking, characterized by the fact that the variable “Math 
is boring” has a growing loading in the correct factor—and thus, the intended factor structure has started to 
develop. Reliabilities for the score of “Self-Concept in MATH” range  0.55–0.64, which shows very low 
reliability for the test. However, the other negative variables are still correlating positively with each other 
without corresponding positive variables in the same factor. This level of abstract thinking is present in the 
percentiles 4–6. This second-lowest level of abstract thinking is called Developing level.  

The third level is called Formed level because all the factors are formed but they are still immature in 
comparison with the expected structure. Technically speaking, the factors “Liking MATH” and “Experiencing 
Utility in MATH” are formed as they are intended. However, the third factor with negative items, “Self-Concept 
in MATH”, is characterized by negative loadings for the positive items and positive loadings for the negative 
items; hence, the negative items are dominating the factor loadings. This level of abstract thinking is present in 
the percentiles 7–9. Reliabilities for the score of “Self-concept in MATH” in these percentiles range  
0.67–0.71.  

The Matured level of abstract thinking is characterized by the expected factor structure: the higher the 
achievement levels, the higher loadings and correlations between the corresponding variables in the expected 
factor. This level includes percentiles 10–20 and it requires around 445 points or more in TIMSS mathematic 
scale to achieve this matured level of abstract thinking. Reliabilities for the score of “Self-Concept in MATH” 
range  0.73–0.86.  

These four levels of abstract thinking—Concrete, Developing, Formed, and Matured—are readily observed from 
a large number of international students. The categories seem to have a slight connection to Jean Piaget’s theory 
of growing abstract thinking (Piaget, 1970) with concrete and formal operations. Though it would be tempting to 
generalize the results to individual growth, the design gives no possibilities to draw conclusions that the 
individual maturation of the abstract thinking would follow these steps. Nevertheless, these different levels of 
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abstract thinking have a strict connection to deconstruct of the expected factor structure and it may also explain 
why the Fennema-Sherman test does not work in certain countries. The deconstruction of the factor structure 
(seen at Tables 1−3) is not limited to differences in academic achievement but seem also be due to cultural 
differences. There may be an inseparable connection of cultural-based and achievement-based factors behind 
fragmentation in factor structure. 

Because the factor structure is strictly dependent on the achievement level of the test takers, the version of 
Fennema-Sherman test used in TIMSS-and PISA settings is evidently biased so that the attitudes of the lowest 
achievement groups cannot be measured in a reliable way.  

3.4 Model Fit in Different Sets of Countries and in Different Achievement Levels 

Generally speaking, the Confirmatory Factor Analysis suggests that the model of three factors with four items on 
each, explains quite well the covariance in the data. Figure 5 demonstrates the simplest factor model created on 
the basis of the expected factor model in North American data. The loadings and SMCs are seen in the graph. 
Note that in this simple model, the error terms are assumed to be non-correlated. The factor loadings are quite 
high (Ranging .60 ― .87) and the item reliabilities are sufficient or high (SMCs range .36―.83). Reliability for 
the total sum is  = .845. Normed Fit Index (NIF = 0.96) tells that the model is 4% away from the most perfect 
model, that is, the model is acceptable, as indicated also by the other incremental fit indices (IFI = .96 and CFI 
= .96). 

 

 
Figure 5. Measurement model of mathematical attitudes of eight-graders in North America (N = 27 711) in the 

TIMSS 2007 Dataset – “Expected model” 

 
From the international viewpoint, this general model can be accepted very well in Europe and to some extent in 
East Asia though in the East Asian set of data some indicators (RFI = .87, TLI = .87 and RMSEA > .08) hint that 
there are notable discrepancy between the data and the model (Table 6). The model does not fit the Middle 
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Eastern data (all values of goodness of fit indices fall below .90 and RMSEA > .08). This alone indicates that the 
Fennema-Sherman test should be revised for international comparisons. On the basis of Section 3.1, the 
problematic items are already known; in Section 4, some recommendations are given to on the basis of 
experiences from the Finnish version of the test. 

 
Table 6. Baseline comparisons for “North American”, “European”, ”Middle Eastern” and “East Asian” models 
(All students) 

Goodness of Fit Index 

NFI RFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA PCLOSE 

North America .959 .937 .959 .937 .959 .065 .000 

Europe .953 .927 .953 .928 .953 .064 .000 

Middle East .889 .831 .890 .831 .890 .082 .000 

East Asia .915 .870 .915 .871 .915 .095 .000 

 
There is no vast discrepancy between the model and the data when it comes to the highest performing eight 
graders (the highest quartile, percentiles 16–20, Table 7) though some indicators for Middle Eastern population  
are just below the thumb rules (NFI = .89 and TLI = .89). On the contrary, the discrepancy of the model and data 
is drastic when focusing on the lowest quartiles in different sets of countries (Table 8): in Europe and East Asia, 
the model can be said to fit the data to some extent – otherwise practically all the indicators show the need for 
remodeling the construct.  

 
Table 7. Baseline comparisons of high-achieving students in North American, European, Middle Eastern and 
East Asian populations (highest quartile) 

Goodness of Fit Index 

NFI RFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA PCLOSE 

North America .959 .937 .960 .939 .960 .062 .000 

Europe .961 .940 .962 .941 .962 .059 .000 

Middle East .926 .886 .927 .889 .927 .073 .000 

East Asia .940 .908 .940 .909 .940 .085 .000 

 
Table 8. Baseline comparisons of low-achieving students in North American, European, Middle Eastern and East 
Asian populations (lowest quartile) 

Goodness of Fit Index 

NFI RFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA PCLOSE 

North America .887 .827 .902 .848 .901 .084 .000 

Europe .922 .881 .926 .886 .925 .065 .000 

Middle East .887 .828 .888 .829 .888 .077 .000 

East Asia .922 .881 .925 .885 .925 .076 .000 

 
When focusing on the most suspicious part of the construct, “Self-Concept in MATH” (see Fig. 4 above), it can 
be noted that there is no problem when it comes to measuring students’ attitude in the highest performing 
quartile: the model fits almost perfectly with the data (NFI = .996, Figure 6, Table 9). There is some unexplained 
variability in Middle Eastern and East Asian models (RMSEA > .15). However, on average, the fit is good. 
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Figure 6. Measurement model of “Self-Concept in Math” of HIGHEST quartile eight-graders in North American 

sub-population (N = 9700) in the TIMSS 2007 Dataset 

 
Table 9. Baseline comparisons for “Self-Concept in Math” of HIGHEST quartile (highest-performing) students 
in different sets of countries  

Goodness of Fit Index 

NFI RFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA PCLOSE 

North America .996 .980 .996 .981 .996 .052 .282 

Europe .992 .958 .992 .959 .992 .071 .000 

Middle East .965 .826 .965 .827 .965 .118 .000 

East Asia .983 .913 .983 .913 .983 .115 .000 

 
The lowest end of the achievement scale shows an opposite fact. The model does not fit at all in the datasets of 
the lowest quartile students (Figure 7 and Table 10). The apparent reason, based on Figure 7, is that two negative 
items, “Mathematics is not one of my strengths” and “Mathematics is more difficult for me than for many of my 
classmates”, show very low SMCs (in European sub-population 0.04 and 0.06) indicating very low item 
reliability. In the Middle Eastern dataset, some indices for fit are negative. Also, in the East Asian dataset, there 
appears to be negative variance for variable Err4, indicating extremely poor model structure. 

 

 
Figure 7. Measurement model of “Self-Concept in Math” of LOWEST quartile eight-graders in European 

sub-population (N = 4 620) in the TIMSS 2007 Dataset 
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Table 10. Baseline comparisons for “Self-Concept in MATH” of LOWEST quartile (lowest-performing) students 
in different sets of countries  

Goodness of Fit Indices 

NFI RFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA PCLOSE 

North America .893 .466 .897 .475 .895 .175 .000 

Europe .876 .380 .877 .382 .876 .156 .000 

Middle East .659 -.706 .659 -.707 .659 .189 .000 

East Asia .823 .114 .824 .115 .823 .184 .000 

 
The bottom-line is that on the basis of Classical item analysis (Section 3.1), Reliability estimates (Section 3.2), 
EFA (Section 3.3), and CFA (Section 3.4), the structure of Fennema-Sherman test is challenged. Especially 
arguable is its use in international comparisons and especially when using the test to measure the attitudes of the 
lowest performing students.  

4. Alternative Items on the Basis of the Finnish Version 

The shortened Fennema-Sherman test has been used in all four TIMSS and PISA rounds and thus it has its own 
value in giving the trend information on changes in the attitudes toward mathematics. The factor structure seems 
attractive and justifiable: without any doubt, the dimensions of “Liking MATH”, “Self-Concept in MATH”, and 
“Experiencing Utility in MATH” are important elements of the construct. However, on the basis of Sections 3.1 
– 3.4, there seems to be some challenges in the structure which evidently have to do with the abstract thinking of 
the students as well as with cultural issues. First issue is the use of too complicated negative items. Second, there 
seems to be too many negative items for international testing purposes. Third, it may be possible that 
concentrating on a too general concept of “mathematics” rather than, e.g., more concrete “mathematics lessons” 
or “mathematics as a school subject” may be too abstract to many of the low performing students. Alternative 
test items to consider are given to on the basis of Finnish experiences. Though the Finnish version of the test is 
described in detail in this Section, it is not necessarily advisable to change the whole test construction in TIMSS- 
and PISA settings. 

In the Finnish national achievement testing, student attitudes are an essential part – as in TIMSS and PISA. A 
modified Fennema-Sherman test with the same dimensions as in the international settings has been used in 
numerous assessment questionnaires in several subjects (e.g., in Mathematics, Mother tongue, Science, 
Languages, Arts, and Physical education tests) in different grades (grades 4, 6, 7, and 9). The original 
Fennema-Sherman test has been amended with the following principles: 1) to include less negative items (just 
one for each dimension), 2) to include simpler wordings and 3) to focus – not in “mathematics” but – more 
concrete “mathematics lessons” and “mathematic as a school subject”. The first point is based on the observation 
that some of the items in the original Fennema-Sherman test are ethically and morally questionable. For example, 
the item “I hate mathematics” was changed to a positive form of “I like mathematics lessons” and “I like to 
study Mathematics”, because it is not intended to take a stand for the fact that the students could “hate” some 
school subjects. The second point is based on the need to use the test also with younger children below eight- or 
nine grades. For example, instead of wording “Mathematics is more difficult for me than for many of my 
classmates” much shorter and perhaps more straightforward alternatives are in use: “Many things in 
Mathematics are difficult” and “Mathematics is an easy subject”. The third point is intended to help students to 
think of situations in the classroom more concretely. For example, instead of “Mathematics is boring”, more 
concrete alternatives such as “Mathematics is a boring subject” and “Mathematics is one of my favorite 
subjects” are in use. Though the dimensions are the same, the item-wise changes are so radical that the Finnish 
test is no more Fennema-Sherman test but rather “loosely based on Fennema-Sherman test” as described by 
Metsämuuronen (2009, 20). While the TIMSS- and PISA versions use four point Likert scale without value 0 
(scale is actually −2, −1, +1, +2 though the numbers 1 to 4 are in use), in the Finnish test, the 5-point Likert scale 
is in use (−2, −1, 0, +1, +2). 

The characteristics of the Finnish test are not discussed in depth in this article. Instead some ideas are laid out as 
to what kind of changes could be done to raise the quality of the Fennema-Sherman test for international testing 
settings. The indicators for the construct validity (measurement model and the related indicators for the model fit) 
are briefly shown, and the values for the item discrimination of negative items are compared in different 
achievement levels on the basis of fractions of European students’ achievement in TIMSS 2007. The items and 
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the basic factor structure in the Finnish attitude test are found in Table 11. Alpha reliabilities for the dimensions 
seem to vary somewhat between different samples; in Mattila (2005) they were 0.90 (Liking Math as a school 
subject), 0.87 (Self-Concept in Math), 0.79 (Experiencing Utility in Math), and 0.915 for the total score. 

 
Table 11. Items and factor loadings in the Finnish attitude test based on the Fennema-Sherman attitudes test 
(Mattila 2005, Metsämuuronen 2009, N = 4511) 

Pattern Matrixa 

 Factor 

 Liking Math as  

a school subject

Self-Concept 

in Math 

Experiencing 

Utility in Math 

5. I like Mathematics lessons .898b   

14. I like to study Mathematics .732   

4*c Mathematics is a boring subject .720   

8. Usually we have interesting tasks in Mathematics lessons .701   

6. Mathematics is one of my favorite subjects .696   

10. I think I'm good in Mathematics  .883  

12. I can manage even the difficult tasks in Mathematics  .762  

1. Mathematics is an easy subject  .748  

3.*c It is impossible for me to get good results in Mathematics  .700  

11.*c Many things in Mathematics are difficult  .573  

13. I believe I need Mathematical knowledge and skills in my work-life .848 

7. Mathematical knowledge and skills are important in everyday-life situations .721 

15. I think that Mathematical skills are important  .696 

2. I will need Mathematics in my studies to come .622 

9.*c In the future, I will not need the matters I have learned in Mathematics .514 

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.  

 Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization. 

a) Rotation converged in 6 iterations.  

b) Loadings > .30 shown 

c) Items with *-sign are negative 

 

 
From the technical viewpoint, the test construction of the Finnish version is as good as the TIMSS 2007 version 
(Figures 8 and 9); indicators for the model fit show a good fit with the model and data. Especially noteworthy is 
the fit of the data with the model in the lowest quartile. Although Finland did not participate in the TIMSS 2007, 
it can be assumed that the Finnish student’s achievement in mathematics does not differ radically from the 
average European population, considering that the PISA results in mathematical literacy have been quite high. 
Where the fractions of the European students in TIMSS are known, these fractions are used to divide the Finnish 
population into 20 percentiles in the national test. The item discriminations of the Finnish test are then estimated 
for in these fractions. Table 12 shows the fractions, reliabilities, and item discrimination for selected items which 
could be used as alternative substitutes for low discriminating, negative items in the TIMSS 2007 set of 
questions. Note that the reliability of the construct “Self-Concept in MATH” is clearly more constant (0.68 − 
0.82) over the ability levels compared with the construct used in TIMSS 2007 setting (Alpha reliability ranges 
0.26 − 0.86). When comparing the construct and indicators of the ultimately lowest performing Finnish students, 
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(the lowest quartile on the basis of European fractions in TIMSS 2007, see Table 12) the construct of 
“Self-Concept in MATH” fits quite much higher in the Finnish version than in TIMMS 2007 test for the 
European students (Fig. 7). 

 

 

Figure 8. Measurement model of the Finnish version of Fennema-Sherman test in the                          
Finnish population (N = 4511) 
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Figure 9. Measurement model for the Finnish version of “Self-Concept in MATH” in the LOWEST quartile of 
the Finnish population (N = 379) 

 

Table 12. Item discrimination for low-discriminating items of Fennema-Sherman test and their alternatives in the 
Finnish version 

20 percentiles  

of International 

European 

fractions 

Fractions 

for Europe 

as a whole 

(%) 

Finnish 

student 

population1) 

N = 4 511 

Reliability for 

“Self-Concept 

in Math” 

European 

benchmark 

R_NOT 

STRENGTHS2)

12. I can 

manage 

even with 

difficult…3)

3.*2) It is 

impossible to 

get good 

results… 4) 

European 

benchmark 

R_MORE 

DIFFICULT2) 

1. Math is 

easy 

subject5) 

11.*2)Mathis  

difficult 

subject 6) 

1 0.5 23 0.73 -0.01 0.40 0.34 0.15 0.66 0.53 

2 1.1 49 0.75 0.20 0.48 0.58 0.20 0.62 0.42 

3 1.7 77 0.68 0.26 0.68 0.32 0.28 0.60 0.37 

4 2.2 99 0.75 0.21 0.49 0.45 0.28 0.53 0.26 

5 2.9 131 0.69 0.31 0.22 0.29 0.34 0.41 0.34 

6 3.5 159 0.76 0.35 0.53 0.32 0.39 0.57 0.35 

7 4.2 190 0.75 0.41 0.58 0.37 0.38 0.64 0.15 

8 4.7 212 0.79 0.38 0.58 0.44 0.38 0.54 0.33 

9 5.6 254 0.80 0.45 0.55 0.52 0.41 0.63 0.40 

10 5.9 267 0.76 0.48 0.52 0.39 0.48 0.62 0.32 

11 6.5 293 0.80 0.50 0.57 0.41 0.46 0.59 0.37 

12 6.9 313 0.82 0.52 0.57 0.52 0.45 0.65 0.34 

13 7.2 325 0.80 0.56 0.56 0.39 0.51 0.59 0.38 

14 7.6 344 0.81 0.59 0.55 0.47 0.49 0.62 0.38 

15 7.4 335 0.77 0.60 0.54 0.38 0.51 0.65 0.41 

16 7.7 348 0.80 0.61 0.57 0.40 0.53 0.62 0.44 

17 7.5 339 0.77 0.61 0.48 0.40 0.52 0.61 0.41 

18 6.9 311 0.77 0.63 0.51 0.36 0.53 0.52 0.41 

19 6.2 279 0.75 0.63 0.58 0.36 0.51 0.59 0.33 

20 3.6 163 0.71 0.62 0.57 0.36 0.51 0.42 0.35 

1) 9th graders 2004 (Mattila 2005) 

2) Reversed items, Benchmarking items: “Mathematics is not one of my strengths”, “Mathematics is more 
difficult for me than for many of my classmates”. 

3) – 6) 12. I can manage even with the difficult tasks in Mathematics, 3* It is impossible for me to get good 
results in Mathematics, 1. Mathematics is an easy subject, and 11.* Many things in Mathematics are difficult. 
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Figures 10 and 11 illustrate three features from Table 12. First, especially in the lowest quartile, both the positive 
and negative version of the alternative items discriminate the students much better (item-rest correlation > .40) 
than the original items (.00 −< .30). Second, the item-rest correlations of the alternative items are much more 
stable in each achievement group compared with the original items. Third, the positive alternative is consistently 
higher discriminative than the negative alternative. Obviously, there is no evidence that the alternative items 
would operate in different cultures. Thus, there will be a need for a pre-test process in different cultural settings 
if the proposed changes will be considered. 

 

 

Figure 10. Item discrimination for item “Math is not one of my strengths” and its possible alternatives                  
in the Finnish version 

 

 

Figure 11. Item discrimination for item “Math is more different for me than for many of my classmates” and its 
possible alternatives in the Finnish version 
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The Finnish data suggests two alternatives: instead of the item “Math is not one of my strengths”, either a 
positive one “I can manage even the difficult tasks in Mathematics” or a negative one “It is impossible for me to 
get good results in Mathematics” may be used. Both operationalize “not my strengths” and both are consistently 
better in the lower achievers’ groups. Out of two alternatives, the positive one is recommendable from the 
accuracy perspective. Instead of the item “Mathematics is more difficult for me than for many of my classmates”, 
the data suggests either a positive one “Mathematics is an easy subject” or a negative one “Many things in 
Mathematics are difficult”, which are simpler and would generate the same kind of information. 

5. Discussion and Suggestions 

If there were no differences in the test characteristics between different cultures and achievement levels, the test 
can be seen culturally and achievement-wise unbiased. However, in several countries more than 25% of the 
students will get an inconsistent and biased test result because the test does not fit the intellectual level or culture 
of the students. On the basis of the results, it is evident that the shortened version of Fennema-Sherman 
Mathematic Attitude test as it is in use in TIMSS- and PISA datasets was found to be achievement-levelly and 
culturally biased. The low item-rest correlations (gXC< .20) and reliabilities (< .60) in score of “Self-Concept in 
MATH” as well as the low values of the model fit indices (e.g., NFI < .90) in CFA and fragmented factor 
structures in EFA suggest strongly to modify the Fennema-Sherman test when using it in the international testing 
settings. Notably, two complex negative items, “Mathematics is not one of my strengths” and “Mathematics is 
more difficult for me than for many of my classmates”, should be changed in order to maintain the good standard 
of testing. The items seem to be too complicated for the students in the lowest achievement groups.  

Though the results are based on large data and the analysis has been quite detailed, they carry three weaknesses. 
First, the data includes oversampling in some countries. For example, compared with the sample sizes in Taiwan 
(N = 4, 046) and Hong Kong (N = 3, 470) in the original set of data there are actually three samples from Canada 
(British Columbia, Ontario, and Quebec, N = 11, 660) and three samples from USA (USA, Massachusetts, and 
Minnesota, N = 11, 051) which produces strict over-sampling in dataset for some countries. This evidently has 
an effect to the results. Second, as discussed in Section 2.1 it is worth noting that when dividing the original 
dataset into 20 percentiles, none on the percentile shows Normal distribution; in percentiles 2–19 the population 
is merely uniform than normally distributed and the range in 1st and 20th percentile is much wider than with 
other groups because of representing the tail populations. There may thus be some estimation error in the 
parameters of CFA and EFA. However, because of the robust procedures with large sample sizes, the results can 
be taken stable. Third limitation in generalizing the results of the Finnish version of the test is that the Finnish 
version uses five-point Likert scale and the TIMSS- and PISA versions use four point scale. This causes that the 
measurement error in the Finnish version is lower than in the original version. This is not a drastic challenge 
because in any case there is need to pretest the new items before using them. 

The results raise some ideas for further development. First, on the basis of the systematic order of the item 
discrimination values analyzed in Section 3.1 (see Fig. 1), it seems that there is a kind of a hierarchy of 
complexity in negative items which could be utilized when constructing attitude tests in the international settings. 
A simplistic analysis of the differences between the items suggests a classification of negative items into five 
categories on the basis of their complexity:  

1) The simplest type of negative attitude item is a short and straight negative statement with extreme wording, 
such as “I hate mathematics”. It is notable that this item correlates quite well with the expected factor structure 
even in the lowest ability groups (see Table 5 in Section 3.3). These types of items are pure opinions with simple 
wordings and thus easy to judge even by the reasonably low level of abstract thinking.  

2) Somewhat more complex statements are such where there is a short and straight negative wording with a 
more abstract non-extreme expression, such as “Mathematics is boring”. Though the stem is short, the item 
includes an ambiguous word of “boring”: What is boring? How does one discriminate and evaluate the level of 
“boring”? Mathematics in school can be boring for those who are extremely good; on the other hand, 
mathematics can be boring for those who are extremely poor in understanding what is taught. Teaching can be 
boring; exercises can be boring – what are we seeking with an ambiguous term? Compared with the simplest 
stem, there is a need for more intellectual processing to judge whether the opinion is the same or the opposite.  

3) The third level complexity comes when the statement is short but includes ambiguous wordings and opposing 
trigger “not” like in “Mathematics is not one of my strengths” which really is a complex statement. How to 
measure strength? What actually is meant by “is NOT strength”? Is it weakness? Or is it in the middle range of 
my abilities? To make the judgment, there is a need for several decisions whereas the same kind of information 
can be gathered from much simpler sentence constructions, such as “I am weak in mathematics” or “I am (not) 
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good in mathematics”. Other options are discussed in Section 4. 

4) The fourth level complexity is found in the most complex and intellectually demanding wording in the TIMSS 
2007 attitude test; a long sentence with contradicting double expression and ambiguous wording coining a 
positive expression (such as “more”) with a negative expression (such as “difficult”) like in “Mathematics is 
more difficult for me than for many of my classmates”. Complexity comes first, from comparative trigger “more 
than” which needs ability to high level comparison, second, from several ambiguous words, such as, “difficult”, 
“many”, “more”, and their combinations which need several cognitive processes, and third, the long sentence 
which requires good working memory. The item would certainly be much more unambiguous to respond though 
giving the same information with just a straightforward wording “Mathematics is difficult/easy to me”. Some 
other alternatives are discussed in Section 4. 

5) The fifth level complexity is not in Fennema–Sherman scale as suggested, for example, in Mehrens and 
Lehmann (1991, 108, 201―202 and originally Edwards, 1957). This level complexity could be found in a 
double negative statement with ambiguous wording such as “Mathematics is not one of my weaknesses”—which 
obviously would have been at rick or quip, rather than a real statement.   

This hierarchy is, obviously, just a civilized guess of psychological processes in human brains. It would be 
interesting to try to verify the logic by an experimental design – or set of designs; the tools of cognitive 
psychology could be used in the process, for example. 

Another area to develop is more urgent: to amend the two ill-behaving negative items in the Fennema-Sherman 
test used in the international settings. In Section 4, relevant empirical evidence is given, on the basis of 
comparable modified Fennema-Sherman test, of items which could be used when replacing the challenging items. 
Above, some heuristic suggestions are also given. The alternatives are collected here. 

In the international testing settings, simpler items seem to operate better than complex ones. The following 
principle might be worth consideration as a basic rule of thumb: in the international testing settings, items from 
complexity Categories 1 or 2 should be used instead of items from Categories 3 and 4 (see description of 
categories above). When following the rule, the item “Mathematics is not one of my strengths” could be replaced 
by   

1) “I’m weak in mathematics” or  

2) “I’m (not) good in mathematics” discussed above, or by  

3) “I can manage even with the difficult tasks in Mathematics”, or  

4) “It is impossible for me to get good results in Mathematics” suggested in Section 4 on the basis of tested 
Finnish items.  

The item “Mathematics is more difficult for me than for many of my classmates” could be replaced by either  

1) “Mathematics is difficult for me” or  

2) “Mathematics is (not) easy for me” as discussed above, or by  

3) “Mathematics is an easy subject” or  

4) “Many things in Mathematics are difficult” as suggested in Section 4 on the basis of tested Finnish items.  

All eight alternatives belong to complexity categories 1 or 2. It is understood that any serious changes require 
that the suggested items be pre-tested with the international data. It is especially recommended that the 
pre-testing begins in East Asian- or Middle Eastern countries because the discrepancy between the models is 
largest in those areas. Another suggestion is that at least some of the negative items should be changed to 
positive ones. However, from the contemporary (North American-European?) psychometrical viewpoint, the 
negative items are important to ensure the consistency of the respondent. Though the positive alternatives to 
substituting the poor behaving items seem to be more discriminative (see Fig. 10 and 11), it is therefore 
recommended to reduce the number of negative items as low as possible—in practice to one negative item per 
dimension.  

Third possible area of further development is to perform deeper study of cultural issues behind the results – here 
only the technical aspect of the test was addressed. Especially, the East Asian well-performing countries (Korea, 
Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore) would be interested focus of further analysis: what kind of 
connection there are between the cultures and mental processes of the students in these countries where the 
learning results do not explain the possible unexpected fragmentation on the factor structure.   

The results raise two serious issues. First, the results challenge the whole idea of using one common test across 
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the globe to test mental structures. It especially challenges the idea of using an excessive number of negative 
items in the international attitude tests. No problem appears when testing and comparing students from the same 
types of cultures—like in students in the United States and in Europe. However, caution is wisdom when it 
comes to the comparison and inferring something over the datasets of Asia and Middle East or of Europe and 
Africa. Second, the connection of achievement level and factor deconstruction raises question of testing and 
reporting the results of the lowest achievement level students. If the respondent does not understand the abstract 
meaning in the attitude statement, or there are some (unknown) cultural elements connected to the pattern of 
response to the attitude items, the score does not mean anything when reliability remains low. When the 
reliability of the score is lower than  = 0.60 (as it is in the lowest achievement groups), one could use any 
Internet test to achieve the same, if not better, consistency than by using well-tested and well-documented 
Fennema–Sherman test. In any case, closer analysis is needed in interpreting the correlations between attitude 
scales and achievement scales in international comparisons; a more in-depth analysis of lower group connections 
should be carried out. 
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Abstract 

Using the method of counting mental units the study explored whether judged lengths and area in right triangles, 
squares, and disks were consistent with the geometric relationships in these surfaces. Judgments were found to 
consist with these relationships supporting the idea that they were fundamental measures of perceived extents. 
Fundamental measures obtained by mental counting differ from corresponding measures obtained by magnitude 
estimation, rating, and nonmetric scaling. Reasons are suggested as to why these other methods may be biased. 

Keywords: fundamental measurement, mental counting, magnitude estimation, rating, nonmetric scaling 

1. Introduction 

The fundamental measurement of a value of a physical or mental attribute is the counting of how many constant 
fundamental units of the attribute must be concatenated to reproduce the value being measured (Campbell, 1920). 
Units of measurement are fundamental when they cannot be described as a function of other units. In physics, 
examples are units of physical length, time, or mass. In psychology, examples are units of qualitatively different 
perceptual attributes such as loudness, brightness, length, etc. 

Krantz (1972) suggested applying fundamental measurement to perceived length and area since people would be 
able to count units of perceived length or area in linear or areal extents, respectively. The following tests support 
this suggestion. Participants who had made magnitude estimations of length of test lines reported concatenating 
an image of the standard line along the test lines (Hartley, 1977). This concatenation predicts that response time 
increases with the length of test lines and as the length of the standard line decreases. Both predictions have been 
empirically verified (Hartley, 1977, 1981; Reed, Hock, & Lockhead, 1983). Uhlarik, Pringle, Jordan, and Misceo 
(1980) found similar results for magnitude estimation of frontal size. 

Physical fundamental measurement arguably dates back to Euclid (Michell, 2003; Zudini, 2011) and has been 
formalized through axioms most notably by Hölder (1901). Reese (1943) applied this axiomatic formalization to 
psychology (Guilford, 1954, pp. 8–11). Subsequent variants of it are discussed in Falmagne (1985, ch. 2). It has 
been noted that the significance of these formalizations in psychology has been virtually nil (Cliff, 1992; Estes, 
1975; Schönemann, 1994). Before these formalizations are made, one needs to test whether people can properly 
concatenate a constant mental unit. The present study provided this test for perceived length and area. 

Indeed, it is an open question whether mental units of length or area used in direct judgments are constant while 
they are being concatenated. Another open question is whether this concatenation occurs correctly. Judgments of 
length or area made in mental units can be fundamental measures if these mental units are constant and correctly 
concatenated. One way to test this hypothesis is the following. 

Pythagoras’ theorem applies to the concept of right triangle. Suppose one is looking at a right triangle on a 
frontal parallel plane with this triangle sufficiently away from the borders of the visual field such that shape 
distortions are negligible. Pythagoras’ theorem applies to this visible triangle since this visible triangle has the 
geometrical properties that define the concept of a right triangle (Giaquinto, 2007). This consideration means 
that one can use Pythagoras’ theorem as a normative model to test judgments of area or side length of triangles. 
The idea to use the concept of surface area or Pythagoras’ theorem as normative models to study area or length 
judgment was proposed first by Anderson and Weiss (1971) and Weiss and Gardner (1979), respectively. 

If judgments of side length expressed in mental units turn out to be consistent with Pythagoras’ theorem, the idea 
that the mental unit is constant is supported. Analogous reasoning applies to the concept of surface area. 
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Let the judgments in mental units of the height, base length, hypotenuse length, and area of a frontal-parallel 
right triangle be JA, JB, JH, and JArea, respectively. If mental units of length and area are constant and properly 
concatenated and if mental units of length are the same for the legs and the hypotenuse, one has that 

                                      22

BAH JJJ   (1) 

and 

                                      BAArea JJkJ   (2) 

with k a constant of proportionality. 

The following experiments explored these relations. The participants were instructed to judge length in perceived 
centimeters (Stevens & Galanter, 1957). Parenthetically, it may be useful to consider that laymen believe that the 
method of judging length in perceived centimeters measures physical length in the physical domain. However 
this method measures perceived length in the phenomenal domain. For example, it allowed determining that the 
inverted-T illusion consists in a large phenomenal lengthening of the vertical line and in a somewhat smaller 
phenomenal shortening of the horizontal line (Masin & Vidotto, 1983). This new finding of a shortening of the 
horizontal line was robust in that it was later replicated using the method of constant stimuli (Rentmeister-Bryant, 
Slotnick, & Parker, 2000). 

The following experiments also served to test how the measurement of perceived length and perceived area by 
mental counting compared with the widely used methods of magnitude estimation, rating, and nonmetric scaling. 

2. Experiment 1 

2.1 Method 

2.1.1 Participants 

The participants were 24 university students. They were divided into three equally numerous groups, Groups 1, 2, 
and 3. 

2.1.2 Test and Standard Stimuli 

Test stimuli were black right triangles with one leg horizontal and the hypotenuse slanting down to the right. The 
values of height and base length were 1, 5, 9, 13, or 17 cm. Each test stimulus was presented continuously in the 
middle of a white frontal-parallel 37.5 × 28.5 cm monitor screen (Philips Brilliance 190B) until the respective 
trial terminated. Viewing distance was 165 cm. The illumination level was 150 lx. The set of 25 test stimuli with 
different combinations of leg lengths may be called the basic set. Table 1 lists these lengths for the basic set. 

The sets of test stimuli formed by 9 and by 3 copies of the basic set may be called the Sets A and B, respectively. 
For each stimulus, Set A was used to obtain three judgments of length of each leg and of the hypotenuse and Set 
B to obtain three judgments of area. The resulting 300 test stimuli were presented in randomly intermixed order. 

The stimuli of Set A were presented at the onset of the corresponding trial. The stimuli of Set B were presented 
1.5 s after the offset of one standard stimulus, or of two simultaneous standard stimuli, presented centrally for 
1.5 s. 

The single standard stimulus was used for Groups 1 and 2: a red disk with diameter of 5 cm. The two standard 
stimuli were used for Group 3: two horizontally-aligned horizontally-based red isosceles right triangles separated 
by a gap of 7 cm, with legs of 0.2 and of 20 cm, hypotenuse slanting down to the right, and smaller standard on 
the left. 

The monitor screen was set on a table at 55 cm from the table border closest to the participant. A horizontal 
40-cm measuring tape with markings for centimeters and millimeters was stuck on this border for viewing by the 
participant. 

2.1.3 Procedure 

For each test stimulus a 12-point letter in the upper left corner of the screen indicated whether to judge height, 
base length, hypotenuse length, or area. 

Groups 1–3 were instructed to judge length in perceived centimeters and fractions thereof. They were invited to 
refer to the measuring tape stuck on the border of the table in front of them. 

Groups 1–3 were asked to judge area as follows. 
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Group 1 (mental counting) was asked to count how many times the area of the smaller of the test and standard 
stimuli could be contained in the area of the other including possible fractions. This number was taken as the 
response when the standard stimulus was judged to be equal or smaller than the test stimulus, and the reciprocal 
of this number was taken as the response when the test stimulus was judged equal or smaller than the standard 
stimulus.  

Group 2 (magnitude estimation) was asked to assign a number to the area of the test stimulus given that the area 
of the standard stimulus was 100 with the examples of a stimulus area 3 times larger or 3 times smaller than that 
of the standard stimulus.  

Group 3 (rating) was asked to rate the area of the test stimulus with the areas of the smaller and larger standard 
stimuli being 1 and 100, respectively. 

3. Results for Length 

Table 1 presents the results. The three middle columns report mean judged height, base length, and hypotenuse 
length. The three columns on the right report mean counted numbers of units, magnitude estimates, and ratings 
of area from Groups 1–3, respectively. 

 

Table 1. Dimensions of test stimuli and mean judgments of length and area from Experiment 1 

 

Stimulus  

 Leg length (cm)  Mean judged length Mean judged area 

 Height Base  Height Base Hypot. Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

 1   1  1  1.1 1.2 1.6 .12 12.2  3.9 
 2   1  5  1.1 5.3 5.6 .25 28.3  6.9 

 3   1  9  1.2 8.8 8.9 .33 37.0  9.5 

 4   1 13  1.1 12.9 12.6 .41 35.8 10.5 

 5   1 17  1.2 16.4 17.0 .42 49.2 11.6 

 6   5  1  5.3 1.1 5.6 .31 26.9  6.8 

 7   5  5  5.3 5.2 6.9 .86 76.7 15.9 

 8   5  9  5.6 8.7 9.6 1.37 113.8 18.2 

 9   5 13  5.4 12.0 12.5 2.03 158.8 21.2 

10   5 17  5.4 16.0 15.5 2.17 199.0 23.4 

11   9  1  9.3 1.1 9.3 .36 35.4  8.8 

12   9  5  8.7 5.4 10.0 1.40 110.8 19.1 

13   9  9  9.0 9.2 11.6 2.01 164.2 24.2 

14   9 13  9.1 12.5 14.2 2.75 225.0 31.0 

15   9 17  8.9 15.6 16.3 3.53 306.3 32.2 

16  13  1  13.4 1.1 13.2 .37 42.3 10.4 

17  13  5  12.7 5.4 13.6 1.90 157.5 22.2 

18  13  9  12.8 8.9 14.6 3.15 231.7 28.3 

19  13 13  12.8 12.6 16.3 4.23 340.8 38.2 

20  13 17  12.6 16.6 18.1 5.02 375.8 46.0 

21  17  1  17.4 1.1 17.3 .46 54.8 12.6 

22  17  5  17.0 5.2 17.2 2.09 194.6 24.0 

23  17  9  16.2 8.9 17.7 3.77 301.7 34.0 

24  17 13  16.1 12.4 19.1 4.96 406.3 50.3 

25  17 17  16.6 16.3 20.2 6.67 510.4 62.0 

 

3.1 Legs 

The following analyses support the hypothesis that participants judged height (JA) and base length (JB) using 
virtually the same mental unit. A 2 (orientation) × 5 (judged leg) × 5 (non-judged leg) analysis of variance 
showed the effect of orientation was significant with that of non-judged leg not significant, F(1,23) = 4.7, p < .05, 
and F(4,92) = 2.1, respectively. The effect of orientation occurred essentially only for long and thin stimuli. With 
stimuli with the shortest leg excluded from analysis, all factors except judged leg and all interactions were not 
significant, F(1,23) = 3.3, F(3,69) = 0.4 or 2.1, F(4,92) = 1.5, and F(12,276) = 1.6 or 1.7. 

In Figure 1, to visually emphasize the negligible effect of orientation, mean judged leg length was plotted against 
physical length. The line shows a least-squares fit to a mean straight line with slope not significantly different 



www.ccsenet.org/ijps International Journal of Psychological Studies Vol. 4, No. 3; 2012 

26 
 

from 1 and positive intercept significantly different from 0, t(23) = 1.35 and t(23) = 4.11, p < .001, respectively. 
The quadratic trend of judged leg length was not significant, F(1,23) = 2.4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Mean judged height and base length of right triangles plotted against physical length 

 

3.2 Hypotenuse 

The following analysis shows that the mental unit for the hypotenuse was not constant. In each of 10 pairs of 
stimuli, hypotenuse length was the same and the longer leg was vertical in one stimulus and horizontal in the 
other. A 2 (orientation) × 10 (hypotenuse) analysis of variance showed that orientation and the interaction were 
significant, F(1,23) = 26.9, p < .001, and F(9,207) = 2.8, p < .005, respectively. These results agree with those of 
Weiss and Gardner (1979) and with the finding that produced line length varies with line inclination (Hartley, 
1977). 

3.3 Pythagoras’ Theorem 

Figure 2, left diagram, shows mean judged hypotenuse length (JH) plotted against mean perceived hypotenuse 
length calculated by Equation 1. With mental units constant and properly concatenated, Equation 1 predicts that 
data points lie on the straight line with slope 1 and intercept 0. Obtained data points progressively deviated from 
this line as hypotenuse length increased, RMSD = 1.13. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Mean judged hypotenuse length (left) and mean judged hypotenuse length raised to the power of 1.023 
(right) plotted against mean calculated perceived hypotenuse length 

 

This deviation may be due to the nonconstancy of the mental length unit for the hypotenuse. This nonconstancy 
can be compensated by transforming judged hypotenuse length from JH to JH

q
. In Figure 2 the right diagram 

shows mean JH
q
 with q = 1.023 plotted against mean calculated perceived hypotenuse length yielding the 

minimum RMSD of 0.68. Transformed data points lie fairly well on the straight line with slope 1 and intercept 0. 
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3.4 Conclusion 

The results support the possibility that JA and JB were fundamental measures of perceived length expressed in 
virtually the same constant mental unit with JH expressed in a nonconstant mental unit. If JA and JB are 
fundamental measures then the transformed judgments of hypotenuse length, JH

q
, also are fundamental measures. 

4. Results for Area 

Figure 3 shows mean counted numbers of units, magnitude estimates, and ratings of area plotted against mean 
perceived area calculated by the expression JA  JB / 2. The curves show least squares fits to a standard power 
function with exponent 0.91, 0.84, or 0.68. 

The near-unity exponent for the method of counting mental units indicates a nearly constant mental unit of area. 

For judged area of the 10 pairs of stimuli considered above, orientation and the interaction were not significant 
for Groups 1–3, F(1,7) = 0.5 and F(9,63) = 0.5, F(1,7) = 0.3 and F(9,63) = 0.3, and F(1,7) = 0.2 and F(9,63) = 
0.5, respectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. For different judgment methods, mean judged area plotted against mean calculated perceived            
area of right triangles 

 

5. Experiment 2 

The curvature in the data in Figure 3 may depend on the shape transformations required to mentally concatenate 
a disk in triangles or triangles in a disk. This hypothesis was tested using a square as the standard stimulus for 
judging the area of squares and disks. It was assumed that it was easier to concatenate a square in a square or in a 
disk rather than for example a disk in a triangle. 

5.1 Participants 

Ten university students participated in each of two sessions, Sessions 1 and 2. Session 2 took place few minutes 
after Session 1. 

5.2 Method for Session 1 

5.2.1 Stimuli 

Stimulus presentation and viewing conditions were identical to those used for Experiment 1. Each test stimulus 
was a horizontally-based black square or was a black disk presented continuously in the middle of the screen 
until the respective trial terminated. Table 2 lists the sides and diameters used for the stimuli. 

The standard stimulus was a horizontally-based red square with side of 4.5 cm. Its left and bottom sides were at 
0.4 cm from the respective left and bottom sides of the screen. For each side and each diameter of test stimuli, 
the standard stimulus either appeared 3 s before the test stimulus for 1.5 s with interstimulus interval of 1.5 s or 
appeared 1.5 s before the test stimulus remaining visible until the trial terminated. (Test stimuli used in Session 1 
were used in Session 2 without the standard stimuli. In Session 1, the successive and simultaneous presentations 
of standard stimuli served to test whether the perceptual presence of the standard stimuli significantly influenced 
the participants’ judgments. The statistical analysis reported below showed that it did not.) There were a total of 
32 trials. The set of these 32 trials was presented 5 times consecutively with trials in random order. 
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5.2.2 Procedure 

The participants were asked to report the number of times the smaller stimulus surface could be contained in the 
larger one, including possible fractions. 

5.3 Method for Session 2 

5.3.1 Stimuli 

Stimuli, presentation conditions, viewing conditions, and number of randomly presented trials were identical to 
those used in Session 1. No standard stimulus was used. 

5.3.2 Procedure 

The participants were asked to judge the lengths of side and perimeter of stimulus squares and of diameter and 
circumference of stimulus disks in perceived centimeters and fractions thereof. Hereafter these lengths are called 
side, perimeter, diameter, and circumference, respectively. On the upper left corner of the monitor screen a 
12-point letter indicated for each stimulus which length to judge. 

6. Results and Discussion 

Table 2 reports mean judgments of side, perimeter, diameter, circumference, and square and disk area. A 2 (shape) 
× 2 (mode of presentation of standard) × 8 (area) ANOVA showed that all factors except area and all interactions 
were not significant, Fs(1,9) = .09 to 2.9 and Fs(7,63) = 1.0 to 1.7. 

 

Table 2. Dimensions of test stimuli and mean judgments of length and area from Experiment 2 

Physical length (cm)  Mean judged length Mean judged area 

Side  Diameter  Side Perimeter Diameter Circumference Square Disk 

   1.5   1.69    1.49   5.72  1.69    4.44  0.13   0.14 
   3.0   3.39    2.86  10.00  3.44    9.98  0.48   0.55 

   4.5   5.08    4.24  15.49  4.73   14.40  0.98   0.88 

   6.0   6.77    5.43  21.14  6.20   17.62  1.53   1.43 

   7.5   8.46    6.71  25.60  7.43   19.66  2.50   2.10 

   9.0  10.15    8.36  30.44  9.26   23.40  3.64   3.16 

  10.5  11.85    9.67  35.95 10.27   28.00  4.85   4.71 

  12.0  13.54   10.81  41.58 12.34   31.74  6.20   6.07 

 

6.1 Psychophysical Functions 

Figure 4 shows mean judgments of side and diameter and of square and disk area plotted against physical length 
and physical area, respectively. In each diagram a curve represents a least-squares fit to a mean standard power 
function with additive offset and with exponent of 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Mean judged lengths of side and diameter and mean judged areas of square and disk plotted against 
physical length and area, respectively 
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6.2 Calculated Perimeter and Circumference 

Figure 5 shows mean judged perimeter and circumference plotted against mean perceived length calculated by 
the expressions 4 · JL and π · JD, with JL and JD being the mean judged side and diameter, respectively. Two lines 
represent the straight line with unit slope and zero intercept. The results support the hypothesis that mental units 
of length were nearly constant for relatively short perimeters and circumferences, progressively increasing with 
perimeter or circumference for relatively long lengths. 

By magnitude estimation with no designated standard and no assigned modulus, Teghtsoonian and Teghtsoonian 
(1971) had participants judge diameter and circumference of circles. The judged circumference was less than the 
circumference calculated from the respective judged diameter, but in this case it is very possible that participants 
used different moduli for diameter and circumference. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Mean judged lengths of perimeter and circumference plotted against the corresponding mean calculated 
perceived length 

 

6.3 Calculated Area 

Figure 6 shows mean judged square and disk areas plotted against mean JL
2
 and mean π · JL

2
 / 4, respectively. 

The left and right curves represent least-squares fits to a standard power function with exponent 0.99 and 1.03, 
respectively. These exponents show that counts of mental units of length or area were fundamental measures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Mean judged areas of square and disk plotted against mean calculated perceived areas of square and 
disk, respectively 
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6.4 Introspective Reports 

6.4.1 Length 

At the end of the experiment, all participants reported that they judged the perimeter by multiplying judged side 
by 4. Eight participants reported judging the circumference by first imaginally straightening the circumference 
and subsequently counting the centimeters contained in it. Five reported straightening the entire circumference, 
one straightening half of it multiplying its judged length by 2, and two straightening 1/4 of it multiplying its 
judged length by 4. The remaining participants reported concatenating one centimeter along the circumference 
without mentally straightening the circumference. Participants can compare distances along curves by mentally 
tracing the curves (Jolicoeur, Ullman, & Mackay, 1991; Pringle & Egeth, 1988). It is undecided whether the 
participants in the present study tried to verbalize mental tracing or a mental operation specific to the judgment 
task such as mental straightening. 

6.4.2 Area 

At the end of the experiment, nine and eight participants reported not knowing the formulas for calculating the 
circumference and area of a disk, respectively. Three participants recalled the formulas after a relatively long 
effort of memory. This effort and the related nonverbal behavior indicated that they did not recall these formulas 
during the experiment. 

7. General Discussion 

7.1 Verification of Fundamental Measurement 

Concatenating a mental unit of measurement requires transformations of information: linear extents varying in 
inclination must be mentally rotated, curved extents must be mentally traced or straightened, and unit surfaces 
must be mentally transformed to be fit in the test surfaces. The present results show that mental transformations 
of information may impair the constancy of mental units during concatenation depending on extent length and 
surface shape. 

If judgments of hypotenuse length are fundamental measures, Equation 1 predicts that the straight line with slope 
1 and intercept 0 describes the relation between these judgments and perceived hypotenuse length calculated 
from judgments of leg length. In Figure 2 the left diagram shows that this prediction was closely confirmed only 
for relatively short hypotenuse lengths while the right diagram shows that this prediction was closely confirmed 
for all lengths of the hypotenuse when the nonconstancy of the mental unit for the hypotenuse was compensated 
by transforming JH to JH

1.023
. 

If judgments of leg length and area are fundamental measures, Equation 2 predicts that judgments of area are 
related linearly to perceived area calculated from corresponding judgments of leg length. In Figure 3 the left 
diagram shows that this prediction was closely confirmed when mental shape transformations were difficult. 
When this difficulty was minimized, Figure 6 shows that the prediction was more satisfactorily verified. 

The results allow one to conclude that judgments of frontal length and frontal area made by mental counting are 
fundamental measures, at least approximately. 

7.2 Comparison of Methods 

7.2.1 Magnitude Estimation and Rating 

Counting of units, magnitude estimation, and rating are distinct methods. For area, they yield exponents of the 
psychophysical power function of about 1, 0.8, and 0.4 as shown in Figure 4, Wagner (2006, p. 87), and Stevens 
& Guirao (1963), respectively. These differences in exponent may be interpreted as follows. 

Complexity of numerical processing affects judgments (Baird, Kreindler, & Jones, 1971; Barth & Paladino, 2011; 
Booth & Siegler, 2006; DeCarlo, 2005; Duda, 1975; Ekman, Hosman, Lindman, Ljungberg, & Åkesson, 1968; 
Jones & Marcus, 1961). Mental counting required minimal numerical processing. Magnitude estimation required 
at least multiplying counts of units by the modulus of the standard, calculating the reciprocal of these counts for 
test stimuli smaller than the standard, and processing the numerical information in the introductory example to 
the method. Rating required a more complicated numerical processing. Magnitude estimation and rating could 
have also involved the evaluation of quantity relations not required in the counting of mental units. 

7.2.2 Nonmetric Scaling 

The exponent of the psychophysical power function found by fundamental measurement is about 1 for length 
and area (Figures 1 and 4) and that found by nonmetric scaling varies from 0.46 to 0.87 for length and from 0.65 
to 0.89 for area (Markley, Ayers, & Rule, 1969; Parker, Schneider, & Kanow, 1975; Petrusic, Baranski, & 
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Kennedy, 1998; Petrusic & Jamieson, 1979; Rule & Curtis, 1970; Schneider & Bissett, 1988). Using nonmetric 
scaling, Young (1970) found an exponent of 1 for length. However, this result is not pertinent to our case since 
stimulus lines were varied in a very small range and were presented in conditions such that their lengths were 
barely discriminable. Using largely different stimuli, Schneider and Bissett (1988) found an exponent of 1 for 
both length and area in one group of participants. However, using the same stimuli, they found an exponent of 
0.85 for length and of 0.89 for area in a different group of participants. 

One can interpret these differences in exponent as follows. Assume the psychophysical function is 

                                       Ψ = a · Φ
β

 + b (3) 

with a, b, and β constant and Ψ and Φ the sensory and stimulus magnitudes, respectively. For n values of Φ 
yielding n different values of Ψ, for each possible β there are n  (n – 1) / 2 absolute differences between values 
of Ψ. For each β, these differences may be ranked in terms of size, say, from the smallest to the largest. This 
ranking is independent of a and b. We may call it the ranking of differences for short. 

For a given n, nonmetric scaling requires each participant to generate a ranking of differences by subjectively 
ranking all possible absolute differences between values of Ψ. This empirical ranking of sensory differences is 
used to numerically recover an estimate of the corresponding β, assuming the response used by participants to 
rank the sensory differences varies monotonically with these differences (Shepard, 1962). 

Equation 3 implies that there are ranges of values of β within each of which each β has the same ranking of 
differences. Numerically, with β varying in steps of .01 and for the case of equidistant stimuli represented by the 
integers 1 to n with n = 6, 8, 10, or 20 as values for Φ, I determined these ranges for all combinations of β and n. 

Figure 7 shows the results for each n. In each diagram the abscissa represents β and the ordinate represents the 
ends of the range of the values of β that specify the same ranking of differences specified by the corresponding β 
represented on the abscissa. Thick and thin lines show the lower and upper ends of this range, respectively. 

Figure 7 shows that the number of rankings of differences discriminated by nonmetric scaling increases with n. 
For n = 6, this method discriminates between only four rankings of differences. Discrimination of rankings of 
differences may be barely acceptable for n = 8 and may be satisfactory for n = 10 or larger. These conditions of 
acceptability match those determined by numerical correlation analysis (Shepard, 1966). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. For 6, 8, 10, or 20 stimuli, the abscissa represents the exponent of the psychophysical power function 
and the ordinate the ends of the range of the exponents that specify the same ranking of differences specified by 

the exponent on the abscissa. Thick and thin lines show the lower and upper ends of this range, respectively 
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Nonmetric scaling may spuriously produces exponents lower than 1 for the following reason. Assume that β = 1. 
Figure 7 shows that the ranking of differences specified by a potential β of 1 is also specified by a large range of 
other values of β. This range is 0.53–1 for n = 6, 0.7–1 for n = 8, and 0.78–1 for n = 10. Thus, depending on the 
chosen n from 6 to 10, nonmetric scaling may yield exponents ranging anywhere from 0.53 to 1. The nonmetric 
scaling studies mentioned above used values of n varying from 6 to 10. 
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Abstract 

The Family-of-Origin Scale (FOS) is a 40-item rating scale in which respondents provide a retrospective 
assessment of the family in which they were raised. While the FOS was found to be psychometrically sound, 
there has been a history of controversy about the scale’s factor structure. A recent study published in this journal 
(Petrogiannis & Softas-Nall, 2010) found a seven factor solution for the FOS. After reviewing the research on 
the FOS, including factor analytic studies, we present and interpret the results of a factor analysis based on data 
obtained from a U.S. university sample in which nine factors emerged.  

Keywords: family assessment, psychometrics, Family-of-Origin theory 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Family-of-Origin Scale 

Within family therapy, the family of origin is the basis of both psychodynamic and Bowenian approaches to 
treatment. Bowen’s (1978) theory best elaborates on the impact of the family of origin on adult mental health. 
He indicates that there are two key dimensions – the intellectual-emotional dichotomy and the tension between 
togetherness and individuality. When these dimensions are appropriately balanced, an individual is said to be 
well differentiated. A well-differentiated person is one that is able to maintain intimate relationships while 
simultaneously possessing a strong sense of individual identity that is maintained despite familial pressures. One 
of the few scales based in family therapy theory, The Family-of-Origin Scale (FOS; Hovestadt, Anderson, Piercy, 
Cochran, & Fine, 1985) assesses differentiation through its two primary dimensions of Autonomy and Intimacy. 

Other historically oriented family therapists, such as the object relations school, suggest that the family of origin 
exerts its impact through internalized representations of important relationships –typically those between a 
parent and child (Nichols, 2011). These internalized objects, in turn, serve as unconscious models of close 
relationships and are likely to be activated when intimate relationships are being established in young adulthood. 
Object relations theorists believe that individuals project relationship expectations on to intimate others and may 
unconsciously try to mold important others according to these representations (Framo, 1976). Importantly, from 
this perspective, the family that is internally represented, whether it is objectively accurate, is the relationship 
representation that guides formation of intimate relationships in adulthood (Searight, 1997). 

The Family of Origin Scale (FOS; Hovestadt, et al., 1985) is a 40 item retrospective instrument in which 
individuals rate the family in which they were raised. Conceptually, the FOS is based upon two overarching 
constructs—Autonomy and Intimacy—each of which is represented by five subscales. The subscales were 
influenced by Beavers’ and colleagues description of five constructs characterizing healthy families: power 
structure, family individuation, acceptance of separation and loss, perceptions of reality, and affect (Lewis, 
Beavers, Gossett, & Phillips, 1976). Beginning with its original publication in 1985, the FOS has been used in a 
variety of studies. For example, an adolescent version of the FOS was administered to clinical and non-clinical 
samples of adolescents currently residing with their families and found that the scale discriminated between 
adolescents in substance abuse treatment, psychiatric inpatient programs, and non-clinical groups (Niedermeier, 
Searight, Handal, Manley, & Brown, 1995; Searight, Manley, Binder, Krohn & Rogers. 1991). 

During the first decade after its publication, the FOS was the subject of considerable controversy. Much of this 
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controversy centered on the scale’s construct validity, which was examined in a series of factor analytic studies. 
A key issue in this controversy was whether the FOS does indeed measure multiple distinct aspects of one's 
family of origin or whether adults retrospectively rating their families perceive their early family experiences as 
“all good" or “all bad” (Gavin & Wamboldt, 1992; Kline & Newman, 1994; Lee, Gordon, & O’Dell, 1989; 
Mazer, Mangrum, Hovestadt & Brashear, 1990; Schouten, 1996).  

1.2 The Family-of-Origin Scale: Psychometric Properties 

Traditional psychometric studies consistently found that the FOS was reliable. There was also evidence of 
discriminant validity with some support for construct validity. 

Hovestadt et al. (1985), in the original FOS study, reported two week test-retest reliabilities of .97 for the scale 
overall with a median of .77 for the 20 Autonomy items and .73 for Intimacy. Internal consistency, as measured 
by Chronbach’s alpha, was .97 (Hovestadt, et al., 1985).  

Customary construct and criterion validity for scales of this type are somewhat challenging to establish since the 
instrument reflects a specific perspective on family health. However, in keeping with object relations theory, it is 
likely that “…the individual’s perception… [of their family]… may be a more proximal determinant of the rating 
than the actual health of the family, itself ” (Gavin & Wamboldt, 1992; p. 186). It is likely that external ratings of 
family functioning by a non-relative and even ratings by members of the same family may differ (Gavin & 
Wamboldt, 1992) since everyone is likely to have a unique internal representation of their family-of-origin 
experience. 

With this caveat, there have been a number of studies suggesting that the FOS meets conventional psychometric 
standards for construct and criterion validity. Support for construct and criterion validity come from studies in 
which the FOS was significantly and positively correlated with other established family assessment measures 
such as the Family Relations Index from the Family Environment Scale (Gavin & Wamboldt, 1992; Holahan & 
Moos, 1982), and Affectional and Associational Solidarity Toward Mother and Father measures (Bengston & 
Scharder, 1985; Gavin & Wamboldt, 1992). In addition, each of two FOS short forms generated by Ryan et al. 
(1995) were found to be associated with the Family History of Distress section of the Marital Satisfaction 
Inventory (Snyder, 1982). 

Less direct support for construct validity comes from research in which the relationship between the FOS and 
individual measures of adjustment are examined. In this regard, the FOS has been found to be significantly and 
positively associated with the 16 Personality Factor scale’s dimensions of emotional stability, conscientiousness 
and practicality (Lee, Gordon & O’Dell, 1989). Lower total FOS scores, suggesting a lower level of family 
health, were associated with 16 PF dimensions assessing apprehensiveness, dependence on others, tension and 
lower emotional stability (Lee, et al., 1989). Yelsma and colleagues found that an empirically-derived, 
abbreviated 22 item version of the FOS correlated with three dimensions of the Toronto Alexithymia 
Scale-“impaired abilities to identify feelings, impaired abilities to describe feelings, and externally oriented 
thinking processes” (p. 359). The inverse association with affective measures and the FOS is compatible with 
Bowen’s view of individual well-being as reflecting the ability to choose between emotional and cognitive 
responses to others. 

One approach to determining a scale’s criterion and construct validity—particularly when the conceptual 
background of the instrument makes it difficult to find another, psychometrically-established instrument 
assessing a related construct-- is through the contrasted groups approach. Two studies found that the FOS 
discriminated between self-defined adult children of alcoholics (ACOAs) and non-clinical groups. Capps and 
colleagues (Capps, Searight, Russo, Temple, & Rogers, 1993) found that self-defined adult children of alcoholics 
(ACOA) obtained significantly lower scores on all 10 subscales as well as the total FOS score compared with a 
sample of undergraduate and graduate university students. A discriminant function analysis based upon the FOS, 
correctly classified 88% of the participants into ACOA and non-ACOA groups. A recent study of African 
American undergraduate students found significant differences between ACOAs and non-ACOAs on the total 
FOS score and corresponding differences in alcohol consumption (Hall, 2010). 

A recent Polish study found that adolescents with eating disorders (bulimia and anorexia) as well as those with 
major depressive disorder scored lower on several subscales on both the autonomy and intimacy dimensions of 
the FOS (Jozefik & Pilecki, 2010). Lee, Gordon, and O’Dell (1989) found that FOS scores discriminated 
between psychotherapy patients and non-patients. However, of note, pre-post FOS scores of those receiving a 
course of psychotherapy did not differ- suggesting that these retrospective perceptions of one’s family have 
robust stability.  
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1.3 The Family-of-Origin Scale: Factor Structure 

The factor structure of the FOS has significant implications for the conceptual model upon which the scale is 
based. Hovestadt et al. (1985) viewed the instrument as assessing two overarching dimensions, Autonomy and 
Intimacy, with five subscales associated with each. At minimum, it would be expected that factor analytic studies 
would yield two factors accounting for approximately equal amounts of the total variance. 

 

Table 1. The Family-of-Origin Scale: previous factor analytic studies 

Authors Participants Number of Factors Variance Accounted for by 

Factors I-V 

Lee, Gordon, & O’Dell (1989) 100 participants- patients in or 

seeking psychotherapy;40  

males-median age=35; 60 

females-median age=35 

10 I=38.7% 

II-6.0% 

III=5.5% 

IV=4.6% 

V=3.6% 

Mazer, et al. (1990) 442 undergraduate students;  age 

range: 18-26 

7 I=40.0% 

II=4.8% 

III=4.0% 

IV=3.2% 

V=3.0% 

Mazer, et al. (1990) 340 college sophomores 7 I=41.0% 

II=4.9% 

III=4.1% 

IV=3.3% 

V=2.9% 

Gavin and Wamboldt (1992) 63 “premarital couples”-- mean age 

males: 25.5 yrs, females: 24.4 yrs 

10 I=43.4% 

II=6.8% 

III=4.9% 

IV=4.0% 

V=3.3% 

Kline and Newman (1994) 162 males; mean age: 35 yrs. 10 I=20% 

II=16% 

III=4% 

IV=4% 

V=4% 

Ryan, Kawash, Fine, & Powell 

(1994) 

132 participants—from random 

telephone directory selection and from 

marital and family therapists; 69 

males-mean age=36.6 yrs; 63 females; 

mean age=39.3 yrs 

7 I=17.91% 

II=12.88 % 

III=10.96% 

IV=10.24% 

V=7.48% 

Petrogiannis and Softas-Hall (2010) 306 Greek university students;  81 

males, 225 females; mean age: 21 yrs 

7 I=37.8% 

II=5.70% 

III=4.07% 

IV=3.72%  

V=3.47% 



www.ccsenet.org/ijps International Journal of Psychological Studies Vol. 4, No. 3; 2012 

37 
 

Published factor analytic studies of the FOS are summarized in Table 1. As noted by Petrogiannis and 
Softas-Hall (2010), nearly all of the published factor analytic studies of the FOS have employed principal 
components analysis with some investigators reporting orthogonal varimax rotations. Of seven factor analytic 
studies of the FOS, five have yielded a single factor accounting for approximately 40% of the variance and a 
series of smaller factors each of which accounts for 7% or less of the total variance. However, Kline and 
Newman (1994) and Ryan et al. (1994) found a more evenly distributed pattern of variance accounted for by two 
to four factors (See table 1). As noted above, most factor analytic studies do not directly support a two factor 
model with Kline and Newman’s study being a possible exception. They indicated that most of the variance in 
the scale can be accounted for by one unitary factor. Other studies suggested a 7 to 9 factor structure for the scale 
– indirectly suggesting that the FOS does measure multiple distinct components of the respondent’s family of 
origin.  

Those finding a large initial factor such as Lee, Gordon, and O'Dell have concluded that respondents tend to see 
their families as “all good” or “all bad”, and do not differentiate between specific dimensions of family 
functioning. Similarly, Yelsma and colleagues (2000) concluded that one factor that included 22 items accounts 
for most (44%) of the interpretable variance in the FOS. Based upon the factor loadings, they concluded that this 
single factor assesses “ [the]individual’s perceived level of expressive atmosphere in his/her family of origin” (p. 
357). These 22 items comprised a new instrument, the Family-of-Origin Expressive Atmosphere Scale (Yelsma, 
Hovestadt, Anderson, & Nilsson, 2000)  

1.4 Current Study 

Multiple literature searches did not locate any factor analytic studies on the FOS published in in the past 
decade—with one recent exception. Petrogiannis and Softas-Hall (2010) published a factor analysis of the FOS 
in a Greek sample. These authors found a total of seven factors and an initial factor, accounting for nearly 38% 
percent of the variance. The purpose of the current study is to compare results of the Greek investigation of the 
factor structure of the FOS with a contemporary sample of U.S. university students.  

2. Method 

2.1 Participants 

The data that served as the basis for this factor analysis was originally obtained in a study of eating behavior, 
body image, and perceptions of the family-of-origin. The study is described elsewhere (Blackmer, Searight, & 
Ratwik, 2011). Participants were 103 university students at a Midwestern U.S. University. By gender, there were 
47 were males and 56 females. Ages ranged from 18 to 25 years with a mean of 19.84 years). Approximately 
90% of the sample was of White European background (Blackmer, Searight, & Ratwik, 2011). 

2.2 Instrument and Procedure 

The Family-of-Origin Scale (FOS; Hovestadt, et al., 1985) is a 40 item measure with each item rated on a 1 to 5 
Likert scale according to the respondent’s level of agreement with each statement (1=Strongly Disagree; 5= 
Strongly Agree). The items are all worded in the past tense with the instruction to respond based on the 
respondent’s experience growing up in their family. The 40 items are grouped into two overarching 
dimensions—each of which includes five subscales. The Autonomy dimension includes: Openness to Others, 
Clarity of Expression, Responsibility, Respect for Others, Acceptance of Separation and Loss; while the Intimacy 
dimension is comprised of the Mood and Tone, Range of Feelings, Conflict Resolution, Empathy for Others and 
Trust subscales.  

Twenty of the rated items are stated in the affirmative while the remaining twenty are stated negatively. To 
maintain uniformity, all of the negatively worded items are scored so that the highest rating (“5”) indicates the 
respondent’s strong disagreement with the item’s content. As noted in the review above, the FOS has 
demonstrated reliability and validity. 

The FOS protocols were scored according to Hovestadt, et al.’s (1985) guidelines. Individual items for each 
protocol were entered into an SPSS file for analysis. 

Results of a principal components analysis were initially examined. To attempt to reduce overlap and optimize 
factor loadings, a Varimax rotation was conducted (Kline, 1994). To determine the number of factors in the 
solution, the criterion of an eigenvalue greater than one was used.  
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3. Results 

Table 2. Varimax rotation of Family-of-Origin Scale: factor loadings 

Items 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1  .373       .416 
2 .304 .627   .400     
3 .606 .340   .309     
4 .369 .322      .464  
5        .749  
6 .334 .537    .319    
7  .660        
8      .743    
9       .744   
10   .801       
11 .382     .393    
12   .609       
13  .446   .423  .397  .439 
14         .679 
15 .433 .446     .303  .383 
16       .740   
17  .632   .344   .357  
18  .366      .551  
19  .307  .423  .314   .319 
20          
21  .715        
22 .537 .524        
23 .332 .319   .337     
24    .438  .567 .419   
25    .306      
26     .745     
27    .339  .463 .431   
28    .622    .351  
29    .565      
30 .615 .390        
31 .399 .614       .303 
32 .704         
33 .426    .575     
34 .337  .359 .610      
35 .401 .331  .508      
36   .608   .302    
37     .543     
38 .318   .307  .484  .364  
39 .740  .324       
40 .692   .314      

Factor loadings above .30 are included above 

 

The total mean FOS score as well as that for males and females were comparable to figures reported by 
Petrogiannis & Softas-Hall (2010). Of note, there were no statistically significant differences between the U.S. 
sample and the Greek participants on any of the individual items or for the total FOS score. 

For the current sample of participants, the FOS demonstrated substantial internal consistency reliability with a 
Chronbach’s alpha of .97 for the 40 item instrument. This value is consistent with alpha levels reported by 
Petrogiannis and Softas-Hall (2010) as well as by earlier FOS investigators (Gavin & Wamboldt, 1992; 
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Hovestadt, et al., 1985; Ryan et al., 1994).  

A principal components factor analysis yielded a total of nine factors based on the criterion of an Eigenvalue 
greater than one. The initial factor accounted for 39% of the variance. When taken together, the factors emerging 
from the principal components analysis accounted for approximately 69% of the variance.  

We then conducted a Varimax rotation which is depicted in Table 2. While nine factors were extracted and the 
overall variance explained was comparable to that obtained in the principal components analysis (see Table 3), 
the factor loadings, based on the principle of orthogonality, led to a more distinct pattern. Compared with the 
principal components pattern, the Varimax analysis, suggested that, while there was some overlap of items 
between factors, this redundancy was reduced allowing greater clarity of interpretation (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, 
& Grablowsky, 1979). 

 

Table 3. Eigenvalues and percentage of variance accounted for by 9 factor solution (principal components and 
varimax rotation) 

 Initial Eigenvalues Rotation Sum of Squares Loadings 

Factor Total Percentage of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

Percentage of 

Variance 

Total Percentage of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

Percentage 

of Variance

1  15.641 39.102 39.102 4.926 12.314 12.314 

2   2.181  5.452 44.554 4.644 11.610 23.924 

3   1.944  4.860 49.414 3.718 9.295 33.219 

4   1.674  4.186 53.599 2.883 7.208 40.427 

5   1.497  3.742 57.342 2.541 6.353 46.780 

6   1.303  3.529 60.601 2.530 6.326 53.106 

7   1.215  3.038 63.639 2.482 6.205 59.311 

8   1.200  3.001 66.640 2.185 5.463 64.773 

9   1.033  2.582 69.222 1.780 4.449 69.222 

 

4. Discussion 

The current U.S. university sample obtained similar individual item and total FOS scores as in Petrogiannis and 
Softas-Nall’s (2010) Greek sample. While suggesting that the FOS is generalizable to other cultures, it is not 
congruent with the view of McGoldrick and others emphasizing cultural differences in family processes. For 
example, Greek-American families are characterized as being particularly emotionally expressive (McGoldrick, 
Pierce, & Giordano, 1995). 

In addition, a recent U.S. study of ethnic differences in FOS scores found that African-American respondents 
rated their families as higher in Respect for Others and Range of Feelings than Asian, White or Hispanic 
respondents (Kane, 1998).  

In the current study, we conducted a Varimax factor rotation in which the factor axes are maintained as 
orthogonal (Kline, 1994). While the total variance accounted for by the factor solution is comparable to previous 
reports (See Tables 1 and 3), the distribution of variance differs. Instead of being based on the amount of 
variance extracted, the Varimax rotation minimizes the correlations among the resulting factors (Kline, 1994). As 
a result, there tend to be fewer items loading on a given factor and there is often a reduction in the extent to 
which an item loads on multiple factors (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Grablowsky, 1979). In terms of the 
percentage of variance explained, our first seven factors had similar explanatory power as the seven factor 
solution reported by Petrogiannis and Softas-Hall (2010). Similarly, in their study, the first factor accounted for 
nearly 38% of the total explained variance. This overall pattern is similar to four of the previous six reported 
factor analytic studies with the FOS published between 1989 and 1994. The issue of whether the FOS is a 
multi-dimensional versus unitary instrument is, to some extent, a matter of how one interprets the variance 
accounted for by each factor. While Factor I explained substantially more of the variance in the overall factor 
structure, the remaining eight factors did contribute additional dimension helpful in understanding family 
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functioning.  

In examining the items loading at .4 and above on Factor I, it appears that a common shared dimension was the 
emotional climate and extent to which open communication was encouraged (22. “The atmosphere in my family 
was cold and negative;” 40. “I remember my family as being warm and supportive;” 15. “My family encouraged 
me to express my views openly;” 32. “In my family, certain feelings were not allowed to be expressed;” 39. “My 
family had an unwritten rule: Don’t express your feelings.”).  

Many of the FOS items dealing with conflict resolution and related communication skills loaded on Factor II (7. 
“Conflicts in my family never got resolved;” 13. “Resolving conflicts in my family was a very stressful 
experience;” 31. “We usually were able to work out conflicts in my family; 6.” My parents encouraged family 
members to listen to one another.”). 

Factor III contained fewer items. While several communication items (39. “ My family had an unwritten rule: 
Don’t express your feelings.”) loaded on this factor, this dimension also reflected issues with emotional reactions 
to separation and loss (10. “We talked about our sadness when a relative or friend died;” 36. “ When someone 
important to us moved away, our family discussed our feelings of loss.”).  

Factor IV appeared to emphasize a family climate of openness to members’ perspectives (28. “I found it difficult 
to express my own opinions in my family;” 34.” I found it easy in my family to express what I thought and how I 
felt;” 35. “ My family members were usually sensitive to one another’s feelings.”).  

A family climate in which others—particularly those outside the immediate family—are viewed with some 
guardedness (26. “In my family, I learned to be suspicious of others;” 33. “My family believed that people 
usually took advantage of you.”) characterized Factor V along with problems with addressing differences within 
the family (13. “Resolving conflicts within my family was a very stressful experience;” 17. “My attitudes and 
feelings frequently were ignored or criticized in my family;” 23. “The members of my family were not very 
receptive to one another’s views.”).  

Examination of the items associated within Factor VI did not indicate a strong unifying theme but did suggest a 
positive, optimistic view of relationships (8. “My family taught me that people were basically good;” 24. “ I 
found it easy to understand what other family members said and how they felt;” 27. “In my family, I felt I could 
talk things out and settle conflicts.”). 

Factor VII appeared to have some redundancy with the dimensions above which emphasized a climate that 
encouraged or discouraged communication and levels of transparency within the family (9. “I found it difficult to 
understand what other family members said and how they felt;” 16. “I often had to guess at what other family 
members thought or how they felt;” 24. “ I found it easy to understand what other family members said and how 
they felt.”).  

Most of the items loading on factor VIII coalesced around the theme of personal responsibility (5. “People in my 
family often made excuses for their mistakes;” 18. “My family members rarely expressed responsibility for their 
actions;” 5. “ People in my family often made excuses for their mistakes.”). 

Finally, Factor IX appeared to capture a family climate in which individuality was encouraged and in which the 
expression of a range of feelings and beliefs were supported (14. “My family was receptive to the different ways 
various family members viewed life;” 12. “In my family, I expressed just about any feeling I had;” 19. “In my 
family, I felt free to express my own opinions.”).  

The current factor analysis suggests that there is a primary component to the FOS assessing the overall emotional 
climate of the rater’s family and the quality of communication. Other dimensions assessed by the scale appear to 
include conflict resolution, and support for and openness to multiple viewpoints including perspectives 
originating outside the family. While the factors do not resemble the dimensions originally described by the 
scale’s developers, the factors do provide useful information about family processes and climate that could be 
useful in the clinical setting. 
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Abstract 

Utilizing prospect theory, the paper contends that two insurgencies, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam and the 
Chechen resistance, decided to mount a stand at Kilinochchi in Sri Lanka, and Grozny in Chechnya, because 
they preferred to accept the risk of losing the battles, incurring greater casualties (rather than choosing to 
abandon the two sites respectively) and potentially losing the war, on the chance they could win the respective 
battles and turn the tide of the civil war generally. In terms of prospect theory, the two insurgencies 
underweighted the high probability of losing the respective battles, and demonstrated the prevalence of risk 
aversion in choices between probable gains and sure things, and the prevalence of risk seeking in choices 
between probable and sure losses. 

Keywords: insurgency, loss-aversion, risk-seeking, endowment, casualties 

1. Introduction 

In 2009 the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) became embroiled in merciless combat with the Sri 
Lankan Army (SLA) at a site labeled Kilinochchi, located in the northern portion of the island. The LTTE had 
been seriously damaged in earlier combat, but chose to stand and fight at Kilinochchi (U.N. Secretary-General, 
2011, p. 23; ICG, 2008, p. 5; Hariharan, 2008). In 1999 the Chechen resistance in Chechnya, Russia, became 
engaged in brutal combat with the Russian army at Grozny, the capital of Chechnya. The Chechen resistance had 
been significantly depleted by earlier combat with the Russian forces, but chose to stand and fight at Grozny 
(Oliker, 2001, pp. 41-42; Gordon, 1999, p. 10; New York Times, 1999).  

1.1 Loss Aversion in Civil War 

These respective decisions by the two insurgencies may be best explained by applying prospect theory to these 
separate but analogous events (Khaneman & Tversky, 1979; Tversky & Kahneman, 1992). My contention is that 
both insurgencies decided to make a stand at the two sites because they preferred to accept the risk of losing the 
battles, incurring greater casualties (rather than choosing to abandon the two sites) and potentially losing the war, 
on the chance they could win the battle and turn the tide of the civil war generally. But this latter potential 
outcome (winning the battle and thus turning the tide of the war) was significantly less likely than an outcome 
which would have entailed had the insurgencies chosen to retreat, which would have meant losing territory for 
certain, but would have incurred significantly fewer casualties, and would have held open the option (or 
increased the likelihood) of surviving to fight another day. In terms of prospect theory the two insurgencies 
“underweighted” the high probability of losing the respective battles, and demonstrated “the prevalence of risk 
aversion in choices between probable gains and sure things, and … the prevalence of risk seeking in choices 
between probable and sure losses” (Tversky & Khaneman, 1992, p. 316). 

1.2 Risk Acceptance 

The two insurgencies chose to “stand their ground” even though the odds of success (winning the battles and 
ultimately the civil wars) were small, and the costs of losing the battles could mean increasing the likelihood of 
losing the wars. But the potential gains from winning the two battles were large; potentially turning the tides of 
both wars. The two insurgent organizations could have chosen to retreat, gaining time to regroup, and thus 
possibly winning the war over a longer term. But retreating would mean giving up ground to the adversary, a 
certain but smaller loss (especially in terms of casualties), even if that ground could conceivably be regained at a 
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later time. The two respective decisions, by the Chechen resistance and the LTTE, to mount metropolitan 
defenses would have been anticipated by prospect theory (Kahneman &Tversky, 1983, p. 348). Prospect theory 
argues that “actors should be much more willing to run risks when they believe that failing to do so will result in 
certain losses” (emphasis added) (Jervis, 1992, p. 195). 

1.3 Endowment Affect 

There is strong reason to believe that the respective insurgencies viewed the prospects of abandoning Grozny to 
the Russians in 1999, and surrendering Kilinochchi to the SLA in 2009, as prospective losses, not simply 
reductions in past gains. In this paper I hold that, similar to individuals, groups can be loss-averse. “An 
immediate consequence of loss-aversion is that the loss of utility associated with giving up a valued good is 
greater than the utility gain associated with receiving it” (Tversky & Khaneman, 1991, p. 1041). Thaler labeled 
this consequence of loss-aversion as the “endowment effect” (1980). 

The argument made here is that an insurgency engaged in perilous combat with the state, would be willing to 
“pay more” (in casualties) even as winning was becoming increasingly less likely. This follows if it is true that 
“people tend to give more weight to the value of a potential outcome than to the likelihood of its occurrence” 
(Levy, 2003, p. 219). In assessing different insurgencies, it is not clear when this willingness to suffer future 
casualties would end.  

2. Collective Decision-making 

The potential shortcomings of prospect theory in aiding the analysis of group decision-making have received 
comment. 

[A] limitation of prospect theory for the study of politics is that it is a theory of individual choice, while most of 
the questions we want to understand about politics involve the choices of collective decision-making bodies 
(such as states or organizations). The concepts of loss aversion and preference reversal, were based on evidence 
of individual decision-making, not group decision-making. In the absence of further empirical research we 
cannot automatically assume that these concepts […] apply equally well at the collective level. (Levy, 2003, p. 
233). 

2.1 Group Decisions 

Clearly the limitation of prospect theory noted in the above paragraph would apply to an analysis of an 
insurgency decision regarding whether or not to continue the resistance in the “risky” manner of mounting a 
metropolitan defense. Viewed by a neutral outsider, the defenses of Kilinochchi in Sri Lanka in 2008 and Grozny 
in Chechnya in 1999, would surely seem like “long shots”, following the heavy losses (in both casualties and 
territory) both theLTTE (ICG, 2008, p. 5; Mehta, 2010, p. 17), and the Chechen resistance (BBC News, 1999; 
New York Times, 1999), had already incurred prior to mounting their respective urban defenses.  

2.2 Individual Motivation 

A question that seems important but is probably impossible to answer definitively, is whether the insurgent 
leadership in each case viewed the city defenses as gambles which, while striving for a “reversal of fortune” 
victory, ran the risk of a greater loss than would be incurred by simply abandoning the two sites and retreating to 
safer ground. In other words, the insurgent leadership in each case was “gambling by accepting a chance of a 
greater loss in return for a chance of no loss (or even a victory)…” (Jervis, 1992, p. 188). But at issue is what 
motivates individuals to participate in collective action in the form of joining an insurgency in the first place, and 
then (discounting for the moment the strong possibility of coercion by the insurgent leadership) join in the 
“against all odds” effort to defend a specific locality. 

2.3 Domain of Losses 

Fanis has posited that “what motivates individuals to participate in collective action [is] their desire to recoup 
recent losses…” (2004, p. 364). In general, she goes on to note that when people are in the domain of losses, 
“they will be risk-acceptant and choose the option that has a lower probability of occurring, even if it will yield 
higher loss if it does not occur, than the other option, which will yield a certain but smaller loss” (2004, p. 367). 
One could view an insurgency decision to “stand and fight” and winning, as having a low probability (but a large 
“payoff”), but fighting, and losing, the battle as having a greater loss than retreating, which would be a certain 
loss, but a smaller one (fewer casualties). 

2.4 Group Cohesion 

Because insurgencies, as paramilitary organizations, provide little room for discussion in terms of 
decision-making, it may be that insurgency risk-taking is derived largely from group cohesiveness generated by 
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history (i.e., experience) and group composition.One way to grasp the idea of group cohesion is to understand it 
to mean that individuals in the group will support group decisions or actions of the group, even if particular 
individuals do not agree with the proposed decisions or actions. “Group identification in turn increases 
cooperation, as it leads individual group members to substitute group regard [in place of] egoism as the principle 
guiding their choices” (Bornstein, 2003, p. 138). Gross and Martin suggest that cohesiveness can be understood 
as the degree of resistance of a group to “disruptive forces”, and then to ask how strong (or weak) a disruptive 
force would have to be in order for the group to begin disintegrating (1952, p. 553). 

3. Acquisition as Endowment 

3.1 Time of Possession 

It is the degree of cohesion between group members, produced through significant past losses incurred by the 
group, which likely helps to drive agreater than might be expected risk propensity of the latter.The contention I 
make here is that the group cohesion exhibited by both insurgencies stems from when, and most importantly how, 
the two sites of Kilinochchi and Grozny had been “acquired”. Kilinochchi had been captured from the SLA in 
1998(DeVotta, 2009; Jeyaraj, 1999), and Grozny had been kept from Soviet capture in the First Russia-Chechen 
war in 1995 (Kneyzsw & Sedlickas, 1999; Lapidus, 1998). This allowed the LTTE to claim Kilinochchi as 
“theirs”, since they had held it for ten years prior to 2009, and similarly allowed the Chechen resistance to claim 
Grozny as “theirs”, since they had possessed it for four years prior to 1999. In prospect theory terminology, the 
two insurgencies came to see their respective capitals as their “endowments”. 

3.2 Subjective Value 

Thaler found that the process of acquiring a possession enhances its value (1980, p. 43-45). In fact such a 
possession can be “over-valued”, particularly with the passage of time. Jervis noted that as the “time of 
possession” is extended, and the effort to maintain possession is considerable and sustained, the subjective value 
of the possession will increase (1989, pp. 168-690). Kahneman & Tversky put it in “transaction” terms: [t]hat is, 
the highest price that an individual will pay to acquire an asset will be smaller than the minimal compensation 
that would induce the same individual to give up that asset once it is acquired” (emphasis added) (1984, p. 348). 

3.3 What Is at Risk  

In the case of the two insurgencies’ behavior examined here, what was at risk by defending the two sites was 
exceedingly large; “everything” was at risk, or nearly so. That is, prior to the initiation of the two battles under 
study, choosing to fight rather than retreat greatly increased the risk of losing the war, suffering exceedingly high 
numbers of casualties from losing the battle. But making the decision to fight at the two battle sites, brought the 
possibility of turning the entire tide of the war, although even the possibility of winning meant incurring 
considerable casualties. The odds were long for this possibility of winning the war to occur, but the rewards were 
inestimable. The probable consequence for losing was well understood by both insurgencies before the 
respective battles began.  

3.4 Mode of Decision-making 

An observation regarding the individual versus group decision-decision making question can be placed here. 
That is, military and paramilitary (insurgencies) organizations by definition have “command” organizational 
structures. For the most part, there is little room for “discussion” in the decision-making process that occurs in 
these organizations (Stoner, 1968); certainly not beyond the top tier of officers. So to a substantial extent, 
decision-making in military and paramilitary organizations does not occur in a strictly collective manner, in the 
sense of decisions taken only after group discussion.Individual cadres in an insurgency could be seen as 
inherently risk-takers, otherwise they would not have joined an insurgency (Begum & Ahmed, 1986). It should 
be kept in mind there would be some likelihood that coercion was the primary generator of insurgency 
membership in at least some cases. 

4. Insurgency Choice 

4.1 Defending Possessions 

Both insurgent organizations, the Chechen rebels, and the LTTE, made their defensive stands encumbering great 
losses, at specific sites against superior forces in order to avoid the loss of their “possessions,” of Grozny and 
Kilinochchi, respectively. My contention is that both insurgencies regarded the two battle locales, Kilinochchi 
and Grozny, as genuine defenses of what was theirs, not just attempts to hold onto recent gains. Choosing to 
mount these two defensive efforts was in each case a “risky choice,” with a decidedly low probability of success.  

“An insurgency is a risky and highly complex human activity susceptible to a range of mistakes by its 
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protagonists” (Krause, 2009, p. 49). But in each case the insurgency leadership had determined that if the battle 
could be won, the entire tide of the civil war could be turned, albeit not a course of action without its own costs. 
Given my premise that prospect theory can hold for certain types of collectivities, the theory advises us to not be 
greatly surprised by these two decisions. This is so because of the finding that individuals (and certain groups) 
are willing to risk “more”; i.e., choose the course of action between at least two alternatives which will bring 
greater negative consequences (in the current context, losing the war), if the gamble (battle) is lost, than the other 
alternative of retreating and avoiding devastating casualties, particularly if what they risk is “theirs”. 

4.2 Ownership 

Time of “control” of a locale that has been fought for provides a strong sense of ownership; the longer a piece of 
territory has remained under the military control of an insurgency, the stronger a sense of ownership prevails.In 
this instance of insurgencies that have gained control of territory only by incurring extensive casualties, it is not 
the mechanism of a “sunk costs bias” that also comes into play (Arkes & Blumer, 1985). In economic 
decision-making theory, the belief is that only potential future costs should be taken into account when faced 
with a present decision choice, and not retrospective costs that have failed to produce or contribute to a positive 
outcome.  Allowing past costs which have not paid “dividends” to have an impact on future decisions is 
irrational in traditional economic theory because those costs cannot be recovered (Steele, 1996, pp. 608-610). 
Believing those costs can be “recovered” or “justified” by future actions is regarded as a “fallacy” (Janis, 1972). 

But part of my argument in this paper is that the Kilinochchi and Grozny cases can be more aptly explained as 
instances of an “impending-benefit bias” analysis on the part of the respective insurgencies, rather than examples 
of the sunk-cost bias or fallacy. I contend this is so because in the battles which allowed the LTTE to capture 
Kilinochchi in 1999, and the Chechen resistance to hold Grozny in 1995-96, the casualties incurred were costs 
which produced positive outcomes. These outcomes helped to cement a sense of endowment each insurgency 
could then claim.  

4.3 Choosing the Level of Risk 

The endowment effect in the case of insurgency decision-making is what makes risky decisions by insurgent 
groups more likely to be entered into, than not. Insurgencies will often be loss-aversive and risk acceptant, 
because the endowment effect (losses are more hurtful than gains are pleasurable) is an incentive for the group to 
be so. In the current two cases group cohesion is produced in large part through the endowment effect produced 
by the earlier victories at Kilinochchi and Grozny. Thus, the groups were “risk-acceptant” and “loss averse” 
insofar as taking a gamble (choosing to fight at the two sites), even though there was a smaller chance of victory 
and turning the tide of war, than of losing the battles (incurring sizeable casualties) and making more certain the 
entire war would be lost. 

The insurgencies made this choice rather than choosing to retreat which, while engendering a certain but smaller 
loss of the metropolitan sites (incurring fewer casualties), would not bring about the loss of the war generally, or 
at least would not greatly increase the likelihood of the latter. Had the insurgencies made these latter choices they 
would have been exhibiting loss-acceptant and risk- aversive behavior. The insurgencies (particularly the 
leadership) in each case determined the former choices provided a high risk “chance” of retaining their 
respective endowments, an outcome which made the gambles worth taking. 
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Abstract 

This study is investigating the relationship between emotional intelligence and agility of the workforce in order 
to determine how indicators of emotional intelligence facilitate the agility at the individual level. Statistical 
Population of this study includes managers, supervisors and staffs of food companies and the simple random 
sampling method is used. Data has been analyzed by using hierarchical regression statistical methods and 
comparing average. The survey results have showed that emotional intelligence factors have an impact on 
workforce agility. The results also have revealed that factors which are related to interpersonal competence 
(Self-awareness, self-control and self-motivation) have more effects on the agility than factors which are related 
to social competence (empathy and relation management) and have a greater role in workforce agility changes. 
Use of the results of this survey in the selection and training of human resources help to create appropriate 
environment for changing management and organizations movement to agility. 

Keywords: emotional intelligence, agile manufacturing, agile workforce, agility, change 

1. Introduction 

Instability and continuous changes in the workplace have caused difficulties for organizations success and have 
threatened their survival. This situation has forced organizations to reconsider their goals and strategies and 
emphasize on quick response to market needs. Organizations' efforts in achieving these goals, have created and 
introduced one of the latest organizational concepts named Agile Manufacturing in recent years (Ganguly et al., 
2009). 

The Agile Manufacturing approaches of organizations tries to achieve maximum flexibility in order to make 
appropriate responses to changes in the product market and consumers' needs, and also make the organization to 
be known as a pioneer organization by innovating and creating new changes in the market. Organizations access 
to this flexibility needs agility in all aspects such as strategy, technology, infrastructure and human resources. 
Among these aspects, various studies have considered the effective adaptation of worker as the most important 
factor in agility. Dependence of Agile manufacturing efficiency to mental effort, skills, knowledge and attitude of 
people, and also its high investment in human resources have lead the agile workforce to be the determining 
factors in success of agile manufacturing system (Sherehiy et al., 2007). 

Studies about agility have emphasized the operational and mechanical aspects of workforce agility. These studies 
have tried to consider the impact of reward and empowering on agility and they also have tried to increase the 
quick and effective adaptation of workforce to changes by designing flexible work stations and using advanced 
and multi task machinery (Kathuria, and Partovi, 1999; Oyen et al., 2001; Hopp et al., 2004; Sumukadas and 
Sawhney, 2004; Pinker et al., 2010). However, these factors have important role in workforce agility, but in these 
studies, inherent ability of people such as psychological features, which have important role in human 
performance, changes management and organizational development have been refused.  

Emotional intelligence is one of the psychological features that have been considered in this study. Since 
emotional intelligence is an important factor in the efficiency and effectiveness of the workforce, recognizing 
and using the effects of emotional intelligence can help to agile manufacturing systems (Nikolaou and Tsaousis, 
2005). Moreover, the change and the instability of agile manufacturing system increase sentimental tensions and 
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the inability of the workforce in decreasing and managing these tensions, can make unpleasant effects on their 
agility (Vakola et al., 2004). Recognition and use of Emotional abilities effects can help the agility of 
organizations and prepare a competitive situation for them. Therefore, with a different regard to workforce 
agility and considering relationship between Emotional intelligence standards and workforce agility, this 
research is trying to reveal how standards of Emotional intelligence can facilitate agility of organizations at the 
individual level. 

1.1 Agile Manufacturing 

The concept of agile manufacturing has been created and entered to the production literature by a group of 
researchers from Laccoa organization and Lehigh University in order to represent important factors and aspects 
of manufacturing and also the importance of the environmental changes role in organizations' success.  

After agile manufacturing concept has been represented, lots of researchers have attempted to offer general 
definition of agility of organization and different definitions entered to literature of production. Goldman (1995), 
defines the agility in production as the ability of beneficial activity in a competitive environment with continuous 
and sudden changes in customer’s requests and preferences. In Gunasekaran’s opinion (1998), an agile 
organization is the one, which can react to sudden and unexpected changes efficiently. Yusuf and partners (1999), 
define the agility as an ability of obtaining competitive factors (speed, inflexion, innovation, productivity, quality 
and profitability) by incorporating resources and broadly identifying the environment in order to represent 
favorable production to customers in competitive market with rapid changes. Menor and partners (2001), define 
producing qualified product, cost efficiency and creating flexible structure that can reply to inside and outside 
changes suitably as the bases of organization agility. Ashrafi and his partners (2005), explain the organization 
agility as an ability of feeling environmental changes and efficient and effective reply to this change. Different 
definitions offered for agility, represent that the concept of agility is mostly defined as organization’s ability to 
identify environmental changes and rapid reply to customers and beneficiaries by incorporating of resources, 
process and strategy (Zhang, 2011). 

Studies about agility mostly include researches that concentrate on using agility providers and offering a frame to 
run agile manufacturing system. To determine the most important elements and agility providers some of these 
frames are being investigated. 

In Goldman and his partner's opinion (1990) four strategic dimensions including customer, structure, 
communications, human and physical resources are important in order to get the ability of agility. According to 
their opinion, organizations should pay special attention to customers' wants and needs and also their received 
value of products. In addition, organizations cooperation and communication with other companies in 
representing products to market and innovation and flexible organization structure help the organization in its 
agility. In Goldman and his partner's opinion, ability of organization in responding to changes is possible when 
organization’s physical and human resources are organized suitably and individuals motivation and creativity are 
noticed. 

Meredith and Francis (2000) divide agility providers into four categories including process, guideline, 
communications and human resources. In their point of view these four dimensions are connected to each other, 
all of them would be necessary to reach agility, and if one of them is neglected, organization agility will be 
weakened. 

According to Jackson and Johansson opinion (2003), ability of changing the product, coordinating organization’s 
units, coordinating and collaborating organization with customers and suppliers and having skills are the 
methods and tools required to modify those things, which are important in organization agility for the 
organization. They believed competent persons and knowledge are the basic of all the actions to reach agility and 
individuals' learning, creativity and entrepreneurship can suitably provide changes for organizations. 

The most comprehensive and the most famous presented framework in agility literature is the model of Sharifi 
and his partners (2001). In this model, four aspects of agility include agility stimulants, strategic abilities, agility 
abilities and agility providers have been studied. The agility stimulants are the features of organization external 
environment, which cause the environmental uncertainty and force the organization to make changes and adapt 
with environment. The strategic abilities include quick adaption, responding and flexibility, which have been 
represented as the most important features for an agile organization. The agility providers are strategies, 
technologies, innovation and human resources of organization, which provide the base of organization agility by 
affrication and good management. 

Reviewing of these presents frameworks in agility shows that the agile workforce are an important element in 
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achieving the internal agile manufacturing system of organization, and cooperation and collaboration of human 
resources is the key of agile organization success. The special attention to human resources of organization, 
Recruitment of competent staff and efforts in increasing their abilities and talents are the most important factors 
in organizational changes and they can increase the agile organization success. 

1.2 Agile Workforce 

Agility as a word means a quick and simple method movement (Ganguly et al., 2009) and the agility of 
workforce is the flexible, quick and efficient agility of workforce in a variable environment (Forsythe, 1997). 
Agile workforce is the most part of an organization in achieving the agile organization and inattention to this 
factor causes the weakness of organization agility. Cooperation, allegiance and capability of individuals are the 
base of an organization and use of skills, knowledge, acuteness, experience and intelligence of them for having 
the organizational capacity are key and important challenges in achieving organizational agility (Meredith and 
Francis, 2000). 

Agile workforce help the organization use the flexible technology efficiently and provide a situation for changes 
in technology and methods. Agile workforce also help the organization act competitive in costs, quality, and the 
time of delivering and production diversity aspects and provides situation for better services to customers and 
frugality in organization (Plonka, 1997). 

In the opinion of Hopp and Van (2004), the agile workforce can affect on four strategic purpose includes costs, 
time, quality and diversity and can help the organization in achieving agility. The Agility of workforce decreases 
the costs in three ways. First, Agile personnel have high efficiency because of their high flexibility and can do 
more activities in less time and they can reduce costs. Second, Increase in organization flexibility as a result of 
agile personnel decrease the investment in inventory and reduce the manufacturing costs. Finally, the 
cooperation of agile personnel makes the synergy in organization and duties will be done with higher quality and 
less costs. The Agility leads the personnel to do their duties faster and decrease lost time and production cycle. 
Decrease in time and production cycle deviations give the organization more time and provide situations for 
more secure delivery of products. The agility of personnel leads the internal quality to be better (decrease in 
loses and redoing) and external quality (providing the wants and needs of customers) and help the organization 
in competition. Personnel agility increase the flexibility in production and help the organization include a wider 
range of products diversity and represent them to customers. A Professional and multi task personnel makes them 
be able to displace and leads the organization to increase its diversity of production system (Hopp and Van 
2004). 

Having special features and abilities is necessary for workforce agility. Last studies in the literature represent 
different features and abilities of agile workforce. Positive attitude of Learning and empowering, the ability to 
creative solving of problem, positive attitude to organizational changes, giving creative comments and correct 
performance of the new responsibilities, are qualities which agile individuals have them, based on Plonka (1997) 
opinion. Gunasekaran (1999) thinks that active workforce in agile manufacturing system must have Skills related 
to information technology, efficient participation in team works, and the capability to work with modern 
technologies, and also know the techniques of negotiation and have the ability of performing different duties 
inside the organization. 

In Dyer and Shafer (2003) opinion, representing three kinds of behavior include proactive behavior, adaptive 
behavior and production behavior by personnel can help the organization agility. In proactive behavior, people 
try to have an effective role in organizational success by using opportunities, new events and their creativity. 
Adaptive behavior needs to perform different roles in the organization. In adaptive behavior, people do different 
tasks and cooperate with internal parts and projects of organization. In production, behavior people learn new 
competences and abilities and train these competences to their colleagues by representing knowledge and 
information. 

Griffin and Hesketh (2003) have presented an adaptability framework in work environment, which includes three 
kind of behavior: proactive, Reactive and Tolerant behavior. In their opinion, in individual proactive behavior, 
people make a positive effect on changed environment and it includes the behaviors such as creativity in solving 
the problems, overcoming the stress and adapting with crisis. In Reactive behavior, people change themselves to 
have better adaption with environment and it includes the behavior such as efforts for learning, physical 
adaptability, cultural adaptability and coordination with colleagues. In Tolerant behavior, the person tries to 
overcome the uncertainty, and decrease their stress and anxiety. 

Sherehiy and his partners (2007) have considered the agile workforce features and have reviewed the conducted 
studies in this area. They based on the models of Griffin and Hesketh (2003) and Dyer and Shafer (2003), 
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identified the most important attributes of agile workforce. Participation in organizational changes; personal 
creativity and innovation; adaption with people who have different professions and jobs; adaption with people 
who have different cultures; positive attitude to change; positive attitude to new technologies and comments; 
dealing with unpredictable situations; flexibility and dealing with stresses are the features that Sherehiy and his 
partners thinks that agile workforce have them. 

1.3 Emotional Intelligence 

Salovey and Mayer (1990) used emotional intelligence as a social intelligence with a different meaning from 
mental intelligence for the first time. Based on the Salovey and Mayer definition emotional intelligence is a kind 
of social intelligence, which enables people to examine the emotion and use the results for conducting thoughts 
and deeds. In 1997, Mayer and salovey have represented their emotional intelligence by revising in this 
definition. In this model, emotional intelligence was defined as the individualist ability in correct perception and 
evaluation of emotions, ability to facilitate thoughts by emotions and ability to adjust emotion for enhancement 
of emotional as well as mental growth (Mayer and salovey, 1997). 

Another intelligence model was proposed by Bar-on (1997). Bar-on has defined emotional intelligence as a 
collection of competence and skills, which influences the success of a person under environmental pressures. 
Bar-on has distinguished between five different areas: interpersonal, intrapersonal, flexibility, managing stresses 
and overall mood. In each of these areas, there are specific skills, which Bar-on has considered them as 
emotional intelligence. 

Although the concept of emotional intelligence was into literature by Mayer and salovey, but its fame is because 
of the Goleman efforts. Goleman (1998) represented his theory inspired by results of Mayer and salovey and he 
used his theory in working environment. Based on Goleman definition, emotional intelligence is the capacity to 
recognize our own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and managing emotions well in us and 
in our relationships. Goleman has proposed a model of emotional intelligence, which includes five domains of 
self-awareness, self- control, self- motivation, empathy and managing relations. In this category, Goleman relates 
three first parts of emotional intelligence to the internal competences and relates two next parts (Empathy & 
relation management) to the intrapersonal skills (Goleman, 2000). 

The main difference between the Goleman theory & the other theories of Emotional intelligence is that Goleman 
based his model on the functional theories and his theory is provided for working environment. Therefore, this 
model has this application to be used in the working environment & make it possible to predict the 
organizational efficiency and get the organizational competences. 

In the last years, a lot of attention has been paid to Emotional intelligence as an effective fact on the 
organizational behaviors. And a different studies has been focused on the role of Emotional intelligence in 
organization & how the Emotional intelligence can predict the behaviors which is related to work such as 
efficiency, stress management ,attitudes to changes, job success, conflict management & the leading power . 

1.4 Research's Hypothesis 

The importance & role of the Emotional intelligence in the working environment is undeniable. In the Goleman's 
idea, the importance of Emotional intelligence in the people's success in the working environment is higher than 
the ordinary intelligence so that 80% of people's success is depended on that. 

Researches show that people with high emotional abilities has a more effective operation (Thilam and Kirby 
2002), has successful way of working (Weisinger, 1998) and face to less job insecurity feelings (Jordan et al., 
2002). People with high Emotional intelligence match better with organizational events and they are more 
successful in adaptability with the organizational changes (Insead, 1999). Also these people have suitable 
attitudes to organizational changes (Vakola et al., 2003) & they have more adequate operation in facing to the 
organizational conflict & stress (Nikolaou and Tsaousis 2005). 

In the Fiol and O’Connor (2002) ideas, the emotional ability is the base of Human's tolerance & adaptability 
with the sudden changes. According to the Mayer and salovey's idea (1990) the Emotional intelligence makes the 
flexible programming, easy, improve the decision making process and facilitate the people's creativity and help 
people do their challenging and variable duties. Huy (1990) says that the Emotional intelligence is a very 
important fact in facing rapid changes and it is a key factor which determines the success or failure in 
organizational changes programs. Gabel and his partners (2005) determine the Emotional intelligence as an 
important fact in facing to culture, procedure and new policies and they believe that the high Emotional 
intelligence helps people in new operations and provide the careers needs. George and Jones (2001) say that 
adequate emotional reactions, recognition, and perception of emotion can create the necessary condition for 
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facing appropriately to organizational changes. According to the Mossholder and his partner's (2000) theory, 
emotions have a very important role in the organizational changes and creating a positive situation in the 
organization to help the workforce to understand the emotions and regulate the emotional turmoil, and adapt with 
changes. 

Although the emotional intelligence has not been studied in literature until now, but it can be inferred that the 
difference in emotional intelligence of individuals can lead to the differences in agility which shows the ability 
of flexible, quick and efficient movement of individuals in variable environment of organization. Therefore, in 
this study the assumption of the relation between the factors of emotional intelligence (self-awareness, 
self-control, self-motivation, empathy and relations management) and workforce agility has been examined. 

Goleman determines the self-awareness as the base of the other elements in Emotional intelligence and defines it 
as the clear perception of the emotion. Feelings, weaknesses and strengths, needs and tastes. People who have 
higher levels of self-awareness have higher abilities and self esteem because they know their abilities. The 
people with self-awareness have more abilities in controlling and managing the events, they are accurate in their 
jobs. Their hopes are not unrealistic. In addition, they accept the responsibilities which are in their power. These 
people are honest with themselves and others and they know the effect of their emotion on themselves and others. 
they refuse violence and unfair critical. Because of All features, it has been supposed in this research that higher 
Self-awareness leads to more agility inside the organization (Goleman, 2001; Sunindijo et al., 2007). 

H1: self-awareness has a positive impact on workforce agility 

Self-control means choosing the manner of expressing emotions, which can simplify the flow of thinking. 
Persons with the high self-control ability can control their negative emotions in hard and oppressive condition 
and they are able to regulate and modulate their negative emotions like disappointment anxiety and angriness. 
These persons face with fewer problems in their life and if any problem happens, they can return from that 
problematic and oppressive condition to good condition quickly. Self-control also helps people present rational 
decisions and judgments and makes them be able to endure with ambiguities and uncertainty. According to these 
features in this study, it has been supposed that more self-control leads to more agility inside the organization 
(Goleman, 2001; Bar-on, 1997). 

H2: self-control has a positive impact on agility of workforce 

Self-motivation means the attention to values and interests in the side of access to individual goals and using 
them to improve the function and depositing the problems. The Self-motivated persons are more efficient in 
doing their tasks and they are hopeful and optimist though disappointment exists. They are result oriented and 
there are a lot of motivation in them to achieve the goals and standardizes. For this reason, it has supposed in this 
research that high Self-motivation leads to more agility in inside the organization (Goleman, 1998b, 2001; Jordan 
et al., 2002). 

H3: Self-motivation has a positive influence on agility of workforce 

In Golman opinion empathy means understanding the emotions of others and using appropriate behavior and 
doing their interests reaction. Empathy leads person to be familiar with others behavior which show their needs 
and wants and understand them. The sympathetic persons have responsibility to others and respect their feelings. 
They show their interest in communications and activities. These people respect others opinions and they do not 
refuse them in their activities. According to these features, it has been supposed in this research that Sympathetic 
people inside the organization have more agility (Goleman, 1995, 1998b; Sunindijo et al., 2007). 

H4: Empathy has a positive influence on agility of workforce 

Social skill means ability of having influence on others emotions. Social skill is a necessary ability for 
communicating with others. These people can have widespread communicate and they can solve problems and 
conflict with others. Social skill gives this ability to person to reinforce other's abilities with feedbacks and 
guidance, encourages, and motivates others. People with social skill are not inactive in variable environment and 
they have ability to invent and manage new methods. These people understand the significance of cooperation 
and coordination in working environment and they are active in-group works. According to these features in this 
research, it has been supposed that high social skill leads to more agility inside the organization (Goleman, 
1995,1998b; Klem and Schlechter, 2008). 

H5: social skill has a positive influence on agility of workforce 

Also in this research, it has been tried to compare the influence of interpersonal factors with intrapersonal factors 
of emotional intelligence. The interpersonal competences have more important role in of emotional intelligence 
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effect on social people life. Management literature gives lots of attention to this intelligence. These competences 
help individuals to perform better in compare with the intrapersonal competences have and have higher 
importance (Kunnanatt, 2008). In the opinion of salovey and collaborators, (2000) recognition and management 
of emotion are the most important features of emotional intelligence that can determine the emotional ability of 
people.  

According to these discussions in this research, we assume that the interpersonal competences which shows the 
ability of person in understanding and managing emotions and feelings, have more effects on agility comparing 
with intrapersonal competences which shows the ability of communications and interactions with others. 

H6: Interpersonal competences like self-awareness, self-motivation and self-control explain the changes in 
workforce agility more than intrapersonal competences 

Personal Variables 

There have not been any researches in personal and agility variables until now. In this study, we are trying to 
consider the impacts of job record, organizational position and education level on agility and control them in 
order to increase the funding. 

Sumukadas and Sawhney (2004) have revealed that high awareness and training of staffs have a positive effect 
on agility. Iverson (1996) in his studies has proved the relation between job record and having positive feelings 
about organizational changes. Kathuria and Partovi (1999) has concluded that experienced and educated 
managers insist on flexibility more and they  try to make diversity in their products, adapt the product to 
consumers ' needs , and make quick changes. Cordery and partners (1993) in their survey have revealed that 
there's a positive relationship between educational level of staffs and accepting changes. Vakola and partners 
(2003) have also revealed that there is a positive relationship between educational levels and positive feelings of 
staffs about organizational changes and their corporation with organizational changes. Therefore, in this study it 
has assumed that: 

H7: There is a positive relation between job record and people agility. 

H8: There is a positive relation between educational level and people agility. 

Positions of people in high levels of organization lead them to connect with organizational problems and be more 
motivated. Being in high levels of organization gives people more information about organization and 
environment and understands the necessity of organization's adaptability and changes. Staffs of high levels of 
organization may also more participate in editing organization's plans. Consequently, they may understand the 
goals and expected results of organization's plan and within these plans, they would try more (Sumukadas and 
Sawhney, 2004). Thus, in this study we assume that the staffs of high levels of organization are more agile and 
they try to cause changes and lead the organization to agility. 

H9: There is a significant difference between agility grades of staffs of different organizational positions. (Staff of 
high-level positions got better grade in agility) 

2. Research Method 

This survey has been occurred in food companies of east Iran .Many successful companies work in this area. The 
statistical population of this research is managers, supervisors and administrative staffs of firms which have 
diversity in their productions and their staffs are more than 50 persons. The sample Size has been obtained from 
average distance estimation method and this equation: 
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In order to estimate the standard deviation a primary sample with 30 members has been used and the standard 
deviation has been calculated which equaled to 0.147. Confidence level for this survey is 95% and the error level 
is 5%. 

A 225 members sample has been selected by random sampling from 22 firms .In order to collect the 
questionnaire the researches referred to the firms and the questionnaire have been filled. Researches visited the 
firms and distribute and collect the questionnaire .500 questionnaires have been distributed and the response rate 
has been obtained as 56%. 

In this research the statistical software, SPSS, has been used for data analysis and Pearson correlation coefficient, 
hierarchical regression and comparing average have been used for testing research hypothesis. 



www.ccsenet.org/ijps International Journal of Psychological Studies Vol. 4, No. 3; 2012 

54 
 

For measuring the emotional intelligence, the questionnaire designed by Weisinger (1998) has been used in this 
research. This questionnaire has an appropriate validity and its stability has been proved in Yost and partners 
study (2001), Yost and Tucker study (2000), and Myers and Tucker (2005). This questionnaire includes five 
factors: self-awareness, self-control, self-motivation, Empathy and relation management based on Likert 5 scale 
and consist 25 questions. 

The Weisinger questionnaire was used for two reasons. First, in widespread studies with high number of samples, 
use of more valid and shorter questionnaire is more beneficial (Carmeli, 2003). And Second, this study was 
occurred in organizational environment and this questionnaire is appropriate for this goal (Weisinger, 1998). 

However, different features of agile workforce have been represented in agility literature, but few numbers of 
studies has measured the agility of workforce. In order to design the workforce agility measuring scale, the 
features represented by Sherehiy et al. (2007) have been chosen and the questionnaire has been designed base of 
them. The studied by Frese et al. (1997), Musteen et al. (2006) and Pulakos et al. (2002) help designing the 
questionnaire. The scale used in this questionnaire, is Likert 5 scale and includes 25 questions. 

The validity of questionnaire was evaluated based on Cronbach's alpha coefficient. The alpha for emotional 
intelligence and agility are 82% and 80% that highlight the validity of questionnaire. 

In the head of the questionnaire, the questions about personal variables are placed. Questions about educational 
levels and organizational position are multi option and the questions about job record are single option. Options 
of educational level are: Diploma (1), Associated Diploma (2), Bachelor of Science (3) and Master of Science (4). 
Options of organizational position are administrative personnel (1), supervisor (2) and manager (3). The 
respondents have determined their job records with year. 

3. Results 

In order to examine the relationship between variables, correlation analysis was performed. Correlation analysis 
results are shown in Table 1. This table shows all the factors of emotional intelligence (self-awareness, p≤.01, r 
=.534; self -motivation, p≤.01, r =.652; self-control, p≤.01, r =.541; empathy, p≤.01, r =.609; Social skills, p≤.01, 
r =.592) have a positive relation with workforce agility and the first 5 assumptions are consistent with the results 
of research. In addition, the correlation analysis shows that the education level of employees linked with their 
agility but denies the relationship between job record and workforce agility .so the assumption H7 is denied and 
the assumption H8 is accepted.  

 

Table 1. Correlation analysis results 

variable min SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. job record 9.69 7.95        

2. educational level 2.23 .99        

3. self-awareness 21 2.46 -.038 .11 1     

4. self-control 18.9 3.32 .017 -.005 .415 1    

5. self -motivation 19.9 3.02 -.011 .086 .521 .593 1   

6. empathy 19.1 2.94 .028 .044 .371 .476 .531 1  

7. Social skills 20.9 2.41 .044 -.023 .463 .301 .488 .467 1 

8. agility 85.23 9.5 -.021 .173* .534** .541** .652** .609** .592**

P*≤0.05, p**≤0.01          

 

Mean contrast test has been done in three levels In order to examine whether the agility grade of people in 
managerial, supervisory, and administrative is different or not. The test results are shown in Table 2. The 
significant test in mean difference of agility variable in management and supervisory and administrative levels 
showed that there are differences between the grade of these three levels (sig =.035). Therefore, the assumption, 
which states that grades of agility are identical, would be refused. This test also shows that with the possibility of 
99%, there is a linear relationship between agility and organizational position (sig =.01) so the assumption H9 is 
accepted. 

In order to check that which of the emotional intelligent factors can predict the changes of the grades of 
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workforce agility, the hierarchical Regression has been done. Because the results of correlation analysis and the 
mean comparison test has proved the relation between educational level and organizational position with the 
agility of workforce, in this test educational level and organizational position have been used as the control 
variable. Therefore, at the first step of the Regression test these two variables have entered to the model. After 
that in order to check assumption H6, the interpersonal factors have been used and influences of them have been 
controlled. Finally, the intrapersonal factors have been entered into the model. The results of the Regression 
analysis are shown in the table 3. 

Table 3 shows that all of the emotional intelligent factors predict the changes of the agility and have positive 
effect on the agility. Therefore, the results of the Regression analysis underscored H1, H2, H3, H4 and H5 
assumptions. The equation of the hierarchical Regression analysis that we can compute the score of the agility of 
work power using the scores of emotional intelligent components via it is the following. 

Y=13.3+.53x1+.44x2+.716x3+.733x4+1.038x5 

In which Self-awareness X1, self-control X2, self-motivation X3, Empathy X4 and X5 is social skill. 

 

Table 2. Result of mean contrast test  

   Sum of  
Squares 

df Mean  
Square 

F sign

Agility & 
Position  

Between 
Groups 
 

(Combined) 
Linearity 
Deviation from 
linearity 

602.107 
593.649 
8.458 

2 
1 
1 
 

301.054 
593.649 
8.458 
 

3.403 
6.710 
.096 

.035

.010

.757

 Within Groups 
Total 

 19287.12
19889.23

223
225

88.473   

 

Finally, the comparison of model determining coefficient changes in entrance of interpersonal and intrapersonal 
competence (stage 2 & 3) shows that changes of model determining coefficient would be more by entrance of 
interpersonal competence and confirms the assumption H6 results (ΔR2 =.483 > ΔR2 =.103 and Sig =.0). 

 

Table 3. Result of hierarchical Regression 

stage Variable entered Model variables α R2 β ΔR2 
   amount sig amount sig amount sig
1 Organizational 

position 
Educational 
level 

Organizational 
position 

1.75
 

.047 .32 81.06
 

.00 .32 .029

Education .504 .48

2 self-awareness  
Self-control 
Self-motivation 
 

Organizational 
position 

1.3 .04 .515
 
 

27.78 .00 .483 .00

Education 9.54 .85
self-awareness .93 .00
Self-control .55 .001
Self-motivation 1.26 .00

3 empathy 
social skill 
 

Organizational 
position 

.79 .16 .618 13.3 .002 .103 .00

Education .49 .29
self-awareness .53 .01
Self-control .44 .005
Self-motivation .718 .00
empathy .733 .00
social skill 1.038 .00

 

4. Argument and Discussion 

In this research, the relationship between workforce agility and emotional intelligence factors has been 
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considered. The result of the research revealed some important elements. First, the emotional intelligence 
interpersonal and intrapersonal features have a positive impact on agility. Secondly the interpersonal features of 
emotional intelligence, explains the agility changes more than intrapersonal features. Finally higher level of 
organizational position and education lead to higher agility. 

There has not been any study about the relationship between education and agility until now. But there are some 
investigations in the literature of changing management which is compatible with the conclusion of this research 
that accept the relationship. Cordery and his partners (1993) have shown that there is a positive  relationship 
between the education of personnel and accepting organizational changes, and express that personnel with higher 
level of education have more opportunities for learning and applying the skills, and so they are more able to 
response the new necessities and adapt with the challenges of changes. This result adapts with the sequences of 
Kathuria and Partovi (1999) who demonstrated relationship between education of managers and they attempt for 
achievement of quick changes, increasing production variety and increasing flexibility. In addition, this result 
adapts with Iverson (1996) issues. He showed that training the personnel causes increasing their flexibility, 
conformity and impress their partnership in organization changes.  

This research showed that situation in organization is a determining factor in agility. So that, managers are more 
agile than supervisors and administrative personnel are lower than supervisors viewpoint agility. Sumukadas and 
Sawhney (2004) demonstrated in their research that personnel partnership in organization affairs and their 
information about internal and external problems of organization increase the agility. Via the partnership of 
workforce in top level of organization is more and they have a better knowledge about the organization and its 
external environment, so they understand the necessity of organization Compatibility and organizational changes 
better than the others, and they try more to achieve the goals of programs. The results of this study adapt with the 
discussions in Sumukadas and Sawhney research.  

In this study, the relationship between the job record and workforce agility is rejected and this result is different 
with the results found in Kathuria and Partovi (1999) study, which confirm the relation between job record and 
flexibility and corporation of workforce. Management Inconstancy is a possible reason for this difference. So 
that, in this research near 50% of respondents have worked less than 7 years and the average and standard 
deviation of managers job records is 8 and 6.5. The short term and medium term changes in top manager level 
lead the people with low job record to work in high and intermediate level of firms and influence the research 
results. Another justification for this result can be the type of firms and policies and their different criteria about 
personnel promotion and determining organizational post. 

The results of this study have revealed the positive impact of self- Self-awareness on workforce agility. It shows 
that the awareness of emotions, goals, strengths and weaknesses and logic and honesty of self conscious persons 
enable them to response reasonable to organizations' wants and needs and have more motivate and ability in 
represent behaviors and activities proportional with agile organization atmosphere. 

According to study results, more ability in self-control leads to more workforce agility. This result is compatible 
with abilities of self-control people. Regulating the negative and factious emotions, getting along with 
changeable situations, overcoming the barriers, making decisions and negative judgments, overcoming the 
ambiguities and reliability, innovation in use of opportunities, optimism and perception of organizational events 
philosophies are some abilities of self-control people, which can help the agility of person. 

The study has revealed that self-motivation has a positive impact on workforce agility. It is argued that efficiency, 
effective performance, high self-confidence, optimism and high motivation for achieving the goals and standards 
of self-motivated persons, make them more agile in organization. 

This study has proved the positive impact of intrapersonal competence (empathy and social skill) on workforce 
agility. Intrapersonal competences determine the ability of people in relation management and appropriate 
interaction with others. Amenability of sympathetic people and respect to others emotions, attitudes and opinions 
and perception of their needs and wants, justify the sympathetic people's agility. In addition, the ability of 
widespread relations, solving the disagreements and incompatibility, act in changeable environment, innovation, 
management in new methods and corporation in work groups make the people with social skills more agile. 

Changes and ambiguity in environment cause stress. Stress and anxiety have the most negative impact on the 
operation and behavior of workforce. The ability of emotion recognition and management help individuals 
overcomes their stress and anxiety (Vakola and et al., 2003). Salovey and partners (2000) have introduced the 
recognition of emotions and their management as the fundamental ability of emotional intelligence, which can 
determine the emotional ability. According to Goleman opinion, recognizing and managing the emotions is the 
base of emotional intelligence and this competence is the most helpful thing for a person in social life. According 
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to Kunnanatt opinion (2008), interpersonal competences are more important than intrapersonal factors and it has 
more important role in the effects of emotional intelligence on social life. The results of this study are compatible 
with these discussions and they show that the competence of self-consciousness, self-control and self-motivation 
have more effect on workforce agility than competence of empathy and social skills. 

Practical application of these results in employment and personnel training can help organization agility at 
individual level a lot and provide the field to establish an agile manufacture system in organizations. Use of 
emotional intelligence criteria in personnel selecting and recruiting not only can predict right performance and 
individuals' competence, but also help the organization select right persons. In order to measure emotional 
intelligence of volunteers, interviews should be done in addition to use of quantitative scales. Using interviews in 
assessment of emotional intelligence can increase the chance of success in recruiting personnel with high 
emotional ability (Blank, 2008). 

Therefore, the emotional intelligence is an inherent ability and the genes have important role in its creation, but 
emotional intelligence can grow by training and it needs many efforts and practices (Goleman, 2000). There is 
no standard method for teaching emotional intelligence in the world but one useful method has been accepted 
that individuals improve their emotional intelligence by passing six stages including emotional mapping, 
emotional recognition, emotional acknowledgment, emotional guidance, making empathy and social effects. If 
the individuals pass these stages, successfully their emotional intelligence structure changes in a noticeable way 
and their interpersonal and intrapersonal competence of emotional intelligence improves. Using this method is 
also useful for organizations and helps them to improve their employee’s emotional capabilities (Kunnanatt, 
2008). In addition to this issue, controlling stress and sadness, controlling depression, anxiety management, 
anger management, problem solving skills and assertiveness can help organizations improve and increase their 
employee’s emotional capabilities (Carr, 2004; Vakola and et al., 2003). 

We faced some limitations during conducting this research. If this research was being done in companies with 
higher changes like computer accessories production companies, the results have had a high level of credit. 
Unfortunately, we did not have access to such companies. In addition, we did not have access to any information 
about prior behaviors and performances of the individuals who had confronted the changes and the plans of their 
own company. Having these kind of information, could have helped us determine agile individuals. Since in this 
research the data were collected by a single survey at a single point in time, the results may be influenced by 
common method bias. 
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Abstract 

This paper addresses, homesickness, an important issue in the area of international human resource management. It 
uses psychological and sociological literature to highlight the negative effects of homesickness on migrant workers 
and expatriates. These effects range from psychological disruptions to physical manifestations that affect the 
health and welfare of individuals and impact on work performance. The paper presents a model of coping 
strategies used by expatriates to deal with homesickness. This model is built on the empirical evidence collected. It 
concludes that there is significant amount of evidence found to substantiate that homesickness is an illness and 
detrimental to psychological and social well-being. It is crucial that further research is undertaken in this area as 
affecting expatriates because the size of the investment in expatriates commands that risks of failure are 
minimized. 

Keywords: homesickness, migrants, expatriates, adjustment, multinationals  

1. Introduction  

Moving away from home has always led most people to feel homesick. Homesickness as a psychological state 
created by the prospect or the reality of social isolation continues to attract research attention. Much of the 
literature in international human resource management acknowledges that one of the key issues facing expatriates 
and international workers is related to adjustment to the new place. For instance Black, Mendenhall & Oddou 
(1991) identify a typology of adjustment difficulties formed of four major elements: individual factors, non-work 
factors, organisational factors and job factors. However, while issues of culture and the family occupy a central 
place, homesickness is not mentioned.  

Homesickness is often covered in expatriate literature within the framework of culture shock, a connected but 
different psychosocial reality linked to displacement. The article draws on the literature and interviews with 
expatriates and migrant workers to show far reaching consequences of failure to tackle the problem. The first part 
provides a definition of homesickness and examines some theoretical models and attempts to differentiate it from 
culture shock; the second part considers the experiences of the expatriates and migrant workers interviewed to 
explain the manifestation of homesickness and its consequences in the host country. The unique contribution of 
this article to the literature resides in its contrasting of migrant workers’ and expatriates’ experience vis-à-vis 
homesickness and the development of a typology of copying paradigms. 

Van Tilburg, Vingerhoets & Van Heck (1996, p.899) define homesickness as “the commonly experienced state of 
distress among those who have left their house and home and find themselves in a new and unfamiliar 
environment”. The authors argue that homesickness is a big stressor which can cause ill-health in the people 
affected, e.g., “depression, deficiencies in the immune system, diabetes”. The authors’ claim is not isolated. Other 
scientists such as Ekblad (1993), Leff et al. (1970) and Weissman & Paykel (1973) found evidence to support 
claims that homesickness affects health. If homesickness affects people on the move, even the voluntary migrants, 
then there is strong probability that it could be more pronounced in expatriate populations. Indeed, the literature 
suggests that homesickness is common among displaced people and is an illness of socially disorientated and 
isolated people.  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Homesickness as an Illness 

As an illness, according to medical and psychological evidence, homesickness has tangible symptoms which are 
physical, cognitive and behavioural. Sufferers complain of gastric and intestinal pains, lack of sleep, headache, 
feeling of tiredness and some eating disorders. Baier & Welch (1992), Fisher (1989) and many others noted much 
evidence to support this claim. Examining the cognitive symptoms of homesickness, Fisher (1989) reveals that 
there develop in the displaced person obsessive thoughts about home and sometimes simultaneously negative 
thoughts about the new place. Fisher also identifies a state of absent mindedness in the people affected. There is a 
tendency to idealise home rather than revisiting the problems one encountered there before. The behavioural 
symptoms include “apathy, listlessness, lack of initiative and little interest in the new environment” (Van Tilburg 
et al., 1996, p. 903). A number of expatriate and migrant studies acknowledged that there are numerous and 
complex relationships between socio-cultural and psychological adjustment (Fisher, 1989; Lin 1986; Scullion & 
Linehan, 2005). The business consequences of such psychological, physiological and social anomalies are 
numerous and include lack of motivation, lack of team spirit and poor performance (Deresky, 2010). Omi and 
Winnant (2003) found similar consequences in a study of migrant populations in East Kentucky, in the United 
States. It should, however, be acknowledged that there may be elements related to personality and to the impact of 
the micro-environment in which the expatriates and labour migrants arrive. If the individuals’ degree of 
psychological damage, as a result of displacement, is high and has deeply affected morale and perhaps personality, 
then they are more likely to display much of the pathological signs explained by Fisher and other psychologists. In 
addition, the extent to which the new environment in which the international assignee or the migrant lands is 
supportive determines the degree to which the newcomer experiences difficulties and the extent to which he or she 
feels homesick. Although most studies of homesickness have been conducted on other groups of migrants, not 
necessarily expatriates, given the above arguments it may not be unreasonable to attempt to speculate possible 
generalisations of the conclusions to international assignees and to the social environments in which they arrive. 
The cognitive and behavioural symptoms of homesickness are likely to lead to emotional problems such as low 
mood, lack of security, loneliness, nervousness, lack of control and depression.  

The symptoms and effects of homesickness help to appreciate the magnitude of the problem, especially as it may 
affect long term international assignees and migrants. Expatriates may already be facing stress associated with 
their involvement in major ventures in the home country; in addition they may be facing the dilemma of whether to 
pursue their career within a MNC in their own home country or seek an international experience often seen as 
“fetishism” for a high flying career as a global manager or consultant. Further dilemma is faced by dual-career 
couples that may be worried about opportunities for the partner abroad or the security of their jobs on return. Such 
a ‘psychological trauma’ coupled with isolation and difficult conditions in the new environment could culminate 
into acute cases of homesickness. If support is not offered, then homesickness may contribute to protract their 
suffering. In such a case, integration and successful rebuilding of broken lives are in great jeopardy and could in 
turn affect the success of the international assignment as argued earlier.  

Homesickness is often viewed as a periodic situation although in “severe cases these feelings are continuous” 
(Fisher et al., 1984). The possibility of protracted period for homesickness enables to differentiate this condition 
from culture shock, whose life cycle may be shorter. While homesickness is view as a serious illness, culture shock 
is not always perceived in this way. Adler (1987) in particular rejects the association of culture shock with illness. 
The seriousness of homesickness is further indicated by its prevalence although it has been suggested that it is hard 
to assess prevalence of the ‘disease’ because of its periodicalness. Van Tilburg et al. (1996) contended that most 
people experience homesickness especially in the early days following departure and only grave experiences are 
reported spontaneously. Fisher et al., (1984) studied homesickness among boarding school pupils and they found 
that only 18 per cent of cases were reported. However, a deeper investigation in the same school revealed a 
prevalence rate of sixty to seventy per cent. This situation may translate the case of expatriates who fall within a 
field that is under-researched as asserted and substantiated earlier in this paper. The little attention paid to 
homesickness as a distinct condition in expatriate literature and, at the same time, there are the volumes of existing 
evidence that a significant number of international assignments end in failure (Briscoe & Schuler, 2004). 
Homesickness in expatriates and international workers could be a deeper and continuous process that should 
command more attention if the success rate in international labour transfers is to improve. 

2.2 Theoretical Models of Homesickness 

Models of homesickness developed by Fisher (1989) are similar to Lin’s (1986) model of psychological and social 
disruption in forced migrants. Fisher drew five models to the ways in which homesickness affect people who are 
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away from their usual “home”. The first, the Loss and attachment model, assumes that the separation of the person 
from his or her social and cultural networks is felt as a loss which sometimes turns into anxiety, grief and anger. If 
this is persistent, the feeling of loss aggravates to become apathy and helplessness (Van Tilburg, et al., 1996, p. 
903). These latter consequences of homesickness in the loss model are what occasion a situation of dependency for 
the people affected and leads, in turn, to “depression, agoraphobia, two symptoms of home sickness” according to 
the authors.  

The second model, the Interruption and discontinuity model, is based on the fact that a break in the way people 
used to lead their lives and fulfil daily routines can be an important stressor and the source of other negative 
emotions like fear, anxiety, and distress. The individual becomes powerless because the basic foundations of his or 
her real life have broken down. In order to survive in the new environment, the expatriate or displaced person 
needs important adjustments that may not be achieved in the immediate future, or may not be achievable at all. 
Thus, the more protracted the process of adjustment is, the more anxiety, fear and depression is developed which 
could prevent, to a large extent, successful social and professional integration in the case of international assignees.  

In the Reduced personal control model the displaced person is not in control of the new environment in which he or 
she has landed. In many instances, the individual lacks coping mechanisms susceptible of helping to accommodate 
the new social, cultural, technological and psychological conditions which can be perceived as opposing and 
threatening forces. These observations led Burt (1993) to argue that the development of homesickness is mainly 
due to the fact that the displaced person is not in control of the host environment.  

The Change and transition model sees individuals as being obliged to accept to fulfil new roles that are supposed 
to enable them to live in harmony with the host environment. The transition between “giving up” old roles and 
habits to “adopt” the novel ones is particularly stressful. This has been observed in male and female migrant 
behaviour. For instance, in research by the various migrant assisting organisations, some male migrants have been 
reluctant to perform kitchen and childcare duties in the United Kingdom because in their original cultures such 
duties are essential feminine Similarly, some female migrants have been reluctant to contemplate work with male 
colleagues as this might clash with their own culture and religion (Hack-Polay, 2008).  

The Conflict model, establishes that there is a perceived or potential conflict within the individual’s self. On the 
one hand the displaced person has the will - or is rather forced - to learn and acquire new ways of seeing and 
approaching things and life. On the other hand, there is a sort of resistance on the part of the individual to 
accommodate the irreversible and uncontrollable wind of change. Thus, there exists in the mind of the displaced 
persons a desire to return home but they are confronted with issues of security and safety. 

Research in an area connected to home sickness, culture shock, uses a model referred to as the U-curve model, 
developed by Oberg (1960). This model contends that newcomers to an alien culture go through four stages to 
reach adjustment. These stages are honeymoon, crisis, recovery and adjustment. This model has been criticised 
because some researchers argue that not all migrants go through the honeymoon phase (Selmer 1999). Models are 
interesting to consider in an attempt to understand the behaviours of expatriates and international workers. Fisher’s 
models offer a fairly comprehensive catalogue of what expatriates may feel like and do in the new socio-cultural 
and professional context. However, instead of seeing Fisher’s theories as five different models, there could be a 
realistic inclination to categorise them as one single model of homesickness with different stages. Indeed, it is not 
rare to observe that an individual goes through more than one, and sometimes, all the stages defined by Fisher’s 
model. These stages may be experienced or felt simultaneously or occur gradually. Some theorists suggest possible 
interventions or remedy to deal with homesickness.  

3. Method 

Taking a qualitative approach, the research used unstructured interviews to obtain information. The investigation 
sought to answer the following research questions: (1) To what extent does preparation prior to migration or 
expatriate is a mitigating factor for developing homesickness? (2) Are there differences between sponsored 
migrants (expatriates) and self-made migrants (migrant workers)? (3) How do different groups of migrants cope 
with homesickness? Nationality was not a selection criterion and is not used as a critical variable in the analysis. 
The participants originated from East Africa, Britain, Indonesia and Saudi Arabia. The expatriates worked for 
large and small multinationals operating in London, United Kingdom. The migrant workers all came 
independently to work in the UK from various countries. The critical sample selection criterion was a time variable 
that required the participant to have lived and worked in the UK or another foreign country for a minimum of three 
years and competence in English language since the interviews were to be conducted in the medium of English. 
Three years was thought to be adequate time during which the expatriate or migrant worker would have settled 
through the development of strategies to cope with homesickness. 
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Participants were contacted using snowball sampling. The sample comprised 45 participants, 15 company 
expatriates and 30 migrant workers. Two migrant workers and an expatriate initially contacted led the researcher to 
others. The contacts obtained via the original interviewees were often from the participants’ immediate networks, 
e.g., company or community organisations, making the process of finding participants less laborious. The purpose 
for selecting expatriates and migrant workers was to contrast their experiences in the host country and examine 
differences and similarities among groups that entered international labour migratory movements via two distinct 
routes. 

The unstructured interviews explored themes such as reasons for relocating, pre-departure preparation, initial 
encounter with the host country, issues with settlement, family and missing home. Questions on homesickness 
required participants to talk about their experience and feeling in the early period of arrival, e.g., whether they 
missed home, felt culture shock, lonely. They were also required to speak about the duration of such issues and 
how they overcame. Most expatriates and the migrants spoke openly about their experiences of living abroad and 
the research was able to probe their narratives in order to gain more insights into the participants’ coverage of key 
discussion themes. The study covers a period of two years. Initial interviews took place in early 2009, with follow 
up contact with the participant a year later to establish the degree to which participants have overcome issues and 
the strategies used in the process. 

4. Results 

The participants interviewed described themselves as having felt homesick at some during the expatriation 
process. For some, the condition started its developments right at the point of departure from the home country. For 
the vast majority, the expression of homesickness actually developed on arrival in the host environments. 
However, there is a split as to when the illness developed. Among the migrant workers, 26 experienced 
homesickness in the first three weeks following arrival. Others felt homesick much later, about three to six months 
later. Among the expatriates, the picture bears similarities though with some variations. One expatriate expressed 
that feeling of homesickness appears before departure and 14participants acknowledged symptoms only after three 
months. Among the latter, two expatriates felt homesick only a year after starting the overseas assignments. It was 
evident that all migrants and expatriates displayed symptoms of homesickness and developed the condition 
regardless of mitigating factors such as previous experience of migration, the presence of the family and basic 
language knowledge. These variables were used to assess the degree to which there could be mitigating factors to 
homesickness.   

4.1 Homesickness in Expatriates and Migrants: Causal Explanations  

A plethora of factors in combination lead to the sense of dislocation and subsequent development of homesickness 
in migrant workers and expatriates. In general the study has revealed that it is always a combination of factors that 
causes the condition. However, a multiple combination of those is likely to aggravate the disease and cause the 
affected workers condition to deteriorate over time. This section highlights some of the most common causes 
described by the participants. 

4.1.1 Crossing the Boundaries of Fortress Cultures 

Penetrating different cultures is not effortless. Countless studies (Deresky, 2010; Hack-Polay, 2008; Hofstede, 
1991; Lin, 1986) described the hitches associated with the process. The process of penetrating new cultural 
contexts particularly becomes more painful the more distant the cultures are. In the case of the migrant workers in 
the study, all came from relatively countries outside of Western Europe, with the African respondents having 
cultures that have more dissimilarity with western cultures. The predominantly collectivist cultures in this part of 
the world has proved incompatible with the individualist western cultures. Even the Eastern European participants 
from less collectivist cultures did not escape the feeling of incompatibility of cultures with the western host 
country. Collectivism meant that the migrants expected a more welcome in the host country, both in society and in 
the workplace. However, they argue that they were greeted with a “cold welcome” which was far from being one in 
their home cultures. Over half of the migrant workers felt this. The expression used by a migrant teacher indicates 
how migrant workers might develop apathy for the host country and a feeling of homesickness: 

“Here no-one says hello to you. Even when you are first to do so, you may not get an answer. When I started work, 
it wasn’t much different in the workplace. Colleagues would gather and eat while I sat in my corner. I felt 
unwanted and desired to go home”. 

Nine expatriates expressed frustrations about the new work environment while expatriates described the office 
culture as “fortress culture” where everyone seemed too busy to devote time to welcome newcomers and make 
them feel at home. The nine expatriates were particularly frustrated at the fact that they could not find their way 
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around the office easily and felt “stupid” sometimes and missed the home country. Though a significant number of 
expatriates did not express similar views, the experiences of the nine exemplify issues of integration that could 
trigger a sense of missing home country cultures and practices and therefore increase the feeling of the superiority 
of home over away, and an Asian expatriate translated the frustrations in those terms: 

“In headquarters, I knew where things were and I knew people. We are supposed to work as a team but the team 
doesn’t work. There’s a ‘gang’ of unhelpful colleagues who chat and gossip between themselves. They know 
everything about you but you know nothing about them.” 

This analysis is further supported by the fact that all expatriates contended that there was something either in the 
organisational cultures or the societal cultures that led them to feel like not being at home or in an environment 
culturally close to home. 

4.1.2 Fear 

Fear was exemplified at several levels. Fear of the demands of the need to bridge the cultural gap and integrate has 
already been elucidated. However, fear that caused a feeling of missing home could be noticed in other areas. Fear 
of doing the wrong thing both within the workplace and society, fear of the (in)ability to adapt to new technology, 
fear of opacity of legal frameworks in some contexts, fear of the pace of life, fear for safety, etc. were other 
dimensions of the feeling of insecurity that surround the migrants and expatriates. The African migrants mostly 
originated from urban centres. The newness of everything, the people, economic and social systems, the 
architecture, transport system and even the food was very overwhelming for the migrant workers. Fear was about 
the use of banking services, road traffic, computers, heating and cooking systems. Many had the fear of doing the 
wrong thing which might lead to their being hurt or breaking the law or causing other damage. However, the fear of 
the human beings in the new social context was paramount for a large majority. An eastern European migrant 
contented: 

“I was very scared because this wasn’t home. My fears were exacerbated by negative stories I heard about attacks 
on migrants. I prayed for my safety.” 

The fear of people and authorities in the receiving country was widely shared by the participants. After a laborious 
journey, braving much psychological disruptions linked to separation and risk taking in terms of the new venture, 
to see these fears become reality was not an option to evoke for fear that it might bring bad luck. Nineteen migrant 
workers and 11 expatriates argued that fear was already in shaping before the journey began, with some reporting 
“tummy rumbling and fast heart beats”. Kofman & Sales (1992) argue that within the boundaries of a “Fortress 
Europe”, those aspiring for safety can fear being rejected and returned to danger. This stage represents a significant 
step for many migrant workers and expatriates because those with less fear and more strategies to combat fear have 
an increased chance of successful integration. Removing fear helps combat the “terrifying” perception that distant 
cultures and realities are necessarily alien, therefore potentially harmful and helped the foreign workers draw 
similarities with home.  

4.1.3 Language 

Awareness of the language of the host country was felt to be of critical importance. Both groups of migrant 
workers and expatriates acknowledge this probably in the same powerful way as expressed by Freire (1970) who 
argues that “to exist humanly is to name the world, to change it” and this is possible through language acquisition. 
Freire connects language acquisition with the effective search and appropriation of economic opportunities. 
Language is a primary source of socialisation and studies by Marshall (1992) found that language is a significant 
barrier faced by migrants in a host society. In the context of this research, two thirds of migrant workers felt that 
the lack of language competence was a key issue that reminded them about home and the “good life” they had. An 
Eastern European factory worker likened the lack of language skills to “deafness, blindness and deafness”. This 
translates the social disability caused to migrants and expatriates by the lack of language competence. The 
metaphors express the frustrations of not being able to speak for self and communicate with the host country 
nationals (HCNs) and in the wider society.  

The lack of language skills among migrant workers, in the early period following the arrival in the host country, 
impairs to large extent access to advice, information and guidance and social activities (Hack-Polay, 2008). While 
the language issue was significant for migrant workers both in the workplace and society, it affected expatriate 
workers mostly outside work. However, that did not necessarily remove the frustrations of the incapacity to melt in 
the new social context and learn more, thus, increasing the sense of dislocation of being out of place and therefore 
re-inactivating the strong feeling for home. This was expressed by a migrant in these terms: 
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“Back home, I knew very little English. When I arrived here, I felt ashamed at not being able to communicate 
with people and understand them”. 

Migrant workers and expatriates who spoke a second language or a plurality of languages had an advantage. 
Multilingualism made it easier to build initial relationships with people and peers from a variety of backgrounds 
and nationalities. This helped them to combat social isolation and some psychological pressure born from 
separation and loss. The experiences of the migrant workers and expatriates demonstrated that language is critical 
survival tool in a new culture and society.  

4.1.4 Dimensions of the New Position 

Increased responsibilities, unfamiliarity with the context and the magnitude of coordination issues were 
highlighted by half of the expatriates as critical factors that led them to miss home and develop thoughts of wanting 
to return. There was a question of whether the pre-departure training and visits undertaken actually achieved the 
aim, which was to smooth the transition between home and away. Pre-departure training is often credited with 
some degree of success (Briscoe, Schuler & Claus, 2009; Dowling & Welch, 2008) and this was exemplified in the 
experiences of the participants. Expatriates, with the exception of one who has several years of experience in 
multiple locations, have underscored the overwhelming sense being lost in the new job. The expatriates estimated 
that while the preparations were important, these did not always emphasise the job element in terms of the new 
employee getting a chance to practise and to experience for a meaningful length of time the realities and issues 
associated with the new position. Images of home keep coming back to the mind due to these difficulties, but this is 
further evident when there is scarcity of support as in the case of a quarter of expatriates who argued that they 
receive little support from both the subsidiary and headquarters.  

Migrant workers were less concerned about the immensity of the tasks involved in the new job in the host country. 
The major issue for two-thirds of participants was about demonstrating that they had skills and could mix well with 
locals. Migrant workers were further concerned about not gaining permanent positions and therefore having to 
either seek other opportunities or return home. For those migrants whose country of origin presented less 
employment opportunities, this was not a desirable option; that increased the sense of fear, a factor impacting on 
their emotions.  

4.2 The Grieving Process and Homesickness 

Becoming a migrant or expatriate causes a sense of loss and grief. When most participants were alone, they felt 
more deeply the loss in terms of family, friends and environmental familiarity. They grieved for country as a 
geographical space, and sociocultural and linguistic entity that signified belongingness. An eastern European 
migrant’s expression sums up the feeling of many of the participants: 

“I feel sad for leaving my parents back home. I always think about them and the good time. I go to see them from 
time to time and phone them. But this is not the same as being with them regularly”.  

Grieving for such a colossal loss was commonly expressed through tears and the body language that encompassed 
head shaking, isolating oneself in the room, restlessness and miserable attitude. All migrant workers and 
expatriates acknowledged going through this process, despite the apparent joy having the opportunity to further 
their professional experience and, in the case of migrant workers, to send remittances to relatives back home. The 
similarity in the experiences of the migrant workers and expatriates is not an isolated finding. Other studies found 
some consistency in the experience and behaviour of displaced people, e.g., Lin, 1986; Williams & Westermeyer, 
1986. An African migrant described the “coldness” of the host country, not just in terms of the cold weather of 
November when he arrived in the United Kingdom. During the interview the migrant persistently referred to the 
loneliness on arrival, the emptiness and the lack of social warmth. Grief for the “lost” homeland or the “lost” 
paradise is unmistakably high particularly in the first hours and days of arrival. In later stages, the migrant try to get 
on with their professional lives. Time and the building of new networks shorten the grieving process.  

4.3 Symptoms and Consequences of Homesickness 

The symptoms of homesickness among the migrant workers and expatriates could be observed at many levels and 
took different forms. Some were purely psychological but others were physiological. Though the detailed 
symptoms were different from one individual to another, broad similarities were reported by the participants. 

Constant changes in moods were common among expatriates and migrants. A significant majority reported that in 
the early period following arrival, they were unsettled possibly due to disorientation and fear. The anxiety led three 
quarters of the participants to shift from excitement to a feeling of unhappiness. Frowning, teeth grinding, not 
finding a personal space and occasionally being unfriendly denoted more often the mental state of the worker. At 
times, the expatriate or migrant worker realised that there was something wrong in their own behaviour but could 
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do nothing about and found room to blame others for the psychological state in which they were. Phone calls to the 
headquarters were inappropriately rude before the expatriate apologised. The migrant workers also reported that 
sometimes, they did not feel like phoning home. When they did because they missed relatives, the slightest 
reminder of the “overdue remittance” greatly irritated them. Though only a fifth, some participants reported 
sobbing in the office or more discreetly in the loo or in their apartment. The stage was an exemplification of 
Fischer’s (1989) reduced personal control model during which the migrant feels helpless before a number of 
situations. An expatriate said: 

“Sometimes, I became irritated with no reason. Some of my colleagues’ behaviour, sometimes normal, was 
found unacceptable and offensive. I went out of the office, to the toilet and outside for fresh air. It was unsettling 
and I was withdrawn” 

The lack of interest was characterised by participants’ lack of response to normal demands of the body and 
refusing food. Some participants, particularly among migrant workers, reported not eating for a day or two and 
having very unbalanced diets for many weeks after arrival. This led to unusual loss of weight and ill physiological 
conditions. Five respondents reported constipations, three claimed to have had constant headaches and a larger 
proportions, one third of participants, thought they felt weak. Many, both migrants and expatriates, experienced a 
general sense of feeling unwell without necessarily being able to describe what was wrong. Some participants 
refused basic socialising that may assist them in removing the sense of isolation and the constant reminders of the 
absence of home. An Eastern European migrant commented that being alone helped to connect with past realities 
but it was equally harmful because the mind was consistently back home and the migrant was spiritually absent 
from the host country. This transition exemplifies Fischer’s (1989) conflict model in which the authors sees 
antagonistic and conflicting forces at work within the individual’s psyche. 

Migrant workers and expatriates alike went through this experience. Migrant workers particularly felt that there 
was a lot to take in. Work systems, technologies and reporting lines were entirely different in the country of origin. 
These, combined with the psychological effects of separation, became a situation that the participants were uneasy 
about but had no control over. This impacted on their performance in the early days of taking up the new positions. 
A migrant added that sometimes he might be chatting with friends and being lost in the discussions. He also 
acknowledged making several mistakes at work, which caused concerns to the managers. In fact the respondent 
admitted that on several occasions, he used the wrong packaging for particular products. These errors caused 
delays in processing customer orders and a sizeable amount of complaints. Managers referred him to the human 
resource department that provided advice and counselling to help the transition. However, such errors were fatal 
for one migrant worker who was returned home before finding work in Britain. Eight of the fifteen expatriate 
equally experienced the lack of focus and concentration and this lasted weeks but the situation tended to improve 
over time. Here, it could be spoken of Interruption and discontinuity model within Fischer’s (1989) homesickness 
framework. 

In total, homesickness caused psychological and social disruption in migrant workers and expatriates. The 
participants were affected physiologically, leading to some more accepted forms of physical illness. The gravity of 
the homesickness and its effects were more pronounced among migrant workers perhaps because they received 
less preparation before migrating but equally because of the fear of having no jobs to return to unlike expatriates. 
The next section examines coping or mitigating mechanisms. 

4.4 Bridging the Gap between Home and Away 

The following paragraphs examine in more details the mitigating factors in dealing with homesickness. The 
migrant workers and expatriates interviewed had different responses to the evolving symptoms of the disease and 
developed a variety of coping mechanisms. However, other factors such as the role of third party, e.g., employers, 
were significant. Usually, these when combined with personal coping strategies were rendered more effective. The 
major mitigating factors in the fight against homesickness can be categorised in four main groups: social paradigm, 
the educational paradigm, the personal paradigm and the medical paradigm. 

4.4.1 Social Paradigm 

This is made up of strategies linked with the utilisation of social networks. A fifth of participants argued that 
contacts with different people, including locals and expatriates from own and other countries were extremely 
productive in maintaining a certain psychological balance. A larger proportion of both migrant workers and 
expatriates acknowledged that contacts with strangers were not helpful in the initial period after relocation as the 
majority was in search for a personal space that would encourage the organisation of thoughts and make sense of 
the new realities. For this latter group, such self-imposed isolation became counter-productive and later contacts 
with the “outside” social world became instrumental in the healing process.  
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Most beneficial ingredients for respondents in the social paradigm include the discovery and integration with 
community organisations and expatriate associations. All the migrants workers felt that being able to meet people 
from their own community, socialise, speak the language, attend cultural events and have access to native cuisine 
were critical healing and success factors. The choice of the place of residence in the host country for migrant 
workers is fundamentally determined by the concentration of people from the same ethnic backgrounds. The sense 
of solidarity helps migrants make sense of life in the new environment. Further evidence the healing powers of the 
social paradigm lies in the highly ranked role of the family by expatriates. A third of the fifteen expatriates had 
come with their spouse and children. With the nuclear family being present, the expatriate had little to be deeply 
concerned about back home; to some extent, home seems to have moved with the expatriate. Though this category 
displayed the symptoms of homesickness, these were less pronounced than in those who did not relocate with the 
family. Most participants who regularly kept in touch with family and friends in the home country (12 
participants), the feeling of missing home was less intensive than among those who did not telephone, write to or 
visit friends and relatives at regular intervals. The social model is summarised in table 1. 

 

Social 
Paradigm 

Main strategies within paradigm Outcome 

 Use of social networks 

 Integrate community or expatriate groups 

 Increased contacts with friends and family 

 Use of the nuclear family 

 Cultural exploration and discovery 

 Psychological balance 

 Ability to rapidly make 
sense of host realities 

Table 1. Social paradigm and intended outcomes 

 

4.4.2 Educational Paradigm 

This paradigm includes coordinated assistance by the MNC, e.g., pre-departure training and briefing sessions, a 
least a country visit and chat with previous expatriates from the same company. A large number of the expatriates 
asserted that pre-departure preparation provided a crucial overview of the host country, geographical orientation, 
the dimensions of the new positions and expected issues. At least two thirds of expatriates supported this view and 
within this proportion half agreed that the testimonies of returnees were important in establishing a picture of the 
destination. Among first-time expatriates, half of the sample, as part of the pre-departure training four had overlap 
experience. Overlap is pre-assignment preparation that involves the new expatriate working alongside the 
outgoing member of staff to develop a realistic idea of what is involved in the work. All new expatriates that went 
through this process were unanimous about the benefits of overlaps. 

A key aspect of the training provided to the expatriates before the assignment was cross-cultural management. All 
the expatriates that received some form of training acknowledged that it was extremely important and “eye 
opening”. The view was shared by both experienced and first-time expatriates. Such positive feeling is translated 
by the statement of a first time expatriate for an operational management position who sees the richness of 
pre-departure preparation. Migrant workers in general did not benefit from such coordinated assistance and 
showed more signs of dislocation and homesickness. Their experience is similar to expatriates who had little or no 
preparation. In fact, for these participants, the more dislocated their felt, the more they missed home and presented 
the symptoms of homesickness. This argument is further vindicated by the experiences of migrants who took 
formal courses in the UK; these migrants benefited in terms of language acquisition, cultural awareness and 
socialisation as they had more opportunities to meet host country nationals and experience real life interactions but 
critically such migrants developed skills that made them more professionally mobile. Table 2 illustrates the 
educational paradigm. 

The centrality of the educational paradigm lies in its capacity to raise awareness and be psychologically prepared 
to a certain degree. Such awareness means that the displaced persons could think of contingencies. The educational 
paradigm removes to a certain degree the sense of dislocation which is a causal factor of homesickness and the 
perilous circumstances displaced persons experiences. 
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Educational 
Paradigm 

Main strategies within paradigm Outcome 

 Coordinated assistance by MNCs 

 Pre-departure training, preparation 

 Returnee testimonies and input 

 Overlap 

 Education attendance in host country 

 Reduced sense of 
dislocation 

 Preparedness of 
expatriate or migrant worker 

 Formulation of personal 
plan prior to departure 

Table 2. The educational paradigm and intended outcomes 

 

4.4.3 Personal Paradigm 

The personal paradigm comprises of three key strategies: personal willingness and drive to maintain local and 
distant connections, Self-directed cultural learning and the Use of previous migration experience. The first strategy 
involved the expatriate or migrant worker doing all it takes to keep in touch with relatives and friends back home. 
This is usually through letters, electronic mail, telephone calls or visits back home. A female expatriate described 
her experience of using this strategy: 

The atmosphere in Indonesia was great. But I felt lonely because my boyfriend could not come as we weren’t 
married. To feel better I wrote 10 letters in 3 days and received equal numbers within 2 weeks; I kept reading, 
which kept me going. 

The second strategy within the Personal paradigm is Self-directed cultural learning. This is summarised in table 3. 
Using this strategy, the migrant or expatriate, consciously or unconsciously, constructs a programme of learning 
aimed at decreasing the effect of homesickness. This involves the participant developing keen interest and 
willingness to learn about cultures and practices in the host country. Some expatriates clarified that they 
established regular patterns of television sessions where they would watch particularly programmes on local TV 
stations; others bought several books explaining local cultures and signposting newcomers to religious or 
traditional festivals and things of interest to tourists. Self-directed cultural learning also applied in the workplace. 
The Personal Paradigm proved effective because the subject of homesickness was at the centre of the search for 
remedy and was driving the healing process. Such a conclusion was further evident in the experiences of migrants 
or expatriates who had worked or lived abroad before. Although the environment was different, they tended to dig 
hard into past migration to inform current life. These participants showed a superior capacity to adapt than those 
who were first time migrants or expatriates. Migrant who have worked in another country mirrored this.  

 

Personal 
Paradigm 

Main strategies within paradigm Outcome 

 Drive to maintain contact at home 

 Willingness to build contacts with host 
country nationals (HCNs) 

 Self-directed cultural learning 

 Use of previous migrant/expatriate 
experience 

 Social tourism 

 Cultural immersion 

 Sense of self-worth 

 Development of temporary 
social networks 

 Cultural exploration and 
discovery 

Table 3. The personal paradigm and intended outcomes 

 

4.4.4 Medical Paradigm 

The Medical Paradigm was the least used – only five of the 45 participants - but remained an avenue for a minority 
of participants. It is worth exploring given its impact on those participants’ lives. The strategies within the medical 
paradigm involved the absorption of medicines and drugs. The sufferers of homesickness took tablets literally 
every day for the slightest pain, headache, stomach-ache and fatigue. One respondent acknowledged taking tablets 
when he felt very tired claiming that it relaxed him. Others took sleeping tablets to beat the constant thoughts about 
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home that stopped them sleeping well. The Medical Paradigm had a degree of effectiveness but presented strong 
drawbacks. An expatriate who relied heavily on this paradigm pointed out some drawbacks: 

“In the beginning taking tablets was fine. I become drowsy and sleep a bit. But when I wake up and ‘regain 
consciousness’ the thought of home was still there, sometimes even more virulent. I ended up losing more by not 
socialising with local people”. 

The medical paradigm is illustrated in table 4. 

 

Medical 
Paradigm 

Main strategies within paradigm Outcome 

 Consumption of drugs 

 Consumption of alcohol  

 Temporal removal of 
homesickness 

 Less social networks and 
societal assistance 

 Addiction to drugs or alcohol 

 Reduced personal control 

Table 4. The medical paradigm and intended outcomes 

 

5. Conclusions and Discussion 

The paper has shown that homesickness is a critical issue for displaced people. This could affect expatriates and 
multinational organisations to a large extent. Evidence (Deresky, 2010) suggests that it is a serious issue with 
potentially damaging impacts if it is not remedied. Homesickness is a condition that many psychologists see as an 
illness (Fisher, 1989; Van Tilburg et al., 1996), with important manifestations that have bearings on performance. 
For example, the displaced person could be irritable, sad, uncooperative and lacking initiative and drive. In 
business, the discourse of successful expatriate assignment must incorporate issues of homesickness which can 
lead to lower performance. The legitimacy of such a conclusion lies in the fact that migrant workers and expatriates 
in this research made significant reference to the term “home” and feelings of missing home. The impact of 
homesickness on expatriate performance should therefore not be overlooked. Further research is needed to 
establish the weight of homesickness in expatriate failure. This means attempting to establish whether an employee 
posted overseas who does not experience acute levels of homesickness generates better performance and return on 
investment. Homesickness could be a critical factor affecting adaptation and adjustment and should require greater 
attention than it currently receives. Expatriation is significant corporate investment whose high cost has been 
consistently argued. It is imperative to take every little step to safeguard such crucial investment. 

Van Tilburg et al., (1996, p.909) argue that “the possibilities of interventions appear to be limited”. Some realistic 
modes of interventions centre on the “stress management” approach (Fisher, 1989). It is designed to help the 
affected people to accept the feeling of homesickness, be involved in the new environment, do physical activities 
(sports, games, visits), eat and sleep well, go onto training programmes (Van Tilburg et al., 1996). In discussing 
culture shock, a concept related to homesickness, Selmer (1999) argues that there is no way to prevent it. 
Preventive solutions for homesickness are equally in short supply. Attempts can, however, be made to reduce the 
impact of homesickness on expatriates and organisations; such attempts are deeply rooted in the ability of 
organisations to ensure adequate expatriate preparation before departure and during the assignment. Deresky 
(2010) emphasises the importance of preparation and training, arguing that such activities reduce culture shock, 
disorientation and anxiety. Preparation should largely be concerned with informing the expatriate about the 
circumstances in the host country and the potential for social and psychological isolation for some time before 
acquaintance with the new environment. This process is normal and requires time and personal or family effort for 
a positive and gradual adjustment. Important family problems could result from homesickness; members could 
turn against each other and this could lead, on occasions, to the disintegration of the family and a large number of 
people do not pass this stage, causing the expatriate to return earlier. As part of prevention, expatriate packs could 
include plans for frequent return visits back home. Although this may add to the overall cost of the expatriate 
assignment, it will still remain more economical than failed expatriation. 

Finally, reducing homesickness could take into account an attempt to rebuild a socio-cultural network, however 
artificial it may be. In many places several multinational companies work in juxtaposition and their staff may share 
cultural norms. For instance, there could be concerted effort by MNCs to establish an expatriate network that could 
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include host country nationals (HCNs). Cultural practices such as nightclubs, religious institutions, schools or 
childcare facilities could be drawn in to provide a more cultural sensitive network for the expatriates. This is far 
from implying that parent company nationals (PCNs) and third country nationals (TCNs) should cut themselves 
off the host society. On the contrary they learn from each other’s adjustment difficulties and successes at the same 
time as combating somehow the effects of homesickness.  
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Abstract 

The aim of this research was to investigate the effects of prenatal stress and handling on immune system cell 
distribution and lymphocyte T proliferation in adult Albino Wistar male rats. Prenatal stressed (PS) offspring by 
immobilization (IMO) were handled during the first week of life. Animals of both treatments were acute IMO 
stressed. Blood was extracted from 0 to 330 min, and counting of white blood cells, leucocyte subpopulations 
and levels of corticosterone (COR) were made. Lymphocyte T spleen proliferation was determined. COR, 
leucocyte, lymphocyte and neutrophil profiles and lymphocyte T proliferation were significant different between 
prenatal stress and non-handling group and prenatal control and non-handling group, however these responses 
were attenuated when animals were handled. In conclusion, early handling revert the effects of PS with 
re-exposure to the same postnatal stressor on the activity of hypothalamo-pituitary-adrenal axis, the dynamic of 
leucocyte distribution and the mitogenic response of T lymphocytes. 

Keywords: handling, prenatal stress, immunity, rats 

1. Introduction 

Maternal stress during pregnancy may have long-lasting adverse effects on physical development and behaviour 
of the offspring (Rodriguez et al., 2007). In rodents and primates it increases the incidence of attention deficits, 
impairs coping behaviour in novel and intimidating situations (Weinstock, 1997) and induces learned 
helplessness and anhedonia (Keshet & Weinstock, 1995). It has previously been shown that prenatally stressed 
rats exhibit hyperanxiety (Salomon et al., 2011; Nachum Biala et al, 2006) depressive–like behaviour and 
learning deficits in their youth and adulthood (Morley-Fletcher et al., 2003; Poltyrev et al., 2005).  

Prenatal chronic stress by immobilization produced basal hyperactivity of the HPA axis and its reponse 
decreased (habituation) to the same stress applied postnatally (Mayer et al., 2011). Others authors (Rabasa et al., 
2011) applying the same chronic stress during adulthood also found habituation. 

Moreover, this prenatal chronic stress, especially during pregnancy as well as in the post natal period (Seckl, 
2004), modifies the functional status of the immune system and the vulnerability of offsprings to 
immunotoxicants effects or immune mediated diseases (Dhabhar et al., 1996; Wright, 2010). Kohman et al. 
support these findings and describe a direct connection with high levels of cytokines and exaggerated cognitive 
deficits. Previous works have shown that stress stimuli in pregnant monkeys diminished the in vitro 
mitogen-induced lymphocyte proliferation (Halper et al, 1991; Jessop et al., 1987) 

Another effect is a redistribution of the absolute and relative number of leukocytes and of lymphocytes and 
neutrophils, which could be compatible with the reduction of the possibility of these cells to access organs in 
contact with antigens when subjected to the same prenatal stress in adult life (Dhabhar et al., 1994, 1995, 1996). 
This alteration may be due, at least in part, to the habituation in the functionality of the HPA axis (Mayer et al, 
2011). 

Early handling (H) may antagonize the stress consequences. Meaney et al. (2000) demonstrated that not 
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prenatally stressed rats neonatally handled, had a permanent increase in concentrations of receptors for 
glucocorticoids in the hippocampus. Thus, at all ages tested, rats that were not handled secreted more 
glucocorticoids in response to stress than did H rats. Moreover, some research has confirmed that, adult H rats 
responded to stressors with more modest increases in corticosterone and adrenocorticotrophic hormone (ACTH) 
and a faster return to basal plasma concentrations (Meaney et al., 1996). H rats had significantly greater 
(30–40%) glucocorticoid receptor (GR) binding capacity in the hippocampus compared with non-handled (NH) 
rats (Meaney et al., 1988, 2000). This change in hippocampal GR binding capacity resulted in enhanced 
negative-feedback effects of corticosterone (Lemaire et al., 2006; Meaney et al., 2000). Most recently, an 
elevated GR mRNA containing the hippocampus-specific exon 17 was founded (Mc Cormick et al., 2000). 
Furthermore, animals that were early handled demonstrated low anxiety-like behavior, expressed as high 
exploratory behavior compared to non handled individuals (Vallée et al., 1997, Chapillon et al., 2002). 

However, the influence of postnatal handling on the immune system remains unclear: Thus, the aim of the 
present study is to analyze the effects of prenatal stress and handling on immune system cell distribution and 
mononuclear spleen cells proliferation at basal levels and after the same postnatal acute stress in adult male rats. 

2. Materials and Methods 

Animals: Albino Wistar rats (280-300g), were housed in individual plastic cages under standard laboratory 
conditions (12 hours light/12 hours dark, 22 °C, constant humidity, water and food available “ad libitum”). The 
first day of pregnancy was determined by the presence of sperm plug. 

During the last two weeks of pregnancy, females in the stressed group were exposed for 30 min. to chronic and 
unpredictable stress by plate immobilization (IMO) according to the method described by Michajlovskij et al. 
(1988), three times a week. Control female rats were left undisturbed in the cages. The offspring males from 
these two groups were referred to as prenatal stress (PS) and control (PC). The offspring were submitted to 
postnatal handling as described by Meaney et al. (2000). This manipulation was performed daily from postnatal 
day 1 until postnatal day 3. Briefly, the pups were picked up and transferred from their home cage to another one 
containing paper toweling. Separate cages were used for each litter throughout in the cage for 1 min (between 9 
to 11 a.m. every day) before being returned to their home cage. The mother was taken out of the home cage 
before the pups, kept alone in another cage for the 1 min, and then returned to the home cage after the pups. 
Handling sessions were always performed in the same room by the same experimenter. The stimulation was 
performed daily (between 9 to 11 A.M.) from postnatal day 1 until 3.  

Immediately litters were culled to eight pups to prevent the influence of number of pups on the parameters. 
Offspring were weaned 21 d after birth and housed in groups of four males by litter, and left undisturbed until 
testing at 90 d of age. Only two male siblings per litter from each group were tested in adult life.  

The PS group was assessed to two groups: prenatal stress and handling (PSH) and prenatal stress and 
non-handling (PSNH). The PC group was divided into two groups: prenatal control and handling (PCH) and 
prenatal control and non-handling (PCNH).  

2.1 First Experiment 

Plasma analysis: Blood samples (200-300 µl) of all groups were collected by the tail clip method (Tulli et al., 
1995) before treatment for baseline measurements (0 min), immediately after the acute IMO session (20 min), 
and at 60, 90, 120, 150 and 330 min). COR levels of the blood plasma (Armario & Castellanos, 1984) were 
measured by radioimmunoassay using highly specific rabbit antiserum to COR from Bioclin (Cardiff, UK) Assay 
sensitivity was 10 pg of COR; the inter and intra-assay coefficient of variability was <10%. 

For leukocyte cells analysis, the relative leukocyte formula was determined by examining 200 stained cells with 
the method of May Grünwald-Giemsa. 

2.2 Second Experiment 

Animals of alls groups were sacrificed by decapitation immediately after IMO. For lymphocyte T cell 
proliferation, spleen was extracted and cell proliferation was determined using the [3H] thymidine assay. The 
spleen cells were seeded in microplate (2 x105/well) and cultured in RPMI 1640 from Sigma (St.Louis, MO, 
USA) complete medium (10% FBS, 25 mM HEPES, 2 mM L-glutamine, 50 µM 2-4 mercaptoethanol, 100 U/ml 
penicillin, 100 µM streptomycin), at 37°C, under 5% CO2 atmosphere, stimulated with Concanavalin A (2,5 µg/ 
ml, Sigma) during 72 hours (Mayer et al., 2011). 

The statistical comparisons in the First Experiment were analysed using a three-way 2x2x7 repeated measure 
MANOVA, between: mother treatment (prenatal stress), and offspring (postnatal handling); within: time 
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treatment (T=0, T=20, T=60, T=90, T=120, T=150, T=330). In Second Experiment were analysed using two-way 
2x2 ANOVA, between: mother treatment (prenatal stress) and offspring (postnatal handling). Post-hoc 
comparisons were made using Duncan’s test. 

3. Results 

3.1 First Experiment 

When controls plasma COR levels with or without handling treatment were analyzed, no statistical differences 
were observed at the evaluated times.  

 

 

Figure 1. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on corticosterone plasma levels 

Note. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on corticosterone plasma levels of PCNH (n = 10), PSNH 
(n = 8) and PSH (n = 8) adults male offspring rats after exposure to acute postnatal stress for 20 min. Each bar 
represents the mean ± S.E.M. *p<0.05 vs. PCNH and PCH groups. 

 

As revealed in Figure 1, COR plasma analysis showed that PSNH basal levels of plasma COR were significantly 
higher than the levels of the PCNH group of rats showed significant effects of the prenatal stress treatment (F(3,30) 
=10.72; p = 0.001) and time (F(6,180) = 130.02; p = 0.021). The interaction between both factors was also 
significant (F(18,180) =18.89; p = 0.001). PSH basal levels of plasma COR were also significantly higher than the 
levels of the PCNH group of rats, showing similar levels of COR between PSNH and PSH. As expected, all 
groups of animals had a higher increment of COR levels after IMO postnatal stress until 150 minutes. PSNH 
animals showed significantly lower COR levels than the control group at 20, 60, 90 and 120 min post stress. 
However, the PSH values were not different from those of the PCNH group from 60 min. At 150 and 330 min 
plasma COR levels were the same for all groups of animals.  

It was observed that total leukocyte number (Figure 2) showed significant effects of the prenatal stress treatment 
(F(3,30) = 6.96; p = 0.021) and time (F(6,180) = 65.32; p = 0.0032). The interaction between both factors was also 
significant (F(18,180) = 1.39; p = 0.025). After 60 min of the acute postnatal stress stimuli, it was possible to 
observe a decrease in the number of leucocytes in the peripheral blood with respect to basal levels both in PSNH 
and in PCNH animals; the decrease continued until 150 min. The number of leucocytes was higher in PSNH 
animals than in their respective controls PCNH and PCH at 120, 150 and 330 min. This difference disappeared 
when the prenatal stress animals were submitted to postnatal handling PSH. 
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Figure 2. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on kinetic profile of the number of                 
leukocytes in peripheral blood 

Note. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on kinetic profile of the number of leukocytes in 
peripheral blood of PCNH (n = 10), PSNH (n = 8) and PSH (n = 8) adult male offspring after exposure to acute 
postnatal stress for 20 min. Each bar represents the mean ± S.E.M. & p<0.05 all grups T=0 vs. all groups T=60. 
*p<0.05 vs. PCNH and PSH groups. 
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Figure 3. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on kinetic profiles of                          
lymphocyte percentages in peripheral blood  

Note. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on kinetic profiles of lymphocyte percentages in 
peripheral blood of PCNH (n = 10), PSNH (n = 8) and PSH (n = 8) adult male offspring after exposure to acute 
postnatal stress for 20 min. Each bar represents the mean ± S.E.M. *p<0.05 vs. PCNH and PCH groups. 

 

Significant effects in percentages of lymphocytes were observed between prenatal stressed rats and their controls 
(Figure 3). The acute postnatal stress stimuli decreased the lymphocyte percentage in all experimental groups 
after 120 min, but PSNH animals showed significantly increased values (F(3,30)=4,37; p=0.0091) in comparison 
to PCNH and PCH groups at time (F(6,180) =78,80; p=0.001) 120, 150, 330 min. The interaction between both 
factors was also significant (F(18,180)=2.59; p = 0.0005). This difference disappeared when the prenatal stress 
animals were submitted to postnatal handling PSH.  
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Figure 4. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on kinetic profile of percentage of                  
neutrophils in peripheral blood 

Note. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on kinetic profile of percentage of neutrophils in 
peripheral blood of PCNH (n = 10), PSNH (n = 8) and PSH (n=8) adult male offspring after exposure to acute 
postnatal stress for 20 min. PC: animals housed in standard conditions, PSNH: animals with prenatal stress 
treatment and without handling, PSH: offspring prenatally stressed and with postnatal handling. Each bar 
represents the mean ± S.E.M. *p<0.05 vs. PCNH and PCH groups. 

 

As shown in Figure 4, after stress acute stimuli, the PSNH percentages of neutrophils were lower than the values 
of PCNH and PSH groups (F(3,30) = 6,92; p= 0.006) after 60 min. (F(6,180)= 66,21; p=0.001). The interaction 
between both factors was also significant (F(18,180)= 3.15; p = 0.0028). These results show that postnatal handling 
attenuated the effects of prenatal stress. No significant difference was found between PCNH or PCH and PSH 
groups.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on kinetic profile of the neutrophil-lymphocyte 
relationship in peripheral blood 

Note. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on kinetic profile of the neutrophil-lymphocyte 
relationship in peripheral blood of PC (n: 10), PSNH (n: 8) and PSH (n: 8) adult male offspring after exposure to 
acute postnatal stress for 20 min. PC: animals housed in standard conditions, PSNH: animals with prenatal stress 
treatment and without handling, PSH: offspring prenatally stressed and with postnatal handling. Each bar 
represents the mean ± S.E.M. *p<0.05 vs. PCNH and PCH groups. 
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The neutrophil-lymphocyte relationship, a stress marker, was determined (Figure 5). These results revealed a 
significant decrease in the values concerning to PSNH in comparison to PCNH and PCH animals (F(3,30) = 5,47; 
p = 0.0027) at 120, 150 y 330 min. (F (6,180) = 36,55; p = 0.001). The interaction between both factors was also 
significant (F(18,180)= 2.35; p = 0.0021). The prenatal effect observed in PSNH group was attenuated when the 
prenatal stress animals were handled PSH. 

3.2 Second Experimen 
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Figure 6. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on spleen lymphocytes T proliferation 

Note. Effects of prenatal stress and postnatal handling on spleen lymphocytes T proliferation in control 
conditions: PCNH (n = 8), PCH (n:5), PSNH (n:5) and PSH (n:5).Each bar represents the mean ± S.E.M. 
*p<0,05 PSNH vs. PCNH and PCH grups, #p<0.05 PSH vs. PSNH  

 

Figure 6 describes a low immune cell proliferation in animals that were submitted to prenatal stress situation in 
comparison to the PCNH group. The lowest lymphocyte T proliferation events occurred in the PSNH group, but 
when animals with the same treatment were handled this effect disappeared and the level of cell proliferation 
was similar to PCNH. Showed significant effects of the prenatal stress treatment (F(1,27)= 7.14; p = 0.012) and 
postnatal handling (F(1,27) = 5.98; p = 0.021). The interaction between both factors was also significant (F(1,27)= 
7.36; p = 0.011). 

4. Discussion 

We found that the basal level of COR of prenatal stress and non-handling group as well as prenatal stress and 
handling animals was higher than the control group level. These data suggest that the HPA axis of the 
experimental groups was hyperactive. These results are in agreement with previous findings (Bauer et al., 2001; 
Sterlemann et al., 2008). This hyperactivity may be due to a lower GR mRNA and MR mRNA expression 
(Sterlemann et al., 2008; Maccari et al., 2003). A consequence of the decreasing levels of corticoid receptors are 
the up-regulation of COR production for the homeostasis maintenance. It is important to note that the stress 
consequences produced in the offspring may have been produced by direct stress effects, due to the fact that the 
COR is a steroid hormone and it can cross the placental barrier (Zarrow et al., 1970). 

Our results demonstrated that prenatal stress and non-handling group plasma COR levels after acute postnatal 
stress condition was significantly lower than the prenatal control non-handling group until 150 minutes. This 
effect was reverted by handling treatment since 60 minutes after postnatal stress. These findings could be 
explained by the increase of GC receptor gene expression in hippocampus cells of all the handled animals, as 
described by O’Donnell et al. (1994). Furthermore, Meaney et al. (1988) demonstrated that the pituitary-thyroid 
system mediated the effect of postnatal handling on hippocampal GR expression, and in 2000 the same author 
suggests that via cAMP-PKA, postnatal handling could alter glucocorticoid receptor expression (Meaney et al., 
2000). 

Previous studies describe a strong relationship between endocrine and immune systems in animals submitted to 
stress-induced alterations (Bowers et al., 2008; Couret et al., 2009). Significant correlations were observed 
between high levels of COR and leukocyte distribution (Dhabhar et al., 1996). Bauer et al. (2001) demonstrated 
that the COR levels produced by stress could modify the cell adhesion molecule (CAMs) expression and 
promote cellular transmigration. In fact, in our previous experiments, prenatally stressed animals re-exposed to 
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the same stressor postnatally did not demonstrate effects on circulating lymphocyte percentages, suggesting an 
endocrine-immune habituated response to stress stimuli (Mayer et al., 2011). 

When in this study we evaluated the leukocyte total numbers and the lymphocyte and neutrophil percentages, we 
observed that the prenatal stress and non-handling group showed significant differences of kinetic profiles for 
prenatal control non-handling group. The postnatal handling treatment reversed the effect of prenatal stress over 
leukocyte total numbers and lymphocyte and neutrophil percentages. The leukocyte numbers decreased in the 
four experimental groups after acute stress stimuli since 60 min. This effect could have been produced by the 
increased immune cell migration to the immune system compartment, in concordance with Dhabhar et al. (1996). 
These data suggest that the normalized levels of glucocorticoids influence the integrin expression and, as a 
consequence, the leukocyte migration. However, the decreased in leukocyte number is minor in prenatal stressed 
due to habituation. The neutrophil-lymphocyte relationship, a stress marker, showed that postnatal handling in 
prenatally stressed animals return to normal values since 120 min. 

Another possible explanation for the similar results observed in prenatal control non-handling group and prenatal 
stress handling group may be due, at least in part, to the decrease in the pro-inflammatory cytokine levels, 
restoring the immune cell distribution. 

The lower lymphocyte T proliferation described in prenatal stress non-handling group is in agreement with 
Silberman et al. (2004). When prenatally stressed animals were postnatally handled, the lymphocyte T 
proliferation is reverted to control levels. These results are difficult to explain because the underlying 
mechanisms are not clear. In our studies, the results are independent of plasma COR levels at that time but it 
could be expressed via monoaminergic (Meaney et al., 2000).  

There are many evidences from various years ago demonstrating in human that exists effects from prenatal stress 
of psychophysic nature as mental retard, dream disturbs on child (Stott D. N., 1973; Schell L. M., 1981), 
cognitive deficits (Koehl 2002 ,Weinstock, 2001), addiction to drugs (Deminière et al., 1992), sexual function 
altered (Ward, 1972, 1984; Papaioannou A, et al. 2002), increase attention déficit with hyperactivity (Clements A. 
D., 1992) and hyperanxiety (Vallée et al., 1997; Ward, 1991). Also, prenatal stress impairs coping behaviour in 
novel and intimidating situations, induces depressive-like behaviour and learned helplessness and anhedonia 
(Papaioannou et al. 2002). These processes could be prevented by early handling treatment.(Nachum-Biala et al, 
2006). 

A considerable array of manipulations in early development have been shown to permantely modify the 
development and subsequent function of HPA ( Kapoor et al, 2006; Vallée et al, 1997; Armario et al, 2011 ). 
There is additional evidence for the involvement of associative processes since adaptation of the ACTH and the 
adrenaline responses to repeated handling was lost when the person who handled the animals was changed 
(Dobrakovova et al, 1993). In both human and in rodents there is a critical neonatal period in which the 
disruption of maternal care and possibly the presence of other stressful situations can reprogram the HPA axis 
(Seckl & Meaney 2004). These events may culminate in early potential damage of brain function because the 
brain's exposure to corticosteroids is increased 

5. Conclusion 

We demonstrated that early postnatal handling regulates immune responses through immune cell distribution and 
lymphocyte T proliferation induced by prenatal stress. 

Psychological stress interacts to increase vulnerability and put the human being at the greatest risk for disease. 
This is important because immune dysregulation in human is more frequently and seriously associated with 
clinical impairment (Bellinger et al., 2008). 
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Abstract 

We investigated the extent to which Japanese hold prejudice attitudes toward Chinese. Japanese participants 
evaluated the personality and job qualifications of a male job candidate as a function of the candidate’s 
nationality (Japanese, Chinese, or simply Asian), the number of languages he speaks, and the level of the 
participants’ patriotism.The Japanese participants’ evaluation of the candidate was not influenced by the 
candidate’s nationality, but was influenced by the number of languages he speaks. The level of the participants’ 
patriotism also influenced their evaluation of the job candidate in expected and unexpected directions. Various 
implications of the results were discussed. 

Keywords: prejudice, hiring decision, Japan-China relation, language proficiency 

1. Introduction 

Although overt discrimination against Chinese people is rare (e.g., Yang, Power, Takaku, & Posas, 2004), 
Japanese sentiments toward Chinese have become increasingly negative in recent years, in part owing to China’s 
growing economic and political influences in the world (Nakamura, 2008; Qiu, 2006). For example, Nakamura 
(2008) reported that Japanese sentiments toward Chinese hit the lowest level since the government started the 
survey in 1978. Another national survey conducted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan in 2006 also 
showed that 66.7 percent of the respondents reported that Japan-China relation is “not good”; and the 2002 
Yomiuri Shinbun newspaper survey also reported that 55 percent of Japanese respondents thought the Chinese 
people were unreliable (Qiu, 2006).  

In light of these survey reports, many fear that such negative sentiments held by Japanese could easily turn into 
overt discrimination against Chinese. In fact, there has been an increase in more blatant discrimination against 
Chinese in recent year as exemplified by a group of Japanese nationalists throwing smoke bombs at the Chinese 
consulates in the cities of Fukuoka and Nagasaki and organizing a motorcade of several dozen cars to intimidate a 
bus carrying Chinese tourists in Fukuoka, which prompted Beijing to issue a warning to its citizens about the 
dangers of visiting Japan (MacKinnon, 2010).To prevent this type of conflicts, it is imperative to explore various 
ways by which such negative prejudice held by, and discrimination exercised by, Japanese against Chinese could 
be reduced. Thus, in this study, we attempted to address this very issue by utilizing Allport’s (1954) social 
contact theory and Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity theory. Specifically, we examined whether a 
Chinese person’s ability to speak Japanese has any effect on reducing his likelihood of getting discriminated 
against by Japanese who hold differing levels of patriotic attitude in a job hiring setting.  

1.1 Social Psychological Theories on Reducing Prejudice and Discrimination 

By far the most influential prejudice reduction theory is Allport’s (1954) social contact theory that clarifies four 
essential conditions for optimal intergroup relationships: (1) equal status between the groups in the situation; (2) 
common goals; (3) intergroup cooperation; and (4) the support of authorities, law, or custom (Pettigrew &Tropp, 
2006). The theory has been tested and supported by past research that examined a variety of issues dealing with 
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inter-group relations (see Davies, Tropp, Aron, Pettigrew, & Wright, 2011; Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew &Tropp, 
2006). These studies have consistently shown that an application of the theory helps build positive inter-group 
relationships (e.g., Anderson, 1995; Binder et al., 2009; Desforges, Lord, Ramsey, Mason, Van, & West, 1991; 
Drew, 1988; Haddock, Zanna, & Essess, 1993).  

In addition to the four conditions above, Pettigrew (1998) argued that “friendship potential” (p. 76) is a fifth, and 
the most essential, component that ensures the most optimal intergroup relation. He stated that the cross-group 
contact situations must provide participants with the opportunity to become friends, requiring extensive and 
repeated intergroup contacts as exemplified by the famous Robbers Cave study by Sherif and his colleagues 
(1961).  

1.2 Language Proficiency as an Important Factor in Increasing Friendship Potential 

Researchers who advocate the importance of friendship potential in reducing prejudice assume that people who 
are involved in cross-group contact situations can communicate with one another in the same language. However, 
in many cross-group contact situations, such an assumption is not warranted. In fact, not only having a common 
language is crucial to optimal intergroup relationships (e.g., Blokland, 2003; Wagner & Machleit, 1986), whether 
or not one could speak the common language well plays an important role in actualizing friendship potential. 
This is especially true for minority group members who recently immigrated to a new country. Recent research 
on discrimination experienced by adolescent children of immigrants in the United States, for example, indicates 
that those adolescents who could not speak English well (or speak with an accent) were significantly more likely 
to perceive that they have been stereotyped as perpetual foreigners and been discriminated against by their 
majority group peers than those adolescents who could speak English well (Kim, Wang, Deng, Alvarez, & Li, 
2011; Medvedeva, 2010).  

In fact, other studies (e.g., Davila & Mora, 2004; Dustman & Fabbri, 2003) found that immigrants with high 
language proficiency may experience less prejudice and discrimination because they are more likely to be 
employed and obtain higher earnings than those with limited language proficiency. For example, Leslie and 
Lindley (2001) who studied various immigrant groups in the UK found that the immigrants with high language 
proficiency were more likely to receive full-time education and earn higher incomes than those with limited 
language proficiency, and because these factors help them establish higher status in society, they are less likely to 
experience prejudice and discrimination.  

These research findings seem to reinforce the idea that, not just having a common language, but for the minority 
group members, having high proficiency in the majority group’s language plays a crucial role in helping 
members of both groups to perceive themselves as part of the same group (i.e., recategorization process), which 
eventually helps them actualize friendship potential and establish most optimal intergroup contact (Gaertener et 
al., 2000; Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & Roop, 1997).  

Nevertheless, because many of these studies were based on correlational method, it is difficult to isolate the 
causal effect of language proficiency of out-group members on reducing their likelihood of getting discriminated 
against by the majority group members. Thus, it is imperative to conduct a highly controlled experiment to 
explicate the language proficiency effect on the reduction of prejudice and discrimination. 

1.3 Present Study 

The objectives of the present study are: (1) to document experimentally to what extent contemporary Japanese 
express negative attitudes towards and discriminate against contemporary Chinese in a job hiring process; and 
(2) to assess whether manipulation of language proficiency reduces negative attitudes toward and discrimination 
against the Chinese candidate. Specifically, the present study followed Fein and Spencer’s (1997) experimental 
procedure and asked the participants to evaluate the personality and job qualifications of a male job candidate, 
ultimately deciding on whether the candidate should be hired based on the candidate’s nationality (i.e., Japanese, 
Chinese, or no nationality identified and simply labeled “Asian” for the control condition) and the number of 
languages he could speak.  

Based on the literature reviewed above, the following hypotheses were proposed: 

Hypothesis 1a & 1b: When the job candidate is portrayed as bilingual, the Japanese candidate (who speaks 
Japanese and English) is (a) perceived as possessing more positive personality and fewer negative personality 
traits and (b) endorsed significantly more for the position than the bilingual Chinese candidate (who speaks 
Chinese and English) or the bilingual Asian (control) candidate. 

Hypothesis 2a & 2b: However, when the job candidate is portrayed as trilingual, (a) the difference in perceived 
personality traits and (b) the difference in the degree of endorsement for the position between the Japanese 
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candidate and the Chinese (or the control Asian) candidate will disappear because the Chinese candidate who 
speaks Japanese in addition to Chinese and English is now perceived as an in-group member.  

In addition to the above hypotheses, we also examined the possibility that the strength of national identity may 
moderate the effect of language proficiency. Social identity perspectives posit that people are motivated to 
achieve their distinct self-image from their social identity, and this tendency is stronger among those who 
strongly identify with their group (i.e., high identifiers) rather than weakly (i.e., low identifiers) (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986). For example, Jetten, Spears, and Manstead (2001) found that high identifiers showed stronger ingroup 
bias than low identifiers. Crisp, Stone, and Hall (2006) also found the similar results. Accordingly, we postulate 
the following hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 3: Compared to those who are low on their level of patriotism, Japanese participants who are high on 
their level of patriotism are (a) less likely to infer positive personality traits of the Chinese candidate, (2) more 
likely to infer negative personality traits of the Chinese candidate, and (3) less likely to endorse the Chinese 
candidate for the position regardless of whether he speaks Japanese or not.  

2. Method 

2.1 Participants 

A total of 312 Japanese participants were recruited at Tohoku University and NagoyaUniversity in Japan and 
Soka University of America in the United States, consisting of 154 males and 154 females (four participant did 
not provide his/her gender information). The participants’ age ranged from 18 to 41 with the mean age of 20. All 
participants were enrolled into a raffle to receive a $200 visa gift card. 

2.2 Design 

The participants were asked to evaluate the personality and job qualifications of a male job candidate who is 
applying for an imaginary IT company in the United States and ultimately decide whether he should be hired for 
the position. The first independent variable (IV) was the nationality of the candidate, including Japanese, 
Chinese, or not mentioned (i.e., the control candidate who is simply perceived as an Asian male). The second IV 
was the number of languages spoken by the candidate. Specifically, the Japanese candidate was portrayed as 
either being able to speak two languages (i.e., Japanese and English) or three languages (i.e., Japanese, English, 
and Chinese); for the Chinese candidate, he was portrayed as either being able to speak two languages (i.e., 
Chinese and English) or three languages (i.e., Chinese, English, and Japanese); and for the control candidate, he 
was portrayed simply as bilingual or trilingual without specifying what languages.This IV was intended to allow 
the Chinese candidate to be perceived either as an “out-group” member or an “in-group” member. Thus, the 
study employed a 2 (the number of languages spoken) x 3 (nationality: Japanese, Chinese, or control) 
between-participants factorial design. Participants were randomly assigned to evaluate one of the six candidates 
(see Procedure section for details).  

The dependent variables (DVs) were measured by a survey questionnaire issued to each participant following 
their thorough analysis of the job description (Appendix A), the candidate’s résumé (Appendix B), and a video 
clip of the corresponding job interview (Appendix C). The level of prejudice was measured in two ways: (1) by 
the participants’ evaluation of perceived personality traits of a job candidate and (2) by how much they endorsed 
the candidate for the position. The personality traits included nine positive traits – i.e., intelligent, trustworthy, 
sincere, friendly, down-to earth, creative, motivated, ambitious, and happy – and nine negative personality traits 
– i.e., insensitive, arrogant, inconsiderate, self-centered, rude, materialistic, conceited, vain, and superficial. The 
participants were asked to evaluate those traits based on a 7-point likert scale (1 = not at all; 7 = very much). In 
addition, four questions were asked to measure participants’ endorsement of the candidate for the position he was 
applying. The first three questions asked them how much they would agree with the following statements using a 
7-point scale (1 = not at al; 7 = very much): (1) "I feel this person would make an excellent candidate for the 
position in question”; (2) "I would likely give this person serious consideration for the position in question"; (3) 
"I felt favorably toward this person"; and the last item by asking to fill out the blank in the following sentence: (4) 
"I would guess that this person is in the top___% of people interviewed." 

Furthermore, the following three questions were asked to assess the degree of patriotism possessed by the 
participants using a 7-point scale (1 = not at all; 7 = very much): To what extent do you agree with the following 
statement? (1) “I love Japan”; (2) “Japan is superior to other Asian countries in many aspects”; and (3) “I am 
proud to be Japanese.” Then, the following question was asked to assess their degree of superordinate identity 
based on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all; 7 = very much): To what extent do you agree with the following 
statement? “I like being called ‘Asian’.” Finally, the participants were asked to write down the candidate’s 
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nationality, the number of languages he could speak, and his full name to ensure the success of the 
manipulations.  

2.3 Procedure 

An online learning management system called “Angel” was used to post the six online surveys. Furthermore, by 
entering the six survey links into the “url rotator,” one of the six survey links was randomly sent to the 
participants when they agreed to participate in the survey by clicking the link provided in the invitation email 
sent by one of the experimenters. After consenting to take the survey, all participants were provided with general 
information about the research that investigates the cross-cultural differences on how people evaluate a job 
candidate’s competence during an imaginary IT company’s job interview. The participants were then shown the 
detailed description of the job, explaining general tasks and required skills. Then, they were shown a 
three-minute video presented as an excerpt from the candidate’s job interview (Note 1). In the video clip, the 
candidate’s responses to the interviewer’s questions were sufficient and not overly positive or negative to 
provide a neutral impression. After the video, the participants reviewed the candidate’s résumé, which included 
details about the number of languages he could speak, character-strengths, work experience, educational 
background, work-relevant skills, and other information that one usually finds in a professional résumé. 
Subsequently, the participants were asked to indicate the name of the candidate and how many and what 
languages the candidate is able to speak (i.e., manipulation-check questions), assess the candidate’s perceived 
personality traits, and evaluate how much they endorse the candidate for the position. Furthermore, embedded in 
these questions were three questions intended to assess how patriotic these Japanese participants were and one 
question designed to assess the degree of their superordinate “Asian” identity.  

2.3.1 Manipulation of Candidate’s Nationality 

To manipulate the candidate’s national background, the following information was altered: (1) name (Wang-Xi 
Feng for Chinese condition, Nobuo Yoshikawa for Japanese condition, and James Francis Duran for Asian 
control condition), (2) language (the number and type of languages spoken), and (3) his relevant work 
experience (a waiter at a Chinese restaurant, Japanese restaurant, or just a restaurant). Also, the Asian actor hired 
to act as the candidate during the interview was chosen because he could be easily recognized as either Chinese 
or Japanese descent. 

2.3.2 Manipulation of Candidate’s Spoken Languages 

The number and the type of languages that the candidate is able to speak were indicated in the résumé and in the 
job interview video clip. In the video clip, he further specified his home country (i.e., China, Japan, or 
unidentified) and that he had an internship experience in the respective country to impress the 
employer/interviewer with his language skills (i.e., interned in China for the Chinese bilingual candidate, in 
Japan for the Chinese trilingual candidate, Japan for the Japanese bilingual candidate, China for the Japanese 
trilingual candidate, and no country was specified for the Asian control candidate).  

2.3.3 Data Collection 

The data was collected through online surveys, which were issued with the help of two colleagues at Tohoku 
University and Nagoya University in Japan. They were asked to send the survey link to students in their classes. 
The Japanese online social networking website, Mixi, was also utilized as a means to contact Japanese 
participants. The cover story explained that Tohoku University, in alliance with a university in America, was 
investigating cross-cultural difference on how people evaluate a job candidate’s interpersonal skills during a 
pseudo job interview. 

Upon completion of the data collection, a debriefing letter was emailed to every participant who gave permission 
to contact them. After debriefing the participants with the true purpose of the study, the winner of the $200 raffle 
(selected at random) was informed. This concluded the role of the survey participants.  

2.4 Translation of Materials 

Surveys were originally created in English. They were translated into Japanese and translated back into English 
by a second translator to ensure equivalence in meaning. 

3. Results 

3.1 Manipulation Check 

Following the video job interview and the review of the résumé, the participants were asked to enter the 
candidate’s name, nationality, and languages spoken. For the Chinese and Japanese candidate (both bilingual and 
trilingual), all participants were able to report accurately his name and the number and the type of languages he 
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could speak, with only minor mistakes, such as the spelling of the candidate’s name (e.g., Nobuo Yoshikawa 
Noboru Yoshikawa). For the control candidate (both bilingual and trilingual candidates) whose language or 
nationality information was not specified, several participants (ten participants for the control bilingual candidate 
and thirteen participants for the control trilingual candidate) inaccurately inferred the candidate’s nationality 
and/or the type of language he could speak. The results of the data analyses with or without these participants did 
not differ significantly so they were kept in the subsequent data analyses.  

3.2 Creating Indices 

Before creating an index for positive personality traits, the Chronbach’s alpha value among the nine positive 
personality traits was calculated and found that the measure was fairly reliable (α = .76). As for the negative 
personality trait index the Chronbach’s alpha value among the nine negative personality traits was .84. As for the 
endorsement index, the Chronbach’s alpha value among the four items was .85. As for the Japanese 
pride/patriotism index, the Chronbach’s alpha value among the three items was .72. 

3.3 Testing Hypothesis 

To test hypotheses 1a – 2b, a 2 x 3 analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed on the positive personality 
index, negative personality index, and endorsement index.  

3.3.1 Positive Personality Index 

Although we predicted a significant interaction effect between the nationality and the language independent 
variables, the results indicated that there was only a significant main effect of the number of languages the 
candidate speaks on the level of positive personality inferred, F(1, 304) = 6.74, p< .01, 2 = .022. Specifically, 
the participants thought that the trilingual candidate possessed significantly more positive personality traits (M = 
4.60; SD = .74) than the bilingual candidate (M = 4.37; SD = .73) regardless of his nationality.  

3.3.2 Negative Personality Index 

Again, although we predicted a significant interaction effect between the nationality and the language 
independent variables, no significant result was found.  

3.3.3 Endorsement Index 

As predicted, there was a significant interaction effect between the nationality and the language independent 
variables, F(2, 306) = 3.19, p<.05, 2 = .020. However, this interaction effect was not the type of interaction 
effect we predicted. A series of post hoc tests using the Bonferroni alpha correction procedure revealed that the 
language variable influenced only the Japanese candidate’s endorsement level, but not the Chinese or the control 
candidate’s endorsement level. Specifically, when the Japanese candidate was portrayed as trilingual, he was 
endorsed significantly more for the position (M = 5.48; SD = 1.04) than when he was portrayed as bilingual (M 
= 4.80; SD = 1.18). In other words, the participants’ level of endorsing the candidate was not influenced by his 
nationality as we predicted.  

Next, to test hypothesis 3, we first divided the participants into two groups of more-patriotic participants and 
less-patriotic participants using the median split procedure. We then conducted a 2 (high vs. low patriots) x 2 
(bilingual vs. trilingual Chinese candidate) factorial ANOVA on the following three dependent variables: positive 
personality index, negative personality index, and endorsement index. Because no significant results were found 
for the negative personality index, we will only report the findings for the positive personality index and 
endorsement index. 

3.3.4 Positive Personality Index  

Though we expected only the patriotism main effect, we found that there was a significant interaction effect 
between the two independent variables, F (1, 96) = 6.35, p < .01, 2 = .06. To interpret this interaction, we 
conducted a series of post-hoc tests using the Bonferroni alpha correction procedure. We found that participants 
who are less patriotic perceived the bilingual Chinese candidate (M = 4.19; SD = 1.11) to possess as much 
positive personality characteristics as the trilingual Chinese candidate (M = 4.35; SD = .79), t(54) = .63, p = ns. 
However, participants who are more patriotic perceived that the bilingual Chinese candidate to possess 
significantly more positive personality characteristics (M = 4.85; SD = .77) than the trilingual Chinese candidate 
(M = 4.11; SD = .70), t(42) = 4.27, p < .01. 

3.3.5 Endorsement Index  

Again, though we expected only the patriotism main effect, we found that there was a significant interaction 
effect between the two independent variables, F (1, 96) = 6.35, p < .01, 2= .08. To interpret this interaction, we 
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conducted a series of post-hoc tests using the Bonferroni alpha correction procedure. We found that participants 
who are less patriotic endorsed the trilingual Chinese candidate (M = 5.35; SD = 1.19) slightly more than the 
bilingual Chinese candidate (M = 4.65; SD = 1.54), even though this difference became technically 
non-significant after the Bonferroni alpha correction was applied, t(54) = 1.87, p = .05. On the other hand, 
participants who are more patriotic endorsed the bilingual Chinese candidate significantly more (M = 5.65; SD 
= .95) than the trilingual Chinese candidate (M = 4.95; SD = .89), t(42) = 2.49, p < .01.  

4. Discussion 

The main objectives of the present study were to document the degree to which the contemporary Japanese hold 
prejudice attitudes towards and discriminate against the contemporary Chinese and to assess whether such 
negative attitudes and behaviors could be reduced by a simple manipulation of language proficiency of the target 
person. Furthermore, we wanted to investigate these issues in a highly controlled experimental setting in which 
Japanese participants were asked to evaluate a job candidate whose nationality was manipulated to portray him 
as Japanese, Chinese, or simply Asian. Based on the literature review, we hypothesized that Japanese participants 
were more likely to endorse a Japanese job candidate rather than a Chinese job candidate. Also, when the job 
candidate was portrayed as Chinese, the Japanese participants would endorse the candidate who could speak 
Japanese in addition to Chinese and English significantly more than the candidate who does not speak Japanese 
(i.e., only Chinese and English).  

Contrary to the hypotheses, we found that Japanese participants’ evaluation of the job candidate was not 
influenced by the nationality manipulation. Specifically, the degree to which the candidate was perceived to 
possess positive personality traits was not influenced by the candidate’s nationality, but by how many languages 
he could speak. The Japanese participants thought that the trilingual candidate, regardless of his nationality, 
possessed more positive personality traits than the bilingual candidate. Furthermore, the degree to which the 
candidate was perceived to possess negative personality traits was influenced neither by the candidate’s 
nationality nor the number of languages he could speak. Finally, the degree to which the candidate was endorsed 
for the position was influenced both by the candidate’s nationality and the languages he could speak, but not in 
the direction we expected. Though we expected that the Japanese participants would endorse the Chinese 
candidate as much as, if not more than, the Japanese candidate if he is portrayed as being able to speak Japanese 
and know much about the Japanese culture, we found that the Japanese participants endorsed all candidates 
equally regardless of the candidate’s nationality or the number of languages he could speak, except for the 
trilingual Japanese candidate who was endorsed significantly more than the bilingual Japanese candidate. We 
would like discuss a few implications of these findings below.  

First and foremost, the Japanese participants, or more specifically Japanese undergraduate students who 
participated in this study are not as prejudiced as we expected and they seemed to be able to evaluate the 
candidate solely based on the merit of his job relevant skills, talents, and experiences. This hopeful finding may 
be the result of Japanese people’s conscious effort to “right the wrong” by carefully re-assessing the historical 
cause of China’s anti-Japanese sentiments. For example, evidence for such an effort can be seen in the comment 
made by a Japanese reporter who reported after the rioting at the 2004 Asian Cup Soccer Games, in which the 
reporter stated, “People in Japan should ask themselves why such anti-Japanese behavior manifested itself, a 
necessary prelude to searching for ways to understand and hopefully defuse the obvious rancor exhibited in 
China” (as cited in Qiu, 2006, p. 29).  

Secondly, one potential reason why the language manipulation only influenced the Japanese participants’ 
evaluation of the Japanese candidate, but not the Chinese or the control candidate, may have to do with the fact 
that knowing Chinese is more important in today’s ever globalizing world economy than knowing Japanese and 
that knowing English is no longer perceived as a special advantage. Thus, when the Japanese candidate was 
portrayed as being able to speak Chinese in addition to English (i.e., the trilingual Japanese candidate), the 
Japanese participants endorsed him significantly more than the bilingual Japanese candidate. However, when 
evaluating the Chinese candidate, the Japanese participants did not think that knowing Japanese (i.e., the 
trilingual Chinese candidate) would make the candidate any more advantageous than knowing the two most 
important languages in today’s world, namely Chinese and English. Likewise, the fact that the language 
manipulation did not influence the Japanese participants’ evaluation of the control candidate may imply that 
knowing what specific languages a given candidate could speak is more important than simply knowing the 
number of languages he could speak.  

Another interesting finding from this study was that even though we predicted that the higher the Japanese 
participants’ level of patriotism, the more they would discriminate against the Chinese candidate regardless of 
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whether he speaks Japanese or not, we found no evidence for this prediction. On the contrary, we found that 
highly patriotic participants perceived the trilingual Chinese candidate who speaks Japanese to not only possess 
significantly less positive personality traits but also endorsed him significantly less than the bilingual Chinese 
candidate who does not speak Japanese. One potential interpretation of this rather contradictory finding is that 
those who were highly patriotic might have felt “threatened” by a very capable Chinese candidate who not only 
speak English but also Japanese and reacted toward him in a negative manner. The fact that non-patriotic 
participants endorsed the trilingual Chinese candidate slightly more than the bilingual Chinese candidate further 
supports the notion that these participants were not “threatened” by the capable Chinese trilingual candidate, 
recognized his talent, and thus treated him accordingly.  

Although this particular research finding is intriguing and its potential explanations are many, further analyses of 
the data suggest that how the Japanese construct their self-identity does seem to play an important role in 
reducing prejudice against Chinese people. As mentioned previously, one of the questions we asked the Japanese 
participants was how proud they were to be considered Asian. We wanted to see if the stronger the super-ordinate 
identity the Japanese possess (i.e., I am an Asian), the more likely they would be to endorse the Chinese 
candidate. The results clearly showed that the stronger the super-ordinate identity the Japanese participants 
possessed, the more they thought that (1) the Chinese candidate possessed positive personality characteristics (β 
= .23, p < .01) and (2) the more they endorsed him as a result (β = .26, p < .01), regardless of whether he speaks 
Japanese or not. In addition, the same, yet much stronger, pattern of results was found when evaluating the 
control candidate whom the Japanese participants could only recognize him as an Asian (β = .40, p < .001 for 
positive personality characteristics and β = .35, p < .001 for their endorsement of the candidate, respectively). 
Taken together, these results strongly suggest that enhancing people’s superordinate identity plays an essential 
part in reducing prejudice and creating a more positive relationship between the two antagonized groups.  

4.1 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies  

Despite the positive and promising results of the present study, we still need to address some limitations of the 
study. First, though we have collected a sufficient number of participants to produce enough statistical power for 
the type of research design used in this study, the participants were mostly college students, who are younger and 
more educated than the general population and, therefore, the results may not be generalizable to the entire 
Japanese population. However, this should not be considered only as a limitation. Though the older Japanese 
generation might still hold strong prejudice against the Chinese people, these young college students are the ones 
who will shoulder and shape their future relationship with the Chinese people. Therefore, our findings seem to 
bode well for the future of the two nations.  

However, even then, it is still possible that the Japanese participants did not show any sign of prejudice against 
the Chinese candidate or show any preferential treatment for the Japanese candidate because the company to 
which the candidate was applying was indicated as an American company. In other words, if the company was 
indicated as a Japanese company, then the Japanese participants might have felt stronger urge to treat the 
Japanese candidate more favorably than the Chinese candidate. However, at the same time, by portraying the 
company as an American company (i.e., neither Japanese nor Chinese company), we believe that the entire 
evaluation process was made more objective.  

Though this may be a minor issue, due to the nature of the online survey, there was no way for the researchers to 
control for the environment in which the participants took the survey. It is quite possible that some participants 
were distracted by others or discussed their responses to the survey with them; thereby preventing them from 
thoroughly examining various factors presented and/or providing their true opinions on the candidate. But, even 
this were the case for some participants, because of the random assignment used, such noises were equally 
distributed among the six conditions, making them poor candidates for confounding variables.  

4.2 Conclusion 

There is no doubt that the atrocities committed by the Japanese military during WWII have not only damaged 
and will continue to influence the Sino-Japan relation, they have also been shaping the attitudes that the people 
of the two nations hold toward each other. However, despite such historical and many current obstacles that 
hinder their effort towards improving their relationship, the results of the present study suggest that there is a 
brighter future ahead for the two nations. Specifically, as demonstrated by many past studies, our findings 
strongly support the idea that to reduce prejudice and discrimination, it is important for the people involved in an 
intergroup conflict to internalize a superordinate identity so that any negative sentiments they may hold toward 
one another can be reduced and the relationship between the two groups can be improved.  
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Note 

Note 1. The entire interview was done in English, but we provided the subtitle on the bottom of the screen so the 
Japanese participants were able to understand the entire conversation during the job interview. 

 

Appendix A 

Job Description 

Job Description: Offering a position for technical support and training to departmental staff using computer 
equipment and applications on a wide area network (WAN) or large local area network (LAN); installs, tests, and 
resolves problems with computer hardware and software; utilizes existing software to accommodate the database 
needs of departments; develops and maintains Intranet and Internet Web sites, and performs related duties as 
required. 

Distinguishing Characteristics: Computer Systems Specialist is an intermediate-level position. Incumbents 
learn to perform the full range of technical support duties.  
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Appendix B 

NOBUO YOSHIKAWA 

19385 Blue Crest Ave. Huntington Beach, CA (714) xxx – 0037      nyoshikawa821@xxxxxxx 

OBJECTIVE: 

 To obtain a position as computer systems specialist with Premiere Tech United. 

EDUCATION: 

 I have recently graduated from California State University of Northridge with a B.S. in computer science. 

CONTRIBUTIVE SKILLS: 

 Clerical abilities. 

 Passionate about computers and information technology. 

 Great memorization skills. 

 Ability to expand my learning potential in different circumstances. 

 Self-motivated and committed. 

 Dedicated to achieving my goals. 

 Resourceful. 

 Ability to exercise my creativity by generating ideas very quickly. 

 Trilingual: English, Japanese, Chinese 

EXPERIENCE: 

Web Designer / Internet Support Dec. 2005 – May 2007 

Information Technology Department, CSUN 

 Developed passion for technology by working increasingly closer with wide area network WAN and 
local area network LAN. 

 Designed web pages for department while learning how to precisely alter and recode each, in addition 
to other formats. 

 Learned .BIN, .CUE, .ISO, .BMP, .EXE, .M3U, .WMV, .APP, .MP4, .MPEG, in addition to many other 
file types. 

Student Support Specialist  Mar. 2005 – Nov. 2005 

Information Technology Department, CSUN 

 Provided support to students campus-wide in general areas such as broken sound cards and ineffective 
Wi-Fi and Bluetooth modulators. 

 Completed weekly projects fixing classroom audio / visual systems and equipment. Gave introductory 
computer lessons to students. 

Restaurant Waiter Oct. 2002 – Aug. 2004 

Jade Palace Restaurant 

 Constantly worked with customers in order to build positive relationships. 

 Developed personality skills to improve friendliness while maintaining a great work ethic.  
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Appendix C 

Interviewer: “Hi. How are you doing? Please take a seat. My name is Andrew and I am the department manager 
here at the Premier Tech United.” 

Candidate: “Thank you. Here is a copy of my resume.” 

Interviewer: “Alright, thank you. Ok, let’s get started. Mr. Yoshikawa / Mr. Wang / Mr. Duran, why don’t you 
introduce yourself first?” 

Candidate: “Hello, my name is Nobuo Yoshikawa / Wang-Xi Feng / James Francis Duran. I am 24 years old. I 
was born in Tokyo, Japan / Beijing, China / Not mentioned. When I was 15 years old, I moved to the United 
States to learn English. After graduating from high school I attended California State University, Northridge, 
where I earned my Bachelor’s degree in computer science. I also spent two summers interning at a Chinese 
(Japanese/not mentioned) technology development company in Beijing, China (for trilingual Japanese) / Tokyo, 
Japan (for trilingual Chinese) / not mentioned (for trilingual control) while I was at Cal State Northridge.” 

Interviewer: “Oh, great. So, you speak two languages, is that right?” 

Candidate: “As a matter of fact, I speak three languages.” 

Interviewer: “Oh, really, so aside from Japanese and English, what else do you speak?” 

Candidate: “I also speak Chinese.” 

Interviewer: “Where did that come from?” 

Candidate: “Well, as part of our curriculum at Cal State Northridge, I had an opportunity to study abroad in 
Beijing, China.  

Interviewer: “OK, great.” 

Interviewer: “I noticed that you are 24 years old. So, what did you do after you graduated?” 

Candidate: “Actually, after graduating from college, I had planned to start my career, but my family had some 
problems so I had to return home to support them. But now, those issues have been resolved, so I wanted to 
return to the United States in search of a career.” 

Interviewer: “Alright. As you may know, there are many candidates applying for this job. What makes you more 
qualified for this job?” 

Candidate: “Well, to start off, I have studied three years of technology development and wireless 
communications in college. Also, as I mentioned before, I interned for two summers at an information 
technology company. And, during my internship, I was able to develop practical skills in the field of computer 
technology, applied them directly to my work.” 

Interviewer: “Alright, sounds like you have the experiences that are necessary for this position. So if hired, how 
much time would you be willing to commit to this position?” 

Candidate: “Well, I am looking for a full time job, so 40 or more hours a week.” 

Interviewer: “Alright. As you might have read in the job description, this position requires a lot of patience and 
willingness to sit in front of a desk organizing files, updating software, and repairing anything that may have 
problems. How do you feel about this?” 

Candidate: “Well, I am a very goal-oriented person. My tasks are my first priority. I do not lose focus easily, and 
I am confident in my ability to concentrate on what needs to be done.” 

Interviewer: “Well, you sound like you are a solid candidate for us. Ok, that pretty much wraps it up for us. Are 
there any questions that you may have for us?” 

Candidate: “When should I be hearing back from you?” 

Interviewer: “A good question. Our secretary should be contacting you in the next two to three weeks.” 
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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between family-of-origin experiences and marital 
adjustment in a sample of married postgraduate Iranian students in Malaysia. The sample consisted of 220 
married students who were randomly recruited to participate in the study through their email addresses. The 
respondents completed demographic information and two questionnaires including Family-of-Origin Scale (FOS; 
Hovestadt, et al., 1985) and the Locke-Wallace Marital Adjustment Test (LWMAT; Locke & Wallace, 1959). A 
correlational survey design was utilized in the present study. Data analysis included frequencies, percentages, 
mean scores, Pearson's correlation, and multiple regression analysis. The results indicated that Family-of-origin 
experiences were positively and significantly correlated with marital adjustment. In addition, this study indicated 
that marital adjustment influences by family-of-origin experiences. 

Keywords: family of origin, relationships, marital adjustment, married Iranian 

1. Introduction 

Undoubtedly, one of the most important decisions for most individuals, if not all, is choosing a marital partner, 
especially among traditional societies and families. Marriage is defined as a formally-written, verbal, or tradition 
long-term agreement between a man and a woman for the production of children, food and other commodities in 
a domestic context (Bailey, 2003). 

In a marriage, marital satisfaction refers to the level of satisfaction or happiness derived from the union (Locke 
& Wallace, 1959). The level of marital satisfaction determines the survival of any marriage and as such there 
have been studies and investigations on the factors that affect marital satisfaction since the 1990s (Bradbury, 
Fincham, & Beach, 2000). According to Snyder and Lopez (2005), marital bliss contributes to enhanced 
well-being and a happy marriage experiences less stress, anxiety or depression. It is therefore understandable 
why there has been much focus on investigating the key factors that lead to happy marriages. 

The process in which an individual or a couple modifies, adopts or changes their behavior pattern and interaction 
to gain the maximum satisfaction in their relationship is referred to as marital adjustment (Bali, Dhingra, & Baru, 
2010). Marital adjustment, which is a developmental process (Martin, 2007) has been investigated extensively in 
marriage and family relationship research and it is one of the most frequently investigated dependent variables in 
relationship studies. 

According to Martinson (2005), of the various factors that influence the development and behavior of an 
individual e.g., socio-cultural interactions and environment, work, friends, etc, family-of-origin experiences that 
we go through with our family have the greatest impact. According to Hovestadt, and colleagues (1985), 
family-of-origin is the family of an individual’s psychological, physical and emotional beginnings. The term 
experiences in the family-of-origin, refers to person's experiences with parents and/or primary caregivers and 
especially the relationship with the parents during childhood, as the basis of relationships in adult life (Falcke, 
Wagner, & Mosmann, 2008).  

Kerr (2008) reminds us that while we are physically away from our family, we do not leave them emotionally. 
From a multigenerational perspective, the legacy of the family of origin appears to be unshakably with us, an 
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emotional baggage that stubbornly stays within us that is exhibited in our adult relationships (Martinson, 2005; 
Sabatelli & Bartle, 2003). As such, the circumstances of the family-of-origin determine the conjugal adjustment 
and the psycho-social state of the individual in later life (Asadinik, 2009; Botha, Berg, & Venter, 2009; Falcke, et 
al., 2008; Luecken, Kraft, & Hagan, 2009; Martinson, 2005; Topham, Larson, & Holman, 2005).  

The importance of the family of origin is unavoidable. This is why Falcke et al. (2008) stated that the basis of 
conjugal choice is related to the inclination to replicate the family-of-origin. As such, instead of mutual 
agreement between both partners on what should be, there is the conflict that arises from one party trying to 
impose his/her perspective on the other in their individual efforts to recreate their personal family-of-origin, their 
own cultural and familiar patterns. Similarly, Patterson, Williams, Edwards, Chamow, and Grauf-Grounds (2009) 
make the same conclusions and advice therapists and counselors when doing marital or couple therapy to closely 
assess the couples' family-of-origin. Carr (2006) indicated that family-of-origin and parent-child experiences 
may lead individuals to hold on to certain belief systems and patterns of behavior that contribute to marital 
discord such as attachments that are insecure, and authoritarian, permissive, neglectful or inconsistent parenting. 
It has been indicated that it is not easy to come to terms with the internalization of anger, devotion, loyalty and 
neglect that originated in the family-of-origin (Laham, 1990). 

In the discussions on parent-adolescent relationships, theorists stressed that adolescents should be detached from 
their parents emotionally so that they can become autonomous and independent individuals (Steinberg & 
Silverberg, 1986). Allen et al. (1994) emphasized that for healthy adolescent development, a balance between 
autonomy and relatedness in the parental relationships should be maintained. Intimacy and autonomy are two 
essential conditions for an optimal functioning of a marriage (Gordon, 2006). 

The perceptions of marital satisfaction vary across cultures (Atta-Alla, 2009). In a recent research by 
Delkhamoush (2007), his findings showed that the content and structure of young Iranians’ marital values could 
be explained by the five dimensions of Schwartz and Ros’ (1995) theoretical model of values. He further 
concluded that Iranian youths’ perception of conceptual values of marriage is the same as the common 
perspective in other societies (Delkhamoush, 2007).  

In traditional Iranian culture, the primary goal of marriage is procreation such that infertility is sufficient grounds 
for divorce (Asadinik, 2009). Zoroastrians in ancient Iran made marriage vows for life and there were rare 
divorces among them (Kameli, 2008). In case of conflict or disagreement, the couple’s families and priests 
helped to resolve the conflict. Unavoidable divorce brought shame and dishonor to the families until recently. 
Islam discourages divorce and considers it as the last resort for the couples who cannot continue a healthy 
relationship (Kameli, 2008).  

Many Iranian couples endure a problematic marriage for the sake of the family and self-sacrifice of personal 
freedoms and happiness for the sake of the family has always been highly valued in traditional Iranian culture 
(Asadinik, 2009). However, over the past few decades, relationship patterns have become more diverse. There 
are a lot of marriage-related issues researched that indicate changes in marital values. The results of studies show 
mate selection has changed in both industrial countries (Higgins, Zheng, Liu, & Sun, 2002; Kiernan, 2000; P. D. 
Martin, Specter, Martin, & Martin, 2003), and developing countries (Delkhamoush, 2007; Zaidi & Shuraydi, 
2002). Many rapid global changes that are occurring have had an impact on patterns of marriage in developing 
countries (Delkhamoush, 2007).  

Dennison (2011) carried out a mixed methods study and investigated how family-of-origin characteristics 
(inter-parental conflict) influenced the state of current marriage on 190 newly-wed couples in Arizona USA. It 
was found that family-of-origin characteristics (inter-parental conflict) that were measured indicated a reduction 
in the level of marital satisfaction, particularly among wives. especially Sabatelli and Bartle (2003) study that 
investigated 125 newly-wed student couples at Ohio State university and evaluated the correlation between the 
experiences of the newly-weds’ experiences in their family-of-origin and how they coped with their marriage. 
The data analysis indicated that the family-of-origin experiences of both partners significantly influenced their 
own marriage adjustments.  

A total of 542 respondents in Porto Alegre, Brazil were studied by Falcke,et al. (2008) using Family Background 
Questionnaire (FBQ) and the Golombok Rust Inventory of Marital state (GRIMS). Results showed a relationship 
between level of marital satisfaction and their family-of-origin influences. With the aim of exploring the 
relationship between marital satisfaction and family-of-origin, Botha et al. (2009) from South Africa used Locke 
and Wallace’s Marital Adjustment Test and the McMaster Family Assessment Device on 47 married couples. 
Again it was found that there was a close association between family-of-origin factors and the status of married 
life. The researchers also investigated the significance of family-of-origin functions as a determining aspect of 
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the quality of later married life. 

A research conducted on 6,423 U.S. couples by Martinson (2005) indicated that those among the respondents 
who had desirable family-of-origin experiences, also had more satisfying married lives while those who had less 
satisfactory family-of-origin histories showed less satisfaction with their marriage.  

Shokrkon, Khojastemehr, Atari, Haghighati, and Shahniyeilagh (2006) investigated the predictors of marital 
relationship in divorced couples compared to normal ones among 514 respondents in Ahwaz city in Iran. 
Utilizing multiple regression, the findings indicated that personality factors, social skills and family-of-origin 
characteristics (attachment styles) have a relationship with marital adjustment.  

The factor influencing marital satisfaction can be external stressors while studying abroad. As opposed to 
domestic students with more social support, Hechanova-Alampay, Beehr, Christiansen, and Horn (2002) believe 
that international students suffer from additional stress, loneliness, homesickness and finally anxiety. According 
to the Ministry of Higher Education, the flow of international postgraduate students to Malaysian universities has 
increased in the years 2002 to 2008 from 27,872 to 90,501(Horany & Hassan, 2011). Iranian postgraduate 
students seem to outnumber others in Malaysian public universities (Akhtari-Zavare & Ghanbari-baghestan, 
2010). However, most studies on post graduate students in Malaysia focus on their academic enhancement and 
supervision (Ibrahim & Hassan, 2011; Krauss & Ismail, 2010), only few studies focus on the marital life of these 
students (Kalantarkousheh & Hassan, 2010).  

2. Methodology  

2.1 Respondents and Procedure 

The respondents included in this study were married postgraduate Iranian students in Universiti Putra Malaysia. 
Students were randomly recruited to participate in the study through their emails addresses. The target 
population of the study comprised all postgraduate married Iranian students enrolled in governmental 
universities encompassed almost all postgraduate Iranian students. The target university of this Study was 
Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM) which is classified as governmental by classification of the Malaysian Ministry 
of Higher Education (MOHE, 2011). The Iranian Students Association Malaysia states that this university has 
1,760 students enrolled in master and Ph.D programs, making it the Malaysian public university with the highest 
number of Iranian postgraduate students (ISAM, 2011). The minimum sample size regarding G*Power is 172, 
and according to Bartlett, Kotrlik, and Higgin (2001), it is 100. Thus in this study, the target number of 220 
subjects was calculated to ensure the reliability of the study. A list of Iranians who meet the eligibility criteria 
was obtained from the School of Graduate Studies of UPM (SGS). The whole married postgraduate population 
of Iranian students and their individual email addresses was 600 subjects. Using simple random sampling, 300 
random digit selected because of non-responded, non-completed probability consideration of respondents. Data 
for this study were obtained by administering the survey instruments to the respondents via an online survey. The 
total number of respondents reached 220. The raw data from the online survey instruments were downloaded 
from the website in which the survey was administered and imported into a computer spreadsheet for analysis. 
The sample consisted of 220 married students including 117 females and 107 males aged from 25 to 61. 

2.2 Instrumentation  

In addition to the demographic questionnaire, two instruments were used to collect the data. Both of the items 
were translated into Farsi to make it feasible for administration to respondents. The translation was done by a 
panel of experts under supervision of Sanai (one of the most well-known professors in Family and Marriage 
Counseling and psychotherapy) and printed in a book titled "Family and Marriage Scales" in the year 2009. The 
translated versions have been frequently used in different studies in Iran (Bahari et al., 2010). The instruments 
include: 

2.2.1 Family-of-Origin Scale (FOS; Hovestadt, et al., 1985) 

The adolescent FOS scale is an instrument designed to measure the "perceived levels of health in one's 
family-of-origin" (Hovestadt, et al., 1985). In contrast to other self-report measures of family functioning, the 
FOS provides a unique perspective particularly relevant to adolescent development (Manley, Wood, Searight, 
Skitka, & Russo, 1994). This 5-point Likert-type scale consists of 40-items which, according to the test authors 
Hovestadt et al. (1985) tap 10 relational characteristics that are thought to influence an individual's capacity 
regarding the two dimensions of autonomy and intimacy. Twenty of the items are designed to measure autonomy 
and the other 20 items are designed to measure the encouragement of intimacy. The autonomy dimension is 
comprised of five subscales: Clarity of Expression - thoughts and feelings are clear in the family; Responsibility 
- family members claim responsibility for their own actions; Respect for Others - family members are allowed to 
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speak for themselves; Openness to Others - family members are receptive to one another; Acceptance of 
Separation and Loss - separation and loss are dealt with openly in the family. The intimacy dimension consists of 
five subscales: Range of Feelings - family members express a wide range of feelings; Mood and Tone - a warm 
positive atmosphere exists in the family; Conflict Resolution - normal conflicts are resolved without undue stress; 
Empathy - family members are sensitive to one another; and Trust. With a range of possible scores 40-200, high 
scores (160-200) on this scale indicate higher perceived family-of-origin health, while low scores (40-80) 
indicate lower perceived health. Some examples of questions are "My parents openly admitted it when they were 
wrong." and "Sometimes in my family I did not have to say anything, but I felt understood". 

Mazer, Mangrum, Hovestadt and Brashear (1990), based on their testing of family-of-origin scale with 407 
adolescent participants, found that the scale is a multi-dimensional tool with value and validity to be applied in 
clinical research. Fischer and Corcoran (2007) report the internal consistency of the family-of-origin scale as .75, 
and a test-re-test reliability of .77 for measures of autonomy, and .73 for measures of intimacy. In the current 
study, reliability for FOS was a = .925. 

2.2.2 The Locke-Wallace Marital Adjustment Test (LWMAT; Locke & Wallace, 1959) 

This instrument was developed to measure the marital happiness or marital satisfaction in married couples. 
Using selected, non-duplicated and statistically significant items from a variety of previously developed 
measures with high item discrimination, Locke and Wallace (1959) composed a 15-item marital adjustment scale. 
Because of its history and widespread use, it is used as a benchmark standard for assessing the degree of 
adjustment in marriage (Sperry, 2004). The LWMAT has a total of 15 questions that are ranked on different 
scales. The main scale that is provided on the LWMAT is a 6-point Likert-type scale that has a minimum score of 
1, representing "Always Disagree," and a maximum score of 6, representing "Always Agree". The remaining 
questions that are provided on the LWMAT include multiple choice type responses. Some examples of these 
questions are, "When disagreements arose, they usually resulted in (a) husband giving in (b) wife giving in (c) 
agreement by mutual give and take" and "If you had your life to live over again, do you think you would: (a) 
Marry the same person? (b) Marry a different person (c) Not marry at all". 

The validity of the LWMAT was illustrated by Krokoff (1989) using predictive validation. It was found that the 
scores for the husbands and wives in the sample had significant correlations with one another. The reliability of 
the LWMAT instrument was illustrated with internal consistency/reliability coefficients using Cronbach's alpha 
scores. In the original study by Locke and Wallace (1959), it was found that the reliability of the LWMAT was 
equal to .90 (Sanai, 2009). In the current study, reliability for LWMAT was α = .819. 

2.3 Data Analysis 

The data analysis used in this study was the descriptive statistics to sum up data and report percentages and 
frequencies. Additionally Pearson's correlation coefficient was used to estimate the relationship between 
independent variable (family-of-origin experiences), and dependent variable (marital adjustment). Furthermore 
multiple regression used to examine the accurate prediction of a predictor. 

3. Results  

3.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 shows that 54.1% of participants are within the age range of 25-35 years while 40.9% are between 36-45 
years of age. A majority of the participants were doctoral students (58.2%) and 41.8 % were doing their master’s 
degree. In terms of marriage duration, 86.8% of participants were within 1-17th year of their marital life and 
only 13.2% of them were living with their spouses between 17-34 years. With regard to the number of children, 
42.3% of the respondents do not have children, 34.5% of them have one child, and 18.7% have two children 
while only 4.5 % have three children. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for demographics variables, for the total sample and by gender 

 
Percent for All 

(n=220) 

Percent 

For Males 

(n=107) 

Percent 

For Females 

(n=113) 

Age 

25-35 54.1 52.3 55.8 

36-45 40.9 42.1 39.8 

46-60 4.5 5.6 3.5 

61 and more .5 0 .9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Education 

Master 41.8 28.0 54.9 

Doctoral 58.2 72.0 45.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Duration of 
Marriage 

1-17 86.8 87.9 85.8 

17-34 13.2 12.1 14.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of 
Children 

1 34.5 29.9 38.9 

2 18.7 25.2 12.4 

3 4.5 4.7 4.4 

None 42.3 40.2 44.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of dependent and independent variables. Marital adjustment score has a 
minimum of 63 with a maximum of 138 from maximum score of 158 (M=100.58, SD=15.83). Family-of-origin 
total scores ranged from 95 to 172 (the maximum is 200) and had a mean of 135.39 with a standard deviation of 
14.25. Its sub-scales scores had a minimum of 5 with a maximum of 20. In addition, it seems that the 
participants’ function with the respect of responsibility was the weakest and their mood and tone were the 
strongest factors in the family-of-origin sub-scales. 

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of marital adjustment and family-of-origin subscales  

Variables 
No. of 
Items 

Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Marital adjustment 15 63.30 138.00 100.85 15.83 .758 

Family-of-origin total 40 95 172 135.39 14.25 .815 

Clarity of Expression 4 8.00 20.00 13.64 2.47 .820 

Responsibility 4 7.00 17.00 11.89 1.67 .832 

Respect for Others 4 7.00 18.00 13.22 2.04 .824 

Openness to Others 4 9.00 17.00 12.63 1.70 .828 

Acceptance of 
Separation and Loss 

4 5.00 20.00 14.31 2.67 .828 

Range of Feelings 4 7.00 20.00 12.08 2.41 .827 

Mood and Tone 4 8.00 20.00 15.98 2.70 .820 

Conflict Resolution 4 6.00 20.00 13.22 3.01 .817 

Empathy 4 8.00 20.00 14.20 2.49 .821 

Trust 4 7.00 20.00 14.22 2.55 .823 

Note: n = 220 
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3.2 Correlations  

In this step, the association between family of origin total scale and marital adjustment was examined through 
bivariate analyses. It was hypothesized that there is a significant relationship between family-of-origin scale and 
subscales and marital adjustment among married postgraduate Iranian students in Malaysia. Table 3 presents the 
Pearson correlation matrix. As it can be seen here, this table indicates that the family-of-origin total scale 
correlated significantly and positively with marital adjustment (r = .514, p < .01 N = 220). Among all the 
sub-scales more significantly correlated at .01 is conflict resolution with marital adjustment (r = .412, p < .01, N 
= 220), trust (r = .387, p < .01, N = 220), and openness to others (r = .384, p< .01, N = 220). As was the case 
with total family-of-origin scores, this is a positive relationship, hence we can conclude that, the higher 
perceived family-of-origin health was defined, the higher level of marital adjustment the participants 
experienced. 

 

Table 3. Correlations between the family of origin sub-scales and marital adjustment  

VAR MA FOS CLE RSP RET OPN ACP RAG MOD CFT EMP TST 

MA 1  
    

FOS 
.514** 1 

CLE .295** .764** 1 

RSP .234** .213** 0.076 1 

RST .381** .634** .383** 0.122 1 

OPN .384** .469** .255** .151* .286** 1 

ACP .141* .432** .231** -0.048 .173* 0.104 1 

RNG .153* .512** .352** 0.081 .289** .252** .225** 1 

MOD .322** .744** .525** 0.077 .404** .236** .228** .210** 1 

CFT .412** .763** .582** 0.116 .413** .267** 0.12 .242** .657** 1 

EMP .375** .704** .527** 0.108 .418** .280** .273** .249** .495** .431** 1 

TST .387** .579** .445** -0.089 .328** .196** 0.102 .139* .363** .468** .302** 1 

Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed), *p<.05, **p<.01, n=220 p = 0.1: small effect; p = 0.3: 
medium effect; p = 0.5: large effect Abbreviations: MA=marital adjustment; Family of Origin Scale=(FOS): 
CLE=clarity of expression; RSP=responsibility; RST=respect for others; OPN=openness to others; 
ACP=acceptance of separation & loss; RNG=range of feeling; MOD=mood & tone; CFT=conflict resolution; 
EMP=empathy; TST=trust 

 

3.3 Multiple Regression Analysis  

Multiple regression is a correlational procedure that examines the relationships among several variables. 
“Specifically, this technique enables researchers to find the best possible weighting of two or more independent 
variables” (Ary, Razavieh, Jacobs, & Sorenson, 2010, p. 360). When two variables were correlated perfectly Ho 
(2006) states that multiple regresion provide an opportunity to assess the importance of each of the predictors to 
the overall relationship. 

Using the enter method; findings can be seen at Table 4. The findings revealed that two of the predictor variables 
were significant in explaining the marital adjustment. The two predictors variables were autonomy (t = 3.398; p 
= .001), and intimacy (t = 3.647; p = .000). The findings suggest that the data supported the two-predictor 
multiple linear regression model. 
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Table 4. Multiple regression analysis 

 

Variables 

 

Summary Of 
Regression 

Un-Std 
Coefficient B

Un-Std 
Coefficient 
Std. Error 

Std. 
Coefficient 
Beta 

T 
Sig. 
Value 

Collinearity 
Statistics 

Tolerance VIF 

(constant)  20.741 9.758  2.125    

Autonomy   .688 .202 .271 3.398 .001 .533 1.876

Intimacy   .497 .136 .291 3.647 .000 .533 1.876

Multiple R .515        

R Square .265        

Adjusted R 
Square 

.259 
       

F-Statistics  39.192        

Note. Predictors: (Constant), Autonomy & Intimacy. Dependent variable: Marital Adjustment, p< .05, n = 220 

 

An R-square value of .265 implies that the two-predictor model explained about 26.5 % of the variance in 
marital adjustment. Table 4 revealed that based on the reported value of the F-statistic (F = 39.192, p < .05), the 
model fits the data. This means that the slope of the estimated linear regression model line was not equal to zero, 
thus confirming that there was a linear relationship between marital adjustment and the two predictor variables.  

Standardized regression coefficients are presented in Table 4. to explain the importance of two predictors in 
predicting marital adjustment. Independent variable with a high beta coefficient is highly important in 
contributing to the prediction of the criterion variable. Based on the beta values obtained, the beta coefficient for 
autonomy was .271 and for intimacy was .291. This means that intimacy relatively had a higher power than the 
autonomy in predicting the marital adjustment. Also this describes that a one standard deviation increase in 
autonomy was followed by a .271 standard deviation unit increase in marital adjustment and that one standard 
deviation increase in intimacy was brought about a .291 standard deviation unit increase in marital adjustment 

Furthermore, result in this study indicated that men's perception of marital adjustment is more influenced by 
their families of origin experiences than women's. In other words, for men 37.7 % of the variance in marital 
adjustment increase was explained by family-of-origin experiences, while in women the overall regression 
model was successful in explaining approximately 17.9 % of the adjusted variance in marital adjustment. Thus, 
family-of-origin experiences measured predicted marital adjustment especially for men (Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Multiple regression analysis by gender 

variables 
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Constant  -2.065 13.519  -.153     37.972 13.811  2.749    

Autonomy  .977 .265 .382 3.682 .000 .557 1.795  .516 .298 .213 1.734 .086 .495 2.018

Intimacy  .581 .208 .290 2.791 .006 .557 1.795  .377 .190 .244 1.991 .049 .495 2.018

Multiple R .614        .423        

R Square .377        .179        

Adjusted 

R Square 
.365      

 
 .164      

 
 

F-Statistics 31.446        11.981        

Note. Predictors: (Constant), Autonomy & Intimacy. Dependent variable: Marital Adjustment, p< .05, n = 113 
female, n = 107 male 
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4. Discussion 

The results of present study clearly indicate that 1) Family-of-origin experiences were positively correlated to 
marital adjustment of respondents. This implies that despite living out of the country of origin, Iran, the post 
graduate students in Malaysia are still influenced by the family of origin and the collectivistic cultures. This 
finding is in agreement with the results of Falcke et al. (2008) which indicated that there is an association 
between type of experience that the respondents live in their families of origin and the quality of their marital 
relationship. Since, Iranian culture is similar to the host country Malaysia, in terms of being a collectivist society, 
the influence of family of origin remains significant. 2) The family-of-origin dimensions (autonomy and 
intimacy) were statistically significant predictors of the marital adjustment. Indeed, the autonomy and intimacy 
were found to be the best predictors of marital adjustment. In addition, result in this study indicated that men's 
perception of marital adjustment is more influenced by their families of origin experiences than women's. So, the 
findings of this study support the presence of positive effects of family-of-origin experiences on married 
students' marital adjustment. For example, in line with this finding, Dennison (2011) examined the effect of 
family-of-origin characteristics (e.g., interparental conflict) on current marital satisfaction, within a sample of 
newlywed. Findings of the study stress the need to help individuals understand the significance of their 
family-of-origin experiences in their later relationships, particularly in their married lives. The present 
investigation was concluded that the experiences from families of origin can influence marital quality and 
awareness about these experiences can play a significant role in enhancing the quality of marriage among 
married individuals.  

The limitation of this study lies in use of correlational statistical approach in the study of married persons' 
memories of their past experiences within their families of origin. To overcome this limitation, future studies 
may consider longitudinal, observational and experimental research design to evaluate their needs and enhance 
and develop their educational and clinical training. Also, future research will need to assess both members of a 
couple rather than assessing each married person individually. We also suggest that future studies examine 
function of family-of-origin experiences and marital adjustment of different samples of non-academic and 
business settings and compare the results obtained.  
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Abstract 

Most creativity theorists consider artists as “agents of control”, capable of overcoming and controlling 
psychological distress. However, studies have yet to map the “healing” tendency for “everyday creative people” 
in detailing the process’ effects on perception and change. This study was aimed to examine this process via a 
phenomenological and Perceptual Control Theory perspective (PCT: see Powers, W. T. (1973). Behaviour: The 
control of perception. Chicago: Aldine). We recruited and interviewed eleven participants who had engaged in 
art-making and experienced recovery from psychological distress. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was 
used to identify themes between participant responses, generated from self-created semi-structured interview 
schedules following Smith and Osborn’s technique (IPA: see Smith, J. A., & Osborn, M. (2008). Interpretative 
phenomenological analysis. In J. A. Smith (Ed.), Qualitative psychology: A practical guide to research methods, 
2nd edition, (53-80). London: Sage). Data analysis identified six superordinate themes: 1) “the process of creating 
as a goal-oriented focus”, 2) “internalising process and product”, 3) “awareness shift and self-focus”, 4) 
“emotion regulation”, 5) “goal change, bonding, and conflict resolution”, and 6) “feelings and perceptions within 
the art-making process”. Disconfirming Case Analysis and participant feedback also indicated a seventh theme: 7) 
“the ‘superficial’ creative process”. The results were interpreted to indicate that art-making involves the 
purposeful creation of perceptual experience to fulfil higher-order goals and values. The creative process is also 
a learning process which instigates and promotes positive affect, enhances skills, and facilitates change in 
higher-order goals. We consider these interpretations in the light of the components of PCT. 

Keywords: control, artistic healing, creative process, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, creative change, 
art-making, goals, Perceptual Control Theory 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Issues with the Contemporary Art Therapy and Creativity Literature 

Art therapy is a viable method of treatment and approach for self-understanding, emotional change and 
restoration to well-being. Art is considered a healing tool. Ostensibly, “healing” is the calming of emotions after 
distress and regaining of health and feelings of well-being during therapy (Malchiodi, 2007; Ornstein, 2006). 
Healing in art-making has been shown to work for women with cancer, sub-fertile women, African-Americans 
with Alzheimer’s, and other investigated groups (e.g., Hughes, 2010; Johnson & Sullivan-Marx, 2006; Stafstrom 
& Havlena, 2003). There are a number of influential theoretical approaches to the benefits of art. Yet each 
approach is restricted in its breadth and is poorly integrated. These approaches can be broadly considered as: the 
creative process (e.g., Gaut, 2010), “flow” (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1996), problem-solving and meta-cognition 
(e.g., Allen & Thomas, 2011), insight and purposeful action (e.g., Dewey, 1934 (reprint in 2005)), 
self-actualisation (e.g., Ryder, 1987), emotional self-regulation (e.g., Hamilton, Karoly, & Kitzman, 2004), and 
occupational focus (e.g., Laliberte-Rudman, 2002).  

The aim of the current study was to address the fragmented literature by providing a novel, integrative, 
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mechanistic account of the benefits of art on recovery based directly on first-person accounts. Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA: Smith & Osborn, 2008) was used to extract the key themes from participant 
accounts and the framework of Perceptual Control Theory (PCT: Carver & Scheier, 1999; Mansell, 2005; Powers, 
Clark & McFarland, 1960) was used to build psychological models from these themes. PCT was selected 
because it is proposed to have the capacity to integrate psychological processes across diverse fields 
(Stevenson-Taylor & Mansell, 2012; Carey & Mansell, 2009). 

1.2 Art-making and Everyday People—the Missing Link between Art Therapy Theory, Application, and 
Connection to Real Life Situations 

In addition to the difficulties inherent in integrating widely different theoretical approaches, there is a paucity of 
research on the detailed creative process and its benefits outside therapeutic or experimental settings 
(Stevenson-Taylor & Mansell, 2012). It is believed that in order to properly consolidate theory, one must link the 
implications of art-making to everyday action and distress. This may yield more information about art-making’s 
rehabilitative characteristic and close the widening gap that separates eminent artists, patients, and everyday 
persons (Stevenson-Taylor & Mansell, 2012).  

Seldom is a rigorous exploration given to ascertaining the effects of psychological change in the long-term. 
When and how these changes occur are rarely addressed (Pelowski & Akiba, 2011). And, more alarmingly, the 
benefits of therapy are nearly always attributed to the superficial process of art-making rather than individuals’ 
innate capability to self-heal (Stevenson-Taylor & Mansell, 2012). The justification for using “everyday creative 
persons” is to bridge theory with everyday application, and demonstrate where, when, how and why healing 
occurs within the creative process. People who have creative talents, but are not “professional artists” represent 
the majority who consider themselves “creative” but not “eminently creative” (“mini-c” and “little-c” individuals; 
Beghetto & Kaufman, 2007). 

1.3 The Basic Premises of Art Psychology and Art Therapy Theory  

Each of seven theoretical approaches to the benefits of art will now be summarised. First is the creative 
process—the dynamic model of creativity working across four spheres: the person (artist), the environment 
(domain), the product, and the viewer of art (audience) (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Mace, 1997; McIntyre, 2008). 
It has three stages: a) Stage 1: consists of choosing the elements of your creative endeavour, ignoring the 
problematic and unproductive; b) Stage 2: unconscious juggling of ideas propel the person to create, subliminal 
aesthetics setting in for free-play of ideas to invoke insight; and, c) Stage 3: the person implements the ideas and 
reviews the results (Bindeman, 1998; Gaut, 2010). This is not an automatic process and requires conscious 
deduction (Cohen-Shalev, 1986; Gaut, 2010). There is sense of agency and purpose behind creativity (Gaut, 
2010). Researchers suggest that creativity helps clarify goals that are intrinsic and the individual wishes to reach 
(Jones, Runco, Dorman, & Freeland, 1997; Lubart & Getz, 1997; Lindauer, 1992). 

Second, we cover the “flow” experience. Several theorists explicate that artists are normally intrinsically 
motivated, stemming from inner desires and goals perpetuating the act of creation (Burleson, 2005; 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 1976). “Flow” is the threshold state in creative activity. It 
states that intrinsic motivation happens because people will meet their goals, as directed by their needs 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, 1996; Carl III, 1994). Theory of flow assumes that high achievement is associated with 
complete immersion in creative activity, to an “autonomic”, euphoric state. This is seen in some artist accounts, 
creating related to “automotive”, “unconscious” movement—allowing “flow” of ideas in art-making (Bindeman, 
1998; Cohen-Shalev, 1986; Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). However, the creative process requires 
cognition along with periods of flow in order to achieve product-creation in art-making. 

The third approach to creative thinking involves how it is facilitated by cognitive controls—“patterns of thinking 
that control the ways that individuals’ process and reason about information” (Jonassen, 2000, p. 70; Allen & 
Thomas, 2011; Mace, 1997). Creative thought involves a search for “order” in “chaos”. Within a higher-order 
perspective, creative individuals are better able to deal with conflict in creative pursuits (Barron, 1990; Mace, 
1997; Ziv & Keydar, 2009). It has been proposed that deeper immersion in the project yields more ideas and 
possible solutions to conflict, garnered over successive transformations of the concept in the artwork (Mace, 
1997). This successive organising of concepts and decision making within creativity instigates meta-cognition: 
affective elements aiding in an imaginative identification process between artist and the artistic problem 
(Gardner, 1988; Mace, 1997; Wakefield, 1989). Meta-cognition is inherent in problem-solving and insight within 
art-making (Burleson, 2005; Pelowski & Akiba, 2011; Pankova, 2009). 

Fourth, it is suggested that sudden insights emerge from the ability to freely express (Bournelli, Makri, & 
Mylonas, 2009; Doyle, 1998; Fraser, 2006; Hellström, 2011). The act of expression and its experience is a 
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process in “duality”; it is the act of creating and the act of internalising the act of creating (Brown, 2008; Dewey, 
1934/2005). We can integrate the early theoretical points if we consider that expression instigates realisation, 
illustrated as a reaching to intrinsic goals and enhancement in “flow”, confidence, and self-esteem. This 
promotes the formation of a purposeful being, or an agent in society (purposeful action; Fidler & Fidler, 1978).  

Links are seen here to a fifth theoretical approach guided by humanistic psychology. According to Abraham 
Maslow and Carl Rogers, there is a connection between the creative person and self-actualised person (Musick, 
1977; Ryder, 1987). Self-actualisation is the search for becoming more “genuinely” human via realisation of the 
self and its potential (Maslow, 1968; Musick, 1977; Ryder, 1987). It can also make life’s conditions more 
meaningful and expand one’s capabilities (Rogers, 1969; Maslow, 1971). The stages of self-actualisation unfold 
awareness via openness to thoughts and experience, despite possible fear. Successful awareness depends on how 
close composition matched intrinsic ideas, (AKA: “creative unity”), which is necessary to achieve in creating 
(Arieti, 1976; Ryder, 1987). Becoming mindful of one’s own emotions and goals (i.e., the ability to self-actualise) 
is also an important aspect of art therapy. 

Moving to the therapy literature itself, emotional self-regulation and mindfulness are goal-centred modes, 
problem-solving and conflict strategies parallel with regulatory activity. Emotion is key in self-regulation, and 
activities linked with personal goals are likely to be perceived as important to the individual (Hamilton, Karoly, 
& Kitzman, 2004; Karoly, 1991, 1999). People who ruminate about goal-related stressful events are more likely 
to provoke focus on threat-reduction against the conflict and perceived unattainability of goals. This causes 
psychological distress (Cantor, Norem, Langston, Zirkel, Fleeson, & Cook-Flannagan, 1991). Research suggests 
that creative pursuits help to establish “mood clarity”—the ability to distinguish clearly between / tolerate 
negative emotions and control its intensity (Hamilton, Karoly, & Kitzman, 2004; Zautra, 2003). There is 
emerging evidence that mindfulness in therapy builds one’s emotional complexity, broadens schemas, and 
strengthens resolve and adaptability against negative affect, which lowers focus on threats (Monti, Peterson, 
Shakin Kunkel, Hauck, Pequignot, Rhodes, & Brainard, 2006).  

Finally, a separate field describes occupation involving art and its beneficial effects on healing without therapy 
(Laliberte-Rudman, 2002; Reynolds, 1997, 2002, 2003, 2004a, 2004b). In her studies, Reynolds researched how 
textile art-making beneficially affected women with chronic illness (Reynolds, 1997). Engaging with leisure 
activities helped to preserve a satisfactory self-image, sense of achievement and competence. The women gained 
a sense of identity in an active process of interpreting, constructing and reconstructing their personal and social 
identity. Creative pursuits improved quality of life and promoted feelings of self-worth and control—a catalyst 
for motivation and sense of mastery over craft (Reynolds, 1997, 2002; Reynolds & Prior, 2003, 2006).  

In summary, the seven theories are linked because these different uses of art implicate the same basic premise: 
art-making’s purpose is to help artists control their perceptions, attain their goals, and achieve final product 
creation (Stevenson-Taylor & Mansell, 2012). Creativity happens through the creative process, which 
incorporates the individual, the product, the environment, and aesthetical reflexivity. The creative process is also 
a problem-solving endeavour, comprising of strategies which invoke higher-level cognition and meta-cognitive 
states. Meta-cognitive states then affect changes to mood and emotion, shifting cognitive schema and inducing 
positive affect whilst reducing stress and prompting insight. Thus, the creative process enhances feelings of 
being a unified, purposeful person with meaning in their lives and understanding of this meaning. It is an 
emotional process, cathartic in power. The art “realm”, its metaphoric language and imagery help to convey 
feelings and bring deeply felt concepts and philosophies to the fore. 

1.4 Research Aims 

This research was aimed to investigate the healing potential of art-making in everyday people, in order to “grasp 
the essential nature of, and deepen the understanding of [art therapy’s] meaning” (Junge & Linesch, 1993, p. 
63-64 & 66). According to several studies which examined how people recovered from psychological distress, 
PCT can help to inform how change is experienced (Carey, Carey, Stalker, Mullan, Murray, & Spratt, 2007; 
Gianakis & Carey, 2011; Higginson & Mansell, 2008). Currently, the existing literature does not connect all 
creative process theory together with its healing after-effects. There are also few accounts of the role of control 
on mental and lifestyle changes at different stages of the art-making process (e.g., Reynolds, 1997, 2002, 2003), 
and the literature rarely discusses the possible negative effects of art-making (e.g., Bensimon & Gilboa, 2010). 
Therefore, the aims of this research were: 

1) To explore what freedom of expression does to the artists’ perceptions and cognition while experiencing their 
individual modalities; 

2) To find a model for why and how art-making works psychologically; and,  
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3) To identify how art uniquely contributes to personal recovery and change. 

2. Method 

2.1 Design 

The research was qualitative, using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA: Smith, 1995; Smith & Osborn, 
2008) of semi-structured interviews. 

2.2 Participant Characteristics 

All participants were White/Caucasian, and eight were citizens of the UK (73%). Ages ranged from 21-48 years 
(average 26.2 years). See Table 1 for a summary of participant demographics. 

 

Table 1. A summary of the demographic scores from across the eleven study participants 

Participant 

Number 

Age and 

Gender 

Race / 

Nationality 

Interest / 

Curiosity in 

the Arts 

Hours of 

Leisure 

Reading 

Hours of 

Artistic 

Practice 

Formal 

Training? 

Type of Formal 

Training 

Art Modality 

1 21 / F White/British 9 0 hrs. per day 1 hr. daily X Teaching music 

certificate 

Saxophone / drawing

2 23 / F White/British 8 3 hrs. / day 2 hrs. daily   Poetry / poi dancing 

3 21 / M White/British 7 1 hr. / day 1 hr. daily X Tutoring in music 

& voice 

Singing / drumming 

(in a band) 

4 22 / F White/British 8 1 hr. / day Twice a week; 

2-4 hrs. 

  Drawing 

5 31 / F White/British 9 .5 -1 hr. / day 1-2 hrs. per 

week 

X Art history / fine 

arts degree 

Painting / drawing 

6 31 / M White / 

European 

10 1-2 hrs. / day 1 hr. daily   Writing lyrics / 

music (singer in a 

band) / literal writing

7 24 / F White/British 7 .5 -1 hr. / day 2-4 hrs. when 

able 

X ACSE & A-levels 

in fine arts 

Painting / drawing 

8 21 / M White / 

American 

9 3-4 hrs. / day 1-6 hrs. when 

able 

X Literature / theatre 

& drama A-level 

Prose (fiction & 

non-fiction) / 

playwriting 

9 48 / F White/British 10 1.5 hrs. / day 2 hrs. / week   Arts & craft / 

needlework 

10 23 / F White/British 10 4-8 hrs. / day Once or twice 

per month 

X Bachelors of Fine 

Arts (3 yrs.) 

Painting / drawing / 

sculpting / 3D works 

11 23 / F White / 

Canadian 

10 0 hrs. / day Once a week X Arts & animation 

school (11 yrs.) / 

degree in fine arts 

Painting / drawing / 

cartoon drawing 

 

The demographics for study participants are shown in Table 1. As a note: X’s indicate that the participant had 
reported having experienced the relevant item, either in the pre-interview questionnaire or their face-to-face 
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interviews. Also, leisure reading included fiction and non-fiction from a variety of text-based material (comic 
books, novels, online blogs, etc.) 

Participants also rated artistic interest via a Likert scale questionnaire in increments from 1 (Not Very 
Interested/Curious about the Arts) to 10 (Very Interested/Curious). This was to gauge commitment to the arts. On 
average, participants were highly interested in the arts (M = 8.8, SD = 1.17). Participants did leisure reading an 
average of 1-2 hours daily, and engaged with their creative pursuit from 1-4 hours daily to a few times per month. 
Respondents covered a wide range of artistic modalities, including: poi (fire-dancing), drumming and singing 
(within the alternative and punk rock genres), fiction prose and script writing, poetry, abstract painting, and 
textile work/arts and craft. 

2.3 Sampling Procedures 

Participants were purposively sampled from undergraduate and postgraduate programmes, via poster adverts and 
the research volunteer website at the University of Manchester. Eleven participants were recruited, eight females 
and three males. To keep with IPA requirements for having a homogenous sample, and for ethical reasons, 
participants had to meet the criteria presented below to be eligible for interview. 

Principle inclusion criteria declared: 

1) Participants had to have felt change and maintain the use of their artistic craft for a minimum of two years 
(e.g., no more than 2-3 months apart from last creative project, pending lifestyle and personal circumstances); 
and, 

2) …be stable and satisfied with their personal issues for at least a year. 

Principle exclusion criteria included: 

1) Persons who have not done anything artistic; 

2) Persons who had little to no interest in the arts or creative pursuits; 

3) Persons who were not 18 years old or older (for consent purposes); and, 

4) Persons who could not speak, read, and write English fluently. 

Respondents were notified of their rights of participation, and that participating was voluntary. All participants 
were required to sign an informed consent form to be audio recorded after reading the information sheet, and 
guaranteed that their information would be completely confidential. All information was kept securely on 
password protected / encrypted computers, data anonymised and audio recordings destroyed after transcription, 
per agreement with the ethical review board. In case of distress, participants were invited to take breaks, 
withdraw from the study, and/or call Samaritans or the University Counselling Services. This study was given 
ethical approval by the University of Manchester Research Ethics Committee.  

2.4 Research Materials 

An interview schedule, pre-interview questionnaire and focus group questionnaire were used and self-created. A 
digital audio-recorder was used for later transcription via the Express Scribe program, and a laptop was taken for 
participants’ Internet use and file uploading. Memo notes were typed as a Word document. Interviews were 
transcribed, coded, and thematised by hand (Note 1). 

2.5 Procedure 

A pilot study was conducted before interviews commenced. The pilot helped to inform which questions could be 
kept, omitted, or reshaped for subsequent interviews. To further assist with the analysis, participants were invited 
to show and talk about examples of their work, and encouraged to give feedback about the interview at the end. 
All interviews were done within the University of Manchester’s Psychology department. 

2.5.1 Pre-interview  

The pre-interview questionnaire was given to respondents prior to interviewing. After the questionnaire, a final 
statement of withdrawal was prompted to ensure that respondents were fully aware of their rights. Participants 
were also advised to keep the details of their personal issues to a minimum. In the case of personal disclosure, 
identifiable information was replaced with ‘[…]’. 

2.5.2 The Interview  

Interviews were conducted at the University of Manchester. Each interview took 45-60 minutes to complete. 
Discussions began with introductions, to establish a rapport with interviewees as part of IPA protocol (Eatough 
& Smith, 2008). The finalised interview schedule asked 12 questions across three parts (see Table 2). Interviews 
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ended with respondents giving feedback (if able) or asking questions about the interview.  

 

Table 2. The basic finalised semi-structured interview schedule 

Part A: About the Artist & Artist’s 

Identity (Their Creative Environment) 

Part B: Artists’ Views of the World & 

Perspectives within their Art 

Part C: Follow-Up Questions and 

Information 

Q1: As a starting question, just to get a 

warm-up, what type of art / writing do you 

like to do? 

Q4: What do you feel when you’re doing your 

art / when you write? What specifically would 

you call the feeling, if you could wrap it up 

into one word? 

Q9: Is there anything else in detail 

you can tell me about yourself or your 

work, and any sort of thoughts / 

feelings you gain from doing your 

work? 

Q2: What does art do for you? Q5: What do you observe of yourself through 

your art? [Observe] of your world? …The 

people associated with you and your work? 

Q10: Is there anything you’d like to 

say to fellow artists / writers, or you 

think would be valuable to ask other 

participants during their interviews? 

Q3: What do you think about while doing 

your art / writing? 

Q6: Have there been past problems or issues 

that you’ve dealt with that are associated to 

your art / writing or made you feel like you 

needed to create? 

Q11: Was there anything missed that I 

should have asked you or you’d like 

to share more of? Any questions or 

comments? 

 Q7: Are there differences and/or realisations in 

how you see yourself and your world now, 

compared to when you first began making your 

art? 

 

 Q8: Are you doing any upcoming works / 

projects now? 

 

 

Table 2 shows the basic structure of the interview questions. The table includes the parts of the questionnaire and 
their relevant questions, but further and/or added prompts (such as the why and how queries) are not included. 

2.5.3 Post-interview  

A debrief of the study was sent to respondents via e-mail. Research authors’ contact information was made 
available for further questions or comments. After data analysis, some participants (upon request) sent 1-3 
examples of their artwork and summarised the works’ meaning and purpose. This was to substantiate findings, 
follow-up questions created asking about how the examples affected respondents and their means to “heal” and 
“express”. Some works were given consent for reproduction here by two respondents, presented later in this 
paper. 

2.5.4 Focus Group  

An amended version of the original focus group session questions and forms were sent to respondents by e-mail 
for member check purposes. Member checking is a way to help ensure results accurately reflect what participants 
had reported in their interviews (Elliott, Fischer, & Rennie, 1999; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mays & Pope, 1995, 
2000). Four participants responded accordingly. A summary of study rationale and findings was included with 
the questionnaire.  

3. Analyses 

3.1 Rationale for Qualitative Analysis 

Qualitative methods provide a rich analysis encompassing effective techniques that facilitate the making sense of 
personal experience (Smith, 2008). Important nuances can be examined closely—unlike in quantitative methods 
(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). This is exceptionally helpful when analysing personal change and the 
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mechanisms that characterise the process (Junge & Linesch, 1993; Richards & Morse, 2007; Smith, 2008).  

3.2 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA: Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) is committed to the detailed 
analysis of an individual’s lived experience. It is a dynamic process that constantly revisits the transcripts. And, 
there is consistent awareness of both participant’s response and researcher’s interpretation of that response 
(double hermeneutics; Smith & Osborn, 2008). IPA states that the primary concern of the researcher is the 
understanding of experience from the participant’s point-of-view. 

After transcribing interviews, analysis followed the process outlined by Smith and Osborn (2008). IPA has 
already been used extensively in both art therapy and PCT studies, which supports its use here (e.g., Bird, 
Mansell, & Tai, 2009; Gianakis & Carey, 2011; Higginson & Mansell, 2008; Reynolds, 1997, 2002, 2003, 2004a, 
2004b). 

3.2.1 Creation of Interview Schedule  

The interview schedule was created based on the research aims. The schedule was semi-structured, why and how 
prompts motivated from suggestions by Smith and Osborn (2008). Probing questions yielded deeper responses, 
ideally unveiling stronger data and more opportunities for open discussion, to achieve a greater rapport between 
interviewer and interviewee (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Three different interview schedules were cross-analysed 
with the co-author and an independent researcher before finalising and implementing the final schedule. 

3.2.2 Approach to IPA: Transcribing Interviews, Thematising, and Data Analysis  

Interviews were transcribed verbatim. Conceptual interpretations were written aside target sections and memo 
notes through an inductive procedure (Braun & Clarke, 2006), in an open, multi-step process (Figure 1) (Note 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. A diagrammatic representation of the stages of IPA 
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Figure 1 is a visual representation of the stages of transcription and analysis of the interview recordings. IPA 
analysis was undertaken in a cyclical, ‘flowing’ procedure to create codes and themes from the data. This was an 
integrative approach, assimilating concepts of analysis from Fereday & Muir-Cochrane (2006), Braun & Clarke 
(2006), and Smith & Osborn (2008).  

Interviews were analysed in a random order to see if similar themes emerged, and saturation occurred after six 
interviews. The other five interviews were triangulated with the existing cases through Disconfirming Case 
Analysis (DCA) to test emerging hypotheses, systematically searching for data that did not fit the existing 
themes (Yardley, 2008; Mays & Pope, 1995). 

3.2.3 Emergence of Themes  

The analysis was done case-by-case. Themes emerged from initial comments made, and connections forged 
between themes were then organised. Themes that demonstrated participants’ similar idiosyncrasies best were 
transformed into a superordinate theme. Subthemes which defined superordinate themes followed, along with 
identifiers which marked where supporting data could be found.  

3.2.4 Trustworthiness and Credibility: Establishing Commitment, Coherence, Rigour, and Demonstrating 
Validity in the Research  

Qualitative guidelines were used to monitor research reliability and validity, to aid in strengthening the 
research’s publishable quality (Aldridge & Aldridge, 1996; Elliott, Fischer, & Rennie, 1999). Trustworthiness 
was established via IPA analysis and coherence between interpretation, data, and theory. Methodological skill 
and theoretical depth are evident by gathering a ‘paper trail’ of the research methods. Participant feedback was 
also used as part of triangulation, and the main researcher’s themes were also shared with the co-author (as a 
second analyser), for validation purposes.  

The focus group questionnaire helped with DCA and self-reflexive analysis on research procedures. ‘Deviant’ 
cases were also analysed to consider if any data did not fit the original findings. An additional theme was 
identified from an analysed case. 

4. Qualitative Findings 

4.1 Summary of the Superordinate and Subthemes 

Using IPA, six superordinate themes emerged and one from DCA. Each main theme had several subthemes, 
illustrated by in-text examples (see Table 3). Pseudonyms were used to protect participants’ identities. 

 

Table 3. Superordinate themes and subthemes of the creative process experience 

Superordinate Themes Subthemes    

1. The Process of Creating as a 

Goal-Orientated Focus 

Planning and Implementation, Part 

1—seed incidents and motivations 

P & I, Part 2—matching product 

to artistic modality and needs 

Making and creating 

[style and skill] 

Final product and 

dissemination 

[process-end and 

sharing with others] 

2. Internalising Process and 

Product 

Stage 1: Initial Connection 

[Meta-Cognitive Level] 

Stage 2: Intimate Connection 

[Transcendence Level (‘Flow’)] 

Stage 3: Thinking and 

Feeling in the Aftermath 

[Threshold and 

Termination Level] 

 

3. Art-Making as Awareness 

Shift and Self-Focus 

Awareness of self and issues 

[autonomous realisation of feelings 

and conflicts] 

Increase / decrease in personal 

affect [mood clarity] 

Elation of feelings 

towards self and others 

Negative-to-Positive 

Affect Shift 

[Transformations] 

4. Art-Making and Emotion 

Regulation 

Conflict Catharsis / Coping Communication / 

Clarification 

Change 

5. Art-Making for Goal 

Change, Bonding, and Conflict 

Resolution 

Creating higher-level goals Withdrawing and loss of art Bonding and 

dissemination (the risks) 

Conflict resolution 

6. Feelings and Perceptions 

within the Art-Making Process 

Productiveness / meaningfulness Attachment and ownership [art 

as self-identity] 

Competence and skill 

mastery [gaining 

self-esteem] 

Feelings of conflict / 

restoration to 

“happiness” 

7. The “Superficial” Creative 

Process 

Creativity for “escape” Completion of product without 

internalising / meta-cognition 

Short-term positive 

affect and change 
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4.2 The Process of Creating as a Goal-oriented Focus 

This superordinate theme was interpreted to be the physical creative process. In this stage respondents initialised, 
planned, and executed their creative works. It goes down levels, from being aware of the outside world to 
immersion into creating. Participants began the process by obtaining creative ideas from “seed incidents” (e.g., 
everyday life, conflicts) and motivational factors (e.g., parents, genre of music, role models, etc.)  

4.2.1 Planning and Implementation, Part 1: The Seed Incidents and Artists’ Motivations  

This part of the process (i.e., “zone”) was interpreted to be where planning and thought are given to creating a 
product, for what and how to make it. Participants reported that products were normally inspired from their 
current ideals. 

One participant spoke about getting ideas for her drawings from dreams (Sally: 4.26). (Note 3) Another 
participant spoke about getting inspired from daily life (Eliza: 2.16). Mood also affected planning. One 
participant wrote a poem based on her feelings of loneliness as a teenager: 

“I wrote one called ‘The Brick’. It was all about how it's part of a building, so it's integral to the upkeep of the 
whole structure, but no one ever notices the individual component(s). . . . I was kind of feeling like a ‘brick’.” 
(Laura: 1.20)  

4.2.2 Planning and Implementation, Part 2: Matching Product to Artistic Modality and Intrinsic Needs  

For participants, modality had to match mood and skill when planning, seemingly to optimally achieve the 
creative goal. Art-making apparently was not only motivated by “seed incidents”, but intrinsic needs. 
Respondents reported art as “purposefully” done for the self, as “a sense of duty”, “a compulsion”, and means to 
“express” (Elena: 3.23; Sally: 16.31; Laura: 8.8; Steven: 5.3). 

Participants also matched artistic modality with philosophical beliefs and goals to make them feel true. For 
example, Steven said punk rock was the “appropriate modality” for “spreading” his ideas to others (Steven: 3.9). 
And Nathan similarly related this to prose, saying it was the only means of relaying his ideas and analysing 
himself: 

“I really like the aspect of writing. I feel that creating plays or movies is best for me. Poetry is very limited in 
where you can express yourself, whereas in prose you fully can…through the characters and story.” (Nathan: 1.5 
& 1.18) 

4.2.3 The “Zone” of Making and Creating: About Style and Skill  

Participants described this stage as using their style and skill to create and translate their thoughts and feelings 
into something physical. Respondents also recalled being concerned about the “craftsmanship” and “execution”, 
before considering the product’s connection to themselves (Laura: 20.17; Steven: 10.2).  

4.2.4 The Finalised Product and Dissemination: Improvement of Skill and Sharing with Others  

At the process’s end, participants recounted making their final considerations before storing art or further sharing 
with others. However, as expressed, dissemination was not necessary and often not sought for until the time was 
right. It was creating in and of itself that was most important to a majority of respondents. 

4.3 Internalising Process and Product—“What it Means to Me” 

Many participants described their creative process as going from physical to mental awareness, then back again. 
Nathan called these “intervals”, cycles between working, review and analysis between self and product (Nathan: 
5.15). This interpretatively represented the (re)-workings of creating, to strengthen self-to-art attachment by 
making connections between pursuit, cognition, and emotion. Respondents seemed to engage in the physical 
process whilst instigating aesthetical reflection about their art.  

4.3.1 Stage 1: Initial Connection—Meta-Cognitive Level  

Respondents recalled moments of logical thinking in-between moments of creating. In this stage, some 
participants reported thinking on their situational issues and its relevancy to the product while attempting to 
establish an emotional connection to the art. Many times these connections seemed “implicit”, hidden conflicts 
expressed “without realising it” (Laura: 24.4 & 24.20; Nathan: 3.6). But others remembered propelling this 
explicitly. Elena professed this as an “analytical way” to think (Elena: 2.13). For example, Nathan personified 
himself as a character to view another person’s perspective, to “objectify” the situation and “analyse [his] 
behaviour without being emotional” (Nathan: 7.30). The creative process seemed to inform participants of their 
individual feelings, and art-making helped to “translate” feelings into the product (Eliza: 4.17). 
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4.3.2 Stage 2: Intimate Connection—Transcendence Level 

Continuous drawing motions seemingly placed artists in a state where a “relationship” (between subject and 
product) could be made. And this “cerebral” “confrontation of the self” supposedly happened at any moment 
during the process (Elena: 7.23, 7.25 & 14.5). However, some respondents also reported moments of just “being” 
while creating, these moments recalled as a sudden lift to a “higher level” of “awareness” or “becoming one”, as 
in being in a different “mode”. There is no thinking, only the feeling of being present. This was interpreted as a 
“pull” away from reality to prompt self-awareness (“syncing” body to mind, or what Laura called being 
“expansive”) (Sally: 3.15; Laura: 10.31, 13.5). 

4.3.3 Stage 3: Thinking and Feeling in the Aftermath of the Creative Process—Threshold and Termination Level  

Respondents reported a final step where important realisations, sudden insight and changes are made 
after-process. It is speculated that depth of relationship and analyses ignite an insightful moment primarily near 
the end of the creative process. Most participants experienced insight and made intimate life and work changes 
accordingly. However, these changes were also influenced by other factors such as dissemination and feedback. 
For example, poetry made Laura realise that she was reinforcing her own isolation away from people. In 
changing into a more independent person with improved goals, she stopped making poetry: 

“After my parents split up, I realised that it was the dwelling over things that made me an “outsider” in 
school. . . . It was a holistic shift. I stopped being that angsty teenager. . . . I came here to get my shit sorted, and 
poetry didn't match with that.” (Laura: 19.5 & 5.2) 

4.4 Art-making as Awareness Shift and Self-focus 

Respondents considered art-making as an autonomous way to be reflective about the past self or become aware 
of and focus on the present self. One participant proclaimed that painting and drawing was the “only way of 
really seeing herself” (Eliza: 5.27). For respondents, art-making was the means of “exploring the way [they felt] 
about things” (Elena: 11.26).  

4.4.1 Awareness of Self and Issues: Personal Affect, Mood States, and Elation of Feelings towards Self and 
Others  

Respondents proclaimed that the creative process affected their awareness. Art-making increased or decreased 
their personal affect and mood states. Making art also seemed to reinforce positive and negative feelings 
associated with the art, others and the self. Respondents recalled moments of calming down and “cheering up”, 
enjoyment, and changes in feelings (Sally: 2.27). The creative process helped all participants understand their 
own mood and feel “whole” again after conflict, awareness a way to “break down” the issues and “dissect” them 
bit by bit (Laura: 8.29; Nathan: 9.31).  

The creative process worked to make some participants feel happier and amplify positive emotions: 

“It’s like a spiral, I would say. The better I feel, the more I feel. The more I write, the better I feel afterwards, and 
it just charges all the members of the band this way. So it becomes this 'exclamation' of emotion.” (Steven: 2.28) 

The process can also amplify negative feelings as well: 

“They're not as good as they could be, because I rush right through them. And that annoys me, that I’m just that 
impatient. But, I think that's more something I feel about myself than what I feel about my art. . .” (Elena: 9.5) 

4.4.2 Negative-to-positive Affect Shift  

To become aware and have a more positive attitude, respondents frequently seemed to engage in 
negative-to-positive affect shift (“transformations”) while working. It was deemed an effective way to change 
negative feelings to positive ones, and a skill which carried on in handling other life situations. Both visual 
artists and writers used metaphors or imagery to change negative situations into something positive. The 
musicians even reported using their anger to create beautiful music or lyrics which reflected the conflictions in 
their beliefs. Shifts were shown to happen both in the literal physical rendering of the issue and its perceptual 
outlook. An example of this was given by Laura in regards to her poetry writing versus diary writing: 

“And instead of putting it down, like: "oh, this happened today. . . ” I could write in a way that I thought 
was…beautiful. And my favourite thing to do was to write about quite horrific things, but using very beautiful 
metaphors.” (Laura: 15.22) 

4.5 Art-making and Emotion Regulation 

Art-making allegedly helped respondents to regulate emotional states, attain clarity of mood, and understand 
where these originated from. The process was perceived to enable validation and clarification of feelings, which 
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included accepting or rejecting the current or past identity. Respondents claimed each aspect helped them feel in 
control and be more stable after conflict (speculated to be the “6 C’s of Creative Healing”). Art-making was 
referred to as a safe “haven” to shield against life stresses. 

4.5.1 Conflict  

Conflict was reported to be the foremost topic in product-creation. Some respondents characterised the creative 
process and conflict as being reciprocal; their issues influenced creation and creation influenced thinking on the 
issues. Internal and external conflict invoked Steven’s lyrics, Laura’s poems, and Nathan’s book “Symphony of a 
Paedophile”. For example, metaphors in Laura’s poem of the crushed orange captured the moment of her father 
abusing her mother, showing powerful consideration between conflict and product: 

“It was all that whole bit of prose was based around. …An orange. When they get crushed and the skin splits. In 
a way, it should be violent, but the colours underneath…the pure orange flesh is so vibrant and so beautiful. . . .” 
(Laura: 18.29) 

4.5.2 Catharsis  

Catharsis was presented as one of the most important aspects to art-making. The ability to “purge” the self of 
negative emotions and “cleanse” the mind was significant, the word “cathartic” present in every account. 
Respondents frequently expressed using their creative pursuit to “escape”, “control”, or “vent”. Many connected 
this to feeling “emotionally good”, a “cleansing of emotions”, as “soul searching”, and other similar 
connotations (Sally: 11.22; Laura: 18.9; Steven: 2.6; Nathan: 14.17, 14.30; Elena: 3.14; Eliza: 2.10). It was 
synonymous with “letting go”, even physically by discontinuing use of art, and was a means of coping with 
threatening life situations. 

 

 

Picture 1. “Embroidery with Mice”, needlework piece, (completed late 1980s, early 1990s) 

 

Comments from Pamela: “I did this when I was still married to my ex-husband, at a time when I had 
considerable pressure from my job but no family responsibilities. As I think I told you, this marriage ended 
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unhappily and although at the time I thought I was using my craft work to relax outside my job, I now suspect I 
was also possibly escaping the pressures of my personal life. I often felt lonely and misunderstood at home, and 
craved going out to socialise, which I suspect was to compensate for this. The hobbies I had at that time were all 
solitary (e.g., knitting, sewing, embroidery) and I would choose the most involving and intricate patterns to 
attempt, which needed great concentration….” 

4.5.3 Coping  

Every respondent reported their own coping strategies. Some used art to simply “escape”, while others to “cope” 
until being able to deal with the issue head-on. For example, Sally used art primarily to avoid the violence and 
fear in her home, yet Steven used song-writing to cope with the near-loss of his child (Sally: 2.10; Steven: 9.1). 
Cases suggest that primary use for art affects whether it yields to short or long-term benefits, and modality 
affects strategy used based on individual predispositions (e.g., Nathan used pain in doing kung-fu to ignore his 
problems, whereas in writing he actively “faced up to” and “analysed” them) (Nathan: 5.1, 5.23). 

4.5.4 Communication and Clarification 

Respondents used art to communicate and clarify their feelings. Communication could be with the self and with 
others. Rather than deal with issues, all respondents reported, at one time or another, using art-making as a 
means to “talk it out” autonomously. Interpretatively art acted as a “proxy-person”; some respondents expressed 
that the creative piece “understood” them in ways no one else could (Eliza: 9.10). When trying to communicate, 
art was said to be a means of “getting the point across”, whilst attempting to relate to others. 

For example, Eliza used her paintings to communicate with her mother. Without words she reconciled the 
relationship and made peace about past negative feelings between them. Painting helped to clarify these 
emotions: 

“Sometimes when you're confused you don't know what you want. I don’t know what happens when I have a 
paintbrush, but everything kind of makes sense in my head. I guess I try to think of how to present how I'm 
feeling right now, and it's a way of usually becoming aware.” (Eliza: 3.22) 

4.5.5 Change  

Changes varied for respondents, and included: “bringing [the self] back to being ‘me’”, feeling a “great relief of 
everyday stress” and living the life that is wanted (e.g., being an individual in society, not part of the “herd”), not 
“needing to analyse” the problem anymore and it feeling “less intense”, gaining “sympathy and understanding” 
(from others), and ones’ painting becoming more “colourful” and “full of life” (Laura: 21.7; Steven: 2.15 & 
13.28; Nathan: 3.13 & 6.31; Elena: 11.5 & 14.25; Eliza: 9.24 & 8.17). Respondents also increased skills and 
mastery of modality, finding that the complexity and subject matter of works had changed along with their mood 
and outlooks on life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 2. Excerpt of: “Humanity (The Herd)” 

This is an excerpt of lyrics presented by one of the participants, Steven, for his band BFH (Burned from Hope). 

 

Humanity (The Herd) 

WELCOME TO THE HERD! 

In the shell of eternity humanity counts its days. 

Running around the vicious circles, drawn to the ground, the sheep 

has no mind and no face. 

And in the bottom of existence it’s only a slave to itself – digging to 

find the meaning of life, sinking deeper in its grave. 

There could be answers out there the sheep don’t know of. 

It never heard of shooting stars. The weather broadcast is more 

important. “The more the rain, the more the grass.” 

“The machine is built. Get ready for the start! Don’t forget your 

flying card. 

It’s easy as a joyride. From our mind-modulator. You have 

nowhere to hide. The barcode is in the centre of your forehead. 

Check in before you fly. Now push the button, dear (number) 

5499. It’s time to say goodbye.” 



www.ccsenet.org/ijps International Journal of Psychological Studies Vol. 4, No. 3; 2012 

116 
 

4.6 Art-making for Goal Change, Bonding, and Conflict Resolution 

According to participants, art-making yielded some long-term effects. Participants reported these moments 
happening primarily after product completion, but some respondents (e.g., Nathan and Laura) observed ways of 
solving conflict whilst still at play. This seemed to normally occur around stage 2 or 3 of the internal process. 

4.6.1 Creating Higher-level Goals  

Respondents recalled moments after creating which lead to different levels of positive and negative change. 
Art-making helped participants recognise and achieve higher-level goals, some even making their creative 
pursuit a goal in itself. In having realisations, some participants self-actualised and uncovered their needs to 
direct for a new goal, which sometimes included making their art a profession. Sally had pursued a “qualification 
to teach music” (Sally: 1.3). Laura utilised poi to achieve “more than one goal”, now focusing on the goals 
which were “implicit” since not feeling “distraught” anymore (i.e., no longer working to get away from her 
father or meet his expectations) (Laura: 23.19). And writing had become a goal for Nathan: 

“…I don't think I'll be working for that company longer than the next 3 years. I want to get a job, and then while 
I'm working, try to get my books published.” (Nathan: 2.3) 

4.6.2 Withdrawing / Loss of Art, Bonding, and Dissemination—the Risks  

Some respondents reported how negative feelings instilled a want to change goals or behaviours, but this was 
interpreted to be a double-edged sword. Dissemination and loss of art seemed to affect change in good and bad 
ways. Only five participants mentioned the effects, but dissemination was stated to either: 1) lead to a loss of art, 
or 2) strengthen/create relationships with others and the artwork. Three participants had loss the will to continue 
art when it was deemed ineffective against conflict, reinforced negative feelings, or was not accepted by peers or 
parents. Rejection of art by a parent is extremely detrimental. For Sally, it deepened her feelings of no control 
over the situation at home (i.e., her mother’s dismissal of her rap lyrics made her instantly stop writing them) 
(Sally: 7.16).  

Rejection of art by social peers is also damaging. Laura stopped writing when she felt she was “tricked” into 
sharing something so private with her classmates and with the realisation that poetry was instilled in her to do by 
her father’s punishments. As part of “letting go” of her past self, she let go of her poetry as well (Laura: 21.13 & 
19.8). Disuse of art also affected Eliza, after she realised it was reinforcing her negative feelings towards art 
school: 

“I felt lost in an abyss. I started doing stupid things. I wasn't doing well. . . . I got into drugs, and I didn't have 
anything to do. I didn't know how to sort of deal with things, and then I got into abuse. . . .” (Eliza: 14.25 & 
15.1) 

However, sharing also created bonds with social structures and reconciled failing relationships. Also, some 
respondents realised that losing art negatively affected them, and later continued the modality stronger than ever. 
Steven told how life for him without his music was extremely hard, and he felt a “complete lack of productivity” 
for a long time (Steven: 8.3). This reinforced his bond with his music and compelled him to play or write 
whenever possible while attending university. Elena also felt sharing made her feel good about herself when 
accepted, and helped her to bond, especially if “someone [could] relate to it” (Elena: 4.8). When positive 
connections were made, respondents stated it raised their self-esteem and instilled a sense of pride towards 
themselves and their work. 
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Picture 3. “Various Pokémon: Togepi, Happiny and Finneon”, in polystyrene egg, boiled egg, plastic fruit beads, 

pipe-cleaners, etc. (made in 2009) 

 

Comments from Pamela: “This was really fun to do. My daughter took the lead on designing the Pokémon as 
only she knew what they looked like! I contributed by finding potential materials we could use and cutting out 
shapes until they looked about right, then we assembled them together. I really enjoyed this, partly because 
Pokémon is one of those kiddie obsessions you don’t really take any interest in, and can actually be quite 
irritating to keep hearing about, so you tune it out. But for this, I had to get involved in my daughter’s particular 
interest in order to help her. So, I felt closer to her as a result, which was lovely. Also, I seem to remember she 
took great pleasure in being able to teach me about Pokémon and pass on some of her knowledge, as I knew 
nothing (she just had to tell me again who they all were). I also found out for the first time who her favourites 
were (so we could find the most appropriately egg-shaped amongst them). She seemed to appreciate being 
“allowed” to tell me all about her Pokémon for once, and for me to be listening and joining in, and I enjoyed 
visiting “her world” for a while. A good bonding session.” 

4.6.3 Conflict Resolution  

Several participants seemed to find that art-making was useful, even short-term, in dealing with conflict. When 
conflict was resolved, the creative process also seemed to help develop skills and strategies that could be utilised 
in other pursuits, including school. Laura’s poi gave her the strength to deal with her problems head-on, feeling 
less like a “fragmented”, conflicted person, and able to unify her mind and body together to feel “ready” for 
anything (Laura: 11.29). Nathan found that his writing was effective for processing and analysing his issues, and 
dealing with them (Nathan: 2.29). And Eliza simply found painting a way of understanding herself, without 
outside help: 

“I didn't have to be asked how I felt. I could just get it down on canvas. It was a way to be autonomous. . . ” 
(Eliza: 7.26)  

4.7 Feelings and Perceptions within the Art-making Process 

Some participants stated that art-making invoked deep positive and negative feelings. Speculatively, this 
informed the acuity of the creative pursuit’s effect on change and its level of importance. The deeper the feeling 
of attachment to the art modality, the more likely and longer respondents seemed to feel its beneficial effects. 
Participants also demonstrated that art closely associated with negative affect tended to become discontinued, 
and its benefits short-term. However, when respondents identified art with the self, it was regularly used despite 
conflict and made a stronger, lasting impact on positive change. 
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4.7.1 Productivity and Productiveness: Meaningfulness and Being Mindful  

According to most participants, being creative made them feel like mindful individuals, with a sense of purpose 
in their life. Art-making seemed to give them the feelings of being productive with an enhanced sense of self, 
each product holding personal meaning to the individual. Some participants attributed this as bringing a 
“contribution” to the world: 

“At the end of the day, you're left with a drawing, and you feel that you've completed it. So, for me it’s an 
emotional process, in that you feel better. Cause there's a feeling of achievement after doing something, and it's 
not just pleasure.” (Elena: 1.20 & 2.15) 

4.7.2 Attachment and Ownership: “Art as Self”  

The creative process is speculated to cultivate the strength of attachment to art. Art was ‘owned’ and a very 
personal, emotionally felt matter for participants. Usual terms used to express this were “art is me” and “it’s my 
‘arena’”: 

“I really started to enjoy it. I feel more passionate about my saxophone. So, yeah…it's my baby. Whenever I play 
it, it's sort of like ‘my time’, and it's ‘my thing’, and nobody can take it away from me.” (Sally: 1.30)  

 

 
Picture 4. The album cover for Burned from Hope (Steven’s band) 

 

4.7.3 Competence and Mastery of Skill: Gaining Self-esteem and Self-confidence  

Four participants felt more competent from the process, identifying it as intellectually stimulating. They reported 
that art-making increased their sense of mastery, feeling of uniqueness and self-esteem, yet art could also lower 
these feelings when skill was lost or when the product did not come out the way it was imagined.  

Art-making creates elated positive feelings: 

“I'm gaining a skill that I can take with me everywhere, and it applies to everything I do now. I'm WAY more 
coordinated now--” (Laura: 11.22) 

…But may also rouse negative feelings and disappointment: 
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“I would say that I'm a bit crappier at art than I used to be. When I took that little hiatus, I lost a lot of skill. 
Which I'm most disappointed at. And at times I still get frustrated when I'm doing art now.” (Eliza: 15.9) 

4.7.4 Feelings of Conflict, Crisis and Ill-control: Restoration to Being “Happy”  

Although there were feelings of conflict in dealing with real-life issues, it was interpreted that the realisation and 
overcoming of conflict was most helpful for participants like Laura, Elena, and Eliza. For example, despite 
feelings of no control over the situation at home, Sally still felt “more content” and “accepting” of herself 
presently (Sally: 15.24). Steven found music to be stressful since moving away from home. Yet, that realisation 
helped him to overcome those feelings by switching to writing lyrics and using his writing skills for school, 
outside his band (Steven: 3.26 & 4.8). Feelings of conflict seemed to increase attachment to art, and yield to 
sudden insight and permanent change for some participants. Laura explained it best when she recalled how 
useful poi had been to her to restore her happiness: 

“There were times when I'm really unhappy, and when I get unsure of myself, or parts of myself feels conflicted. 
Anytime I can feel collected together, that always makes me feel like I have higher self-esteem and better general 
well-being. . . .” (Laura: 13.24) 

4.8 Disconfirming Case Analysis 

In searching for cases deviating from the original themes, a new superordinate theme arose. The five participants 
reserved for DCA had their accounts briefly compared to the other six. Two participants said that although useful 
cathartically, they had no serious conflicts associated with art-making. Also, art did not contribute to strong 
permanent change. This was supported by the feedback from Sam, who reported that she did not go into an 
“internalising zone”, nor was art “all that important”. Feedback from Denise and Pamela also noted that personal 
reflection with art might not always be explicit.  

4.8.1 A “Superficial” Creative Process  

Sally’s re-analysed case presented an auxiliary process for those who did not follow the same process as other 
cases. This was dubbed the superficial (“quick-method”) creative process. “Superficial” is not equivalent to 
negative affect or no change; however, it may be associated with using art as avoidance behaviour. It grants 
similar benefits like the full process, but these seemed short-term, with limited change.  

In Sally’s case, the phase of making comprised of her playing music “just because [she] could”. She reported no 
goal in mind, music played to “express herself” only (5.1). Sally said her art was improvised, not planned, and 
she expressed that her reason for art-making was just to go “crazy” and “vent”, because she felt there was “no 
other solution” (14.9). She had no one to speak about her problems with, and her mother did not listen to her: 

“I think that (s)he's not going to do anything, in that (s)he's not going to have a solution. I just don't even 
attempt it. …I'd just rather play around with my saxophone. . . .” (Sally: 9.5) 

 She used art to avoid the negativity at home. For her, art-making was a semi-linear process. Little to no thinking 
was involved, other than some of the realisations she made in the interview (4.14 & 16.31). However, when she 
played on her saxophone to “escape”, she did feel better afterwards. It reportedly helped her to cope (11.22). But 
these feelings were purportedly only short-lived; true change only occurred when she completely moved away to 
take residence on campus: 

“I'd sort of feel better, but I wasn't feeling like ‘on top of the world’, just because all the issues still remained. . . . 
I just didn't feel that much better about myself, but it did help me to calm down.” (Sally: 6.30) 

Afterwards, she no longer felt the need to draw, and rarely used her saxophone, now only playing to enjoy it and 
improve her skills. She reported still feeling her problems were present, and art-making apparently did not help 
her much. 

It appears that art did not help Sally because of the negatives related to it. She never reported positive bonding 
moments or feelings other than the enjoyment she felt in playing her saxophone. Her main modality was waning 
in its use, indicating that too much or too little conflict may result in the ‘superficial process’, and a loss of art.  

5. Discussion 

5.1 Reflexive Evaluation of the Qualitative Approach 

Upon a review of the qualitative methods, some concerns arose. According to the feedback of three participants, 
they did not believe they explicitly went into an internalising process, nor felt a strong attachment to their 
artwork. One participant also seemed displeased with her interview, feeling her account did not “fit the 
preconceptions” of the researchers. Honestly, personal experiences in art-making aided the analysis and some 
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themes may not have emerged without knowledge of the literature (e.g., the Meta-Cognitive and Transcendental 
Levels). Probing questions and a “conversational” approach to interviewing helped establish a greater rapport 
with participants, but may have biased responses. The IPA strategy indeed has pros and cons as a qualitative 
method (Brocki & Wearden, 2006; Smith, 2007). Further research may be needed to evaluate the degree to which 
art-making actively facilitates recovery across individuals. 

Nevertheless, the interview process seemed to positively impact most participants. Three in particular felt 
enlightened by their interviews. They reported realising more than what they knew before about themselves, and 
felt they were becoming stronger attached to art by talking about it.  

5.2 Summary of Results 

In pursuing the aims of the study, the following superordinate themes emerged from IPA and DCA: 1) the 
process of creating as a goal-oriented focus, 2) internalising process and product, 3) art-making as awareness 
shift and self-focus, 4) art-making and emotion regulation, 5) art-making for goal change, bonding, and conflict 
resolution, 6) feelings and perceptions within the art-making process, and 7) the “superficial” creative process. 
A process of change was inferred from these themes. The emergent themes are described below, with respect to 
the theories presented in the introduction. 

5.2.1 The Process of Creating as a Goal-oriented Focus  

Echoing the literature, respondents engaged in dynamic, goal-directed stages of reflection between the self, 
environment, and product (Gaut, 2010). Participants chose elements which best suited their creative endeavour, 
juggled ideas, used aesthetical consideration for free-play of ideas, and reported feeling in “control”, with a sense 
of purpose to creating their work (e.g., Bindeman, 1998). The physical part of the process was not automatic, and 
required some discipline to initiate (e.g., Gaut, 2010). The findings were also consistent with Mace (1997) and 
Csikszentmihalyi (1996), who proposed that beliefs and intrinsic needs are motivational factors to achieve 
creative goals. 

5.2.2 Internalising Process and Product  

Respondents engaged in an internalising process that appeared to be consistent with Pelowski and Akiba’s (2011) 
model of aesthetical change. Aesthetical engagement helped to block stress-related, “unproductive” ideas, aiding 
creative immersion through “stages”, from logical thinking, to “transcendence”, then a threshold where sudden 
insight occurred. Respondents also experienced “flow”-states via pure immersion and “meditative motion” 
whilst creating (e.g., Carl III, 1994). It is speculated that “flow” helped participants translate feelings into the 
product during the transcendence stage. Yet, against Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) “rules” for “flow”, some 
participants seemed conscious of “flow”-states, saying they became “more aware” during those times. This begs 
the question whether self-consciousness is really absent in “flow”. 

5.2.3 Art-making as Awareness Shift and Self-focus  

Respondents reported using the creative process autonomously to be reflective and become “aware”. Similar 
strategies are found in work by Mace (1997) and Ziv and Keydar (2009). Respondents’ creativeness appeared to 
help them search for “order” within “chaos” by “breaking down” issues. They did this by transforming negative 
outlooks to positive ones via metaphorical concept shift within the artwork, which seemingly inspired an 
imaginative identification process between self and one’s own issues (e.g., Eliza transforming her feelings of 
manipulation by her family into a painting of a game of chess). Respondents claimed that the process affected 
their awareness by rousing more self-attention, away from the outside world. As in art therapy literature, 
immersion in art-making was linked to decrease in psychological distress (e.g., Reynolds & Prior, 2003).  

5.2.4 Art-making and Emotion Regulation  

Art therapy’s main posit is the idea that living with illness is an emotional balancing act, and moving attention 
from negative affect promotes healing. As found in studies like Reynolds’ (1997, 2002, 2003), art-making is 
propelled by conflict, and catharsis, communication, and clarification of feelings are all strategies of coping and 
lead to change. These components were identified in the current study. Respondents reported gaining the ability 
to control and regulate their emotional states through art-making. Like the literature, participants validated 
feelings and accepted or rejected their current or past identities through their art (e.g., Monti et al., 2006). 
However, it seemed the coping strategies participants used were determined by perceived level of control. This 
affected healing and art’s utility. Difference in coping methods was the need to “escape” / ignore issues versus 
the need to “relax” in participant accounts. This strategy variance is rarely recognised by researchers in 
contemporary literature. 
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5.2.5 Art-making for Goal Change, Bonding, and Conflict Resolution  

Participants frequently reported various changes after the creative process, which included creating higher-level 
goals and the creative pursuit itself becoming a goal. Similar results were shown in Reynolds’ work. Some 
respondents reported to now be achieving more than one goal, or focusing on more “implicit” rather than 
arbitrary goals directed by the self or imposed by others (e.g., art teachers). However, not every participant 
experienced long-term benefit. Some respondents confirmed that “healing” was still an on-going process, and 
others did not fully overcome conflict solely through art-making (e.g., Sally). 

Bonding occurred for participants via sharing their creativity with others. This is similar to the dissemination 
stage considered by Allen and Thomas (2011). Most participants’ reported that sharing helped to create family 
bonds, reconcile failing relationships, and lead to feelings of social acceptance (e.g., Alder & Fisher, 1984; 
Bensimon & Gilboa, 2010). However, some participants reported that dissemination was not important, and 
sometimes led to “losing art” and negative affect. Certain literature suggests that rejection of the creative pulse, 
especially by parents, does lead to a loss of creativity (Bournelli, Makri, & Mylonas, 2009). 

The stages of creating reported were relatively parallel to the five stages suggested by Allen and Thomas (2011). 
Creativity helped participants to clarify and achieve goals via a problem-solving strategy. This included 
conceptualising the artistic problem, incubation (setting aside creating to just think about the process), 
illumination (insight), and verification of creative ideas (via meta-cognitive analysis). Unlike Allen and 
Thomas’s theory, however, most respondents underwent creative thinking for solutions to their issues and the 
product itself, rather than creative contribution on a social- or domain-construed level (i.e., for “artistic 
recognition” by superiors of their creative domain).  

5.2.6 Feelings and Perceptions within the Art-making Process  

Many participants felt emotional side-effects after art-making, which included: gaining feelings of being 
productive, attained competence in skill and self-esteem, and restoration to being “happy”. These positive affects 
keenly match patient outlooks after art therapy and are considered the basis for becoming a “purposeful being” 
(Fidler & Fidler, 1978). Respondents seemed to self-actualise and become more mindful of themselves and their 
goals via the process (e.g., Ryder, 1987). Seemingly the longer and more deeply felt positive emotions were, the 
more respondents felt creativity’s beneficial effects. However, contrasting the art therapy literature, art-making 
sometimes reinforced negative perceptions, especially if used for “escaping” rather than “relaxing”. 

5.2.7 Art-making and Change  

Findings are supported by previous research on the experience of change without therapy (e.g., Gianakis & 
Carey, 2011; Reynolds, 1997, 2002, 2003). Participants detailed feelings of change even minimally after 
art-making. Changes were derived from motivation and readiness, moving towards a new identity, and 
perception of the self as a person no longer identified with the problem (e.g., Carey et al., 2007; Higginson & 
Mansell, 2008). Some participants described change as an “on-going” (gradual) process, and some as sudden 
(e.g., Higginson & Mansell, 2008). Alike to findings in Gianakis and Carey (2011), change occurred most often 
with the realisation, acceptance, and experience of strong negative affect (e.g., Laura realising her poetry was 
reinforcing her negativity). The creative process seemed to work best when negative affect and memories were 
transformed purposefully by participants (e.g., Laura’s poems about the “crushed orange” and “brick”).  

Comparable to the literature, conflict signalled to participants that current strategies in daily life to maintain 
control were not succeeding, and change was needed (Mansell, 2005; Mansell & Carey, 2009). Like findings by 
Bournelli, Makri, and Mylonas (2009) and James, Chen, and Goldberg (1992), rise in conflict (and poor 
dissemination) helped to generate new ways of dealing with conflict, but also diminished area of interest, which 
steered some participants to use maladaptive behaviours instead (e.g., Laura and Eliza using drugs and alcohol). 
Yet, some participants rebuilt interest in a different or the same artistic modality. This seemingly strengthened 
continuance of art, and increased self-worth and capacity for insight more than working in a single area of 
creativity would (e.g., Burleson, 2005).  

Participants reported experiencing increased satisfaction by matching creative modality to individual needs, 
which enabled emotional self-regulation without therapy. This matches Reynolds’ (1997, 2004a, 2004b) and 
Gianakis and Carey’s (2011) conception that there is a self-healing tendency in those who engage with art. 
Participants’ change correlated with maintaining a sense of their own identity, enhanced relationships with others, 
and changes in their art styles. These ideas of gaining control over disturbing emotional experiences and 
pursuing personal goals thereafter match the findings from recent qualitative studies (e.g., Alsawy & Mansell, 
2012; Brown & Carey, 2012; McEvoy, Schauman, Mansell, & Morris, 2012). 
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Our findings were often consistent with the literature, yet there were some exceptions noted and the theories are 
scattered across several paradigms. An integrative framework would therefore be beneficial. First, we have 
illustrated how the findings are consistent with other studies that have utilised a Perceptual Control Theory 
framework (e.g., Gianakis & Carey, 2011). Second, concepts of control theory are already introduced in the art 
literature (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Mace & Ward, 2002; Pelowski & Akiba, 2011). As such, a PCT 
approach may be used to build a suitable model of the healing creative process because it is a mechanistic theory 
and provides the components necessary to model controlled processes (e.g., Powers, 2008).  

5.3 The Perceptual Control Theory Approach to Healing in Art-making 

Perceptual Control Theory proposes that life is a process of control (PCT: Carver & Scheier, 1999; Mansell, 
2005; Powers, Clark, & McFarland, 1960). People control their own sensory input by flexibly varying their 
behaviour within the world. They achieve their long term goals through setting subordinate goals in a cascading 
hierarchy. For example, “to be a good person”, one might pursue the principles of being honest, friendly and 
kind. These, in turn, are achieved through lower-level programs such as “greeting a neighbour” to fulfil the 
principle of “being friendly”. 

PCT postulates that conflict occurs across a minimum of three levels within the hierarchy. The highest-level of 
the control system sets incompatible goals at the middle-level. The problems people experience generally occur 
at the lowest-level (e.g., uncertainty, stress, anxiety), whereby a person may strive to satisfy one goal, but 
increases error for other goals and ignores where conflict may reside. This instigates a problem where neither 
goal can be achieved. When conflict arises, a learning process called reorganisation occurs (Powers, 1973). It is 
then important for reorganisation to be directed towards the level that is setting the conflicting goals, and this is 
experienced as a shift in awareness. 

5.3.1 Art-making as a Feedback Loop  

We propose that people use art-making to control their perceptual experiences and that this process is driven by 
higher-level goals (e.g., “I want to be unique”). A simple example of art-making acting for a goal is presented in 
Figures 2 and 3. 
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Figure 2. The simplified negative feedback loop of art-making 

 

This figure was based on Steven’s account, reporting that he needed to uphold his philosophical beliefs of being 
productive and doing something that is not a “9 to 5 job”. Cross-hatch marks: // indicate that the feedback loop is 
connected to many other loops within the hierarchy, meaning that other aspects affect the moment of art-making 
and is not just delineated as a single loop. In this loop, the input function of ‘feeling productive’ is a high-level 
perception. The figure was adapted from Mansell (2011) and Powers (2008). 
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Figure 3. A concrete behavioural illustration of an artist’s hierarchy of control 

 

The behaviour described here in Figure 3 is that of Steven writing his lyrics to uphold his philosophical beliefs of 
being productive and doing something that is not a “9 to 5 job”. This figure is adapted from Powers (1973), 
Mansell (2005), and Carver & Scheier (1999). 

Powers (1973, 1998) states that program-level control is behaviour carried out to satisfy principle-level reference 
values (Carver & Scheier, 1999; Mansell, 2005; Mansell & Carey, 2009). In the adequate condition, art-making 
was utilised to satisfy whatever principle drove it and system concept (self-ideal) the participant held. Most 
respondents sought to satisfy their system concepts by confirming their pre-existing beliefs, and purposefully 
maintained perceptions by defending against unsupportive information or reinforcing their self-ideals/identity 
(e.g., being a musician). Successful control and feedback was demonstrated by artistic modality matching goals 
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and the finished product being created. 

5.3.2 The Creative Process as a Reorganisational “Healing Tool”  

Reorganisation seems compatible with the art-making process. This is because when participants became aware 
of the cause of their unhappiness, they appeared to change their goals to resolve the conflict. Change was sought 
and maintained from gaining insights about the self and issues in relation to the creative product.  

We propose that art-making utilises and directs reorganisation to the systems necessary to resolve conflict. This 
is because when daily life became too disruptive for participants, their need to express their art seemed to 
increase and the creative process took place. Indeed, the participants reported clear goal conflicts and they 
explicitly controlled their art-making with effort, putting time and craftsmanship into its process as a means of 
“escape” or “urge” to create. Yet, for most, art-making as “relief” from conflict eventually caused its 
confrontation and the invocation of insight, which within PCT would be recognised as reorganisation of the 
higher level systems (e.g., those that involve self-ideals) creating the conflict (e.g., Higginson & Mansell, 2008). 
This process is followed by a recovery of control as the individual now pursues higher-level goals that are less 
conflicted. 

Notably, some participants engaged in a “quick-method” process which seemingly established “flow”, but did 
not actively invoke self-awareness. This method occurred typically when a participant made art to “escape”, 
rather than to “cope”. Within PCT, this is termed arbitrary control—the attempt to control an experience without 
regard to the other goals that it may interfere with or inhibit. Thus, a PCT account can explain how art-making 
can both be used as an effective way to recover from distress—through shifting awareness to higher-level goals, 
and yet at times involve properties that simply shift awareness away from the problem, or rarely, exacerbate it if 
art-making is systematically used to prevent any awareness of the conflicting goals. 

5.4 Study Limitations 

The limitations of the present study are: 1) its retrospective nature, 2) use of university students, 3) limited 
participant pool, and 4) caution in generalisation of results. These are presented below:  

1) Due to the nature of qualitative research, it is hard to know if participants made realisations during their 
experiences or their interviews. Past experiences were retold retrospectively, which may not accurately capture 
change as it actually occurred.  

2) This study used university students and staff as its sample. Although care was taken to include persons 
specifically involved in art, most were from the Postgraduate Psychology programmes in the University of 
Manchester.  

3) Out of the eleven participants, only three were male. Also, most participants considered themselves “White 
British”. There are issues with sample size and breadth of the sample. Also, not everyone experienced change in 
the same way. 

4) This limits generalisability of results and presents some ecological validity issues, like those present in related 
literature (e.g., Chan & Horneffer, 2006). It is recommended that creative persons outside university be evaluated 
and compared with this study, to see how accurate current findings are with a more pervasive sample. 

5.5 Suggestions for Future Research  

We could examine art-making’s function within specific modalities and how modality directs the creative 
process of change. Modality, as well other factors (e.g., dissemination) may affect artistic healing and manipulate 
change in various ways. Findings also suggest that researchers should study art-making as maladaptive 
avoidance behaviour, to determine the effects of the negative use of art. To note, because this study demonstrates 
that healing is intrinsic in art-making, and art-making is a survival strategy for everyday people, we suggest that 
clinicians from diverse disciplines could help facilitate art-making for those who identify that they would benefit 
from it. 
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Notes 

Note 1. Supplementary material from the project (e.g., study advert, participant information sheets, consent 
forms, interview tools, examples of transcribed and analysed cases, memo notes, master table of themes, etc.) are 
available from the lead author on request. 

Note 2. **Creation of theme manual was done during the full analysis, and revised after identification of 
disconfirming cases. (Theme manual creation began around Stage 2, as indicated within the figure). 

Note 3. (Sally: 4.26) = (participant pseudonym: page number.line number) 
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Abstract 

This paper describes the results of an inter-rater reliability study of a self-assessment for the multiple 
intelligences (Gardner, 1983/1993). Previous studies found the Multiple Intelligences Developmental Assessment 
Scales (MIDAS; Shearer, 2007) demonstrate content, criterion group, concurrent and construct validity (Shearer, 
in press) but that respondent reliability needed further investigation. An original multi-informant study (n=74) 
reported moderate to high levels of categorical agreement among raters (40% exact and 80% within one 
category). This cross-cultural replication study found even higher levels of agreement (46% exact and 92% 
within one category) among primary and secondary raters (n=173) for respondents from five different countries. 
Implications for both theory and practice are discussed. 

Keywords: multiple intelligences, assessment, self-report, inter-rater reliability 

1. Introduction 

The use of self-report questionnaires in education and psychology as a means to obtain valid information about 
adults and students has a long and checkered history. Before the advent of the first successful IQ test (Binet, 
1916) as a measure of cognitive abilities, introspection was a widely accepted method of assessment. 
Standardized IQ tests developed in lockstep with the industrial revolution as objective, quantitative measures that 
gained respectability as “scientific instruments”. Once performance tests became the accepted standard for 
measuring various cognitive abilities researchers strongly criticized self-report methods of gathering data as 
being “merely subjective” and lacking validity due to respondent bias and distortion. (DeNisi & Shaw, 1977; 
Mabe & West, 1982) 

The Multiple Intelligences Developmental Assessment Scales (MIDAS) were first developed in 1987 with the 
goal of gathering valid and clinically useful information regarding the multiple intelligences’ profiles of person’s 
undergoing cognitive rehabilitation following brain trauma. The theory of multiple intelligences (MI; Gardner, 
1983/1993) was chosen as the basis for this assessment because of its broad, unique and practical approach of 
describing intelligence in everyday, observable terms. This was essential because family members needed to be 
interviewed regarding the pre-morbid intelligence of memory impaired patients as a means of creating 
strengths-based, client-centered treatment plans.  

Multiple intelligences theory differs from IQ in a number of ways but perhaps most critically in its essential 
definition (Gardner, 1999): “a biopsychological potential to process information that can be activated in a 
cultural setting to solve problems or create products that are of value in a culture” (p. 34). Based on this 
definition and using eight criteria Gardner’s research identified seven (and later research added an eighth) 
candidate intelligences: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, musical, kinesthetic, intrapersonal, interpersonal 
and naturalist.  

Some critics view MI as being “anti-IQ” but this is not true because IQ-related skills are integral components of 
the linguistic and logical-mathematical intelligences. However, MI expands beyond academic skills to include 
creative (poetry, novels) and practical abilities (technical manuals, explanations) associated with each of eight 
intelligences.  

The visual-spatial intelligence is likewise an essential part of many standard IQ-type tests as visual 
problem-solving but MI extends this set of abilities to include the creative arts and imagination. The same holds 
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true for the musical and kinesthetic intelligences where there are obvious academic aspects to each (ballet and 
classical music) as well as creative (choreography, jazz and improvisation) and pragmatic applications 
(handcrafts and social music). The naturalist intelligence is represented in the standard academic curriculum in 
science but it also includes understanding of living things and pattern recognition.  

The intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligences have been the subject of a great deal of research in recent years 
in terms of metacognition and social-emotional abilities, respectively. (Goleman, 1995 and 2006; Sternberg, 
1985) The core features of these two intelligences are the understanding of oneself (Intra) and the understanding 
of other people (Inter). As common sense would indicate, along with linguistic these two intelligences are 
strongly associated with success in school.  

The eight intelligences are neither monolithic nor simplistic, but rather each is comprised of a set of specific 
skills that are all related to the core cognitive components. For example, musical intelligence is expressed in 
skills related to musical composition, vocal ability, instrumental skills and the understanding of music. Detailed 
definitions of each intelligence are presented in Appendix 1. 

The MIDAS is unique because it is not a simplistic checklist, but instead was carefully designed as a structured 
interview where respondents could describe their skills and abilities in both quantitative and qualitative terms. 
Each question is written to describe specific behaviors associated with core cognitive components of the target 
intelligence. Response choices are lettered and not numbered and are uniquely written to match with the content 
of each question so that respondents are encouraged to answer in a thoughtful rather than superficial manner. See 
sample question in Appendix 3.  

Each response choice is given a numerical value by the scoring program (0 to 4) so that the main and subscale 
scores are calculated as percentages from the total number of answers provided. I don’t know or Does Not Apply 
choices are not included in the calculations. A majority of items score only on their primary designated scale, but 
a small number of items are scored on two, and in a few instances three, scales. These co-scored items were 
identified from factor analytic results and a qualitative analysis of item content. Scale scores are expressed as 
simple percentages ranging from 0 to 100%. Using both large scale data and criterion group statistics skill level 
categories are defined thus: 0 – 19%= Very Low; 20% - 39% = Low; 40 – 59%= Moderate; 60% - 79%= High 
and 80% - 100= Very High (Shearer, 2007). 

Starting in 1987 a series of preliminary validity and reliability studies of the MIDAS were conducted to 
determine if, indeed, a respondent (or informant who knew the person well) could provide a realistic appraisal of 
one’s abilities in each of the eight intelligences. Numerous studies around the world have investigated the 
validity of the MIDAS and many research results are summarized in detail in The MIDAS Professional Manual 
(Shearer, 2007). The MIDAS provides a profile of the respondent’s “intellectual disposition” that has been 
favorably evaluated in Buros Mental Measurements Yearbook (Prackard & Trevisan, 1999) suggesting support 
for use within educational contexts. See summary in Appendix 2. 

Early inter-rater reliability investigations were promising but additional studies are necessary to confirm their 
results. In the 25 years since those initial studies a number of investigations have provided consistent support for 
the scales’ validity (Shearer, in press) but important questions remain regarding respondents’ reliability.  

The first inter-rater reliability study reported in the Professional Manual involved 74 self-reports and an 
additional 138 assessments by primary and secondary respondents. To describe rates of agreement in practical 
terms, scale scores are divided into five categories from Very High to Very Low. An exact agreement rate of 40% 
was obtained. An 80% rate of agreement that is plus-or-minus one category between self, primary and secondary 
respondents was also found. Given the difficulty of observing high rates of agreement among independent raters, 
these percentages were judged to be more than adequate.   

This paper describes the results of an inter-rater reliability study of the MIDAS that addresses the question, How 
well does a self-report correspond with the assessments provided by significant others who know him or her well? 
The goal of this study is to replicate the original inter-rater reliability investigation that found high levels of 
agreement among self, primary and secondary respondents (Shearer, 2007).  

2. Method 

Educators in a variety of contexts (universities, community colleges and high schools) volunteered to recruit 
students and colleagues to participate in a multi-informant study of the MIDAS questionnaire. Students were 
offered extra credit for completing their own MIDAS assessment and then asking two people “who know you 
well” (designated as Primary and Secondary) to also complete the questionnaire online. All participants were 
voluntary and provided with their own profiles. Data was aggregated anonymously for statistical analysis.  
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2.1 Participants  

The total sample of 173 participants included 65 self-reports, 62 Primary and 46 Secondary respondents. There 
are respondents from five different countries: Canada (21), United Kingdom (18), Germany (14), US (8) and 
Ireland (4). Fifty-nine percent are female (38) and 26 are male. The mean age is 26.3 and ranges from 14 through 
59 years. Included in the sample are 26 adults, 21university students and 13 teenagers. The types of primary and 
secondary respondents are predominantly parents (30), friends (18) and spouses (11). See Table 1 for more 
details.  

 

Table 1. Type of primary and secondary respondents 

Respondents 

 Primary Secondary 

Child 1 0 

Parents 15 15 

Spouse 7 4 

Family 6 5 

Boss 0 0 

Co-Worker 5 4 

Friend 6 12 

Boy/girlfriend 3 1 

Classmate 1 1 

Teacher 1 1 

Counselor 0 0 

Other 3 0 

Totals  47 43 

 

Self respondents were asked to describe how long the chosen Primary and Secondary respondents have known 
him or her. A majority knew the person for more than ten years (68%). See breakdown in Table 2.  

 

Table 2. How long has primary and secondary respondent known you?  

                                Primary    Secondary 

 More than 10 years:      73%         63% 

 5 – 10 years                   7%       15% 

 3 – 5 years                    5%          20% 

 1 – 2 years                  10%         3% 

 Less than 1 year            4%         

 

3. Results 

Out of a total number of 742 paired comparisons (Self to Primary; Self to Secondary), there was a 46% rate of 
exact categorical agreement. When ratings are compared within plus-or-minus-one category the agreement rate 
increases to 92%. There are seven percent of ratings that are different by two categories and only one percent 
differs by three categories.  
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Table 3. Agreement rates between self and primary and secondary respondents 

                                                            
Respondent  

Scale            Primary       Secondary  

 +1 Exact Exact +1 

Musical 94%  45% 39% 85%  

Kinesthetic 93% 51%  50%  96% 

Logical-math 92% 50% 41% 83%  

Spatial 88% 39% 33% 91% 

Linguistic 93% 46% 39% 95%  

Interpersonal 93% 36% 35% 89% 

Intrapersonal 93% 54% 60% 95% 

Naturalist 92% 57% 51% 93% 

Total mean 92% 47% 44% 91% 

Grand means         92%  +1 cat                46%  exact 

Note. Italtics = Primary agreement higher than Secondary (n=8) 

Bold = Secondary agreement higher than Primary (n= 5)  

 

The Primary informant agrees exactly with the self-rating more frequently than does the Secondary informant 
(five scales vs. one; 47% and 44% agreement). However, the Secondary informant agrees with the self-rating 
within one category more often than does the Primary information (four scales vs. three).  

Both Primary and Secondary informants tend to provide higher ratings than does the person rating him or her 
self. This is most evident in a number of extreme ratings that are two or three categories higher than the 
self-rating (48 are higher vs. 22 lower).  

The Naturalist and Intrapersonal scales have the highest percentage of exact agreement (57% and 60%, 
respectively) while the Spatial and Interpersonal scales have the lowest (33% and 35%, respectively). The 
overall highest rates of agreement +1 category is 96% for Kinesthetic and 95% for Intrapersonal.  

4. Discussion 

The results of this investigation confirm that respondents are able to provide “reasonable descriptions” of their 
multiple intelligences strengths and limitations as compared with knowledgeable informants. In fact, these data 
are surprisingly robust given two hurdles. The first hurdle was that participants of varying ages came from five 
different countries and participated under a variety of circumstances. The respondents in Germany completed the 
questionnaire in English, their non-native language. The second hurdle was that primary and secondary 
informants had to complete the online questionnaire about someone else when the questions were written in 
second person (e.g., Do you ever….). There was concern that informants would have difficulty making this 
mental translation and thus provide inaccurate reports. This does not appear to have been a problem and 
indicates the ease with which respondents are able to provide accurate ratings using the MIDAS questions.  

Reliability is an important yet often overlooked attribute of assessments intended for research, classroom and 
clinical applications. The essential validity of the multiple intelligences construct is a matter of ongoing debate 
and investigation. Researchers typically use standard performance measures to examine MI validity 
(Gottfriedson,1998; Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Visser, et al, 2006; White, 1988) but these provide skewed 
results because each of the eight intelligences are comprised of more than the convergent problem-solving skills 
assessed by performance tests. The MIDAS includes the divergent thinking and practical tasks associated with 
each MI and it has empirical research support for its cross cultural validity (Kim, 2007; Pizarro, 2003; Shearer, 
in press; Wu, 2007; Yoong, 2001). The data reported here add crucial evidence of reliability as a solid basis for 
judging the essential validity of the MIDAS to assess the eight multiple intelligences. Taken together these 
investigations provide large scale empirical support for the idea that the human brain possesses at least eight 
distinct, relatively independent forms of intelligence that are evident across cultures.  
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The MIDAS “process approach” toward assessing the multiple intelligences is unique because it gathers both 
quantitative and qualitative information describing the intellectual disposition of the respondent—from his or her 
perspective. This phenomenological approach respects the person as an important source of information that will 
be useful for both educational and clinical purposes. However, it is equally important to be able to gauge the 
trustworthiness of the scores and descriptions generated from a particular respondent’s responses to the 
questionnaire.  

This research provided two surprising results pertinent to practical applications. First, the highest rate of 
agreement was for the Intrapersonal scale and the Spatial scale was among the lowest. A common sense 
assumption is that the scales with the most observable behaviors would have the greatest rate of agreement 
between informants, and this is true for the Kinesthetic and Interpersonal but not for the Spatial and 
Intrapersonal scales. It is affirming, but a bit perplexing why the least tangible of 
intelligences-Intrapersonal-would be one of the scales with the greatest agreement among raters. This finding is 
particularly important because if informants were unable to agree on behaviors associated with Intrapersonal 
ability then the fundamental validity of a MIDAS self-assessment would be called into question. Instead, our 
confidence in the results of the questionnaire is strengthened by the knowledge that external raters agree 95% of 
the time with the Intrapersonal scale (plus-or-minus one category). Knowing that the Spatial and Interpersonal 
scales have a tendency to differ from external raters can help administrators during Profile verification and 
interpretation. 

5. Conclusions 

Three points are of particular note. First, the higher agreement rates among respondents obtained from these 
diverse participants as compared to the original inter-rater research indicate that respondents are generally able to 
be reliable self-reporters using the online MIDAS questionnaire. However, the results are not perfect and so 
profile verification strategies described in the Manual should be followed to enhance educational utility. Second, 
contrary to some expectations, self-ratings are rarely higher than the ratings provided by people who know the 
respondent well. Third, these strong reliability data from five countries support the cross-cultural validity of both 
the multiple intelligences construct and the unique design of the MIDAS “process approach” to assessment 
(Shearer, in press).  

Critics of “introspection” as a method of data collection may be right in their negative appraisals but not because 
people cannot be accurate self-reporters in general. The problem may be due to the theoretical design and 
construction of the introspective methods and the questions employed. The MIDAS originated as a structured 
interview using the theory of multiple intelligences as a guide to the selection and construction of items that 
could be accurately responded to by an outside informant. It was then refined into a self-report through a series 
of investigations both in-depth and large scale so as to sharpen the focus of both questions and response choices 
that are uniquely written to match the content of each question. This research supports the common sense adage 
that it is important both what you ask about and how you go about asking if reliable information is to be obtained. 
These data indicate that MIDAS self-reports are generally reliable, but of course on a case-by-case basis 
distortions can occur. This is true for any form of cognitive measurement. There are no perfectly reliable tests 
and so all test administrators are wise to trust but verify the accuracy of any profile, if maximum benefit is to be 
obtained.  

Finally, contrary to some research findings, these data support the idea that people know themselves well enough. 
The importance of Intrapersonal intelligence is a key human ability that has supported our survival in the face of 
adversity for millennia as well as the development of a complex civilization. We must be able to deploy our 
cognitive capacities to our best advantage and an accurate self-appraisal is an essential skill in this process. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1. Description of the multiple intelligences  

Intelligence Description 

Interpersonal To think about and understand another person. To have empathy and 
recognize distinctions among people and to appreciate their perspectives 
with sensitivity to their motives, moods and intentions. It involves 
interacting effectively with one or more people in familiar, casual or 
working circumstances. 

Intrapersonal To think about and understand one's self. To be aware of one's strengths 
and weaknesses and to plan effectively to achieve personal goals. 
Reflecting on and monitoring one’s thoughts and feelings and regulating 
them effectively. The ability to monitor one's self in interpersonal 
relationships and to act with personal efficacy.  

Kinesthetic To think in movements and to use the body in skilled and complicated 
ways for expressive and goal directed activities. A sense of timing, 
coordination for whole body movement and the use of hands for 
manipulating objects. 

Linguistic To think in words and to use language to express and understand 
complex meanings. Sensitivity to the meaning of words and the order 
among words, sounds, rhythms, inflections. To reflect on the use of 
language in everyday life. 

Logical-Mathematical To think of cause and effect connections and to understand relationships 
among actions, objects or ideas. To calculate, quantify or consider 
propositions and perform complex mathematical or logical operations. It 
involves inductive and deductive reasoning skills as well as critical and 
creative problem solving. 

Musical To think in sounds, rhythms, melodies and rhymes. To be sensitive to 
pitch, rhythm, timbre and tone. To recognize, create and reproduce music 
by using an instrument or voice. Active listening and a strong connection 
between music and emotions. 

Naturalist To understand the natural world including plants, animals and scientific 
studies. To recognize, name and classify individuals, species and 
ecological relationships. To interact effectively with living creatures and 
discern patterns of life & natural forces. 

Visual-Spatial To think in pictures and to perceive the visual world accurately. To think 
in three-dimensions and to transform one's perceptions and re-create 
aspects of one's visual experience via imagination. To work with objects 
effectively. 

 

Appendix 2. Summary of reliability and validity research of the MIDAS*  

Reference Citation of Study Results of Investigation 

Wiswell, Hardy, & Reio (2001) Reliability coefficients for MIDAS scales range from .85-.90. 

Shearer (2006a, 2006b) Scores on the Mathematics MIDAS subscale are moderately correlated (r 
= .58) with scores on the Ohio State Math Achievement Test; scores on 
the Reading-Writing MIDAS subscale are moderately correlated with 
scores on the Ohio State Reading Test. 

Pizarro (2003) Seven factors identified in analysis of MIDAS Spanish translation on 
Chilean sample (n = 429). Mean Alpha= .81.  

Shearer (2005)  Large scale exploratory and confirmatory analyses (n = 23,000) find nine 
factors that correspond with MIDAS main scales and two Spatial 
subscales. Alpha reliabilities for scales range from .79 - .89. 
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Yoong (2001)  Eight factors confirmed for MIDAS-BH Bahasa translation on Malaysian 
sample (n= 644). Alphas range .72 - .91. Concurrent validity results find 
significant correlations between Logical-math and math achievement; 
science with Naturalist; language achievement with Linguistic scales.  

 

Wu (2007) Initial reliability and validity studies of the C-MIDAS Chinese MIDAS 
translation correspond strongly with original English version data.  

Shearer & Jones (1994) A review of several concurrent validity studies concludes that MIDAS 
provides a “reasonable estimate” of the respondent’s intellectual 
disposition. 

Shearer (2007) Test-retest correlations range from .77 - .92; inter-rater reliability ranges 
from 40% exact agreement to 80% + 1 category. Minimal differences 
between African-American and Caucasian university students observed. 
Validity studies find adequate rates of discrimination and convergence 
with matched tests.  

Kim, J.(2007); Kim, H. (2004)  Criterion groups validity study of K-MIDAS Korean translation finds 
significant and appropriate pattern of correlations among MIDAS scales 
and student groups.  

Shearer (2004) Matched criterion group mean scale scores conform with theoretical 
predictions for matched student and adult groups.  

*This chart was previously published in Career Development Quarterly, 2009, 58, 1, 3– 13. 

 

Appendix 3. Sample MIDAS question  

Do you have a good voice for singing with other people in harmony? 

A= A little bit. 

B= Fair. 

C= Good. 

D= Very good.  

E= Excellent. 

F= I don't know. 
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Abstract 

Little is known about the relationship between students’ perceptions of their behaviour and intellectual status 
within the classroom and their happiness. Educational practitioners consistently confront misbehaviour and 
academic failure; whether this is an indicator of student happiness is unclear. In this exploratory research two 
hundred and fifty six students were asked to self-rate their happiness via a faces scale. These students also 
completed a self-concept scale focussed on behavioural adjustment and intellectual and school status to 
determine whether these were factors that impacted on their happiness. Additionally, parents and teachers rated 
the participant’s happiness. The findings of this research indicate that the students’ perceptions of their behaviour 
and academic capability accounted for variance in their self-rated happiness. Both sub-scales accounted for more 
variance in the students’ self-reported happiness than the teachers’ and parents’ ratings. The findings of this 
research are consistent with the few previous studies that attribute social factors such as belonging to childhood 
happiness. 

Keywords: happiness, behaviour, well-being, academic, primary school 

1. Introduction 

Remember the days of the old school yard...when we had imaginings and we had all kinds of things and we 
laughed and needed love...yes I do...and I remember you! (Cat Stevens, 1976) 

Elvin’s (1965) early assertion that, “children and young people cannot learn properly if they are emotionally 
disturbed or deeply unhappy” (p. 173) made explicit what teachers know instinctively. Several decades on, 
Michalos (2008) pondered whether a relationship exists between education and happiness. He operationalised 
education as both the highest formal level of educational achievement one has achieved, plus non-formal and 
informal education (such as life experiences and social interactions). Michalos (2008) pointed out that in real 
terms, education impacts on health, income, life choices and job security; however, adult research on factors 
associated with happiness rarely mention it. Reviews on happiness and wellbeing in the academic literature such 
as Myers and Diener (1995), Myers (2000), Diener and Seligman (2004), and indeed the Time magazine 
Happiness edition (Wallis, 2004) likewise do not single out education as being a connected factor. Lyubomirsky 
(2008) in the How of Happiness looks towards other life factors for improved wellbeing, while Seligman (2002) 
in his bestselling Authentic Happiness describes education as “a means to higher income, [sic] not a means to 
higher happiness” (p. 59). Adults surveyed about their feelings on school, reflect on a time in their past, often 
with a sense of nostalgia. This current research on primary-aged students explores those receiving education 
services now and its impact on their happiness and wellbeing.  

What is known about children’s happiness is that factors such as household income and physical appearance are 
not significant contributors, rather social aspects such as friendships (Holder & Coleman, 2009) and a positive 
view on life (O’Rourke & Cooper, 2010) contribute more. Therefore, for those exploring happiness and the 
potential influence of schools and classroom teachers towards it, such findings suggest that classroom 
environments and teacher practice could contribute to individual student happiness. Sargeant (2010) asked nearly 
400 Yr 7 students from England and Australia what they would need to make them happy and as with adult 
research, the dominant theme for students of both countries was the importance of relationships. While there was 
acknowledgment of personal and school themes, often it was things already in their lives (such as a “family that 
loves me [p. 419]”) that enhanced happiness. An Australian participant in this research encapsulated many of the 
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responses when he said: “all I need is someone who I know cares for me and I am happy” (p. 419). Holder and 
Coleman (2008) in their exploration of happiness for primary aged children aged 9-12 years in British Columbia 
also found that social factors were influential. Similarly, O’Rourke and Cooper (2010) found those children with 
wider friendship networks tended to be happier. Diener and Seligman (2002), in their semester-long investigation 
of college students, reported that students who were very happy had “rich and satisfying social relationships” (p. 
83), and a positive and stable outlook on life (with few great highs or lows). Lyubomirsky (2001) identified 
happy individuals as being less sensitive to social comparison information (such as achievements, status, 
possessions, level of education), using it selectively to protect their wellbeing and self-esteem. There are other 
factors that impact on happiness, but when these are contextualised within schools, it is student comparisons to 
others that could be the lasting legacy of this time.  

The present study authored by three former classroom practitioners currently working with pre-service teachers, 
adds to the emerging picture of children’s happiness (Holder & Coleman, 2007; Holder & Coleman, 2009; 
Holder & Klassens, 2010; O’Rourke & Cooper, 2010) by examining whether students’ perceptions of 
problematic behaviour and intellectual status are indicators of happiness. Additionally, the research seeks to 
determine whether behaviour and intellectual status are predictors of variance towards the manner in which 
parents and teachers rate student happiness. This is the first such research with primary-aged students and 
attempts to fill a gap in current understanding. The overall goal of the research is to begin a discussion that 
connects student behaviour and academic performance with individual happiness and wellbeing and to develop 
an emerging appreciation amongst educators that these behaviours require thoughtful consideration. 

1.1 Happiness and Classroom Behavior 

Student behaviour in classrooms is quite often seen as an articulation of an individual’s true feelings (Albert, 
1996); therefore, displays of positive behaviour and misbehaviour may be a result of many emotions. There is no 
research that directly links children’s classroom behaviour to aspects of happiness, however, the rise in mental 
health issues in young people in Australian schools (Sawyer, Arney, Baghurst et al., 2000; McGorrey, Parker & 
Purcell, 2006) suggests that teachers should appreciate what underlies student actions. 

Why students misbehave in schools has been a focus for many researchers. While the reasons for misbehaviour 
are debated in the academic literature, researchers unanimously agree that it is both complex and multifaceted 
(Alberto & Troutman, 2006). Hyman (1994) claims that teachers who are poorly trained, overly punitive in their 
classroom management methods and ineffective in providing engaging instruction for their students, can 
exacerbate disruptive behaviour in their classes by alienating students. Research has identified that students who 
are better behaved are often those that enjoy being in the class, are given choice, and understand their teacher 
cares for them [shown by the teacher having high expectations and respect for submitted work] (Adler, 2002; 
Daniels & Arapostathis, 2000; Gransden & Clarke, 2001; Oldfather, 1993).  

Further, what appears to be critical towards student classroom behaviour is the need to belong and the ability to 
develop strong attachments to peers and to the school itself (Albert, 2006; Anderman, 2003; Anderson, 
Kerr-Roubineck & Rowling, 2006; Newberry & Davis, 2008; Osterman, 2000). Osterman (2000) in an extensive 
synthesis of the literature on school belonging, identified clearly that students who are accepted, “are more 
highly motivated and engaged in learning” and in turn this impacted on the “quality of relationships with others” 
(p. 359). Without a sense of belonging it is easy to surmise that negative experiences with peers may impair 
friendships and lead to loneliness and depression (Nangle, Erdley, Newman, Mason & Carpenter, 2003). 
Margalit and Heiman (1998) highlight that the influence of only one friend on students with mild disabilities 
(MD) appears to be enough to ward off depressive symptoms. This in itself is encouragement to explore 
classroom behaviour and its connection with positive emotions.  

Stanley, Richardson and Prior (2005) highlight the importance of early school attachments in providing “the 
essential environments for satisfying kinds of social interaction and healthy psychological development in the 
longer term” (p. 19). Further, Brendtro, Mitchell and McCall (2009) champion the importance of children 
developing strong connections with trusted adults to further guide and mentor them during times of need. Here 
they provide a snapshot of a guiding adult and the pathways for those who do not have these people in their 
lives;  

For millennia, the image of education was a group of children gathered around a respected elder. Children crave 
such guidance; and if they do not receive it from adults, they learn important life lessons by default from a gang 
of immature peers (p. 19). 

Given O’Rourke and Cooper (2010) identified that those students who are happier tend to have larger friendship 
groups; without positive teaching mentors, students with few friends may struggle to find positive mentorship; 
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peer or otherwise. This sense of belonging and being mentored is an integral part of the “Circle of Courage” 
model (Brendtro, Brokenleg & Van Bockern, 2002); whereby Brendtro et al., (2002) claim that specific universal 
needs (such as belonging, making choices, mastery orientations and a spirit of generosity) are required for 
children to thrive. Students who flourish in school are generally those who are engaged and participating in a 
range of school activities, both in and outside the classroom (Osterman, 2000). Stanley et al., (2005) additionally 
suggest: “we flourish in social contexts where we are valued and we value others, and where we can also have a 
sense of ‘the public good’ to which we will contribute” (p. 23). 

This appears to be commonsense, after all, most of us want to belong, but as Osterman (2000) highlights, “the 
concern here is how schools, as social organisations address what is defined as a basic psychological need” (p. 
323). A current interpretation of Classroom Management is to ask pre-service teachers to visualise what their 
future classrooms will look like, sound like and feel like (McDonald, 2009). Often pre-service teachers respond 
with simple terms such as: happy, safe and excited. It is one thing to want to create classrooms where students 
feel happy, safe and excited to learn, but another to create these environments. Models such as the “Circle of 
Courage” are useful for teachers in understanding how children thrive and how their classrooms can be 
conducive to these needs. Classrooms where students feel they belong, can achieve, take on responsibility and 
contribute to the good of the group are surely good places to be. A student, who feels socially alienated, 
academically vulnerable and unable to make choices, presents very differently (Anderson, et al., 2006). 

1.2 Happiness and Intellectual Status  

So why should we be concerned with learning and happiness? Put simply, Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, and Linkins 
(2009) declare that “more well-being is synergistic with better learning” (p. 294). Despite this the academic 
literature describing students’ awareness of their academic capabilities and their self described happiness has had 
limited attention. Aspects of student emotional states such as anxiety and loneliness are connected with child 
happiness (Holder & Coleman, 2008; O’Rourke & Cooper, 2010) and while research indicates that students with 
learning difficulties often present in this manner (Margalit & Heimen, 1998; Raymond, 2008), the direct 
connection between the way students see themselves academically and their general wellbeing is largely 
unexplored. Proctor, Linley and Maltby (2009) examined 141 peer reviewed articles to present important 
emotional, social and behavioural constructs associated with life satisfaction in youths. In this meta-analysis 
those adolescents and children with extremely high life satisfaction had the highest levels of support from all 
sources, the least number of internalising (self put downs) and externalising behaviour (exhibitions of anger and 
frustration), the lowest levels of neuroticism, and significantly higher levels of academic, emotional and social 
self-efficacy. Conversely, Gilman and Huebner (2006) found adolescents with low life satisfaction had a poor 
attitude to school, poor attitude towards teachers, social stress, anxiety, depression and external loci of control.  

Whether students who are academically successful or those who struggle are happy or otherwise is a moot point. 
Certainly, individual students become aware of their academic status by age 6-7 (Weinstein, Marshall, Sharp & 
Botkin, 1987). If the underpinnings of academic self construct are developed at such an early age, then for those 
who by comparison appear inferior to their peers, school can be a long journey. As to whether these feelings 
impact on individual student’s happiness may only be speculated upon, but most appreciate that life experiences 
associated with academic success or failure can be profound. 

Learners with low self-concept (Friend & Bursock, 2009) are often caught in a failure spiral (Raymond, 2008, p. 
300), whereby poor academic outcomes result in lower goals and lower efforts, followed by associated failure 
and even lower goals and efforts. These behaviours often result in students feeling that failure is inevitable, 
regardless of their investment of effort and that achievement could only occur as a result of the efforts of others. 
Indeed, those who struggle to find connections with classroom curriculum, gradually look towards others to 
assist in their quest for success and are often identified as displaying “learned helplessness” (Seligman, 1975). 
Alternatively, those who have strong self-belief or a mastery orientation (Woolfolk, 2011) often move in an 
opposite direction towards a success spiral, whereby “success breeds success” (Raymond, 2008). And what 
becomes of these individuals? There is little evidence to suggest that academic success leads to happiness, but 
there is evidence that these individuals are rarely excluded in a curricular sense and often times will be given 
opportunities to develop their skills further. When students feel included and find success, they begin to take 
more control of their lives (Osterman, 2000; Seligman, 1975).  

Research has identified that teachers are more likely to view students with a mastery orientation as “harder 
working, have better in-class social skills [sic] and more likely to succeed than low-mastery students” (Schraw & 
Aplin, 1998, p. 218). Those who have poor academic self-concept and associated failure experiences can often 
times be excluded or streamed and this may ultimately impact on the choices they can make in the future (Pinto, 
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2006). To feel separated from others based on academic ability appears to have the capacity to impact on 
individual happiness. The following conversation included in O’Rourke and Houghton’s (2009, p. 31) 
exploration of the experiences of adolescents with MD in inclusive classrooms, perhaps captures the feelings 
associated with exclusion: 

Interviewe: Do you like working in groups? 

John: Mmm sometimes. 

Interviewer: When don’t you like it? 

John: Hmm I don’t know. 

Interviewer: So when do you like it? 

John: When it’s a fun activity. 

Interviewe: What if you had to work in a group where you didn’t know the people well? 

John: Yes it’s tricky….It’s not that good because I don’t belong. 

Interviewe: How? Is it scary? 

John: I don’t know. 

Interviewe: Is it because of what people might think? 

John: Probably. 

Interviewe: Well what might they think? 

John: That I don’t know anything or something like that. 

Teachers need to imagine what it is that students who struggle may feel. Noddings (2003) discusses that teacher 
focus should not be on students being happy all the time, but that it should be a major aim of education. She 
emphasises its importance by simplifying an overview of the interconnection, “happy students learn better than 
unhappy students….and happy people, are rarely mean, violent or cruel” (p. 2). Huebner, Gilman and Suldo 
(2006) report that students with high levels of happiness display more appropriate behaviour, obtain higher 
school grades, have better peer and teacher relationships and engage at a greater level in classroom and 
extra-curricular activities (p. 3). Finally, O’Rourke and Houghton (2008) explored 28 classroom variables to 
determine what students with MD found helpful in terms of academic and social outcomes; the most positive of 
these for academic outcomes was the teacher making the subject “interesting and enjoyable”. Classrooms where 
teachers make student enjoyment a learning objective must surely impact on student behaviour and feelings. 

2. Method 

This paper is based on a larger study. A full exposition of the data from this research is available in O’Rourke 
and Cooper (2010). A smaller cohort exists for this exploration of the Behavioural Adjustment and Intellectual 
and School Status subscale of the Piers-Harris 2, as three schools failed to complete these scales.  

2.1 Participants 

Primary schools in the metro area of Perth, Western Australia (N=817), both in the public and private school 
systems, were given information letters, consent forms and survey forms to be viewed by their 
parents/guardians/caregivers. Of these 325 consented (37.3%) to participate. Thirteen students (4%) were 
excluded from the research either because their forms were incomplete or they were away at the time of data 
collection. The final number of students involved in the study was 312. Of these an administrative error resulted 
in three schools not completing aspects of the Piers-Harris 2 reported herein and as such the cohort described 
here is 256 students. 

2.2 Survey Materials 

Students completed three questionnaires to indicate their happiness levels; the Piers-Harris 2 Children’s 
Self-Concept scale Happiness and Satisfaction sub-scale (Piers & Hertzberg, 2002), the children’s questionnaire 
(made up of a variety of factors used as indicators of happiness i.e., perceptions of wealth, number of friends etc) 
and a faces scale. In addition, parents completed a questionnaire focussed on demographic and lifestyle factors, 
with questions presented in a Likert-style format similar to the children’s questionnaire and a faces scale 
describing the happiness of their own child. Finally, teachers were asked to describe how happy the students 
involved in the research were, again using a faces scale. 

Each of these measures will be presented below.  
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a) The Piers-Harris 2 (PH2) is made up of six sub-scales designed to assess components of self-concept. In this 
current research, three sub-scales were used: Behavioural Adjustments, Intellectual and School Status, and 
Happiness and Satisfaction. The “Behavioural Adjustments” sub-scale measures admissions or denial of 
problematic behaviours (Piers & Herzberg, 2002, p. 24). It contains items such as “I am well behaved at school”, 
“It is usually my fault when something goes wrong” and “I am often mean to other people”. The “Intellectual 
and Social Status” sub-scale measures “a child’s assessment of his or her abilities with respect to intellectual and 
academic tasks” (Piers & Herzberg, 2002, p. 24). It contains items such as “I am good in my schoolwork”, “I am 
slow in finishing my schoolwork” and “my classmates in school think I have good ideas”. Finally, the 
“Happiness and Satisfaction” sub-scale aims to elicit indications of happiness, with items such as “I am easy to 
get along with” and “I am a happy person”. The PH2 has been used in many settings and with varied groups of 
students, including those with additional needs, ethnic minorities, and students ranging from 6 through to 20. It 
consistently demonstrates high internal reliability, with the total scale averaging an alpha of 0.91 and 
consistently reliable alphas through the subscales for all participant age groups (Piers & Herzberg, 2002). In this 
present study the sub-scale alpha for Behaviour Adjustment was 0.74 and for “Intellectual and Social Status” 
was 0.86, both indicating reasonable reliability. 

b) The faces scale was a replication of the scale used by Holder and Coleman (2008; 2009; Holder & Klassen, 
2010) and comprised a seven-item Likert type scale (see Table 1) showing a range of simple faces that ranged 
from “very happy” to “very sad”. These were used to address the question; “How happy are you most of the 
time”? Parents similarly rated their child’s happiness using the same faces scale and addressed the question 
“How happy is your child most of the time ?” In line with the approach taken in Holder and Coleman’s (2008), 
teachers rated students who participated in the study using a similar faces scale, but completed it by answering 
two questions; “How happy is (student’s name) when she/he is doing normal work in your classroom?” and 
“How happy is (student’s name) when she/he is doing fun activities ?” As some students appear much happier 
when engaged in less traditional academic classes (O’Rourke & Houghton, 2009), the teacher’s measure of 
individual student happiness was the average of the two responses. Table 1 shows the data from the faces scale 
in this research. 

c) Children’s questionnaire contained demographic and lifestyle questions similar to those used in adult research 
and recently explored in children’s research on happiness (De Neve & Cooper, 1998; Holder & Coleman, 2008; 
Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999; Myers & Diener, 1995). The questionnaire sought to determine whether students 
were popular, confident, extroverted and optimistic; all indicators of children’s happiness. 

d) The Parent questionnaire was a brief survey providing personal demographic information on the parent and 
child, such as gender of person completing the survey, who the child predominately lives with, marital status of 
parents, age of mother and father, gross family income and “how many hours does your child watch tv?” Again 
this was a Likert type scale, with a range of responses available.  

Of the parents who consented to participate in the research, 87% were female and 13% male. The gender 
breakdown of students was 56.6% girls and 43.4% boys and these were drawn from 11 schools and 28 
classrooms. The students ranged in age from 9 years through to 12 years. The mean age of the Year 4 cohort was 
M = 9.54 SD = 0.408 and the Year 6 cohort was M = 11.11 SD = 0.412. To ensure a broad sample, the 
researchers selected schools with a wide range of socio-economic levels, with 13% within the 0-40k gross 
income range, and 20% > 150 K.  

Seventy four percent of parents within this research were married, 5% were in defacto relationships, 3% were 
separated, 8% were single, 3% were divorced and 1% widowed. 

2.3 Procedure 

Upon gaining appropriate ethics clearances, schools from a variety of inner city and suburban locations, 
representing a variety of socio-economic areas, were posted a package describing the proposed research and 
current understanding of happiness. Approximately 10 days later, a phone call was made to the School Principals 
and for those receptive towards involvement in the research a face-to-face interview with the first author was 
organised. Where both the Principal and classroom teachers of a school agreed to participate, a letter was sent 
home to parents of students in Yr 4 and 6 requesting consent and the completion of the parent questionnaire. It is 
worth adding, that the responses from School Principals were mixed, many describing the research as nebulous 
and that their teachers would not be interested in participating in such a vague study. On the other hand, other 
School Principals were enthusiastic and connected the research goals with their own sense of developing positive 
school communities. 

Only the students who returned the consent form and parent questionnaire were included in this research. When 
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these forms were returned, the main researcher visited the school and coded the participants against the class lists 
for later data analysis. During this visit the main researcher organised a time to collect data and met with 
individual classroom teachers to discuss aspects of the research. Data collection generally occurred within one 
week of parent returns depending on the school program. During the student data collection, the teacher’s faces 
scale was collected for those students involved. A set explanation of the format, goals of the research and the 
idea that we were hoping to measure how they felt “most of the time” was presented at each school. Each data 
collection session was completed in 20-30 minutes, without assistance of teachers or support staff. 

3. Results 

A total of 256 questionnaires were entered into an SPSS spreadsheet for data analyses. A one-way ANOVA was 
conducted to determine if there was a statistically significant difference on any of the four happiness scores 
between groups of Year 4 (n = 195) and Year 6 (n = 117) primary school children (see Table 1). No significant 
differences were revealed. 

3.1 Happiness Ratings 

Using the face scales, children were rated happy by themselves (i.e., ChildOwnFace), their parents (i.e., 
ParentChildFace), and their teachers (i.e., TeacherChildFace). At least 88% of the child responses, above 96% of 
the parent and 90% teacher responses were within the three happiest categories (see Table 1). The fact that the 
parents rated their children consistently higher than the children and teachers is worth some consideration.  

 

Table 1. Percentage of respondents within each category of the three Faces Scales  

Score 

Respondent Group 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

ChildOwnFace 0.4 0.4 3.1 8.2 20.3 45.7 21.9 

ParentChildFace 0.4 0.0 0.8 2.3 15.2 54.3 27.0 

TeacherChildFace 0.0 0.8 0.0 9.3 25.0 45.0 19.9 

Note. Percentage of children’s self-ratings (Child Own Face), parents’ rating of their children (Parent Child Face), 
and teachers’ ratings of the children (Teacher Child Face), in each of the seven response options on the Face Scale. 

 

The results were similar to Holder and Coleman’s (2008) research, although 14% more of the Canadian students 
(of similar age) placed themselves in the highest category of happiness. For a more thorough analysis of the faces 
scales used in this research see O’Rourke and Cooper (2010). 

3.2 Behaviour and Intellectual Status Sub-scales 

In line with Holder and Coleman (2008; 2009) and O’Rourke and Cooper (2010); multivariate regression analyses 
was used to explore the relationship between the student’s self-reported measure of happiness (Child-own Faces 
Scale) and the individual items within the BEH and INT sub-scales. The results (see Table 2) highlighted that the 
BEH and INT sub-scales accounted for upwards of 25% in the variance of self-reported happiness on the 
children’s faces scale. Within the sub-scales several items were significant contributors to this variance.  

 

Table 2. Variance in ChildOwnFace (COFS) predicted by the Piers-Harris 2 sub-scales 

Piers-Harris 
Sub-scale 

Variance in happiness (COFS) 
predicted by sub-scale 

Piers-Harris 2 – significant items 

Behaviour 
Adjustment 
Sub-scale 

25.5% Item 12: I am well behaved at school. 
Item 13: It is usually my fault when something goes 
wrong. 
Item 36: I hate school. 
Item 58: I think bad thoughts. 

Intellectual and 
Social Status 
Sub-scale 

25% Item 12: I am well behaved at school. 
Item 18: I am good at my school work. 
Item 26: My friends like my ideas. 
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This is comparable to the variance of other elements of the PH2 such as “Freedom from Anxiety” and “Popularity” 
identified in O’Rourke and Cooper (2010); although less than the combined items of the PH2 representing 
negative relationships with peers (32%) in Holder and Coleman (2009).  

3.3 Perceptions of Behaviour 

To determine whether there was a statistical difference between the mean happiness scores of students who rated 
themselves in the low range and those in the average and above average range of the BEH, an independent t-test 
was conducted (see Table 3). There was a statistically significant difference (p<0.01) between the means of the 
happiness scores for the Child’s own Faces Scale (CFS). The same process was followed to compare these 
groups by way of mean score for the Teacher’s own Faces Scale (TFS) and the Parent’s Faces Scale (PFS). A 
significant difference (p<0.01) was identified with TFS, however, this was not evident for the PFS. 

 

Table 3. Differences in self-reported happiness for students, parent view and teacher view for those in the low 
versus average/above average range for the behavioural adjustment sub-scale  

 Behavioural  N Mean Std. Deviation 

Child FS** Low Group 29 4.76 1.354 

Others 227 5.85 .949 

Parent FS Low Group 29 5.86 1.125 

Others 227 6.05 .783 

Teacher FS** Low Group 29 5.5517 .95753 

Others 227 6.0110 .83274 

 

The individual items on the BEH sub-scale were often positively correlated with the four measures of happiness 
used, in many cases significantly so (see Table 4). The only item that was highly significant for all four measures 
of happiness was; I am often in trouble. While the items appeared to be good indicators of variance for the 
child’s self-reported happiness, they were not always as positively correlated for the teachers and parents 
perceptions of child happiness. The parent’s view of their own child’s happiness showed little connection with 
the behavioural factors identified in this sub-scale. 

 

Table 4. Pearson product-moment correlations between happiness measures and the BEH sub-scale (Note 2)  

Item names HapPH2 COF PCF TCF 

PH13: Usually my fault 0.26** 0.15* 0.12 0.08 

PH14: Cause trouble 0.36** 0.21** 0.04 0.1 

PH18: Good at schoolwork 0.36** 0.32** 0.14* 0.18* 

PH19: Do many bad things 0.35** 0.27** 0.17** 0.13* 

PH20: Behave badly at home 0.25** 0.21** 0.14* 0.15* 

PH27: Often in trouble 0.34** 0.24** 0.25** 0.19** 

PH30: Parents expect too much 0.31** 0.26** 0.13* 0.18** 

PH36: Hate school 0.24** 0.28** 0.09 0.22** 

PH38: Often mean 0.32** 0.26** 0.09 0.1 

PH45: Get into fights 0.33** 0.22** 0.03 0.1 

PH48: Family disappointed 0.34** 0.23** 0.12 0.17** 

PH58: Bad thoughts  0.24** 0.22** 0.1 0.13* 

PH 60: Good person 0.36** 0.21** 0.06 0.15* 

Note. **p< 0.01; * p < 0.05. HapPH2 = Piers-Harris 2 Happiness & Satisfaction sub-scale; COF = Child Own Face 
ratings; PCF = Parent Child Faces rating; TCF = Teacher Child Faces rating. 
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3.4 Perceptions of Intellectual and Social Status 

As with the BEH sub-scale the mean happiness scores of students who rated themselves in the low-range and 
those in the average and above-average range of the INT were compared using a t-test (see Table 5). There was a 
statistically significant difference (p<0.01) between the means of the happiness scores for the CFC, TFC and 
PFC when comparing those students with a low INT score (as defined in the Piers-Harris 2 documentation) and 
the remainder of the students for each of the face scales. 

 

Table 5. Differences in self-reported happiness for students, parent view and teacher view for those in the low 
versus average/above average range for Intellectual and Social Status sub-scale  

 

 
PH2: Intellectual and Social 
Status (INT) sub-scale N Mean Std. Deviation 

Child FS** Low Group 13 4.23 1.589 

Others 243 5.80 .963 

Parent FS** Low Group 13 5.38 1.502 

Others 243 6.06 .766 

Teacher FS** Low Group 13 5.1154 1.10215 

Others 243 6.0041 .82195 

Others 243 19.16 3.065 

 

The individual items on the INT sub-scale were also often positively correlated with the four measures of 
happiness used (see Table 6). There were several items that were highly significant for all four measures of 
happiness; I am smart; my friends like my ideas; and I forget what I learn. Unlike the BEH the items on the INT 
appeared to be a more consistent indicator of happiness for the students, parents and teachers.  

 

Table 6. Pearson product-moment correlations between happiness measures and the INT sub-scale (Note 3) 

Item HapPH2 COF PCF TCF 

PH5: I am smart 0.31** 0.26** 0.20** 0.22** 

PH7: I get nervous 0.20** 0.11 0.10 0.13* 

PH12: Well behaved at school 0.39** 0.31** 0.24** 0.06 

PH16: Important member of family 0.31** 0.16* 0.13* 0.11 

PH18: Good in my schoolwork 0.36** 0.32** 0.14* 0.18** 

PH21: I am slow in finishing my schoolwork 0.18** 0.22** 0.07 0.14* 

PH22: Important in my class 0.26** 0.15* 0.13* 0.15* 

PH24: I can give a good report 0.20** 0.15* 0.18** 0.17** 

PH25: In school I am a dreamer 0.19** 0.19** 0.03 0.08 

PH26: My friends like my ideas 0.40** 0.27** 0.23** 0.27** 

PH34: I often volunteer 0.25** 0.17** 0.13* 0.03 

PH39: My classmates think I have good ideas 0.43** 0.24** 0.17* 0.27** 

PH43: I am dumb about most things 0.24** 0.17** 0.10 0.16** 

Ph50: I will be an important person 0.26** 0.17** 0.14* 0.05 

PH52: I forget what I learn 0.25** 0.23** 0.17** 0.19** 

Ph55: I am a good reader 0.08 0.13* -0.01 -0.05 

Note. **p< 0.01; * p < 0.05. HapPH2 = Piers-Harris 2 Happiness & Satisfaction sub-scale; COF = 
ChildOwnFace ratings; PCF = Parent Child Faces rating; TCF = Teacher Child Faces rating. 
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4. Discussion 

The Associated Press & MTV survey (2007) of 1280 youth (618 in the 13-17 age group) describe 13% as 
unhappy with school and 12% unhappy about grades; for the majority of those surveyed school and school 
performance generally elicited positive emotions or had no influence. The current research described herein, 
sought to explore a younger cohort and examine their self-perceptions of behaviour and academic status, to 
determine whether these impacted on their self-reported happiness. Comparison of the results from the 
“Behavioural Adjustment” (BEH) and “Intellectual and School Status” (INT) sub-scales of the Piers-Harris 2 
Self-Concept scale (Piers & Herzberg, 2002) and four measures of happiness, allowed the authors to appreciate 
the variance accounted for by these variables. Further, the study explored whether those students who were 
positive about their perceptions of behaviour and intellectual status, were identified as happier by teachers and 
parents than those with more negative perceptions. As this is an emerging area of research, the findings of this 
study merely present an initial foray into the discussion, but the data presented allows researchers and 
practitioners to consider implications of school and classroom practice. 

In the main, the 256 students involved in this research were happy with 88% rating themselves in the highest 
three places on the faces scale. The levels of self-reported happiness of these same aged students were similar to 
the students in Holder and Coleman (2008), although more students in the Canadian research put themselves in 
the top level of the faces scale (O’Rourke & Cooper, 2010). Most students in the current study were happy and 
generally optimistic about life and their ability to perform in school. Of those who identified themselves as very 
happy (in the top segment of the faces scale), all declared that they would “do well at school this year”. Further, 
98% of these individuals were also in the above average range for the BEH and INT sub-scales of the PH2. It 
appears within this survey those students who were happiest saw themselves as being in control within their 
school and home environments.  

4.1 Student Behaviour and Happiness 

Twenty five percent of the variance predicted in self-reported happiness of students in this study could be 
accredited to the BEH sub-scale. Additionally, the items of the BEH were generally positively correlated to all 
measures of happiness used in this research. The variance predicted is similar to that of the PH 2 “Freedom from 
Anxiety” and “Popularity” sub-scales (O’Rourke & Cooper, 2010) and highlights that aspects of temperament 
appear to be indicators of happiness with primary-aged students. The findings in this research are also consistent 
with Holder and Coleman’s (2009) exploration of select social items of the PH 2.  

The BEH accounted for considerably less variance in the parent and teachers perception of these students 
happiness. As this is the first research to explore connections between classroom and home behaviour with 
happiness, it is difficult to generalise the findings, but positive and negative affirmations to the significant 
sub-scale items for students such as; “I am well behaved”, “It is usually my fault when something goes wrong”, 
“I hate school”, and “I think bad thoughts”, presents a profile that many teachers and parents can recognise. 
Given that 50% of those in the low range of the BEH sub-scale within this study identified themselves as 
unhappy, suggests that many of these cohorts are not thriving within schools and this is cause for concern.  

Making comparisons between these findings and adult happiness literature is difficult, however, several studies 
examining youth happiness (Baker, Lilly, Aupperlee & Patil, 2003; Gilman & Huebner, 2006; Park & Peterson, 
2006; Proctor, Linley & Maltby, 2009) parallel trends indicated in this study. Gilman and Huebner (2006) 
revealed that youth (from Yr 6-12) reporting high levels of life satisfaction were more likely to have positive 
relationships, less intrapersonal stress, higher levels of hope and personal control than those with low life 
satisfaction; positive affirmations in the PH2 appear indicative of these individuals. Diener and Seligman (2002) 
in their exploration of college students suggest that “there is no single key to high happiness” (p. 83); however, 
low neuroticism and relatively low levels of psychopathy appear important. The PH2 manual presents 
descriptors of typical students within the three score ranges of the sub-scales; students in the low range on the 
BEH sub-scale are described as “frequently causing trouble and as being unable to adhere to the standards of 
conduct set by their parents and/or teachers” (Piers & Herzberg, 2002, p. 24); given the repercussions for 
children unable to meet recognised school and home standards of behaviour, it is not surprising that this 
sub-scale should contribute to variation in self-reported happiness by students.  

What became apparent within this study is that while the PH2 was positively correlated to measures of the 
students’ happiness and that of the teachers, these were not replicated consistently by the students’ parents. 
Additionally, while there were significant differences between the mean happiness scores for the CFS and TFS 
for those in the low range for BEH when compared against those in the average and above average range; this 
was not evident for the PFS. It appears for parents the behaviour of their children may not impact on their 
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perceptions of their happiness. Drolet, Paquin and Soutyrine (2007) identified that parents often see the conduct 
of their poorly behaved children through a different focus and may have different explanations for what is 
happening at school. The findings of this study suggest their parents and their children having conflicting views 
on how behaviour impacts on their happiness, and a deeper appreciation of this area appears warranted. 

4.2 Student Intellectual Status and Happiness 

Similar, to the BEH, the Intellectual and Social Status (INT) also accounted for considerable variance (25%) 
towards measures of happiness. Like the BEH, the INT accounted for considerably less variation for the TFS 
(15%) and the PFS (14%). However, unlike the BEH, the items of the INT were consistently positively 
correlated with all measures of happiness in this study. Similarly, when those in the low range of the INT were 
compared against those in the average to above range, there was a significant difference on the means for 
students, parents and teachers. In contrast to behaviour, one can surmise from this that poor academic 
performance is considered by all to impact on happiness.  

While the INT item “I am good in my schoolwork” was significant and a clear indicator of academic status, the 
other significant item of this sub-scale, “my friends like my ideas”, appears linked to social aspects of the 
classroom. The currency of social connections is consistently associated with children’s happiness (Dockery, 
2005; Gilman & Huebner, 2006; Holder & Coleman, 2008; 2009; Holder & Klassen, 2010; O’Rourke & Cooper, 
2010) and perhaps this item is a clearer indicator of wellbeing than others such as, “I forget what I learn”, “I am 
slow in finishing my schoolwork” or “I am a good reader”. Although there are limited studies that focus on 
primary students, Suldo, Riley and Shaffer (2006) point out in their review of academic correlates and life 
satisfaction for adolescents, that IQ, grade point averages and diagnosed learning disabilities were not strong 
indicators of life satisfaction, while care and support was a factor. Further, Natvig, Albrektsen and Qvarnstrom 
(2003) in their exploration of whether academic competence was associated with adolescent happiness, found no 
such evidence, rather their research pointed to social skills (as in the ability to cope with bullying, making 
friends and getting involved in school activities) as being strongly connected. Finally, Van Petegem, Aelterman, 
Rosseel and Creemers (2007) identified that student wellbeing is directly affected by interpersonal relationships 
that exist with teachers. 

4.3 Implications for Schools and Classrooms 

The findings from the current research provide initial evidence that behaviour and intellectual status may be 
associated with happiness among primary students. The small group within this study, who described themselves 
as unhappy, tended to be the same students in the low range in the PH2 sub-scales measuring behaviour and 
intellectual status. The WA Curriculum Framework (1998) highlights a commitment to celebrating student 
strengths, whereby, “each person should acknowledge his or her own uniqueness and be encouraged to develop 
self-respect and dignity” (p. 1). For teachers working under this framework, it is expected that the needs of 
students who are failing to thrive in classrooms are addressed. While there are a variety of classroom 
interventions that may address individual student behaviour and their capacity to engage with the curriculum, 
student happiness and wellbeing may require more holistic interventions.  

One such consideration currently being explored in schools is Positive Education (Seligman, 2008; Seligman, 
Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009). The approach advocated by Seligman and others, embeds aspects of 
positive psychology into academic classrooms, pastoral situations and even on the sporting field (Seligman et al., 
2009, p. 305). A particular focus is exploring virtues and strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). These include 
six virtues and 24 character strengths such as creativity, curiosity, open-mindedness, love of learning and 
perspective (Seligman, Steen, Park & Peterson, 2005, p. 412). It is via a deeper appreciation of individual 
strengths that students are encouraged to address classroom and school obstacles. Initial research at Geelong 
Grammar School (GGS), has found positive education improved strengths associated with learning and in 
specific situations academic achievement compared to those not in the program (Seligman et al., 2005).  

Another approach that primary classroom teachers could contemplate is a focus on engaging curriculum. Not 
only does student engagement and corresponding self-determined behaviour (Ryan & Deci, 2000) promote 
academic success (Greenwood, Horton & Utley, 2002), but as Csikszentmihalyi (1997) identified, those involved 
in meaningful and challenging activities often achieve a sense of flow, recognised as contributing to individual 
happiness. If students are to be positively acknowledged by their peers as being capable within the classroom, it 
may be via activities that are meaningful to all. While it may be difficult to please all students in the classroom 
equally, a focus on a Universally Designed curriculum may be a useful approach (McGuire, Scott & Shaw, 2006). 
Particularly important to Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is the multiple means of engagement advocated 
by the Centre for Applied Technology (CAST, 2011). The INT sub-scale item “My friends think I have good 
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ideas”, could only be achieved when students are engaged in classroom activities that are personally meaningful. 
O’Rourke and Houghton (2009) explored social engagement within inclusive classrooms, and indentified that it 
could be enhanced via meaningful and well structured activities. Such activities that create interest and enhance 
friendship opportunities appear vital to enhancing wellbeing.  

5. Conclusion 

It should be noted that there are specific limitations to this research and the findings need to be interpreted with 
caution. Firstly, participating schools and individuals (simply on the basis of their involvement) may have had 
positive viewpoints or at least an interest in the topic of happiness and this may have impacted on the results 
obtained from students, parents and teachers. Secondly, as outlined in O’Rourke and Cooper (2010) the make-up 
of the group was predominately English speaking parents and the need to complete a questionnaire to participate 
may have denied access to many. Finally, in any research involving self-reported happiness, researchers cannot 
be sure what students are referring to when asked to measure this feeling. Nevertheless, the use of reliable 
instruments such as the Piers-Harris 2, replication of Holder and Coleman’s (2009) original research 
methodology, and findings consistent with the limited research set on happiness for this student group, provides 
positive (albeit tentative) evidence towards this emerging research area. 

In closing, it would appear that discussions about enhancing happiness and wellbeing for our students appear to 
be just another item on a growing list of ‘to dos’ for classroom teachers. While some teachers may be reluctant to 
take on the responsibility that goes with developing and enhancing happiness, the findings presented in this 
paper suggest that the traditional foci of “behaviour and academic status” impacts on primary student wellbeing. 
Noble and McGrath’s (2007) exploration of positive educational practices, highlights feelings aligned to student 
wellbeing such as; safety, satisfaction and pride, connectedness, enjoyment and fun, optimism, and a sense of 
being cared for (p. 3-4). Of these it is a true sense of connectedness with others and the curriculum that appears 
to be at the core of student’s happiness and wellbeing. Malouf (2011) describing “the happy life” states; “Yes, it 
is true that we have little to complain of. Most of the conditions that might have made us ‘miserable’ have been 
legislated for and ameliorated. But the externals that govern our lives seem more alien and impersonal in their 
new form than in the old (p. 47-48)”. Let us as educators ensure that we become far more personal and create a 
less alien curriculum for our students, and see this as a way forward. 
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Abstract 

Frequent changes of foster placement are known to have a detrimental effect on the long-term well-being of 
cared-for children. Foster carers who take on children with challenging behaviours have to draw on resources, 
both internal and external, to help them build and maintain a relationship with the child that will last. Not all 
foster carers are successful in this regard. The aim of this qualitative study was to explore the role that the 
emotional resilience of foster carers plays in promoting placement stability. 

Seven foster carers, who had a track-record of stable placements (according to national criteria) with children 
exhibiting challenging behaviours, were recruited from a Local Authority in the North East of England. They 
attended a focus group and one-to-one interview. Verbatim transcripts were subjected to an inductive grounded 
theory analysis. 

Three potential underlying constructs, namely emotional resilience, interpersonal characteristics and external 
factors, were found to emerge from the data and identified as likely to influence foster placement outcomes. 
These data provide a springboard for further quantitative investigation with the potential to screen prospective 
carers to identify those best suited to “difficult” placements in order to maximise success for the benefit of all 
concerned. 

Keywords: emotional resilience, foster carers, placement stability 

1. Introduction 

Large numbers of children in England are looked after by foster carers, with the majority of children entering the 
care system as a result of abuse and neglect (“Children looked after in England (including adoption and care 
leavers) year ending 31 March 2010,” 2010). Many children in care have emotional and behavioural difficulties 
and present with challenging behaviours; resulting in frequent moves between care placements. A number of 
factors contribute to placement stability, but of these, the role of the foster carer is of interest here. Why do some 
foster carers cope in the face of difficult, challenging behaviours whereas others do not?  

One possibility is that foster carers draw on emotional resilience in order to maintain the fostering relationship in 
the face of challenging behaviours exhibited by the child. The research literature identifies two theoretical 
constructs in this domain. Ego-resiliency is conceptualised as a personality trait which is employed to regulate 
ego-control, the expression or inhibition of impulse. Resilient individuals are able to modulate their level of 
ego-control according to the situation, thus resulting in positive adaptation (Funder, Block, & Block, 1983; 
Letzring, Block, & Funder, 2005). An alternative construct is resilience; a concept attributed to individuals who, 
in the face of adverse, stressful situations, have positive psychological outcomes (Rutter, 2006). This model of 
resilience is rooted in adverse childhood experiences that lead to the development of dynamic psychological 
processes and positive adaptation (Werner, 1993). As such it is conceived as being different to ego-resiliency 
(Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000). However, Block and Kremen (1996) assert that resilience can be entirely 
accommodated within ego-resiliency. In the study reported here, there was no pre-conception of “emotional 
resilience” being wholly attributable to either ego-resiliency or resilience. 
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Placement stability is used as a measure of successful foster placements; nationally it is defined by the number 
and duration of placements: fewer than three placements in a year (1 April to 31 March) and a placement 
duration of two years for foster children who were in care for at least 2 ½ years (“National Indicators for Local 
Authorities and Local Authority Partnerships: Updated National Indicator Definitions,” 2009). In the year to 
March 2010, nationally 10.9% of foster children had been in three or more placements and 32% who had been in 
care for 2 ½ years had been in a placement lasting less than two years (“Children looked after in England 
(including adoption and care leavers) year ending 31 March 2010,” 2010). However, research studies indicate 
that placement instability is a bigger problem than these national statistics suggest. Farmer, Lipscombe, and 
Moyers (2005) reported that 44% of placements failed within the first year and 53% of placements were under 
“severe difficulty” after one year. Similarly, Ward (2009) found that only 19% of children in her study stayed in 
the same placement for 3 ½ years compared to 22% who had had more than five placements. The length of 
placements tended to be short with only 29% lasting longer than a year and 21% of placement moves occurring 
as a result of a foster carer request.  

Attachment of a child to their primary caregiver provides the child with a secure base from which to explore the 
world (Ainsworth, 1979). Foster children entering the care system may have been subjected to neglect, abuse and 
trauma. It is known that children who have been maltreated are more likely to exhibit insecure or disorganised 
attachment caused by the conflict (for the child) between the parent as the source of both security and fear (Cyr, 
Euser, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Van Ijzendoorn, 2010). Insecurely attached children tend to exhibit both 
internalising and externalising behaviours such as being withdrawn (internalising) or aggression (externalising) 
making the formation of close, stable relationships difficult. Additionally, maltreated children have been shown 
to have low resilient functioning compared to non-maltreated children (Flores, Cicchetti, & Rogosch, 2005) and 
children who do poorly in their foster placements often exhibit maladaptive behaviours associated with poor 
resilient functioning (Schofield & Beek, 2005b). Flores et al. (2005) also reported that maltreated children find it 
difficult to form positive relationships with adults outside their immediate family. This may be an important 
factor in the establishment of close, stable relationships with foster carers, and being able to benefit from the 
support on offer from outside agencies (school, for example).  

Placement instability has been implicated in poor psychological outcomes such as mental health problems 
(Minnis & Devine, 2001) and conduct disorders (Leathers, 2002). Furthermore, foster children are known to 
have low self-esteem which can be influenced by their foster carers for better or worse (Luke & Coyne, 2008). In 
a study of Looked After Children, approximately half of the children had emotional and behavioural difficulties 
with 65% of boys in foster care exhibiting problems compared to 36% of girls (Minnis & Del Priori, 2001). 
Many of these difficulties were attributable to attachment disorders. In England, 39.9% of children in Local 
Authority foster placements have been shown to have a mental disorder, with 33.3% having a conduct disorder, 
8.7% an emotional disorder (anxiety, depression) and 8.0% a hyperkinetic disorder (Meltzer, Gatward, Corbin, 
Goodman, & Ford, 2003). The same report highlighted that other behaviours, known to have negative outcomes 
for health and well-being, such as smoking and drinking alcohol, decrease in prevalence as time in foster 
placement increases. 

A number of factors have been identified to negatively impact on placement stability; increasing age of the child, 
gender (male), behaviour problems and previous placement history (Oosterman, Schuengel, Slot, Bullens, & 
Doreleijers, 2007; Webster, Barth, & Needell, 2000). The problem is circular however. Both externalising and 
internalising behaviours have been shown to be exacerbated by placement instability, with externalising 
behaviours strongly predictive of placement breakdown, and internalising behaviours increasing with the number 
of placements (Newton, Litrownik, & Landsverk, 2000). Such associations between placement instability and 
behavioural problems have been widely reported elsewhere, (for example, Palmer, 1996; Rubin, O'Reilly, Luan, 
& Localio, 2007). 

Whilst the characteristics of the foster child are clearly important in placement stability, it is also influenced by 
the quality of relationships formed between the foster child and a number of significant others, primarily the 
foster carer. Sinclair and Wilson (2003) investigated the foster carer/child relationship, in particular the 
significance of the child characteristics, foster carer characteristics and interactions between the child and foster 
carer on placement success. In addition to the child’s motivation for a particular placement, foster carers with 
appropriate parenting skills, who were “warm”, encouraging and resilient, made a positive contribution to 
placement success. Interaction between the child and carer was also important, particularly how much the carer 
liked or rejected the child. Schofield and Beek (2005b) reported that children in foster care who made good 
progress had foster carers who were able to provide a secure base from which the child could be more adaptive 
and form relationships outside the family. These children and carers had close relationships; the foster carers 
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exhibited resilience and had good supportive networks. Foster carers who were highly sensitive were more likely 
to form these close, stable relationships (Schofield & Beek, 2005a). These researchers defined foster carer 
sensitivity across five dimensions related to their ability to promote in the child: trust in the foster carer’s 
availability; an ability to reflect on thoughts and feelings; self-esteem; the ability to make their own decisions; 
and a feeling of belonging in the foster family.  

A review of research on predictors of positive outcomes for foster care (Redding, Fried, & Britner, 2000) 
identified the importance of foster carer personality characteristics, such as a balance between extraversion and 
introversion and using the traits of thinking and feeling in decision making. In the face of challenging behaviour, 
the ability of the foster carer to cope with their feelings of distress (sadness, disappointment and frustration, for 
example) could be an important factor in placement stability. This distress tolerance has four aspects: the 
person’s subjective appraisal of the degree of distress; their perception of their ability to tolerate emotional 
distress; the extent to which they become absorbed by the emotional distress; and their ability to regulate the 
distressing emotions such that they can function normally (Simons & Gaher, 2005). The ability to persevere in 
the face of challenging behaviour that causes emotional distress may be associated with motivation. A study 
carried out in the UK which examined the motivation of women to foster found that having a strong personal 
desire to foster, adverse childhood experiences or a sense of social responsibility were all related to being rated 
as an excellent foster carer and placements that lasted at least one year (Dando & Minty, 1987).  

Interestingly, foster carers who were able to manage challenging behaviour were more likely to report feelings of 
well-being, to gain personal reward from fostering and to continue being a foster carer (Whenan, Oxlad, & 
Lushington, 2009). The management of challenging behaviour through specific strategies and parenting style has 
been the focus of training packages for foster carers. However, the efficacy of this training to ameliorate 
challenging behaviour and increase the capacity of foster carers to cope has been shown to have no significant 
effect in comparison to foster carers not in receipt of training (Macdonald & Turner, 2005; Pithouse, Hill-Tout, & 
Lowe, 2002). 

The research literature demonstrates that the ability of a foster carer to maintain a secure, stable relationship with 
a foster child exhibiting challenging behaviour is likely to be dependent on a number of factors including the 
carer’s emotional resilience, attachment style, personality and distress tolerance. Whilst there has been some 
empirical research looking at the resilience of children in foster care, little if any has addressed the emotional 
resilience of foster carers. The meta-analysis carried out by Oosterman et al. (2007) suggested that data regarding 
foster carer characteristics were inconclusive. Consequently a detailed qualitative study may act as a starting 
point for research into the role that the emotional resilience of foster carers plays in promoting placement 
stability. 

2. Method 

This study received full ethical approval from Northumbria University Department of Psychology Ethics 
Committee. 

2.1 Participants 

The study was carried out in the North East of England. Sixteen foster carers working for a Local Authority as 
contract carers were identified by the Fostering Service as having formed stable placements with children 
exhibiting challenging behaviours and were invited by letter to take part. Seven foster carers (one male; six 
female) replied and gave informed consent to attend a focus group and a one-to-one interview. All names are 
changed for inclusion in this report. 

“Tom” (58 years) had been fostering for 13 years and had fostered “dozens” of children, many short-term, 
emergency placements; however a number were long-term placements of many years duration. Some of these 
children, now young adults, still maintained close contact and lived at home from time to time. Currently “Tom” 
was fostering two boys aged 11 and 16 years. He lived with his wife (second marriage) and had a son and three 
step-daughters. When he started fostering all the children were adults and only one lived at home. “Tom” came 
from a family with low socio-economic status; he had two brothers and two sisters and had left school at 15 
years with no formal qualifications. He worked at evening and weekend jobs from 12 years and on leaving 
school had a variety of jobs before joining the Army. On leaving the Army he again had a variety of manual jobs 
before becoming a house builder.  

“Anne” (58 years) had been fostering for six years and had had only one child (female) from the age of 10 years. 
She had never been married nor had children of her own; she did however have a partner who did not live with 
her. “Anne” had been brought up with a sister in the South of England. She described her childhood as “not very 
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happy” and during her teenage years had a difficult relationship with her father. She left school at 14 years with 
no formal qualifications. Whilst working in a shop and as a short-hand typist she attended night school to get O’ 
Levels and A’ Levels. Subsequently she went to University and was awarded a degree in Psychology; she then 
completed a PhD. “Anne” had worked in the Probation Service and with the Youth Offending Team before 
becoming a foster carer. 

“Brenda” (52 years) had been fostering for seven years and had fostered about 15 children including some for 
respite care. She was married and had two children, one from her previous marriage, and whilst both children 
had lived at home when she started fostering, at the time of interview, only one was still at home. Currently she 
was fostering three boys, one aged 16 years was in a long-term placement and had been with her for seven years, 
the two other boys (aged 8 and 3 years) were in short-term placements and had been with her six and five months 
respectively. “Brenda” had left school at 16 years with some CSE qualifications and had worked in a shop and 
then for a printing firm for 22 years before being made redundant and having her second child at the age of 40 
years. She was brought up with a brother, and a sister was born when she was 17 years old. She described her 
childhood as “happy” and her father as “very strict”.  

“Carol” (50 years) had been married for thirty years and had two grown-up children. She started fostering six 
years ago as part of a Treatment Foster Care programme which involved extensive training and support. She 
fostered two children through the programme leaving to become a contract carer when she took on the second 
child in a long-term placement. At the time of the study she was fostering two boys, one in a long-term 
placement (three and a half years) and the other with a view to becoming a long-term placement. “Carol” had 
“quite a happy childhood” and was the second oldest of two sisters, with a younger brother. She had a turbulent 
relationship with her mother as a teenager and adored her father. She left school at 16 years with a few CSE 
qualifications, working first in a shop and then for the school meals service where she worked her way from 
washing pots to being a cook and an area manager; this included studying at night school.  

“Diane” (46 years) had been married for 19 years and had two children still living at home. She had left school at 
17 years with O’ Levels and having started A’ Levels. She worked first as a business travel consultant and then 
for a financial and card services company becoming an operations director. She began fostering five years ago 
when she was made redundant. She had fostered a total of nine children (excluding respite care) for between five 
months and four years. At the time of the study she had four foster children, two siblings in a long-term 
placement (four years) and two in short-term placements. “Diane” was an only child of an older mother; her 
father died when she was eighteen months old. She was largely looked after by her grandmother with whom she 
had an “awful relationship”; despite this “Diane” described her childhood as happy. 

“Elaine” (55 years) had been fostering for 20 months during which time she had had one foster child (male, aged 
6 years). She had been widowed three years previously and had a grown-up, married son and grandchild. 
“Elaine” was the second oldest of three sisters and described her childhood as “happy”. She had been 
particularly close to her father and was perceived to be his “favourite” by her sisters. Discipline was meted out 
by her mother. “Elaine” left school at 16 years with some CSE and O’ Level qualifications. She did a year at 
college before starting work in a Chemist shop. She left work to have her son and took up part-time work in a 
bakery when he was twelve.  

“Fiona” (37 years) had been fostering for nine years, during which time she had fostered approximately 30 
children (including respite care). At the time of the study she had one child (male) in a long-term placement (six 
years) and another child (male) in a short-term placement. “Fiona” described her childhood as “the best”; she 
had an older sister and had been particularly close to her father who for much of her childhood had suffered 
ill-health following an industrial accident. She left school at 16 years with GCSE qualifications and had a job 
where she worked her way up from sales assistant to manager. “Fiona” had been married for 17 years and left 
work when she had her first child (of two). 

2.2 Sources of Data 

The focus group took place before the interviews. The seven participants were seated in a circle with the 
researcher and a Clinical Psychologist, who was known to all the participants, in a quiet, private room in the 
University. A schedule of questions was used to guide the discussion which lasted for 91 minutes and was 
digitally recorded (Olympus digital voice recorder VN-5500PC; Olympus Imaging & Audio Ltd. Essex, UK). 
Following the focus group, the interviews took place over five consecutive weeks, with a maximum of one 
interview per day. Interviews took place in a quiet, private room in the University and ranged from 67 to 130 
minutes duration; and were digitally recorded. A schedule of questions was used to guide the conversation, with 
additional questions being added during the course of the interviews. Questions relating to six “events”, known 
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to have a detrimental effect on foster carer well-being (Wilson, Sinclair, & Gibbs, 2000), were included in the 
interview schedule. All the interviews involved the foster carer and researcher, with the exception of the 
interview with “Diane” where a last minute cancellation of a contact visit meant that her 18 month old foster 
child was present.  

Transcription of data: Within a few hours of the focus group or interview the audio file was downloaded onto a 
laptop computer (Vostro 1700 laptop, Dell Corporation Ltd, Berkshire, UK) and the audio file converted from 
WMA format to WAV format for use with open source audio software (Audacity, open source software; 
www.audacity.sourceforge.net). Verbatim transcripts were produced from the digital recordings and used to 
develop further questions for use in the one-to-one interviews and in the analysis. All recording and transcription 
was carried out by the same researcher. 

Procedures for analysis: An inductive grounded theory approach was adopted (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 
following the method of Charmaz (2006). Each transcript was read several times and coded line by line. Once all 
transcripts had been subjected to this initial coding, a focused coding review was carried out resulting in a set of 
preliminary codes and categories. A number of further reviews were carried out and where necessary codes and 
categories were amended and re-defined until a final set of codes and categories was found to fit the data. The 
final codes and categories were found to be encapsulated by three overarching categories.  

3. Results and Discussion 

The aim of this study was to explore the role that the emotional resilience of foster carers plays in promoting 
placement stability. Placement stability (a positive outcome) is achieved when a Looked After Child (a child in 
the care of a Local Authority whether in a residential or foster home) had fewer than three placements in a year 
and, where that child had been in care for at least 2 ½ years, they had been in the same placement for two years 
(“National Indicators for Local Authorities and Local Authority Partnerships: Updated National Indicator 
Definitions,” 2009). Conversely placement instability (a negative outcome) occurred when a Looked After Child 
had three or more placements in a year and, where that child had been in care for at least 2 ½ years, had 
placements lasting less than two years. In this study, with the exception of one foster carer who had been 
fostering for 20 months, all the foster carers had at least one foster child who had been with them for more than 2 
years, and therefore had experienced positive placement outcomes (placement stability). Many of the children 
fostered by these carers exhibited challenging behaviours, most of which were externalising, biting, kicking, 
hitting, spitting, for example. A few children were on the autistic spectrum and were sometimes withdrawn 
(internalising behaviours). 

Figure 1 shows the category tree derived from the transcript data. The figures in parentheses indicate the 
prevalence with which each code appeared amongst the foster carers (maximum = 7); only those codes identified 
for a least four foster carers were included. The data codes shown on the left hand side of the figure feed into 
first and second higher-order latent constructs to the right. Three second higher-order latent constructs, emotional 
resilience, interpersonal characteristics and external factors appeared to act either to promote placement 
stability or to increase the likelihood of placement breakdown. The figure also includes “foster child 
characteristics”, which whilst not investigated in this study, have been shown to be important in influencing 
parenting and determining placement outcomes (Clark, Kochanska, & Ready, 2000; Duelling & Johnson, 1990; 
Sinclair & Wilson, 2003).  

The emotional resilience of these foster carers made a contribution to the placement outcomes. Emotional 
resilience was defined by three first higher-order latent constructs, managing emotions, personal attributes and 
personality traits. The ability of these foster carers to manage their emotions was a key facet of their emotional 
resilience and could be related to the construct of distress tolerance which is a measure of an individual’s 
capacity to tolerate, appraise, absorb and regulate negative emotions (Simons & Gaher, 2005).  

They experienced episodes of emotional distress particularly related to difficult situations that occurred during 
both short- and long-term placements. In some cases the foster carer found it impossible to continue and had to 
ask to have the child removed, one such was “Carol” who had had a child attempt suicide: 

“I was breaking my heart on the phone so they knew they had to do it that day d’yer know what? I just said, I 
don’t want him back, just take him, but, so they did...” (Carol) 

Despite having to end the placement, “Carol” demonstrated her emotional resilience by going on to foster other 
children with challenging behaviours.  

The ability to manage distressing emotions was helped by the hardiness of these foster carers who in the main 
did not report becoming overwhelmed by emotional distress or who were able to bounce back following a 
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distressing episode. This hardiness was characterised by an ability to overlook challenging behaviour: 

“...and no matter what she did we kept her right ‘til the end’...” (Fiona) 

And to manage the emotional distress associated with a foster child leaving, a regular occurrence in short-term 
placements, 

“I have had other children of a similar age where I haven’t felt as bad, I’ve still been upset, but I haven’t felt as 
completely devastated erm, but with her that was probably, that’s probably the worst, worst moment that we’ve 
had really” (Diane). 

 

Figure 1. Category tree developed from the analysis of the data 

 

The concept of hardiness has been characterised as an individual who has an internal locus of control, is 
immersed and committed to the activities in their life, and who has a positive view of change. These 
characteristics have been shown to have a protective function in high stress situations (Kobasa, 1979). It is 
possible therefore that their hardiness helped to protect these foster carers from the negative effects of their foster 
children’s challenging behaviour. Furthermore, hardiness has been shown to be exhibited by resilient-functioning 
adults (Bonanno, 2004).  

The capacity to overlook challenging behaviour may be related to the ability of these foster carers to alter their 
attentional focus and attribute positive meaning to challenging behaviour (Gross, 1998), as exemplified by 
“Carol”:  

“...he’s a canny bairn really you know, it’s not his fault is it?” (Carol) 

The ability to manage emotions was also related to emotional self-control; a characteristic evident in most of 
these foster carers. A common occurrence was remaining calm in the face of challenging behaviour or in the case 
of “Brenda”, not retaliating in the face of a malicious allegation made by a birth parent: 

“I couldn’t believe it, I honestly couldn’t believe it, and then I was mad, you can imagine, I was mad, but as, I 
mean I still had to go and see mam and just act as if nothing had happ..., because I knew I hadn’t done 
anything...”(Brenda) 

However, there were times when these foster carers experienced a loss of self-control with consequent displays 
of anger, frustration and tears. “Tom” found that his temper got the better of him from time to time:  

“I lost it this day mind I must admit, illegal what I done...” (Tom) 
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Despite the occasional lapse of self-control these foster carers were able to bounce back and continue with the 
foster placement, again demonstrating their emotional resilience in the face of adverse circumstances. A possible 
model to explain this finding is that of ego-resiliency and ego-control where self-control (and loss of self-control) 
are viewed as the control of impulses. According to the construct ego-control, these foster carers would be 
positioned along a continuum from ego-undercontrol to ego-overcontrol. Given their capacity to control their 
impulses in the face of challenging behaviour, it can be postulated that they are moderately ego-overcontrolled 
(Kremen & Block, 1998; Letzring et al., 2005).  

Emotional resilience was also defined by these foster carers’ personal attributes. Unless in the Treatment Foster 
Care programme, foster carers work largely on their own; they described fostering as “lonely” and “isolating”, 
and felt supported or unsupported by their link (social) worker in equal number. A very common characteristic 
was that of self-reliance; they saw themselves as independent and unwilling to depend on anyone other than their 
spouse or partner: 

“I don’t know who I depend on apart from E... ... I hate asking people to do anything.” (Carol) 

This was an important characteristic as being the main carer meant that managing challenging behaviour largely 
fell to them.  

In advance of any placement these foster carers were provided with information about the child and the 
circumstances of their being taken into care. This helped them to understand and empathise with the child, so 
that they could respond appropriately to challenging behaviour. “Tom” drew on previous life experience to help 
him understand the children in his care: 

“I can, most of these kids I can relate te, because, most of the kids, I been there...” (Tom) 

They demonstrated their self-confidence in the decisions that they made regarding their foster child, and although 
legally, permission from the Fostering Service had to be sought in regard to many of the decisions they made, 
these foster carers felt they were best placed to make those decisions. “Fiona” was confident that given her 
experience: 

 “...the fostering trust me judgement on things...” (Fiona) 

Additionally, they were determined, prepared to fight for what they believed to be best for their foster child, even 
if that meant taking on institutions and professionals: 

“I’ve fought tooth and nail to get every single thing for him, I’ve fought education, social workers, I’ve had him, 
all sorts, he is what he is today and I know that is because of my and my husband’s really hard work getting the 
right therapy for him...” (Fiona) 

The ability to be able to persevere in the face of on-going difficulties was typical of most of these foster carers 
and is characteristic of emotionally resilient people:  

“...we made some noises to social services who took no notice at first and then we got the children’s guardian 
involved again...” (Diane) 

“Diane’s” pragmatic response was an example of a cognitive coping strategy. These are known to be used by 
foster carers to appraise situations in a positive way, thus preventing undue negativity and promoting 
perseverance (Lazarus, 1991). 

For a number of these foster carers, a positive self-concept was evident. They felt that they were able to get on 
with other people, were good at fostering and had attributes such as being caring and having a good sense of 
humour. Given that the foster carers work on their own it was important that they held a positive view of 
themselves and it contributed to their emotional resilience. “Brenda” recognised that she was good at connecting 
with a variety of people: 

“I find it easy to talk to people, erm, so, I think that’s, you know, it always breaks the ice doesn’t it? And just find 
something in common type of thing and find something that they’re interested in...” (Brenda) 

It is possible that under stressful situations these foster carers were able to modify the structural component of 
their self-concept such that the stress had less of an adverse effect on them. This has been shown to be the case in 
depressed patients (Showers, Abramson, & Hogan, 1998) and may help to explain why these foster carers were 
better able to cope with challenging behaviours than other foster carers. 

A third facet of emotional resilience was the personality traits exhibited by these foster carers which appeared to 
map onto the Five Factor model of personality (Costa & McCrae, 1992), namely, Openness, Conscientiousness, 
Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism. Anxiety is a trait associated with Neuroticism which has been 
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shown to be associated with inflexible coping strategies (Lee-Baggley, Preece, & DeLongis, 2005). Almost all of 
these foster carers expressed feelings of anxiety related to their foster child(ren) and at times wondered if they 
had the resources to cope. “Elaine” described her fear in response to a situation where her foster child, because 
he had no more Christmas presents to open, held his breath and turned blue: 

“Frightened, very frightened because you, at first you think you know, how can I cope?” (Elaine) 

It was striking, however, that these foster carers reported very few situations where placements were prematurely 
ended. It is therefore possible that these foster carers were able to find positive meaning within difficult 
situations and used these insights to cope more effectively next time; the “broaden and build” model (Tugade & 
Fredrickson, 2004). If this is the case then it might be expected that foster carers who had been fostering longer 
(for example “Tom”) would cope better than foster carers who had only recently started (for example “Elaine”).  

These foster carers were hard-working; something that was apparent in their early lives, where through their own 
efforts they had achieved a great deal. “Anne”, having left school at 14 years with no formal qualifications had 
worked her way through night school and full-time education to become a probation officer: 

“And then I did O’ Levels at evening class, and then I did six A’ Levels at evening class, and then I did a degree 
at D..., and then I did a counselling course at D..., then I did social work, no, then I did a PhD, and then I did the 
social work to do er, probation...” (Anne) 

It is possible that these foster carers employ relationship-focused coping strategies to enable them to achieve 
positive outcomes with their challenging foster children. In a study of parents and step-children it was found that 
parents high for Conscientiousness (of which hard-working is a trait) used relationship-focused coping strategies 
more than those low for the dimension (Lee-Baggley et al., 2005).  

Another personality trait present in these foster carers that contributed to their emotional resilience was 
perception; they were able to understand and adapt to the needs of their foster child: 

“I think that’s what a lot of these children is don’t expect too much from them too quickly and just little small 
things at a time, don’t expect them to come in and be like your children cos they cannot, they can’t function like 
that, so it’s just little bits at a time...” (Fiona) 

Perception is a trait of Openness and has also been shown to be related to ego-resiliency (Klohnen, 1996). 
Parents high for Openness have been shown less likely to distance themselves from distressing emotions than 
those parents low for this dimension (Lee-Baggley et al., 2005). Similarly, the foster carers taking part in this 
study did not appear to distance themselves from their foster children, often staying with them despite distressing 
or challenging behaviour:  

“I would sit and talk to him and he would be going crazy on us you know and you just have to keep calm, try and 
tell them that you understand...” (Fiona) 

Perhaps not unsurprisingly these foster carers liked people, and children in particular:  

“I quite like having children around and I think I’m quite good at it, erm quite good at looking after children I 
think because I had such a busy, busy job and a, a really stressful career erm, I had quite a lot of capacity to do 
lots of things erm, I was used to being busy all of the time you know...” (Diane) 

They were also sociable: 

“I loved the working with people...and the trying to keep, get the people involved...” (Anne) 

Both these traits, “liked people” and “sociable” are indicative of Extraversion, a domain that has been shown to 
enable parents of step-children to build positive relationships and to cope flexibly with difficult behaviour 
(Lee-Baggley et al., 2005).  

Interestingly, resilience has been shown to have a strong inverse relationship with Neuroticism and strong 
positive relationship with Extraversion and Conscientiousness (Campbell-Sills, Cohan, & Stein, 2006). However 
when task-orientated and emotion-orientated coping styles were included in the regression model, 
Conscientiousness was no longer a significant predictor because a task-orientated coping style mediated the 
relationship between resilience and Conscientiousness. 

A number of interpersonal characteristics of these foster carers helped to determine foster placement outcomes. 
These interpersonal characteristics were defined as those that these foster carers employed in the formation and 
maintenance of relationships with foster children, birth parents and professionals involved in the care of the 
foster child. The formation of a relationship with a child who exhibited challenging behaviours was not easy and 
did not work in every instance, but the foster carers agreed that an important aspect of relationship formation 
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was treating the foster child and their own children in the same way: 

“You’ve got to treat them the same as your own...” (Tom) 

It is possible that this inclusivity aids the formation of a positive carer-child relationship through the raising of 
the child’s self-esteem (Luke & Coyne, 2008). A positive relationship increases the likelihood of a more stable 
placement. It is interesting to note that these foster carers observed that many other foster carers did not have 
such an inclusive approach, particularly where holidays were concerned, with foster children being put into 
respite care rather than being taken on family holidays.  

Most of the foster carers recognised that their parenting style with their foster child(ren) was different to that 
they had used with their own children. Parenting style was influenced by their training as foster carers; this was 
particularly the case for “Carol” who had been part of the Treatment Foster Care programme which used a strict 
“sanctions and rewards” approach. Given the chaotic life that many of the foster children had experienced before 
coming into care, the foster carers recognised the importance of boundaries and routines in helping the foster 
child settle into their new family life: 

“...if you can get at the routines and boundaries established, it’s not going to work straight away, but they do 
respond well to them and their behaviour, I think, for the most part can improve quite quickly...” (Diane) 

A particular issue for foster carers was control; in situations where the foster child had gained the upper hand, the 
sanctions/rewards approach offered a way of the foster carer regaining control which may be why it is an 
effective coping strategy (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004).  

Not all of the parenting styles were the same; “Tom” had an approach that worked with his older, “street-wise” 
foster children: 

“...they weren’t bad-uns they just wanted a good seeing to, good talking to...” (Tom) 

The authenticity of the parenting style used by the foster carer appeared to be important. “Elaine” had recently 
been on a “Team Teach” course which encouraged the foster carer to ignore challenging behaviour and walk 
away. She had found that it worked in calming down her foster child’s angry outbursts, but was “completely 
different” to how she would have handled this behaviour before.  

Most of the foster carers had had multiple short-term placements, some of which they had converted to 
long-term placements. These appeared to be with foster children that they formed a strong emotional attachment 
to: 

“I could never give R… up to do that now, I mean I’ve done what they say you shouldn’t do and I’ve getting too 
attached to him.” (Elaine) 

The adult attachment style of a parent has been shown to be strongly predictive of the attachment of a child, with 
children of autonomous parents being very likely to be securely attached to that parent (Van Ijzendoorn, 1995). 
However, it is not possible to know from the data collected in this study what the attachment styles of these 
foster carers are. Additionally, given that attachment relationships between parent and child are normally formed 
during the first year of life (Bowlby, 1984), and subsequent attachment to foster carers is known to be difficult 
(Hughes, 2006), nothing can be said about the attachment of the foster children to their foster carer and how that 
might affect placement outcomes.  

Whilst these foster carers formed enduring relationships with some foster children, this did not happen in every 
case. A number of the foster carers commented on the significance of the age of the child when they came into 
care, with the younger they are, particularly under three years of age, the more likely they are to form a stable 
relationship. Dozier (2005) found that babies under one year of age settled more quickly in a placement than 
babies over one year. This probably reflects the length of time a child has been subject to abuse, neglect or 
trauma prior to coming into care and acknowledges the fact that relationship formation is a two-way process: 

“...they’re building the stable relationship with you as well as that the other way round...” (Diane) 

It was clear that each of the foster carers was hugely committed to the foster child(ren) in long-term placement. 
The passion with which the foster carers expressed their commitment to these children was palpable: 

“I would never, ever, ever, ever let go to A..., I would walk over hot coals to keep him, I really would...” (Fiona) 

The foster children cared for by these foster carers presented with challenging behaviours: harming themselves, 
harming others (particularly the main foster carer) and damaging property (their own and the foster family’s). 
The foster carers described the behaviour as “horrific”, “horrendous” and “not normal” and sometimes found the 
behaviours outside of their experience; particularly true for those foster carers who had only been fostering for a 
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short time. Almost the only reason that the foster carers gave for ending a placement was the effect of the 
challenging behaviour on the family. Perhaps because of the commitment that these foster carers felt towards 
these foster children, ending a placement was associated with feelings of guilt: 

“...you can’t go on with that placement when these other two children are so upset and so, then you have to move 
them on, but you do feel awful, but you’ve got to think of the children that you’ve already got. You’ve got to.” 
(Brenda) 

Despite the challenging behaviour the foster carers felt personally responsible for the success or failure of the 
placement and saw having to “give up” as a personal failure: 

“I think the commitment’s a big thing ... it would be the easiest thing in the world to just say agh, I just can’t do 
this anymore, but, trying to think of the impact of giving up on her and her sibling now and the damage that 
would do, you, you just can’t, it’s, it’s just incomprehensible.” (Diane) 

The attachment and commitment to these children and the sense of personal responsibility experienced by these 
carers appeared to enable them to endure the challenging behaviours beyond that which other foster carers were 
willing or able to go.  

There were two external factors that appeared to affect placement outcomes for these foster carers. The foster 
carers gained personal reward through fostering and were motivated by their desire to give disadvantaged 
children an opportunity for a better life and for some by their strong maternal instincts that meant that they 
simply adored children and wanted to have them in their house: 

“I thought give a kid a life sort of thing, give him a chance...” (Tom) 

This finding is supported by a previous study (Dando & Minty, 1987) that demonstrated a relationship between 
motivation to foster and being rated as an excellent foster carer, with placement stability.  

The single most important strategy that was employed by these foster carers was a support network which 
covered family, friends and professionals and which was used as a safety valve for their emotions. The 
confidentiality that surrounds a foster child makes it difficult for the foster carers to be able to talk about what 
has happened and the effect that the behaviour of the foster child has on them, although they recognise the need 
to off-load for their own well-being: 

“Me son ... Yeah, he phones, he phones me every night at nine o’clock to see if I need bit moan.” (Elaine) 

This strategy is an example of both social coping and emotion-focused coping (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). 
Foster carers have previously highlighted support networks as a key requirement for successful placements 
(Brown, 2008). Support networks have also been shown to alleviate foster carer stress, a predictor for placement 
breakdown (Farmer et al., 2005).  

Multiple codings of the transcripts highlighted the central role that emotional resilience played in 
determining placement outcomes. It also showed that the higher-order latent constructs did not act 
independently to affect placement outcomes, but instead were highly interrelated. Additionally, placement 
outcomes acted in a way to feedback on the latent constructs and affect how these were expressed. The 
strongest interrelationships were between emotional resilience and interpersonal characteristics, which 
was the result of strong interrelationships between managing emotions, personal attributes and personality 
traits with relationships. 

A consistent characteristic of the children cared for by these foster carers was their challenging behaviours which 
could lead to negative placement outcomes such as detrimental effects on other family members and ultimately 
the ending of the placement. The detrimental effect of challenging behaviour on the family clearly impacted on 
the emotional distress experienced by these foster carers:  

“...it very much affected my family, we had to go on holiday, the kids were completely damaged by it and I’m 
now as a mother feel horrendous but I could never known it was going to happen...” (Fiona) 

The negative impact of a foster child on the family was the only consistent reason these foster carers gave for 
ending a placement; something mirrored in other studies (Brown & Bednar, 2006; Jones & Morrissette, 1999; 
Wilson et al., 2000). It is possible that the increased likelihood of placement breakdown is caused by impairment 
of parenting skills which are adversely affected by foster carer stress (Farmer et al., 2005). The emotional 
distress experienced when a placement ended, even if this was a planned event, was too much for some of these 
foster carers. They gave this as a reason for only taking on foster children with a view to them being long-term: 

“I couldn’t do that, in me life I couldn’t every four or five weeks say, cheerio, move on.” (Carol) 
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These foster carers described the unremitting challenging behaviour of their foster child as exhausting and “not 
pleasant” to watch and at times it made them feel as though they could not take any more. It influenced their 
parenting style, through which they sought to limit their own emotional distress:  

“And, but they keep, and then of course one says the other one, then that one, then that one, and ah, it goes on 
and on and on and on and I just think, ee, I’m sick of this, I’m really sick of this, and I go in and say, right, that’s 
it, I’ve had enough, I’m up to here, I’m fed up with all o’yers, you in your room, you in your room and you be 
quiet. And it just gets, get us so, you know, because they just go on, and it’s constant, unbelievable, and it, it 
wears you down.” (Brenda) 

This ability to manage challenging behaviour has been shown to increase foster carers’ sense of well-being and 
satisfaction with fostering, and thereby make placement stability more likely (Whenan et al., 2009). Whilst these 
foster carers did report occasional instances of having to end a placement because they could no longer cope, it 
was a rare occurrence, mostly they remained committed to the child and the placement. For “Anne” who was 
very self-reliant, the commitment to her foster child was a surprise to her:  

“I’m commitment phobic really, I’ve never, ever made a commitment to anybody, so the fact that taking a child 
was actually sort of the first time that I’d ever said to anybody that I would, erm, you know, keep them forever 
really.” (Anne) 

Parenting style varied between these foster carers and appeared to be influenced by their emotional resilience. 
“Fiona” was perceptive, and used this to help vary her parenting style to match the needs of the foster child: 

“...in that first six month they can be pretty challenging and you’ve just got to try and find out who they are as a 
person really erm, see what works and what doesn’t, it’s trial and error...” (Fiona) 

“Elaine” appeared to draw on hardiness to ensure that she was consistent in her approach:  

“...as I say he knows I mean it, I do, that’s one thing, you know I never go back on what I say.” (Elaine) 

It was clear that the children in long-term placements were children with whom the foster carers had formed a 
strong emotional attachment. Associated with this, for some of these foster carers, was anxiety that the Fostering 
Service might decide to end the placement and that they would “lose” the child: 

“I would be really hurt if they decided that for whatever reason that he shouldn’t live with me anymore...” 
(Elaine) 

These foster carers took personal responsibility for the placement outcomes. “Fiona” seemed to like to take 
responsibility for everyone:  

“I just like to make things happy for people, I’ve always been like that, I just like to make sure everybody’s 
alright.” (Fiona) 

Again, “Elaine’s” hardiness was evident in her feelings of responsibility for her foster child even if the 
placement were to end: 

“...but at the end of the day I don’t think I can give up on him, honestly, I, I would feel too guilty, to think you 
know, what erm, if anything went wrong after I gave him up I’d blame meself...” (Elaine) 

These foster carers understood that relationship formation took time and employed their emotional resilience to 
cope with whatever the foster child threw at them. They appeared to keep the end goal in mind, a comfortable 
relationship with the foster child and a positive placement outcome:  

“...it’s just about the fact that you’re prepared to put up with all that bad behaviour, and all that stuff, and think, 
for long enough that the relation.., that’s why I think I asked about the how or the why because if somebody is 
prepared to stick with it then I think the relationship will happen.” (Anne) 

4. Conclusions 

This study has identified an extensive range of characteristics and factors that were employed by these foster 
carers to promote placement stability. The construct of ego-resiliency appears to be the most useful in explaining 
the findings. These foster carers were subject to a daily diet of challenging behaviours and yet, for the most part 
remained buoyant and optimistic about continuing with the placement. Through modulation of ego-control, 
ego-resiliency (emotional resilience) enables the foster carer to be flexible in their response to a range of 
stressful situations. Their adaptability clearly involved the management of their emotions which is suggestive of 
their being moderately ego-overcontrolled. 

It is not possible to know from the data whether the foster carers in the current study had experienced significant 
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childhood adversity that would have led to the development of resilience (Luthar et al., 2000; Rutter, 1985). 
Whilst the foster carers variously reported coming from a low socio-economic background, difficult 
relationships with a parent or grandparent, and illness or death of a parent, similar episodes occur in the lives of 
many people. However, Masten (2001) proposes that given that the majority of people exhibit resilience it must 
be part of normal human development rather than being dependent on the presence or absence of childhood 
adversity as much of the literature suggests.  

It was always the intention that this qualitative study would form the starting point for further investigation. In 
the proposed model, the relationships between emotional resilience, interpersonal characteristics and external 
factors appear important. Which contribute most in determining placement outcomes is difficult to identify. To 
answer this, a number of questionnaires exist that could form the basis of such a quantitative study to develop a 
quantitative model in a wider population of foster carers. In summary, the emotional resilience of foster carers 
has been found to play a role in promoting placement stability, and this is worthy of wider investigation. 
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