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Welcome to the 8th Edition of !e Open Review, a 
journal devoted to supporting academic publication 
for PhD students across the Universities of Bath, 
Bristol, Exeter, Plymouth, and the West of England. 

I would like to start by extending my heartfelt thanks 
to our editorial board and contributors. I think all of 
them will appreciate how their e"orts, hard work, 
and intellect have made TOR’s 8th Edition what it 
is. For this edition’s production, the number of sub-
missions has risen exceedingly; and I am only glad 
that both our members of editorial board and the 
contributors did much to shorten review times, im-
prove the quality of reviews and also to encourage 
our authors.

Like its predecessors, the current issue of !e 
Open Review o"ers its readers a great variety of 
thought-provoking contributions. !e articles in 
this edition provide an interesting demonstration of 
the breadth of inclusive research under the theme of 
Collaboration. Research sites are diverse; research 
questions are both theoretical and practical; a range 
of quantitative and qualitative research methods 
are used, including questionnaires, interviews, re-
#ective short essays and a poem dedicated to our 
theme.

I believe the Open in the title stands for something 
and this edition has achieved decently a far greater 
reach in hosting quality contributions from diverse 
formats, perspectives, and contexts. Building on 
what we understand by the title of our journal, the 
contents of our issue can testify to the fact that we 
welcomed submissions from across di"erent disci-
plines. !e 8th edition is not about only drawing on 
the collaboration theme but, also, displays how TOR 
practices its core values by building collaborative 
partnerships and ensuring that, behind the scenes, 
anyone involved performed to their best capabilities 
in a productive and innovative manner.

It is to be hoped that the communal spirit will 
continue to build on this momentum in ways that 
might help to engage specialists and foster inclusiv-
ity among early career researchers.

We hope you enjoy this varied selection of articles.

Halime & The Editorial Board

Editorial

Editorial Board
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How common is fatigue across chronic health conditions in children 
and young people? A systematic review
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Abstract

 Fatigue is a common experience for adults with chronic health conditions. Less is un-
derstood about the prevalence of fatigue in the paediatric population. This review aimed to 
synthesise what is known about the point prevalence of fatigue across chronic health con-
ditions within children and young people. Three databases were searched, from January 
2000 to July 2021, to identify studies reporting prevalence rates in chronic health conditions 
in under 18s. Methodological quality was assessed with a modified version of the Newcas-
tle-Ottawa Scale for Cross-Sectional Studies. Twenty-five studies were included. Variations 
in the assessment of fatigue, across a range of conditions, and heterogenous reporting of 
prevalence precluded meaningful meta-analysis and so narrative synthesis was completed. 
Discrepancies in prevalence reports were noted within and across conditions and between 
child and parent reports but showed fatigue to be more prevalent in those with chronic health 
conditions compared to healthy peers. Despite discrepancy in prevalence rates of fatigue, 
some level of fatigue is present across chronic health conditions and tends to be higher in 
this population compared to healthy peers. Limitations alongside clinical implications and 
recommendations for future research are discussed.  

Funding Information
None.

 Introduction

Fatigue is a subjective experience (Loades & Chalder, 2020), but one that is typically 
defined as an overwhelming and persistent feeling of tiredness and exhaustion (Dittner et al., 
2004), and often associated with a lack of energy which can disrupt daily functioning (de Vries 
et al., 2010; Ream & Richardson, 1997). Services in the NHS (2022) refer to children and young 
people as those aged 0 to 18 years and the lifetime prevalence of persistent fatigue within this 
age group is estimated at 1.29-2.34% (Farmer et al., 2004). In adults, the prevalence of fatigue, 
which is common and disabling (Small & Lamb, 1999), is higher among those with health con-
ditions (Falk et al., 2007; Goërtz et al., 2021) . Chronic health conditions refer to illnesses that 
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are experienced for at least three months, with no cure, and can be lifelong (Law et al., 2019). 
This includes a broad range of conditions, such as muscular dystrophy, sickle cell disease, and 
diabetes of which fatigue is reported as a common feature (Ameringer et al., 2014; Bhullar et al., 
2018; Segerstedt et al., 2015). 

In previous research, fatigue has been described by children and young people with multi-
ple sclerosis (MS) as a heavy ‘sandbag’-like feeling, like ‘looking through a haze’, which impacts 
physical, mental and emotional wellbeing, with parents understanding the experience as a de-
bilitating and ‘uncontrollable tiredness’ (Carroll et al., 2016, pp. 940-942). Similar experiences 
have been reported by adolescents with chronic fatigue syndrome who describe feeling ‘drained’ 
and ‘worn out’ (Parslow et al., 2018, p. 2). These descriptions illustrate the multifaceted nature of 
fatigue, presenting cognitively and physically (Armbrust et al., 2016), and affecting many areas 
of life, such as learning, school attendance, and relationships with friends and family (Carroll et 
al., 2016; Crawley & Sterne, 2009; Garralda & Rangel, 2004; Haig-Ferguson et al., 2009; Winger 
et al., 2014).  

Fatigue may be related to social and environmental triggers (Loades & Chalder, 2020). 
For those with a chronic health condition, the experience of fatigue may differ from those with-
out a chronic condition due to biological aspects of the condition or treatment (Ameringer et al., 
2014). Fatigue experiences in those with chronic health conditions may further differ given the 
impact on health-related quality of life and adherence to treatment regimens due to difficulties 
with concentration and memory (Loades & Kagee, 2019). The cognitive behavioural model of 
fatigue (Surawy et al., 1995) purports that many factors may maintain fatigue, such as cogni-
tive, emotional and behavioural elements, in addition to external reinforcement from others. This 
model has been supported by further research which shows a relationship between fatigue and 
a multitude of bio-psycho-social factors, including pain, treatment, low mood, sleep, and perfor-
mance at school (Armbrust et al., 2016; Carroll et al., 2015; Spathis et al., 2015). 

 In the paediatric population, previous systematic reviews have considered the prevalence 
of fatigue within specific health conditions. For example, Armbrust et al., (2016) reported fatigue 
in 60-76% of children and young people with juvenile idiopathic arthritis. Fatigue was also report-
ed as a concern for children and young people with MS (Carroll et al., 2015), and in children and 
young people with cancer. However, a lack of relevant studies limited the conclusions that could 
be drawn on the prevalence and consequences of fatigue for this population (Nowe et al., 2017). 
Other reviews have explored contributors to fatigue, such as mood, within children and young 
people with chronic conditions (Carroll et al., 2015; Van de Vijver et al., 2019). One such review 
(Eddy & Cruz, 2007) found a relationship between fatigue and reduced quality of life in children 
and young people, aged 8 – 17, with chronic health conditions but noted that the majority of 
participants fell within the paediatric cancer population. This indicates that less is understood 
about the prevalence rates of fatigue within other health conditions, and younger children. Fur-
ther, information from such studies has not yet been synthesised. A recent cross-sectional study 
of 481 children and young people aged 2 – 18 indicated that fatigue was prevalent across three 
different chronic conditions which are: cystic fibrosis, cancer, and autoimmune conditions (Nap-
Van Der Vlist et al., 2019). That led authors to recommend the need for a systematic assessment 
of fatigue within this population. Despite these studies, previous research has not synthesised 
information on point prevalence of fatigue in children and young people with chronic health con-
ditions and doing so would be valuable to inform support offered by clinical teams.

 Point prevalence is the proportion of a population currently experiencing a condition, such 
as fatigue. This provides an estimate on who within a population experiences a condition, at a 
certain time point, and is often measured with cross-sectional research studies (Migliavaca et 
al., 2020). Whilst ‘prevalence’ is closely linked with ‘incidence’ rates, there is an important dis-
tinction to make as reports of incident cases indicate the rate of new cases of a condition within 
a specific time frame (National Institute of Mental Health, 2017). Reviews of prevalence are key 
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in managing service provision and policy (Borges Migliavaca et al., 2020). 

 Despite the frequency with which fatigue is reported as a concern for those with chronic 
health conditions, and the far reaching consequences of fatigue (Daniel et al., 2013; Loades & 
Chalder, 2020), it is often overlooked within interventions (Dittner et al., 2004) and under-ac-
knowledged by clinicians (Lou et al., 2010; Sharpe & Wilks, 2002). It is therefore important to 
systematically understand the prevalence and nature of fatigue to inform services for children 
and young people which are typically designed for 0–18-year-olds (NHS, 2022). This review 
therefore aims to synthesise existing knowledge and explore the following research question: 
What is understood about the point prevalence of fatigue in children and young people, aged 
0-18 years, living with chronic health conditions? 

Method

The protocol for this review was registered with PROSPERO (CRD42021254251) and 
reported according to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analy-
sis (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). At the protocol development stage, input from a 
clinician working within the area of fatigue was sought to maximise the clinical relevance of the 
review. 

Search Strategy

A systematic literature search was conducted using PsycNET, Medline, and Embase da-
tabases to identify studies published between January 2000 and July 2021. Search terms were 
developed in collaboration with a university librarian and based on previous reviews which con-
sidered interventions for those with chronic health conditions (Mitchell et al., 2020; Moore et al., 
2019; Morey & Loades, 2020) and fatigue (Carroll et al., 2015; Corbett et al., 2019; Spathis et al., 
2015). Search terms included both free-text words and Medical Subject Headings (MeSH), with 
relevant truncations applied to allow variation of search terms. The search strategy focused on 
four concepts: “child/adolescent/young person”, “chronic health condition”, “fatigue” and “prev-
alence” and ‘all fields’ were searched in each database. Where possible, database filters were 
applied to limit searches to studies involving humans, with an age range between 0 – 18 years, 
and published in English. References of included studies were hand searched to identify further 
relevant papers that may not have been identified within the database searches. 

Eligibility Criteria

 Studies were included if a point prevalence of fatigue for children or young people under 
the age of 18 years was reported, as measured with a validated assessment tool. The age range 
was chosen following discussion with a clinician working within a paediatric fatigue service and 
based on the ages of children seen within an NHS paediatric team. When studies included par-
ticipants over the age of 18 years, we initially planned to contact authors to request data for those 
only within the 0-18 age bracket. Due to the challenge of obtaining raw data from authors, and 
following discussion with a clinician, inclusion criteria was adapted to include studies in which 
participants showed a mean age of 18 years or less. 

Criteria for selecting studies included participants with a long term health condition, which 
persisted for at least three months (Law et al., 2019) and required ongoing management (NHS, 
2020). Traumatic brain injury (TBI) conditions were excluded from this study as previous re-
search (Tomar et al., 2018) has indicated an alternative model of fatigue for those with TBI. This 
alternative model is based on an increased effort required for everyday tasks due to difficulties 
with cognitive functioning, such as attention and information processing. TBI conditions were 
also excluded to avoid replication as a recent meta-analysis (Riccardi & Ciccia, 2021) showed 
fatigue to be a common symptom for children with TBI. Neurodevelopmental conditions were 
also excluded based on the varying prognoses (Campbell, 2006) which may affect prevalence of 
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fatigue. In addition, health conditions in which symptoms of fatigue are necessary for diagnosis, 
such as chronic fatigue syndrome, were excluded. Full eligibility criteria can be found in Table 1.  

Table 1 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for Papers

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria
Article is available in English 

The paper is peer-reviewed article, reporting on primary 
data 

Participants are aged 0 – 18 (or sample mean is ≤18 
years)

Participants have a chronic health condition, with at least 
3 months duration. 

Fatigue is a reported outcome, measured using a vali-
dated assessment tool 

Study is quantitative or mixed-methods with a point-prev-
alence report of fatigue  

Article not available in English 

Paper has a qualitative design only or is not reporting 
on primary data e.g., systematic review / meta-analysis  

Participants are not aged between 0 – 18 years old or 
the sample mean is 19+

Participants do not have a chronic health condition – 
i.e., a condition that lasts at least 3 months, or traumat-
ic brain injury conditions / chronic fatigue syndrome is 
reported as the primary diagnosis 

Fatigue is not a primary or secondary outcome and is 
not measured with a validated tool 

Point prevalence not measured or reported

Study Selection

 Following database searches (29-30th July 2021), Covidence online software was used 
to remove duplicate papers and screen eligible studies. The records were initially screened 
based on title and abstract, by two of three independent reviewers, with disagreements re-
solved through discussion. Inter-rated agreement between the reviewers was ‘fair’ to ‘mod-
erate’ (McHugh, 2012) at 81 – 95% (κ = 0.26 and κ = 0.52). For studies that potentially met 
inclusion criteria, the full text was screened to confirm eligibility by two independent reviewers, 
with discrepancies discussed and resolved. If full text was not available, authors were contact-
ed to obtain this. Studies were excluded if the papers were unavailable following two attempts 
to contact authors. 

Data Extraction

 Data were independently extracted from eligible studies by two reviewers, with use of a 
data extraction form which was piloted on three studies. Key information for each study, includ-
ing the design, country, inclusion criteria, age and sex of participants, fatigue measure, and 
health condition was extracted. Participant sample size and the number of participants who re-
ported fatigue were recorded to calculate prevalence. If data considered relevant to the review 
were not reported in the full text, study authors were contacted for further information. Studies 
were again excluded after two attempts at contacting the author. 

Quality Assessment

 When we preregistered the review protocol (CRD42021254251), we had intended to use 
the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Prevalence Critical Appraisal Tool (Munn et al., 2015). Subse-
quently, piloting the tool showed that this was not suitable for all studies. The methodological 
quality was instead assessed by two independent reviewers using a modified version of the 
Newcastle-Ottawa Scale (NOS) for Cross-Sectional Studies (Stang, 2010; Zhang et al., 2017). 
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This tool includes six questions focusing on the selection process and representativeness of the 
sample, along with the quality of outcomes. Studies were assessed as either high quality (>3 
points) or low quality (≤3 points). Disagreements were resolved through discussion between the 
two reviewers. 

Data Synthesis

We had intended to conduct a meta-analysis, but this was not possible given the het-
erogeneity of studies which meant that prevalence statistics could not be reliably pooled to-
gether. Instead, a narrative synthesis was used to collate the findings which can offer valuable 
implications for future research (Arai et al., 2007; Rodgers et al., 2009). The PRISMA reporting 
guidelines were still followed throughout and the PRISMA flow diagram (Haddaway et al., 2021) 
(Figure 1) shows details of each stage of the review (Page et al., 2021). The Synthesis Without 
Meta-Analysis guidelines (Campbell et al., 2020), designed to be used alongside PRISMA stan-
dards, were also followed. 

Figure 1

PRISMA Flow Diagram, Including Number of Papers Identified, Screened, and Included 

Results 

Across the three databases, the search strategy identified a total of 6675 articles, from 
which 324 duplicates were removed. The initial screening stage excluded 6030 papers. The full 
texts of the remaining 321 articles were reviewed, with 301 papers excluded largely due to not 
reporting on fatigue prevalence outcomes and the mean age of participants falling above 18 
years. Hand searching the reference list of the 20 included papers led to the identification of a 
further 6 relevant papers, resulting in a total of 26 papers (25 studies) which met the inclusion 
criteria. 
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Study Characteristics

The included research studies focused on fatigue in children and young people (n = 2541 
participants) with a broad range of chronic health conditions, with some papers reporting prev-
alence data for more than one condition. In total, 12 categories of chronic health condition were 
reported in the included studies, including cancer (28%), autoimmune conditions (19%) and 
demyelinating conditions, such as MS (19%). The key characteristics of included studies are 
summarised in Table 2 below. The sample size within studies ranged from 15 to 481, and age of 
participants ranged from 2 to 22 years, with a mean age of 12.9 (SD = 2.9). Overall, the studies 
included more participants who identified as female (54%) and were conducted predominantly 
within the USA (32%) and the Netherlands (24%).  
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Quality Assessment

Thirteen studies were assessed as high quality based on the modified-NOS checklist 
whilst 12 studies were rated lower quality. The details of this assessment are shown in Table 3 
below.  
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Measurement of Fatigue

Across the 25 studies, ten measures of fatigue were used with one study (Lai et al., 2016) 
reporting prevalence based on two different assessment tools. The Paediatric Quality of Life In-
ventory, which is a Multidimensional Fatigue Scale (PedsQL-MFS) (Varni et al., 2002), was the 
most commonly used assessment tool and was included in almost half of the studies (n=12). 
All 25 studies asked children or young people themselves to self-rate their levels of fatigue. Ad-
ditionally, nine studies included a version of parental report; four of which were a parent-proxy 
rating for children under the age of eight who did not self-report. A further three papers included 
a parent-child dyad rating in which a caregiver and child both completed a measure of child fa-
tigue. Finally, two recent studies (Petersen et al., 2019; Vassallo et al., 2020) included both proxy 
and dyad ratings. 

Prevalence of Fatigue

 Overall, within the included studies (n=25), 52 estimates of the prevalence of fatigue were 
reported with a multitude of heterogeneity based on a diverse combination of groupings of health 
conditions, age range, severity of fatigue and self or multi-raters. For example, some papers 
report prevalence based on level of fatigue, with calculations based on participants who meet 
the threshold for ‘severe’ fatigue only, whilst other papers report total ‘abnormal’ fatigue which 
included those scoring within the mild and moderate ranges on validated assessment tools. 
Other papers combined multiple health conditions into their grouping of fatigue prevalence whilst 
some authors calculated the prevalence of fatigue for specific conditions. Additionally, one paper 
(Rogers et al., 2019) divided prevalence of fatigue into age ranges and reported this separately 
for child age range (age 4-12 years) and adolescents (age 13-19 years). 

Amongst the nine studies that included a form of parental report, further variation was 
noted. In some of these papers, parental-proxy reports were gathered for children under the age 
of eight and prevalence scores were reported within the same score as children who were able 
to complete an assessment of fatigue themselves. Others still created a separate parent-rated 
grouping for prevalence estimates which included reports from both parent-proxy and parent-dy-
ad measures. This added further complexity and heterogeneity to the data and so prevalence 
rates cannot be meaningfully pooled into a meta-analysis.  

Prevalence estimates based on self-reported levels of fatigue ranged from 5% (Ke-
telslegers et al., 2010) to 100% (Fadhilah & Allenidekania, 2019) – although both of these stud-
ies were rated as low in quality. When taking only high-quality studies into account, self-report 
prevalence ranged from 14% for total identifiable fatigue (Goretti et al., 2012) to 72% (Lai et al., 
2016). As can be seen in Table 4 below, self-ratings of fatigue were notably different to parental 
reports, with parents in all but one study (Lai et al., 2019)   reporting a higher prevalence of fa-
tigue than children and young people reported themselves. Where parent reports were presented 
separately from self-ratings (6 studies), parental prevalence estimates ranged from 38% (Lai et 
al., 2019) to 69% (Vassallo et al., 2020) for total identifiable levels of fatigue. In the same studies, 
prevalence ratings based on self-report from children and young people ranged between 14% 
(Goretti et al., 2012) and 57% (MacAllister et al., 2009). On average, prevalence based on pa-
rental reports was 26% higher than prevalence based on self-reports of fatigue, and the ratings 
from parents of children with primary immunodeficiency showed the largest discrepancy (43%). 

In general, studies that reported higher prevalence were rated as lower in quality; seven 
studies reported fatigue to be present in over 60% of participants and only one of these studies 
(Lai et al., 2016) was assessed to be of high quality. The highest prevalence ratings were typi-
cally reported in studies with paediatric cancer patients. Of the nine studies within this popula-
tion, six reported fatigue to be present in over 50% of their sample. Outside of this population, 
prevalence was reported to be highest and most consistent among those with lupus-conditions. 
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Two studies (Donnelly et al., 2018; Houghton et al., 2008) explored fatigue in lupus and reported 
similar prevalence estimates (66 – 67%). 

Interestingly, whilst lupus is considered an autoimmune condition, the four other studies 
which investigated autoimmune disorders within the paediatric community reported much lower 
prevalence estimates of fatigue. Of the studies that reported separate prevalence ratings for an 
autoimmune condition, such as HIV and JIA, prevalence estimates ranged from 20 to 25% (Co-
etzee et al., 2018; Coetzee et al., 2019; Nap-van der Vlist et al., 2021; Nijhof et al., 2016). 

Eight of the included studies, six of which were assessed to be high quality, compared 
fatigue in those with a chronic health condition to either an actively recruited healthy control 
group (n=3) and/or previously published data for healthy controls (n=6). Most of these studies 
(n=7) made comparisons based on the level or severity of self-reported fatigue, with five studies 
demonstrating significantly higher levels of fatigue across chronic health conditions. In addition, 
some of the studies (n=3) drew comparisons based on prevalence of fatigue, with all three stud-
ies demonstrating that higher numbers of paediatric patients scored above clinical thresholds for 
fatigue, compared to healthy peers. 

The majority of studies were conducted in the USA (n=8) and the Netherlands (n=6). 
Across conditions, studies conducted in the USA reported prevalence ranging from 35 – 71%. In 
contrast, studies conducted in the Netherlands reported lower prevalence from 16 – 37%. 

Factors Associated with Fatigue 

 The term association refers to a relationship between two variables. The majority of in-
cluded studies (n=22) reported on factors associated with the presence or severity of fatigue 
and highlighted biopsychosocial components. Seven studies found an association between fa-
tigue and quality of life, with one (Donnelly et al., 2018) longitudinally highlighting that for young 
people with lupus higher levels of fatigue, alongside depression, predicted poorer quality of life 
at six month follow up. Overall, symptoms of depression were shown to have a weak to strong 
relationship with fatigue in five studies, whilst anxiety was explored in only two studies (Coetzee 
et al., 2018; Zimmerman et al., 2020) and the relationship was non-significant. Difficulties and 
disturbances with sleep were significantly associated with fatigue in five studies, most commonly 
showing a weak relationship. Physical functioning was also reported to have a small to moderate 
relationship with fatigue in four of the studies. Experiences at school, including pressure (one 
study) and absence (two studies), and social functioning (one study) also showed weak but sig-
nificant associations with fatigue. 

In one study (Rogers et al., 2019), the presence of fatigue was compared across children 
and adolescents with cancer. This demonstrated a higher prevalence of fatigue in adolescents 
compared to self-report and parental-proxy report for children under the age of 12. Similarly, Nap-
van der Vlist et al., (2021) reported higher levels of fatigue in the older paediatric age group but 
did not report on how prevalence differed across age ranges. In total, four studies demonstrated 
weak but significant relationships between fatigue and older age, whilst two studies showed no 
association in this area (Maher et al., 2015; Wrightson et al., 2020). 

Other studies also identified relationships between fatigue and demographics across a 
range of conditions, including female sex (three studies) and low social economic status (one 
study). One study with young people with JIA (Nijhof et al., 2016) demonstrated a link between 
levels of fatigue and pain, however, another five studies, all within the autoimmune population, 
consistently highlighted no association between fatigue and characteristics of the condition, such 

as disease activity and treatment.  
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Discussion

Our review aimed to explore what is known about the point prevalence of fatigue in chil-
dren and young people, aged 0 – 18, living with chronic health conditions. A total of 26 papers (25 
studies) were captured and findings demonstrated the complexity in understanding the multi-fac-
eted nature of fatigue. In these studies, fatigue was measured with a variety of assessment tools, 
across a range of conditions, and reported prevalence in heterogenous ways. Overall, 52 rates 
of prevalence were reported within groups of different health conditions, or reported separately 
based on specific conditions, severity of fatigue, self-report, and parental reports. The preva-
lence of fatigue varied widely across studies; including studies assessed as lower quality, prev-
alence estimates ranged from 5 to 100%, whilst higher quality studies only reported a reduced 
prevalence range from 14 to 72% based on total identifiable levels of fatigue. Discrepancies 
were also noted in studies that investigated similar populations, with the prevalence of fatigue in 
those with MS, for example, ranging from 14 to 57%. 

Even within the same study, our understanding of the prevalence of fatigue was mired as 
vast discrepancies were noted between child reported fatigue and parental reports. The studies 
showed that parents tended to report a higher prevalence of fatigue than children and young 
people reported in themselves. Prevalence based on parental report ranged from 38% to almost 
70%, whilst the same studies showed that the prevalence of self-reported fatigue ranged from 
14 – 57%. These findings are consistent with a previous systematic review (Carroll et al., 2015) 
which investigated fatigue in children and adolescents with MS and noted similar discrepancies 
between child and parent reports. Goretti et al., (2012) posit that such discrepancies could be 
due to under-reporting by children and young people, over-estimating from parents, or a combi-
nation of the two. Previous research has demonstrated a relationship between family functioning 
and fatigue in children with life-threatening health conditions (Huang et al., 2013) which may 
be reflected in parental responses to fatigue measures. Furthermore, inconsistencies between 
child and parental reports has been demonstrated in other areas, such as health-related quality 
of life, with researchers suggesting that wellbeing of parents may impact their report of child 
symptoms (Eiser & Varni, 2013). It is also possible that child developmental stage affects insight 
and metacognitive reflective abilities required for self-reporting fatigue, as has been found in 
health-related quality of life (Conijn et al., 2020), which may further create discrepancies be-
tween parent and self-report. This highlights the difficulties in measuring fatigue, both in research 
and clinically, particularly in young children or those with developmental needs, who may be un-
able to complete measures themselves. Where possible, it may be beneficial to include multiple 
perspectives to gather a more thorough sense of how fatigue affects children and young people. 

Each of the included studies investigated fatigue in children and young people with differ-
ent chronic health conditions, at separate stages of condition, and who were accessing different 
medical regimes. Given that fatigue is a subjective and multi-faceted experience which can be 
related to biological, psychological, and social factors (Loades & Chalder, 2020; Surawy et al., 
1995), as well as treatment regime (Al Maqbali et al., 2021), it is perhaps not unexpected that 
this review found such a vast range of prevalence reports across studies. 

Across the studies, ten measures of fatigue were included, with child and parent versions 
of the PedsQL-MFS (Varni et al., 2002) used most frequently. This measure was one of only two 
recommended assessments for children and young people with chronic health conditions in a 
previous systematic review (Crichton et al., 2015). That review showed the PedsQL-MFS to be 
a valid measure across conditions and useful for the assessment of younger children, from the 
age of 2, as well as adolescents up to 18. Of the studies that investigated fatigue in the younger 
age group, all but one included the PedsQL-MFS. The authors also recommended the Fatigue 
Scale (Hinds et al., 2010) specifically for a paediatric cancer population. Whilst this assessment 
was used less often in the included studies, this may be a result of many of the paediatric cancer 
studies opting to use the PedsQL-MFS as it allows more comparability with other conditions. 



22 TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TOR
Overall, it is promising that over half of the studies incorporated one of the two recommended 
measures when assessing fatigue. 

Despite the discrepancies in measures and prevalence reports, both within and between 
studies, some commonalities were identified which furthers our understanding of fatigue preva-
lence in children and young people with chronic health conditions. For example, several studies 
investigated the presence or severity of fatigue in young people with a chronic health condition 
and drew comparisons with a sample of healthy peers. In all these studies, a higher prevalence 
of fatigue was found in those with a chronic health condition, and a further five papers demon-
strated an increased severity of fatigue in the chronic health group. This indicates that at least 
some level of fatigue is common across conditions and affects those with health needs more 
often than healthy peers. This is consistent with findings from a population-based adult cohort 
study in which a higher prevalence of participants with one or more chronic conditions reported 
severe and chronic fatigue compared to those without health conditions (Goërtz et al., 2021). 

Studies investigating fatigue in the paediatric cancer population were most common, and 
in general showed fatigue to be highly prevalent, with six of the nine cancer studies reporting a 
prevalence of above 50%. Fatigue in young people with cancer fell below this rate when partic-
ipants had a brain tumour diagnosis and in studies where prevalence was reported in combina-
tion with different health conditions. This reported prevalence range in children and young people 
with cancer appears to be higher than has been found in a recent review by Al Maqbali et al., 
(2021) that explored prevalence of fatigue in patients with cancer aged 15 and older. Similarly 
though, the recent review reported significant heterogeneity between studies with variations in 
prevalence based on treatment and diagnosis. 

Many  of the studies explored the relationship between fatigue and biological, psycholog-
ical or social aspects of life, with quality of life, depression, and sleep demonstrated to be most 
commonly associated with fatigue across conditions. Similar findings have been demonstrated 
in a recent review which investigated the correlates of fatigue in older adults with chronic health 
conditions (Torossian & Jacelon, 2021).This could suggest a common underlying pathway of 
fatigue and associated qualities across health conditions and ages (Hardy & Studenski, 2010). 
Additionally, these associated factors link to the cognitive behavioural model of fatigue (Surawy 
et al., 1995) which highlights the role of emotional and behavioural factors in maintaining symp-
toms of fatigue.

A recent systematic review (Al Maqbali et al., 2021) of those aged 15 and above with can-
cer showed that fatigue appeared to vary by date, with reported prevalence decreasing by over 
20% in recent years. We did not see this pattern in our review. However the prevalence of fatigue 
did appear to differ between countries, with studies in the US reporting a point prevalence rang-
ing from 35 to 71% whilst prevalence within studies conducted in the Netherlands ranged from 
16 to 37%. Whilst this is inconsistent with previous research (De Kleijn et al., 2009) which has 
shown similar prevalance ratings between adults with sarcoidosis in the US and the Netherlands, 
it is possible that reports of fatigue may vary across cultures due to assessment of the concept 
of fatigue or medical regime (Karasz & Mckinley, 2007). It may be helpful for future research to 
explore this further.

Strengths and Limitations

 The exclusion of gray literature and restrictions of language and date, across only three 
databases, may have excluded some studies relevant to this review. Therefore, we may have 
missed relevant studies published in other languages, and unpublished studies. It is possible 
that by restricting our review to published articles, we missed relevant work and we acknowledge 
that publication bias may have therefore impacted the results, although we deemed this less rel-
evant to our focus on prevalence than it would be in a review focused on statistical significance 
or effect size as an outcome. Given the heterogeneity within the included studies, it was not 
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possible to conduct meta-analysis, which further limits the generalisability of the findings. The 
inclusion, however, of a wide range of chronic health conditions, across different countries, and 
in populations with a mean age of 18 years or under, strengthens the conclusion that at least 
some level of fatigue appears to be present across chronic health conditions within children and 
young people.

Clinical Implications

 Whilst previous research suggests that fatigue is often overlooked within healthcare (Dit-
tner et al., 2004), this review indicates that fatigue is common and can be severe in children 
and young people with chronic health conditions. Therefore, this study recommends that fatigue 
should be routinely assessed within clinical settings, particularly due to the potential impact on 
quality of life, mood, and school attendance. Such factors may also be important to consider as 
part of clinical formulations, based on the cognitive behavioural model of fatigue (Surawy et al., 
1995). Discrepancies of symptoms may be common between children and parents, therefore 
gathering information from multiple sources can inform clinical discussions and allow exploration 
of family dynamics and impact on family functioning (Vetter et al., 2012). Promising psychologi-
cal interventions for adolescents with fatigue, including the use of psychoeducation and cognitive 
behavioural therapy, have been identified in a recent systematic review (Higson-Sweeney et al., 
2022) which could be beneficial for children and young people with chronic health conditions. 
At a service level, the NHS Long Term Plan (NHS, 2019) sets out guidance for joined up care 
between services. In light of that, this review indicates that collaborative working between health 
settings and fatigue services may be helpful for children and young people with chronic health 
conditions.

Future Research

Whilst the majority of studies included an investigation of correlates of fatigue, this was 
only explored in this review alongside prevalence reports. Based on the findings of this review, 
it is highly recommended that future research systematically investigates the relationship be-
tween fatigue and biological, psychological, and social factors in children and young people 
with chronic health conditions. Understanding this will allow for potential transdiagnostic inter-
ventions within healthcare services. In addition, this review noted discrepancies between child 
and parental reports of fatigue; further understanding of the variation in symptom reporting may 
benefit services in gathering information and utilising outcome measures. It is also important to 
ensure that young people’s voices are heard within the evidence-base, therefore qualitative and 
mixed-method studies will be important to capture the perspectives of children and young people 
regarding fatigue and its impact on their lives. In future, systematic reviews may look at synthe-
sising mixed-methods or qualitative studies to gain a more thorough understanding of the nature 
of fatigue within this population. 

Conclusion

Understanding the point prevalence of fatigue in children and young people with chronic 
health conditions is complicated by heterogeneity and discrepancies in estimated prevalence 
within and between studies. This review, however, shows that some level of fatigue is present 
across conditions and tends to be higher in those with chronic health conditions compared to 
healthy peers. A combination of self-report and parental report may be required in services to 
understand how fatigue affects children and young people and routine screening for fatigue may 
inform psychological support which could lead to improvements in other areas of life, such as 
quality of life and mood. Based on the findings and implications of this review, it is recommended 
that further studies explore the factors associated with fatigue in more detail. 
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 Over the past decade, the NHS has come under increasing scrutiny, with critics claim-
ing the UK’s healthcare system is “drowning in bureaucracy” due to the introduction of multiple 
contradictory social policies (Torjesen, 2015, p. 1). This is particularly apparent following the 
implementation of the 2014 and 2016 Immigration Acts. In an attempt to disincentivise immi-
gration, access to a wealth of social services has been restricted for non-citizens, marking the 
UK’s shift towards a deliberately hostile environment (Farrington et al., 2016; Kirkup & Winnett, 
2012; Weller et al., 2019). More specifically, Theresa May, the then Home Secretary, positioned 
the rights of migrants as inferior to the rights of others, choosing to limit access to healthcare 
for those not ‘ordinarily resident’ within the state (Liberty, 2019). Subsequently, these individuals 
are charged at a rate of 150% for the cost of all non-primary healthcare, and this bill must be 
paid before they may access NHS support. Although these legal barriers to the accessibility of 
care pose obvious issues for the wellbeing of migrant populations (Doctors of the World, 2020; 
Feldman et al., 2019; Russell et al., 2019; Shahvisi, 2019; Walker & Farrington, 2021), further 
obstacles arise in the inconsistent and often unsuccessful implementation of these policies, ex-
acerbating the impact of hostile environment policies within the migrant population and beyond.

 To establish a patient’s charging status, healthcare providers must ask questions regard-
ing the length and nature of their residency. If an individual is found to not be ordinarily resident 
within the UK, their eligibility for NHS charges will be reported to an Overseas Visitor Manager 
(OVM), who will pursue them for payment. Despite the attempt to separate the role of caregiver 
and debt collector, the pursuit of chargeable patients by OVMs is only triggered by the informa-
tion gathered through the healthcare providers’ initial screening. As such, current policies unin-
tentionally place the onus on NHS staff to carry out bordering practices for which they are neither 
qualified nor capable of undertaking, leading many to feel as though they have been “turned into 
border guards” (Goodfellow, 2019, p. 2). This conflict in the responsibilities of NHS clinicians 
and the impact it has on the wellbeing of migrants and the institution itself lies at the heart of this 
argument. 
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 Through an appeal to existing literature, this article argues that NHS charging policies are 
based on an inadequate conceptualisation of migrant health and the practices affecting it. The 
traditionally positivistic construction of healthcare charging policies has led to various failures 
within its implementation, which are evidenced by the emergence of ethical and practical layers 
of bureaucracy within the NHS. More specifically, it is argued that positivism is not sufficient for 
the creation of policy concerning a complex social issue, such as this. With the failures of posi-
tivism in mind, it is argued that policymakers must adopt a more collaborative, reflexive, and in-
terdisciplinary approach when creating policies concerning migrant health and care. As such, an 
appeal to post-normal science is made (Laugharne & Laugharne, 2002). Although this paradigm 
shift is inherently theoretical, the consequences of it are not. Constructing NHS charging policies 
from a post-normal scientific perspective would have allowed for the unintended consequences 
of their implementation to have been foreseen. Accordingly, adjustments could have been made 
to its original conceptualisation which would have avoided the layers of bureaucracy currently 
facing NHS staff and patients. Not only would this improve rates of correct exemption identifi-
cation, enhancing migrant health and wellbeing, but it would also make NHS practices more 
efficient, benefiting both the institution and its workers.

Background

Positivism: An insufficient paradigm

 Historically, knowledge concerning medicine, health, and healthcare has been construct-
ed within a positivist paradigm. Positivism asserts that entities exist independently of being per-
ceived, meaning there is one, tangible and objective reality which we can only know through 
observation. By virtue of its success in the clinical field, positivism has traditionally been viewed 
as the dominant philosophical paradigm within research (Parke et al., 2020). As such, the ma-
jority of knowledge construction concerning migrant health has conformed to this positivist para-
digm, meaning the nuances and complexities of migration are often overlooked or collapsed into 
the medical aspect of the research (Collins, 2010). This short-sightedness in the construction 
of migrant health and state policies concerning it constitutes the root cause of the unintended 
consequences discussed below (Maxwell, 2011). In other words, although traditional science is 
still necessary in the context of policy-making and migrant health more specifically, it is no longer 
sufficient.

Post-normal science: The solution

 Funtowicz (2021) describes post-normal science (PNS) as a decision-making tool, con-
structed in response to the inadequacies of positivism. The primary function of PNS is to tackle 
policy issues in which there is a high level of uncertainty and time pressure, yet the stakes are 
high and have the potential to affect multiple parties (Gallopin et al., 2001, p. 222; Turnpenny 
et al., 2011, p. 291). This paradigm adopts a broad approach to social problems, also known as 
wicked problems, that are otherwise too complex to be sufficiently distilled via positivism alone 
(Funtowicz & Ravetz, 2003). Within PNS, all ontologies are viewed as equally valuable, consti-
tuting far more knowledge when taken holistically, than when taken individually. This is evident 
not only through PNS’ use of interdisciplinarity, but also its reliance on the collaboration of multi-
ple peer communities. Proponents of this paradigm argue that this holistic process of knowledge 
construction, alongside the contribution of stakeholders, is essential for policy creation, to gener-
ate a response which matches the complexity and diversity of the issue itself (Marshall & Picou, 
2008). Importantly, this shift towards PNS is not a rejection of previous research with alternative 
philosophical perspectives. On the contrary, this paradigm accepts all forms of research and 
knowledge concerning the issue of healthcare policy, viewing each as contributing something 
unique and otherwise unattainable (Luks, 1999; van Kerkhoff, 2010). Additionally, PNS does 
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not claim to solve complex social problems, as it acknowledges the fluidity of these issues and 
rejects the positivist assumption that there is a right solution. However, its multifaceted and col-
laborative approach can push towards a more informed understanding and, therefore, more rep-
resentative construction of the issue (Petts & Brooks, 2006; Powell, 2020). Specifically, if PNS 
were employed in the imagining or re-imagining of hostile environment policies, the expertise 
and experiences of various peer communities would have been drawn on, particularly healthcare 
providers. This reflexive and inclusive approach would have foreseen (and thus avoided) the 
unintended consequences of current hostile environment policies (Bochel & Bochel, 2017).

Ethical bureaucracies

 In the UK, medical professionals are duty-bound to uphold various ethical standards, as 
formalised by the General Medical Council (2013). These principles are also stated in the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights (Art. 2) and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (Goal 
3.8), highlighting their universally recognised importance to individual and public health out-
comes. However, hostile environment policies indirectly force healthcare providers to compro-
mise two defining NHS principles: prioritising the patient and avoiding discrimination. As such, 
care providers are caught between a professional mandate to protect the wellbeing of the individ-
ual and a national policy that requires them to deny access to potentially life-saving support. This 
is illustrated by Reynolds and Mitchell (2019) in their case study of Albert Thompson, a Windrush 
migrant who resided in the UK legally for 45 years. In 2017, Albert was diagnosed with prostate 
cancer and was about to begin radiotherapy, to which he was entitled as a British citizen. How-
ever, the Home Office’s destruction of the Windrush landing cards led Albert to suddenly be 
categorised as an undocumented migrant. As a result, he was billed £54,000 for his upcoming 
treatment which he was unable to afford; he was subsequently denied access to this care. Al-
though this example explicitly discusses the impact of charging on migrant communities, it also 
implicitly comments on barriers to the provision of care. Against their moral and professional obli-
gations, healthcare workers were forced to deny treatment, despite knowing this may be fatal for 
the patient. Synthesising this case study with two professional dilemmas identified by Furman et 
al. (2007) highlights the ethical layer of bureaucracy resulting from hostile environment policies. 

Prioritising patient care

 Furman et al. (2007) asked social care students to report how they would hypothetically 
respond to vulnerable persons who were morally entitled to social services, although not legally 
entitled to them due to strict anti-immigration policies. The central discovery was that even when 
national policy pushed care workers to value migrant status over health needs, two-thirds of the 
respondents valued human life over following the law, with one explicitly stating, “because it is 
lawful does not make it right” (p. 142). Some participants even confessed to adopting illicit strat-
egies such as a “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” method, as they were willing to “risk the fine or jail time” 
to allow vulnerable persons to access care (p. 143). This is a clear indication of the extent to 
which healthcare providers will go to fulfil their professional and moral obligations. However, the 
legal consequences of following these duties do constitute a concern for others, who stated that 
they would have to obey the national laws, due to fears of losing their jobs (e.g. “I have a family 
to think about”, p. 144) or their organisations being closed down (e.g. “[We could] not help other 
women and children”, p. 142). 

 Forcing clinicians to uphold immigration restrictions within appointments clearly damag-
es the therapeutic relationship that is essential to the wellbeing of the patient. Moreover, even 
where migrants are entitled to free healthcare, for example if accessing emergency services, 
these individuals are deterred from seeking support, due to fears of charging. This is shown to 
negatively impact the individual, the public, the institution, and even the economy (de Jong et 
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al., 2017; Jones et al., 2019; Mipatrini et al., 2017). As previously mentioned, stakeholders play 
an integral part in the construction of knowledge through PNS. With this in mind, had PNS been 
used to create this hostile environment policy, peer communities would have been consulted 
throughout the process, meaning the experiences and concerns of healthcare providers would 
have been considered. As such, this layer of ethical bureaucracy would have been identified and 
amendments could have been made, benefiting both patients and clinicians.

Avoiding discrimination

 There is also a concern among care providers that the denial of healthcare for those not 
ordinarily resident constitutes discrimination, thus violating the 2010 Equality Act. Reynolds and 
Mitchell (2019) discuss this with reference to the concept of justice in their critique of current pol-
icies. Justice is necessarily dependent on the frame used to define a population and as outlined 
by Beauchamp and Childress (1979), healthcare is inherently borderless, treating all individuals 
as equals. This fundamentally contradicts the sovereign state’s view of justice, which presents 
the frame as only including ordinary residents. The incompatibility at this purely theoretical level 
is evident. However, it extends beyond this, again affecting the duties of healthcare workers and 
subsequently undermining the wellbeing of migrant communities. One of Furman et al.’s (2007) 
respondents writes that their job is not “to identify the legality of people”, while another states 
they would always assume the patient is “a legal citizen and provide all services available” (p. 
142). Evidently, healthcare providers fear that such policies may necessitate racial profiling and 
compromise the health outcomes of minority individuals, in spite of their residency status (Cutler, 
2018; Greenfield, 2019; Maternity Action, 2019). These policies are also at risk of alienating the 
many migrants who are integral to the NHS, by implicitly stating that some individuals are less 
entitled to support, simply because of their race (Hiam et al., 2018). The array of stakeholders 
impacted by hostile environment policies, yet not consulted in their inception, exposes the insuf-
ficient nature of a purely positivistic approach to policies concerning migrant health. This, again, 
necessitates the shift towards PNS within the policy-making process. Facilitating collaboration 
between policymakers and stakeholders would have allowed the impact of charging practices 
to be considered from all angles, particularly whether these policies were coherent with NHS 
principles, clinical obligations, and moral duties. Accordingly, these ethical layers of bureaucracy 
arising from a short-sighted construction of the complex social issue, could and would have been 
avoided. 

Practical bureaucracies

 In addition to these ethical layers of bureaucracy, NHS charging policies are complex and 
convoluted, with official guidance now reaching over 130 pages (Mahase, 2021). As a result, 
many care providers do not have a sufficient understanding of the conditions for charging, lead-
ing to errors in practice and a lack of consistency across NHS Trusts. This constitutes a practical 
barrier to the provision of care to vulnerable persons. Such bureaucracy may even leave room 
for prejudicial interpretation, as confusion translates to a lack of regulatory oversight (Westwood 
et al., 2016). This effectively permits the imposition of one’s own political view in the restriction 
of healthcare. Any policy which is too convoluted to be understood, not supported by sufficient 
training resources, and necessitates individual interpretation requires restructuring. Again, the 
impact on migrant communities is obvious, with many scholars reporting the increasing failure 
to correctly identify charging exemptions among vulnerable persons (Feldman, 2021; Nellums 
et al., 2018, 2021; Pellegrino et al., 2021; Smith & Levoy, 2016). However, it is apparent that 
there are further reaching unintended consequences of this hostile environment practice. The 
complexity of charging policies exposes a knowledge deficit among healthcare providers, thus 
undermining the integrity and legitimacy of the institution. 
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Lack of knowledge

 The General Medical Council’s (2013, p. 6) guide to good practice explains that health-
care providers must be “competent in all aspects of [their] work”, which includes “the law, [Gen-
eral Medical Council] guidance, and other regulations relevant to [their] work”. Despite this, the 
British Medical Association (2019) found that 18% of workers surveyed across the UK were com-
pletely unaware that individuals could be charged for NHS care. Even among those who were 
aware of these practices, there is widespread confusion. Jones et al. (2019) report that 76% 
of respondents incorrectly categorised “immediately necessary” care as always exempt from 
charging. Similarly, 40% of participants in Ipsos MORI’s (2017) study believed that all care was 
chargeable for non-exempt persons. There is also uncertainty surrounding who may be charge-
able, which disproportionately impacts migrant populations. As Jones et al. (2019) highlight, 
many healthcare providers are unable to differentiate between migrant groups (e.g., refugees, 
asylum seekers and undocumented migrants), despite these individuals having different care 
entitlements. This has devastating consequences for those who are not ordinarily resident within 
the state, as even where they are legally entitled to care due to an exemption, their accessibility 
can still be curtailed due to the convoluted nature of these policies.

 Jones et al. (2019) also report that less than half of all British Medical Association mem-
bers felt confident in their knowledge of charging practices, with 72% reporting “some” or “sig-
nificant” training needs in this area. Similarly, Feldman et al. (2019) reported that care providers 
do not receive explicit training on charging practices, beyond an optional online learning activity. 
This lack of training not only contributes to the knowledge deficit among care providers, but 
also enhances the workload of NHS staff who are tasked with deciphering charging exemptions 
without sufficient resources or knowledge. This has led 35% of NHS care providers to report an 
increase in workload since the introduction of charging policies, as well as 70% recognising an 
overall negative effect on the provision of care by the institution (British Medical Association, 
2019). Disseminating incorrect and inconsistent information prevents patients from accessing 
support and undermines the ability to provide care in an effective and timely manner. The use 
of PNS in the construction of charging policies would have recognised the practical barriers that 
would arise for healthcare providers through its collaborative approach, therefore, the role of 
implementing these policies would have been better delegated to others. As such, healthcare 
workers would not be burdened with either the administrative or moral responsibility of establish-
ing charging status, as these obligations would fall on individuals who have been trained to carry 
out these practices and face no moral dilemma in implementing them, namely, OVMs.  

Conclusion

 The concept of “unintended consequences” has been used throughout this analysis to 
describe the layers of bureaucracy resulting from NHS charging policies, which compromise the 
ethical, lawful, and effective provision of NHS care. This concept was initially formulated by Mer-
ton (1936), who examined why policy outcomes differ from those initially predicted, citing a range 
of factors including a lack of knowledge of contextual causation and placing too much emphasis 
on short-term consequences. However, the reason most pertinent to this argument for the use 
of PNS in policymaking processes is that originators of social policy may have been influenced 
by certain dominant discourses of the time. As a result, the policy reflects narrow concerns and 
constructions of social problems, that necessarily conflict with a wider set of societal values and 
individual experiences. Accordingly, the emergent bureaucratic processes identified throughout 
this essay are unintentional, but not necessarily unpredictable. 

 This essay has discussed the impact of NHS charging policies for the effective, lawful, 
and ethical provision of care. The development of ethical and practical layers of bureaucracy 
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within the institution was discussed as an unintended consequence of this policy, arising from the 
insufficient nature of positivism. Two areas of ethical bureaucracy were identified, predominantly 
arising from a conflict between professional duties and national policies. It is evident that the ob-
ligation to charge certain individuals for healthcare violates the NHS principles of prioritising the 
patient and avoiding discrimination in the provision of care. This has a detrimental impact on mi-
grants within the UK, who are denied access to necessary support and generally deterred from 
seeking care, even where they may be entitled to it. Furthermore, where such policies appear to 
motivate discrimination in the NHS, this alienates not only the migrant workers who are so valued 
within the institution, but also ethnic minorities within the broader public, who are unfairly profiled 
or even incorrectly charged, by virtue of their race. Similarly, a practical layer of bureaucracy was 
identified, with charging policies being too complex to implement, particularly where healthcare 
workers receive no training on how to enact them. This greatly impacts the migrant population as 
some individuals are being incorrectly charged for care they may be freely entitled to. However, 
it also compromises the wellbeing of healthcare staff and the efficiency of NHS processes. Con-
sidering these unintended consequences, this essay finds that the use of PNS in the initial for-
mulation of NHS charging policies would have led to the anticipation of the layers of bureaucracy 
discussed in this essay, through an appeal to holism, interdisciplinarity and collaboration. In light 
of this, it is argued that PNS should be utilised in the creation of policy concerning migrant health, 
to avoid the collateral damage that arises from a unidimensional approach, such as positivism.
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Abstract

 An organisation’s ability to change is vital to remaining competitive and maintaining agil-
ity in rapidly changing climates. There are a plethora of change management methodologies 
present in the literature that argue for particular courses of action when considering organ-
isational change. However, previous research into organisational culture has identified that 
there can be cultural differences between organisations of similar size and that these play 
a significant role in the change management process. This proposes that some attempts to 
implement change will be more difficult than others and is especially true when considering 
change management methodologies that place an emphasis on collaboration against those 
that do not. This short essay discusses the types of organisational cultures that are reported 
in the literature, so that organisations can be characterised, and makes comparisons to ex-
isting change management methodologies so that readers can better evaluate appropriate 
methods of change in the future.

Brandon Robertson

PhD Student and Associate Lecturer
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Not All Change is Created Equal – 
Understanding Organisational Culture and its Effects on Change

Introduction
 The ability of an organisation to change is critical in developing and improving organi-
sational quality (Smith, 2011), reacting to external factors or expectations (Howells, 2014) and 
maintaining a competitive advantage within evermore complex markets (Hana, 2013). Change 
can be initiated from a number of circumstances, such as;

	• Grassroots organisational change, where change managers collect actors at lower levels 
of seniority to collectively create and manage change (Mars, 2009),  

	• Programmatic change, where change is planned using a known situation and change 
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activities are manipulated deliberately to achieve the desired result (Wisegarver, 2019).

	• Opportunistic change, where individuals or groups take advantage of unplanned events 
to enact change. (Wisegarver, 2019).

 When considering organisational change, the literature has identified that the implemen-
tation of solutions may require a degree of cultural change (Ragsdell, 2000) and that it is crit-
ical to consider the internal and external environment that is present in an organisation (Bate, 
1994). Furthermore, change management literature already identifies that attempts to implement 
change should consider how change is constructed (Prajogo and McDermott, 2015). However, 
this is not reflected in change management methodologies which are often presented as solu-
tions to all change situations. 

 This short essay presents the hypothesis that organisational culture significantly impacts 
organisational change and thus should be considered when enacting all change activities. In this 
case, organisational culture is defined as a set of norms, beliefs, principles and ways of behaving 
that gives an organisation a distinctive character (Brown, 1995). First, I present a background to 
the concepts of (1) organisational culture, (2) hero culture versus process culture, and (3) uni-
tarist versus pluralist versus radicalist cultures; and include a discussion on each characteristic 
and its influences on change. Next, theoretical comparisons are made with the core values of 
collaboratively focussed and non-collaboratively focussed change management methodologies 
to identify where change management processes may be more or less applicable to different 
change environments. Finally, the hypothesis presented in this essay, that organisational culture 
is a critical attribute in successful organisational change, is re-addressed and theoretical conclu-
sions drawn from the comparisons made.

Background
 This section will address the background required to answer the hypothesis proposed in 
this paper; namely that organisational culture has a direct effect on organisational change. This 
section will introduce organisational culture as a whole, before detailing cultural characteristics 
of note that are present in the literature. This background is not exhaustive but serves as an ex-
ample of how culture can be categorised and considered.

Organisational Culture
 The literature identified a total of four properties of organisational culture (Bellot, 2011);

1. Organisational culture exists.

2. Organisational culture is ill-defined and includes contradictions, paradoxes, ambiguity 
and confusion.

3. Organisational culture is socially constructed by groups with shared experiences.

Organisational culture is unique to a given organisation and is malleable.

 Organisational culture has been identified to be created from the beliefs and behaviours 
of early organisational leaders and interpreted by organisational members to create guiding as-
sumptions (Wilcoxson and Millett, 2000). These interpretations are proposed to be considered 
sub-consciously, are not easy to change or manipulate and take a long period of time to be 
accepted as valid (Wilcoxson and Millett, 2000). Inciting change that directly or indirectly contra-
dicts these cultural values and beliefs is therefore proposed to be difficult to implement success-
fully. 

 Organisational culture has been identified to have a direct impact on an organisation’s 
management style, understanding of strategy, organisational climate, reward system, leader-
ship and fundamental organisational values (Cameron and Quinn, 2011). Although there are a 
number of established means of measuring organisational culture, this essay aims to consider 
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culture more generally through the identification of organisational characteristics. These charac-
teristics are proposed to be a dichotomy between hero and process culture, and the concepts of 
unitarism, pluralism and radicalism, discussed further below.

Hero Culture versus Process Culture
 Crosby (1979) proposed that the early emphasis and value that is placed on the devel-
opment of suitable organisational processes can lead to unplanned cultural effects. In the event 
that the processes utilised are not suitable within an organisation, defined as ‘poor process qual-
ity’, then an organisation is proposed to be in an uncertainty environment where management 
have very little knowledge or control over the overall product or service quality. This poor process 
quality elicits organisational heroes, due to a lack of suitable process or metrics, who are critical 
to the success of projects within this uncertain environment as they bring their own expertise or 
skill sets to manage projects. To summarise the uncertainty environment, it is characterised by 
poor process quality, a lack of metrics and the utilisation of heroes that conduct workloads the 
way they see it fit to achieve organisational goals (Crosby, 1979). Examples of an uncertainty 
environment may include organisations with rapidly changing and varied projects or high-inno-
vation start-ups. On the other hand, when considering organisations that have developed pro-
cesses that are suitable for their activities, defined as strong process quality, there is absolute 
certainty. In this case, management is knowledgeable and confident that projects have a suitable 
level of quality as metrics are utilised throughout. There are no heroes within the organisation as 
individuals can rely on the processes that have been selected with no detrimental side effects 
(Crosby, 1979). Examples of the certainty environment would include organisations that work in 
high control environments, such as aerospace or medical.

 However, the argument between poor process quality and strong process quality can be 
explored further when considering this in collaboration with other literature on organisational cul-
ture. First, the literature identified a distinct link between the views of senior management within 
an organisation and an organisation’s culture (O’Reilly, 2014). Next, the values that an organi-
sation has within its culture reflect directly on its choice of design process (Cameron and Quinn, 
2011). Finally, as mentioned in this section, the acceptance of process quality is directly linked to 
either a ‘hero culture’ or ‘process culture’ (Crosby, 1979). 

 In conclusion to the review of hero versus process culture, this analysis identifies that 
there is an inherent link between senior management, organisational culture, process quality 
and culture at a design level. This will be explored further when considering its implications on 
change management as this direct link suggests that organisational culture would directly affect 
organisational change activities.

Unitarist versus Pluralist versus Radical Cultures
 The presence of culture within an organisation can also be broadly categorised into uni-
tarist, pluralist and radicalist cultures (Fox, 1996 and Fox, 1974). This section will aim to describe 
each of these categories of culture so that its effects on organisational change can be identified. 

 A unitarist organisation has all members of the organisation sharing the same culture, 
values and beliefs, and working together to achieve the same goals. This type of organisation is 
associated with harmony, cooperation, effective leadership, high performance and strong team 
working (Fox, 1974). In contrast, a pluralist organisation has a number of sub-cultures that may 
operate independently from one another as different working groups, but all making decisions 
towards a common goal (Fox, 1974). In this instance, individuals within the organisation may 
have differing values and beliefs to their immediate colleagues, and in some cases aspects of 
these cultures may be significant and opposed to one another. Finally, a radicalist culture is con-
sidered as two directly opposing classes; a high-paid, low workload, managerial role that gives 
orders and a low-paid, high work, group of ‘order-obeyers’ (Fox, 1974). In a radicalist culture both 
classes believe that a gain for one side results in a loss for the other, meaning that their values 
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and beliefs are fully opposed. This leads to continuous friction, distrust and a poorly performing 
organisation. 

 More recently, unitarism, pluralism and radicalism have been considered within the Re-
lational Quality Index (Kaufman et al, 2020). This measure identified a series of variables that 
were linked to each cultural category. For example, a high RQI score is linked to a unitarist 
culture, positive management styles and justice in the workplace. Alternatively a low RQI score 
is linked to a radicalist culture, distrust between more and less senior roles and organisations 
with a perception of significant organisational disruption. This again evidences the idea that an 
organisation’s culture directly affects organisational activities, and so will directly affect attempts 
to incite change.

 Importantly, Prajogo and McDermott (2005) proposed that change implementations them-
selves should be considered from a unitarist or pluralist perspective. A unitarist perspective on 
change would propose that change is a fixed activity that is being applied to one specific culture 
and the change must be adopted as a whole to be successful. A pluralist perspective on change 
would propose that there are multidimensional cultures operating within an organisation and that 
the change managers should be aware of how proposed changes will be viewed by all cultures 
that will be involved. 

Summary of Organisational Culture
 The background presented in this paper serves to outline the importance of understand-
ing organisational characteristics when completing change management activities. First, four 
properties of organisational culture were identified (Bellot, 2011) and a brief summary of how 
change is formed, accepted (Wilcoxson and Millet, 2000) and affects organisational activities 
(Cameron and Quinn, 2011) is proposed.

 Next, the background highlighted the concepts of hero culture and process culture, and 
proposed that there was a direct link between senior management, organisational culture, pro-
cess quality and culture at a design level. This is incredibly important as this link clearly identifies 
the influence that an established organisational culture has on several significant areas of an 
organisation. 

 Following this, the background considered the difference between cultural (Fox, 1974);

	• Unitarism (where employees share one culture), 

	• Pluralism (where a number of sub-cultures are present),

	• Radicalism (where a high seniority culture and a low seniority culture work in opposition 
to each other). 

 These key cultural characteristics were found to directly influence the operations of an 
organisation (Kaufman et al, 2020) and were necessary to consider when determining change 
management strategy (Prajogo and McDermott, 2005). It is important to remember that the con-
cepts of hero culture versus process culture and unitarist versus pluralist versus radicalist are not 
mutually exclusive; an organisation can have a hero culture and be unitarist, pluralist or radicalist 
as well. 

Implications For Change Management
 This section will consider the theoretical organisational culture characteristics defined 
previously and identify how these characteristics may affect organisational change.

Implications of Hero Culture Versus Process Culture
 When attempting to enact change, the identification of an organisation as either a hero 
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culture or a process culture directly impacts the change management techniques that should 
be considered and should impact the solutions being proposed. These differences will be out-
lined and discussed within this section. To reiterate, a hero culture is presented in the literature 
as being identified symptomatically by poor process quality, very few metrics and an onus on 
individuals processes and knowledge to complete organisational projects. On the other hand, a 
process culture is presented as having strong process quality, universally accepted metrics and 
adherence to documented processes. 

 First, if an organisation culturally does not place value on process quality as a part of its 
operations then this would indicate that process is not valued. Therefore, an organisation that 
is identified as being predominantly hero cultured could find that implementing process-based 
solutions is more challenging than in a process culture as individuals within the organisation 
must first be convinced of the benefits of process. 

 Similarly, if a hero culture considers very few metrics as a part of its operations then this 
would indicate that the use of metrics or measures to control organisational projects may not be 
culturally accepted. As such, change that utilises metrics considerably or change that considers 
only the implementation of new metrics may be notably more challenging than that found in a 
process culture. However, a localised sub-culture of heroes that have culturally similar values 
could implement metrics at a local scale.

 Finally, due to the onus that is placed on heroes within a hero culture to adopt practices 
that they believe are worthwhile, heroes within this culture may have more of an onus to accept 
or reject change management projects. This may lead to the devotion of more time and re-
sources from change management activities which may become significant during the course of 
change. A process culture would likely not find this same issue.

Implications of Unitarism Versus Pluralism Versus Radicalism
 As mentioned in the background to this short essay, research has begun to incorporate 
the concepts of unitarism, pluralism and radicalism as a part of change management activities. 
This section will theoretically expand on this understanding through a comparison of each cate-
gory to applied change.

 The literature has identified the concept of defining change activities as either unitarist or 
pluralist (Prajogo and McDermott, 2005) and these can be directly linked to each cultural cat-
egory. In the case of a unitarist culture, there is one culture to be considerate of and therefore 
change management solutions can be unitarist. Similarly, in the case of a pluralist culture there 
are many cultures to be considerate of and so change should be pluralist to maximise the chance 
of successful implementation. Finally, as a radicalist culture has two opposing cultures, it may 
not be possible to utilise the theory of unitarist or pluralist change solutions unless a level of com-
monality is identified and accepted. In this instance, the proposed change should still attempt to 
be pluralist as that will allow for greater identification of the scope of this commonality.

 When a particular change management approach considers sampling, it would also be 
important to consider the cultural characteristics of an organisation when delivering change. For 
example, if an organisation has a unitarist culture, a representative sample size would be much 
smaller than if an organisation had a pluralist culture as the values and beliefs of individuals 
in a unitarist culture are the same. The pluralist culture, however, may present differences in 
viewpoint around a particular subject and so a larger sample must be taken to understand how 
the values held within an organisation differ between different organisational areas. Finally, in a 
radicalist culture samples should be selected based off of the type of change and change man-
agement methodology that is being considered. For instance, a grassroots change project would 
need to be considered and structured differently to a management driven change project.
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Comparison to Existing Change Management Processes
 As mentioned in the background of this short essay, the identification of cultural character-
istics should directly impact the change management approach that can be taken. This section 
will detail two change management approaches and provide an argument as to how organisa-
tional culture characteristics may make them more or less applicable to particular situations.

 The first change management approach considered was proposed by Lewin (1947) who 
proposed that openness and accountability are vital to generating support for change. All em-
ployees within an organisation are informed about all aspects of change and are enabled to 
collaborate or challenge particular courses of action. Furthermore, change leaders or groups are 
held accountable for any changes made to the change plan. This change management approach 
has been noted as facilitating activities such as co-creation well, as participants are involved in 
the change management process, but is difficult to sustain in times of high pressure or workload 
over essential tasks (Carlgren, Elmquist and Rauth, 2016). 
 The second change management methodology considered in this essay was proposed 
by Kotter (1996) who suggested that an organisation’s employees should be viewed as resistors 
to change and stressed the importance of management-driven change initiatives. This meth-
odology is most commonly portrayed as Kotter’s eight step model (Kotter, 1996) and aims to 
deliver radical change outcomes. Kotter’s change management approach is criticised, however 
as it proposed that change should be accomplished, and change leaders rewarded, at high cost 
to the employees that are affected by change and in minimising the role that change leadership 
must take in the change management process (Hughes, 2015). 
To reiterate, this short essay hypothesises that the difference in style and emphasis of change 
management processes make them more suited to some organisational cultures than others. 
In particular, it proposes that the more collaborative change management approach of Lewin 
(1947) and the resistance driven approach of Kotter (1996) could lead to differing results due to 
culture. A brief summary of the theoretical implications of this are presented in the sections below 
to understand the importance of organisational culture in change management.

Summary of Cultural Categories Comparisons

 Hero Culture – Lewin’s (1947) change management process enables heroes to chal-
lenge and improve proposed change at the cost of time and resources, which may lead to suc-
cessful implementation. On the other hand, Kotter (1996) proposes that change is fixed which 
may prevent some heroes from adopting proposed change and leading to failure.

 Process Culture – Lewin’s (1947) change management process may be slower to enact 
change than Kotter’s (1996) process in a process culture due to its emphasis on employee in-
volvement.

Summary of Category of Culture Comparisons
 Unitarist Culture – Both change processes would be suitable for enabling change in a 
unitarist culture.

 Pluralist Culture – The change management process proposed by Lewin (1947) consid-
ers all viewpoints in an organisation and so could lead to more supported change at the cost of 
time and resources. However, Kotter’s (1996) change management process does not consider 
these views which may lead to faster implementation, or implementation failure depending on 
other organisational factors.

 Radicalist Culture – Lewin’s (1947) process could identify commonality between high 
seniority and low seniority groups and allow for change that is supported by both cultures. On 
the other hand, Kotter’s (1996) process would propose that change should be forced, which may 
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be successful but will lead to poor employee satisfaction. 

Conclusions
 To reiterate, this short essay proposed the hypothesis that organisational culture is a 
critical factor in the implementation of organisational change. Considerations were made in this 
essay for the overarching cultural attributes of hero culture and process culture, and further for 
unitarist, pluralist and radicalist cultures. This paper first theoretically identified that the presence 
of any of these cultural characteristics would affect the change solutions that might be accepted 
within a given organisation. 

 Next, a discussion on the application of change management methodologies was con-
structed that considered Lewin’s (1947) and Kotter’s (1996) change management approaches 
against the cultural characteristics identified. It proposed that change management processes 
could be identified to be more suitably applied in different applications, and therefore that not all 
change can be considered as equal. 

 This short essay must conclude that organisational culture would theoretically affect or-
ganisational change solutions and activities, based on the organisational culture characteristics 
of hero versus process culture and unitarist versus pluralist versus radicalist culture. Further-
more, this short essay proposes that there are suitable and unsuitable change management 
methodologies for particular cultural circumstances. Specifically, where cultural characteristics 
are identified as hero cultured, pluralist or radicalist, collaborative change methodologies may be 
more suitable than non-collaborative methodologies. 

 As change has been identified to be vital in delivering key organisational properties, the 
conclusions of this essay should be paramount when considering other organisations. This es-
say has identified that there is a significant gap within the literature in understanding how or-
ganisational characteristics impact attempts to enact change. This essay also frames change 
management as dependent on particular organisational characteristics. Further research should 
aim to develop an empirical understanding of the significance of each of these cultural charac-
teristics in change management and evaluate whether change management methodologies can 
be optimally selected for certain organisational cultures. This proposal would allow organisations 
to identify their own cultural characteristics, and what this means in practice, and enact changes 
accordingly.  
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Abstract

 This research study is intended to better understand teachers’ perceptions of remote 
learning during a time of crises in contemporary Lebanon. It does so by examining the per-
ceptions of public and private schoolteachers that are teaching in Lebanon in relation to the 
educational experiences that are available to them and their students during the severe eco-
nomic and political crises that started in October 2019 and got intensified by the Covid-19 
pandemic and the 2020 Beirut blast. The study seeks to offer a richer picture of the current 
Lebanese binary educational system and the implications of this binary system on teachers’ 
opportunities, working experiences, and commitment to the profession during difficult times. 
This is set within the context of a longstanding history of educational marketization in Leba-
non principally linked to an extensive network of both religious and secular fee-paying private 
schools that hire mainly qualified teachers and invest in them professionally to gain popular-
ity in the Lebanese community. The study is critical exploratory, and qualitative in nature. It 
involves semi-structured interviews with a sample of both public and private schoolteachers 
teaching at different stages in Lebanon. The data collected through the semi-structured in-
terviews are analysed thematically by using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analy-
sis framework. The findings reveal differences between public and private schoolteachers’ 
capabilities of teaching remotely during the closures resulting from the several crises hitting 
Lebanon in the last three years. Also, the findings show that the teachers from both public 
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Introduction

          People and their families residing in Lebanon have been suffering lately in the last few 
years of five crises: the conflicting political situation, the refugee crisis, the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the explosion of port Beirut, and the unprecedented economic and banking crisis. These unprec-
edented events in the modern history of Lebanon have affected all the citizens’ quality of life 
and well-being including schoolteachers. Schools in Lebanon are divided into both public and 
private ones. Public schools are funded by the Lebanese government and are free of charge for 
all Lebanese (Craddock, 2017). Private schools are mostly funded from the parents’ pockets, by 
paying tuition fees that vary between the different types of private schools (Bahous et al., 2011). 
However, several studies have shown that the more tuition fees are paid at private schools, the 
better the quality of teaching and services offered (Bahou, 2017).

          Teachers in Lebanon have the option to work at either public or private schools and some 
teachers are working in both sectors. Studies have shown that Lebanese public schools hire 
teachers on two bases: contract or permanent basis (Mattar, 2012). Public school permanent 
teachers are ideally hired based on two factors. Firstly, their success in the civil service exam 
that is conducted every several years (around five years) and then according to the religious 
distributions which are followed in all the governmental positions in Lebanon (Najjar, 2009). 
Public school permanent teachers are paid in Lebanese Pounds (LBP), known as Lira, and their 
salaries were considered good before the Lebanese economic and banking crisis. Their monthly 
salary includes housing and transport. Also, permanent teachers benefit from the National Social 
Security Fund (NSSF), end-of-service benefits, and educational allowance for their children and 
they get a guaranteed job for life (Najjar, 2009). Teachers applying for a fixed term or permanent 
basis are assigned according to the government’s regulations. Successful candidates should 
pass the civil service exam that is conducted once every four or five years to be recruited perma-
nently and they are distributed among schools according to perceived needs. However, Najjar 
(2009) pointed out that if a public school principal is on good terms with the general directors of 
education at the Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE), then they can get qualified 
teachers, and this, in turn, can increase the gap between the public schools themselves and can 
increasingly affect the more socioeconomically disadvantaged students in remote areas (Akkary 
& Greenfield, 1998). Also, Abdul-Hamid and Yassine (2020) illustrated that the political leaders in 
Lebanon “use the education sector to provide services to their constituents, for example, through 
the recruitment and deployment of teachers” (p. 16). Thus, clout and clientelism play a significant 
role in the recruitment process in the education sector. On the other hand, contract-based ap-
pointment was introduced to the public education sector during the Lebanese civil war because 
of the barriers set up between the different Lebanese regions (Mattar, 2012). Abdul-Hamid and 
Yassine (2020) state that: 

sectarian and political considerations, as opposed to competence, were credited for the re-
cruitment of many contractual teachers. As a result, these teachers had not received sufficient 
preparation in the teaching profession and also have fewer incentives and opportunities for 
professional development. (p. 36)

and moderate fee-paying private schools have been pushed to resort to other sources to 
enhance their income such as working in several schools or planning to leave the country to 
work abroad and improve their living.
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 Contract-based teachers are paid according to the number of hours they teach per week, 
and they are not paid for official holidays or events when schools are closed. Also, they are not 
allowed to register with the NSSF, and they do not receive travelling grants or end-of-service 
indemnity (Atchan, 2022). Their hourly wage rate is fixed and does not take into consideration 
seniority or credentials, and they are paid in LBP which has lost an estimated 90% of its value 
in 2021 making the contracted teachers’ salary worth between $1 or $2 an hour (Atchan, 2022). 
This hourly wage got doubled at the beginning of the academic year 2021-2022 in response 
to several protests to become $5 per hour in addition to $90 per month given as a social grant 
offered by the world bank, particularly for contracted teachers of an amount of $37,000,000 for 
the academic year 2021-2022 only (World Bank, 2021). This amount was granted to the MEHE 
and approved by the civil service board to calm the contracted teachers’ continuous strikes and 
stop the demands for better wages, transportation allowances, and other incentives that can help 
the contracted teachers survive all the recent changes happening in the country. Mattar (2012) 
explained that contracted public schoolteachers do not feel secure, and that they are always on 
strike demanding higher salaries and better working conditions. They get paid once or twice per 
year and they have no rights as she illustrates. By the beginning of the academic year 2021-
2022, the contracted teachers were still struggling and refusing to start teaching at public schools 
because the minister of education failed in fulfilling the promises as all the decisions require a 
decree approved by the cabinet which was not meeting at the time of conducting the study for 
political reasons. 

          As for teaching in the private education sector several research studies show that there are 
discrepancies between private and public schools in terms of the quality of teachers hired (Ba-
hous & Nabhani, 2008; Ghamrawi, 2010; Shuayb, 2016). Bahous and Nabhani (2008) state that: 

In Lebanon, the Ministry of Education recruits public schoolteachers from the graduates 
of the national Lebanese University whereas private schools recruit graduates of private 
universities where the standards of teacher preparation programs are more rigorous than 
in the Lebanese University in course content, foreign language proficiency, and internship 
experiences. Moreover, private schools pay higher salaries, attract better-qualified teach-
ers, and have the freedom to terminate the contracts of mediocre staff. (p. 129)

Additionally, most prestigious, and expensive private schools encourage their teachers to con-
tinue higher education and they provide the teachers with in-service training based on needs as-
sessment regularly (Baroudi, 2019). This makes the equality of teaching and learning at private 
schools in general more structured and serious.

          In the academic year 2020-2021, there were 92, 908 teachers working in Lebanon dis-
tributed among the four types of schools (CERD, 2021). 39,519 teachers were working at pub-
lic schools, 6,456 teachers were working at semi-free private schools, 45,310 teachers were 
working at fee-paying private schools, and 1,626 teachers were working at the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) for Palestinian refugees’ private schools. A study conducted 
recently revealed that the income of most of the teachers in Lebanon was negatively affected 
during the pandemic and the subsequent crises (Moghli & Shuayb, 2020). Additionally, a report 
published by Hammoud et al. (2021) entitled “The Challenges and Prospects of Returning to 
School” showed that the teachers’ socioeconomic status got deteriorated during the pandemic 
due to salary cuts and this deterioration has affected badly the quality of education at schools. 
Also, Atchan (2022) illustrates that the current problems in Lebanon are having a detrimental 
impact on teachers’ motivation in the classroom, as well as their connections with their students, 
students’ families, and school administration. Therefore, it is obvious that the last three years 
(2019 till 2022) were full of challenges and difficulties in Lebanon, and this study attempts to 
uncover teachers’ perceptions during these unprecedented times and to what extent the quality 
of life that the teachers are having and the challenges they are facing during these extraordinary 
times are affecting their dedication to work. It also intends to fill in the gaps of current knowledge 
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in this field and adds up to the growing body of literature written about teachers’ perceptions 
during times of protracted crises. 

Research Questions

This study aims to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do different teachers, working at either public or private schools, describe the im-
pact of the current crises hitting Lebanon on the education sector?

2. What challenges are faced by both public and private schoolteachers?

3. To what extent are the schoolteachers in Lebanon managing during these extremely 
difficult times?

Literature Review

Job Satisfaction

          Faragher et al. (2013) described job satisfaction at work as the optimistic emotional reac-
tions and positive feelings that people have toward their jobs. Job satisfaction is considered an 
especially critical issue within all companies and institutions including the education sector and 
it is widely known that when a worker’s needs and demands are met, the level of production in-
creases (Najjar, 2009; Atchan, 2022). In the field of education, job satisfaction is a major aspect 
that many schools’ principals and managements give big attention, to both improve the quality of 
teaching and the school’s efficiency (Akiri, 2014; Amoli & Youran, 2014; Chamundeswari, 2013). 
Several empirical studies were conducted in this field, and they all showed the importance of 
creating a motivating work environment and positive school climate that is capable of meeting 
the teacher’s intrinsic and extrinsic needs which are deemed essential for teaching and success 
(Pearson & Moomaw, 2005; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010). The most common intrinsic factors that 
influence job satisfaction include but are not limited to self-efficacy, self-growth, self-actualiza-
tion, and autonomy (Avanzi et al., 2013; Bogler & Nir, 2012). As for the most common extrinsic 
factors that are stated in the literature range from working conditions, job security, and job salary, 
to the availability of resources and teaching equipment (Chaudry et al., 2011; Ingersoll, 2001). 
Therefore, both teachers’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivations are essential for enhancing students’ 
learning and success in academia. 

Well-being of Teachers

          Milkowski (2019) argued that elevated levels of stress are connected with occupations 
requiring high levels of social communication. On this count, the teaching field encompasses 
grand stressors compared to other human services jobs. Friedman (2000) argued that the teach-
ing profession is labelled as one of the most demanding and hectic jobs; however, the causes 
of teachers’ stress and frustration differ greatly from one country to another. Therefore, a teach-
er’s well-being is influenced by cultural and social contexts (Roffey, 2012). Similarly, Pepe et al. 
(2018) illustrated that there is a clear relationship between the teachers’ subjective well-being 
and the places they reside in because economic, social, and religious factors can impact their 
well-being widely. Therefore, within the teaching field, well-being has been described as “an in-
dividual sense of personal professional fulfilment, satisfaction, purposefulness, and happiness” 
(Soini et al., 2010, p. 741) which can be either strengthened or weakened by contextual factors 
and this fluctuation in return largely impacts the student’s learning and well-being (Gray et al., 
2017; Harding et al., 2019).  
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Well-being of Teachers during Disasters, Conflicts, and Pandemics 

          Research on teachers’ motivation and well-being during conflicts or in conflict contexts like 
Lebanon is considered few. However, research on teachers’ well-being during disasters showed 
that the mental health of people is connected to disasters and that mental instability, anxiety, 
emotional distress, lack of sleep, and depression are the most common symptoms teacher suffer 
from after disasters and crises (Makwana, 2019). Because crises and disasters are usually un-
predictable, they put people in shock, in denial states and they make them more vulnerable to all 
the above (Peek, 2008). Berger et al. (2018) conducted a study to examine teachers’ emotional 
well-being and their motivation at work after the Hazelwood mine fire events. The results of the 
study showed that the teachers encountered emotional problems such as frustration and weak-
ness while teaching. Also, another study conducted by O’Toole and Friesen (2016) investigated 
how disasters influence teachers’ emotional well-being and highlighted the necessity of providing 
teachers with adequate emotional support so that they could successfully cater to their students’ 
emotional needs. Gray et al. (2017) illustrated in this regard that it is extremely important to un-
derstand the repercussions that can be imposed by disasters and traumatic events on teachers’ 
wellness so that schools can be ready to overcome these consequences. Springer et al. (2006) 
argued that teachers’ role is not limited to promoting academic development in the classroom, 
but they also act as counselors, mentors, and social workers in their communities. That is why 
O’Toole and Friesen (2016) emphasized that schools should give their teachers adequate emo-
tional support to successfully cater to their students’ emotional needs.

          As for research done on teachers’ well-being during the Covid-19 pandemic, it was evi-
dent that teachers’ psychological health and well-being got affected negatively in many normal 
contexts so no wonder the situation might be harsher in conflict contexts. Atchan (2022) argued 
that teachers in Lebanon during the pandemic had to “deal with new obstacles such as remote 
instruction, social distancing, and technologically driven contact with students and parents, as 
well as school co-workers and administrators” during unprecedented and protracted crises (p. 
17). All of this can increase the levels of anxiety and stress and can impact the teachers’ well-be-
ing enormously (Ávalos et al., 2022). A research study conducted in Indonesia showed that a 
substantial percentage of teachers appreciated the new possibilities provided by online teaching, 
but still about 80% of the teachers were not satisfied. They were anxious and stressed because 
they felt insufficient and unconfident with the new mode of virtual teaching, which have hurt 
their well-being as stated by Fauzi and Khusuma (2020). Another study conducted by Alea et 
al. (2020) showed that many teachers in the Philippines did not have sufficient skills and exper-
tise to run online instruction during the pandemic. Also, Gross and Opalka (2020) revealed that 
American teachers were not sufficiently supported and motivated during the pandemic, and this 
affected their motivation and well-being a lot. Similarly, in her article about teachers’ wellbeing in 
Palestine, Nassar (2022) pointed out that the most challenging thing during the Covid-19 pan-
demic was maintaining the teachers’ wellbeing and sanity in these highly demanding, unstable, 
and unsafe times. She emphasized that many teachers were “under pressure to plan, organize, 
care and teach under ambiguous situations while at the same time taking care of their own fam-
ilies” (Nassar, 2022, p. 27). 

          Therefore, according to the literature, which showed that teachers should be stress-free 
and happy at work to teach efficiently and effectively, it is sensible to say that the teachers’ un-
preparedness to work in unexpected working conditions whether during disasters, conflicts or 
pandemics will affect their well-being and efficacy. Thus, staying sane, enthusiastic, and motivat-
ed is a key factor in fostering quality learning outcomes (Lederman, 2020).

Methodology

          This research study is undertaken to understand further the perceptions and the attitudes 
of the teachers working at schools in Lebanon during a time of crises, particularly after the eco-
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nomic and financial crisis that started in 2019 and is still ongoing till the day of finishing this study 
in 2022. The interpretive paradigm was employed to explore the research questions about how 
different schoolteachers from both public and private schools find the impact of the current crises 
hitting Lebanon for three years on the education sector and what challenges are faced by them 
whether emotionally, psychologically, or materially. According to Creswell (2009), the interpretive 
paradigm “is directed at understanding phenomenon from an individual’s perspective, investi-
gating interaction among individuals as well as the historical and cultural contexts which people 
inhabit” (p. 8). Therefore, to explore and understand teachers’ feelings and thoughts and the 
effect of the crises on their life and well-being, the interpretive paradigm which seeks to “clarify, 
understand and interpret the communication of speaking and acting subjects” is best employed 
(Cohen et al., 2007, p. 27). For this purpose, two types of online semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with 11 Lebanese teachers working either at private (7 teachers) or public (4 teach-
ers) schools teaching at any grade level from kindergarten to grade 12 and aged between 25 
and 50. The interviews in this study were conducted via Zoom calls (1 group online audio-visual 
interview with 3 teachers and 8 individual audio interviews). The online interviews helped in tran-
scending the boundaries of time and space and reaching beyond the constraints of face-to-face 
contact (Salmons, 2014) which was deemed difficult during the time of conducting the study be-
cause of the Covid-19 pandemic and the turbulent situation in Lebanon. A convenience sampling 
technique was used for recruiting the interviewees and a saturation approach was pursued as 
both contracted and permanent fixed term public and private schoolteachers from different re-
gions in Lebanon took part in this qualitative study. The participants were recruited via a popular 
social media group for teachers teaching in Lebanon. Wael, Maher, Rana, Ali, May, Aya, Fadia, 
Mona, Nadine, Hana, and Dana are the pseudonyms that were given for the 11 interviewees who 
willingly decided to take part in this study after seeing the announcement. Ethical issues were 
all taken into consideration in accordance with the University of Exeter Ethics framework such 
as participating in the study voluntarily, signing a detailed consent form, maintaining anonymity 
and confidentiality, and being told about the results of the study. The interviews were conducted 
online over a period of two months during the end of the academic year 2021-2022 in Arabic and 
then translated into English by the researcher. 

The qualitative data of the online interviews were transcribed and analyzed thematically 
by adopting Braun and Clarke’s six phase thematic analysis framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Thematic analysis is deemed useful in this study because it helped in examining the perspec-
tives of the different interviewees, highlighting the similarities and differences, and coming up 
with unexpected insights. The first two phases of this framework were carried out at the group 
interview with Wael, Maher, and Rana first to generate an initial list of codes. Then, I carried 
out the final four phases of the analysis by conducting online individual interviews based on the 
emergent themes. In the interviews, teachers reflected on their experiences in the schools they 
work at especially during these unprecedented times and voiced their concerns, challenges, and 
difficulties. They broke the silence and spoke about their life situations in their own words without 
shame or regret. However, one of the main challenges faced in this study was conducting the 
online group interview particularly because of power cuts and internet connectivity issues. The 
group interview was postponed twice to suit both the participants’ availability and the availability 
of electricity. Future face to face studies can be conducted about this topic with a bigger sample 
size to avoid such hurdles and generate more detailed results. 

Findings and Discussions

          From October 2019 to February 2021 most of the schools in Lebanon closed their doors 
for face-to-face learning because of various ongoing upheavals including the Covid-19 pandemic 
which made the situation even more critical. The study revealed that most of the schools, at the 
beginning of the crises, were worried about the shift to remote learning because “the shift re-
quired extra costs on behalf of the schools and the parents too” as one of the interviewees said. 
However, the pandemic necessitated the shift and pushed many prestigious private schools to 
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take the lead in this regard as the financial capability of their students’ parents permitted them 
to do that. Therefore, it became obvious that schools in Lebanon were not all at the same pace 
during this critical period. Prestigious private schools adapted quickly and effectively to the new 
circumstances, moderate fee-paying and semi-free private schools took time to adjust whereas 
public schools suffered the most because neither the students and their parents nor the teachers 
and their administrations were ready for the shift. In these two academic years, all the students 
got promoted automatically to the next grade level without being asked to sit for final exams un-
like normal times. This issue has caused a significant decrease in learning where students lost a 
year and a half of learning (Azevedo et al., 2021) and teachers struggled in mitigating the learn-
ing loss afterward. The current study is significant because it has shown that schoolteachers in 
Lebanon have been suffering just as the students and their parents since the very beginning of 
the crises in 2019. Interviews have revealed that teachers’ income has declined massively due 
to hyperinflation and currency fluctuations and both private and public schoolteachers had to 
deal with new kinds of obstacles though less intense in the private educational sector as will be 
explained in detail below. 

Schoolteachers’ Experiences in the Last Three Academic Years (2019 till 2022)

Structural Constraints

          During the first year of closures because of political upheaval in 2019, public schoolteach-
ers were asked to teach remotely from home without being asked if they have access to the inter-
net or not. The study revealed that most public schoolteachers did not have the internet at home, 
and they depended on 3G mainly on their mobile phones to deliver the lessons. Additionally, the 
other group of teachers who had internet services at home suffered from weak connectivity just 
like many of the people residing in Lebanon. A recent study has shown that the internet services 
started to decline in 2019 with the country’s electricity crisis because the government opted 
to lower its financial assistance on fuel (Hammoud et al., 2021). This issue affected the coun-
try massively and caused long power cuts every day reaching 20 hours a day (World Bank, 
2021). Moreover, it is not only most of the schoolteachers but also the students who suffered as 
well of serious network problems which made remote learning very frustrating to them and their 
parents. Aya, a primary public schoolteacher from the south of Lebanon, explained that public 
school students mostly do not have the internet at home, and many of them were borrowing 3G 
from their relatives and friends to attend their classes remotely. Also, she added that many of 
the parents with low educational attainment levels do not know how to use technology and many 
others are big in age with five or more children going to school all of whom needed devices and 
internet to attend remote classes daily. In the same regard, Dana stated that public school stu-
dents come from poor socioeconomic backgrounds and “the whole environment is not suitable 
for remote learning at public schools regardless of how good and prepared the teachers are”. 
On the other hand, teachers teaching at prestigious private schools explained that the situation 
was less difficult as their schools provided them with devices and internet to resume teaching 
from home, but the effort exerted was doubled as Maher and Rana affirmed because they were 
dealing with new types of challenges in addition to their daily teaching obligations.

Lack of Knowledge in Conducting Remote Learning

          The study showed variations in readiness for remote learning. Public schoolteachers were 
asked to teach remotely without being prepared and the teachers had to figure out ways for 
doing that by themselves as Hana explained. As for public schoolteachers who teach at private 
schools as well found the shift a bit easier because most private schoolteachers were asked to 
sit for online training during the summer break of the academic year 2019-2020 although it was 
a bit late. That is why public schoolteachers’ ability to do remote learning varied between the 
public schools and depended on each individual teacher. On the other side, prestigious private 
schoolteachers were ready from the beginning, but the moderate fee-paying private school-
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teachers stated that the first year was very chaotic. Mona and Wael clarified in this regard that 
the students and the teachers were not trained to use online programs and when they started, 
the software used was not efficient, IDs were mixed up and teachers were mostly confused and 
experimenting most of the time.

The software did not work at the beginning… First, we used the Microsoft team, and after 
a few weeks we were asked to use google school, and every day we had a problem. New 
issues kept on coming up till things got settled in the first 2 months of the academic year 
2020-2021. (Wael from the group interview).

Also, Mona said that all the logistics for remote learning created a problem for many private 
schoolteachers who were suffering from the repercussions of the socioeconomic crisis. They 
needed to purchase more things like additional laptops for the whole family, strong internet 
connections, an uninterruptible power supply in case there is no electricity and headphones to 
minimize the noise at home and allow others to work remotely as well. All of this have resulted 
in extra pressure on them, and their family members who had to find their own ways to sort this 
issue out. Noting that most of the private schools provided the staff with a laptop, but this process 
took a few months due to closures. Also, Ali who is a part-time secondary moderate fee-paying 
private schoolteacher said that in the academic year 2019-2020 their school was floundering, 
and the situation cannot be compared to 2020-2021 because the teachers were experimenting 
with the available systems to decide what to use. They were lost, and they taught via WhatsApp 
video calls, Zoom video calls, and some via YouTube videos. He emphasized that those teach-
ers who managed to reach their students, succeeded not more than 50% in teaching them in 
2019-2020, mainly because the students were not trained to shift to remote learning. In the same 
regard, Nadine, who is a private schoolteacher, said that she spent most of her time in front of the 
screen trying to figure out ways to teach virtually and she neglected unintentionally most of her 
duties toward her children and family members who were struggling as well. All of Nadine, May, 
Wael, Dana, May, Ali, and Mona who are private schoolteachers emphasized that remote learn-
ing pressurized them as teachers and affected their emotional and mental well-being greatly.  

Security Constraints

          Wael explained that during the first two years lots of security constraints affected the teach-
ers’ teaching plans. He said that nothing was predictable that year, “suddenly we hear there is a 
strike, and the roads get blocked immediately. We get stuck at school and our children get stuck 
at their schools. We are completely unsafe and worried about the situation”. Also, another inter-
viewee spoke about the instability faced during this period by saying:

If we say there is school tomorrow, some parents do not send their children and we had 
to postpone the lessons. We were always behind from repeating for those who missed 
classes because they could not reach school or because their parents were worried about 
sending them. Nothing went to plan which is why the school decided to give the parents 
the option of either sending their children to school or studying remotely. In fact, parents 
were controlling the school and the administration was pleasing them for tuition fees. 
(Dana from interview 2)

May as well said that she had to go through road closures and burning tires. She explained that 
she risked her life several times to avoid salary deductions and the students were her respon-
sibility and she had to make sure they arrive and leave school safely. This situation was very 
stressful not only for May but also for most of the interviewees.

Mounting Stress and Frustration

          As a result of this aggravated confusion in the country and the education sector, many 
parents who send their children to fee-paying private schools decided not to pay the tuition fees 
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for the first two academic years (2019-2020 and 2020-2021). This affected the teachers’ salaries 
and caused many private schools to either reduce the salaries or lay some teachers off. Addition-
ally, despite the depreciation of the Lebanese pound which almost lost 90 percent of its value, 
still many private and public schools pay teachers their salaries in the local currency. This issue 
affected teachers’ ability to commute to and from school. Almost all the teachers interviewed 
stated that fuel prices have increased hugely, and they can no longer find petroleum easily. They 
need to line up for hours to fill their cars up. Ali said, “we are carpooling with our neighbours. 
One day I drop them to work and school. The next day my neighbours drop me and my children 
to school”. Dana said “Thank God that I live close to work. It’s a 15-minute walking distance but 
I still worry about finding fuel for windy or rainy weather”. Wael, Maher and Rana all agreed that 
transportation prices have skyrocketed, and many teachers can no longer afford to travel to 
school with their peanut salaries. A contracted public schoolteacher said: 

I get only what is equivalent to $1 per hour, and I get paid twice or thrice per year. Can you 
imagine? How do they expect me to continue living in this country which requires paying 
for breathing fresh air or drinking clean water? (Aya from interview 6)

Also, Mona said that she is no longer buying new clothes because her current salary is worth a 
pair of shoes from Zara currently. Therefore, building on what has been said above by the inter-
viewees, it has become clear that both public and moderate fee-paying private schoolteachers 
have been hard hit in the last three years and they feel unvalued and underpaid though with 
slight differences between the two educational sectors where public schoolteachers are hit the 
most. Second, come the moderate fee-paying private schoolteachers. As for prestigious private 
schoolteachers, they are still fine as they are still getting paid in dollars but the whole atmosphere 
in the country is depressing them all and affecting their well-being. If they need to travel, they 
need to wait for hours to fill the car with fuel. They depend on the government’s electricity, private 
generators, and solar panels for securing energy. The water still cuts off during the day and life 
has completely changed. Medication became worse with limited medicines available when need-
ed and only in big pharmacies in towns. It has become clear from the interviews that teachers 
are not happy. They have not only lost their status in the community but their dignity as a human. 
Many of them are suffering not only financially but also emotionally. Their well-being was impact-
ed negatively, and they lost the motivation to work as many of the interviewees have explained. 

I no longer feel I want to go to school. I am not happy at work. I am frustrated by everything 
happening around me. I thought Beirut Blast would be the worst thing ever, but it seemed 
it is not. What we are passing through currently from a tsunami of crises is beyond any 
comprehension and there is no hope for solutions on the horizon. (Ali from interview 7)

Fadia as well is a contracted public schoolteacher who expressed the same frustration. She 
explained that she is giving her students some stationaries despite her low wages, but she feels 
too bad when she finds a student not capable of having a pencil or an eraser to use in class. 
What the teachers are witnessing is a real deprivation as Wael, Maher and Rana said especially 
at public schools. Some children have a little amount of food to eat during recesses. They beg 
their teachers or friends to share with them their meal. Others come to school wearing ripped or 
dirty clothes. Education has become farfetched to many families because of the severe socio-
economic situation and many public and moderate-fee private school children are dropping out 
of school very early to help their parents survive economically.

The Way Forward

          Amidst all the crises that have occurred in the country lately, this study has shown that 
Lebanon’s education system is not all right. It is suffering drastically, including both the public 
and the private system, though with slight changes depending on funding. Also, the teaching 
profession is no longer the reputable profession that used to be. Currently, it is causing stress 
and frustration to the teachers who have expressed their willingness to leave the profession and 
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find better opportunities either locally or abroad. These findings are very harsh for a country that 
was called the Mother of Laws during the Roman Empire and considered the pearl of the Middle 
East for decades and many visitors loved it and wished to live in it for its charm, educational 
institutions, cultural diversity, and natural beauty. Sadly, this country is in the opposite direction 
now with a broken economic and banking system, limited and weak public services and a declin-
ing education system jeopardizing the citizens’ lives and the youth dreams with no clear turning 
point on the horizon. Hence, these findings necessitate policymakers in the MEHE to embark on 
a serious reform plan as soon as possible to save those who are left in the teaching profession, 
stop the brain drain and the exodus of many teachers by seriously tackling their challenges and 
difficulties. Also, the MEHE should address the growing learning crisis and meet the increased 
demand for online teaching at public schools as a result of the protracted crises by involving 
teachers in soft skills trainings, and online teaching trainings while maintaining the teachers’ 
dignity and well-being to ensure equity and efficiency among all the schools and the students in 
Lebanon.
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A Review of the Literature with Special Reference to the Omani Context

Abstract

 ‘Education for All’ is the call of UN and its sub-organisation the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) that emphasises that education is a 
human right for all. However, access to education has been challenged with many obstacles, 
especially in higher education. One of these challenges is gender inequality, a significant 
factor that educational providers and policymakers must consider. This paper reviews perti-
nent literature to discuss higher education access and equality globally, and then sheds light 
on gender equality, with a special reference to the Omani context. The Omani experience with 
regard to access reflects gender disparity although statistics show that more female students 
are admitted to higher education institutions than males. This article questions the 50:50 ad-
mission policy that has resulted in admitting males with lower scores while depriving many 
eligible females of the very same opportunity. The article suggests investigating the causes 
behind this policy further and making amendments to ensure quality and good achievement 
in education by both genders and equality for access to HE.
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Introduction

Education is undoubtedly a significant pillar that nations work on to improve and develop 
their society. Therefore, some international organisations such as the United Nations (UN) and 
its sub-organisation, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UN-
ESCO), are calling for ‘education for all’ (EFA), which they view as a human right that countries 
must offer to their people (see, for example, UNESCO, 2017; Unterhalter, 2019; World Bank, 
2018). However, there are many issues associated with education in general, as well as higher 
education (HE) in particular stated by many researchers. One of these concerns is the issue of 
access and equality that comes with an increasing number of students enrolling in higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs) (Acar, 1994; Archer, 2007; UNESCO, 2017; McLellan et al., 2016; Skelton 
et al., 2006). A large increase in the number of students enrolled in HEIs makes the issues of af-
fordability and equality significant, thus affecting many students. Pertinent literature is reviewed, 
and the focus of this paper will be on one aspect of equality — gender equality — because it is 
currently viewed as an important factor that educational providers must consider (Skelton et al., 
2006). More specifically, the paper explores female access to HE because gender equality has 
yet to be achieved in many contexts, and one of them is the Omani context that represents a 
serious disparity that needs to be addressed (Al’Omairi & Amzat, 2012; Kelly, 2009; Islam, 2014; 
Islam et al., 2017). This paper first discusses HE access and equality worldwide. It then moves 
on to gender equality in HE with a special reference to how Oman experiences gender disparity 
in its HEIs. The aim of this review is to discuss the influence of gender disparity in access to HE 
and the importance of reviewing access policies and make informed decisions to ensure access 
equality to HE.

Access and Equality in Higher Education

HE, as UNESCO (2017, p. 1) defined it, “builds on secondary education, providing learn-
ing activities in specialised fields of education. It provides learning at a high level of complexity 
and specialisation.” This type of education typically involves universities and colleges. Because 
HE is defined differently in various contexts and countries, this paper uses UNESCO’s definition 
to refer to institutions, universities and colleges at a post-secondary level. 

The world is developing rapidly in the current era of globalisation, with a growing need for 
well-educated people that can lead their respective countries. Notably, globalisation is a concept 
that is widely used to refer to the process in which social differences, national borders, cultures, 
customs and economies are dissolving (Hirst et al., 2009). Therefore, the fourth sustainable de-
velopment goal (SDG4) set by the UNESCO aims at “ensur[ing] inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promot[ing] lifelong learning opportunities for all” by 2030 (UNESCO, 2019). Un-
terhalter (2019) also mentioned that through SDG4, the UNESCO aims to achieve their targets 
of providing all people in the world the right and opportunity to learn. To do so, it is the responsi-
bility of national governments to sustain and develop conditions for every individual to be educat-
ed, regardless of their ethnicity, race, and gender, to achieve the desired outcomes (Unterhalter, 
2006). The investment that each country continues via education in general and in HE is particu-
larly vital. When a country invests in HEIs, it aims to develop human resources through providing 
a high-quality education that equips students with skills that the country requires to develop both 
socially and economically (Al-Lamki, 2002; Roudi-Fahimi & Moghadam, 2006). 

 Between 2000 and 2014, there was substantial growth in the ratio of enrolment to HE; “the 
number of students in higher education institutions more than doubled, rising from 100 million to 
207 million” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 1). However, despite the wide and expanding access to HEIs, 
as reflected in UNESCO’s report of 2017, there are disadvantaged groups of students in many 
countries (e.g. Southern African countries) that have not received their right to HE access. The 
term ‘disadvantaged groups’ has been broadly used in the literature to refer to female students, 
students with disabilities, as well as students from ethnic minorities and low social classes (see, 
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for example, Archer, 2007; Aikman et al., 2011; Delamont, 2006; McLellan et al., 2016; UNES-
CO, 2017; Unterhalter, 2006). 

 It is not expected that countries fully guarantee HE opportunities for every individual. 
However, there should be fair treatment for all the students when the same conditions exist, re-
gardless of gender, ethnicity and other factors that socially under-represent people. It is asserted 
that segregation in access to and participation in HE remains for many students due to class, 
ethnicity and geography (McLellan el al., 2016). For instance, McLellan et al. (2016, p. 55) re-
ported that in the UK, “Black and Asian students who do apply to the Russell Group [i.e. this is 
the group of elite universities in the UK] are much less likely to receive an offer than white and 
privately educated applicants with the same qualifications.” In addition, African and coloured stu-
dents registered low enrolment rates in South Africa compared to whites (UNESCO, 2017). Also, 
the Ethiopian HE context is characterized by having such disparity and discrimination for partic-
ular population groups, “specifically women, geo-politically marginalized ethnic groups, people 
from low socioeconomic backgrounds and people from peripheral regional and rural areas. (Mol-
la & Gale, 2015, p. 358). Although, as Molla and Gale (2015) elucidated, the Ethiopian Higher 
Education Proclamation stresses the fair distribution of HE, it is not practiced in reality, and 
gender disparity remains a serious issue. In other words, the expansion of HE does not reflect 
‘equality of opportunity’ (McCowan, 2016). Instead, the aforementioned examples demonstrate 
that this opportunity is not truly given to disadvantaged groups in those countries and that dis-
parity continues to exist despite UNESCO’s international goals and calls for parity in education. 
This scenario of inequality is also reflected in many other countries (see, for example, Balaska, 
1994; King, 1998; McCowan, 2016; Thomas, 1990).  

Furthermore, limitations of HE access can be due to financial issues. Al-Lamki (2002) 
explained that the high demands of HE result in financial constraints that a country might be 
unable to overcome. For this reason, in many countries, HE costs have been shifted from the 
government to other agents such as parents, students and private sector businesses. Johnstone 
(2004, p. 11) drew on this process of shifting costs as ‘revenue supplementation’. In most of 
Africa, Johnstone (2004) highlighted that the HE agenda was reformed with the introduction of 
cost-sharing. Highly qualified students are offered the opportunity for state-supported education, 
whereas those students who do not qualify for this opportunity can receive admission by paying 
tuition fees. In countries such as Australia, students are given income-contingent loans to pursue 
their HE, which they must repay once they are employed (Barr et al., 2019). In the UK, students 
must pay tuition fees because most courses have charged an annual fee of £9000 since 2012, 
leading to a reduction in the number of part-time students due to the increase in study fees (Mc-
Lellan et al., 2016). However, in Oman, according to the National Centre for Statistics and Infor-
mation (NCSI) (2018), the number of students enrolled in HEIs increased dramatically from 2006 
to 2016 due to an increase in students being admitted to private colleges and institutions (see 
Appendix 1). In contrast to the UK, the number of students enrolling in self-supported/private HE 
programmes in Oman has been increasing because parents are willing to pay for the education 
of their children — which is one of the effects of globalisation (see, for example, Al-Issa, 2006; 
2007). Another reason may be attributed to the annual internal and external scholarships that the 
Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) offers at undergraduate and graduate levels (MoHE, 2019). 
Al-Issa (2006) pointed out that —in the era of globalisation— Omanis view HE as a gateway to 
finding white-collar jobs. However, this does not mean that everybody can afford to pay expen-
sive tuition fees to obtain a degree without incurring loans, and there are groups of people who 
have not benefited from the policy of cost-sharing. As Barr et al. (2019) elucidated, receiving in-
come-contingent loans can form a high burden on the low-earning borrowers who must repay the 
loans. Thus, due to financial barriers, students from low-income families may eventually decide 
not to enrol in HE to avoid this heavy repayment burden. 

 On the other hand, providing free HE might not attract students to enrol in HEIs. For 
instance, Balaska (1994) stated that although HE was free in Greece, there were still students 



63TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORGENDER DISPARITY

that did not aspire to have a degree because it was not a necessary qualification to obtain a job. 
However, as Balaska indicated, when the labour market demanded higher qualifications, parents 
and students were willing to invest in HE. 

Higher Education and Gender Equality

As previously indicated, in addition to the financial and general social issues determining 
the access to and affordability of HE, gender can be a sociocultural factor that hinders access to 
HE, with women being considered as a disadvantaged group. This is because “gender is viewed 
as a multi-dimensional concept at the intersection of structured social divisions such as class, 
race, ethnicity and poverty” (Aikman et al., 2011). Therefore, the focus of the remainder of this 
paper will be on gender segregation because women are viewed as ‘newcomers to higher ed-
ucation’ in many countries and civilizations around the world (Delamont, 2006, p. 179) because 
women have not had the right to education until recently in a number of nations (see, for exam-
ple, Kelly, 1984; Skelton et al., 2006; UNESCO, 2017). 

The first university to officially admit women was Oberlin University in the USA in 1833 
(Stiver & Malik, 1994), showing that before this time, women’s access to HE was rare or limited. 
This was because many societies were influenced by the views of Greek philosophers Aristotle 
and Plato regarding women as being inferior to men, not creative, not able to reach high levels 
of reasoning, and being defective compared to men (Balaska, 1994). Since the 1920s, women 
gradually began to fight for their right to education through the feminist movement (see, example, 
Balaska, 1994; Delamont, 2006; Skelton et al., 2006 for more information on feminism1). Many 
changes occurred regarding the status of women due to feminism, particularly in HE, and women 
started receiving more services and freedom to practise their social and academic lives without 
parental restrictions than ever before (Delamont, 2006).

 Today, many international organizations call for gender equality in education (see, for 
example, Al Sadi & Basit, 2017; Archer, 2007; Kelly, 2009; UNESCO, 2017). However, gender 
disparities do exist in all countries, with different degrees of inequality, and gender equality has 
not been achieved yet (Al Sadi & Basit, 2017). According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
(2018), although countries attempt to eliminate gender inequalities, they persist in all levels of 
education, including HE, and disparity can be related to access in some countries or related to 
the specialisation choices of both genders. Although UNESCO (2017) encouraged providing 
equal opportunities for access to both genders because education is for all, it is stressed that 
the gap in rights between men and women remains substantial in Gulf countries (see, for exam-
ple, Kelly, 2009). In addition, in countries such as Greece; although it is illegal to practise gen-
der-based discrimination, traditional beliefs influence the Greek views towards women — even 
though university education is free (Balaska, 1994). Similarly, although there is no gender segre-
gation in Pakistan, the number of female students is lower compared to their male counterparts, 
and women’s choices of HE courses are limited for the same reason — the traditional attitudes 
towards women’s roles in society and their own perceptions towards themselves and their abili-
ties (Malik & Hussain, 1994). The influence of traditional beliefs exists despite universities having 
been established for women in Pakistan (UNESCO, 2017). In Turkey, Acar (1994) mentioned 
that gender-based differentiation and the number of female students is high in courses more 
‘suitable’ for women (e.g., language and literature), which have weaker competition from male 
students and are less demanding. In Greece, the influence of social beliefs on women’s choices 
in HE is extended to the wage returns in work fields over-represented by women (e.g., human-
ities, education), and women receive the lowest wages, causing a gender-pay gap (Livanos & 
Pouliakas, 2012). This is beyond the scope of this paper.

1  Feminism is a term used to refer to the women’s movement to radically change their status in 
society and fight for rights they were not given, such as owning a property and going to school and uni-
versity (Delamont, 2006).
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 This situation, where traditional attitudes have influence on women’s choices, brings into 
question those social perceptions towards what the society believes is best for female students 
to choose so that their social status and obligations are not affected. The countries highlighted 
reflect some of the restrictions on the freedom of choice given to female students, which also 
calls the gender disparity of those countries into question. Although females may theoretically 
appear to be given the opportunity to choose the courses they want in HE, their choices are 
affected by social and cultural pressures that result in little space for freedom and an implicit 
gender-based disparity.

 It is of paramount importance to mention that disparity between male and female students 
relates to both entering HEIs and completing degrees. According to UNESCO (2017), for every 
100 female students entering HEIs in Costa Rica in 2014, 80 male students enrolled; however, 
only 55 males graduated. Similarly, in Western Asia and Northern Africa, the number of women 
graduating from higher education is more than that of men. This shows that the number of fe-
males entering HEIs is more than that of male students, and more females successfully graduate 
from HEIs than males. One might consider that females are not part of the ‘disadvantaged group’ 
anymore, and they are — to a large extent —obtaining their right to education in many places in 
the world, including Oman (highlighted in the following section). Are these statistics and numbers 
sufficient to reach the conclusion that disparity is eliminated and may not exist at all? The follow-
ing section discusses this area with specific reference to the educational system in Oman and 
how female students are positioned in it to determine whether parity exists between genders. 
This is because in the Omani context, there is a lack of research highlighting the interrelation-
ship between school performance, undergraduate level performance and gender parity — and 
to what extent policymakers consider these factors when establishing HEIs’ admission policies 
(Islam, 2014).  

Oman and Gender Equality in HE

Oman is a Muslim Arab country located in the Arabian Peninsula of the Middle East. De-
spite its numerous accomplishments and great Empire in Africa in the past, Oman was a ‘closed 
book’ with limited global interactions before 1970. When HM Sultan Qaboos (1970¾2020) came 
to power, numerous developmental changes occurred there. Notably, education was one of the 
primary goals of the Sultan because, before 1970, there were only three formal schools with 900 
male students in them (Al-Ghanboosi, 2017; Al-Mahrooqi & Denman, 2018). Omani women were 
the most deprived women in the Gulf in terms of education and literacy because there were no 
schools for them during that period (Al-Sinani & Benn, 2011). When the Sultan began ruling the 
country, boys and girls were given equal priority to attend school. Furthermore, Oman’s Basic 
Law of the State — declared in 1996 — guarantees and encourages gender equality (Donn & 
Issan, 2007). The number of schools for boys and girls has increased since 1970 to reach over 
1000 schools to accommodate the growing population, which has reached over four million peo-
ple (Al-Ghanboosi, 2017, NCSI, 2020). 

Students who successfully finish their secondary education (16–18 years old) are given 
General Education Diploma (GED) certificates. To accommodate the large number of students 
with GEDs, public and private universities and colleges were established to offer various de-
grees and courses. The first public university is Sultan Qaboos University (SQU), which was 
established in 1986. It is worth noting that the GED is the only admission criterion for accep-
tance into HEIs in Oman. The focus of the rest of this paper will be on SQU because it is the 
most prestigious university that only admits secondary school students that achieved the highest 
grades. The registration and admission process for all HEIs is completed electronically through 
the Higher Education Admission Centre (HEAC), in which students register for their selected 
programmes and are allocated to different colleges and universities based on their GED grades 
(HEAC, 2022). 
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 Over 34,000 students graduated with GEDs in the academic year 2017/2018 — 54.4% 
were females, and 45.6% were males (HEAC, 2019) (see Appendix 2). Based on these statis-
tics, it is expected that more females than males were admitted to HEIs. Upon assessing official 
statistics on the ratio of males and females in HEIs in Oman, it might be assumed that females 
in Oman are more privileged than those women in other countries where female access to HE 
is restricted by traditional social views regarding the roles of women and their status and obliga-
tions in the society. According to the HEAC website (2019), 56.8% of students admitted to HEIs 
in 2018 in Oman were females. However, this does not mean that there is gender parity in Oman 
or that females are given more opportunities for access to HEIs than males. Because males 
generally score lower than females in school, some studies have shown that Oman aims for a 
50:50 ratio of both genders in HEIs through admitting males with lower secondary school grades 
than females who are admitted to the same degrees and courses (see, for example, Al’Omairi & 
Amzat, 2012; Kelly, 2009; Islam, 2014; Islam et al., 2017; Islam & Al-Ghassani, 2015).

 In Oman and Kuwait, Kelly (2009) indicated that female students were required to obtain 
higher grade point averages (GPAs) than male students in order to be admitted to engineering 
courses. This disparity is described by university officers as ‘reverse discrimination’ which is 
“intended to increase the percentage of male students in certain academic fields.” (Kelly, 2009, 
p. 5). Moreover, in a study conducted at SQU to investigate students’ performance in the math-
ematics foundation course, it was found that females scored higher than males due to their 
high overall grades in GED and secondary school mathematics, subsequently influencing their 
performance at university (Islam et al., 2017).  The study recruited 551 students taking the math-
ematics foundation course FPMT0105 in one semester. Data were obtained from the database 
of the Deanship of Admission and Registration at SQU.  SPSS was used for statistical analysis. 
The researchers of this study highlighted that the average scores of females were between 80% 
and 97% in high secondary school, whereas they were between 56% and 96% for males. Also, 
they found that such performance in high secondary school affected their performance at the 
university. In other words, female students scored higher grades in the math course than males. 
In another similar study conducted at the same university, the average scores of male students 
were between 54% and 96%, and females scores ranged from 80% to 98% (Islam & Al-Ghas-
sani, 2015). The researchers in both of these studies stressed that high secondary school scores 
are one of the primary reasons why males underperform compared to females at SQU (Islam et 
al., 2017). These studies also highlight a disparity in the admission of both genders to the uni-
versity, resulting from the application of the 50:50 ratio policy. Moreover, the results of the two 
studies confirm the findings of Islam’s (2014) research that investigated the factors influencing 
SQU students’ academic performance. That study found that females’ performance was better 
compared to males studying the same course (Islam, 2014). These findings are in line with an-
other study that investigated 615 students who took Calculus I course in one semester (Islam & 
Al-Ghassani, 2015). Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyse students’ scores. 
The performance of the target students in the study asserted that males were admitted to the 
university regardless of their weak performance in high secondary school and that their poor 
performance affected their academic achievement at university to a significant extent. However, 
this research only focused on students’ scores in secondary school and at university. Moreover, 
they provided a highly limited scope of the factors that might influence the target students’ per-
formance. The strength of this study is that it focused on high secondary school performance, 
university performance and their relationship with gender. However other determinants such as 
the motivation level of the students and the socioeconomic status of their families may influence 
students’ performance in addition to gender. The limited focus of these studies calls for large-
scale qualitative analyses (e.g., interviews, observations) that can clearly interpret the quantita-
tive data (e.g., test scores, overall grades) and more precisely evaluate the situation of Omani 
students by focusing on multiple factors. Qualitative data help to support and enrich quantitative 
data and also contribute to the credibility of the research (Tracy, 2010).
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 The admission of nearly equal numbers of male and female students at SQU (Islam et 
al., 2017) indicates that there are more eligible female students who should have been admitted 
to SQU than males. However, applying the 50:50 policy prevents many eligible females from 
obtaining access to SQU, resulting in them applying to other colleges and private universities 
that are socially viewed as less prestigious. Therefore, this issue puts the government admission 
policy into question. The admission policy reflects that females in Oman are underestimated and 
that this policy of admission may result in detrimental effects on the quality of education, females’ 
and males’ motivation to study, quality of graduates and the job market in the long run. When 
SQU students receive lower than grade C, for example, they are at risk of dropping out of the 
university or being placed under probation, subsequently lengthening their study duration (Islam 
& Al-Ghassani, 2015). 

 Although the government admits equal numbers of males and females, more males tend 
to drop out of college due to factors such as their low performance at university and low level of 
motivation (Islam, 2014). This observation confirms the UNESCO’s (2017) findings that women 
are more likely to graduate and complete their courses than men. Thus, Islam and Al-Ghassani 
(2015) suggested that admission policies should be reviewed and reformed so that Omani stu-
dents are equally given the right to compete for HE courses regardless of their gender. To make 
better admission decisions, it is also recommended that high secondary school results should 
not be taken as the only criterion of admission to HE (Islam & Al-Ghassani, 2015; Islam et al., 
2017). For instance, SQU and other Omani HEIs may apply the experience of North America 
and other countries in having an admission test called the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT), 
where students are offered admission based on their SAT and GED scores (Islam & Al-Ghas-
sani, 2015). Moreover, Wan (2018) suggested having psychometric tests and interviews to re-
duce the emphasis on students’ performance in high secondary school because it broadens the 
admission process.

 It seems that via applying the 50:50 ratio policy in Oman — or what some researchers 
refer to as the ‘discrimination policy’ (see, for example, Donn & Issan, 2007) — gender equality 
means having equal numbers of both genders in HEIs. However, gender equality has not been 
achieved qualitatively or in terms of eligibility. This policy confirms Goodhart’s Law, that states 
that when an indicator is used as a target, it may cease to be an effective measure and indicator 
(Mattson et al., 2021). Because the admissions policy uses numbers as an indicator of gender 
equality, it ceases to be a good indicator of equality. Measuring gender equality through HE 
admissions is a bad indicator of gender equality. A high GED score might be a blessing if it is 
obtained by a male because it guarantees admission easily for him; however, the same score for 
a girl cannot lead to her obtaining admission to a prestigious university. Practically speaking, this 
situation is a major dilemma, and it challenges the quality of the graduates because academic 
achievement at the undergraduate level is negatively affected by low GED grades. If gender was 
not considered, most of the students studying in HEIs would be females due to their outstanding 
GED performance, an issue that would eventually lead to females having most of the attractive 
jobs in the country because males do not generally achieve good GED scores. This is reflected 
in the data used in (Islam & Al-Ghassani, 2015; Islam et al., 2017) that indicate the high GED 
scores of females and their good performance in the math courses under investigation. Due to 
social beliefs and norms, males are financially responsible for their families in Oman. Therefore, 
male students need qualifications to obtain a job and be able to have families, whereas female 
students do not require qualifications to get married and have families. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

To sum up, this paper aimed to review the literature related to gender disparity in HE 
and question the admission policy practiced in Oman as an example of an indirect practice of 
inequality that may cause negative effects in the long run. Gender inequality in HE can there-
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fore be viewed as a significant issue that exists despite international efforts to eliminate it. It 
has been discussed that gender is a vital factor that governments must continue to address to 
ensure equality despite social and cultural values and beliefs that influence gender parity, such 
as indirectly causing female students to select certain courses over the others, thus limiting their 
freedom based on what the society wants them to do. In Oman, the issue of gender equality is 
complicated and presents a substantial dilemma. The government applies the 50:50 ratio ad-
mission policy, which provides opportunities for males to be admitted with lower scores while 
depriving many eligible females of the very same opportunity. 

 The 50:50 ratio policy is not a good measure of gender equality; it is an important in-
dicator of gender inequality around which debates rise and point toward the plausible social, 
economic and academic interests behind it. Such interests need to be reviewed by policymakers 
and admission officers in order to predict the long-term consequences and outcomes of this 
policy. Therefore, it is suggested that the causes behind this policy are investigated further, and 
amendments are made to ensure quality and good achievement in education by both genders 
and equality for access to HE. In other words, to represent true parity in HE admissions, highly 
scoring females should not be deprived from admission for the sake of admitting more males, 
regardless of their scores. The causes of males scoring low grades in high secondary and later 
at university need to be investigated further. Also, other conditions can be introduced for admis-
sion into HEIs in addition to the GED scores to achieve parity in admission (e.g., entry tests or 
interviews). 
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Appendix 1 

Registered students in HEIs in Oman (Source: NCSI, 2018, p. 404)2

 

Appendix 2

Graduates of GED in the academic year 2017/2018 (Source: HEAC, 2019, p. 21)

2  X axis shows the number of the students. Y axis shows the academic years.
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EXPLORING THE IMPACTS THAT VIRTUAL NATURE EXPOSURE CAN HAVE ON 
HEALTH AND WELL-BEING AND THE MECHANISMS INVOLVED:

A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

Abstract

 Exposure to nature can improve health and well-being. However, numerous populations 
have restricted access to outdoor environments. Reviews show virtual nature exposure can 
provide benefits for a range of health and well-being outcomes. There is space for a system-
atic review that provides an overview of all outcomes impacted by virtual nature exposure, 
as well as underlying mechanisms. This systematic review searched databases; PsycINFO, 
MEDLINE, SCOPUS, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. Searches resulted in 9948 ar-
ticles, with 66 studies included in the review. Findings showed virtual nature exposure can 
increase levels of mood, motivation, restorativeness, and cognitive functioning, whilst re-
ducing anxiety, depressive symptoms, stress, and perceived pain. Presence and perceived 
restorativeness mediated improved positive affect after exposure, whilst connectedness to 
nature mediated improved positive affect and ability to reflect after exposure, and percep-
tions of safety mediated the extent to which enclosure of an environment predicted perceived 
restorativeness. There is support for virtual nature to be used in general and clinical settings 
for improving health and well-being, in addition as a tool for populations with limited mobility. 
Future studies should investigate long-term virtual exposure and conduct statistical analyses 
to understand the mechanisms linking virtual nature exposure with health and well-being out-
comes. 
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I. INTRODUCTION

A. Natural environments

 Exposure to natural environments can have numerous benefits for health and well-being, 
including reduced stress, increased positive affect (experiencing positive moods), and improved 
cognitive development (van den Berg et al., 2018; McMahan & Estes, 2014; Maes et al., 2021). 
Two theoretical frameworks underpin these impacts: Attention Restoration Theory (ART) (Ka-
plan & Kaplan, 1989), and Stress Recovery Theory (SRT) (Ulrich et al., 1991). ART posits that 
exposure to a natural environment can be restorative, allowing directed attention to rest and 
recover, and restore from mental fatigue (Kaplan, 1995). Moreover, SRT states that exposure 
to natural elements can aid in recovery from stressful situations (Ulrich, 1981). Being in an un-
threatening environment can activate a positive emotional response and sustain attention which 
in turn impedes negative emotions. These frameworks are well-known and have informed poli-
cies and practice. 

 There are policies with the aim to improve green space access, including considering 
local natural spaces as essential ways to maintain health and well-being, ensuring local poli-
cies are informed by evidence of the need for access, and prioritising access to green spaces 
for communities where access is deprived or unequal (Public Health England, 2020). However, 
many populations cannot access the outdoors. Roughly 56.2% of the global population live in 
cities and have fewer options for visiting local natural environments (Buchholz, 2020). Addition-
ally, people may have access but avoid visiting due to lack of time, poor weather, or avoidance of 
unattractive features. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the ability to go outdoors 
with enforced stay-at-home orders. 

B. Immersive virtual environments

 People can be exposed to natural environments without going outdoors, by using sim-
ulated alternatives such as images, videos, 360° videos, augmented, and virtual reality (VR). 
VR environments, otherwise known as Immersive Virtual Environments (IVEs), are commonly 
shown through head-mounted displays (HMDs) which block the vision of external reality and 
project a 360° virtual world. Virtual HMDs are more affordable and accessible for the public which 
allows IVEs to be viewed from home. Conversely, some argue that they require a fairly high level 
of computer proficiency which may instead make the technology less accessible (White et al., 
2018). One of the main downfalls of using IVEs is cybersickness. Consideration still needs to be 
taken regarding cybersickness and how this may instead hinder health. 

C. Current literature reviews

 The impact of virtual nature on attention restoration and affect have been explored in 
recent systematic reviews. One review and meta-analysis focused on attention restoration after 
exposure to real and simulated natural environments (Ohly et al., 2016). Although informative 
through the synthesis of many study designs, it was difficult to conclude which types of simu-
lations and populations benefited from attention restoration. Another review by Browning et al. 
(2021) focused on the methodological choices made by studies measuring health and cognitive 
outcomes after simulated nature, which included simulation methods, landscape features and 
controlled human factors. The review included all types of simulations. Furthermore, Browning 
et al. (2020a) compared the impacts of simulated nature and real nature on affect. They demon-
strated that being outdoors in real natural settings is more beneficial for mood than viewing 
simulated natural environments, and that going outdoors should be favoured over being indoors. 
Overall, it is mostly agreed that the best form of exposure to nature is through real settings, how-
ever, VR can be used as an effective alternative if going outdoors is not feasible.

 It is imperative to understand the pathways that explain the links. Pathways linking health 
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outcomes and being in urban green spaces have been outlined by the World Health Organisation 
(2016). These include improved relaxation and restoration; improved social capital; improved 
functioning of the immune system; enhanced physical activity, improved fitness, and reduced 
obesity; anthropogenic noise buffering and production of natural sounds; reduced exposure to 
air pollution; reduction of the urban heat island effect; enhanced pro-environmental behaviour; 
optimized exposure to sunlight; and improved sleep. However, the mechanisms linking outcomes 
and exposure to virtual nature are less understood. 

D. Impact 

 A systematic review outlining how virtual nature has been used to impact health and 
well-being outcomes would be beneficial for all fields using virtual technologies and exposure to 
environments. A review outlining the mediators underlying virtual nature effects would be bene-
ficial for informing practice and therapeutic interventions. Beneficial outcomes could encourage 
a new form of social prescribing, similar to ‘green social prescribing’ and prescriptions for nature 
exposure. It is also important to outline results which have shown negative effects and the under-
lying mediators. One can then advise individuals to avoid certain exposures or technology that 
may be detrimental to their health. Outcomes of exposure to simulations have been reported, 
however, they have been focused on individual outcomes, rather than broad overviews. Further-
more, reviews are predominantly quantitative including experimental designed studies (Ohly et 
al., 2016; Browning et al., 2020a). This leaves a gap for a review that encompasses both quanti-
tative and qualitative, as well as all study designs. There is a need for the health and well-being 
outcomes from current studies to be presented in one paper. This reference paper would be an 
up-to-date overview of the field, providing a clear trajectory for how future research should be 
conducted. 

E. Objectives

 In this review, the health and well-being outcomes associated with virtual nature exposure 
are synthesized. There are two aims: firstly, to investigate which health and well-being outcomes 
can be affected by exposure to virtual nature, and secondly, to synthesis the mechanisms that 
explain why, and how, virtual nature can impact health and well-being. An overriding objective 
of this review is to bring together the vast literature surrounding the effects that virtual nature 
can have. Literature from the previous 21 years needs to be concisely displayed, alongside ex-
planation of the mediators which underlie the published effects. These aims led to the following 
research questions: 

RQ1: “What are the impacts of virtual nature exposure on health and well-being?”

RQ2: “What are the mechanisms involved that underlie the effects on health and well-be-
ing gained from virtual nature exposure?” 

II. METHODS

 This systematic review followed the guidelines for the Preferred Reporting Items for Sys-
tematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) (Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021). Ethical 
approval was received from the University of Bath.

A. Eligibility criteria

 Criteria for inclusion was any study whereby participants had exposure to virtual nature/
natural environment. This included simulations such as 360° videos, VR, or augmented reality. 
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Still photographs, images, or pictures of natural environments were not included. Natural envi-
ronments were any type of green or blue space and included biophilic elements. Studies using 
urban environments, or real environments, were included if a comparator condition to a natural 
virtual environment was used. The studies also needed to include at least one health or well-be-
ing outcome. The outcomes were kept broad (memory, attention, executive functioning, creativi-
ty, cognitive functioning). The most recent literature was searched from January 2000-July 2021. 
Sources needed to be written in English. Country of publication was not restricted. There was no 
restriction to populations studied; general or clinical. Quantitative and qualitative studies were 
included. 

B. Information sources and search strategy

 The databases searched were; PsycINFO, MEDLINE, SCOPUS, and Web of Science. All 
databases were last searched 27th July 2021. Grey literature was searched through the first 40 
pages of Google Scholar. The first 40 pages were only searched due to the extensive results, 
lack of time available, and the lack of relevance in titles after the first 40 pages. Searches were 
conducted using three concepts: simulation strategies (e.g. simulation OR VR OR virtual etc), 
nature and natural environments as the exposure (e.g. green OR natur* OR “blue space” etc), 
and health and well-being measured outcomes (e.g. health OR well-being OR “mental health” 
etc). Search terms regarding mechanisms, pathways, and mediators were also included in the 
search strategy. Trial searches were conducted to identify if search terms were suitable and in-
form NOT terms. 

C. Selection process

 After database searches, results were exported into Mendeley reference manager and 
duplicates were removed. Title screening was then carried out by one researcher. If it was not 
apparent by the title whether the source was relevant, the abstract was screened, and a decision 
was made. After title screening, the full texts of relevant sources were screened. Relevant sourc-
es were included as the final studies in this review. A detailed data extraction form was populated 
for each study, and variables of importance were extracted, including; population, sample size, 
study design and comparators used, technology/type of simulation used, exposure/environment 
used, outcomes, main results, and information regarding mediators or causal pathways. 

D. Quality assessment

 The Effective Public Health Practice Project’s (EPHPP) Quality Assessment tool for 
Quantitative Studies (Thomas et al., 2004) was used to assess the quality of the studies. The 
EPHPP rates studies on six components: selection bias, study design, controlling for confound-
ers, blinding methods, data collection method, and withdrawals/dropouts. Each individual com-
ponent section is rated as ‘Strong’, ‘Moderate’, or ‘Weak’, and a global rating is calculated. The 
quality assessments of studies were not used to exclude studies from this review, however, the 
quality assessment ratings given for each study were cautiously interpreted in the synthesis of 
results. The decision to not remove weakly rated studies was made so to capture results from a 
broad range of study designs. 
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III. RESULTS

A. Study selection

 A total of 9948 records were sourced (Figure 1). After deduplication, a final 6819 sources 
went through title screening. 177 sources were eligible for full text screening which resulted in 
66 individual studies included in this review. Reasons for exclusion whilst screening included: no 
access to full text, exposure was not simulated, exposure was not nature, outcome not in scope, 
or the source was a proposal or protocol. Literature reviews were excluded but are recognised in 
discussion with the results. 

Figure 1. Flow-diagram based on Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Me-
ta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines.
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B. General characteristics of sources

1. Locations and quality

 No included studies had been conducted in low-middle income countries. Studies were 
predominantly conducted in the Global North, with the majority in Europe (Figure 2). 

 The studies were assessed for quality using the EPHPP. Most studies included in this 
review were assessed as being weak (Figure 2). Only some studies were considered as strong 
quality (6%). In sum, the general quality of the studies was poor and therefore the results should 
be interpreted with caution.

Figure 2. Pie charts showing the distribution of publication locations (left) and the quality of in-
cluded studies (right). 
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2. Source type

 Included studies were predominantly represented by between subject’s designs and RCTs 
(Figure 3). No study used solely qualitative methods.
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Figure 3. Bar chart representing the study designs of included studies.     

3. Samples

 A broad range of populations and sample sizes were represented. The smallest sample 
size was 4 participants, and the largest was 444. The median sample size was 60. The studies 
broadly varied in ages of participants. Almost half of studies used an entirely adult (18+ yrs), 
non-student population or had a majority. Twenty-four studies consisted of university students, 
and five involved both university students and staff. One study involved a child population and 
five studies involved older adults or a sample where older adults (65+ years) were the majority. 

4. Simulation

 Thirty-five of the studies used VR HMDs as the simulation method. Five studies used VR 
glasses, one used VR goggles, and one used a VR viewer not requiring HMD. After VR HMDs, 
the second most commonly used simulation method was videos (excluding 360°) displayed as 
videotapes, on televisions, and on desktop computer screens. Two studies used 360° videos. 
Eight studies used projector screens. Two studies used a combination of methods (videos and 
VR HMDs). Duration of simulation varied. Most studies reported a simulation duration of 5 min-
utes or less. Twenty-two studies reported exposure length 6-10 minutes. Six studies reported 
11-15 minutes, and three studies reported 16-20 minutes. Some studies had longer duration 
lengths; ten studies reported over 20 minutes. One study did not report duration length, and one 
study reported that participants were self-paced. 

5. Nature exposure

 A broad range of natural environments were represented. Most reported exposure to 
nature through scenes of forests, including woods, and bamboo forests. Seven studies used 
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natural elements in or outside buildings. Other environments included views of coastal paths/
scenes, arboretums, gardens, parks, underwater scenes, and beaches. Most studies used sev-
eral environment exposures. Five studies used a combination of scenes of beaches and green 
spaces. Eleven studies used scenes of multiple green spaces. These included open green spac-
es, gardens, walkways, nature reserves, meadows, hillsides, forests, mountains, parks, roadside 
vegetation, valleys, and tree canopies. Sixteen studies reported using ‘nature scenes’ which 
varied in green (forests, mountains, parks, trees, fields, nature island) and blue environments 
(bodies of water, riversides, streams, brooks). 

C. Narrative synthesis - outcomes

 Eight studies measured mood as an outcome and seven found beneficial impacts. Some 
examples are now described. One study investigated exposure to 360° videos and mood (Mo-
stajeran et al., 2021). Viewing a forest helped decrease feelings of fatigue, and mood was more 
disturbed by urban environment exposure. Gao et al. (2019) measured mood before and after 
virtual nature exposure. They found an alleviation in negative mood after exposure, but positive 
mood did not significantly improve. Wang et al. (2020a) exposed a positive association between 
positive mood scores and a neat undergrowth landscape of the forest. Additionally, positive mood 
effects have been found after exposure to indoor environments with biophilic elements (Yin et al., 
2018). Positive effects have also been found in prison populations (Nadkarni et al., 2021). Incar-
cerated men felt less anxious and depressed, and calmer after viewing nature videos. Similarly, 
chemotherapy patients have been found to feel more relaxed, calmer, and more content after 
viewing VR nature scenes (Wilson & Scorsone, 2021). 

 Affect after virtual nature exposure was also measured. For example, positive affective 
states increased after viewing a virtual natural landscape (Reese et al., 2021). Valtchanov et al. 
(2010) found increased positive affect after using VR. Two studies also found increases in posi-
tive affect after participants viewed videotapes of an arboretum, compared to an urban environ-
ment (Mayer et al., 2009). However, this positive impact was more substantial after exposure to 
a real natural environment. Some studies measured levels of affect in participants with depres-
sive symptoms after viewing a forest and a built environment video on a computer (Meuwese 
et al., 2021). Viewing the forest video reduced negative affect for participants with depressive 
symptoms, compared to viewing the built environment. McAllister et al. (2017) found increased 
positive affect and decreased negative affect after viewing a nature video compared to no nature. 
Calogiuri et al. (2018) measured affect after participants experienced a real nature walk and a 
virtual comparison. Increased affect was associated with the nature walk, whereas poorer affect 
was associated with the virtual environment. Calogiuri et al. (2018) attributed this to cyber sick-
ness. 

 Other studies measured self-reported and physiologically measured anxiety. Wang et al. 
(2020) found that patients with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) showed lower galvanic skin 
responses (a physiological indicator of stress), after exposure to a virtual nature environment, 
compared to a control. Further, Zabini et al. (2020) measured perceived anxiety after exposure 
to a virtual forest compared to an urban environment. Short term effects for reduced anxiety were 
seen for those exposed to the virtual forest environment. 

 Several studies measured multiple outcomes. For example, depressive symptoms of old-
er women were lowered after participation in a group-based programme involving viewing a 
virtual therapeutic garden (Szczepanska-Gieracha et al., 2021). Browning et al. (2020) found 
being outdoors in a natural environment and viewing a 360° VR video of nature proved beneficial 
for increasing arousal and positive moods compared to an indoor environment without nature. 
One study focused on state social motivation whereby participants experiencing virtual nature 



79TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORIMPACTS OF VIRTUAL NATURE EXPOSURE 

exposure, compared to controls, reported higher levels of state social motivation (Castelblanco, 
2019). Further, Anderson et al. (2017) found reductions in negative affect after VR exposure to 
natural settings. When comparing 2D nature to VR simulated, participants reported greater lev-
els of positive affect and satisfaction when viewing VR nature (Frewen et al., 2020). Also, when 
viewing an underwater environment on a computer screen compared to VR, lower levels of anxi-
ety are observed for VR, whereas there is a decline in positive affect for computer screen (Liszio 
et al., 2018). Moreover, one study measured affect and boredom of participants during exposure 
to nature through three simulations: 2D video on HD TV, 360-degree VR HMD, or computer-gen-
erated VR (Yeo et al., 2020). Negative affect and boredom levels reduced, and positive affect 
increased across all conditions. 

  Some studies measured stress and/or relaxation. One study found that virtual nature 
stimuli evoked a decrease in stress levels in incarcerated individuals (Nadkarni et al., 2021). 
Further, participants reported lower levels of self-reported stress after a VR nature experience 
(Reese et al., 2021). Another found that viewing VR nature can also be a distraction at work and 
significantly reduce GSR and heart rate (Ahmaniemi et al., 2017). Kim et al. (2017) found that 
higher levels of perceived tranquillity were shown after exposure to environments with more pas-
toral (quiet, not urban) features. Further, Kim and Lee (2018) reported higher levels of calmness 
after exposure to a virtual nature environment, compared to an urban or indoor environment. In 
addition to these studies, other research focuses on restoration from stress after virtual nature 
exposure (Yin et al., 2020; Yin, 2019; Valtchanov et al., 2010; Schebella et al., 2020; Meuwese 
et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2019a; Hedblom et al., 2019; Li et al., 2020; Liszio et al., 2018; De Kort 
et al., 2006).  

 Two studies found virtual nature to act as a buffer against stress. Chan et al. (2021) inves-
tigated exposure to virtual vertical greenery and found that exposure prevented stress, whereas 
Blum et al. (2019) found that viewing virtual nature to implement immersive heart rate variability 
biofeedback acted as a buffer to stress compared to a non-VR condition. But some studies found 
different results. Snell et al. (2019) measured recovery from stress after viewing a perceived live 
video of nature, a recorded video or control. The results showed stress recovery was similar for 
the perceived live and recorded video conditions. Further, when compared to 360° videos, pho-
tos of urban and forest environments were more effective in reducing stress (Mostajeran et al., 
2021). 

 Additionally, six studies focused on attention capabilities after virtual nature. Crosson and 
Salmoni (2021) found significant improvements in directed attention performance after viewing 
a forest on a 180° projector screen whilst walking on a treadmill. Another study found positive 
restorative effects on attentional fatigue when viewing natural spaces with VR glasses (Gao et 
al., 2019). A further two studies showed attentional capacity and the ability to reflect increased 
for participants viewing a natural environment (Mayer et al., 2009). Snell et al. (2019) measured 
attention recovery and reported improvements on the Necker Cube Pattern Control task after 
watching a perceived live video of nature compared to a recorded and control video. One study 
found significant results with cognitive performance (Mostajeran et al., 2021). Participants made 
fewer errors on a cognitive task after viewing a virtual forest compared to an urban area. Three 
studies measured creativity as an outcome; scores on a creativity test improved after viewing 
virtual indoor office environments with biophilic features environments (Yin et al., 2019). 

 Self-reported restorativeness was a common outcome. One study involved looking at 
levels of self-reported presence after viewing virtual nature (Chung, 2018). Participants scoring 
higher in self-reported presence perceived the environment as more restorative. Further, Chung 
et al. (2018) showed a negative association between restorativeness scores and fronto-central 
region P3a amplitudes, a biomarker of attention, after virtual nature exposure. Three studies 
compared perceived restoration after virtual nature exposure. Virtual nature was rated as more 
restorative than virtual urban environments (Yu et al., 2020), and this was similar for adults on 



80 TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TOR REECE and MERCHANT

an ICU (Gerber et al., 2019). Similarly, McAllister et al. (2017) found greater perceived restor-
ativeness after viewing wild nature and urban nature videos. Two studies compared exposure to 
virtual and real forests (Mattila et al., 2020; Browning et al., 2020). In Mattila et al.’s (2020) study, 
perceived restorativeness was the same after viewing a virtual forest and being in a physical 
forest. Similarly, Browning et al. (2020) found that participants rated virtual and physical nature 
exposure as both being restorative, compared to an indoor control. Finally, Wang et al. (2020) 
reported increased levels of restorative quality when viewing virtual nature, whereas Tabrizian 
et al. (2018) found that restorativeness was inversely affected by the spatial arrangement and 
permeability of the park setting. 

 Finally, some studies measured walking function in clinical populations after exposure to 
VR natural environments. Walking ability improved after VR nature exposure (Biffi et al., 2015; 
Cho et al., 2015). Additionally, pain and exertion were outcomes of some studies. Perceived 
and experienced levels of pain improved after virtual nature exposure (Gromala et al., 2015; 
Tanja-Dijkstra et al., 2018), and higher levels of exertion after a virtual nature experience were 
recorded (Calogiuri et al., 2018).

D. Mediators

Overall, five mediators and one moderator were statistically analysed and found to be significant. 
These included: 

•	 Presence as a mediator for improved positive affect after virtual nature exposure (p < 
0.01) (Yeo et al., 2020).

•	 Presence as a mediator for virtual experiences and emotions (p < 0.05) (Riva et al., 2007). 

•	 Perceived restorativeness as a mediator for improved positive affect after virtual nature 
exposure (p < 0.001) (McAllister et al., 2017). 

•	 Connectedness to nature as a mediator for improved positive affect and ability to reflect 
after virtual nature exposure (p < 0.001) (Mayer et al., 2009). 

•	 Perceptions of safety as a mediator for the extent to which enclosure of environment pre-
dicts perceived restorativeness (p < 0.001) (Tabrizian et al., 2018). 

•	 Depressive symptoms as a moderator for increased stress reduction after virtual nature 
exposure (p < 0.001) (Meuwese et al., 2021).

IV. DISCUSSION

A. Summary and interpretation

 This paper systematically reviewed the literature on the impacts that exposure to virtual 
nature can have on health and well-being, and aimed to answer two research questions: “What 
are the impacts of virtual nature exposure on health and well-being?”, and “What are the mech-
anisms involved that underlie the effects on health and well-being gained from virtual nature 
exposure?” 

 The results support that virtual exposure to natural environments could be particularly 
useful for improving health and well-being for people who cannot access outdoor environments, 
which supports White et al.’s hypothesis (2018). Virtual nature can act as a practical way to 
deliver a therapeutic intervention without over-exerting patients or exposing them to the risk 
of allergic reactions or accidental injuries (Jennings et al., 2019). Prison populations were also 
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highlighted in this review, showing that virtual nature can be an alternative for those in long-term 
confinement. Afterall, the environment and experience of prison is very influential on prisoner’s 
ability to rehabilitate afterwards (Söderlund & Newman, 2017). However, physical biophilic ele-
ments, such as indoor potted plants, can also be beneficial for health (Nieuwenhuis et al., 2014) 
and this would be a more cost-effective option to implement in prisons and health care facilities. 
The results of this review are not consistent with Browning et al.’s (2020a) meta-analyses, which 
showed that being outdoors in a real setting provides more benefits to mood than viewing a sim-
ulated virtual setting. Meta-analyses are a strong analysis method which provide objective and 
generalisable results, however Browning et al.(2020a) only included experimental data in their 
review. This may be why the results are inconsistent. 

 This review also briefly identified five mediators and one moderator that were statistically 
analysed by some included studies, answering research question 2. Presence was found to be 
a mediator of improved positive affect after virtual nature exposure, as well as for general virtual 
experiences and emotions. Presence refers to the feeling of experiencing an illusion of being 
in a virtual environment without knowing for sure whether you are there (Slater, 2018). Feeling 
present and in the illusion of the virtual environment can lead to improved positive affect. Per-
ceived restorativeness was also found to be a mediator for improved positive affect. This finding 
was in line with ART (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989) and supports a link between restoration and virtual 
nature. When viewing a natural environment, the extent to which enclosure and feelings of being 
enclosed predicted perceived restorativeness was mediated by perceptions of safety. Previous 
literature shows that open space is key as to whether an environment is perceived as safe (Loe-
wen et al., 1993).

 The mechanisms described by WHO (2016) are mostly different to the mechanisms re-
garding virtual nature and health and well-being outcomes presented here. Although one similar 
mechanism refers to increased restoration and restorativeness can mediate the increases seen 
in positive affect after exposure to real and virtual natural environments. There are some sug-
gestions for the differences. Firstly, several mechanisms reported by WHO (2016) relate to being 
physically outdoors. It is likely that these were not found as mechanisms specific to virtual nature 
due to them not being recognised outcomes with being indoors. Some studies in this review did 
combine physical activity on treadmills whilst viewing virtual nature (Biffi et al., 2015; Cho et al., 
2015), however they did not conduct mediation analyses. 

B. Limitations

 One limitation was that no studies were conducted in low-middle income countries. This 
may be due to the development of immersive technologies in predominantly high-income coun-
tries. But it is essential to know whether virtual nature can have an impact in low-middle income 
countries, especially as these countries have limited mental health services (Saxena & Maulik, 
2003). Another limitation is that only short-term effects of virtual nature exposure were investigat-
ed. Many of the studies only used one short dose of virtual exposure. Whilst it is important to un-
derstand the short-term impact, if health care practices and therapeutic interventions are going 
to use virtual exposure as a tool, it is essential to investigate long-term exposure. Furthermore, 
limited studies conducted mediation or moderation analyses. This highlights the lack of research 
that has provided an explanation through a mechanism/pathway and provides little structure for 
practice/policies to use. 

 The methodology of this review also has limitations. The majority of studies were rated as 
‘weak’ in quality, and so should be interpreted with caution. Although the aim was to provide an 
overview of the various study designs that have been used, this means that the methods used 
are not fully reliable. In addition, whilst qualitative studies were searched for, none were eligible 
for this review. There is a gap to investigate qualitatively how different populations experience 
virtual nature exposure. 
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C. Implications

 It is imperative that future research incorporates mediation analyses into their methodol-
ogies, so to explain the links between health and well-being outcomes and virtual nature expo-
sure. There may be more mechanisms that explain outcomes which are known due to the lack 
of analyses conducted. Also, future research needs to qualitatively investigate the same field. 
Researchers could understand more about how participants think/feel whilst experiencing virtual 
nature. This review can be improved by following a more rigorous methodology and presenting a 
statistical synthesis of results and formally assess trustworthiness of results reported in included 
studies. Furthermore, there are new methods in health care practices that involve ‘green social 
prescribing’ (NHS, 2021). Virtual nature could follow a similar trajectory, and if consistently found 
to be beneficial for patients with limited mobility, it has potential to become a prescription for 
mental health. This research has further importance in relation to the recent COVID-19 pandem-
ic when stay-at-home orders were enforced. Virtual nature exposure could be especially helpful 
in these situations, and similar, when access to real environments is limited.  

V. CONCLUSION

 There is extensive support for exposure to nature being beneficial for health and well-be-
ing, and some studies advocate real nature as irreplaceable exposure. However, literature is 
showing virtual nature exposure to be a beneficial alternative exposure for populations with 
limited mobility. This review presented studies which have shown beneficial impacts on a broad 
range of outcomes. This synthesis has shown potential to use virtual nature exposure in general 
settings, as well as clinical and therapeutic interventions. Immersive technologies can be inte-
grated into a range of settings where they can be used to benefit physical and mental health. 
But some studies have shown no impact or negative impacts of virtual exposure namely due to 
the risks of technology usage (e.g. cybersickness) which should be taken into consideration. 
Furthermore, caution should be taken with extensive use of these technologies as long-term im-
pact is unknown. This review provides a beginning for future studies to investigate the long-term 
effects of exposure, and the underlying mechanisms. This could inform policy and allow for these 
technological methods to be used to their optimum in improving health and well-being. 
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What is environmental identity

 There is no clear definition of environmental identity, which is also dependent on the 
disciplinary lens used to show what, when, where, who, and the places and spaces that shape 
the child’s relationship with the natural world. Blatt (2013) suggests a socio-cultural influence 
informs a sense of social environmental identity such as educational background and context 
(forest school or classroom setting), individual background, and social interactions. For exam-
ple, does the child perceive themself connected to nature or in a separate human-made envi-
ronment. Building on the above, Clayton and Opotow (2003) suggest environmental identity is 
defined by social construction and understanding the self and others’ interaction with the natural 
environment. It includes how people feel about the natural world through emotional connections 
and intrinsic value, and how people think about inherent values of the natural world. Similarly, 
Stapleton (2015) reflects on social components that frame environmental identity as opposed to 
nature-based theories. So, perhaps as humans, social construct is a start point to understand 
environmental identity. The next section explores the influences that give meaning to environ-
mental identity.

 There are three approaches that influence environmental identity in early child develop-
ment and life-long learning as an adult. Without getting entangled in the myriad of environmental 
identity measurement scales, which all differ, I want to focus on the thinking, feeling, and doing 
that shape and embody environmental identity. The first consideration about environmental iden-
tity is being in nature. This could be a local park, community garden or blue and green spaces 
such as the coast and woodlands. Secondly, Balunde et al. (2019), and Clayton and Opotow 
(2003) suggest contact with nature is important to us as well as to who we are and may lead 
to identifying with environmental-friendly behaviours such as reduce, recycle, repair, and reuse 
(Greenpeace, 2015) or supporting climate actions, campaigns, and causes as a type of personal 
green agency. In critique, I wonder if the opposite of a child having no contact with the natural 
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world could cause a disconnect, and lead to ambivalent and pessimistic attitudes about nature. 
In reflection, the above generalisations about how environmental identity is shaped could be 
viewed as a continuum of perception influenced by individual and collective experience. For ex-
ample, a group leader reflects on the inter-connection between people and nature, adding ‘we 
don’t know if we are organising communities to plant trees or planting trees to organise commu-
nities’ (Clayton, 2003, p. 91).

 Another perspective used by children to make sense of nature and their environmental 
identity is anthropomorphism. Tam et al. (2013) argues giving nature and wildlife human attributes 
such as characteristics, emotions, and names can help children to feel connected to nature. For 
example, terminology such as Mr Nature, Mother Earth, Benny Bee, Sammy the Seahawk, and 
Tommy twig can spark the child’s curiosity to know more about nature, and the child’s place in 
the natural world. Anthropomorphism also applies to domestic pets such as ‘that is a funny cat’, 
and ‘this is a clever dog’. Waytz et al. (2010) suggest the determinants for children using anthro-
pomorphism is not fully understood but in doing so, children are able to make inductive inference 
from what they see and experience in the non-human world. Gebhard et al. (2003) suggest chil-
dren keep anthropomorphic reasoning up to the age of about 12 years. However, from the ages 
of 12 – 16 years, stronger societal views may override how children relate to nature, which in 
western society might include a greater focus on personal interest and gains. The positive effect 
of anthropomorphism is argued by Waytz et al. (2010) who adds, anthropomorphism provides 
a sense of belonging from an inter-relational connection with nature, when social contact is not 
possible through experiences of poorly mental health or physical health. Secondly, Waytz et al. 
(2010) suggest a connection to nature could reduce anxiety, depression, and isolation through 
enhanced efficacy to feel better and lift mood by being part of a wider system of life. Additionally, 
Tam et al. (2013) argue anthropomorphism is a low-cost strategy to promote environmental con-
cepts through mass media such as zero carbon or less microplastics in the sea, and this can be 
done without blurring people’s understanding of the science and facts such as climate change.

 As said above, there is no clear definition of environmental identity, and there is no termi-
nology for the child’s lived experience with nature. But I use a social work perspective and my 
experience of working with children to re-imagine the above as eco-ethnography. By the term 
eco-ethnography, I mean how children (and adults) construct their environmental identity from 
the past and current experiences of the built and natural environment, which is influenced by 
play, and the socio-cultural context in which the above experiences occur. For example, eco-
logical stress is causing species extinction of plants and animals the child may never meet. The 
above lost flora and fauna will be an imaginary anthropomorphic friend about what could have 
been, what might have been, and possibly what should have been (abundance of species diver-
sity). Given the above comment of extinction, loss, and uncertainty, I am mindful that exposure of 
harm caused by humans to the natural world may create a sense of helplessness and dysfunc-
tion such as eco-anxiety in children (and adults). I reflect, eco-ethnography is one approach for 
the child form as sense of environmental self within a bigger ecological picture while still being 
able to play and enjoy nature and be hopeful for the future.

Environmental identity and well-being

 Linking with the above discussion about the positive effects of anthropomorphism, there 
are other benefits of well-being associated by making a connection with nature. For example, 
Mayer et al. (2009) discuss an environmental psychology approach across three areas which 
are: i) connection to nature is a potential mediator to well-being; ii) exposure to nature helps the 
individual to reflect complex socio-emotional life problems; and iii) the difference between real 
and virtual contact with nature on well-being. Although the above research was on adults, there 
is no reason the above concept should not apply to children and young people. To give context 
about a connection with nature, Petty (2002) suggests there are about 350,000 generations of 
human that have lived close to the land as hunter-gatherers, which gave our ancestors a pow-
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erful sense of attachment and identity with the natural environment. Therefore, it seems likely 
being away from nature in a built environment may have some detrimental effects on well-being. 
Perhaps the concept of environmental identity and supporting children’s well-being requires go-
ing back to our roots and making a reconnection with nature as part of the ‘everydayness’ of life.

 Green (2016) suggests the natural world inspires a sense of curiosity and wonder in 
children, and a connection to the natural world; but it can also cause fear of the unknown. To 
develop the above, Green et al. (2016) propose an environmental identity development model 
as a theoretical framework consisting of three approaches that originate from Lucus (1979) and 
progressively develop a child’s environmental identity. These are i) education in the environment, 
ii) education about the environment, and iii) education for the environment. Additionally, environ-
mental identity is a two-way process of how nature shapes the child, and how external influences 
of family and socio-cultural practice shape the child’s feelings, thoughts, and action towards the 
natural environment. For example, family attitudes about getting wet and muddy, stay in versus 
stay out, and geographic settings and accessibility of natural spaces. Green (2016) argues the 
more positive the experience, the more likely the child will go out and adventure, discover, imag-
ine, and develop their environmental identity.

 The three approaches suggested by Green et al. (2016) to the environmental identity 
development model are explored further. First, education in the environment is about a child’s 
trust with nature for the child to feel comfortable, curious, and confident to venture outside in na-
ture. Second, education about the environment means a child has an opportunity to claim place 
through play, and environmental competency, skills and knowledge that can be carried forwards 
to sustainable futures. Third, education for the environment includes learning about environmen-
tal concerns, which can help manage eco-anxiety. In reflection, I suggest actions to reduce harm 
to nature and help nature can replace a child’s eco-anxiety with hope. There are compelling 
arguments about the benefits of nature-play, the use of forest school, which can be termed a 
type of sustainable well-being. Perhaps now is the time to reintroduce Education for Sustainable 
Development back into the school curriculum, and help children rediscover their environmental 
identity and sense of place.

Managing eco-anxiety

 The child’s well-being through connection with nature is explored by Mayer et al. (2009) 
who suggest spending 15 minutes in the natural environment or watching a virtual natural en-
vironment increased a person’s connectedness to nature, triggered positive emotions, and at-
tentional capacity to spend time reflecting on complex life problems. Additionally, individuals ex-
perienced a decrease in negative emotions such as aggression, anxiety, and depression. Time 
spent watching virtual images of nature had less effect on promoting well-being. I add, the ability 
to critically reflect is subject to age, stage, understanding, and personal agency such as self-in-
fluence and meaningful action. Mayer et al. (2009) add the mediator for environmental identity 
and well-being is still unclear, but the benefits are tangible. 

 But what happens when children watch the unfolding of natural world through the mass 
media coverage of forest fires, floods, melting ice caps, and protests about climate change? I 
use climate change as an umbrella term, but add that climate change means species extinc-
tion, loss of biodiversity, and stress on ecological boundaries. Hickman (2020) explains children 
and young people have been feeling frightened for a long time about climate change. Often the 
child’s feelings are framed by adult narratives of avoidance, denial, fear, lies, and misunder-
standing. So here is the deal in simple terms - climate change is big; it affects everyone, and ev-
ery living thing, but we can do something about it. What scares children the most is adult failure 
to take urgent action to reverse climate change or at least try and protect the fragile eco-system 
that sustains life on the planet. Adults know what to do to help the planet recover which includes 
protecting nature, making smarter food choices (e.g., producing less meat), using alternatives to 
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mass agriculture, consuming less the resources of earth, and stepping back from consumerism. 
But does the current generation want to make sacrifices for future generations by living a simple, 
slower lifestyle, that is more in balance with nature. Hickman (2020) adds children are left out of 
discussions to heal the planet which is disturbing because children will inherit the mess earlier 
generations have caused. That does not mean adults should put heavy burdens on children to 
solve climate crises, but children do need a voice to imagine and build hopeful and sustainable 
futures as well as  a narrative about how they want the world to be. 

 Eco-anxiety is a term used to describe the emotions and experiences of children about 
climate change. Hickman (2020) uses a social work perspective as powerful approaches to man-
age eco-anxiety. A few examples include ‘managing it’. For example, there is no specific diagno-
sis for eco-anxiety; however, the term eco-anxiety supplies a framework to hold global concerns 
of many, and allows children to share worries and feel less alone. The second approach Hickman 
(2020) argues is ‘feeling it’ which is about recognising fear, terror, loss, and injustice, and that all 
associated feelings are accepted, heard, and understood. Young (2022) suggests eco-anxiety 
is an alert system to deal with a problem, something big, and something urgent. Young (2022) 
adds eco-anxiety has three outcomes of flight, fight, and freeze. I suggest another outcome of 
ambivalence such as being unsure of what to do or turn feelings into positive agency is a catalyst 
for change. Perhaps the most disturbing of Hickman’s (2020) findings were the comments that 
children did not want to go outside or make an attachment to place because they felt guilty or 
sad about the wildlife that could be lost due to climate change. I think this is a worrying discon-
nect from the natural world and goes against the concept of environmental identity. Rather than 
pathologizing eco-anxiety, Hickman (2020) suggests eco-anxiety becomes a healing process 
that starts with validation of the child’s anxiety and adults being honest about climate change. 
Taking small steps such as children joining a beach clean, rewilding a local area, and raising 
awareness of climate issues is enough meaningful action to make change, and if everybody all 
over the world does a little bit to protect the planet, we can make the world better, and we can 
make ourselves better by worrying less about the natural world. 

 The above discussion about a child’s environmental identity has similarities with attach-
ment theory (Ainsworth, 1978) and separation anxiety. There are four types of attachment: am-
bivalent attachment, avoidant attachment, disorganised attachment, and secure attachment. 
Ambivalent attachment is when the child cannot rely on their primary carer for comfort or reas-
surance. Avoidant attachment is when the child has no preference of carer. Disorganised attach-
ment refers to a child resisting contact because the carer is inconsistent and unreliable. Lastly, 
a secure attachment is formed through a dependable, reliable, trusted and safe relationship 
between child and adult. I wonder if the same types of attachment can be applied between the 
child and nature about the proximity and longevity of reciprocal relationships. Therefore, if the 
world is fearful, unknown and poorly through climate change, does the lack of a secure attach-
ment led to (separation) eco-anxiety. For example, if the child makes an emotional investment in 
nature (environmental identity) will the world be there for the child in the future. Can the reversal 
of climate change help Mother Earth to keep us safe and enable a secure attachment to place, 
and in doing so reduce eco-anxiety in children?

Lockdown - places and space to play 

 The Government Response to managing risk in the COVID-19 pandemic was to close 
all outdoor play areas from February 2021 (GOV.UK. 2021), along with adaptions to existing 
guidance about play areas to reduce the risk of transmission (hse.gov.uk. 2012). For example, 
cleaning play equipment after use, restricting the number of children who can use the play area 
at the same time, a one-way system for outdoor gyms, and keeping an obligatory two metre dis-
tance from other people. The above sounds great, but what about the risk to the child’s welfare 
from not being able to play and be outside, and does the lack of outside play exasperate con-
cerns about eco-anxiety? In critique, the above regulations (hse.gov.uk. 2012) try and promote a 
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balanced approach to play, suggesting play should expand the child’s learning, and stretch their 
abilities. That said, many play areas are still closed. I reflect, the impact of lockdown on a child’s 
environmental identity could have gone two ways, either lockdown restrictions caused children 
to have a disconnect from nature or lockdown restrictions made children yearn to be outside and 
discover more about the natural world.

 In contrast to the above closure of play areas, and as a response to COVID-19 restric-
tions, the United Nation’s ask all signatories of the UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child) to get creative about upholding Article 31, adding alternative options must 
be supplied to meet the child’s right to engage in play, and recreational activities (UNICEF, n.d.). 
Casey and McKendrick (2022) suggest three narratives of play in lockdown which are: i) play 
in crisis, ii) the threat to play in crisis, and iii) play as a remedy to crisis. The above narratives 
focus on general comments 17 (playscotland.org, 2013) that go with Article 31, and state play 
must be free from stress such as worries from Covid-19. For example, i) play in crisis has sev-
eral aspects. Firstly, how to help the child manage worries about meeting friends, touching play 
equipment or sharing sweets and toys. Often the child’s worries are exasperated by adult anxi-
ety and aversion to risk. Secondly, outdoor play areas need to be accessible, open, and enable 
children freedom to play unaccompanied but within easy reach of a trusted adult. Thirdly, do play 
areas encourage children to access the natural environment and the animal world. Fourthly, play 
enables the child to claim place as a space for curiosity and imagination that shapes the child’s 
environmental identity and well-being. Regarding ii) the threat to play in crisis, Casey and McK-
endrick (2022) add play is often compromised with a focus on formal education, and the added 
financial burden upon councils and community groups to upkeep play areas. Play is often seen 
as an arranged event as opposed to a spontaneous activity or the happenstance of meeting a 
friend at the park to play with. I suggest play is for fun, play is learning, and is play because you 
can. But restriction of play is also used by adults as punishment. I reflect, the denial of play adds 
to the stress experienced by some children in the pandemic and could led a gap in the child de-
veloping a sense of environmental identity. Lastly, point iii) play as a remedy to crisis, sees Casey 
and McKendrick (2022) argue children’s developmental and well-being needs did not stop during 
the pandemic. Play is needed more than ever so that children can adapt and make sense of their 
environmental identity, and life experience such as global crises of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
climate change.

Summary 

 There is no definitive answer about what defines environmental identity, but the above 
discussion explored social construction and anthropomorphism as ways for children to connect 
with the natural world. The right to play, nature-assisted learning such as forest schools, educa-
tion for sustainability, and being in a natural environment for 15 minutes can support sustainable 
well-being. Lockdown saw many play areas closes and remain closed, which may have caused a 
detachment from the natural world and a gap in the child’s environmental identity. I argued this is 
a concern because children use their lived experiences of being in nature, knowing about nature, 
and play to shape their eco-ethnography. The proximity and longevity of reciprocal relationships 
with nature was explored, and eco-anxiety was reframed as eco-compassion and a trigger for 
action. Additionally, children need a voice and be part of a narrative about the future. Based on 
the above discussions, I propose a sense of environmental identity can help children be the best 
version of themselves in an everchanging complex world. The challenge is how to re-engage 
children, this climate generation, with the natural world through post Covid-19 recovery and be-
yond, and enable children an everydayness of being curious, and confident in nature.
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Abstract

 Fake news has become increasingly prevalent in the United States, especially during 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. since March 2020. This has caused a 
significant number of Americans to believe that COVID-19 is a hoax rather than a real prob-
lem. Fake news spreads easily and quickly through social media, where people are often 
inundated with advertisements and thumbnails of false headlines along with pseudo-reliable 
media outlets. The purpose of the current study is to analyze how divided attention and the 
congruence of news headlines and news sources affect the identification of true and false 
news headlines about the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants (N = 27) saw 48 news headlines 
paired with 48 sources and judged the validity of the headline. In the congruent condition, true 
and false headlines were paired with reliable and unreliable sources, respectively. In the in-
congruent condition, these pairings were mixed up: true headlines were accompanied by un-
reliable sources, and false headlines reliable sources . In 24 out of 48 trials, participants also 
did mental math problems while evaluating the news (divided attention). The results showed 
that when dividing attention, participants performed better in trials either with congruently 
matched headlines and sources or with incongruent matchings of false headlines and reliable 
sources. There were also unexpected patterns of results, which are further discussed along 
with some methodological revisions for future research.

 Keywords:  attention, congruence, news media, social media, coronavirus
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Every year, fake news, or fabricated stories and reports of events, is more and more 
prevalent in the United States. People suffer from many of its real-life consequences, some of 
which are lower trust in science, decreased empathy, greater inequality, and increasing polar-
ization (Lewandowsky et al., 2017). These problems have greatly escalated with the outbreak 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. since March 2020. Fake news has contributed to federal 
responses’ failure to address the severity of the virus and provide necessary strategies to contain 
the spread. It has also prevented countless Americans from perceiving COVID-19 as a threat or 
even as a real problem, and rather as a conspiracy. Such negative outcomes and a consequent 
sense of urgency have motivated us to carry out this study. 

Previous studies about fake news have made limited attempts to study the role of atten-
tion in the perception of fake news to date. Pennycook et al.’s (2018) examination of the influ-
ence of prior exposure to fake news on the perception of its accuracy is the most related analysis 
we can find. In this study, participants who previously saw false news headlines even once could 
accurately evaluate their validity both in the same session and seven days later. The research-
ers observed this “illusory truth effect” for fabricated headlines when they were not fully credible, 
verified, or consistent with participants’ political ideologies. However, we argue that participants’ 
prior exposure and attention to a false piece of news are not identical to each other. In the former 
case, people could see and skim over a news headline without much processing of it, which we 
can arguably still consider to be exposure to the news. Attention to a news headline, on the other 
hand, implies deeper processing of the content itself. Unfortunately, these two concepts are not 
different from each other in real life because most people do not spend a lot of time reading a 
news article or read the news they have shared on their social media profiles (Haile, 2014). Ad-
ditionally, 59% of shared links on social media websites do not receive further clicks (Gabielkov 
et al., 2016), so people may form judgments of news articles based solely on what they can un-
derstand from a quick skim of the headlines. 

We argue that a plausible reason for this scarcity of research on attention in misinfor-
mation processing is the recent development of the research topic at the time of our research. 
According to Lewandowsky et al. (2017), synonyms of fake news, such as “post-truth” and “post-
fact,” were unfamiliar terms in 2012. However, four years later, “post-truth” became Oxford Dic-
tionaries’ international word of the year, given the Brexit vote and Donald Trump’s victory in the 
2016 presidential election (Flood, 2016). Many studies have unanimously agreed that fake news 
spread quickly on social media, which allows easy, instantaneous content sharing. Vosoughi et 
al. (2018) reported that false news reached a greater number of Twitter users at a faster pace 
than real news, especially when the content was political. 

Following many studies before us, we will give our participants a task that would involve 
them in making judgments about news headlines, which may depend on many factors like time 
pressure and previous knowledge and opinions about COVID-19. We looked at a similar study 
by Bago et al. (2020), which focus on measuring the different levels of effectiveness of using ei-
ther intuition or deliberation when judging the validity of true and false headlines. They performed 
this with 1,635 participants who were given a series of headlines and asked to respond with 
their initial response under time pressure, after which they were asked to give a second answer 
with no time constraints (and allowing them to think more deeply). The findings revealed that 
participants believed more false headlines than true ones from their intuitive responses. They 
also found that deliberation leads to more corrections of previous nonrational (and false) beliefs, 
which suggests that deliberating before making a judgment will lead to a more accurate belief 
that relies less on biases.

Divided attention happens when cognitive resources are being used for more than one 
task at a given time. Previous research has consistently shown the detrimental effects of divid-
ing attention over multiple activities, also known as multitasking, on memory (Firth et al., 2019; 
Middlebrooks et al., 2017). Participants in the study could still recall the most valuable words, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jarmac.2017.07.008
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determined by a 10-point scale, while they were doing a digit-detection task, listening to music, 
or doing nothing else. However, Middlebrooks et al. (2017) reported that those assigned to the 
digit-detection task in the first group recalled fewer words than their counterparts in the other two 
groups. In a classroom setting, dividing attention over laptops, tablets, or cell phones and the 
ongoing lecture could impair students’ ability to retain memory of the lecture in the long term, 
thus negatively impacting their exam scores, yet leaving their comprehension of the lecture in-
tact (Gaspelin et al., 2013). These researchers also demonstrated that divided attention, which 
caused greater difficulty during the learning process, failed to enhance memory retention for the 
learned materials. 

We argue that divided attention, two proxies of which are error rates and reaction time, 
is important for further investigation in this misinformation literature because it could interact 
with an individual’s ability to make judgments about news in an ideal environment. In our study, 
error rates and reaction time reflect the extent to which participants’ judgments are enhanced or 
impaired as a function of cognitive resources. Using basic programs and protocols, we aim to 
simulate the nature of reading and processing news in the social media environment in the cur-
rent study by setting a pre-determined limit on the amount of time our participants can see and 
judge news headlines. This manipulation may not come close to participants’ actual experience 
on Facebook or Twitter, but we expect participants to divide their attention or multitask to meet 
the demands of the experimental protocols.

In the current study, we also decided to examine the congruence and incongruence be-
tween news sources and news headlines because we thought individuals could use their per-
ceived credibility of news media outlets as a possible heuristic to determine the validity of news. 
Sundar et al. (2007) explored the role of this heuristic, along with how long the story had been 
published and how many articles about the same story had come out of other news organiza-
tions, in people’s perceived credibility of the message, perceived newsworthiness, and likelihood 
of clicking on the article. Given a news source with low perceived credibility, people were more 
likely to trust the message of the article if the article came out sooner and there were more out-
lets publishing related articles (Sundar et al., 2007). Furthermore, source credibility would not 
have as much effect on people’s perceived credibility of the news if there had already been a lot 
of articles about that news. Also, Sterrett et al. (2018) could not find any effects of the perceived 
credibility of a news source on people’s trust in an article nor any interaction between this factor 
and trust in the sharer of an article on people’s trust in that article itself. However, what some 
people may identify as a credible news source may differ from others, which depends on their 
own biases and previous knowledge (Edgerly & Vraga, 2019). These mixed findings motivate us 
to investigate the potential interaction between the veracity of news headlines and the perceived 
credibility of news sources.

The Current Study

The purpose of the current study was to examine the effects of divided attention via 
multitasking and of congruence between headlines and sources on people’s judgments of the 
veracity of COVID-19 news headlines. We paired true headlines with incongruent (or unreliable) 
news sources and vice versa so that we could see if participants would make more or fewer er-
rors if they depended on the news sources to make their judgments. We were interested in the 
contributors to our ability to distinguish between real and false news headlines. We predicted 
that our participants, when dividing their attention over the main task and a mental arithmetic 
task, would make more errors in their identification of true or false news headlines, spend more 
time evaluating the validity of the news, and experience more interference from news sources 
incongruent with the validity of the news headlines. If substantiated, these hypotheses could 
inform journalists and social media companies about potential fake news to warn their readers 
and users, respectively, based on how they look. They may also equip people in the general 
public with knowledge about deception techniques to protect themselves from widespread false 
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information on social media.

Method

Participants

We began recruiting our participants during the last week of September 2020 by sending 
invitations to students enrolled in two psychology courses at Grinnell College at that time. In ad-
dition, we recruited other student participants at the college by publishing Facebook posts in the 
student groups and sending out emails or texts. We also used snowball sampling by connecting 
our family members and friends because we had only one week to collect the data. Therefore, 
we did not have enough time or resources to conduct a power analysis and recruit a correspond-
ingly large sample. We did not collect and thus could not report any demographic information 
from our participants, but we limited our sample to people who were 18 years old and above and 
had spent most of their lives in the US, where news about the pandemic was still prevalent at the 
time of the study. All participants (N = 27) were also familiar with different common news sources 
and the concept of “fake news.” The Grinnell College Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved 
all procedures in the current study on the condition that participants provided their informed con-
sent for their participation and received a debriefing about the actual purpose of the experiment 
after their completion.

Materials

The task programs we created consisted of 48 news headlines (see Table 1) and 24 diffi-
cult math problems (see Table 2). We gathered 30 of these news headlines from a recent study 
by Pennycook et al. (2020), which used articles published between February and March 2020. 
We compiled the remaining 18 news headlines from an online search for articles published be-
tween September and October 2020, using search terms such as “fake news,” “coronavirus,” 
and “COVID-19.” There were two types of news: real and fake, so our sample of news headlines 
included 24 true and 24 false headlines. We evaluated the validity of the news headlines we 
used in this experiment with FactCheck.org and Snopes.com and by consulting each other. The 
24 math problems consisted of four-operation math questions at the 4th difficulty level, which was 
obtained from the Maths Question Generator of MathsBot.com.

To accommodate participants whose computers used different operating systems, we 
used two separate programs to design the task. People who had access to a Windows computer 
carried out the task using the E-Prime 3.0 software (Psychology Software Tools, Pittsburgh, PA). 
This version included a response time tracker and a randomization process regarding the order 
and matching of news sources and news headlines. Windows users received a link to download 
this version as a .exe file, which automatically started running after they opened the file. People 
with computers running other operating systems (e.g., macOS) received a Microsoft PowerPoint 
(Microsoft 365 2020, Version 16.42) file of the task. To account for all four possible combinations 
of the two variables of interest (i.e., attention and headline-source congruency), we prepared four 
versions of the Microsoft PowerPoint file. For two versions, participants first saw 12 congruent 
and 12 incongruent pairs of news headlines and sources, each of which was accompanied by a 
math problem, and then saw only 12 congruent and 12 incongruent pairs of news headlines and 
sources. For the other two versions, participants first saw only 12 congruent and 12 incongruent 
pairs of news headlines and sources, followed by 12 congruent and 12 incongruent pairs of news 
headlines and sources, each of which was accompanied by a math problem. These four versions 
used a preset process and did not include a response time tracker. macOS users received a link 
to download the answer sheet and one of these four versions as a .ppsx file, which automatically 
started running after they opened it. Despite certain differences, both E-Prime Go and Microsoft 
PowerPoint versions consisted of the 48 news headlines with 24 alternating math problems and 
the pairings of reliable and unreliable news sources with true and false news headlines. Our full 
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materials are available on OSF (osf.io/spuw3).

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to 4 different groups to control for order effects. We 
divided these groups by attention and congruence of news sources. For attention, two groups 
divided their attention first, working on 24 alternating math problems through the first half of the 
task. The others divided their attention later through the second half of the task. For example, in 
both the E-Prime Go task and PowerPoint task, a participant in the former two groups assigned 
to the divided attention condition in the first half received one difficult math problem to solve with-
in 30 seconds. After working out the solution, they saw a real or fake news headline (e.g., “Iran 
now has the highest coronavirus death toll outside of China, threatening the wider Middle East” 
or “Vitamin C Protects Against Coronavirus,” respectively) paired with a source (e.g., “MICRO-
TRACEMINERALS.COM”). The participant then had ten seconds to decide whether what they 
read was true or false. We imposed this time limit to prevent the participant from using search 
engines to find the tested headlines and check their answers. If they made their judgment before 
the time was over, they could move on to the next stimuli, which were another 23 sequences 
of math problems and news headlines. After completing the news judgment task whilst solving 
math problems, they only saw and provided their judgments on 24 news headlines paired with 
their sources. Overall, participants in every group saw 12 true and 12 false news headline trials, 
each of which was followed by math problems, and another 12 true and 12 false trials of news 
headlines only. We used this same method to include the congruence of news sources as a vari-
able so that there were no repeating news sources. 

After providing informed consent, participants received an email from us with specific 
instructions for their assigned groups. After completing either the E-Prime Go task or the Pow-
erPoint task, participants submitted their data through an electronic survey, an email, or the 
E-Prime Go server. All the participants then received a debriefing form via email after we con-
firmed their completion of the task. One week later, we invited three participants to introspect 
about their thoughts at the time of the experiment through five questions (see Appendix). These 
informal interviews served to provide us with some possible explanations for our results.

Statistical Analysis

In general, we tested our hypotheses by conducting a 2 (news headline: real, fake) x 2 
(attention: full, divided) x 2 (news source: congruent, incongruent) analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
with repeated measures to examine the number of accurate judgments about the validity of the 
news headlines presented under different conditions as well as the time participants spent on the 
task in different conditions. Despite a small, underpowered sample that did not warrant a normal 
distribution and could have violated the assumptions, we chose ANOVA as the main statistical 
test because we had two categorical independent variables and two dependent variables treat-
ed as continuous. Both our knowledge of statistics at the time and time constraints on running 
this study prevented us from exploring other more appropriate techniques to analyze this small 
dataset. We conducted all these analyses in SPSS 20. We set the alpha level for all following 
statistical analyses to be .05. We did not correct our results for multiple comparisons so we could 
find significant results, even though this practice increased the false positive results given our 
small sample size.

Results

Accuracy

We observed that on average, our participants correctly identified the truthfulness of ap-
proximately 4 (M = 4.03, SE = 0.12) in a block of 6 headlines. However, there was no significant 
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main effect of news headline, F < 1, p = .467, and no significant interaction between it and atten-
tion, F(1, 26) = 1.24, p = .276. Instead, we found a significant main effect of not only attention, 
F(1, 26) = 20.49, p < .001, ηp

2  = .44, but also news source, F(1, 26) = 6.88, p = .014, ηp
2  = .21. 

Dividing attention to two tasks (M = 4.33, SE = 0.15) surprisingly produced more correct identi-
fications of news headline types than attending fully to the news headline evaluation task (M = 
3.73, SE = 0.12). Greater accuracy was also observable for congruent pairings of headlines and 
sources (M = 4.25, SE = 0.13) than for incongruent ones (M = 3.82, SE = 0.16). The analysis also 
revealed significant two-way interactions between news headline and news source, F(1, 26) = 
5.93, p = .022, ηp

2  = .19 (see Figure 1), and between news source and attention, F(1, 26) = 9.95, 
p = .004, ηp

2  = .28 (see Figure 2). The three factors surprisingly showed a significant three-way 
interaction as well, F(1, 26) = 12.38, p = .002, ηp

2  = .32 (see Figure 3).

Response Time

Because we carried out the experiment virtually, we could not provide access to Windows 
computers to our participants. As a result, few of them (n = 9) could use E-Prime Go to submit 
data including their response time to us. A typical participant in our sample spent around 5 sec-
onds evaluating the news headlines (M = 4.861, SE = 212). The analysis presented no signifi-
cant main effect of or interaction between the three factors.

Order Effects

It was also important for us to check for order effects due to the within-subjects design of 
our experiment. In other words, we required some participants to look at a long series of news 
headlines with alternating math problems early in the experiment, while others experienced the 
interruption with math later. Therefore, practice effects and fatigue effects, for example, were 
potential threats to our results. We decided to run the aforementioned ANOVA test with an addi-
tional, between-subjects variable – order (math first, math later) – to examine whether accuracy 
rates varied across the two groups. The main effect for order was not significant, F(1, 25) < 1, p 
= .615, so the order at which math problems interfered with news headline evaluation trials did 
not matter in our experiment.

Discussion

We hypothesized that when people divided their attention by making judgments about 
news headlines and doing mental math problems simultaneously, they would spend more time 
on the judgment and make more errors during the judgment-making process. We suspected 
divided attention would deplete more cognitive resources than full attention, leading to partic-
ipants’ slower reaction time and greater errors in their validity judgments. However, we could 
not find support for either of the hypotheses. There was no statistically significant difference 
in participants’ response time between the two conditions of news headline, attention, or news 
source. The rate of accuracy did not vary significantly between the participants who divided their 
attention at the beginning or those who divided at the end. However, they made more correct 
judgments when completing the tasks simultaneously (dividing their attention) than when they fo-
cused on only a series of news headlines (with full attention). We obtained partial support for our 
hypothesis about greater interference from incongruent headline-source pairs with multitaskers’ 
performances than from their congruent counterparts. Specifically, dividing attention facilitated 
greater accuracy when news headlines were paired with congruent sources far more than when 
participants had full attention. When people saw headlines appear with incongruent sources, 
dividing attention was also more beneficial, but the difference was not as significant.

Limitations

It is important to note that there was a phenomenon beyond our prediction that emerged 
in this study. Participants’ news judgments suffered significantly when they saw false news head-
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lines paired with reliable news sources while pairing true headlines with unreliable sources saw 
a slight improvement in performance. We recorded this finding only when participants could pay 
full attention to the main task or were not tasked with mental math questions. Conversely, when 
participants had to take on two tasks, incongruently matched sources generated more errors 
than congruent pairings. 

 These unexpected events indicate to us that participants did not consider sources while 
examining the headlines. Previous studies on false memory and misinformation also found peo-
ple’s failure to monitor the source of misleading information (Belli et al., 1994; Lindsay, 1990) 
and the occasional insignificance of sources in judging truth (Brashier & Marsh, 2020). Empha-
sizing sources of news articles on social media platforms may also backfire (Dias et al., 2020). 
However, we have ruled out this explanation because it presents conflicting evidence concerning 
participants’ responses to pairs of false headlines and reliable sources. In other words, we ob-
serve that participants took the reliable source into account when judging an unknowingly false 
headline. This approach suited them – the cognitive misers – because it prompted them to fall 
back on the sources they perceived as reliable (for making a decision) when given a headline 
they felt uncertain about. If participants did not adopt this approach during their judgment-mak-
ing process, their confusion or uncertainty under the time pressure could use up more cognitive 
resources quickly. In this regard, another possible interpretation of the observations above is 
that a news source carries more authority when its accompanying headline is false than when it 
is true. This interpretation also appeared out of our post-hoc interviews with three participants to 
understand their thought processes during the experiment. Some of these participants shared 
that they included the supplemental news sources in their problem space only when they felt 
uncertain about the validity of the false news headlines. In other words, if they had a low level of 
confidence in their initial judgment, they were more likely to fall back on their knowledge of the 
news source as a last resort.

A third account of the unexpected findings comes from congruence between the source 
and the reader’s political ideology. Edgerly and Vraga (2019) listed the ambiguity of a Twitter 
news account and the congruence between it and participants’ political affiliations as determi-
nants of participants’ trust in that account. Additionally, the researchers suggested that the veri-
fication marks commonly seen alongside some Twitter accounts did not matter in credibility as-
sessment as much as people thought, suggesting a need for Twitter to make those marks more 
salient or communicate more information to its users. Oyedeji (2010) also found this congruence 
important in how people perceived the credibility of news media outlets and their messages. By 
examining participants’ perceptions of CNN and Fox News Channel, the author found support 
for the “credible brand model,” which postulated that perceived customer-based brand equity 
and perceived congruence between the worldview of a person and that of the news media outlet 
determine the person’s trust for the media outlet and its stories. In the current study, we did not 
check for this congruence between news sources and the participants’ political views because 
of two reasons. First, time constraints on material preparation had prevented us from investigat-
ing individual differences in preference for certain political parties through exploratory analyses, 
which were performed by past studies (Edgerly & Vraga, 2019; Oyedeji, 2010; Pennycook et al., 
2020). Besides, our study focuses only on the cognitive processes involved in carrying out the 
news headline evaluation task. However, we believe that these social factors, which contribute 
to the perception of credibility for the news, are important for us to keep in mind regarding the 
relevant content of our study (Osmundsen et al., 2021). Therefore, future studies on fake news 
should ensure a careful examination of such differences in people’s social identities to explain 
their results more fully (for a review, see Pennycook & Rand, 2021).

Another likely limitation of our study is the inconsistency in our selection of news sources. 
According to one interviewed participant, some headlines could have allowed people to judge 
their validity more easily than others because the former had a nonstandard or special phrasing 
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that is characteristic of fake news (e.g., multiple exclamation marks and irregular capitalizations). 
This problem could stem from our not laying down strict criteria for the content and the source 
of news in advance. Consequently, it could lead to better detection of false content in the news 
when people are doing multiple tasks at the same time and become cognitively busy. In such cir-
cumstances, superficial processing of the news is more likely than semantic processing because 
the former requires less mental effort than the latter. For superficially processed headlines, their 
inconsistency in formatting might be quickly recognizable, serving as one of many mental repre-
sentations of fake news. Once this representation gets activated, it also prompts the activation 
of the concept of fake news or falsehood. Nevertheless, this is not what we have observed. 
Detecting false news headlines was less successful when participants had to solve math prob-
lems than when they performed only the main task. This result indicates that our manipulation, 
though incomprehensive, did not have serious effects on the experiment. Having said that, other 
researchers should seek to control not only what all the collected headlines convey but also how 
they look to a typical reader, which assumes collecting people’s demographic information. Pen-
nycook et al. (2021) raised valid concerns about designing headlines that sounded as equally 
partisan to a pro-Democrat as to a pro-Republican. In this regard, by completing a pre-test for 
the selected headlines and gathering data about participants’ political affiliation, truth ratings of 
the headlines, familiarity with them, perceived partisanship of them, and the like (see Table 1 in 
Pennycook et al., 2021), researchers can ensure the content of the headlines would not interfere 
with its partisanship and cause some unexpected findings. Furthermore, the guidelines by Pen-
nycook et al. (2021) provide a good model on which other misinformation researchers can rely.

 Additionally, we did not create identical experimental conditions for all participants be-
cause we presented them with either the E-Prime Go version of the task or the PowerPoint one. 
We could not fully replicate the randomization of the stimuli (i.e., news headlines and math prob-
lems) inherent in E-Prime Go in the PowerPoint version. More specifically, while true and false 
news headlines in each of the four conditions (whether the participants divided their attention 
first or later and whether they saw congruent or incongruent headline-source pairs first or later) 
appeared in a random order in the E-Prime Go version, we had decided in advance the order of 
these true and false news headlines to make the PowerPoint slides correspondingly. Although 
we had made sure these differences were minimal and assumed they did not heavily affect the 
participants’ experience, we understand this practice is vulnerable to unidentified confounds and 
recommend future researchers with limited resources and time against it. An obvious pitfall was 
our failure to control for when participants who used the PowerPoint version accidentally quit 
the program and did a quick online search for the news headlines without our knowledge. We 
did not have any built-in tools to record the number of mouse clicks or times participants closed 
the application. Although we found comparable performance among people who completed the 
experiment using two versions in the current study, we strongly suggest using survey software 
which provides everyone with access to the materials and allows researchers to manipulate the 
random assignment of participants, random presentation of the materials, and collection of be-
havioral data (e.g., response time and mouse clicks). A noteworthy example in misinformation 
studies after ours is Qualtrics.

Last but not least, our approach to participant recruitment was not methodologically sound, 
given the timing and setting of this study. We had less than a month to collect our data from a 
small number of college students from a small U.S. liberal arts college with a student population 
of under 2,000. These individuals had plenty of experience with critical thinking and had to regu-
larly provide critiques on what they read from their various courses and assignments. Given this 
academic background, student participants in this sample presumably read and judged news 
headlines, especially false ones, better than or at least differently from the general population 
did. Besides, we gathered students enrolled in two psychology courses at that time, so they 
could know more about experimental design and cognitive psychology than an average person. 
These students – along with their parents and friends – were possibly aware of or able to guess 



102 TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TOR LE and BLUMENTHAL

the purpose behind the math problems, which were to deplete their cognitive resources, and thus 
tried harder to do the task.

At the same time, our snowballing recruitment method also greatly contributed to the low 
representativeness of the sample. Although we tried to keep the participants blind to our orig-
inal hypotheses and experimental conditions, we did not conduct any manipulation checks to 
explicitly test for their awareness of our research question. These individual differences in their 
performance could have interfered with our manipulation and, along with the small sample size, 
prevented us from validating and generalizing the results to a broader population. We suspect 
we violated many assumptions in our statistical analyses, given a small N, which increased the 
risk of a false rejection of our null hypotheses (Type I error). Specifically, we had a sample of only 
27 people for eight pair-wise comparisons, which did not warrant high statistical power. We rec-
ommend conducting power analysis and sensitivity analysis in advance to arrive at a more meth-
odologically sound sample size that warrants the assumptions of statistical tests. Researchers 
should also study the literature in advance to arrive at a better estimate of the group differences 
in truth ratings of false and true news headlines and to decide on an appropriate data analysis 
protocol instead of doing ANOVA more exploratorily.

Implications

Despite lacking statistical power to make reliable inferences, results from the current 
study inform us about the potential different effects of real and fake news on our judgments in 
different situations. The general public can greatly benefit from education on deception tech-
niques like the approach taken by the current study to avoid falling for fake news on social media. 
Awareness of distractors in the online environment may help individuals stay more alert to false 
content, and taking a pause to check potentially misleading information surely helps not only the 
reader but also the community around them, such as their family and friends. At the same time, 
journalists, newspaper editors, and social media companies should be aware of how these tac-
tics affect their audience and make a concerted effort to truthfully communicate to their readers 
and users as well as effectively warn people about these tactics.

Conclusion

 Our study is among the first to examine the roles of attention, specifically divided atten-
tion, and the congruence of news headlines and news sources in the identification of true and 
false news about the COVID-19 pandemic. We have extended this line of research about fake 
news to include attention and perceived similarity between the content and source of news. Cer-
tain patterns in the results show a trend that when participants divided their attention over tasks, 
they correctly judged congruent matchings of headlines and sources, regardless of true or false 
news headlines, and incongruent matchings of false headlines and reliable sources. These find-
ings turn out to be more complex than we have anticipated, and our possible explanations vary 
between individuals given our informal post-hoc interviews. It follows that individual differences 
play an important role when it comes to making judgments about the validity of news headlines. 
Therefore, understanding how individuals use their problem space when evaluating important 
news may be helpful to explore in future studies. 
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Table 1

List of News Sources and Their Corresponding Media Outlets

Source News Headline News Media Outlet Type

O Spread of coronavirus in U.S. appears inevi-
table, health officials warn, as Trump defends 

response

WASHINGTONPOST.
COM

T

O Trump spent the past 2 years slashing the gov-
ernment agencies responsible for handling the 

coronavirus outbreak

BUSINESSINSIDER.COM T

O Coronavirus Infections Increase in Italy WSJ.COM T

O Why airport screening won’t stop the spread of 
coronavirus

SCIENCEMAG.ORG T

O Europe’s Coronavirus Outbreak Worsens, With 
Italy at Forefront

NYTIMES.COM T

O Coronavirus: ‘Many People’ In U.S. Will Be Ex-
posed To Virus At Some Point, CDC Says

NPR.ORG T

O Coronavirus spread could last into next year, 
but impact could be blunted, CDC official says

STATNEWS.COM T

O Coronavirus: Israel to bring in 14-day quaran-
tine for all arrivals

BBC.COM T

O Coronavirus poses tough challenge for econom-
ic policymakers

APNEWS.COM T

O Scientists warn nCoV more infectious than 
SARS, but experts have doubts

CIDRAP.UMN.EDU T

O Coronavirus: We need to start preparing for the 
next viral outbreak now

THECONVERSATION.
COM

T

O Amazon plans to prosecute sellers for price 
gouging during coronavirus outbreak

CNET.COM T

O $425M in World Bank catastrophe bonds set to 
default if coronavirus declared a pandemic by 

June

WASHINGTONEXAMIN-
ER.COM

F

O Is Colloidal silver a cure for coronavirus? FILMDAILY.CO F

O Coronavirus: North Korea’s First Confirmed 
Patient Shot Dead

NAIJALIVETV.COM F

O Coconut Oil’s History in Destroying Viruses, 
Including Coronaviruses

HEALTHIMPACTNEWS.
COM

F

O Governor Cuomo Signs Law Using Coronavirus 
as an Excuse to Take ‘Temporary’ Dictatorial 

Powers

BLUNTFORCETRUTH.
COM

F

O With Coronavirus Concerns Heightened, 328 
Chinese Nationals Caught at Southern Border 

Trying to Enter U.S. Illegally

TEXASINSIDER.ORG F
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Source News Headline News Media Outlet Type

O Vatican confirms Pope Francis and two aides 
test positive for Coronavirus

CBN2.COM F

O Florida hospital reports a coronavirus ‘infesta-
tion’ with multiple confirmed patients

NEWSBREAK.COM F

O Coronavirus in China: 23 Million QUARAN-
TINED, 2.8 Million Infected; 112,000 DEAD

HALTURNERRADIO-
SHOW.COM

F

O Vitamin C Protects Against Coronavirus MICROTRACEMINER-
ALS.COM

F

O University of Tennessee scientists may have 
found coronavirus cure

FOX46.COM F

O Unbelievable — Gates Foundation Predicted 65 
Million Deaths Via Coronavirus 3 Months Ago!!!

COERCIONCODE.COM F

O Amid coronavirus outbreak, Carnival Cruise 
Line offers on-ship credits to passengers who 

don’t reschedule 

FOXNEWS.COM T

O Iran now has the highest coronavirus death toll 
outside of China, threatening the wider Middle 

East

CNBC.COM T

O Police Departments Are Spreading Coronavirus 
Misinformation As A Joke

BUZZFEEDNEWS.COM T

N Corona-sniffing dogs start work at Helsinki 
Airport

YLE.FI T

N Coronavirus latest: Florida paves way for full 
capacity in restaurants and bars

FT.COM T

N Science academies sound alarm on political 
interference

POLITICO.COM T

N With Daily Infections Hitting a Record-High, 
Critics Say the U.K. Hasn’t Learned From Its 

Mistakes

TIME.COM T

N Odds of coronavirus infection greatly increase 
with poverty, CDC says

NEWS.YAHOO.COM T

N Covid Antibodies Endure Over Six Months in 
China Trial Subjects

BLOOMBERG.COM T

N US health officials quietly modify COVID testing 
guidelines, sparking a wave of confusion and 

bewildering experts

CHICAGOTRIBUNE.COM T

N Recent rise in COVID-19 cases threatens to 
slow L.A. reopening, mayor says

LATIMES.COM T

N Black Americans, suffering disproportionately 
from COVID-19, face a mounting mental health 

crisis

BOSTONGLOBE.COM T

O FEMA Proposes Martial Law to Contain Coro-
navirus

BEFOREITSNEWS.COM F
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Source News Headline News Media Outlet Type

O COVID-19 is Now Mutating Into Something 
Indescribable That is Now Found in Brazil!

TECHTIMES.COM F

O Experts think bats are the source of the Wuhan 
coronavirus. At least 4 pandemics have origi-

nated in these animals.

BUSINESSINSIDER.COM F

N American scientists say they’ve found potential 
COVID-19 cure

CANOE.COM F

N China’s Massive Amount of Immunotoxic 5G 
Networking and the Wuhan Coronavirus: The 

Emperor’s New Virus

FREEPRESS.ORG F

N Study finds hydroxychloroquine helped corona-
virus patients survive better

MSN.COM F

N New Jersey COVID Numbers Remain Low, 
Governor Reports

TAPINTO.NET F

N Vitamin D Levels Impact COVID-19 Mortality 
Rates

HOMECEUCONNEC-
TION.COM

F

N CDC Says COVID Vaccine May be Distributed 
in Nov.

WEBMD.COM F

N Coronavirus: Combination of antimalarial medi-
cation and antibiotics could shorten COVID-19, 

researchers say

ORTHOSPINENEWS.
COM

F

N By the numbers, it’s hard to see how lockdowns 
saved many lives

NYPOST.COM F

N New COVID-19 Mutation Is Thought To Be So 
Contagious That It May Bypass Social Distanc-

ing And Mask-Wearing Efforts

BROBIBLE.COM F

Note. O represents news headlines and their corresponding sources that were from Pennycook 
et al.’s (2020) materials. N represents news headlines and their corresponding sources that were 
gathered by two authors of the current study. T represents true news headlines. F represents 
false news headlines. News headlines appear in the same order here as in the condition when 
participants started with divided attention to mental arithmetic tasks and news headline evalua-
tion ones.
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Table 2

List of Math Problems and Their Corresponding Answers

Math Problem Answer
2064 ÷ 3 688
37 x 75 2775

615 - 277 338
266 - 187 79
961 - 784 177
4977 ÷ 9 553
3732 ÷ 6 622

821 + 428 1249
1908 ÷ 2 954
6580 ÷ 7 940
72 x 88 6336

482 - 419 63
3550 ÷ 5 710
84 x 58 4872

178 + 568 746
518 - 221 297
68 x 90 6120

401 + 380 781
158 - 106 52
2991 ÷ 3 997
2940 ÷ 4 735
932 - 169 763
978 + 638 1616
314 + 654 968

Note. Math problems and their corresponding answers were obtained from Maths Question Gen-
erator (Strand: “Number,” Topic: “Arithmetic: Four operations,” and Difficulty: “4”) on MathsBot.
com.
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Figure 1

Correct Responses per Block for Different Types of News Headlines and News Sources

Note. Correct responses per block to congruent and incongruent news sources are shown for 
real and fake news headlines (error bars show standard errors).

Figure 2

Correct Responses per Block for Different Types of Attention and News Sources

Note. Correct responses per block to congruent and incongruent news sources are shown for full 
and divided attention (error bars show standard errors)
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Figure 3

Correct Responses per Block for Different Types of News Sources, News Headlines, and Attention

Note. Correct responses per block to congruent and incongruent news sources are shown for 
real and fake news headlines and for full and divided attention (error bars show standard errors).

Appendix

Post-Hoc Interview Questions

1. Did you find that making judgments was generally easy or difficult, or a mix of both?

a. What made certain news headlines more difficult/easy to judge?

2. How did you make your decisions about the validity of the news headlines (describe 
thought process)?

3. Did you consider news sources in your thought process? If so, how? 

a. Did you use news sources for every news headline, or only the easy/hard ones?

b. How did the news sources impact your judgment?

4. Did the math problems make it easier/harder for you to make a news headline judgment?

How to cite this article: Le, P. H. & Blumenthal, J.V. (2023) Effects of Attention and Congruence 
on Judging True and False COVID-19 News Headlines: The Open Review Journal (online). 8 pp. 
94-110. http://doi.org/10.47967/TOR2022COL/VOL8.08
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Using ArcGIS StoryMaps to prepare learners for fieldwork 

Fieldwork Novelty in Higher Education

 As a signature pedagogy within Bioscience and Geography, Environmental and Earth Sci-
ence (GEES) subjects (Munge et al., 2017), fieldwork can be defined as a first hand experiential 
learning opportunity, away from the constraints of a classroom setting (Lonergan & Andresen, 
1988). Fieldwork promotes the development of professional working communities (Streule & 
Craig, 2016), where learners enhance their employability skills (Peacock & Bacon, 2018). An 
equitable teaching tool, fieldwork narrows the awarding gap in marginalised demographic groups 
(Beltran et al., 2020). 

 However the declining and variable picture of school biology fieldwork (Tilling, 2018) 
means that the unfamiliarity of the fieldwork environment within Higher Education Bioscience 
fieldwork poses a problem to learners. Institutions cannot rely on learners having had extensive 
fieldwork experience prior to embarking on their Undergraduate degrees. The unfamiliarity of the 
fieldwork environment can result in cognitive overload and negative affective responses within 
learners (Cotton & Cotton, 2009).

Blended Learning and the Role of Technology in Addressing Fieldwork Novelty

Supporting diverse learners may remove barriers to participation and limit the negative 
impacts associated with fieldwork novelty. A blended learning approach which utilises virtual in-
troductions prior to fieldwork can enhance learner confidence (Cooke et al., 2020). Although not 
a silver bullet to all inclusivity challenges, digital preparation could support diverse learners by 
removing barriers to participation and increase learner knowledge, skills and confidence prior to 
fieldwork. ArcGIS StoryMaps were chosen as the technology tool to host the digital preparation 
resources for multiple reasons. Firstly, the platform can host a variety of different data sources 
(Treves et al., 2021). Secondly,  learners find them easy and enjoyable to use (Mukherjee, 2019; 
Treves et al., 2021 ) . Finally using arcGIS StoryMaps provides opportunities to develop subject 
specific digital skills such as GIS (Tian et al., 2022). 
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Utilising Student Voice

 This collection of ArcGIS Storymaps was co-designed with learners in a partnership role 
(McCulloch, 2009).  Learners were empowered in an active partnership (Matthews & Dollinger, 
2022); which valued co-production at all stages of the development process; from initial con-
ception within the focus groups, to content creation, trialing of the resources and suggestions 
for further development. Student voice within the process evaluation provided suggestions for 
technology, content and pedagogic developments. Figure 1 summarises some of the resulting 
changes made to the resources. 

Figure 1

Example of the content, pedagogic and technology developments made to the ‘Preparing for Field-
work’ ArcGIS StoryMap resources based on feedback from learners during the process evaluation.

ArcGIS StoryMap Collection

The ‘Preparing for Fieldwork’ resources provide an opportunity for authentic, immersive 
integration of classroom and field, an overview and aim are shared in Figures 2a and 2b. Figure 
3 is a learner infographic giving details on access and use of the digital resources. The ‘Prepar-
ing for Fieldwork’ collection of StoryMaps have used principles of user-centered design to inform 
the development of the resources. The resources build on suggestions to address fieldwork 
novelty through the strengthening  of preparation resources  (Lang & Persico, 2019; Kingsbury 
et al., 2020; Lawrence & Dowey, 2022). 

Next Steps & Future Research

The ‘Preparing for Fieldwork’ resources are now ready for learner use prior to their first 
Higher Education residential at two UK fieldwork locations managed by the Field Studies Council 
(FSC). The ‘Preparing for Fieldwork’ resources have been made available to all Higher Educa-
tion institutions visiting the two fieldwork locations for residential fieldwork. An impact evaluation 
will be undertaken to investigate how effective these digital preparation resources are in ad-
dressing fieldwork novelty and increasing learner confidence in fieldwork. A learner survey will 
be used before and after the use of the resources, alongside a facilitator of fieldwork survey to 
capture practitioners’ views on the impact of using these resources prior to attending the resi-
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dential fieldwork. 

These resources present an opportunity for a blended pedagogic approach to fieldwork, 
where asynchronous digital teaching and learning resources wrap around an in-person fieldwork 
event, it sits within a wider scope of research assessing the pedagogic benefits of the virtual 
world to enhance fieldwork learning.  

Figure 2a

Overview of the ‘Preparing for Fieldwork’ digital fieldwork preparation resource.  
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Figure 2b

Aims of each StoryMap within the ‘Preparing for fieldwork’ StoryMap collection.
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Figure 3

Accessing the ‘Preparing for Fieldwork’ resources via QR code or weblink. 
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Important Information: 
Thank you for showing interest in this interactive essay. The information collected through 
the activities in this essay are intended for research purposes only, specifically examining the 
outcomes of the participation in the form of emergent knowledge. The questions marked with 
an asterisk are mandatory. By participating in the activities your contribution is considered a 
part of this knowledge and therefore by completing and submitting this form you will be pro-
viding the researcher permission for the aforementioned research. Should you wish to with-
draw your participation please contact (nk327@exeter.ac.uk)

 The anticipation was palpable, the curiosity tangible. The participatory seminar on African 
ways of knowing through music making offered hints of the unknown and unfamiliar.1 Not only 
did it offer the opportunity to explore African epistemological and ontological foundations but also 
to experience it first-hand though music making.2 The space was filled with questions, moving 
bodies, tactile experimentation with objects, and singing voices. Participants present in the room 
encountered an ‘other’, through the use of their bodies, some in ways they had not previously 
considered as knowledge production. And this is where this essay draws from - returning to the 
resources that informed the session (the presentation prepared) and how  these resources were 
reflected in the activities of the session – to extend readers an opportunity to engage similarly in 
this written format. 

 
1The seminar on African Ways of Knowing took place at the University of Exeter St Luke’s campus on the 14th of 
July 2022 through the support of CEEN (Creativity and Emergent Educational Futures) network at the School of 
Education.  It was in collaboration with Blessing Chapfika from the University of Hull, who elaborated on African 
philosophical principles and was then followed by the author's enactment of these principles through participatory 
music making with the participants.

2The use of the term ‘African’ recognises that the continent is made up of diverse peoples and cultures, each with 
unique ways of being in the continent.  Therefore, the term is used loosely to refer to that which emanates from the 
continent as opposed to racial, socio-cultural or political identifiers commonly associated with the term.

Embodiment in African Participatory Music Making

Nancy Katingima Day

University of Exeter
Nk327@exeter.ac.uk

https://forms.office.com/?redirecturl=https%3a%2f%2fforms.office.com%2fPages%2fDesignPageV2.aspx%3forigin%3dNeoPortalPage%26subpage%3ddesign%26id%3dd10qkZj77k6vMhM02PBKU8SSzqPxBslPinWMwqeyDIlUOEE3SkxBOVE3V0NHT1BPODk0SEM3WjdXNy4u%26wdLOR%3dc031122D3-D9DB-024F-A580-CE2351071DF3
http://linkedin.com/in/nancy-day-9647a224
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5160-3061
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This interactive essay will endeavour to form an understanding of the philosophical framework 
(why) and praxis (how) of knowledge creation, production and storage in African music making 
through embodiment. These issues have been a part of the author’s PhD thesis that investigates 
the nexus between African philosophy, music and education in contemporary Kenya. As a music 
educator and practitioner who worked within that unique context (Kenya), matters of knowledge 
and its production using the relevant theoretical frameworks and the importance of embodiment 
for knowledge in participatory music making have been of primal interest. Readers are therefore 
encouraged to actively participate in the activities for better understanding. This new approach 
to engaging with knowledge opens new methodological ways of engaging with the complex the-
oretical underpinnings and experiential methodology as regards research especially in African 
creative arts. 

 As implied in the introduction to this essay, African ways of being and knowing through 
the creative arts, and particularly through music and music making, cannot be explored without 
an understanding of the philosophical underpinnings on which they are based. Here, these un-
derpinnings are explored through the eyes of an East African philosophy called ‘Utu’. 3  Although 
a full exploration of this philosophy is beyond the scope of this discussion, the main principles 
of relationality, connectivity and maturity through transformation are highlighted in the coming 
section. They will demonstrate why entities of a participatory music event are intricately related. 
These relationships are enacted through relevant interaction and connection within the music 
making encounter. The ensuing transformation of, and by, the same entities within that encoun-
ter affirm and validate knowledge through the creation of knowledge banks. At the heart of this 
exploration is the concept of embodiment, which will be defined within the terms of reference 
highlighted in the philosophical framework already explained. 

 Because embodiment is better known (rather than known about) through experience, the 
reader is invited to participate actively through the links provided for a more visceral engage-
ment with the topic. The links provide an opportunity to enact embodiment in an African music 
making experience, through observation, performance, composition and reflection. The express 
disclaimer here is that embodiment by engaging through technology has its own constraints as 
regards embodiment but it is nonetheless an enabling methodological tool that opens new possi-
bilities beyond restricted time and spaces. The kind of knowledge that emanates from this meth-
odology presents new forms of knowledge (again, this is beyond the scope of this essay) that 
warrants further consideration.  One of those possibilities is that no prior musical knowledge is 
required for this engagement but the reader’s input together with other participants will contribute 
to a collective body of emergent knowledge for all who participate. Therefore, to begin, please 
learn the song in Activity 1 below from the Digo Tribe in Kenya. This song will be the basis of all 
subsequent musical engagements.

3The choice to use the word ‘eyes’ as opposed to ‘lens’ is a deliberate positioning of the internal embodied 
reality of the philosophy in contrast to an externally constructed philosophical framework.
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Activity 1:  Learning a Sengenya song from the Digo Community in Kenya

Song Lyrics

Heruwa Ee mayo             (A flower, mother)

Heruwa Eee                    (A flower)

Heruwa Ramukadi           (A flower from the Ramukadi tree)

Heruwa                            (A flower)

Heruwa Ee mayo              (A flower, mother)

Heruwa Eee                     (A flower)

Heruwa Ramukadi            (A flower from the Ramukadi tree)

Heruwa Bwaga moyo     (A flower that pleases the heart)

	Begin by Saying the words as indicated in the audio recording

(AUDIO FILE: Activity 1:1 Learning Heruwa)

	Listen below to the rendition of the song in full, including the responses (in bold)

	Sing the responses together with the soloist in the recording

(AUDIO FILE: Activity 1:2 Heruwa with responses)

Repeat the recording until you are comfortable responding without having to look at the lyrics
Responding with the body
	Listen to the beat of the song provided by the drum and tap your hand on your RIGHT 

knee as you sing your responses

	Now instead of tapping your hand on your knee, hold the same RIGHT knee and lift 
your leg with the pulse provided. 

	As the song repeats, join in the responses with your movement.

Notice how your entire body responds to this movement (especially your neck, shoulders, 
waist)

(VIDEO FILE: Activity 1:3)

 The song in African creative encounters is a primary way of encouraging participation 
in the community. Through song, both textural and sonic elements are used as tools of com-
munication and expression for philosophical, social, historical and political engagement of the 
participants. However, songs in most African indigenous communities do not exist in a vacuum, 
but in a web of integrated artistic performance that is for the most part intentionally participatory. 
For the purposes of this essay, the description of participatory music making will be informed by 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1b77s20jOeeotVOoW27QvOZl0FKHR80LQ/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1swEm_E46Gn-LQ7xPvKForx-tQnV0Ibyg/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RfgJb_ZGK-gRCLXGg_5-j8Uk7Hppfv4d/view?usp=share_link
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Turino’s (2009) definition as ‘actively contributing to the sound and motion of a musical event 
through dancing, singing, clapping and playing musical instruments, when each of these activi-
ties is considered integral to the performance’ (p. 98). Of particular interest is not necessarily the 
activities (which will vary depending on the occasion or tribe represented), but how integral and 
interconnected they are to the encounter. In Activity 2, some of these aspects can be gleaned. 

 

Activity 2:  Identifying Features of a performance

Performances of the Sengenya Dance of the Digo
Open the YouTube links to the following performances in different contexts. 

• Sengenya - Digo African Traditional Dance

• Sengenya -Digo (African Dance)

• Kenya traditional dance (Digo tribe from Mombasa)

What can you see?  What can you hear? 

Remember that nothing is insignificant

This is a purely observational exercise and requires no value or meaning attached to the ob-
servations. Put your answers in the padlet board using this code:

CREATING KNOWLEDGE IN PARTICIPATORY MUSIC MAKING

Principles and Participants

 In this section we will be briefly exploring some of the theoretical and philosophical prin-
ciples that inform knowledge production in most African indigenous participatory music making. 
The principles are based on the understanding that knowledge systems are epistemologically 
and ontologically considered, as Wane (2005) put it, saying 

“In African systems of thought, the ontological position emphasizes that to understand 
reality is to weave a holistic view of society, that is, to accept the need for harmonious 
co-existence between nature, culture and society. (p.27) 

 This suggests that there is an intricate co-existence between life (the people, the environ-
ment, the culture, the metaphysical orientations) and human action and experience and one of 
these experiences is music making. Simply put, the ontological position of music and life in most 
African contexts is such that music is life and life is music. 

 To further explain this position, three principles from African thought have been selected 
for this discussion and these are relationality, connectivity and transformation. Relationality re-
fers to the African cosmological view that all things (physical/nonphysical or tangible/intangible) 
can be, or become, related based on their similarities, shared spaces or potential. Leopord 
Senghor (1995) describes this relationship between matter by saying,

‘As far as African ontology is concerned, …there is no such thing as dead matter: every 
being, every thing -be it only a grain of sand -radiates a life force, a sort of wave-particle; 
and sages, priests, kings, doctors and artists all use it to help bring the universe to its 
fulfilment.’  (p.49)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GOuauYZAIVE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=asQ4jc6-dII
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Otuj6vmuEo4
https://padlet.com/nk327/q78tkxvr1xt760f4
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 Connectivity refers to the link that enables related entities and participants to relate, there-
by ensuring that exchanges between independent entities exist to transform. Connections cre-
ate new realities and enact relationships in a cosmic coexistence and without them entities and 
participants remain mere potentialities. Active contribution to a musical event therefore requires 
active human participation because participatory performance primarily needs people and aims 
at connecting people, what Victor Turner (1969, cited by Turino, 2009) called fostering ‘Commu-
nitas’. Communitas highlights basic sameness, particularly the deep identification of participants 
as human beings. He says, 

‘Participatory traditions and events are special in that they are, by nature, the most in-
clusive and egalitarian; they have the experience of communitas as a goal; and they are 
performance spaces that allow for, actually encourage, everyone to take part in the per-
formance activity regardless of skill level.’ (Turino, 2009, p.112, italics by author) 

 Finally, transformation refers to the resultant change that emerges from the interactions 
and connections in any given space in the form of knowledge. Knowing for the sake of it without 
any transformational effect or utilitarian significance carries less value in most African indigenous 
communities because it objectifies and externalises knowledge to human action and experience. 
Thus, participation in music making (seen as participating in life) transforms and creates knowl-
edge because of encountering the ‘other’, whether that ‘other’ bears resemblance to other enti-
ties and participants or not. This is particularly so due to the kind of encounter participatory music 
making is - a neutral, dynamic, temporary, uniquely defined spatial and timebound encounter.

 The implication of these principles is that any given life encounter, and by extension, mu-
sic encounter is a complex interaction of diverse participants, human or otherwise. The individual 
gives agency and voice to their reality, the community stores cultural and historical knowledge, 
the environment informs and provides for human action, the abstract holds the liminal spaces 
of Affect and meaning, and the metaphysical coheres the corporeal realities of the encounter. 
Therefore, in music making encounters, all participants, seen and unseen play specific roles in 
knowledge production. In this next activity, return to any of the performances provided and see if 
you could assign any perceivable roles to the participants.

Activity 3:  Roles of entities and participants.

Assigning Roles in a musical performance

Pick any of the features in the performances provided in Activity 2 and assign a role you think 
they play within the performance. You can pick as many features as you like and put your 
comments on this padlet here

It is likely that one single entity or participant has multiple roles. Feel free to suggest as many 
as you like.

https://padlet.com/nk327/8p7j5uuyhnnbtf6b
https://padlet.com/nk327/8p7j5uuyhnnbtf6b
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PRODUCING KNOWLEDGE IN PARTICIPATORY MUSIC MAKING

Processes of Embodiment

 Given the framework outlined, this discussion is going to turn to how knowledge is pro-
duced in most African indigenous communities. It helps to bear in mind that the production and 
formation of knowledge systems and memory banks in such contexts take a more expansive 
structure that is not limited to literacy but primarily oral and aural. Gunner (2004) described 
‘orality’ as self-constitutive rather than the absence of literacy, manifesting itself in formal speech 
and the creative arts in ways that ‘empowered social political and spiritual existence’ (p. 67). 
Therefore, as pertains to participatory music making, aurality refers to that which pertains to the 
reception of knowledge through hearing sound. Orality pertains to the delivery of knowledge 
through sound, for instance through song and speech. Literacy pertains to the use and recogni-
tion of knowledge through physical symbols of representation (for instance text, images, objects, 
as well as nonphysical representations such as sounds, Affect and meaning).4  These three pro-
cesses (reception, delivery and recognition of knowledge) involve sound, particularly the human 
voice, suggesting that all occur in relation to one another through embodiment. 

 Embodiment has been described in general terms as the tangible or visible representation 
of an expression or abstraction. This suggests that objects (tangible and intangible) and bodies 
(human or non-human) can be representations of knowledge. For instance, Loaita (2016) de-
scribes embodiment as where the body has been assigned the role of a ‘mediator’ of ‘text’ for 
cultural discourse, image and meaning fits this description. However, it falls short in acknowledg-
ing the internal agency of the individual as a participant and the human action they enact. That 
agency through human action facilitates embodiment of cultural knowledge, which is effectively 
actualised through the creative arts. That being the case, embodied knowledge requires embod-
ied listening, which according to Gautier (2015), is located ‘between the judicial, affective and 
everyday practices of the disjuncture between the theological and the cosmological, between 
the rise of a secular order and everyday secularism and between different understandings of 
“nature”’ (p. 212). 

 Embodied listening, which could be broadly taken to mean active listening, is pivotal in 
the formation of connections between participants of a musical encounter. This listening goes 
beyond auditory perception but encompasses the full use of other senses and the discernment 
of other participants and entities of the encounter, especially those with a subtle and nuanced 
presence (demonstrated for instance in Activity 3 when sounds and images can be embodied 
when encountered by the reader). When encountering that which is unfamiliar or different in the 
music encounter, imitation with the ‘other’ aids in connecting to their rhythm (also recognised 
as their flow) in a gesture of the willingness to share each other’s subjectivity. By doing so the 
belongingness of each entity and participant is affirmed based on what they uniquely bring to the 
space. The more imitations are repeated, the more knowledge from the entities and participants 
is identified and deemed relevant for the musical encounter. Cor White (2014) described this 
shared intersubjectivity in embodiment as, ‘I know that you know that I know’ or ‘I feel that you 
feel that I feel’. In the eyes of Utu it is akin to saying, ‘I sense your humanity as you sense mine’. 

 A musical encounter becomes transformative through the interactions, connections and 
engagement with both what is known and unknown in a process of experimentation. This im-
plies that not all connections are necessary and not all entities belong at the given moment in 
an encounter. Finding the right ‘fit’ through experimentation still requires the other tools for em-
bodiment - listening, imitation and repetition - where necessary, making the musical encounter a 
complex interactive process of embodiment. In addition to experimentation is the process of ex-
4The use of ‘Affect’ in this paper as opposed to ‘affect’ is linguistically taken as a noun and not a verb. It means that 
Affect extends in its conceptual use and meaning to encompass emotion and feeling. Of note however, from the 
theoretical eyes of Utu, it is further understood as the tacit, intuitive and embodied potential that can be expressed 
physically, socially and spiritually through human action.
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tension, which refers to the creative engagement with the connections made within the encoun-
ter in new and novel ways and spaces. For instance, one could use an instrument in a manner 
not conventionally known, or in interaction with others in new encounters.

 Sadly, this description of embodiment is difficult to enact in writing and is best experienced 
in a live participatory musical encounter. Instead, a demonstration of these processes of em-
bodiment in participatory music making is going to be attempted using technology as suggested 
earlier. Activity 4 provides the reader with an opportunity to experience some of the musical 
techniques employed in most African indigenous music making practices and includes listening, 
imitation, repetition, experimentation and extension. 

Activity 4: Embedding and Embodying knowledge in Participatory Music Making

Stylistic features in music making for embedding and embodying knowledge
LISTENING

The song learnt in Activity 1 will be used here, therefore it may help to refresh your memory by 
returning to it in the link below

(AUDIO FILE: Activity 1:2 Heruwa with responses)

IMITATING

Now that you remember the song, follow the movements instructed in the video link below. Do 
what is comfortable and safe for you and if you would like to use more elaborate movement, 
please feel free to try the movements by the performers referred in the YouTube links provided 
in Activity 3

(VIDEO FILE: Activity 4:1)

REPEATING

Build layers of performance by internalising the song, then the movement and do both simulta-
neously. This ensures that whatever role you take in a performance will be secure for the rest 
of the performers. Train yourself to hold your own part in a stable and steady manner.

(VIDEO FILE: Activity 4:2)

EXPERIMENTATION

When you have internalised the basic principles of the performance you can pick any object, 
role (instrumental or vocal) or movement and make connections with this given structure de-
rived from one of the performances you have seen in Activity 3

(AUDIO FILE: Activity 4:3)

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1swEm_E46Gn-LQ7xPvKForx-tQnV0Ibyg/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13UVMEfUi7oS89PzDaAP7ukk1agsFDoAw/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14r6sspRbMylpsmBiaO_HbYvh0No1pKtN/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1nW3tV7cLAaHIwh01mG3Ih4elemtj07ZW/view?usp=share_link
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STORING KNOWLEDGE IN PARTICIPATORY MUSIC MAKING; 

Outcomes of the Transformation

 Those involved in these processes of music making are transformed to become embod-
ied knowledge bearers through the memory banks that emerge from their experiences. Follow-
ing Lillestam’s (1996) argument therefore that knowledge is stored not only in the brain but also 
in the body, this implies that entities and participants in the musical encounter become ‘text’ and 
‘history’. These texts come in the form of the emergent meaning (both individual and collective), 
the emergent being (physical and otherwise) and emergent reality that is validated in the lived 
experiences of the entities and participants. What this means is that the storage of knowledge is 
not only the prerogative of written texts but also found in the bodies of those who experience the 
musical encounter and the mediums and tools of expression and communication, specifically the 
creative arts. This triangulation of the oral, aural and literal, as well as the triangulation through 
other creative arts and the embodiment of knowledge by the entities and participants fortifies the 
resilience of knowledge systems and memory banks. With the accumulation of human action, 
one memory bank is built upon another to form a robust but dynamic system of knowledge and is 
one of the reasons many indigenous African knowledge systems have remained resilient to this 
day. 

 In this final activity you are encouraged to participate in creating a memory bank that will 
be a part of a knowledge system in this present time. Activity 5 is an experiment in progress that 
will build with every new participant to the space, accumulating different layers of engagement 
and contribution. The emergent knowledge will only be fully known in retrospect, but the present 
invitation determines its outcome. 

Activity 5: Creating memory banks 

Adding Individual Voice to the Performance
EXTENSION

Find a suitable expression that would fit the musical encounter that you have experienced. 
This can take any form, any language, any form of representation. It is an exercise of individ-
ual agency for collective knowledge production. If you would like to contribute, please email 
nk327@exeter.ac.uk for details of how you can, depending on the form of expression you 
choose. Every effort will be made to accommodate each contribution and the outcomes of the 
combined work submitted will be communicated back directly to the participants.
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Abstract

Background: Long-Term Conditions (LTCs) are the most common physical illness for chil-
dren and young people (CYP), with an estimated prevalence of 10-20% of CYP experiencing 
an LTC. CYP with LTCs are four times more likely to experience a mental health disorder 
compared to their physically healthy peers. To know how best to support mental health in 
CYP with LTCs, we need an understanding of potential protective or predictive factors of their 
mental health. One such factor, which is potentially modifiable, is illness perceptions, yet no 
review has been undertaken to explore how mental health and illness perceptions interact in 
CYP with an LTC.

Methods: A scoping review was conducted to investigate what is known about the associa-
tions between illness perceptions and mental health in CYP with LTCs. All types of quantita-
tive studies which investigated these associations in any LTC, either cross-sectionally or lon-
gitudinally, were included. Psychinfo, Embase, Medline, Web of Science and the Cochrane 
Library were searched, and a quality assessment completed for all included studies. Two 
reviewers screened citations for inclusion. Data abstraction was performed by one review-
er. The principles of thematic analysis were applied to the extracted information to synthesise 
the findings (narrative synthesis).

Results: Thirty-two studies were included (n = 4026 participants), comprised of twenty-five 
cross-sectional studies and seven longitudinal studies. Studies included a range of LTCs 
and were from several countries. There was consistent evidence of predominantly moderate 
and large associations (r ≥ 0.25), in which more negative illness perceptions associated with 
worse mental health outcomes. These applied across a range of LTCs, both cross-sectionally 
and longitudinally. 
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and Mental Health in Children and Young People with Long-Term 
Health Conditions: A Scoping Review
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Introduction

With advances in paediatric and neonatal care, more children are now surviving disease 
into adulthood (Nelson et al., 2012; Stoll et al., 2010). An estimated 10-20% of children and 
young people (CYP) will now experience a long-term condition (LTC; Jin et al., 2017), meaning 
that LTCs have superseded infectious diseases as the most common physical illness for CYP 
(Burns et al., 2010). This high prevalence and increased survival mean it is vital to understand 
the factors associated with CYP’s experience of LTCs to better understand their experiences and 
inform care.

LTCs can have a significant impact on a young person’s emotional and social well-being 
which can affect their daily lives and functioning (Drutchas & Anandarajah, 2014; Fayed et al., 
2014). CYP with LTCs are faced with the additional challenges of having to meet the same devel-
opmental milestones as their healthy peers (Taylor et al., 2008; Verhoof et al., 2014), while also 
dealing with and learning to manage their illness (Jedeloo et al., 2010; Nylander et al, 2014). As 
a result, many experience relational difficulties with their peers (Spencer et al., 2013; Taylor et 
al.,  2008), have lower self-esteem (Pinquart, 2013), may achieve lower grades (Oakley et al., 
2020), have a reduced quality of life (cardiac disease; Latal et al., 2009; atopic dermatitis; Ben-
Gashir et al.,  2004; paediatric sickle cell disease; Mougianis et al., 2020) and are more likely to 
develop behavioural problems (Gortmaker et al., 1990). CYP with LTCs are also at increased 
risk of disengaging from their education and having worse educational outcomes (Hopkins et al., 
2014; Layte & McCrory, 2013; Thies, 1999), with the impact of these experiences having conse-
quences which continue into adulthood (Juonala et al., 2011).

CYP with LTCs are disproportionally affected by mental health problems. Research es-
timates that CYP with LTCs are four times more likely to experience a mental health disorder 
compared to their physically healthy peers (Hysing et al., 2007; Pinquart & Shen, 2011), particu-
larly experiencing anxiety and depression (Akimana et al., 2019; Cadman et al., 1987; Pinquart 
& Shen, 2011; Pless & Roghmann, 1971; Tesei et al., 2020). While the mechanisms for this 
increased prevalence are not fully understood (Moore et al., 2019), it is likely that the range of 
increased challenges CYP with LTCs face could contribute. There is also a long-term impact of 
this increased prevalence, in which comorbid LTCs and mental health conditions can develop 
a vicious cycle and exacerbate the other (Cottrell, 2015). Poor mental health is associated with 
poor treatment adherence, which may exacerbate the physical condition, poor self-manage-
ment, and worse long-term outcomes (Chavira et al., 2008; Lustman & Clouse, 2005). Research 
suggests that psychological support for this population is inconsistent, does not always comply 
with NICE guidelines (Welch et al, 2018) and that services for CYP with LTCs need to better 
support psychological needs (Barker et al., 2019; Catanzano et al., 2020).

To know how best to support mental health in CYP with LTCs, we need an understanding 
of potential protective or predictive factors of their mental health. These are factors which may 
protect an individual from developing mental health difficulties or predict the likelihood of an indi-
vidual doing so. One such factor, which is potentially modifiable, is illness perceptions – i.e., how 
someone perceives their illness. Illness perceptions are underpinned by the Common-Sense 

Conclusions: The consistent evidence of associations between mental health and illness 
perceptions in CYP with LTCs found in this review, suggests that illness perceptions could be 
an important factor in how CYP experience their LTC and the co-morbid difficulties around 
this (i.e., their mental health). Further research is needed to continue to explore this relation-
ship and the potentially modifiable or protective nature of this relationship, to inform future 
care for individuals with LTCs. Limitations are discussed.

Key Terms: Children and Young People; Long-term Condition; Illness Perceptions; 
Mental Health
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Model (CSM) of illness self-regulation (Leventhal et al., 1980; Leventhal, 1984; see Figure 1), 
which suggested that someone’s cognitive and emotional representations of their illness, influ-
ence their health outcomes and coping strategies (McAndrew et al., 2019). The model proposed 
that beliefs about an illness have five core dimensions: cause (the factors an individual believes 
caused their illness/condition); identity (the label an individual assigns to their illness and the 
symptoms associated with that label); perceived control (an individual’s evaluation of whether 
strategies are effective and available to control or cure the illness/condition, including both per-
sonal control and treatment control); severity of illness consequences (the impact an individual 
perceives that their illness/condition will have on their life); and timeline (an individual’s beliefs 
about the course of the illness/condition; Moss-Morris et al., 2002). These representations in-
fluence how people respond to their illness, both physically and psychologically (Petrie & Wein-
man, 2006).

Figure 1 Common-Sense Model (CSM) of Illness Self-Regulation (Leventhal et al., 1980).

Due to the potential significance of illness perceptions in supporting CYP with their mental 
health, a collation of what is known about the potential effects and associations of illness percep-
tions in individuals with LTCs is needed. Research has suggested that illness perceptions are an 
important associating factor (such as within treatment adherence) in several LTCs in CYP (e.g., 
Diabetes - Wisting et al., 2016; Chronic Fatigue – Haines et al., 2019; Cerebral Palsy – Chong et 
al., 2012). Closely related factors have also been found to associate with the mental health out-
comes of individuals with LTCs (e.g., identity within cancer survivors; Thong et al., 2018). How-
ever, while this suggests that illness perceptions may contribute to the mental health outcomes 
of CYP with LTCs, no review has yet collated what is known about this area.

Due to the increased prevalence of mental health difficulties in CYP with LTCs, it is im-
portant to understand whether illness perceptions are consistently related to mental health, both 
concurrently and over time in CYP with LTCs. While reviews of LTCs in adult populations have 
identified the importance of illness perceptions in relation to mental health and psychological 
distress (Arat et al., 2018; Dempster et al., 2015), to date, a review of this area has not been 
completed in CYP. 

Review Questions

This scoping review aimed to summarise the existing evidence about the relationship 
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between mental health and illness perceptions in CYP with LTCs. Specifically, it addressed the 
following questions:

•	 Are illness perceptions associated cross-sectionally with mental health in LTCs?

•	 Are illness perceptions associated longitudinally with mental health in LTCs (i.e., with 
mental health as an outcome variable)?

•	 Where sufficient information exists, this review will compare findings between different 
LTCs and their associations to mental health.

Method

The scoping review was pre-registered on 22nd October 2020 (https://osf.io/bh9n2/). The 
PICO framework (Richardson et al., 1995), was used to narrow down the aims of this review – 
specifically the framework helped identify the patient population and outcomes this review was 
interested in

Children and Young People (CYP) are defined in this review as individuals aged between 
4 and 19 years.

Long-Term Conditions (LTC) are defined in this review, as any diagnosed physical health 
condition (excluding mental health conditions), which has an expected duration of >3 months 
and for which a cure is considered unlikely. The impact of the condition results in limitations to 
usual activities and requires an individual to receive medical care or use services beyond what 
is typical for someone of that age (Moore et al., 2019).  A list of chronic illnesses was developed 
using this definition (see appendices). 

Illness perceptions refer to an interaction between someone’s cognitive beliefs and emo-
tional representations/responses to their illness (Leventhal, 1984). As such, illness perceptions 
can be thought of as on a continuum, in that perceptions can range from negative (e.g., I have 
no control over my illness) to positive (e.g., I have control over my illness) and are commonly 
measured using quantitative scales (Sawyer et al., 2019). While not limited to, commonly used 
measures include the Illness Perception Questionnaire (IPQ; Weinman et al., 1996): the Revised 
Illness Perception Questionnaire (IPQ-R; Moss-Morris et al., 2002), and the Brief Illness Percep-
tion Questionnaire (BIPQ; Broadbent et al., 2006).

Studies were included which assessed common aspects of mental health (e.g., anxi-
ety and depressive symptoms), which had been measured by a valid, quantitative assessment 
method.

Eligibility Criteria

The population is CYP, with a LTC, whose mental health and illness perceptions have also 
been measured (see Table 1). Studies from any year were included if they met these criteria.

https://osf.io/bh9n2/
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Table 1 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion •	 Peer-reviewed 

•	 Reports primary research

•	 Quantitative studies

•	 Sample is predominantly children age ≤ 19 (mean age < 19) or data is sepa-
rated out for adults and young people

•	 Participants diagnosed with a LTC i.e.:

• any diagnosed physical health condition,

• expected duration of >3 months, 

• cure is considered unlikely, 

• results in limitations to usual activities 

• requires medical care or use of health services beyond what is typical 
for someone of that age.

•	 Valid assessment of illness perceptions (e.g., questionnaire)

•	 Valid assessment of mental health (e.g., anxiety or depression), or mental 
wellbeing (e.g., questionnaire/standardised assessment)

Exclusion: •	 Not published in the English language

•	 Qualitative studies

•	 Unpublished papers/theses

•	 Conference abstracts

•	 Articles that cannot be accessed in full text after reasonable attempts to locate 
these. 

To capture as broad a range of evidence as possible, any study design which met the 
above criteria (e.g., observational, cohort studies, case-control studies, and clinical trials) were 
included.

Search Strategy

Five databases were searched for the purpose of this review. Three of these were searched 
via the search platform OVID: Psychinfo, Embase and Medline. Two of these were individually 
searched: Web of Science and the Cochrane Library. Collectively, these databases include arti-
cles from clinical psychology, health psychology, paediatric and medical journals. 

The search terms were initially developed through review of previous literature reviews 
search terms which had investigated  CYP, LTCs, illness perceptions and/or mental health. After 
review of these search terms, the search strategy followed three stages (Briggs, 2015); an initial 
preliminary search using the keywords or index terms suggested, a second search using any 
newly identified keywords or terms, and a final search/screen of the reference lists of identified 
articles. Searches were completed on July 15th, 2021.
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Data extraction and synthesis. The titles and abstracts of all identified studies were 
screened by the main researcher and by a second screener. The full texts of the remaining pool 
of studies were then screened by the main researcher. A random selection of these studies 
(25.9%) was double checked for eligibility by a second screener. At each of these stages, all 
conflicts were resolved via discussion. 

Data was extracted into an excel spreadsheet. This was devised to summarise the data, 
including authors, country of study, LTCs investigated, sample characteristics, recruitment in-
formation, methodology used, the primary research question, the illness perception and mood 
measure(s) used, the main finding in relation to illness perceptions and mood, and any other 
findings relevant to illness perceptions. 

A spreadsheet was devised to summarise the Newcastle-Ottowa Scale (NOS; Wells et 
al., 2000) quality assessment, which was completed for each included study. A second screener 
quality checked, and data extracted two studies to double check the main researcher’s decision 
making.

Initially, frequency analysis was used to identify the number of studies by LTC type or 
methodology. The principles of thematic analysis were then applied to the extracted information 
to synthesise the findings, as is advised for scoping reviews (Briggs, 2015). This involved familia-
risation with the data and grouping studies by methodology and LTC to identify common themes 
(Braun & Clarke, 2012; Campbell et al., 2020). Content analysis was used to synthesis the find-
ings by coding the data and identifying themes within these groups (e.g., themes for anxiety or 
depression). These groupings and themes were initially generated by the lead author and were 
reviewed by the secondary author. To help synthesise the quantitative associations (reported r 
values) between studies, associations were determined by effect size: small (r ≥ 0.10), moderate 
(r ≥ 0.25) and large (r ≥ 0.40; Cohen, 1992). For LTCs with 3 or more studies reporting on them, 
comparisons were made between the different the LTCs. 



133TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORFCR, ILLNESS PERCEPTIONS AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Results

The title and abstract of articles retrieved from the searches were screened to determine eligi-
bility (n=11898), 205 of which were full text screened. Of these articles, thirty-two met the full 
inclusion criteria (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 PRISMA diagram for studies identified, screened and included in this review (Page et al., 2021)

These studies that were part of the review included 4026 young people, aged between 
8-25 years old. These included both cross-sectional (N=25; see Table 2) and longitudinal studies 
(N=7; see Table 3). 27 studies included one type of LTC, while 5 studies included multiple LTCs. 
Most studies were carried out in the USA (N=14), with others were carried out in the UK (N=5), 
Netherlands (N=3), Australia (N=2), Belgium (N=1), Greece (N=1), Portugal (N=1), Spain (N=1), 
Nigeria (N=1), Saudi Arabia (N=1), Canada (N=1), and Singapore (N=1). 

Quality Assessment

Out of the 32 papers included in this review, 25 were assessed as case control studies 
(i.e., cross sectional designs) and 7 were assessed as cohort studies (i.e., longitudinal designs). 
Of the 32 papers, 4 were assessed as being at high risk of bias on the NOS (Molzon et al., 2011; 
Silva et al., 2018; Valero-Moreno et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2014; see Table 4). This was due 
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to limitations in participant representativeness, limited use of controls or controlled variables, 
and exposure determinants (i.e., LTC diagnosis) relying solely on self-report measures without 
confirming medical records. Therefore, the findings of these studies should be interpreted with 
additional caution due to the increased risk of these findings not being valid or reliable.

1. Review question 1: Are illness perceptions associated cross-sectionally with mental 
health in LTCs?

 Most cross-sectional studies examined how illness perceptions were associated with 
anxiety and/or depression (N=21), with two studies reporting associations with psychological 
distress, and one study each assessing effect on negative affect, and internalising (mood)/ex-
ternalising (conduct disorder) symptoms. The reported associations have been broken down by 
LTC.

Type 1 Diabetes (T1D; N=6). Most of the studies investigating T1D found moderate and 
large associations between illness perceptions and anxiety symptom scores (r = .30 - .57). Spe-
cifically, the illness perceptions of consequences, personal control, and identity have been con-
sistently associated with anxiety (Law et al., 2002; Williams et al., 2014). Similarly, Williams et 
al. (2014) found that greater overall negative perceptions of illness consequences were associ-
ated with increased depression scores. However, caution should be taken when interpreting the 
findings from this study due to its high risk of bias. Edgar and Skinner (2003) also found that the 
perceptions of perceived impact and identity both moderately associated with anxiety and de-
pression scores (i.e., more negative perceptions were associated with increased anxiety symp-
toms). Both increased psychological distress and more negative illness perceptions (specifically 
treatment control) have also been found to be largely associate with poorer metabolic control 
(Goh et al., 2016). The one study assessing negative affect symptoms found that more positive 
illness perceptions around treatment control mediated the relationship between negative affect 
symptoms and number of diabetes related problems (Fortenberry et al., 2012).

Contrary to this, there is some evidence in which mental health and illness perceptions 
do not associate in young people with T1D. Specifically, Law et al. (2002) suggested that illness 
perceptions did not associate with depressive symptoms but did with anxiety. Group differences 
in the illness perceptions of CYP with chronic fatigue syndrome, T1D and arthritis, also did not 
associate with either anxiety or depression score differences (Haines et al., 2019).

Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD; N=5). One study investigated anxiety and depres-
sive symptoms and illness perceptions in young people with IBD (Stapersma et al., 2019). They 
found that specifically within Ulcerative Colitus (and not Crohn’s disease), more negative illness 
perceptions and increased anxiety scores moderately associated with lower health related qual-
ity of life (QoL). For depressive symptoms, these associations were large and found in both 
Crohn’s and Ulcerative Colitus patients. 

Four studies reported the associations between illness perceptions and depressive 
symptoms. Silva et al. (2018) demonstrated a significant moderate association between more 
threatening illness perceptions and increased sadness and depression (However, these findings 
should be interpreted cautiously due to the study’s high risk of bias). Gold et al. (2000) found that 
a more negative illness perception of IBD as a problem, was largely associated with increased 
depression scores; and Roberts et al. (2019) found that attitudes around illness uncertainty were 
mostly moderately associated with depressive symptoms. Contrastingly, one study found that 
illness perceptions were not significantly associated with the different depressive subtypes found 
in young people with IBD (Szigethy et al., 2013).

Epilepsy (N=5). All five studies found evidence of moderate and large associations. Sig-
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nificant associations were found between total illness perception scores and depression (i.e., 
more negative attitudes associated with greater depression scores; Wagner et al., 2009), and 
specifically within epilepsy patients, compared with juvenile rheumatic disease (Ryan et al., 
2011). The illness perception of acceptance has also been found to associate with both de-
pressive and anxiety symptom scores (i.e., greater acceptance associated with lower levels of 
depressive and anxiety symptoms; Engel et al., 2020). Additionally, one study found that more 
negative illness perceptions moderately associated with increased psychological distress (Rizou 
et al., 2015) and one study found large associations between more negative illness perceptions, 
increased internalising and externalising symptoms, and worse school performance (Adewuya 
et al., 2006).

Sickle Cell Disease and Autoimmune Liver Disease (N=2). In sickle cell disease pa-
tients, more negative perceptions of illness related consequences, concerns and emotional re-
sponses were largely associated with increased anxiety and depressive scores (Badawy et al., 
2017). Similarly, in autoimmune liver disease patients, more negative perceptions of identity, 
concern and emotional impact were largely associated with greater anxiety scores (Hames et al., 
2021). The same study found that alongside these negative perceptions, a negative perception 
around illness timeline was also largely associated with greater depressive scores.

Allergy (N=2). Two studies have demonstrated significant moderate and large associa-
tions between illness perceptions and both anxiety and depressive scores in CYP with allergies. 
LeBovidge et al. (2009) demonstrated that more negative illness attitudes were associated with 
increased anxiety and depressive symptoms. Molzon et al. (2011) similarly found that more neg-
ative attitudes towards someone’s allergy was associated with increased anxiety and depressive 
symptoms. They additionally found that illness attitudes mediated the relationship between aller-
gy severity and anxiety. However, this study should be interpreted cautiously due to its high risk 
of bias.

Chronic Arthritis (N=1). The only study of CYP with chronic arthritis (LeBovidge et al., 
2005) found that more positive attitudes towards one’s illness was significantly largely associ-
ated with lower reported anxiety and depressive symptoms. Illness attitudes were also found to 
moderate the relationship between stress and adjustment to depressive symptoms.

Asthma (N=1). The one study of CYP with asthma (McGrady et al., 2010) found that the 
association between anxiety and asthma symptoms was partially mediated by illness percep-
tions. Specifically, the perceptions of consequences, control, and emotional representations me-
diated this association (i.e., worse perceptions mediating a more negative relationship). There 
were no studies investigating illness perceptions and depressive symptoms.

Cystic Fibrosis (N=1). The one study of CYP with cystic fibrosis (Leung et al., 1996) 
demonstrated a large significant positive association between the perception of illness severity 
and depression scores (i.e., greater perceived severity associated with increased depressive 
symptoms). There were no studies examining illness perceptions and anxiety symptoms.

Chronic Diseases (N=1). The one study investigating chronic diseases (including chronic 
respiratory problems; myotonic dystrophy; and short stature in CYP) is a study in which high risk 
of bias was found (Valero-Moreno et al., 2020). These findings should be interpreted cautiously. 
This study found that the strongest association with both anxiety and depressive symptomology, 
was the illness perception of perceived level of illness threat (i.e., increased threat perception 
was moderately associated with increased anxiety and depressive symptoms). 

Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome (N=1). The only study to investigate CYP with Ehlers-Dan-
los Syndrome found no association between illness perceptions, anxiety or depression and the 
quality of life of participants (Mu et al., 2018). This was the only LTC in which no associations 
between illness perceptions and mental health were found by any paper.
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Summary. In general, across a range of LTCs, there was consistent evidence of signifi-
cant cross-sectional associations (p ≤ .05) between mental health and illness perceptions of at 
least a moderate effect size. 

2. Review Question 2: Are illness perceptions associated longitudinally with mental health 
in LTCs?

All longitudinal studies examined how illness perceptions were associated with anxiety 
and/or depression (N=7). These reported associations have been broken down by LTC. 

Inflammatory Bowel Disease (N=2). Both studies in IBD reported significant longitudinal 
associations. Brooks et al. (2019) found that at baseline, all illness perceptions (except timeline) 
significantly associated at moderate and large levels with both anxiety and depressive symptoms 
(i.e., more negative perceptions associated with increased anxiety and/or depressive symptom 
scores). More negative perceptions around illness consequences and emotional impact at base-
line  moderately and largely associated with increased depressive and anxiety symptom scores 
at follow-up. More negative perceptions around perceived treatment control at baseline also 
moderately associated with higher depressive scores at follow-up. Further to these associations, 
Stapersma et al. (2019) found that disease-specific cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT), along-
side standard medical care, was effective at modifying negative illness perceptions and mental 
health outcomes. This resulted in improved anxiety and depressive scores and more positive 
illness perceptions over a 12-month period.

Asthma (N=2). The only study to find significant longitudinal associations in asthma (Tig-
gelman et al., 2014), found that more negative perceptions around perceived concerns, co-
herence and emotional impact were associated with increased anxiety, depression, and stress 
symptoms (at small and moderate levels). The same study showed that perceptions of treatment 
control and emotional impact worsened over time. 

Contrastingly, one study reported no associations (Alreshidi et al., 2020). They found that 
a school-based asthma health program did not improve negative illness attitudes or co-occurring 
anxiety symptoms following a school-based intervention. 

Juvenile Rheumatic Diseases (JRDs; N=1). The one study reporting on JRDs found 
large significant longitudinal associations with depressive symptoms, but not anxiety symptoms 
(Ramsey et al., 2012). They found that negative illness attitudes were associated with increased 
depressive symptoms, and that these negative attitudes preceded variations in depressive 
symptoms over time (i.e., there were significant longitudinal associations between T1 attitudes 
and T2 depressive scores).

Type 1 Diabetes (N=1). The one study reporting on T1D, focussed on depressive symp-
toms (and not anxiety), and found significant longitudinal associations (Rassart et al., 2017). 
They found that lower illness benefit finding was associated with higher depressive scores. 
Higher benefit finding at a stable level over time was associated with increased perceptions of 
personal control; moderate benefit finding at a decreasing level over time was associated with 
increased perceptions of treatment control; and low benefit finding which continued to decrease 
over time was associated with more negative views about an illness being cyclical in nature (i.e., 
perceiving an illness as constant).

Cystic Fibrosis (N=1). The one study reporting on the longitudinal associations in cystic 
fibrosis found different associations for anxiety and depressive symptoms (Casier et al., 2010). 
They found that a more positive perception of illness acceptance at baseline was significantly 
moderately associated to less anxiety symptoms at baseline, but that there was no significant 
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association over time between acceptance at baseline and anxiety at follow-up. Contrastingly, 
more positive perceptions of acceptance at baseline were significantly largely associated with 
less depressive symptoms at baseline and were moderately associated with less depressive 
symptoms at follow-up.

Summary. In all but one study, across several LTCs, there was consistent evidence of 
significant longitudinal associations (p ≤. 05) between mental health and illness perceptions, of 
at least a moderate effect size. Compared with the cross-sectional evidence, there is fewer lon-
gitudinal studies and types of LTCs investigated.

3. Review Question 3: Are there differences in the associations between LTCs and mental 
health based on the LTC?

 Four LTCs (T1D; IBD; Epilepsy; Asthma) had three or more studies reporting on them. 
Across the different LTCs, most reported significant associations between illness perceptions 
and mood variables, in which more negative perceptions were related to worse mood outcomes: 
T1D (6 out 7 studies); IBD (6 out of 7 studies); Epilepsy (5 out of 5 studies); and Asthma (2 out 
of 3 studies). 
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Discussion

 Overall, this broad scoping review found that more negative illness perceptions have con-
sistently been at least moderately associated, both cross-sectionally and longitudinally (up to two 
years), with poorer mental health outcomes in CYP with a range of LTCs. 

 Specifically, this review suggests that illness perceptions and mental health are consis-
tently cross-sectionally associated across a range of LTCs. While this finding is novel in the 
context of CYP with LTCs, it is consistent with the associations found in adult populations (Arat 
et al., 2018; Dempster et al., 2015) and suggests that illness perceptions are an important factor 
for CYP with LTCs as well. This finding is perhaps not surprising due to illnesses perceptions the-
oretical underpinning (the CSM of illness self-regulation; Leventhal, 1984) which suggests that 
someone’s emotional representation of their illness will influence their health outcomes (McAn-
drew et al., 2019). Negative emotional representations within illness perceptions may therefore 
be the important factor which associates with the worse mental health outcomes seen in this 
review. While causation cannot be established due to the single time-point in which these asso-
ciations occur, this suggests that the interactions between a CYPs illness perceptions and their 
mental health may be an important factor in how they experience their LTC. Across the ten LTCs 
which reported on cross-sectional associations, only one LTC (Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome; Mu et 
al., 2018) found no association between illness perceptions and mental health. This suggests 
that the cross-sectional interactions seen between illness perceptions and mental health may be 
generalisable across a range of LTCs. This cross-sectional understanding suggests that illness 
perceptions may therefore act as a potential clinical marker when working with CYP with LTCs 
and provides useful information to inform future longitudinal research to develop from.

 Our review also suggests that illness perceptions and mental health are consistently lon-
gitudinally associated within several LTCs, with all but one study (Alreshidi et al., 2020), finding 
significant associations. This suggests that not only do illness perceptions and mental health 
interact at a single time-point but continue to interact over time. Negative illness perceptions 
may therefore precede a deterioration in mental health in CYP with LTCs (e.g., within cystic 
fibrosis; Casier et al., 2010). This is in line with the CSM of illness perceptions, which suggests 
that someone’s cognitive and emotional representations of their illness precede and influence 
their physical and emotion coping responses (McAndrew et al., 2019) and may explain why neg-
ative illness perceptions were therefore found to precede poorer mental health outcomes. This 
preceding or predictive nature of illness perceptions is important due to the high prevalence of 
mental health disorders seen in CYP with LTCs (Hysing et al., 2007; Pinquart & Shen, 2011). It 
suggests that targeting how CYP perceive their LTC early on (i.e., viewing illness perceptions as 
a modifiable and/or protective factor), may reduce the future likelihood of developing a mental 
health difficulty. However, it is important to note that due to there only being seven longitudinal 
studies identified in this review, these suggestions and conclusions are tentative. More research 
is therefore needed to develop the robustness and generalisability of these findings. 

We identified two studies which did attempt to modify illness perceptions and mental 
health, with mixed effectiveness. Stapersma et al. (2019) reported that disease-specific CBT 
positively improved both mental health and illness perceptions, while Alreshidi et al. (2020) found 
that a school-based asthma health program did not improve negative illness attitudes or co-oc-
curring anxiety symptoms. Based on the current evidence, little can therefore be concluded 
about how to effectively modify negative illness perceptions, to also improve mental health out-
comes. However, with an increasing understanding that illness perceptions and mental health 
are associated in CYP with LTCs (both cross-sectionally and longitudinally), more research is 
needed. By identifying how to effectively improve illness perceptions, this could then protect CYP 
with LTCs from experiencing significant mental health difficulties. This could in turn reduce the 
co-occurring negative impacts of a LTC and mental health difficulties on a CYP (e.g., on school 
performance; Oakley et al., 2020; or quality of life; Pinquart, 2013). 
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Strengths and Limitations

 A strength of this review is the use of two screeners, which reduces the likelihood of hu-
man error and increases the confidence in our findings (Waffenschmidt et al., 2019). Similarly, 
this review included five databases which maximised the chances of finding all relevant papers 
and is in line with the range suggested to be optimal (Bramer et al., 2017). Despite this, it is 
possible that articles may still have been missed due to missed search terms and because this 
review only included articles written in the English language. 

A strength of the studies included in this review is that most were assessed as not being 
at high risk of bias, meaning that most findings on which this review is based can be reliably 
interpreted. Due to this review aiming to map and understand a broad range of evidence, we 
acknowledge that studies that were lower in quality were still included. However, the use of a 
quality assessment tool was used to inform this risk and the subsequent presentation of our 
findings. The range of included countries (N=12) is also a strength as this offers wider general-
isability and increases the diversity of this review’s findings. However, the diversity of the includ-
ed research remains limited with most studies coming from western, educated, industrialised, 
rich and democratic cultures (WEIRD; Henrich et al., 2010), demonstrating the need for more 
diverse future research. The variety of LTCs included (N=12) is an additional strength, however 
it is worth noting that the greatest evidence lies within four LTCs (T1D; IBD; Epilepsy; Asthma). 
These four LTCs are among the most common LTCs experienced by CYP which likely explains 
why research has focussed more on building an understanding in these conditions. However, 
research is needed to further understand the interaction between illness perceptions and mental 
health outside of these four LTCs. 

There are limitations within the longitudinal studies found in this review. Firstly, the range 
of time between assessments varied from 3 months to 2 years, which limits how reliably compar-
isons can be made between studies and reduces the generalisability of the longitudinal findings. 
This is because time may act as a significant confounding variable which could have impacted 
on how illness perceptions and mental health associated. Secondly, the studies did not all control 
for mental health at time 1, which limits the causal understanding of how illness perceptions and 
mental health associate over time. More longitudinal research is needed to develop this causal 
understanding and to develop the evidence of how illness perceptions and mental health interact 
at different time points in CYP with LTCs.

A final limitation of this review is the wide age range used to define CYP (between 4 and 
19 years old). Due to the normative cognitive and emotional development that occurs in young 
people as they transition from childhood to adolescence, it is possible that younger children (e.g., 
someone aged 5), form and hold illness perceptions about their LTC differently to an adolescent 
(e.g., someone aged 15). Therefore, caution should be taken when interpreting these results 
and generalising findings across the CYP age range and suggests more age specific research 
or reviews would be helpful.

Implications for research and clinical practice

Future research needs to build on the existing evidence base and further explore the as-
sociations between mental health and illness perceptions in a range of LTCs. This needs to be 
done cross-sectionally, particularly focussing on un- and less explored LTCs (e.g., chronic arthri-
tis; N=1) to increase the generalisability of cross-sectional findings across conditions. This also 
needs to be done longitudinally for several reasons. Firstly, to develop the comparatively small 
longitudinal evidence base, to better understand how illness perceptions and mental health inter-
act over time, in a range of LTCs. Within this, it may be important to investigate how illness stage 
may interact with the associations between illness perceptions and mental health. And secondly, 
to longitudinally investigate the effectiveness of different interventions, targeted at improving 
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both illness perceptions and mental health. Developing an understanding of how intervention 
programmes and/or psychological therapies can improve both illness perceptions and mental 
health in CYP with LTCs will help inform future clinical practice, policy, and guidelines.

Our findings suggest that it is important for clinicians to hold illness perceptions in mind 
when working with CYP with LTCs. This could be at several levels. Firstly, when using routine 
outcome measures (ROMs) to ensure illness perceptions are measured in clinical practice. This 
will make data available for future research and will ensure illness perceptions are identified and 
monitored as a contributing factor to the experience of a CYPs LTC. Secondly, as suggested 
within adults (Arat et al., 2018), clinical practice may benefit from thinking about illness percep-
tions as a potentially modifiable factor and targeting interventions/therapy at improving negative 
perceptions. This may protect CYPs mental health and protect against the associated difficulties 
(e.g., reduced quality of life). While more research is required to build this evidence base, our 
findings also suggest that it is important for clinicians (nurses, consultants, and psychologists) to 
hold illness perceptions in mind now to support CYPs mental well-being. Illness perceptions can 
be used to help clinicians understand and formulate CYP with LTCs experiences of anxiety and 
depressive symptomatology, to then inform their clinical practice.

Conclusion

 Consistent evidence of predominantly moderate to large cross-sectional and longitudinal 
associations was found between negative illness perceptions and poorer mental health out-
comes in CYP with LTCs. This suggests that illness perceptions may be an important factor 
in understanding how CYP experience their LTC and suggests illness perceptions may act as 
potentially modifiable and or/protective factor against co-morbid mental health difficulties. How-
ever, we acknowledge that there are many LTCs which remain un- or less researched, questions 
remain around the cultural diversity and generalisability of the existing literature, and potentially 
important areas remain unexplored (e.g., the influence of illness stage). We therefore conclude 
that while illness perceptions and mental health are associated in CYP across a range of LTCs, 
further research is needed to continue to explore this relationship and the potentially modifiable 
nature of this relationship, to inform future care for CYP with a range of LTCs.

Conflicts of interest

Nothing to declare.

Acknowledgements

Dr Maria Loades for her support and supervision of this review. Dr Maria Loades (Development 
and Skills Enhancement Award, 302367) is funded by the National Institute for Health Research 
(NIHR) for this research project. The views expressed in this publication are those of the au-
thor(s) and not necessarily those of the NIHR, NHS or the UK Department of Health and Social 
Care.

Biography

This research was completed while I was a trainee clinical psychologist at the University of Bath, 
where I completed my doctorate between September 2019-September 2022. My research in-
terests lie within young people and clinical health. This scoping review aimed to combine these 
research interests by exploring how illness perceptions and mental health associate in children 
and young people with long-term conditions.



161TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORFCR, ILLNESS PERCEPTIONS AND MENTAL HEALTH 

References

Adewuya, A. O., Oseni, S. B., & Okeniyi, J. A. (2006). School performance of Nigerian adolescents with 
epilepsy. Epilepsia, 47(2), 415-420. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1528-1167.2006.00437.x 

Akimana, B., Abbo, C., Balagadde-Kambugu, J., & Nakimuli-Mpungu, E. (2019). Prevalence and factors 
associated with major depressive disorder in children and adolescents at the Uganda Cancer In-
stitute. BMC cancer, 19(1), 466. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12885-019-5635-z 

Alreshidi, N. M., Livesley, J., Al-Kalaldeh, M., & Long, T. (2020). The Impact of a School-based, Nurse-de-
livered Asthma Health Education Program on Quality of Life, Knowledge, and Attitudes of Saudi 
Children with Asthma. Comprehensive Child and Adolescent Nursing, 1-15. https://doi.org/10.10
80/24694193.2020.1824033

Arat, S., De Cock, D., Moons, P., Vandenberghe, J., & Westhovens, R. (2018). Modifiable correlates of 
illness perceptions in adults with chronic somatic conditions: A systematic review. Research in 
nursing & health, 41(2), 173-184. https://doi.org/10.1002/nur.21852 

Barker, M. M., Beresford, B., Bland, M., & Fraser, L. K. (2019). Prevalence and incidence of anxiety 
and depression among children, adolescents, and young adults with life-limiting conditions: a 
systematic review and meta-analysis. JAMA pediatrics, 173(9), 835-844. https://doi.org/10.1001/
jamapediatrics.2019.1712

Badawy, S. M., Thompson, A. A., Lai, J. S., Penedo, F. J., Rychlik, K., & Liem, R. I. (2017). Adherence to 
hydroxyurea, health-related quality of life domains, and patients’ perceptions of sickle cell disease 
and hydroxyurea: a cross-sectional study in adolescents and young adults. Health and quality of 
life outcomes, 15(1), 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12955-017-0713-x 

Bramer, W. M., Rethlefsen, M. L., Kleijnen, J., & Franco, O. H. (2017). Optimal database combinations 
for literature searches in systematic reviews: a prospective exploratory study. Systematic re-
views, 6(1), 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1186/s13643-017-0644-y 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2012). Thematic analysis. https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/13620-004 

Briggs, J. (2015). The Joanna Briggs Institute reviewers’ manual 2015: methodology for JBI scoping re-
views. Adelaide, South Australia: The University of Adelaide, 138. Retrieved from: https://nursing.
lsuhsc.edu/JBI/docs/ReviewersManuals/Scoping-.pdf 

Broadbent, E., Petrie, K. J., Main, J., & Weinman, J. (2006). The brief illness perception questionnaire. Jour-
nal of psychosomatic research, 60(6), 631-637. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2005.10.020

Brooks, A. J., Norman, P., Peach, E. J., Ryder, A., Scott, A. J., Narula, P., ... & Rowse, G. (2019). Prospec-
tive study of psychological morbidity and illness perceptions in young people with inflammatory 
bowel disease. Journal of Crohn’s and Colitis, 13(8), 1003-1011. https://doi.org/10.1093/ecco-jcc/
jjz028 

Burns, K. H., Casey, P. H., Lyle, R. E., Mac Bird, T., Fussell, J. J., & Robbins, J. M. (2010). Increasing 
prevalence of medically complex children in US hospitals. Pediatrics, 126(4), 638-646. https://doi.
org/10.1542/peds.2009-1658 

Cadman, D., Boyle, M., Szatmari, P., & Offord, D. R. (1987). Chronic illness, disability, and mental and 
social well-being: findings of the Ontario Child Health Study. Pediatrics, 79(5), 805-813. https://
doi.org/10.1542/peds.79.5.805 

Campbell, M., McKenzie, J. E., Sowden, A., Katikireddi, S. V., Brennan, S. E., Ellis, S., ... & Thom-
son, H. (2020). Synthesis without meta-analysis (SWiM) in systematic reviews: reporting guide-
line. bmj, 368. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l6890 

Casier, A., Goubert, L., Theunis, M., Huse, D., De Baets, F., Matthys, D., & Crombez, G. (2011). Ac-
ceptance and well-being in adolescents and young adults with cystic fibrosis: a prospective 
study. Journal of pediatric psychology, 36(4), 476-487. https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsq111 

Catanzano, M., Bennett, S. D., Sanderson, C., Patel, M., Manzotti, G., Kerry, E., ... & Shafran, R. (2020). 
Brief psychological interventions for psychiatric disorders in young people with long term phys-

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1528-1167.2006.00437.x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12885-019-5635-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/24694193.2020.1824033
https://doi.org/10.1080/24694193.2020.1824033
https://doi.org/10.1002/nur.21852
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2019.1712
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2019.1712
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12955-017-0713-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13643-017-0644-y
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/13620-004
https://nursing.lsuhsc.edu/JBI/docs/ReviewersManuals/Scoping-.pdf
https://nursing.lsuhsc.edu/JBI/docs/ReviewersManuals/Scoping-.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2005.10.020
https://doi.org/10.1093/ecco-jcc/jjz028
https://doi.org/10.1093/ecco-jcc/jjz028
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2009-1658
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2009-1658
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.79.5.805
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.79.5.805
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l6890
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsq111


162 TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TOR HORWOOD AND LOADES

ical health conditions: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of Psychosomatic Re-
search, 136, 110187. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2020.110187 

Chavira, D. A., Garland, A. F., Daley, S., & Hough, R. (2008). The impact of medical comorbidity on mental 
health and functional health outcomes among children with anxiety disorders. Journal of devel-
opmental and behavioral pediatrics: JDBP, 29(5), 394. https://doi.org/10.1097%2FDBP.0b013e-
3181836a5b 

Chong, J., Mackey, A. H., Broadbent, E., & Stott, N. S. (2012). Children’s perceptions of their cerebral 
palsy and their impact on life satisfaction. Disability and rehabilitation, 34(24), 2053-2060. https://
doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2012.669021 

Cohen, J. (1992). Statistical power analysis. Current directions in psychological science, 1(3), 98-101. 
https://doi.org/10.1111%2F1467-8721.ep10768783 

Cottrell, D. (2015). Prevention and treatment of psychiatric disorders in children with chronic phys-
ical illness. Archives of Disease in Childhood, 100(4), 303-304. http://doi.org/10.1136/archdis-
child-2014-307866 

Dempster, M., Howell, D., & McCorry, N. K. (2015). Illness perceptions and coping in physical health 
conditions: A meta-analysis. Journal of psychosomatic research, 79(6), 506-513. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2015.10.006 

Drutchas, A., & Anandarajah, G. (2014). Spirituality and coping with chronic disease in pediat-
rics. Rhode Island Medical Journal, 97(3), 26. Retrieved from: http://rimed.org/rimedicaljour-
nal/2014/03/2014-03-26-spirituality-drutchas.pdf 

Edgar, K. A., & Skinner, T. C. (2003). Illness representations and coping as predictors of emotional well-be-
ing in adolescents with type 1 diabetes. Journal of pediatric psychology, 28(7), 485-493. https://
doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsg039 

Engel, M. L., Shanley, R., Scal, P. B., & Kunin-Batson, A. (2021). Anxiety and depressive symptoms in 
adolescents and young adults with epilepsy: The role of illness beliefs and social factors. Epilepsy 
& Behavior, 116, 107737. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yebeh.2020.107737 

Fayed, N., de Camargo, O. K., Elahi, I., Dubey, A., Fernandes, R. M., Houtrow, A., & Cohen, E. (2014). 
Patient-important activity and participation outcomes in clinical trials involving children with chronic 
conditions. Quality of Life Research, 23(3), 751-757. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11136-013-0483-9 

Fortenberry, K. T., Wiebe, D. J., & Berg, C. A. (2012). Perceptions of treatment control moderate the 
daily association between negative affect and diabetes problems among adolescents with type 1 
diabetes. Psychology & health, 27(3), 294-309. https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2011.561925 

Goh, C. S. Y., Mohamed, A., Lee, Y. S., Loke, K. Y., Wee, H. L., Khoo, E. Y. H., & Griva, K. (2016). The 
associations of self-care, illness perceptions and psychological distress with metabolic control in 
Singaporean adolescents with Type 1 Diabetes Mellitus. Health Psychology and Behavioral Med-
icine, 4(1), 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1080/21642850.2015.1115728 

Gold, N., Issenman, R., Roberts, J., & Watt, S. (2000). Well-adjusted children: an alternate view of chil-
dren with inflammatory bowel disease and functional gastrointestinal complaints. Inflammatory 
bowel diseases, 6(1), 1-7. https://doi.org/10.1097/00054725-200002000-00001 

Gortmaker, S. L., Walker, D. K., Weitzman, M., & Sobol, A. M. (1990). Chronic conditions, socioeconomic 
risks, and behavioral problems in children and adolescents. Pediatrics, 85(3), 267-276. https://doi.
org/10.1542/peds.85.3.267 

Haines, C., Loades, M., & Davis, C. (2019). Illness perceptions in adolescents with chronic fatigue syn-
drome and other physical health conditions: Application of the common sense model. Clinical child 
psychology and psychiatry, 24(3), 546-563. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1359104519829796 

Hames, A., Matcham, F., Makin, I., Day, J., Joshi, D., & Samyn, M. (2021). Adherence, Mental 
Health and Illness Perceptions in Autoimmune Liver Disease: Looking Beyond Liver Function 
Tests. Journal of pediatric gastroenterology and nutrition, 73(3), 376-384. https://doi.org/10.1097/
MPG.0000000000003119 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2020.110187
https://doi.org/10.1097%2FDBP.0b013e3181836a5b
https://doi.org/10.1097%2FDBP.0b013e3181836a5b
https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2012.669021
https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2012.669021
https://doi.org/10.1111%2F1467-8721.ep10768783
http://doi.org/10.1136/archdischild-2014-307866
http://doi.org/10.1136/archdischild-2014-307866
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2015.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2015.10.006
http://rimed.org/rimedicaljournal/2014/03/2014-03-26-spirituality-drutchas.pdf
http://rimed.org/rimedicaljournal/2014/03/2014-03-26-spirituality-drutchas.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsg039
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsg039
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yebeh.2020.107737
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11136-013-0483-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2011.561925
https://doi.org/10.1080/21642850.2015.1115728
https://doi.org/10.1097/00054725-200002000-00001
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.85.3.267
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.85.3.267
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1359104519829796
https://doi.org/10.1097/MPG.0000000000003119
https://doi.org/10.1097/MPG.0000000000003119


163TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORFCR, ILLNESS PERCEPTIONS AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not WEIRD. Nature, 466(7302), 29-
29. https://doi.org/10.1038/466029a 

Hopkins, L., Green, J., Henry, J., Edwards, B., & Wong, S. (2014). Staying engaged: The role of teachers 
and schools in keeping young people with health conditions engaged in education. The Australian 
Educational Researcher, 41(1), 25-41. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-013-0096-x 

Hysing, M., Elgen, I., Gillberg, C., Lie, S. A., & Lundervold, A. J. (2007). Chronic physical illness and men-
tal health in children. Results from a large-scale population study. Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry, 48(8), 785-792. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01755.x 

Jedeloo, S., van Staa, A., Latour, J. M., & van Exel, N. J. A. (2010). Preferences for health care and 
self-management among Dutch adolescents with chronic conditions: a Q-methodological in-
vestigation. International journal of nursing studies, 47(5), 593-603. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijnurstu.2009.10.006 

Jin, M., An, Q., & Wang, L. (2017). Chronic conditions in adolescents. Experimental and therapeutic med-
icine, 14(1), 478-482. https://doi.org/10.3892/etm.2017.4526 

Juonala, M., Magnussen, C. G., Berenson, G. S., Venn, A., Burns, T. L., Sabin, M. A., ... & Sun, C. (2011). 
Childhood adiposity, adult adiposity, and cardiovascular risk factors. N Engl J Med, 365, 1876-
1885. https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1010112

Latal, B., Helfricht, S., Fischer, J. E., Bauersfeld, U., & Landolt, M. A. (2009). Psychological adjustment 
and quality of life in children and adolescents following open-heart surgery for congenital heart 
disease: a systematic review. BMC pediatrics, 9(1), 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2431-9-6 

Law, G. U., Kelly, T. P., Huey, D., & Summerbell, C. (2002). Self-management and well-being in adoles-
cents with diabetes mellitus:: Do illness representations play a regulatory role?. Journal of Adoles-
cent Health, 31(4), 381-385. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1054-139X(02)00397-X 

Layte, R., & McCrory, C. (2013). Paediatric chronic illness and educational failure: the role of emotional 
and behavioural problems. Social psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 48(8), 1307-1316. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-012-0609-3 

LeBovidge, J. S., Lavigne, J. V., & Miller, M. L. (2005). Adjustment to chronic arthritis of childhood: The 
roles of illness-related stress and attitude toward illness. Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 30(3), 
273-286. https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsi037 

LeBovidge, J. S., Strauch, H., Kalish, L. A., & Schneider, L. C. (2009). Assessment of psychological dis-
tress among children and adolescents with food allergy. Journal of allergy and clinical immunolo-
gy, 124(6), 1282-1288. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaci.2009.08.045 

Leung, S. S., Steinbeck, K. S., Morris, S. L., Kohn, M. R., Towns, S. J., & Bennett, D. L. (1997). Chronic 
illness perception in adolescence: Implications for the doctor-patient relationship. Journal of pae-
diatrics and child health, 33(2), 107-112. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-1754.1997.tb01010.x 

Leventhal, H., Meyer, D., & Nerenz, D. (1980). The common sense representation of illness danger. 
Contributions to medical psychology, 2, 7-30. Retrieved from: https://www.academia.edu/259452/
The_Common_Sense_Representation_of_Illness_Danger 

Leventhal, H. (1984). Illness representations and coping with health threats.

Lustman, P. J., & Clouse, R. E. (2005). Depression in diabetic patients: the relationship between mood 
and glycemic control. Journal of Diabetes and its Complications, 19(2), 113-122. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jdiacomp.2004.01.002

McAndrew, L. M., Crede, M., Maestro, K., Slotkin, S., Kimber, J., & Phillips, L. A. (2019). Using the 
common-sense model to understand health outcomes for medically unexplained symptoms: A 
meta-analysis. Health psychology review, 13(4), 427-446. https://doi.org/10.1080/17437199.201
8.1521730 

McGrady, M. E., Cotton, S., Rosenthal, S. L., Roberts, Y. H., Britto, M., & Michael, S. Y. (2010). Anxiety 
and asthma symptoms in urban adolescents with asthma: the mediating role of illness percep-

https://doi.org/10.1038/466029a
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-013-0096-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01755.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2009.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2009.10.006
https://doi.org/10.3892/etm.2017.4526
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1010112
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2431-9-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1054-139X(02)00397-X
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-012-0609-3
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsi037
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaci.2009.08.045
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-1754.1997.tb01010.x
https://www.academia.edu/259452/The_Common_Sense_Representation_of_Illness_Danger
https://www.academia.edu/259452/The_Common_Sense_Representation_of_Illness_Danger
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdiacomp.2004.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdiacomp.2004.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/17437199.2018.1521730
https://doi.org/10.1080/17437199.2018.1521730


164 TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TOR HORWOOD AND LOADES

tions. Journal of clinical psychology in medical settings, 17(4), 349-356. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10880-010-9214-3 

Molzon, E. S., Suorsa, K. I., Hullmann, S. E., Ryan, J. L., & Mullins, L. L. (2011). The relationship of allergy 
severity to depressive and anxious symptomatology: the role of attitude toward illness. Interna-
tional Scholarly Research Notices, 2011. https://doi.org/10.5402/2011/765309

Moore, D. A., Nunns, M., Shaw, L., Rogers, M., Walker, E., Ford, T., . . . Shafran, R. (2019). Interven-
tions to improve the mental health of children and young people with long-term physical condi-
tions: linked evidence syntheses. Health technology assessment (Winchester, England), 23(22), 
1. https://doi.org/10.3310%2Fhta23220 

Moss-Morris, R., Weinman, J., Petrie, K., Horne, R., Cameron, L., & Buick, D. (2002). The revised ill-
ness perception questionnaire (IPQ-R). Psychology and health, 17(1), 1-16. https://doi.
org/10.1080/08870440290001494 

Mougianis, I., Cohen, L. L., Martin, S., Shneider, C., & Bishop, M. (2020). Racism and health-related 
quality of life in pediatric sickle cell disease: roles of depression and support. Journal of Pediatric 
Psychology, 45(8), 858-866. https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsaa035 

Mu, W., Muriello, M., Clemens, J. L., Wang, Y., Smith, C. H., Tran, P. T., ... & Bodurtha, J. (2019). Factors 
affecting quality of life in children and adolescents with hypermobile Ehlers-Danlos syndrome/
hypermobility spectrum disorders. American Journal of Medical Genetics Part A, 179(4), 561-569. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajmg.a.61055 

Nelson, K. E., Hexem, K. R., & Feudtner, C. (2012). Inpatient hospital care of children with trisomy 13 and 
trisomy 18 in the United States. Pediatrics, 129(5), 869-876. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2011-
2139 

Nylander, C., Seidel, C., & Tindberg, Y. (2014). The triply troubled teenager–chronic conditions associat-
ed with fewer protective factors and clustered risk behaviours. Acta Paediatrica, 103(2), 194-200. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/apa.12461 

Oakley, N. J., Kneale, D., Mann, M., Hilliar, M., Dayan, C., Gregory, J. W., & French, R. (2020). Type 1 
diabetes mellitus and educational attainment in childhood: a systematic review. BMJ open, 10(1), 
e033215. http://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2019-033215 

Page, M. J., McKenzie, J. E., Bossuyt, P. M., Boutron, I., Hoffmann, T. C., Mulrow, C. D., ... & Mo-
her, D. (2021). The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic re-
views. BMJ, 372. https://doi.org/10.1186/s13643-021-01626-4 

Petrie, K., & Weinman, J. (2006). Why illness perceptions matter. Clinical Medicine, 6(6), 536. https://doi.
org/10.7861%2Fclinmedicine.6-6-536 

Pinquart, M., & Shen, Y. (2011). Depressive symptoms in children and adolescents with chronic physical 
illness: an updated meta-analysis. Journal of pediatric psychology, 36(4), 375-384. https://doi.
org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsq104

Pinquart, M. (2013). Self-esteem of children and adolescents with chronic illness: a meta-analysis. Child: 
care, health and development, 39(2), 153-161. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2214.2012.01397.x 

Pless, I. B., & Roghmann, K. J. (1971). Chronic illness and its consequences: Observations based on 
three epidemiologic surveys. The Journal of pediatrics, 79(3), 351-359. https://doi.org/10.1016/
S0022-3476(71)80141-5

Ramsey, R. R., Bonner, M. S., Ryan, J. L., Mullins, L. L., & Chaney, J. M. (2013). A prospective examina-
tion of attitudes toward illness and depressive symptoms in youth with juvenile rheumatic diseas-
es. Journal of Developmental and Physical Disabilities, 25(2), 171-180. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10882-012-9294-0 

Rassart, J., Luyckx, K., Berg, C. A., Oris, L., & Wiebe, D. J. (2017). Longitudinal trajectories of benefit 
finding in adolescents with Type 1 diabetes. Health Psychology, 36(10), 977. https://psycnet.apa.
org/doi/10.1037/hea0000513 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10880-010-9214-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10880-010-9214-3
https://doi.org/10.5402/2011/765309
https://doi.org/10.3310%2Fhta23220
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870440290001494
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870440290001494
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsaa035
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajmg.a.61055
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2011-2139
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2011-2139
https://doi.org/10.1111/apa.12461
http://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2019-033215
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13643-021-01626-4
https://doi.org/10.7861%2Fclinmedicine.6-6-536
https://doi.org/10.7861%2Fclinmedicine.6-6-536
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsq104
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsq104
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2214.2012.01397.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-3476(71)80141-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-3476(71)80141-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10882-012-9294-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10882-012-9294-0
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/hea0000513
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/hea0000513


165TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORFCR, ILLNESS PERCEPTIONS AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Richardson, W. S., Wilson, M. C., Nishikawa, J., & Hayward, R. S. (1995). The well-built clinical question: 
a key to evidence-based decisions. Acp j club, 123(3), A12-A13. Retrieved from: https://asset-pdf.
scinapse.io/prod/1572319397/1572319397.pdf 

Rizou, I., De Gucht, V., Papavasiliou, A., & Maes, S. (2015). Illness perceptions determine psychological 
distress and quality of life in youngsters with epilepsy. Epilepsy & Behavior, 46, 144-150. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.yebeh.2015.03.022 

Roberts, C. M., Gamwell, K. L., Baudino, M. N., Perez, M. N., Delozier, A. M., Sharkey, C. M., ... & 
Chaney, J. M. (2019). Youth and parent illness appraisals and adjustment in pediatric inflammato-
ry bowel disease. Journal of Developmental and Physical Disabilities, 31(6), 777-790. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10882-019-09678-0 

Ryan, J. L., Ramsey, R. R., Fedele, D. A., Wagner, J. L., Smith, G., & Chaney, J. M. (2012). Explora-
tion of age and sex differences in depressive symptoms and illness attitudes for youth with epi-
lepsy and juvenile rheumatic disease. Journal of child neurology, 27(8), 1004-1010. https://doi.
org/10.1177%2F0883073811431109 

Sawyer, A. T., Harris, S. L., & Koenig, H. G. (2019). Illness perception and high readmis-
sion health outcomes. Health Psychology Open, 6(1), 2055102919844504. https://doi.
org/10.1177%2F2055102919844504

Silva, V., Lima, L., & Lemos, M. (2018). Illness perceptions of adolescents with inflammatory bowel dis-
ease and the association with distress and well-being. Suplemento Digital Revista ROL Enfer-
mería, 41(11-12), 263-268. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2055102919844504 

Spencer, J. E., Cooper, H. C., & Milton, B. (2013). The lived experiences of young people (13–16 years) 
with Type 1 diabetes mellitus and their parents–a qualitative phenomenological study. Diabetic 
Medicine, 30(1), e17-e24. https://doi.org/10.1111/dme.12021 

Stapersma, L., van den Brink, G., van der Ende, J., Bodelier, A. G., van Wering, H. M., Hurkmans, P. C., 
... & Utens, E. M. (2019). Illness perceptions and depression are associated with health-related 
quality of life in youth with inflammatory bowel disease. International Journal of Behavioral Medi-
cine, 26(4), 415-426. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12529-019-09791-6 

Stapersma, L., van den Brink, G., van der Ende, J., Szigethy, E. M., Groeneweg, M., de Bruijne, F. H., 
... & Utens, E. M. (2020). Psychological outcomes of a cognitive behavioral therapy for youth 
with inflammatory bowel disease: results of the HAPPY-IBD randomized controlled trial at 6-and 
12-month follow-up. Journal of clinical psychology in medical settings, 27(3), 490-506. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10880-019-09649-9 

Stoll, B. J., Hansen, N. I., Bell, E. F., Shankaran, S., Laptook, A. R., Walsh, M. C., ... & Kennedy, K. A. 
(2010). Neonatal outcomes of extremely preterm infants from the NICHD Neonatal Research Net-
work. Pediatrics, 126(3), 443-456. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2009-2959 

Szigethy, E. M., Youk, A. O., Benhayon, D., Fairclough, D. L., Newara, M. C., Kirshner, M. A., ... & DeMaso, 
D. R. (2014). Depression subtypes in pediatric inflammatory bowel disease. Journal of pediatric 
gastroenterology and nutrition, 58(5), 574. https://doi.org/10.1097%2FMPG.0000000000000262 

Taylor, R. M., Gibson, F., & Franck, L. S. (2008). The experience of living with a chronic illness during ad-
olescence: a critical review of the literature. Journal of clinical nursing, 17(23), 3083-3091. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2008.02629.x 

Tesei, A., Nobile, M., Colombo, P., Civati, F., Gandossini, S., Mani, E., ... & D’Angelo, G. (2020). Men-
tal health and coping strategies in families of children and young adults with muscular dystro-
phies. Journal of Neurology, 267(7), 2054-2069. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00415-020-09792-6 

Thies, K. M. (1999). Identifying the educational implications of chronic illness in school children. Journal 
of school health, 69(10), 392-397. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.1999.tb06354.x 

Thong, M. S., Wolschon, E. M., Koch-Gallenkamp, L., Waldmann, A., Waldeyer-Sauerland, M., Pritzku-
leit, R., ... & Zeissig, S. R. (2018). “Still a cancer patient”—Associations of cancer identity with 
patient-reported outcomes and health care use among cancer survivors. JNCI cancer spectrum, 
2(2), pky031. https://doi.org/10.1093/jncics/pky031 

https://asset-pdf.scinapse.io/prod/1572319397/1572319397.pdf
https://asset-pdf.scinapse.io/prod/1572319397/1572319397.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yebeh.2015.03.022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yebeh.2015.03.022
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10882-019-09678-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10882-019-09678-0
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0883073811431109
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0883073811431109
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2055102919844504
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2055102919844504
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2055102919844504
https://doi.org/10.1111/dme.12021
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12529-019-09791-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10880-019-09649-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10880-019-09649-9
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2009-2959
https://doi.org/10.1097%2FMPG.0000000000000262
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2008.02629.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2008.02629.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00415-020-09792-6
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.1999.tb06354.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/jncics/pky031


166 TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TOR HORWOOD AND LOADES

Tiggelman, D., van de Ven, M. O., van Schayck, O. C., Kleinjan, M., & Engels, R. C. (2014). The Com-
mon Sense Model in early adolescents with asthma: Longitudinal relations between illness per-
ceptions, asthma control and emotional problems mediated by coping. Journal of psychosomatic 
research, 77(4), 309-315. https://doi.org/10.1093/jncics/pky031 

Valero-Moreno, S., Lacomba-Trejo, L., Casaña-Granell, S., Prado-Gascó, V. J., Montoya-Castilla, I., & 
Pérez-Marín, M. (2020). Psychometric properties of the questionnaire on threat perception of 
chronic illnesses in pediatric patients. Revista latino-americana de enfermagem, 28. https://doi.
org/10.1590/1518-8345.3144.3242 

Verhoof, E. J., Maurice-Stam, H., Heymans, H. S., Evers, A. W., & Grootenhuis, M. A. (2014). Psychosocial 
well-being in young adults with chronic illness since childhood: the role of illness cognitions. Child 
and adolescent psychiatry and mental health, 8(1), 12. https://doi.org/10.1186/1753-2000-8-12 

Waffenschmidt, S., Knelangen, M., Sieben, W., Bühn, S., & Pieper, D. (2019). Single screening versus 
conventional double screening for study selection in systematic reviews: a methodological sys-
tematic review. BMC medical research methodology, 19(1), 1-9. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-
019-0782-0 

Wagner, J. L., Smith, G., Ferguson, P. L., Horton, S., & Wilson, E. (2009). A hopelessness model of de-
pressive symptoms in youth with epilepsy. Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 34(1), 89-96. https://
doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsn052 

Weinman, J., Petrie, K. J., Moss-Morris, R., & Horne, R. (1996). The illness perception questionnaire: a 
new method for assessing the cognitive representation of illness. Psychology and health, 11(3), 
431-445. https://doi.org/10.1080/08870449608400270 

Welch, A., Shafran, R., Heyman, I., Coughtrey, A., & Bennett, S. (2018). Usual care for mental health 
problems in children with epilepsy: A cohort study. F1000Research, 7. https://doi.org/10.12688/
f1000research.15492.2

Wells, G. A., Shea, B., O’Connell, D., Peterson, J., Welch, V., Losos, M., & Tugwell, P. (2000). The New-
castle-Ottawa Scale (NOS) for assessing the quality of nonrandomised studies in meta-analy-
ses. Retrieved from: https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/5b63/3ae0fca9ba9ddb97b4c35b8c3b264f-
d5104a.pdf 

Williams, C., Sharpe, L., & Mullan, B. (2014). Developmental challenges of adolescents with type 1 diabe-
tes: The role of eating attitudes, family support and fear of negative evaluation. Psychology, health 
& medicine, 19(3), 324-334. https://doi.org/10.1080/13548506.2013.808750 

Wisting, L., Bang, L., Natvig, H., Skrivarhaug, T., Dahl-Jørgensen, K., Lask, B., & Rø, Ø. (2016). Met-
abolic control and illness perceptions in adolescents with type 1 diabetes. Journal of diabetes 
research, 2016. https://doi.org/10.1155/2016/3486094

How to cite this article: Horwood, M. & Loades, M.E. (2023). What is known about the associ-
ation between Illness Perceptions and Mental Health in Children and Young People with Long-
Term Health Conditions: A Scoping Review: The Open Review Journal (online). 8 pp.127-166.
http://doi.org/10.47967/TOR2022COL/VOL8.11

https://doi.org/10.1093/jncics/pky031
https://doi.org/10.1590/1518-8345.3144.3242
https://doi.org/10.1590/1518-8345.3144.3242
https://doi.org/10.1186/1753-2000-8-12
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-019-0782-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-019-0782-0
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsn052
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsn052
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870449608400270
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/5b63/3ae0fca9ba9ddb97b4c35b8c3b264fd5104a.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/5b63/3ae0fca9ba9ddb97b4c35b8c3b264fd5104a.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/13548506.2013.808750
https://doi.org/10.1155/2016/3486094


167www.theopenreview.com

Received: 9 September 2022         Accepted: 29 November 2022

RESEARCH ARTICLE

DOI:10.47967/TOR2022COL/VOL8.12

Abstract

 International development agencies (IDAs) and Non-Governmental Organisations 
(NGOs) execute projects in some countries with the view to alleviate poverty where the proj-
ects are to be domiciled, ensure development, amongst stakeholders. Subsequently, over 
the years researchers have viewed such projects to be successful when x-rayed under the 
prism of the various derived Project Management Methodologies (PMMs)/tools by Project 
Managers in the organizations to monitor the projects. Unfortunately, researchers were silent 
on what made the tools effective. To bridge this gap, and to understand the role of PMMs in 
project monitoring in IDAs and NGOs, this study review and synthesises the little existing 
research evidence through a systematic literature review. A range of peer reviewed journal 
articles between 2010 and 2020 (inclusive) that address the application of PMMs/tools in proj-
ect monitoring in IDAs/NGOs was systematically assessed. Based on inclusion and selection 
criteria, 10 eligible articles were selected for final review. It was revealed that there had been 
different adaptations of the Logical Framework (LF), and the Logical Framework Approach 
(LFA) used in IDAs/NGOs for project monitoring in the respective IDAs/NGOs, the study 
also revealed how the updated/adapted LF were made compatible with today’s project man-
agement tools, making project monitoring in IDAs/NGOs effective. Consequently, the study 
aimed at evaluating the frameworks, its evolutions from various researchers’ paradigms. The 
objective is to establish some level of awareness and utilization of PMMs/tools for the benefit 
of researchers, students, and stakeholders in the construction industry.

Keywords: Non-Governmental Organizations, Tools, Project Managers, Local Devel-
opment Agencies.
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Introduction

 International Development (ID) agencies like the World Bank, the United Nations and the 
European Union undertake projects in developing countries, and through fitting Project Manage-
ment Methodologies (PMMs) deployed by knowledgeable Project Managers (PMs’) complete 
its projects (Golini, Corti and Londoni, 2017) but Local Interventionist Agencies (LIAs) in some 
Sub-Saharan Africa abandon theirs at different stages of the project life cycle (Eze, 2014). 

 Admittedly, citing projects in any society are to improve living conditions of the populace. 
It is also to accelerate growth in physical infrastructures and provide services critical for human 
endeavours (Ingwe et al., 2012). Eze (2014) asserted that “A greater level of sustainable proj-
ects can be achieved if suitable projects are well formulated, prepared and implemented through 
the instrumentality of government machinery” and this was corroborated by (Oladipo, 2008); he 
emphasised that projects chosen should be of high priority and widespread acceptability in the 
national development plan. In that regard, acceptable project monitoring methods should be put 
in place for better impact assessment, frugal accounting systems and to guide the project from 
conception to the end of the project life cycle Golini, Corti and Landoni (2017).

 This position is in line with the ID agencies, they fund projects across the world mostly in 
the developing countries, developed and deploy some specific methodologies, notably the Proj-
ect Cycle Management (PCM) and Logical Framework (LF) and according to Golini, Corti and 
Landoni (2017, p 129) the objective is to “efficiently carry out social impact assessment and proj-
ect execution”.  Thus, a greater number of these projects turn out to be successfully completed 
and have positively impacted the lives of the target beneficiaries (ibid).

 Additionally, ID agencies deploy tailored PMM on their projects to meet stakeholders’ 
expectations, according to Khang and Moe (2008), including the funding agencies, the imple-
menting units, and the beneficiaries. Hence a well-suited framework with knowledgeable PMs’ 
to monitor ID projects is needed in order to meet the expectations of the stakeholders. Regret-
tably, Eze (2014) stated that in some developing countries there are some government interven-
tionist agencies that undertake construction projects, but these projects are poorly delivered or 
abandoned at different stages of the project life cycle. The projects are sometimes formulated 
by these agencies without taking into cognisance how the project would either be administered 
or assess its impacts to the target beneficiaries, this gap enabled corruption, non- accountabil-
ity, and subsequent project abandonment (Eze 2014, Inigwe et al., 2012). The import of Eze’s 
(2014), Golini, Corti and Landoni (2017) and Ozmen (2013) scholarly work revealed there was a 
nexus between lack of PMMs on projects and project abandonment.

 For instance, report of the recent forensic audit of the Niger Delta Development Commis-
sion (NDDC) an interventionist agency in Nigeria, between 2001 and 2019 revealed over 13,777 
projects were compromised and abandoned (Malami, 2021). The same thing occurred with sev-
eral other Local Interventionist’ Agencies (LIAs) in Nigeria due to weak supervisory process, and 
non-adherence to known Project Management process or framework by project administrators 
in the various agencies (Eze,2014). 

 The non-realization of projects in Nigeria due to abandonment has resulted in disappoint-
ment to the communities in addition to reduction in the standard of living, wastage of resources 
by the agencies concerned, reduction in employment which hitherto the projects could have 
sustained, decrease in the tempo of economic activities, decrease in revenue accruing to the 
government, difficulties in attracting foreign loans/investors (Ayodele, et al., 2011). This was fur-
ther upheld by a study by Michael et al. (2011) that sees the effect of project abandonment as 
depriving the populace access to quality infrastructure which is critical for decent standard of life. 

 Various researchers have stated reasons why projects are abandoned. Irfan, (2019) stat-
ed that organizations failed to deliver on their projects due to lack of project management ca-
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pabilities/knowledge and absence of project management structures and a well-defined project 
lifecycle. In a related submission, Hemanta, (2012) averred that inefficient design and lack of 
effective site management are critical to project abandonment. This was corroborated by Nze-
wke and Oladejo et al. (2015); they stated that poor project conception/design and planning were 
major factors.

 To bridge this gap, this study has revealed that tailored PCM and the Logical Framework 
is one of the most common approaches used in project management for both planning, monitor-
ing and evaluation of projects in IDAs and has recorded some modest successes. Also, it serves 
as a model for organisations to follow and enhance their capacity in project management. There-
fore, the need to explore these project management processes (or an adaptation) for interven-
tionist agencies in Nigeria becomes imperative. The overarching purpose of this study is for LIAs 
in Sub-Saharan Africa (Nigeria in particular) to develop and promote the use of a tailored project 
management process/framework to combat the myriads of poor project performance including 
project abandonment in their domain and bring up greater awareness of its use to government 
and project administrators in the LIAs to mitigate poor project performance including abandon-
ment. 

Study Aim and Objective

 The aim of this study is to achieve improvement in projects delivery embarked on by inter-
ventionist agencies in Nigeria. To achieve this, this research will critically review literatures and 
identify current trends, understand critical success factors, and causes of project abandonment. 
Thereafter it will bring up a better project management framework through consensual opinion of 
experts in a focus group discussion.

What are the research Questions This Study Aims to Answer

 Can the study of PMM/project management framework in IDAs be of interest to LIAs in 
Sub-Saharan Africa?

Efficient Project Monitoring and Evaluation

 Indeed, when projects are executed following well laid down methodology and turn out to 
be successful such projects could be regarded as efficiently executed (Ika et al., 2016). The out-
comes of projects executed especially the ones that would impact lives both globally and locally 
has recently caught the attention of researchers worldwide. In that regard, Golini et al, (2014) 
suggested that organizations who desire to achieve on their organizational objectives should put 
in place appropriate measures for project evaluation and monitoring. Ika et al, (2016) and Eze 
(2014) are of the opinion that extra care in terms of planning, competence of the organisations 
and PMs’ must be evaluated to ensure projects are efficiently delivered. 

 The Project Management Book of Knowledge (PMBOK, 2021) set standard guidelines 
which are widely accepted and consistently applied, continually stresses the importance of mon-
itoring and evaluation in achieving project success. A study carried out by Prabhakar (2008) 
informed that monitoring and evaluation was one of the factors leading to project success. Ca-
milleri (2012) noted that evaluation by IDAs and NGOs showed both accomplishment and also 
demonstrate accountability to stakeholders, which could enhance their fund drive, whilst en-
abling the organisations to sustain activities in developing countries. Golini and Landoni, (2014); 
Hermano et al. (2013); Ika et al. (2012), and Lopez et al. (2014) suggested that monitoring and 
evaluation techniques could help organizations achieve their overall strategic goals including 
identifying their strengths and weaknesses in addition to assisting in delivering their projects’ 
derivatives to their stakeholders. 

 According to Shapiro (2007), monitoring and evaluation involve the systematic gathering 
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and analysis of data as well as the procedures used to assess the degree to which goals and 
milestones are met. In the same vein, Papke-Shields et al. (2010) suggested that achieving suc-
cess on a project could be enhanced when measures are put in place to monitor the progress 
of the project constantly. According to their study, monitoring and evaluation was relevant in 
management of project scope, time, cost, quality, human resources, communication, and risks. 
Quynh et al. (2018) informed that project management tools and techniques provide the efficien-
cy and effectiveness in monitoring and evaluating projects.  The authors claimed that appropriate 
tools and techniques have been discovered and applied widely for a long period of time among 
project managers around the world with great contributions to the success of projects.

 Mladenovic et al. (2013) suggested a two layers approach for the assessment of Pri-
vate-Public Partnership projects. The first layer was based on evaluation of project objectives 
from the viewpoint of each stakeholder, profitability for private sector, effectiveness, and value for 
money for public sector, and level of service for users. This idea was corroborated by Cooke-Da-
vies (2002), who advocated accessing project success into two concepts, project management 
success and stakeholder’s satisfaction/organization’s achievement of its goal. 

 Golini et al. (2017); Middleton (2005); and Martinez (2011) asserted that Logical frame-
work (LF) is one of the most common approaches used in project management for both planning 
and monitoring of projects. It is a tool as conveyed by the different authors that is applicable for 
governments, ID agencies and NGOs that are engaged in infrastructural development as shown 
in Figure 1. The advantages of LF include its simplicity, and efficiency in data collection, record-
ing and reporting.

Project Description Indicators Sources of Verification Assumptions

Overall Objective
Purpose
Results
Activities  

 Fig 1 Logical Framework by Golini et al. (2017) 

 Hummel, (2010) noted that whatever the approach used, at least the basic principles for 
monitoring and evaluation which are measurable objective, performance indicator, target and 
periodic reporting should be used in a reporting tool and Alotaibi (2011) stated that lack of struc-
tures for monitoring and evaluation purposes in any organizations could have a negative effect 
on the project success. Therefore, deliberate measures should be put in place before during and 
after the projects to access its impact on the populace. In addition to being able to deliver on 
the projects, methodologies for evaluation of the projects should also be appraised. This allows 
the organisations to know their strength, weaknesses and where in future the organisations can 
improve upon. 

 Additionally, from the thoughts of Golini et al. (2017); Hummel (2010) and Alotaibi (2011), 
the study of PMM in IDAs should be of interest to LIAs in so many fronts. Firstly, impactful proj-
ects execution either by international donor agencies or local agencies must be well formulated 
during the planning stage with some specific methodologies/frameworks to guide the project 
from beginning, during and to the end of the project so that the objective of such project could 
be said to have been achieved. Therefore, the idea of deploying PCM/LF by ID agencies or 
adapted project management methodologies by NGOs on their projects is instructive. LIAs in 
Sub-Saharan Africa could adapt same measures in order to be successful on their projects and 
minimise incidence of abandonment. Furthermore, any study on project abandonment will need 
to recognise the full range of stakeholders’ expectations and their respective roles in contributing 
to that abandonment. 
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 Gleaning from the above, there is a consensus amongst researchers that adoption of any 
approach in monitoring and evaluation helps in repositioning organisations for better and more 
importantly their performance in future projects while the lack of it attracts consequences that are 
detrimental to the corporate image of the organisation(s) including failure to attract funds for its 
operation.

Efficient Project monitoring and Evaluation in IDAs and NGOs

 Ziesemer (2016) noted that developmental aid has become more relevant and instrumen-
tal to improving socio-economic conditions of third world countries and other emerging econo-
mies. Riddle (2007) and Youker (2003) informed that projects by IDAs and NGOs could vary in 
sizes and use and range from building infrastructures that enhance development to health, and 
various agriculture initiatives. As a result, IDAs and NGOs are usually required to conform to 
strict project reporting process to satisfy a wide spectrum of stakeholders in addition to this being 
a requirement for access to project financing (Crawford et al, 2003; Hermano et al, 2012 and 
Lopez et al, 2014). Thus, deliberate measures are put in place by the various IDAs and NGOs to 
monitor and evaluates projects impacts and the agencies’ effectiveness.

 Monitoring and evaluation in IDAs and NGOs are integral tools for ensuring the effec-
tiveness of international development performance (Lopez et al, 2014). It is important for the 
successful management of projects (Nyonje et al, 2012), which is determined by placing empha-
sis on lean construction, reducing waste to the barest minimum (Rogers and Williams, 2006). 
Without effective planning, monitoring and evaluation (UNDP, p 5), it will be difficult to ascertain 
the progress being made on a particular endeavour and also determine how organisation can 
improve on its effort going forward.

 However, Connelly (2004) viewed monitoring and evaluation as a management function; 
the author contended that its main functions include making information available and processes 
to be timely and at the right time to enable management to take an informed position on issues. 
This position was collaborated by the UNDP (2002a, b), which described monitoring and evalua-
tion as a management function of the project manager, thus a reliable management tool that can 
be used to improve the way governments and organizations achieve their goal on the projects 
they undertake. Furthermore, for monitoring and evaluation to have focus, efficacy, and for the 
gains to be properly harnessed to meet the agencies’ overall objectives, researchers suggested 
that it should be structured and sequential. In that sense, (Estrella and Gaventa, 2010) argued 
that it should begin with data collection (as the starting point) of the expected project. These data 
are further processed and assessed against the overall objectives of setting up the project (US-
AID, 2010).

 Armstrong et al. (2013) suggested the next step could be the planning phase. The author 
averred that the planning phase take cognizance of all assumptions needed for the realization 
of the projects, including assumptions on adequate budgetary allocation, capacity of the project 
team, procurement method to be adopted, political consideration, feasibility, timeline, environ-
mental challenges, and ethical consideration. In the view of (Muzinda, 2007), he suggested that 
the third phase to be the structural framework. The author claims that in order to assess the val-
ue and efficacy of IDAs’ and NGOs’ programmes, it is important to comprehend the motivations 
behind data collection, analysis, and reporting on the performance of any organisation.

  The fourth phase involves deliberate budgetary provision for the monitoring team respon-
sible for conducting monitoring and evaluation procedure on a project (Kelly et al., 2004). The 
next phase as advocated by (McCoy et al., 2005) is the scheduling phase. It involves a clear 
programme, timeline and how often data collection should be carried out by the monitoring team. 
The next is the involvement of all stakeholders. Stakeholders’ participation is key especially 
for agencies to ascertain the suitability of such a project in that geographical region (Muzinda, 
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2007). 

 According to the literature there are different tools and other adapted tools that IDAs and 
NGOs deploy for project monitoring and evaluation. Apart from the Logical Framework, there are 
other adaptations such as the LFA, a 4 x 4 Matrix (as contained in Figure 2) which is the oldest 
and widely used tool in IDAs/NGOs for project design, establishing goals/objectives and apprais-
al including monitoring and evaluation (Crawford et al, 2003; Golini et al, 2016). The LFA gives 
a detailed summary of why the project should be undertaken, who the project will benefit, the 
outputs of the projects, what inputs are required to achieve the outputs and the assumptions re-
quired to ensure the project is successful (Couillard et al. 2009). However, the LFA had proved to 
be inadequate (Crawford et al, 2003). The major pitfalls in the LFA include lack of stakeholders’ 
involvement, difficulty in understanding some of the terms, assumptions not being adequately 
defined, as well as no definite timeline for the realisation of the project being included (Couillard 
et al., 2009) thereby giving way to adaptations. 

Summary Indicators Means of Verifica-
tion

Assumptions and 
Risks

Goal
Purpose
Components
Activities

 Fig. 2. Logical Framework Approach adapted from Golini et al. (2017)

 For instance, Couillard et al. (2009) stated that the German Technical Cooperation (GTC) 
developed the LFA into a more practical, systematic called ZOPP from the German, Zielorien-
tierte Projektplanung or, in English, the GOPP (Goal-Oriented Project Planning) approach. Craw-
ford et al. (2003) considered adding a time dimension to the conventional LFA and proposed a 
newer concept, the Monitoring and Evaluation Information System (MEIS). Being an adaptation 
from the LFA, the author emphasized that it was designed to mitigate poor project performance, 
demonstrate accountability, and promote organisational learning for the benefit of future proj-
ects. In this same vein, Hermano et al. (2012) argued that the inefficiency of LFA birthed Project 
Management for Development Professionals (PMD Pro 1), he further claimed it was developed 
by Project management for NGOs (PM4NGOs). Couillard et al. (2017) also updated the LFA 
and proposed a newer version called Logical Framework Approach – Millennium (LAF–M). The 
author also said that the diverse tools in IDAs/NGOs were designed to enhance project success, 
improve accountability, and provide lessons learned to organisations for the benefit of future 
projects. A breakdown of researchers who formulated other adaptations from the LFA are con-
tained in Appendix A. 

 Extrapolating the divergent thoughts of the researchers’ above on what monitoring and 
evaluation entails, it can safely be deduced that monitoring and evaluation in IDAs and NGOs is 
geared towards improving effectiveness, accountability, and efficiency on a project through ei-
ther the LFA, MEIS, PMD Pro 1, PM4NGOs or LAF – M. In that regard, it is observed that these 
project management tools in IDAs and NGOs are efficient and effective because they have been 
improved upon over time, domesticated by the various IDAs/NGOs, and made efficient, thereby 
enhancing project success. This is instructive for LIAs in Sub-Saharan Africa to note; it is nec-
essary to adapt tools to project manage their construction works in order to ensure success on 
their project. 

Methods and Procedures

 To achieve the objective and to understand efficient project monitoring and evaluation 
through project management tools in IDAs and NGOs, a systematic review of literature was 
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conducted. Qualitative data analysis was carried out to identify empirical evidence of the appli-
cation of PMMs/frameworks in project planning, monitoring and evaluation in IDAs and NGOs. A 
qualitative methodology is deemed appropriate for this study as it will assist in identifying findings 
from the various literatures on the subject under discourse which could aid in achieving greater 
understanding and acquiring higher level of conceptual or theoretical development which could 
be beyond what can be achieved through independent study (Campbell et al., 2018). 

 Additionally, Nobel et al. (2016) emphasised that Grounded Theory is a method of study 
with generation of theory which is grounded in data that has been systematically collected and 
analysed. This study therefore leveraged on Glaser et al. (2017)’s approach to grounded theory, 
brought up the various nomenclatures discovered from the literature from the researchers’ view-
point. These nomenclatures are contained in Appendix A. 

 Accordingly, the research stages in this study consist of identification of journals, review 
of journals, definition of keywords, and classification of journals based on the keywords. To 
identify suitable literature, inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed for this study which 
aim to answer the research question. This laid the foundation for the development of reliable 
inclusion and exclusion criteria as shown in Table 1.  Furthermore, Moher et al. (2009) asserted 
that a systematic review is an appraisal of a clearly prepared question that uses systematic and 
unequivocal techniques to identify, select, and critically appraise relevant research and to collect 
and analyse data from studies that are included in the review while Meta-Analysis is the use of 
statistical techniques in a systematic review to integrate the results of included studies.

Table 1

Systematic Literature Review using inclusion and exclusion criteria (Source: Adapted from Mengist et al.,2020 and 
Moher et al., 2009)

Serial Criteria Decision
(a) (b) (c)
1 Journal articles published between 2000 and 2021 were only considered to 

maintain currency
Inclusion

2 Journals published in a scientific peer-reviewed journal Inclusion
3 Journals on monitoring and evaluation in IDAs and NGOs Inclusion
4 Keywords in title (Non-Governmental Organizations, Tools, Project Manag-

ers, Local Development Agencies), or abstract section of selected journals
Inclusion

5 Journals written in English language Inclusion
6 Duplicates, book chapters, non-international journals Exclusion
7 Journals that were not accessible, review papers Exclusion
8 Journals which discuss theory, concepts, or proposals without focusing on 

IDAs/NGOs (on effective project and monitoring evaluation in IDAs/NGOs)
Exclusion

 In that sense, existing literature on project management literature, ID literature and also 
strategic management literature for papers focusing on efficient project monitoring and evalua-
tion and project management methodology tools was used for the study which also incorporated 
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic review and Meta-analysis (PRISMA) as contained 
in Figure 3. Subsequently, the aforementioned literatures were found using scientific recognised 
academic search engine on three prominent databases, ScienceDirect, Scopus, and Springer. 
Figure 3 explains the four stages of the literature selection process. The search criteria used to 
identify the literature within the scope of this study were “Project monitoring and evaluation and 
project management framework and international development agencies and Non-Governmen-
tal Organisations’’. Afterwards, the search was further refined by considering only those papers 
focusing on efficient project monitoring and evaluation in IDAs and NGOs. From the research, a 
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list of 10 papers on project monitoring and evaluation specific to IDAs/NGOs was obtained.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The flow chart for the Literature Selection Process (Source: Adapted from Mengist 
et al.,2020 and Moher et al., 2009) 
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 Results and Discussion

As previously stated, the criteria used in developing the classification of the various adaptations 
of the LFA are contained in Table 2.

Table 2

Criteria used to classify the various adaptations of the LFA from the chosen articles (Source: An adaptation from 
Mengist et al., 2019)

Serial Criteria Categories considered Justification
(a) (b) (c) (d)
1 Year of Publica-

tion
Between 2000 - 2020 To maintain currency
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2 Utilisation area IDAs and NGOs Lessons learnt would be 
valid for LIAs

3 Name of Journal Literatures from Scientific databases on 
project management literature, ID literature 

(relating to project monitoring and evaluation 
in IDAs and NGOs

Knowledge gathered 
would be valid

4 Project Monitor-
ing and Evaluation 

Specifically, in IDAs and NGOs Useful for LIAs to draw 
from

5 Type of Data Secondary Data, derived from peer reviewed 
journals only

Current knowledge on 
Project monitoring and 

evaluation would be 
valid

Project Management Methodologies in International Development Agencies

 Golini, Corti and Landoni (2017), described PMMs in relation to ID agencies as specific 
methodologies developed and suited to ID agencies. The objective of these specific PMMs is to 
monitor the project from conception to the end as well as assess its social impact on the people 
and the environment (Newcomer et al., 2013). From Golini, Corti and Landoni (2017, p 128) 
scholarly work conducted between 2008 – 2009 on PMs that were interviewed, it revealed that 
over 90 per cent of PMs had adopted either the LF or PCM on a project while working on ID 
projects. It revealed PCM was adopted in 74 per cent of the total projects managed, and the LF 
in 81 per cent of the projects.

 This implies the use of PMMs had gained a wide acceptance amongst PMs working on ID 
projects. Although the survey also revealed that some PMs working in some Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs), posited that PCM and LF were not adopted on all the projects (Golini 
et al, 2017), by implication PCM and LF were used for specific project while other PMs adapt 
and adopted own methodology. However, the common goal for these varied approaches is to 
achieve sustainable and project success that insures environmental, political, social, and eco-
nomic wellbeing of the society irrespective of cultural and ethnic diversities and the geography 
that uniquely defines mankind (Bell and Morse 2005; Baldock et al., 2001).

 Stewart (2004) emphasized that the purpose of PMM to an organization is to provide a 
model approach that can be used to deliver a project, to promote the use of best practices that 
will increase a project’s probability of success. Therefore, some of the key components of PMM 
(Charvat 2003, Stewart 2004 and Crawford, 2002) suggested that the framework be comprised 
of phases, activities, and tasks; guidelines that define the activities required to generate deliver-
ables; methods that provide how to perform activities. To this end, Landoni et al. (2011) stated 
that Baum introduced the project cycle concept into ID projects known as Baum project cycle.

 According to Landoni et al. (2011, pp. 45 – 61) Baum (1970) introduced a specific ap-
proach for ID projects. He organised the activities into a cycle (project cycle) which have been 
widely adopted because it is well structured and allows people to work together while reigning in 
the project objectives of the organization as shown in figure 4.
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Fig 4: Baum’s Project Cycle (Baum, 1970).

 The authors also averred that most ID agencies had adapted the project cycle to fit into 
their respective agencies. The goal is to learn the basic lessons of good project management 
and to apply them to achieve results. Also, Biggs and Smith (2003) corroborated Landoni et al. 
(2017) asserting that PCM is a framework rather than a tool in itself, consequently different tools 
have been developed within the PCM. 

 For instance, United States Agency for International Development (USAID) mostly de-
ploys the Performance Management Plan (PMP) and Results Framework (RF) to administer its 
projects (Landoni et al, 2011).  Landoni et al. (2011) examined the various PM standards adopted 
by five of the main worldwide ID agencies and their tools and techniques are attached as Table 
3 while each of the agencies’ derived tools/techniques are contained in Table 4. The five main 
agencies include:

• Australian Agency for International Development (AUSID)

• Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA)

• European Commission (EC)

• Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA)

• United States Agency for International Development (USAID)

Table 3

Different Types of Project Management Tools/Techniques in Use By 5 Main ID Agencies in The World (Source: 
Landoni et al., (2011)

Serial Name of 
Agencies

PCM LF LM PMF RR PDM RF PMP GNATT

CHART

WBS AC RS

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e) (f) (g) (h) (j) (k) (l) (m) (n) (o)
1 AUSID

2 CIDA

3 EC

4 JICA

5 USAIDS
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LEGEND

PCM =   Project Cycle Management

LF     =    Logical Framework

LM   =    Logical Model

PMF =    Performance Management Framework

RR    =    Risk Register

PDM =    Project Design Matrix

RF     =    Results Framework

PMP =    Performance Management Plan

WBS =    Work Breakdown Structure

AC    =    Activity Cost

RS     =   Resource Schedule

Table 4

Derived Tools/Techniques in use by some Main ID Agencies in the World (Source: Landoni et al., (2011)
Serial Some Main ID Agencies Derived Tools/Techniques

(a) (b) (c)
1 CIDA LM, PMF, RR
2 EC Gnatt Chart, WBS, AC, RS
3 JICA PDM
4 USAID RF, PMP
5 AUSID NIL

LEGEND

PCM =   Project Cycle Management

LF     =    Logical Framework

LM   =    Logical Model

PMF =    Performance Management Framework

RR    =    Risk Register

PDM =    Project Design Matrix

RF     =    Results Framework

PMP =    Performance Management Plan

WBS =    Work Breakdown Structure

AC    =    Activity Cost

RS     =   Resource Schedule
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 From the various submissions by Golini, Corti and Landoni (2017), Landoni et al (2011), 
and Stewart (2004), the researchers agreed that the purpose of PMM to organisation is to serve 
as model to deliver on an agencies’ goals, promote the use of best practices that will ensure 
project success hence the adaptation of Baum project cycle by IDAs and NGOs, respectively. 

Can the Lesson on the diverse use Of PMMs in IDAs/NGOs drawn from the Literature 
assist in Institutionalising a better Project Management Framework in LIAs?

 From the study, the work of Landoni et al. (2011) had revealed that IDAs and NGOs had 
diverse PMMs in their domain derived from Baum’s Project cycle. Other varieties of frameworks 
amongst the IDAs were geared to achieve the same purpose. This was upheld by Diallo and 
Thuillier (2013), who said that the varieties offered a framework with an efficient system that 
allows groups of persons to work together towards achieving a set objective. The diverse tools 
were for project governance and stakeholders’ assessment which had proven to be success-
ful when deployed by knowledgeable PMs (Landoni et al, 2011). Its adoption and deployment 
in IDAs/NGOs are directly proportional to how knowledgeable the PMs in the IDAs/NGOs are 
Landoni et al. (2011). Thus, the authors suggested that for PMs to be versatile in the use of their 
various PMMs, such PMs could be trained on how to use the frameworks for optimal perfor-
mance. Therefore, in order to curb this gap, Ozmen (2013) suggested that organisation should 
adopt a PMM peculiar to them; failure to do so could lead to unpleasant consequences. 

 Accordingly, from the thoughts of these researchers above on the diverse use of PMMs, it 
could serve as a lesson to the LIAs to learn from. Furthermore, considering that IDAs and NGOs 
do not have a common PMM but had adapted one for use in their various organisations, LIAs 
in sub-Saharan Africa could also adapt a tailored PMM that could serve as a framework, trained 
their various project administrators to become proficient in the use of the adapted PMM for their 
project governance and assessment.  

Can the study on efficient Project Management Frameworks in IDAs Assist LIAs mitigate 
poor project performance including abandonment?

 From the foregoing analysis, this paper has clearly revealed the use of adapted frame-
works by PMs to monitor projects to completion, it also incorporates the fact that some PMs 
working with some NGOs had to adopt a project management framework to suit their project in 
order to achieve its set objective. Therefore, any organization that wants to remain relevant in 
delivering on its set objectives, could embrace an appropriate framework that could bring about 
the desired change (Ozmen, 2013). Furthermore, having an integrated PM framework will further 
enhance an organisation’s capacity in project management. Consequently, PM framework will 
play a dual purpose, having common language, and processes respectively which are funda-
mentals of project management, and seek to act as a reference point in addition to serving as 
feedback mechanism to the organisation (The Standish Group, 2010; Wysocki, 2006). 

 Plewinski (2014), therefore suggested that in order for an organisation to select an effi-
cient PMM, the methodology must fulfil certain criteria which could be appraised on four dimen-
sions. These include: Can the methodology be applied to different project types? Does it support 
the development of detailed work plans, cost, and resource control and other PMBOK elements, 
for a particular project? Is the chosen methodology understandable and easy to use? Does the 
use of the methodology contribute to better (more timely, cost effective, and/or higher quality) 
results on projects? Therefore, it is imperative to deduce from both Ozmen (2013) and Plewinski 
(2014) works that having fitted PMM in an organisation that is well deployed could assist in plan-
ning and will assist organisations efficiently to achieve success in their projects.

Conclusion

 ID agencies executing projects in developing nations have recorded some modest achieve-
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ments over the years by deploying specific PMMs by PMs in the execution of projects despite 
the difficult terrain, political instability, corruption, and political interference. The PMs’ leveraging 
on their knowledge of how to use the tools to plan and monitor ID projects have achieved some 
successes. The study revealed that various PMs had used either PCM or LF or a combination 
of both in monitoring projects from inception to completion. Some PMs working in some NGOs 
had also adapted and adopted other suitable PMMs or frameworks fitted to their organisations 
to plan and monitor progress of work. Thus, it is safe to deduce that having a well fitted PMM or 
framework can assist agencies or organizations to achieve project success. Accordingly, LIAs in 
Sub-Saharan Africa could therefore adopt a tailored PMM or framework in line with the overall 
objectives of the organization to enhance its capacity in project administration. 

Recommendations

 It is recommended that:

1. LIAs adapts and adopt a tailored PMM on its project to minimise the incidences of corrup-
tion and poor project performance including abandonment.

2. LIAs to train PMs to become knowledgeable on the adopted PMM or framework to achieve 
success on its projects. 
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APPENDIX A

The criteria used for the extraction of information from the selected articles (Source: An 
adaptation from Mengist et al., 2019)

Srl Authors Year Citation Name of Journal Abstract/
Keyword

Secondary 
Data Collec-
tion

Study 
Area

Justification

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e) (f) (g) (h) (i)
1 Crawford et al., 

(2003)
2003 336 ScienceDirect Meet the 

ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/ 
NGOs

Proposed 3D- log 
frame adapted from 
the LFA to be more 
effective and efficient 

2 Couillard et al., (2009) 2009 95 Wiley online li-
brary

Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/

NGOs

Proposed LFA-M 
adapted to be more 
effective and efficient

3 Golini et al., (2017) 2017 25 Google Scholar Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/

NGOs

Appropriate Adapted 
LF recommended

4 Golini et al., (2014) 2014 26 Google Scholar Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/

NGOs

Right mix of PMM 
tools with PM4NGOs 
for an enhanced proj-
ect derivative

5 Golini et al., (2017) 2017 9 Google Scholar Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/

NGOs

Advocated the use 
of LF in NGOs for 
projects monitoring 
and reporting

6 Landoni et al., (2011) 2011 85 Wiley online li-
brary

Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/

NGOs

The history of PCM 
and LF was stated and 
various adaptations by 
NGOs

7 Hermano et al., (2013) 2013 60 ScienceDirect Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/

NGOs

Proposed PMD Pro1 
for PM in IDAs/NGOs

8 Jacobs et al., (2010) 2010 2 Wiley online li-
brary

Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/

NGOs

Comparison of three 
approaches and their 
usefulness in enhanc-
ing project manage-
ment in NGOs

9 Ika et al., (2009) 2009 144 ScienceDirect Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

Peer Review IDAs/

NGOs

Appropriate use of 
project monitoring 
and evaluation tools 
enhance success in 
IDA/NGO projects

10 Matos et al., (2019) 2019 7 ScienceDirect Meet the 
ob jec t ive 
of the study

High use of project 
management tools in 
IDAs/NGOs hinged 
on the willingness of 
project administrators 
to adopt it use for 
better performance



183TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORPROJECT MANAGEMENT METHODOLOGIES

How to cite this article: Aigbe, E.O. (2023). Can Project Management Methodologies in Inter-
national Development Agencies be of Interest to Local Interventionist Agencies in Sub- Saharan 
Africa: The Open Review Journal (online). 8 pp.167-183. http://doi.org/10.47967/TOR2022COL/
VOL8.12



184 www.theopenreview.com

Received: 6 September 2022          Accepted: 29 November 2022

SHORT ESSAY

DOI:10.47967/TOR2022COL/VOL8.13

 

In the summer of 2022, the SWDTP ran its first ever summer school. Summer schools are 
programmes that involve a series of talks and activities on a particular topic that are run by uni-
versities or private organisations (Allcoat, 2016). I was fortunate enough to attend the SWDTP 
summer school in Bath, which focused on collaboration, employment and wellbeing. This sum-
mer school was integral to a personal goal of mine — building my confidence. In this reflection, I 
will discuss my experience. I hope that through sharing, I will be able to motivate other PGRs to 
engage in collaborative programmes like summer schools. 

Before attending the summer school I had mixed feelings towards collaboration. I under-
stood the benefits of networking and knowing how to work with a range of different people who 
each have their own views and experiences. However, I had had several negative experiences 
with collaborative projects. I often found that I was carrying the project forward and taking on the 
bulk of the workload, which made these experiences stressful and tiring. I did realise that a part 
of the problem laid within me as I struggled to delegate tasks and as I am a perfectionist, I some-
times felt the need to micromanage the project. I was also very shy and speaking up about things 
that felt unjust was difficult for me. I knew I wanted to address my attitude towards collaboration 
and improve my confidence. I did not expect I would achieve both of these things simultaneously.

One of the main reasons I applied to the SWDTP summer school was to develop my col-
laboration skills. From connecting with members of other disciplines, we can learn about a num-
ber of other ways to approach our research and we can benefit from the different perspectives 
they have to offer. In today’s world, where face-to-face networking has been difficult, the oppor-
tunity to connect with people from other disciplines is something that had been missing from my 
PhD experience. I saw the summer school as a fantastic opportunity to fill this gap and develop 
invaluable networking skills, whilst learning about topics I am interested in.

The summer school was so much more than I expected and truly allowed me to enhance 
those skills. The summer school had three key themes, one of which was collaboration. This en-
tailed making new connections with the other attendees that came from different disciplines and 
universities, and learning how to collaborate effectively. The main group project for the summer 
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school involved a mock research funding application. We were allocated to small groups of five 
and set the task of coming up with an idea for a research project that combined our skills and 
interests. At first, this seemed particularly daunting as we came from very different backgrounds 
and a common theme was not obvious. 

Throughout the summer school, we were guided on how best to collaborate effectively to 
be able to come up with an idea. One of the key activities we did was a timer task where we each 
had to talk for three minutes about an assigned topic with no interruptions from our other group 
members. This was great for encouraging those that often take over the conversation to learn 
about the importance of listening, but also for those that are often quiet to have the opportunity 
to speak. As somebody who was often quiet in group settings, I thought this would be impossible 
for me. I feared that the timer would still be running and I would be completely blank on what to 
say. However, much to my surprise the timer ran out and I still had so much left to say. 

This made me realise that I do have a lot to say and that I often stop myself from speaking 
up out of fear. So many times, I have had good ideas but felt too shy to speak up in group meet-
ings. Then, someone else would say my idea and be praised for it and I would kick myself for 
not having said it before. I reflected upon this throughout the week and decided to set myself the 
challenge of speaking up more. During the week, I made sure I raised my views and concerns to 
my group members and I pushed myself to present at the end of the week to further improve my 
confidence. I have since spoken up numerous times in other settings and I feel really good about 
myself as a result. For example, previously I was uncomfortable with reaching out to more senior 
academics, but since I have had the confidence to reach out to a lecturer and in turn been given 
the opportunity to co-supervise a master’s dissertation. 

I also wanted to address my micromanagement issues, as this was a quality I did not like 
in myself and I wanted to get better at delegating. I really pushed myself to ensure the work was 
split up fairly. This worked out extremely well and the final idea was a shared project that I felt 
proud to be a part of. Unlike with other collaborative projects I had done in the past, I did not feel 
burnt out, as this time I had not done the majority of the work. This was a very rewarding feeling 
and I now feel more comfortable with delegating tasks. 

Aside from the importance of speaking up and delegating, I also learnt about the impor-
tance of taking time to enhance your wellbeing. Group work can be taxing and there are times 
where you may feel overwhelmed, as if you are not being listened to, or that your social battery 
is running low. In these situations, it is important to take the time to step away and focus on your-
self. The summer school taught us about the importance of self-reflection and taking a step back. 
We went on independent reflective walks where we were told to think about one key challenge 
we had. I found this task so useful as it allowed me to just have the time and space for myself, to 
process the large amounts of socialising we had done and to think through the group project. In 
future, I will make use of self-reflective walks when things become a little too much, as it enables 
you to come back to the challenge with a clear and fresh perspective. 

Not only was the self-reflective walk great for my wellbeing but also having the opportu-
nity to get away from the stressors of PhD life in a completely new environment really helped 
me switch off. We were so lucky that the SWDTP paid for our accommodation in a lovely hotel 
in Bath and all of our food throughout the programme. The hotel rooms were spacious and had 
a bath, which as PhD students living on a budget is a luxury we often aren’t able to have. It was 
very nice to be able to take that time to relax without worrying about the cost. The summer school 
also followed a schedule that gave us time off in the evenings to relax. I used to struggle with 
making the time to relax and would often work into the evenings. This regularly affected my sleep 
and just before the summer school, I completely burnt out and had to take time out because I 
became ill. Having a proper schedule and evenings to relax made me feel so much better. I am 
working on keeping this up now that I have returned to PhD life as I now recognise that if I do not 
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take the time to relax, my body will make me have to stop. 

Another key thing I learnt from the summer school was the importance of looking beyond 
our disciplines. We are often in shared offices with other people from our discipline and there 
are few opportunities to interact with those from other fields. I thought that my most influential 
conversations would be with people from within psychology and more specifically my research 
group in social psychology. However, the summer school challenged this belief. Although some-
one in my group was also a social psychologist, our research was very different and someone 
from another discipline’s work was far more connected to mine. I hope that in future I will have 
more opportunities for interdisciplinary work to discover more connections that are not obvious 
at first glance. This realisation has inspired me to apply to a series of interdisciplinary workshops 
that otherwise I probably would not have, as I previously did not fully appreciate the benefits for 
my research. 

Although the week really shaped me as an individual, I also want to focus on some sug-
gestions for improvement. The summer school was female dominated and greater representa-
tion of men and non-binary people would have been welcomed. I understand this was due to 
not many men applying for the programme. However, this is not reflective of the percentage of 
men studying social science PhDs in the UK, which has a relatively balanced gender split (Vitae, 
2022). Therefore, it would be great if summer schools could encourage more men and non-bi-
nary people to apply. Presenting students with role models that have attended the course and 
are like them in terms of their demographics results in more applications to that course (Porter & 
Serra, 2020). So, perhaps, this could be achieved by sharing testimonials from a range of voices 
to ensure summer schools are as diverse as possible. 

The summer school was undoubtedly a great experience for self-development, collabo-
ration and confidence building. I learnt so much and know it has and will continue to shape my 
career and personal life. However, I am a little unsure on how best to discuss this experience 
in job applications, my CV, and interviews. There was a lot of content and putting that across 
to someone outside of academia is especially challenging for me. I think courses of this nature 
would benefit from a short session on making the most of them for employability purposes. For 
example, a template on how to describe a summer school on your CV. This would be my second 
recommendation for the summer school.

To conclude, writing this reflection has given me the opportunity to think about and voice 
my thoughts on an important week in my PhD journey. I really hope that through sharing my 
personal experience of the SWDTP summer school, I have inspired other students to engage 
in collaborative activities. As PGRs we have a lot of knowledge and many invaluable skills to 
bring to conversations and I encourage you to challenge yourself and push yourself out of your 
comfort zone. Whether that is applying to a summer school, or something completely different, 
push yourself. I promise you will not regret it. I also hope the SWDTP and other higher education 
institutions or private organisations providing similar programmes will consider my recommen-
dations on how to ensure their programmes are diverse and truly beneficial for PhD students’ 
employability.  
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Introduction

PhD students are commonly studying off-site due to the rise in distance learning, virtual 
platforms and studying whilst in industry (De Zwart & Richards, 2014 : Naylor et al, 2019). This 
isolation can help with focus, however, this can unravel when challenges are met and students 
working off-site can find themselves with a lack of support or community to access (De Zwart 
& Richards, 2014). However, this sense of isolation is not just limited to those working off-site; 
students attending a busy campus can still feel alone, unable to access support or worried about 
asking for help (Cantor, 2020). 

When I embarked on my PhD in 2019, I chose to be a part-time distance learner with 
autonomy being the driver for this choice. However, that began to crumble when I struggled to 
recruit participants for my research. I immediately started to question if I was capable of doing 
a PhD. Feelings of inadequacy and imposter syndrome are commonly felt in the postgraduate 
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community (Lewinski et al, 2017). Students can feel like they are not good enough to do a PhD 
(inadequate) or that they are academic frauds who are there by luck alone, fear failure and com-
pare themselves unrealistically to others (imposter syndrome) (Craddock et al., 2011). Students 
need a support network around them to help them overcome these challenges (Bettison & Hav-
en Tang, 2021). 

When I experienced recruitment challenges and exhausted all of the strategies I could 
find (and my supervisors suggested), I summoned the courage to be vulnerable and ask my 
colleagues for help. I work in higher education, so my colleagues have research experience and 
many have been or are PhD students. The PhD world can be a competitive one where it can feel 
difficult to admit that you do not know something or have ‘failed’ (Wilkinson, 2020). However, my 
email was met with support; there was no judgement as I had feared, and it became clear that all 
of them had also experienced difficulties. This communication was advice from individuals which 
was useful but from that, I was invited to a PhD support group and unbeknown to me the benefits 
of this group would be the best thing to come out of that email. 

One of my colleagues had set the PhD/professional doctorate support group up in 2020 
when they were undertaking their own studies, as they realised there were lots of colleagues 
studying in isolation. Attendees needed to be colleagues but could be studying at any institution/
university and located anywhere in the UK (all sessions are online). I knew this group existed 
before my email, but I had never been as I thought I was too busy and I was not sure what the 
benefit would be to me or what I could offer to others. It appears time commitments and uncer-
tainty are common fears in accessing groups (Cantor, 2020). 

In the past, I had found groups frustrating, with it being quicker to work alone.  Nonethe-
less, the offer to put my problem on the agenda coupled with my desperation meant I decided 
to try it and I am glad I did. That first meeting was full of solutions (using Twitter, speaking at 
groups), signposting (researchers in the field), and reassurance. This was helpful in quietening 
my doubts and being able to recruit participants as well as offering a general sense that I was 
not a ‘failure’. I now attend this group once a month and it has led to monthly writing groups and 
online networking. Previously that would have sounded like too much of a time commitment but 
to me the rewards outweigh the costs and actually save me time. However, I must be balanced 
here as I appreciate that my experience will not be the same for everyone. There can be pitfalls 
and issues such as group dynamics (Cantor, 2020) but if all the factors line up, they can be a 
lifeline (Elliot et al, 2020).

What does the literature say?

PhD students can feel a sense of isolation as often they study by themselves. This coupled with 
the pressure to succeed, feelings of academic fraudulence and the stress of managing studies, 
means that there can be low wellbeing, and decisions to drop out (Gin et al, 2021 : Van Rooij 
et al, 2021). However, it has been suggested that support can help overcome these barriers 
(Naylor et al, 2018 : Elliot, 2020). This comes in many different forms such as support from su-
pervisors, mentoring schemes, social media, friends/family, peers, support groups and writing 
groups. Studies have suggested that there is benefit in all these support options but there is no 
agreement on which is best. Nonetheless, it is important to note that there can be barriers to ac-
cessing support. These can be practical such as time commitments and availability (Elliot et al, 
2020) or less visible such as fears of appearing weak in front of others (Cantor, 2020). Cultural 
and social views of seeking support can also be a factor with some departments, institutions/
universities and countries viewing the need for support differently (Allen, 2019).

Nevertheless, it is agreed that support is helpful and many studies recommend that students 
try to access support and that institutions/universities do more to encourage it (Wegener et al, 
2016). Support can offer advice, increase wellbeing, give a sense of belonging, and increase 
motivation and productivity (Naylor, et al. 2018 : Elliot, 2020). However, the literature spans the 
different types of support with few focused solely on informal PhD support groups. Therefore, 
this essay offers personal reflections on the benefits of PhD support groups whilst drawing on the 
wider benefits of support outlined by the literature.

What have I learnt about support groups?

When I started to reflect on what benefits I felt and why, I could see that they fit into four 
themes: advice, reassurance, community, collaboration. These themes are also reflected in the 
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literature on PhD support.

But before I explore this in more depth it would be prudent to define what a support group 
is. Support groups are where people meet with the aim of offering support. Some are formal 
with experts, representatives from institutions/universities or mentors. These can be helpful in 
advising students, signposting and bringing people together (Page et al 2019). They are often 
run by an ‘expert’ and have a specific scheme to work against which can make them restrictive 
and inflexible (Page et al, 2019). Informal support groups are a collection of peers and have a 
more flexible agenda. There is not an ‘expert’ or official institution/university representative al-
though there can be a chair. This type helps students to connect, share problems/successes, 
advise each other and reduce feelings of isolation (Denman et al, 2018). The type of group I am 
discussing is the informal type.  

Advice

A benefit of groups is that members offer advice and share skills and knowledge (Chat-
terjee-Padmanabhan & Nielsen, 2018). This has allowed me to reduce the amount of time spent 
worrying, finding resources or working out how to do something. This social and cultural capital 
may seem like an obvious benefit but what I think is more interesting to reflect on is how that 
advice can be given by everyone and that it can be both encouraging and challenging, and that 
that is a good thing. 

My group is based in the UK and made up of members who are at all stages of the PhD/
professional doctorate process. We are also from a diverse range of disciplines (education, social 
science, humanities, medicine, business) and backgrounds (educators, nurses, social workers, 
managers, administrators) although we are mainly qualitative researchers. Not everyone attends 
each session but there are often between six and ten attendees each time. Therefore, there is 
a diverse and variable range of problems, solutions and expertise. It may be easy to think about 
how the more experienced members of the group are better positioned to offer advice, however, 
the advice of all members is valuable. Those just starting out can help those more experienced 
even if these newer PhD students do not always feel this way (Hefferman, 2021). For example, 
when I was usure of how to express my reflexive thoughts on my methodologies in my third year, 
a first-year student was able to offer suggestions based on their experiences of reflexivity as a 
practitioner. This does not mean the experiences of those further along are not important, or help 
to demystify the PhD process (Ferguson, 2009), but that each member’s suggestions and exper-
tise should be recognised and encouraged. There is a different power dynamic between peers 
than students and supervisors which means the process of advice is less hierarchical or linear 
(Inman & Silverstein, 2003). Nonetheless, it can still be tricky to manage but if done successfully 
then the richness of advice is amplified.

My group helps to foster an environment where advice from everyone is encouraged and 
on reflection there are two core reasons for this: leadership and relationships. Our chair is the 
founder of our group and allows the discussions to organically evolve. However, she also notes 
down problems people bring so nothing gets missed and she draws people into the conversation. 
This helps to encourage everyone to contribute and for all ranges of problems to be discussed 
(Cantor, 2020). The chair asks every member at the beginning of each session about what they 
are doing, their successes (e.g. good comments on a draft chapter) and challenges (e.g. finding 
it hard to manage time). Therefore, the members all know each other and what each other is do-
ing which helps them to forge connections and relationships (Denman et al, 2018). This, in turn, 
makes it easier to communicate, to ask the right people for advice on specific problems and give 
individuals the confidence to give that advice (Vincent et al, 2021).

My reflection has also shown me that it is helpful for advice to be both encouraging and 
challenging as long as it is constructive (Loh, 2013; Wegener et al, 2016). Challenging ideas is 
core to a PhD so doing this in a safe and informal environment can be a worthwhile endeavour 
(Loh, 2013). Challenging someone’s ideas or plans can help them to test them out, clarify them 
and think of things differently (Wegener et al, 2016). I am a self-confessed perfectionist so chal-
lenges can make me feel uncomfortable, but it has never yet been done without a constructive 
and friendly tone with the only intention being to help one another. For example, I had discounted 
a concept linked to my wider topic and this was challenged by a person who had used it with an 
explanation as to why they found it helpful and a resource which explained the link in a new way. 
Sometimes more formal challenges are focused on the content of the work/idea, negating the 
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emotions experienced when received (Inman & Silverstein, 2003). The more informal relation-
ships in my group help offer a more balanced way of delivering these challenges, which makes 
them easier to digest.

Reassurance

Lewinski et al (2017) suggest that imposter syndrome and doubts are commonplace for 
students but interacting with peers can allow students to bring these worries to a supportive 
group. However, it is important to note that imposter syndrome can be created when you start 
to compare yourself to others, which can happen in a group, as the successes of others can 
make a person feel inferior (Cantor, 2020). Therefore, it is important to foster supportive environ-
ments and relationships. Support groups can also be a more accessible option than discussing 
concerns or challenges with a supervisor due to the different relationships at play (Dericks et al, 
2019). 

The more formal relationships with supervisors can make students feel wary of appearing 
uncertain. There can also be tensions between different positions, expectations and priorities 
as well as time restrictions (Inman & Silverstein, 2003). I feel lucky to have supervisors who are 
supportive, which I know is not always the case for everyone (Nasiri & Mafakhen, 2015), but I 
still want to go to them with more fully formed ideas and make the most of the time we have. The 
group can offer advice and ideas which is helpful for this but what they can also do is reassure 
you that you are capable and that you are not the only one who might have had these concerns.

When I bring concerns to the group, I am met with stories of similar experiences with the 
addition of what they had done to overcome them, reassuring me that I too can overcome them. 
This works well because the group maintain a positive but realistic outlook. Members do not 
ruminate on the negative as this can be destructive and consuming (Boren, 2013), but they also 
do not offer falsehoods, which is important to keep reassurance authentic (Vincent et al, 2021). 
The group also celebrates and commiserates with each member which helps to bond members, 
building those supportive relationships (Denman et al, 2018). It also shows that we all go through 
setbacks and triumphs, which makes you realise you are not on your own and that you too can 
triumph.  

Community

Undertaking a PhD can be a lonely and uncertain place, with research showing students 
can be isolated (Gin et al, 2021) but having a PhD community offers you social interaction and a 
sense of belonging (Van Rooj et al, 2021). For me isolation worked well at times, but it was also 
hard with no one to bounce ideas off, or to tell me my feelings were normal. I have a supportive 
family but that is not the same as having an academic community where people have some 
sense of shared experiences (Elliot et al, 2020). I have found that my group tackles isolation by 
offering this sense of community. However, this does not just happen by itself; communities take 
time to develop and evolve (Elliot et al, 2020). 

At first, I felt like an outsider to my group; I was attending an already connected group of 
people. This was not down to the group members but barriers of my own making. I did not know 
what I had to offer and to me a community needs to have a reciprocal relationship between its 
members. Imposter syndrome frequently visits me and makes me feel like an academic fraud, as 
it can do for many students (Cisco, 2020), and feeling like a fraud meant I could not see myself 
as a contributing member of this community. This changed gradually the more I attended as I 
experienced compassionate people who offered comradery as well as advice. It was a safe envi-
ronment, and I began to feel confident to offer my own advice. But the pivotal moment was when 
the chair corrected someone when they said ‘your group’. They said it is not ‘my group but all of 
ours’ and I immediately agreed; discourse is so important (Boren, 2013). I felt confident to call it 
‘my group’ rather than ‘the group I attended’; I was a fully-fledged member of this community: I 
belonged. As with all communities, there are times where I feel more involved, contribute more 
and enjoy it more but I always feel a sense of belonging. It is also a nice place to be: I enjoy at-
tending and I enjoy the company of the other members.

Collaboration 

Collaboration can be of immediate benefit, such as feedback on a piece of writing (Den-
man et al, 2018). However, it can also have more ongoing long-term benefits. By collaborating 
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with others, you become more innovative with your ideas due to encountering different perspec-
tives (Lassig et al, 2013). It can also help you to shape your scholarly identity by encouraging 
and challenging you as well as developing your academic and soft skills (Koris & McKinnon, 
2021). It has also been shown to help students after they have graduated by building up net-
works, increasing social capital and developing vital skills (Pyhältö et al, 2017).

However, it was one of the benefits that I did not fully appreciate until I stopped to reflect. 
Organically, during meetings we collaborate to solve problems and workshop ideas, providing 
different perspectives and peer feedback. However, there is also more detailed and structured 
feedback occurring. Members will read through pieces others have written to provide feedback 
before submitting to supervisors or reviewers. In fact, this very article has been through that 
process. Some members have also joined forces to collaborate on articles following interesting 
discussions at group sessions. A lot of this more structured collaboration occurs outside of the 
group but would not occur at all without it. 

Collaboration is something I was unsure of due to past experiences and wariness of crit-
icism. However, I now realise that these issues were due to collaboration not happening with 
the right people, at the right time or in the right environment. If these three things are right, col-
laboration can help enrich what you are doing, teach you things and, perhaps most importantly, 
be enjoyable. I am now much more willing to collaborate, and want to seek it out, even if there 
seems no immediate benefit to my own work, as this ‘paying it forward’ (Rainford & Guccione, in 
press) may help me in the future and more importantly makes me feel good. It has also opened 
my eyes to other ways of connecting such as online networks; collaboration does not just have to 
be with people you are physically with or to which you have an already established connection. 
Inspired by others in my group, I am now exploring networks on Twitter. This is new for me and 
not part of my focus here, but something I am excited about and cannot resist mentioning.

Pitfalls

It may feel like I view support groups through rose-tinted glasses, but I am aware there are 
pitfalls. Support groups can be unwelcoming places where members can feel excluded by peo-
ple who might appear or feel superior to others (Cantor, 2020). There can be toxic relationships 
and dynamics such as people vying for leadership (Page et al, 2019) which make people feel 
uncomfortable. PhD students often blame themselves for the challenges they face and do not 
want to appear ‘weak’ in front of others (Cantor, 2020). Imposter syndrome can also make peo-
ple unrealistically compare themselves to other people exacerbating their feelings of academic 
fraudulence (Craddock et al, 2011). There is also a level of vulnerability when accessing support 
from peers as the lines between personal and professional/academic identities blur more than 
they might do when meeting with supervisors. This merging of identities can be positive and 
forge connections, but it can also be tricky and sometimes risky (Jordan, 2020). It is important to 
note that being with people does not mean you are less isolated or that all connections made will 
be positive; there needs to be the right kind of interaction between people (Mason & Hickman, 
2019). 

However, even if the relationships between people are compassionate, supportive and 
constructive, groups can still struggle if there is no shared goal (Ferguson, 2009). My group is 
diverse, nonetheless, we all have the shared goal of wanting to do our best with our studies and 
helping others to do their best too. This then leads to a shared session approach of updating 
each other, bringing problems, and offering advice. Inman and Silverstein (2003) suggest that 
an unstructured approach is best for groups but that they should be ‘process’ focused. I would 
also advocate for this, as in previous groups I have felt that a lack of shared approach has meant 
that sessions have meandered aimlessly making them a frustrating time ‘cost’. A member of my 
group says that ‘finding your village’ (Rainford & Guccione, in press) is important as the people 
you connect with will make a significant difference to the success of these connections and I 
agree. 

Another core issue is time: students are pulled in multiple directions with study, work and 
home commitments (Papen & Theriault, 2018). However, my group actually saves me time. I 
solve problems quicker, find resources more easily, learn skills, collaborate with others and re-
duce procrastination. Nonetheless, it would be prudent to remember that support can become 
a form of procrastination itself. As I touched on earlier, I am exploring the potentials of Twitter, 
but scrolling through posts can be a time vacuum. Therefore, I would recommend scheduling 
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support into the diary and treating it like meetings. For me this restricts the length of time I do it 
for but more importantly makes me treat it with the level of priority and dedication it deserves. 

Despite these possible barriers I would still encourage people to give support groups a try. 
My reflection suggests to me that with the right people, the right approach and the right commit-
ment, the benefits are more than worth the time ‘cost’, but I do appreciate that that is too simple. 
What ‘right’ means will be different for different people and at different times. 

Conclusion

In summary, my reflections have confirmed to me what the literatures tells us: PhD support is 
beneficial. However, support can be wide ranging and by focusing on PhD support groups in my 
reflections I feel that this essay has been able to shine a light on the specific benefits individuals 
can experience when they attend these. The benefits of my group are due to the way in which 
the group is run and how the members approach it. My group succeeds in offering advice as all 
members are encouraged to ask for and give advice in a supportive environment. Reassurance 
works due to the relationships we have with each other and the way in which the founder chairs 
sessions. The group offers a community by the atmosphere created and the way in which we 
can all contribute. Finally, it offers collaboration with members working together both formally and 
informally with the goal of helping each other. However, I also needed to make a commitment to 
the group, if I had not overcome my preconception of the time ‘cost’ and whether I had anything 
worth offering, then I would never have started attending in the first place. 

Thus, in conclusion, the literature tells us that it is not always possible to access support or ex-
perience quality when we do, but if quality support can be accessed then PhD students can find 
help to overcome challenges and a community to belong to, and this is exactly what I found when 
I accessed the support group I now call my own. 

Parting thoughts

So where has all of this reflecting led me? Its intention was to offer an insight into PhD 
support groups and encourage people to ‘give them a go’ but what it has unexpectedly done is 
make me stand still and think about each member of my group with affection. PhDs do not need 
to be conducted in isolation. There is an old saying that it takes a village to raise a child and I 
suggest the same is true of a PhD student.
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Background

Shut Up And Write (SUAW) was devised in 2017 and implemented in 2018 with a grant from the 
University Alumni annual fund. The aim of SUAW was to develop practice, training, and resourc-
es to support postgraduate writing. SUAW remained linked with the Research Development 
Team, Doctoral College until it became peer led in March 2021. Below are links to articles that 
explain the purpose and benefits of SUAW in more detail.

https://excellence-in-education.co.uk/finding-the-write-path-how-socially-supportive-writ-
ing-groups-help-postgraduate-researchers/

https://digitalculture.jiscinvolve.org/wp/2022/03/09/shut-up-and-write-online/

Sam Pulman

Postgraduate Researcher
School of Education
University of Exeter
sp720@exeter.ac.uk

Abstract
 SUAW supports a vibrant and collaborative postgraduate research culture, with the aim 
to supply a supportive space where peers can set aside protected time to critically reflect, 
and work on their research. The online aspect of the daily chat room offers greater inclusivity 
to the wider research community, especially though lockdown, those feeling isolated, and for 
remote students. The SUAW community helps peers engage with the research community 
by supplying short, focused study session using the Pomodoro technique of 25-minute slots 
to work on a paragraph, reading, thinking, planning, and as the name suggest writing. After a 
short five-minute break, the session repeats with another 25-minute slot of work. Sometimes 
a small success can be the motivation for the rest of the day. Progress does not need to be 
huge, but progress does need to occur, and SUAW provides this momentum. Whatever the 
researcher experiences, the postgraduate journey is never alone. We all share similar strug-
gles, frustration, and ultimately success. SUAW is one approach to time management and 
productivity. It is a place to exchange ideas, but mostly, it is a community about getting work 
done. Like we often say in SUAW, each word is a step closer to your thesis. If you get the 
chance give SUAW a try. It might make all the difference!

“Poem about Shut Up and Write”

https://excellence-in-education.co.uk/finding-the-write-path-how-socially-supportive-writing-groups-help-postgraduate-researchers/
https://excellence-in-education.co.uk/finding-the-write-path-how-socially-supportive-writing-groups-help-postgraduate-researchers/
https://digitalculture.jiscinvolve.org/wp/2022/03/09/shut-up-and-write-online/
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Poem about Shut Up and Write (SUAW)

Shut Up And Write is all I heard,

that’s great, I need to write some words.

But I’m stuck, I can’t think, my mind in unravelled,

I want to write something, but the letters are scrabbled.

Writing, my friend, is a road well-travelled.

Don’t worry, SUAW is at hand to get you going.

You’ll soon get those words without even knowing.

Welcome along to the PGR community,

no barriers, no blocks, online and accessible,

through lockdown, remote working, nothing is impossible.

Sharing experience to get motivated, 

SUAW is peer support that is uncomplicated.

It started with the researcher development team,

but now it’s a vibrant peer led resource,

many people run sessions to keep us on course.

The facilitators are about getting it done,

learning, inclusive, diversity, and fun.

No judgement, SUAW is for everyone.

No booking, no form, just pop in and out,

Boosting productivity is what it’s about.

Collaboration, contribute, inclusion, and grow,

develops our research community via Pomodoro.

Get your ducks in a row is a popular race,
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it’s a ‘Teams thing’ so can be in any place.

Coffee and chomp are the monthly drop in,

we can have a chat with an actual person!

Hybrid retreats are a new direction, 

its online, and sometimes face to face,

expanding the SUAW group, in any case.

So far so good, sounds like a hit,

everyone knows Jo made us do it!

Thinking, planning, reading, maybe meditate.

Anything but procrastinate, don’t let the mind stagnate.

Be a wordsmith, step up to postgraduate.

Be yourself, tell your story, be legitimate.

Here is the magic formula for SUAW particulars,

500 words complete in one day.

2,500 words in a week, now you are well on the way.

10,000 words in just a month, and you thought it couldn’t be done.

120,000 words in a year, more than a thesis, have I made that clear.

Edit and rewrite, that’s what we do, 

building the GW4 research portfolio.

We are creative, hard-working, and dedicated,

many have tried but SUAW can’t be replicated.

So why not join us in the SUAW chat box,
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one small step is better than not.

That’s all I want from you today,

have a go in this slot and start right away.

8 am to 10 pm, we are open all hours,

it’s our USP that makes you empowered.

That’s a taster of SUAW,

why not try it, you can’t go wrong.

Hey, hey, good people,

what took you so long?

Acronyms 

Shut Up And Write (SUAW)

Post Graduate Researcher (PGR)

Great West Four Alliance (GW4).

SUAW Joining details

https://www.exeter.ac.uk/research/doctoralcollege/researcherdevelopment/training/writing/shut-
upandwrite/

https://twitter.com/SUAWExeterPGRs

https://www.exeter.ac.uk/research/doctoralcollege/researcherdevelopment/training/writing/shutupandwrite/
https://www.exeter.ac.uk/research/doctoralcollege/researcherdevelopment/training/writing/shutupandwrite/
https://twitter.com/SUAWExeterPGRs
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Collaborating With Passion: Remind Me Why It Was Invited?

When you are about to step into a new culture, paying attention to anything that gives 
away information about its rules is vital. What do people say and do in a particular situation? 
What do they not say or do? What does that imply about what is important to them? 

Apply this to the cultures of research and academia and you will find yourself in an insur-
mountable mess of contradictions between and within implicit and explicit rules. One of these 
concerns the role of “passion.” 

Let’s take a step back and imagine we are starting our journey through the unfamiliar cul-
ture of academia, first as an aspiring student seeking to persuade a potential alma mater to let us 
into its Great Halls. We try to find out what is important to them. At the time of writing, the UCAS 
website explaining what a personal statement is, makes it clear that “passion” is something that 
universities are after: “[A personal statement] is a chance for you to articulate […] what skills and 
experience you possess that show your passion for you chosen field” [emphasis added] (Uni-

Abstract

 In this short essay I explore the complicated relationship between academic research 
and “passion” from the perspective of a confused PhD student. Passion appears to be held in 
high esteem across disciplines as a conduit for success (not to mention non-academic work-
places), bears at least partial responsibility for what areas of research are pursued and which 
are not, and is regularly given credit for major career and life choices. On the other hand, I like 
to think of it as a powerful but potentially toxic collaborator: It is capable of doing remarkable 
work and offers excellent company but if left unchecked turns into an attention-seeking git 
who schemes to inconspicuously take over projects with little regard for the consequences. 
I reflect on some of the different guises of passion to showcase its power as facilitator and 
antagonist of both research as a process and pursuit, and research as a career. I argue for 
the importance of interrogating one’s own passion and making deliberate rather than rhetoric 
choices about the ways in which it is allowed onto one’s (research) team. 

Johanna Paula Meyer

Department of Psychology, University of Bath
Email: jpm87@bath.ac.uk

@jo_is_me_2 

Collaborating With Passion: Remind Me Why It Was Invited?
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versities and Colleges Admissions Service, 2019)1. The closer you look, this “passion” crops up 
everywhere – in degree and job advertisements, in students’ and academics’ self-descriptions. 
And it certainly does not diminish in importance as you progress in your academic journey: The 
discourse of the passionate researcher is alive and well (Busso & Rivetti, 2014; Cannizzo, 2015; 
Lee & Roth, 2004)2. 

This essay is built on the observation that references to passion are plentiful in academic 
contexts and the ensuing desire to piece together what it means. It explores the question of what 
we (can) bring to the table when we are, or proclaim to be, “passionate” – to the table that is both 
research as an activity and academia as an institution. It presents the musings of a final year 
PhD student with many a decision to make about their future and with the hope that others may 
find something of use in these ideas. 

Now let me invite you to this table where passion is waiting in the guise of several fictitious 
collaborators3… 

Passion, the…

The Revered

It is clear that academic passion is not in it for a modest seat at the back. It is the name 
you drop for access. Sent by Passion, the Force to Guide Them All (but most of all, me). A deity 
with a sizeable fellowship, even in notoriously secular academia. 

The Unwelcome?

What does it mean, “passion”? Consulting a dictionary as a first point of reference, we are 
left with the impression that the most relevant meaning is one of strong emotion, “a strong liking 
or desire for or devotion to some activity, object, or concept” (Merriam Webster, n.d.). A couple 
of things are of note here: First, we are dealing with a response that is either directly emotional 
(liking, desire), or at least legitimated through emotion (devotion); emotion in turn is connotated 
as referring to non-deliberate, non-rational, intuitive processing. Second, this response can be 
associated with different things: activities, objects, ideas. 

Initially, this is staggering given the sciences’ traditional aversion to subjectivity and emo-
tion (see e.g., Neumann, 2006). On a second glance however, it is not at all contradictory. If we 
stay with the positivist assumption underlying the (hard) sciences that there is a reality out there 
and that scientists are digging to uncover it, then whatever makes us dig faster, better, deeper 
will ultimately be beneficial. The emotion does not get in the way of discovery because the dis-
covered is dissociated from those bearing the emotion. 

The Driver

…to Success

Passion thus becomes a driver to scientific (and personal) success – it “fuels” us, makes 
us better tools of discovery. It is the collaborator that provides incessant motivation, wants more, 
prioritises The Project over The Trivial. It is tireless and does not give up easily: Passion towards 
an activity is associated with increased performance (Curran et al., 2015) and positioned as an 
integral ingredient to scientific career advancement (see e.g., Reichel, 2018).

…Who Crashed the Car

One of the problems with Passion, the Driver to Success, is how it reeks of survivor bias. 
Where are the stories of people being driven passionately, incessantly motivated, and powerfully 
headfirst into a brick wall? 
1 Note that since the point of writing the UCAS website has been updated. An archived ver-
sion of the website current at the time of writing can be accessed here: https://web.archive.org/
web/20220816120334/https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/writing-personal-state-
ment/how-write-personal-statement 
2 Or just search for “passion” on an academic job portal of your choice. 
3 These “collaborators” are abstract and fictitious and are not meant to bear any resemblance to, nor are 
they based on, real individuals.

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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Is it not passion that can make you stay up working frantically till the early hours of the 
morning, only to acknowledge later what could have been in plain sight all along – that the pursuit 
is exhilarating but the outcome is irrelevant? Is it not passion when a highly personal force di-
rected towards a thing or activity steers us away from the consensus-built practices the scientific 
community relies on? Either of these scenarios (and many more) may eventually be of benefit in 
the longer term, yet the realities of passion as operating independently or even antithetically to 
whatever we define to be success remain remarkably absent when its tale is predominantly told 
through stories of success. 

We could look at the above and say that these situations were not driven by passion. If 
it goes badly, it is obsession, no? To acknowledge that passion can end up in a car crash, we 
would either need to acknowledge that it is not almighty or that the system in which it operates 
cannot always do it justice or even handle it. Passion, the Revered does not like this kind of story 
and would like to politely request for Passion Who Crashed the Car to leave, please.

As we saw earlier, passion can relate to many things: activities, objects, ideas. But the 
“driver to success” perspective constrains passion to that which satisfies system requirements 
– while at the same time implying that passion is inherently good and objectively desirable. This 
creates all sorts of tensions: We end up in a situation where passion outside of these structures 
is effectively denied importance, existence, or legitimacy. We encourage young people to follow 
their passion while neglecting to mention that this will advantage those whose passions happen 
to fit the system. More of those later. We also end up with the implication that “following one’s 
passion” is equivalent, or at the very least significantly conducive to, our goals and values.

The Decision-Maker

I find this implication problematic and will make this case using my own experience. Some-
thing I would say I am passionate about are pattern-finding activities – give me a snippet of an 
unfamiliar language and good luck getting my attention in the foreseeable future. This passion is 
relatively system-conform: There are multiple activities sanctioned through our current economic 
and education systems that speak to it and that I am thus likely to both succeed in and that I 
would have a great time doing. But the more decisions I have had to make over the years, the 
more uneasy I have become with this passion determining my choices, even though it was often 
hard to put my finger on it. I have been uneasy because I came to see this passion as (despite 
occasionally overlapping) fundamentally independent of, and sometimes obstructive to, my abil-
ity to do what I thought was right. 

In applying to my PhD, I made the (in hindsight not very well thought-through) decision 
that I did not want my passions to define who I am or can be as a researcher. I purposefully did 
not apply to programmes that gave me mental fireworks and instead chose a project capable of 
teaching me something I considered useful. I wanted to be a sensible person and keep myself 
away from situations that I knew would “suck me in” and sneakily lead me to prioritise passion 
and lose sight of my goals. Long story short, by the criteria that motivated my decisions three and 
a half years ago I have failed epically. This is not necessarily bad, but it makes me suspicious 
whenever I see passion used as a placeholder for all that is good and desirable: Can we make 
space to acknowledge passion as part of a process, rather than an unquestioned, omniscient, 
ultimate decision-maker? And crucially, can we talk about why we would ever want to prioritise a 
research landscape that is shaped by researchers’ passions?

The Decision-Maker’s Aide

My example was activity-specific, but other forms of passions may be directly related to 
one’s goals – say, a passion to end some form of injustice. The point is that it is necessary to 
accept passion as capable of intersecting with or being a contributor towards, but not a default 
equivalent of one’s goals and values. I want to respect and criticise others based on their deci-
sions and I in turn want to be respected and criticised for my decisions. Our passions are likely 
to have had a say in the decision-making process (and vice-versa to a certain extent) but taking 
one as a shorthand for the other does not do justice to either.

The Chaotic Neutral

The above story puts passion in a worse light than it deserves. Passion can be wild and 
wonderful, allowing us to remain curious, explore, discover, experience joy and fulfilment. It is 
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erratic, often self-serving, and precedes any claim academia or the neoliberal job market put 
on it. When we paint a picture of passion as Driver to Success, we run the risk of forgetting not 
only the Driver Who Crashed but also that passion is not defined (and should not be legitimised) 
through its relationship with success or failure. The system of academic success we currently 
work in privileges passion that is failsafe: The need to continuously accrue “academic capital” 
(Eddy, 2006) in combination with the conventions and constraints around its accumulation does 
not particularly invite intellectual risk-taking (Ashforth, 2005). The wild and wonderful is invited 
onto Project Team Academia but please note that it needs to be house-trained prior to entry, 
thank you very much.   

The Fluffy Blanket

Apart from chaotic energy, passion can also bring a fluffy blanket to the table: A personal 
place of comfort for joy and fulfilment and flow, whose positive benefits can last beyond the mo-
ment in which we engaged with it (see Curran et al., 2015).

The Sculptor

And passion can be a Sculptor, allowing us to assert part of who we are. This identity-for-
mation component is highlighted in Vallerand et al.’s influential dualistic model of activity-related 
passion, where the activity becoming part of one’s self-concept is considered a core element 
of passion (Curran et al., 2015; Vallerand et al., 2003). How the passion activity is integrated 
with identity has implications for well-being, motivation, cognitive outcomes and performance: 
A harmonious integration where passion is perceived as an unconditional part of oneself is for 
instance associated with more positive outcomes than when pressures are exerted onto this 
integration (Curran et al., 2015). 

As we have seen, by necessity some passions will be more readily compatible with or co-
ercible into our academic rewards system than others – but we need to be clear about what we 
are attaching the value to. Are we valuing the pursuit or the passion that facilitates the pursuit? 
And, if or when, the balance is tipped in favour of the latter, how do we make sure that we do not 
end up declaring a passion that is an intrinsic, personal part of someone as more or less worthy 
than someone else’s?

The Spectres of the Past and Future

Let’s get back to the other problem briefly mentioned above: We end up in a situation 
where we encourage young people to follow their passion while neglecting to mention that this 
will advantage those whose passions happen to fit the system. This claim is built on three as-
sumptions: First, in order to be passionate about something, we need to have some form of ex-
perience with it. Second, apart from regulating exposure and thereby familiarity, we have limited 
control over what our passions can be. Finally, passions are relatively stable over time. These 
assumptions are reflected in common phrases such as “finding” or “discovering” one’s passion: It 
is something that exists and is immutable, but you will not know it unless you make experiences 
with it. This is not meant to be a definition of a psychological phenomenon, but a crude attempt 
at disentangling assumptions we may make when talking and reading about passion in everyday 
life.

These points imply that we are more likely to recognise and articulate passion for things 
we are familiar with. Re-reading UCAS’ statement that university applicants should be passion-
ate about the field they are applying to rings some alarm bells now. It not only endorses the idea 
that passion is equivalent to what is good and desirable. It also tells you that your familiarity with 
something is worth more than stepping outside that which you know, while implying that you 
know your passions because they are part of who you are. Overlay that with structural childhood 
and educational inequalities and it is hard to see how appeals to passion would not become 
complicit in solidifying privilege (see also Vázquez-Cupeiro & Elston, 2006, for a discussion on 
academic passion as gendered).

The Cut-Out

The final two incarnations of passion we are going to meet are some of the ugliest ones. 
This first one is, in fact, beautiful – it looks like all that is good about passion, an unreal mix of the 
intersection of passion as equivalent to our goals and values, a driver to success, both aim and 



205TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORCOLLABORATING WITH PASSION

means woven into one, full of joy and fulfilment. You cannot see past its façade but every part of 
it says I will stick with you, come what may. 

This form of passion smiles up from job adverts and self-descriptions: A token to signal 
adherence, a way of assuring that parting from this pursuit, from this job, is an affront to oneself 
and therefore unlikely (Busso & Rivetti, 2014). A commitment where the goal is subordinate to 
the pursuit, and a commitment of loyalty regardless of adversities. This form of passion is sitting 
dangerously close to the brink of structurally legitimised exploitation.

The Git on a Power Trip

And sometimes it confidently strides down this abyss and relishes in the power it has over 
you. Just a little more? We can do it. You are passionate, aren’t you? Show it – if not to others, 
then to yourself. The Git on a Power Trip looks inconspicuous at the start but is slowly working to 
take over projects with little regard for the consequences. It keeps demanding and pushing and 
knows exactly what to feed you so you will work harder, put more of yourself into the pursuit until 
stopping is out of question. (Self-) Exploitation is legitimised through passion where research as 
a pursuit meets the neoliberal institution: Passion is seen as an intrinsic part of success in the 
activity but also serves as a rhetorical tool to justify our existence and continuation in a precari-
ous labour market (Busso & Rivetti, 2014). 

Claiming the Table

Passion can be many things. The above are some examples based on reflections and 
perfunctory detours into the literature: We met Passion, the Revered; Passion, the Unwelcome, 
who needed to justify its presence in research; Passion, the Driver to Success, who allows us 
to achieve and excel; Passion, the Driver who Crashed the Car, who is often invisible; Passion, 
the Decision-Maker, who tells everyone what to do; Passion, the Decision-Maker’s Aide, who 
likes to chip in but stays off the steering wheel; Passion, the Chaotic Neutral, who is wild and 
free; Passion, the (purveyor of a) Fluffy Blanket; Passion, the Sculptor, who lets us assert who 
we are; Passion, the Spectres of the Past and Future, who haunt the future with the status quo; 
Passion, the Cut-Out, who is unconditionally loyal; and Passion, the Git on a Power Trip, who is 
ready to exploit. 

Passion can be complicated and being able to live your passion, and even get paid for 
it, is a huge privilege. Academia wants us to believe that we can achieve it. A big challenge in 
negotiating this belief is to recognise the overlap and tensions between the complex realities of 
passion, the realities of academia as a workplace, and the glorification of a tokenised academic 
passion. 

Part of these tensions lies in the apparent correspondence between passion and success: 
Repeating stories of passion as a prerequisite to success suggests that passion is and should be 
a decision-maker, while side-lining that motivation to pursue a goal may come from elsewhere, 
and at the same time leaving little space to acknowledge that passion is not a safeguard to fail-
ure. 

The image of the passionate academic not only conveys this message that passion is 
integral to success in research (and thus the academic workplace), but also positions research 
as an endeavour that is built on individuals’ characteristics and commitments (Ashforth, 2005; 
Busso & Rivetti, 2014). A collective appreciation of passion in research as something that does 
not necessarily (need to) align with the structures of the academic job market, but that is – and is 
allowed to be – wild and erratic, may go a long way to opening up new perspectives, giving the 
opportunity to learn from failures that we would otherwise not have access to, and de-individual-
ising practices that need not, or even should not, be person-bound. Ultimately this would neces-
sitate rethinking academic reward structures as much as our frequent rhetoric uses of “passion.”

Back to our original question: Why was (or is) passion invited? This reflection gave a 
crude stab at some possible answers for why we need to deal with passion as something aca-
demic environments keep inviting to our table, and as something that we bring to it ourselves. 
The key is knowing who is at our table at a given time and why – and, if we can, influencing who 
we extend our invitations to. 
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Abstract

 Innovation is a paradox. On the one hand its benefits are manifest, but on the other, 
achieving those benefits is problematic. This research paper argues that we have been looking 
at innovation the wrong way. Instead of focussing on new products and processes, innovation 
should first seek to understand why people change. It introduces the collaboration pyramid, a 
model that sets out five different ways of thinking essential to successfully gain the intersubjec-
tivity needed for the effective motivation of key stakeholders to adopt new practices. The model 
is derived from socio-cultural theory and brings together strands of older cultural psychology with 
recent advances in cognitive psychology that shed new light on situated learning. The research 
was inspired by scholars’ resolutions to the “learning paradox”, which argues that because learn-
ing is situated, it is impossible to learn new things that lie totally outside of our experience. Draw-
ing on the work of the educational psychologist Carl Bereiter, the cultural psychologist Michael 
Cole, the creativity expert Keith Sawyer, as well as practitioner literature, the paper demonstrates 
how multi-disciplinary thinking can stimulate the emergence of new and better ways of seeing 
the world. The theoretical process is illustrated through two case studies from very different con-
texts that are researched through co-created autoethnography. 

 This paper makes an original contribution by drawing together diverse threads spanning 
economics, educational, and cultural/cognitive psychology to explain the challenges of effective 
innovation practice and describes how they might be overcome with reference to case studies.

The Imperative to Innovate 

 Imperatives ranging from entreaties to boost productivity and increase economic growth 
(OECD, 2015), through to public sector urgings to put citizens at the heart of public innovation 
as a force for change (Harris & Albury, 2009) extoll the virtues of innovation. These epitomise a 
broader range of organisations, consultancies, NGOs, and researchers all arguing that innova-
tion will make things better. In the seven years since the OECD’s paper, productivity in the G7 
group of leading economies fell with the UK declining among the fastest (Harari, 2020). Public 
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services performed no better. An Institute of Government report argued that despite a broad 
consensus on the need for joined-up Government, nobody quite knows how to achieve it (Wil-
son, Davison, Clarke, & Casebourne, 2015). Bason (2022) goes further insisting that few public 
sector organisations today could develop the kinds of radical new solutions that are needed.

 Bason (2022) and Blank (2019) identify process as a key culprit. Today’s drive for efficien-
cy and quality at scale calls for finely tuned processes that resist change. (Martin, 2019). Initia-
tives like six sigma aim to reduce variability (Theisens, 2021). Because of its experimental and 
iterative nature, innovation is inherently inefficient and cannot be scaled until a saleable prod-
uct emerges. Few of the initiatives, reorganisations, hiring in consultants, and off-site creativity 
sessions produce positive outcomes (Blank, 2019). These experiences portray innovation as a 
highly risky venture, exacerbated by conventional wisdom that suggests failure is a necessary 
part of innovation. It is little surprise then, that innovation is mistrusted. People see it as either a 
futile gesture, or, worse, a directive from on high to do more with fewer resources to the detriment 
to staff wellbeing (Bryson, Dale-Olsen, & Barth, 2009)

It Does Not Have to Be This Way

 This paper argues that we can deliver successful innovation outcomes at scale and pro-
vides supporting examples from both public and private sector. The challenge is that the route 
to success defies conventional wisdom. To really understand the process requires a paradigm 
shift in our conceptualisation of innovation. We need to move away from the traditional view of 
breakthroughs leading to sudden insights, replacing it with a more organic transformation where 
promising new ideas emerge through cross-domain collaboration (Moran, 2009). Changing the 
unit of analysis away from novelty to adoption, focuses on why its intended audience will work 
in the new ways innovators intend (Neild & Seymour 2021).  Afterall, how great is an idea that 
nobody believes, a product that nobody buys, or a process that people eschew? Inspiration for 
this shift comes from Sawyer’s (2012) sociocultural definition of creativity that emphasises ap-
propriateness to its intended audience at least as much as its novelty.

 The reconceptualization does not end there. Much of the research on innovation ema-
nates from business schools and is often deeply grounded in economics orthodoxy such as ra-
tional choice theory. Despite being a social science, business research adheres to the positivist 
epistemology of the natural sciences. Former Bank of England Governor Mark Carney in his 
2020 Radio 4 Reith Lectures acknowledged that: “economists, myself included, generally suffer 
from physics envy; we covet its neat equations and crave its deterministic systems and this inev-
itably leads to disappointment. The economy isn’t deterministic people aren’t always rational, hu-
man creativity, frailty, exuberance, and pessimism all contribute to economic and financial cycles. 
As a great physicist, Isaac Newton lamented, I can calculate the motions of celestial bodies but 
not the madness of people.” (Carney, 2020).

 Carney’s remarks help explain why among the first people to warn of the 2008 financial 
crash was an anthropologist not economist or banker. Tett (2021) describes blindness in the 
financial services eco-system to the mounting risks inherent in the financial instruments driving 
banking profits. Her observations parallel the pervasive culture that impedes innovation – a cul-
ture so invisible that those closest to it completely miss it. The next section offers a deep dive 
into the socio-cultural theory that underpins this main argument. After that, comparing theory with 
observation suggests a best practice model for radical innovation.

A deep dive into sociocultural theory

 Sociocultural theory posits that it is impossible to understand human behaviour and learn-
ing without also considering the social and cultural environment that shapes it. Its origins can be 
traced to the influential work of Russian developmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky in the early 
20th century. More recent scholars have refined and developed it including the concept of prac-
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tice popularised by French philosopher Pierre Bourdieu (1977) and described as “the corollary of 
the neglect of the social conditions in which science is possible”.  Sociocultural theory explicitly 
recognises the epistemological validity of human subjectivity.

Mind, Society and Cultural Psychology

 The story starts with Vygotsky’s general genetic law of genetic development (Vygotsky, 
1987) which argues that human development occurs in two stages: first, on a social level, and 
second, on an individual level. These two levels will be unpacked in the next subsection. Cultur-
al psychology “emphasises contextual mediated action”, which essentially means that humans 
interpret their sensory input through the lens of prior experience. It also assumes that “mind 
emerges in joint mediated activity” – meaning that our understanding is co-constructed with 
those around and is “situated in practical activity” (Cole, 1996, p. 104).

  According to Cole and Vygotsky, no matter how much we may think we learn on our own 
and our brains process an objective view of reality, everything we perceive is filtered through a 
cultural lens shaped by previous interactions with our environment (in its broadest sense). This 
has profound implications that help explain Mark Carney’s lecture. It is undoubtedly convenient 
to think of people as a broadly homogenous group whose behaviours can be scientifically pre-
dicted as rational actors. This gross simplification almost inevitably leads to disappointment.

 Instead, understanding people requires appreciation of the current and historical contexts 
that make them who they are. Why do we eat what we eat, wear what we wear, and do as we 
do in our leisure time? All these activities have been shaped through interactions with family, 
friends, or external media. Think of a noun that you have recently read. What rich picture does it 
conjure up? A simple three letter word like cat might trigger thoughts of the family pet, an image 
from a film, or even a phobia based on a particularly frightening early life experience. Therein lies 
the problem. Short of living somebody else’s life or some highly intrusive snooping, how can one 
possibly understand what shapes people’s habits, preferences, and the way they see the world? 
This is the meaning and implication of contextual mediated action. The influences which shape 
how we make sense of lived experiences are just as hereditary as our physical DNA. 

 Given the above, it is a wonder that any new products or processes achieve significant 
levels of adoption. As Cole (1996) identified, the mind is co-constructed through joint mediated 
activity or as Vygotsky put it, on the social level. Without co-constructed mind, we could never 
advance much beyond basic motor skills acquired through trial and error, much like apes lacking 
higher mental functions (Vygotsky & Luria, 1930). We could never learn from things outside of 
our immediate experience; standing on the shoulders of giants would be entirely beyond us (Vy-
gotsky & Luria, 1930). This “learning paradox” (Daniels, 2016, pp. 32-35) introduces the specific 
challenge for innovation. How do we learn about something that is yet to exist? If learning is situ-
ated in the context of our environment and our past experiences, how do we create entirely new 
knowledge? Theoretically, human progress seems impossible, yet observation makes progress 
undeniable. Before resolving this paradox, we need to better understand the process by which 
we learn.

Intersubjective Learning

 This section starts by examining in more depth the distinction between instruction (social 
level) and development (internal level) introduced earlier. “We have seen that instruction and 
development do not coincide. They are two different processes with complex interrelationships” 
(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 212). It is worth noting that “internal” does not exclude context as some 
scholars have concluded, but rather describes how we remember. This way of thinking is con-
sistent with more recent advances in cognitive psychology including distributed cognition and 
situated learning which argue that the human mind cannot be considered to exist entirely within 
a person’s head (Cole & Wertsch, 1996).
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 Revisiting the three potentially different perceptions of cat, what accounts for the differ-
ence? Cultural Mediation describes how we make sense of and catalogue our experiences. Me-
diating artefacts include family traditions films, or concurrent emotions. They translate objective 
physical experiences into subjective memories as illustrated below.

 Were you asked to perform some grooming activity on our unspecified cat, depending on 
your subjective perspective, you may regard this as something you habitually do, something you 
have never done, but could work out, or with some alarm requiring help. This simple example 
illustrates the processes involved, but says little about learning, except by introducing everyday 
concepts as habits, which are the product of the learning process. Vygotsky (1987) distinguishes 
between everyday spontaneous concepts and scientific or abstract concepts in two ways.

 Problems that involve everyday concepts can be solved spontaneously, while scientific 
concepts require a teacher’s assistance (Vygotsky, 1987). Everyday concepts are personal, fall-
ing outside any definite system. Scientific concepts are generalised into an organised system 
(Vygotsky, 1987). Everyday concepts are self-catalogued because they need no reference to 
others. If you have ever struggled to explain how or why you do something because it is just a 
habit, then you will have experienced an everyday concept. To explain or teach something to 
somebody else requires intersubjectivity. Wertsch (1985) explains intersubjectivity in terms of 
interlocutors sharing aspects of their situation definitions. Typically, this definition overlap may 
occur on several levels and hence several levels of intersubjectivity may exist (Wertsch, 1985).

 Wertsch (1985) describes three stages of moving between ‘everyday’ and scientific con-
cepts. In the first “unorganised heaps” stage, systems are highly individually catalogued accord-
ing to a personal world view and appear entirely random to anyone else. In the second “thinking 
in complexes” stage, the system moves from the subjective to the objective. Another person 
can understand the system, but it remains rooted to the original context, enabling a solution 
to the specific problem at hand, but not a process generalisable to other contexts. Stage three 
distinguishes between this pseudo-conceptual thinking and conceptual thinking. In the former, 
subjects just know what to do in this case. In the latter, subjects know what to do, but crucially 
also why they are doing it that way. The essential difference is that the former can perform an 
activity by rote while the latter requires mastering the system of logic behind the activity; they un-
derstand it structurally. Conceptual thinking is possible only when decontextualising away from 
the experience that initially created and catalogued the memory (Wertsch, 1985). Thinking back 
to the semiotic meanings people might ascribe to cats described earlier, intersubjectivity would 
allow a person to empathise with those who loved, hated, or feared cats by generalising the con-
cept of cat beyond their own individual experience of them. Decontextualising makes processes 
portable or generalisable to unrelated contexts. Since portability is crucial to innovation, we will 
discuss it later. Meanwhile, let us illustrate this complex thesis through reference to learning to 
drive in the hope that the experience for most readers is sufficiently similar for the example to 
resonate.  

 Early on, we were given pseudo-concepts such as which gear corresponds to which 

Figure 1: Cultural Mediation 
Adapted from (Cole 1996, p104)
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speed band. This enabled us to change gear by rote, reducing the cognitive load. Initially, every 
manoeuvre required thinking about, but with practice, skills became embedded in the subcon-
scious until we could comfortably drive in the appropriate gear without much thought. For experi-
enced drivers, cognitive processing is very much in the background, literally out of mind. Cogni-
tive sophistication only becomes apparent when brought to mind. While driving an autonomous 
vehicle, I was surprised by the car suddenly applying the brakes. My brain had subconsciously 
catalogued a car crossing the road at right angles ahead as no danger. The autopilot software 
alarmed at the rate of closing had not figured that the crossing speed meant it would pass well 
clear. Posed as a geometric (scientific) problem to solve, I would have struggled in the moment, 
but mental heuristics recalled previous experiences as safe. Simon (1996) describes in some 
detail the computational cognitive limits of the human brain. Another brief but influential paper 
from two psychologists commissioned by the US Military describes human decision-making in 
conditions of uncertainty (Tversky & Kahneman, 2004). Their paper “shows that people rely on 
a limited number of heuristic principles which reduces the complex tasks of assessing probabili-
ties…to simpler judgemental operations” (p.1124).

 Heuristics help everyday life by providing shortcuts in decision-making, but also lead peo-
ple into making poor decisions or perceiving something not there, should the shortcut not fit 
that context. Heuristics cause optical illusions, where experience leads the brain to interpret 
visual stimuli in a way unrelated to physical reality. Pertinent to the current discussion is the 
Availability Heuristic (Tversky & Kahneman, 2004) in which people judge the likelihood of some-
thing happening by the ease with which instances are recalled. This induces bias in favour of 
the memorable. These studies only partially distinguish between conscious and sub-conscious 
thought. More recently scientists have discovered how much decision-making takes place in the 
sub-conscious. A New Scientist article put the figure as high as 95% (Young, 2018), with 40% 
of our decision making driven by habit. Buying decisions are similarly and invisibly associated 
with unrelated cues. In deciding which restaurant people stop at for an unplanned meal, people 
make snap decisions simply based on first impressions from outside (Simester, 2016). This is 
consistent with the Associative Heuristic (Tversky & Kahneman, 2004) which is another shortcut 
in which the brain makes assumptions about the unseen based on previous examples of the as-
sociation between first impressions and later experience. These show how powerful and sophis-
ticated unconscious cognitive processing can be even if the conscious mind is not immediately 
aware of it, (Bargh & Morsella, 2008), flagging our attention only to dangers we need to be aware 
of.  Because heuristics are situated entirely in past experiences and not present sensory input, 
they can let us down. This is a particular problem for innovation when going beyond our previous 
experiences and can be exacerbated by group think within Communities of Practice (CoP).

Radical Innovation, situated learning and Communities of Practice

 Lave and Wenger’s (1991) derived their seminal work from socio-cultural theory, building 
on social learning that is situated in the context in which it is practiced. It describes how newcom-
ers start out on the edge of a community of practice, “legitimate peripheral participation”, earning 
passage to the centre by learning the practices of the community and forming relationships and 
position through participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p. 111).  CoP typically consist of three 
core elements, which are broadly self-organising:

•	 Knowledge domains setting clear scope boundaries of interest shared among members

•	 Communities motivating members to contribute to something larger than themselves

•	 Practice sharing tools and techniques among the community making it more effective.
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 Lemke (1997) asks “What kinds of learning can take place wholly within a single com-
munity of practice and its activities, and what kinds require journeys that must take us also into 
others?” (p4). Norman and Verganti (2014) provide an answer in a paper arguing that no radi-
cal innovation was ever designed. Norman and Verganti (2014) define “Incremental innovation: 
improvements within a given frame of solutions ... (i.e., “doing better what we already do”); and 
Radical innovation: a change of frame …(i.e., “doing what we did not do before” (p 82). Substi-
tuting the word frame for practice in both definitions suggests that CoP only support diffusing 
improved ways of working and pursuing incremental innovation. Bereiter (1997) develops this 
thinking a stage further arguing that the main weakness of situated cognition is precisely its sit-
uatedness. Status (social and symbolic capital) in the community accrues with expertise. The 
more central somebody becomes in the community, the higher in the hierarchy they climb.  But 
as status and expertise grow, so does situated cognition, making it ever harder to set that exper-
tise aside to “do what we did not do before” (Norman & Verganti, 2014 p. 82).  

Overcoming situatedness and resolving the Learning Paradox

 A traditional learning environment has a syllabus with defined and assessed learning ob-
jectives. Knowledge is transferred rather than created. Even in most research, knowledge is out 
there, but it needs to be discovered, synthesised, or proven. In radical innovation, pre-existing 
answers do not exist; whatever the solution turns out to be, it has not been done before. Other-
wise, it would not be radical. Knowledge evolves through the process and may be entirely differ-
ent to that envisaged at the outset. We create new knowledge objects (Bereiter, 1997) in the form 
of trade secrets, patents or published work. This leads neatly on to the learning paradox: “that if 
one tries to account for learning by means of mental actions carried out by the learner, then it is 
necessary to attribute to the learner a prior cognitive structure that is as advanced or complex as 
the one to be” (Bereiter, 1985, p. 202). Again, this implies that situated learning prevents learning 
wholly new things, which we know to be untrue. Beyond the intellectual curiosity of this paradox, 
scholars’ proposed resolutions cast light on two possible processes for radical innovation defined 
below using the terms Emergence and Abstract Generalisability.

 Emergence arises through combining simpler structures into more complex ones in ways 
that could not be deduced from even a complete study of their component parts (Sawyer, 2003). 
It is a form of social constructionism that combines individual constructivist realities into new 
ways of working that no individuals would have conceived on their own. Emergence does not in 
itself, overcome situated cognition, but shows that the broader the situation, or the greater the di-
versity of interacting individual experiences, the greater the likelihood of novelty in the emergent 
product. The mistake is to assume that novelty is the end game for innovation. Broadening the 
domain through diversity or using creative ideation approaches may result in greater novelty but 
also risks losing focus. Creating new products that are appropriate to nobody offers little incen-
tive beyond idle curiosity for users to try them. For widespread adoption we need to bridge the 
chasm between novelty and pragmatic value creation (Moore, 2014).

 Abstract Generalisability seeks to overcome the situatedness Bereiter (1997) views as 
the problem. Vygotsky’s (1978) scientific concepts overcome situatedness through decontextu-
alization by allowing words to become abstract representations of multiple culturally mediated 
experiences rather than tied to the experience that first brought them into the mind. Wertsch’s 
(1985) elaboration of this concept using intersubjectivity provides a clue to how we can gen-
eralise knowledge from one context to another to transfer knowledge from teacher to learner. 
Bereiter’s (1997) own resolution and that of Quartz (1993) argues that computer programmes 
are symbolic models of real situation but cannot themselves be situated; changing the input vari-
ables changes the situation. In this respect, a computer programme inhabits Popper’s third world 
(Bereiter, 1997). Popper (1978) defined three worlds. The first world is physical objects, consist-
ing of everything that can readily and objectively be observed whether living or inanimate. The 
second world consists of subjective experiences, psychological thoughts, and feelings. World 
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three contains human creations such as works of art, literature, and scientific theories (Popper, 
1978). World three, immaterial knowledge objects transcend the subjectivity of their creation be-
cause their meanings can be analysed and tested through empirical means in a way that world 
two subjectivity cannot. Newton’s laws of motion transcend situatedness because they apply in 
virtually every context even if for practical purposes usually in a specific situation. This contextual 
transcendence makes them useful in radical innovation to do what has not been done before like 
landing a man on the moon. 

 Purists might argue that Abstract Generalisability is not really doing what has not been 
done before because the knowledge already existed in a different situation. This is fair, but con-
sider the iPhone. To phone users, a phone without keyboard for dialling calls was radical. To 
iPod users, adding phone functionality to their music players to allow them to download music 
away from WiFi was incremental. In keeping with Norman & Verganti’s (2014) definition, the 
iPhone required mobile phone users to reframe their conception of the term mobile phone. The 
term smartphone helps change the situational definition.  Sociocultural theory helps us under-
stand why customers may not buy new products and services, that offer significant value simply 
because their brains cannot make the leap from one situation to another. Intersubjectivity helps 
bridge that leap as shown in the case studies.

Methodology and Limitations

 This paper offers highlights from a larger research piece seeking to enhance the develop-
ment of radical innovators, by treating innovation as a learning journey towards realisation. The 
methodology derives from Heidegger’s Hermeneutic Phenomenology (Polt, 1999), interpreting 
the lived experience of innovators, seeking insights from customer research. Data was gathered 
primarily from the reflections of students studying innovation at the University of Bristol across 
eight new ventures and 34 assessed individual reflections on the lessons learned from venture 
creation across three masters level programmes. One case study (the second in this paper) was 
co-produced with Public Health England. The main research method was co-produced autoeth-
nography (Kempster & Iszatt-White, 2013) synthesising data through a process of meaning mak-
ing as students reflected on their innovation journeys. The study’s aim was to improve teaching 
practice by reflecting on how students interpret what is taught, assimilate it into their practice, 
and how that is influenced by cultural norms.  

 The two case studies presented in this paper were selected to provide a contrasting range 
of phenomena to examine and show how the conclusions derived transcend specific contexts. In 
the broader study, the case studies were not deliberately planned to maximise generalisability, 
but rather were topic areas chosen by the students. The criteria for selection were the rigour of 
their research and how convincing a case they made for their proposition.  As such, there is no 
claim that the conclusions can be universally applied. Using student assessed material as data 
naturally limits the range and scope of material studied, but empowering students to comment 
on what they find interesting or challenging provides enlightenment on areas that otherwise may 
have escaped the spotlight. The empirical parts of this paper aim to be descriptive rather than 
explanatory and make no claims to validity. If they resonate with readers’ experiences, it will have 
served its purpose.

Applying theory to the practice of innovation

 Vygotsky’s body of work largely concerned the mental development of children, but his 
insights into the mind excellently illustrate the challenges and opportunities for innovation today. 
What you and I see and understand when we gaze on the same object may be entirely different. 
A product that benefits me hugely in my context, might be worse than useless in yours. Recog-
nising these differences in perspective and how to bridge them goes a long way to solving the 
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challenges to successful innovation. Recognition provides a foundation for empathy (shared 
understanding) with prospective customers and intersubjectivity (shared meaning) to bridge their 
respective situations. Neild (2017) describes the challenges of taking magic to market, for new 
“magic” leggings made from innovative materials that help athlete’s muscles recover quicker and 
perform well for longer. This technology offered substantial and legal enhancement to athletes’ 
performance. Customers could not see the benefits because the proposition offered an elo-
quent description of science, which few customers read. They saw non-branded kit at a premium 
branded price. A short video interview with a rower that loved the leggings provided the break-
through. Describing how the magic leggings made her feel as fresh in the third race as the first 
was something that rowers could relate to; sales took off. 

There are three things to note here:

1. Intersubjectivity provided a bridge transcending the separate practices of rowing and ma-
terials science. Customers rarely care about science; preferring something relevant. 

2. The subjective research method empowered the rower to choose words which would 
never have occurred to the innovator.  

3. This was radical innovation. To most, that leggings could improve performance in this 
way was inconceivable. Reframing it as a performance enhancing tool, doing things that 
leggings had not done before made the proposition more obvious. 

 Some useful tools can build intersubjectivity with customers. Frameworks like “jobs to be 
done” (Ulwick, 1996) and (Christensen et al, 2016) offer a way of positioning propositions from 
customers’ perspectives. Discovering customers’ unmet needs (outcome thinking) can uncov-
er better ways of meeting needs by reframing the problem away from the situated constraints 
of existing solutions. However, motivation for the outcome must exceed the friction impeding 
switching for a new way of working to prevail. Intrinsic motivation is more effective than extrinsic 
motivation (Kuvaas, 2018) and emotional outcomes can be far more compelling than rational 
ones (Magdis, Zorfas & Leemon, 2015). Such insights rely on subjective rather than objective 
research methods but can move a proposition from kind of interesting to compelling by framing 
the opportunity in terms that most motivate customer action.  

 Neild’s (2017) phrase “taking magic to market” is deliberate. Magic is associated with 
tricks which is often how customers’ see radical innovations. When taking customers on a jour-
ney outside their experience, their sub-conscious will rebel. They need help on that journey not 
signposting to an inconceivable destination. In Henry Ford’s much quoted case, customers could 
not conceive of cars as the solution to the problem of wanting faster horses. At the time, most 
people saw cars as rich people’s playthings, not commercial transport. (Neild & Seymour, 2021). 
Both radical cases were inconceivable; performance enhancing leggings and affordable cars 
seemed too good to be true. But reframing made the propositions obvious.

How does socio-cultural theory help with this? 

 Intersubjectivity through co-production evolves directly from cultural mediation, illustrated 
in Figure 1. Co-mediation allows innovators to customise portable solutions to improve custom-
er’s lived experience, prompting the emergence of a contextual experience that neither party 
envisaged. This process is illustrated in Figure 2 below.
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     Figure 2:  Innovation as mutually mediated co-creation

Case Study One:  Combination Creativity in Artificial Animation

 This case shows radical innovation in practice by two final year computer science with in-
novation students at the University of Bristol. They co-produced a radically new way to computer 
generate 3D rendered animation from 2D assets with Aardman Animations. Direct transcripts 
of the interview are shown in italics. Kaedim (2020) was formed to commercialise the emerging 
technique.  

 Computer science studies demonstrated how difficult and repetitive is the process of cre-
ating animations. They wondered if this might be a problem that other people were also facing. 
Their research revealed different ways people are trying to solve this problem finding difficulties 
that have not really been solved yet.  

 Inspiration came from academic researchers who did nothing with it once published who 
operated completely in siloes. You have designers very skilled in design software, and machine 
learning engineers very skilled in machine learning, who never talk to each other.  Timing also 
contributed as machine learning has developed fast in five years.

 Lab research highlighted a possible solution, but how can we adapt and improve it to 
make it useful? Co-producing with Aardman Animations, they explored ways to turn 2D images 
and archive objects into 3D assets. Aardman had no in-house machine learning expertise to de-
velop useful tools. The technical risk and costs to hire machine learning engineers made the idea 
inconceivable. But if Kaedim take on that risk, Aardman benefit hugely if it works out (Kaedim, 
2020)

 For Kaedim to acquire the data needed to develop and test algorithms would cost more 
money than they had. The data allows us to develop our technology to the point where we have 
proven that it can do this stuff, and then we can take it to other people and say, we’ve proved 
it with Aardman. Because we’re not just two masters students doing a project, but working with 
Aardman, others should take us seriously (Kaedim, 2020).

 In this example of mutual mediation, Kaedim had a potential solution to a problem that 
they guessed Aardman might be experiencing but had no idea. It never occurred to Aardman 
such a solution might exist, so they were not looking for it. Any attempt to sell a machine learning 
solution to an animator would likely fail because it falls outside their experience and would be 
categorised as irrelevant by the sub-conscious. By co-producing terms of reference for an inno-
vation project, both parties gained value that was mutually beneficial as illustrated below.
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Figure 3:  Co-producing problem and use case

 Aardman’s problem (commercialisation of archive assets) sits within an animation com-
munity of practice and Kaedim’s capability (machine learning) in a computer science community 
of practice. Kaedim and Aardman co-produce intersubjectivity by seeking a mutually beneficial 
outcome (3D digitisation of archive data). This outcome served different interests for each. Kae-
dim gained access to data and social capital from working with Aardman for Kaedim to prove the 
solution. Aardman got access to low-risk high value expertise for free. This outcome made sense 
to both parties because the same outcome achieved different objectives for each party.

 The outcome is enabled using decontextualized knowledge objects by applying analog-
ical thinking (Kim, 2017) to generic problems derived from industry conferences and research 
papers to produce a potential solution that transcends the individual CoP.  This process is illus-
trated below in figure 4.

              Figure 4: How radical innovation transcends communities of practice

 For Aardman, the perceived problem was not that they lacked machine learning expertise 
because the significance of that expertise was not immediately apparent. Kaedim could never 
have pitched a product because at the time all they had was an idea. Nonetheless, the problem 
was sufficiently acute for Aardman that it was worth their while investing resources to discover if 
a solution was feasible. Through discussion, an appropriate context emerged. By working with 
archive footage, the risk was reduced for both parties.

 Co-creating contexts for the commercial application of generic tools and techniques learned 
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in Higher Education can do a lot to move innovation forward. Universities often have solutions 
looking for problems while organisations have problems that those solutions can be adapted to 
address if only, they can be framed in the right context. These findings accord with ethnographic 
researchers observing how opportunities arise in practice (Sarasvathy & Venkataraman, 2011). 
Their study concluded that while successful entrepreneurs co-produced opportunities with stake-
holders, MBA students did not. There is much yet to do in entrepreneur education.

 This case applied solutions that were out there into a radically new context (from academ-
ic theories to practical application). It is an example of Abstract Generalisation. The next exam-
ple is Emergence, looking at co-creating wholly new ways of working for adult social care. It was 
produced from written material and the finished text was then approved by a representative of 
Public Health England. 

Case Study Two: Co-creation Transforms Complex Needs Provision

 The need was initially triggered by funding, however, the services delivered did not have 
the expected positive impact. Historically, service users had been referred to a lead organisation 
and “labelled” to define user’s entitlement to services. Often the labels were wrong. Not wilfully, 
but simply because a single organisation had a single perspective, while those with complex 
needs defied easy categorisation. Data protection concerns and commissioning practices meant 
that multi-disciplinary working was the exception. Indeed, the combative and competitive nature 
of the procurement process had unintended consequences with suppliers defending their posi-
tions rather than working for the best patient outcome. They had little idea of what other suppliers 
offered and neither mechanism nor incentive to cross refer. Users felt done to rather than worked 
with while staff were not well trained in many of their needs. In some cases, there was a com-
plete mismatch between what providers offered and what users really valued.

 Things needed a radical overhaul, but nothing they had tried so far made much differ-
ence. The only way forward was co-production. The challenge was how. Co-production involved 
getting users, specialists, providers, and commissioners together through a whole variety of 
mechanisms to better understand each other’s perspectives. Unlike a consultation, where an 
arms-length team asked questions and wrote a report, this was broader, deeper, and far more 
collaborative. The process started in 2012, looking at over 70 services involving over 400 people. 
It covered users and carers through to senior decision makers. People’s views were important, 
and whitewash was discouraged. But uncomfortable truths, shattered preconceptions, and very 
awkward moments for participants threatened the whole process.  Through close collaboration, 
a clear picture of the problems emerged. There was equally clear consensus around the vision, a 
whole system of service designed around the needs of people, rather than a fragmented market 
built around the needs of commissioners and service providers. Such Utopia seemed inconceiv-
able. Most providers already thought they were doing the best they could possibly do under the 
circumstances. In hindsight, this was the obvious solution, and the only way things would ever 
be substantially better, but it was only made possible by involving everyone.  

 A lot needed to change. Senior managers needed to recognise that the best ideas could 
come from the most junior roles. Procurement people needed to partner with providers rather 
than beat them with contractual sticks. Providers needed to take a long hard look at how well 
their skills fitted with what users really needed and learn from best practice. Collaboration was 
a strange practice that required a lot of trust to embrace. The fear, the defensiveness, and the 
inward thinking simply had to be banished before a whole new culture could be born. Many 
organisations had started down the road of outcome-based commissioning, but very few ever 
achieved promising results. It needed a lot of faith and persuasion that things would be different 
this time. 
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What made it work?

 This section again reflects the transcript of the views of the team rather than the author. 
The team concluded that collaboration is a mindset not a process, that being open, receptive to 
ideas and feedback no matter how challenging and unpalatable, can be for the best. They cre-
ated a System Optimisation Group, which gave real access to senior people not just for internal 
staff, but for service providers and service users too. Uncomfortable truths needed to be heard 
from the perspective of the source not filtered through management. It worked both ways. Some 
things cannot be changed; when everyone perceives the same obstacles they stop blaming and 
start problem-solving, facilitating systems thinking well beyond the current limits and hand-offs. 
A Creative Solutions Forum was set up to encourage creative partnerships and shared responsi-
bility. Instead of asking for new resources, how could existing resources be better used? Where 
was the duplication? Where was the friction? What can we learn from each other and who has 
best practice to share? Could we buy services in wholly new ways? Blaming for failures achieves 
nothing, while learning from them achieves everything.

 There needed to be some savings, but the service was enhanced rather than subjected 
to austerity measures. Barriers came down and complex needs were seen as complex rather 
than simplified to a label. Confidential data was shared once data protection became a discipline 
rather than a barrier. Morale improved. Shared endeavour and control replaced blame and de-
fensiveness. 

 In conclusion, the culture was transformed because co-creation became a way of life 
not just a fuzzy term. Co-creation is most powerful when dealing with complex, intractable, and 
ambiguous challenges because, often it is the only way of solving them. Collaboration is a cor-
nerstone of innovation. Bringing together diverse skills and viewpoints and rallying them behind 
a common cause is challenging, but if done well, the results can be startling as this case shows.

What can we learn?

 Comparing these two cases, reveals obvious differences. First is the scale. Half a dozen 
people working in a relatively safe environment to create a new way of working is much less 
scary than social care covering a city. Second is legacy. Kaedim had a clean sheet, the last case 
needed a lot of undoing before new ways could really take root. For Kaedim, the knowledge 
behind the innovation was outside and needed to be recontextualised to embed it.  In the social 
care case, most of the knowledge was withing the organisation. The innovation catalyst was a 
process to facilitate its emergence and transformation into radically better ways of working. But 
there are also some significant common threads that weave through the whole of this paper.

Intersubjectivity 

 In all the examples including teaching, intersubjectivity played a vital role.  Intersubjectiv-
ity goes beyond empathising with others, towards developing a common frame of reference as 
defined earlier. This shared perspective ensures that proposed innovation is appropriate, which 
will increase adoption. Doing the right thing is insufficient if beneficiaries do not perceive it that 
way. Without their buy-in, increased friction resists change stalling adoption (Simester, 2016). 
Our cases show that developing a common goal is a powerful technique to build intersubjectivity; 
achieving consensus was not a major obstacle. This should not be surprising, right at the top of 
Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of needs is self-actualisation - a feeling that what we do makes a dif-
ference to others. This might explain growing beliefs that purpose driven organisations out-per-
form others, but empirical evidence is hard to find.

 Intersubjectivity flies in the face of an economics orthodoxy that champions competition. 
Similarly, the doctrine of shareholder value argues that the purpose of a firm is to maximise re-
turns to investors (Lazonick & O’Sullivan, 2000) which, by implication, sets investors in competi-
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tion with the other stakeholders in the firm including customers. 

This is illustrated below.

Profit v Purpose

Maximising “Shareholder Value” Maximising stakeholder purpose

Suppliers CustomersEmployees

Minimise 
purchase costs

Minimise wage 
bill

Minimise value 
provided

Shareholders

Maximise share of 
value created

Suppliers BeneficiariesEmployees

Ethical supply 
chain

Living wage Maximise value 
provided

Social 
Purpose

Maximise value 
created

Figure 5: Profit v Purpose

Between these two extremes lie three other states defined in the table below and relating to fac-
tors that are explained in the text that follows.

Table 1: 

The 5 levels of the Collaboration Pyramid

State Definition Degree of intersubjectivity
Co-creation All 5 factors optimised Maximum intersubjectivity
Collaboration Some factors partially optimised Pragmatic intersubjectivity
Cooperation Competition tamed by rules Interactions regulated
Co-existence No interactions
Competition The object is to win Negative intersubjectivity

 If intersubjectivity is the key ingredient, what will improve its achievement? Below are 
five factors that the cases studied suggest are most important. They do overlap while remain-

ing distinctive. These are illustrated in Figure 6 and further explained below.

 

Figure 6  The collaboration pyramid



220 TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TOR                                 NEILD

Power Symmetry

 A key enabler of intersubjectivity in all the cases was hearing everyone’s authentic voice. 
Questions posed by the powerful is ‘innovation done for’ rather than ‘innovation done with’ dis-
tinguishing collaboration from co-creation. It risks missing vital cues and undermining intersub-
jectivity. Psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999) and conversational turn-taking (Duhigg, 2016) 
have greater impact on team performance than individual member’s capabilities, highlighting 
the importance of power symmetry in the modern workplace. This challenges those who have 
devoted their life to ascending the hierarchy as illustrated in the social care case study. Humble/
servant leadership literature shows how good leaders overcome it.  

 The design literature debates whether innovation should be ‘done for’ or ‘done with’. Some 
argue that customers do not know what they want according to (Norman & Verganti, 2014) and 
Apple cofounder Steve Jobs (Isaacson, 2011). Kaedim and leggings cases show customers 
know what outcome they seek but cannot conceive it until they see it. Intersubjectivity renders 
pent-up desire visible among customers to design a solution that intuitively addresses the gap. 
This has implications for participatory research methods and particularly the next thread.

Ontology

 Objective ontology has huge appeal. Its reductionist generalisability is far simpler than 
messy reality, but is a poor predictor of what happens in the real world (Cole, 1996; Simon,1996).  
If we accept that success is measured by the degree to which people adopt innovators’ new 
ways of working, then motivation towards change must be a key unit of analysis. In the case of 
Kaedim, intersubjectivity took the form of understanding which use case would entice Aardman 
to commit resources. Not the obvious and objectively rational one - their main business. They 
had most to gain from their main line of business, but also the most risk. Key to gaining trust 
and support is an acceptance that individual’s perceptions and behaviours are predictable only 
through the lens of their own context and environment (Simon, 1996). For the social care case, 
the task was even harder. Few commissioners or senior provider staff had experienced life as a 
service user. This widened the mismatch between what the users really wanted and providers’ 
priorities. It is easy to conflate power symmetry with ontology. Power symmetry involves seeking 
users’ opinions while ontology informs knowing how to ask. Collaboration is seeking user opin-
ions through surveys and feedback questionnaires. Co-creation requires far less structured data 
collection methods empowering all parties to contribute to the questions as well as the answers. 
Conventional wisdom in lean start-up (Ries, 2011) urges validating hypotheses to determine 
whether a product fits the market need. As shown by the leggings, users may reject valuable 
radical innovation because the value is inconceivable. Constructionist approaches enable new 
knowledge emergence that nobody predicted, but everybody accepts. A power symmetry per-
spective argues that user buy-in prompts acceptance. An ontological perspective argues that 
acceptance comes from a culturally appropriate solution. In the social care case, both played a 
role, but without dialogue, the right opportunities may never have emerged. We may conclude 
that good practice in innovation research is to focus on insight discovery by prompting answers 
to questions that may not be obvious to ask. 

Abundance

 ‘Abundance mindset’, first popularised by (Covey, 1989) believes that collaboration is 
more sustainable than competition. Empirical evidence supporting Covey’s proposition is as thin 
as support for current economic orthodoxy (Stewart, 2009). Legitimacy for competition comes 
from the invisible hand (Smith, 1776), overlooking Smith’s fuller call for regulation of rentiers and 
others gaining excess profit through power. Abundance believes that, despite the odds, inno-
vation is worth trying to improve things and looks beyond constraints by reframing problems or 
employs outcome thinking about what good looks like before worrying about the how. A ‘what’ 
worth having, makes the ‘how’ more likely to be found. Kaedim demonstrated these behaviours 
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in tackling the challenge of using machine learning to automate animation. Solving it was very 
difficult, but that was not going to stop them.

 For the social care case, considering collaboration a mindset rather than a process demon-
strated abundance. It also highlighted that competition caused difficulties in service delivery that 
collaboration was likely to overcome creating better patient outcomes. Working together can 
bring a positivity that provides the grit and resilience needed to overcome hurdles to changing 
behaviour, bringing us to the fourth thread.

Partnering

 Recent research in leadership explores the role of relations within teams (Uhl-Bien, 2006; 
Ospina, 2012). Sociocultural theory explains how relationships reveal differences in perspectives 
between parties and its implications for radical innovation. Relationships lie along a continuum 
from transactional (entitative) to partnering (relational) (Uhl-Bien, 2006).  Transactional parties 
exchange information and assets in a detached way. Relational parties contribute to something 
larger than themselves similar in concept to co-constructed mind. Had Kaedim operated at arms-
length to train its machine learning algorithms, they would be less likely to fit existing ways of 
working and be immediately useful. Partnership started by exploring a mutually beneficial out-
come and continued by guiding progress towards it, delivering a solution that served their mutual 
purpose well.

 The group innovating social care was far larger. Innovation emerged through synchronous 
co-created effort involving continuous input and discussion. This contrasts sharply with more 
typical transactional arrangements where innovators request information, receive it, and decide 
how to incorporate it, possibly including later previews anticipating minimal further input. Both 
forms have been described as collaboration, but the relative ability of the former to incorporate 
the emerging perspectives and concerns of different participants compared with the latter should 
be clear. Innovation is particularly difficult where procurement relationships are concerned as the 
social care case described. Commissioners are conditioned to think that competition is the driver 
of value for money. Rules about ‘level playing fields’ get in the way of intersubjectivity resulting 
in Government procuring tired (sic) and tested services from ‘the usual suspects’ rather than 
looking to innovation partnerships for additional value creation (Neild, 2021).

Motivation

 That motivation is a clear mediator in adopting new ways of working stemmed from our 
first thought experiment. Recent studies suggest that extrinsic motivation powered by external 
inducement is weaker than inherently satisfying intrinsic motivation (Kuvaas, 2018).  Neither 
case was motivated by inducements offered either way. People participated voluntarily, seeing 
the future benefits of getting the ‘product’ right. Willingness to participate in new services design 
indicates people perceive that these services matter and that they desire their existence. Per-
suading people to share personal insights that can only be obtained through dialogue is a big 
ask. People only agree if motivated towards the outcome. Extrinsic motivation masks this. If the 
only reason people participate is for the reward and feel no stake or interest in the outcome, then 
this not only risks introducing false data into the research process, but also gives little indication 
of likely future engagement.  

 Individual motivators need not be the same. Kaedim, saw value working with Aardman 
to confer legitimacy as well as access data and expertise to develop a product useful to anima-
tors. Aardman saw value in risk reduction. An effective product laid the foundation for future use 
cases, but failure would cost Aardman very little beyond time and effort.  Social care patients 
sought better care that delivered individual benefits. Care providers felt the system getting in the 
way of good care provided motivation to change things. It is not just about income – social care 
is hardly the best remunerated occupation. These key drivers can only be discovered through 
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intersubjectivity - an outcome that all parties seek even if for different reasons. Kaedim were not 
after money from Aardman. If they were, they probably would not have achieved the results they 
did. Care providers were willing to give up income where others provided a better service for the 
greater good. Co-creation looks to intersubjectivity to surface the intrinsic motivation for change, 
a stronger force than carrot and stick (Kuvaas, 2018).

Conclusion

 This paper opened with a paradox: why are the rewards of innovation so tantalising, yet 
the route to achieving them so obscure?  Enroute, this paper explored the mediating role of 
culture and how it is both the problem and the solution for innovation. Culture’s very invisibility 
is problematic because the outward and visible features that we use every day to distinguish 
between people shed so little light on their inner perception. Culture and previous experiences 
leave a mark on people that is both powerful and invisible.

 Fortunately, educational psychologists and anthropologists researching cultural mediation 
have laid bare the communication gap opened by the unique way individual experiences lead us 
to process information. We have explored together through shared experiences such as driving, 
how the habit (Duhigg, 2012) part of our brains does the heavy lifting, freeing up capacity to dwell 
on more interesting topics. But we have also seen how hard habits are to break and mislead us 
when we experience the unexpected, helping explain why we find innovation so difficult.

 Help is at hand. Multi-disciplinary teamwork unshackles us from the prisons of our habits. 
Whether relating others’ experiences to our own or through distributed thinking, new and exciting 
possibilities emerge. These we can shape to lose their strangeness and gain acceptance by our 
habits, empowering us to do things better (incremental) or do better things (radical). 

Unfortunately, this process is unconventional. To achieve great things, we need to rise above or-
thodoxy, embrace intersubjectivity and co-create then embody fresh meanings into better ways 
of working. Future iterations of this research develop aspects of this approach including the in-
terplay between divergent (escaping situatedness) and convergent (ensuring appropriateness) 
modes of thinking and propose a new theory of motivated markets.

Biography

Mark was for 12 years an innovation and transformation consultant with a top tier consulting 
firm before starting his own business helping SMEs get more from their resources.  His doctoral 
studies are the culmination of a long quest to understand why innovation so often fails to achieve 
its objectives.

Bibliography
Bargh, J., & Morsella, E. (2008). The Unconscious Mind (Vol. 3) in Perspectives on Psychological Sci-

ence pp73-79

Bason, C. (2022). Leading Public Sector Innovation (Second Edition): Co-creating for a Better Society. 
Bristol University Press.

Bereiter, C. (1985). Toward a Solution to the Learning Paradox. In M. Cole, Cultural Psychology: a once 
and future discipline (pp. 201-26).

Bereiter, C. (1997). Situated Cognition and How to Overcome it. In J. Whitson, & D. Kirschner, Situated 
Cognition: Social, Semiotic and Psychological Perspectives. 

Blank, S. (2019, September r-October). Why companies do ‘Innovation Theater’instead of actual innova-
tion. Harvard Business Review,.

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice. (T. b. Nice, Ed.) Cambridge University Press.

Bryson, A., Dale-Olsen, H., & Barth, E. (2009). How Does Innovation Affect Worker Well-being? Retrieved 



223TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TORHOW COLLABORATION MAKES INNOVATION WORK 
from CEPD Discussion Paper: http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/27781/

Carney, M. (2020). The Reith Lectures, 2020: Mark Carney - How We Get What We Value, From Moral to 
Market Sentiments. (M. Carney, Performer) BBC Radio 4. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.co.uk/
programmes/m000py8t

Christensen, C., Hall, T., Dillon, K., & David, D. (2016, September). Know Your Customers’ “Jobs to Be 
Done”. Harvard Business Review.

Cole, M. (1996). Cultural psychology : a once and future discipline. Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press.

Cole, M., & Wertsch, J. (1996). Beyond the Individual-Social Antimony in Discussions of Piaget and Vy-
gotsky. Human Development, 39, 250-256.

Covey, S. (1989). The seven habits of highly effective people: restoring the character ethic.  New York 
Simon and Schuster 

Daniels, H. (2016). Vygotsky and Pedagogy. Oxford University Press.

Duhigg, C. (2012). The power of habit : why we do what we do in life and business. Random House.

Duhigg, C. (2016). Faster Smarter Better The Secrets of Being Productive. London: Random House.

Edmondson, A. (1999). Psychological Safety and Learning Behavior in Work Teams. Administrative Sci-
ence Quarterly, 350-383.

Harari, D. (2020). Productivity: Key Economic Indicators. House of Commons Library. URL https://com-
monslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn02791/

Harris, M., & Albury, D. (2009). THE INNOVATION IMPERATIVE WHY RADICAL INNOVATION IS NEED-
ED TO REINVENT PUBLIC SERVICES FOR THE RECESSION AND BEYOND. Retrieved from 
www.nestalab.org.uk

Isaacson, W. (2011). Steve Jobs. Simon and Schuster.

Kaedim. (2020, 5). Interview with the founders of Kaedim by Mark Neild. 

Kempster, S., & Iszatt-White, M. (2013). Towards co-constructed coaching: Exploring the integration of 
coaching and co-constructed autoethnography in leadership development. Management Learn-
ing, 44(4), 319-336.

Kuvaas, B. (2018). The Relative Efficiency of Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation. In A. Sasson, At the fore-
front, Looking Ahead: Research-Based Answers to Contemporary Uncertainties of Management 
(pp. 198-213). Universitetsforlaget.

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated Learning Legitimate peripheral participation. Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Lazonick, W., & O’Sullivan, M. (2000). Maximizing shareholder value: a new ideology for corporate gov-
ernance. Economy and Society, 29(1), 13–35.

Lemke, J. (1997). Cognition, Context and Learning: a social semiotic perspective. In Situated Cognition 
Theory: Social, Neurological and Semiotiv Perspectives. 

Magdis, S., Zorfas, A., & Leemon, D. (2015). The New Science of Customer Emotions:. Harvard Business 
Review, 66-68.

Martin, R. (2019). The High Price of Efficiency. Harvard Business Review.

Maslow, A. (1943). A Theory of Human Motivation. Psychological Review. 

Moore, G. (2014). Crossing the Chasm, 3rd Edition: Marketing and Selling Disruptive Products to Main-
stream Customers. Harper Collins.

Moran, S. (2009). Metaphor Foundations in Creativity Research: Boundary vs. Organism. Retrieved from 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/j.2162-6057.2009.tb01303.x

Neild, M. (2017). Innovate Your way to Extraordinary. Kindle Direct Publishing

Neild, M. (2021). Why ‘transforming procurement’ won’t transform procurement . Retrieved from Trans-
forming Society: https://www.transformingsociety.co.uk/2021/03/04/why-transforming-procure-
ment-wont-transform-procurement-with-social-value/



224 TOR Journal, 2023:1 www.theopenreview.com
2023 Southwest Doctoral Training Partnership

TOR                                 NEILD

Neild, M., & Seymour, X. (2021). From Inconcievable to Obvious. Research Without Borders. University 
of Bristol. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sWQi94z6D4E

Norman, D., & Verganti, R. (2014). Incremental and radical innovation: Design research vs. technology 
and meaning change. Design Issues, 30(1), 78-96.

OECD (2015) The Innovation Imperative. OECD. Retrieved from https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sci-
ence-and-technology/the-innovation-imperative_9789264239814-en

Ospina, S. M. (2012). Social change leadership as relational leadership. In M. U.-B. (Eds.), Advancing 
relational leadership research: A dialogue among perspectives. 

Polt, R. (1999). Heidegger an introduction. Cornelll University Press.

Popper, K. (1978). Three Worlds. Tanner Lecture on Human Values, University of Michigan

Quartz, S. (1993). Neural networks, nativism, and the plausibility of constructivism. Cognition.

Ries, E. (2011). The Lean Startup: How Constant Innovation Creates Radically Successful Businesses. 
Penguin.

Sawyer, K. (2003). Emergence in Creativity and Development. In Creativity and development (pp. 12-60). 
Oxford University Press.

Sawyer, K. (2012). Explaining Creativity: The Science of Human Innovation (2 ed.). Oxford University 
Press.

Simester, D. (2016). Why Great New Products Fail. Retrieved from https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/
why-great-new-products-fail/

Simon, H. (1996). The Sciences of the Artificial Third edition. MIT Press

Smith, A. (1776). The Wealth of Nations. W Strahan and T Cadell, London

Stewart, M. (2009). The Management Myth: Why the “Experts” Keep Getting It Wrong. 

Tett, G. (2021). Anthro-Vision How Anthropology can explain business and life. London: Random House.

Theisens, H. (2021). Lean six sigma black belt. Lean Sis Sigma Academy

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (2004). Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and biases. 

Uhl-Bien, M. (2006). Relational leadership theory: Exploring the social processes of leadership and orga-
nizing . The leadership quarterly, 654-676.

Ulwick, A. (1996). Jobs to be Done. Published online at: https://jobs-to-be-done-book 

Vygotsky, L. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological Functions. (M. Cole, V. 
John-Steiner, S. Scribner, & E. Souberman, Eds.) Harvard University Press.

Vygotsky, L. (1987). Thinking and Speach. In The Collected Works of L S Vygotsky, Volume 1. 

Vygotsky, L., & Luria, A. (1930). Studies on the History of Behaviour, Ape, Primitive and Child. 

Wertsch, J. (1985). The Semiotic Mediation of Mental Life: L S. Vygotsky and M. M. Bakhtin. In E. Mertz, 
& R. Parmentier, Semiotic Mediation Sociocultural and Psychological Perspectives. Academic 
Press.

Wertsch, J. (1985). Vygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind. Harvard University Press.

Wilson, S., Davison, N., Clarke, M., & Casebourne, J. (2015). Joining up public services around local, 
citizen needs Perennial challenges and insights on how to tackle them. 

Young, E. (2018). Lifting the lid on the unconscious. New Scientist. Retrieved from https://www.newscien-
tist.com/article/mg23931880-400-lifting-the-lid-on-the-unconscious/

How to cite this article: Neild, M. (2023). The Collaboration Pyramid – Inspiring Radical inno-
vation That People are More Willing to Adopt: The Open Review Journal (online). 8 pp.207-224. 
http://doi.org/10.47967/TOR2022COL/VOL8.17



Received: : 9 September 2022       Accepted: 1 December 2022

RESEARCH ARTICLE

225www.theopenreview.com

DOI:10.47967/TOR2022COL/VOL8.18

Abstract

 This study explores Libyan families’ language policy regarding the maintenance of Ara-
bic heritage language by employing Spolsky’s theoretical framework of the three interrelated 
components of language: ideology, practice, and management. Semi-structured interviews 
were used to collect data from seven bilingual Libyan families. The findings show that despite 
parents’ positive attitudes towards Arabic language maintenance, Arabic is starting to lose 
ground in the home domain. There is also a mismatch between parents’ language ideologies 
and their daily language practices and management indicating that positive attitudes are not 
always translated into language practices by those holding them. 
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Family language policy among Libyan families in the UK: 
maintaining heritage language in the home

Introduction 

 Most studies of heritage language maintenance and shift have taken place in Canada, 
USA, and Australia with regards to heritage languages such as Chinese, Spanish, Korean, Jap-
anese (Cho, 2000; Curdt-Christiansen, 2009;  Kwon,2017; Stavans & Ashkenazi, 2022;) with 
little attention focused on Arabic heritage language among recent waves of immigrants such as 
Libyans in the UK. In this paper, immigrants refer to people who are foreign-born and immigrate 
from their home country (Liang, 2018) to study for a limited period, with the intention of return-
ing to their place of departure (Jamai, 2008, p.53). Most Libyan immigrants came to the UK 
as students; they were sent by the Higher Ministry of Education to pursue Master studies or a 
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PHD. They intended to return to Libya after they finished their studies and work in the education 
sector to cover the shortage in local teachers. Unfortunately, after the 2011 revolution and the 
disintegration of Libya, these immigrants had to stay in the UK and apply for humanitarian asy-
lum. They were eager to go back to Libya, but the current tough political situation and war in the 
country banned their return. They also desire to maintain their heritage language in the home, 
but they face an uphill battle to maintain it among their children (Brown, 2011, p. 32). How these 
immigrant families pass on their heritage language and culture to the next generation is the focal 
point of discussion in studies of heritage language maintenance and shift. 

Heritage language (HL)

 The term heritage language (HL) was first used in the Canadian context to refer to “a 
language other than one of the official languages of Canada that contributes to the linguistic her-
itage of Canada” (Park, 2013, p.31). This term gained popularity in the United States in the late 
1990s and it was used to refer to minority languages (Montrul, 2015, p.13). Other common terms 
used to refer to a heritage language included community, ethnic, minority, indigenous, immigrant, 
ancestral and non-official language (Cummins, 2005; Fishman, 1991; Wiley & Valdés, 2000). 
Polinsky (2014) defines a heritage speaker as “one whose personal experience with the heritage 
language has led to some real amount of proficiency in that language” (p.1). In a similar vein, 
Montrul (2015) defines heritage speakers as individuals “of language minority groups who grow 
up exposed to their heritage language and the majority societal language” (p.16). In this view, the 
acquisition of the heritage language may begin before or concurrently with  mastery of the domi-
nant language, which in turn may lead to imbalanced bilingualism, often in favour of the dominant 
language (Kang & Yoon, 2021; Polinsky, 2014). However, some abilities in the heritage language 
may persist due to an early exposure to the language at home (Polinsky, 2014). While Polinsky’s 
definition emphasises the language competence of the heritage speaker, Cho’s (1997) definition 
focuses on ethnic identity. She defines heritage language as “the language associated with one’s 
cultural background and it may or may not be spoken in the home” (p.106). Similarly, Brown & 
Brown (2021) define heritage speakers as “individuals with familial or ancestral ties to the heri-
tage language”. (p. 894). Furthermore, Potowski & Shin (2019) believe that heritage language is 
a part of one’s cultural heritage regardless of the person’s linguistic proficiency (p. 673). In fact, 
deciding who is a heritage language speaker is not simple and it has raised several issues in 
many articles (Brown & Brown, 2021; Montrul, 2010; Polinsky, 2014; Potowski & Shin, 2019).

Language shift (LS)
 Language shift refers to a process whereby one language replaces another over genera-
tions (Smith-Christmas et al., 2019, p. 88). However, language shift is not simply an immediate 
replacement of one language by another, it is often a slow, gradual process (Seloni & Sarfati, 
2013). This means that it may take one or more generations of users before a complete shift 
occurs (Pauwels, 2016, p.18). According to Spolsky (2012), the first generation tends to speak 
their native language while learning English (although they may alternate between languages), 
the second generation becomes bilingual whilst the third generation becomes monolingual in the 
dominant language with little, if any, knowledge in the first language (p.4). It is often in the sec-
ond generation that language shift takes place due to the onset of school and the desire to blend 
into the new society (Montrul, 2011, p.157). Although parents may speak their native language 
to their children, their children respond in English, and they use it with their siblings and other 
children who share the same linguistic background (ibid). This shift leads to a generational gap 
in ethnic families, identity, and cultural loss along with language loss (Kit-Fong & Sae Oh, 2009, 
p.268). Although factors that lead to language shift are various and complex, previous research 
(Fishman, 1991; Pauwels, 2005) pointed to parents’ choice of the language at home: when 
parents do not speak their own native language with their children, that language is seriously 
threatened (Rindstedt & Aronsson, 2002, p.722).
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Family Language Policy (henceforth FLP): A Theoretical framework 

 Family is considered an extremely critical domain for studying language policy because 
of its key role in shaping the child’s linguistic environment (Schwartz, 2020). At the national level, 
language policy is a ‘political decision’ (Shen et al., 2021), whilst at the family level, it is an explicit 
and overt planning in relation to language use among family members (King et al., 2008, p. 907). 
Curdt-Christiansen & Huang (2020) have extended the notion of FLP to

encompass covert and implicit planning. Thus,  family language policy is defined as explicit 
and overt as well as implicit and covert language planning in relation to language and literacy 
practices among family members (Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020). Curdt-Christiansen’s and 
Huang’s definition has been criticised for lacking the emotional aspect related to family language 
policy. Tannenbaum (2012, p.58) argues that FLP seldom acknowledges the psychological di-
mensions such as love, hate, attraction, hopes, worries, close interactions, and aversion that are 
central in the analysis of home language policy. This implies considering family language policy 
as a ‘form of coping or defence mechanism’ that contributes to the family’s emotional develop-
ment and well-being. 

Situated within the field of family language policy, this study adopts Spolskys’  tripartite framework 
(2007, 2009) of language policy which is comprised of three interrelated components: language 
ideology, language practice and language management. Language practice is the ‘’observable 
behaviours and choices – what people actually do’’ (Spolsky, 2007, p. 3) whilst language man-
agement is the explicit and observable effort by someone that has authority over the participants 
to modify their practices (Spolsky, 2009, p.4). Underpinning language practice and manage-
ment strategies is language ideology, which refers to a “set of beliefs, attitudes, and norms that 
describes the value of a language and how it should be used” (Armstrong, 2014, p. 573). King 
(2013) considers language ideology as “the mediating link between language use and social 
organization” (p.5). It is generally regarded as the key driving force underlying the formation 
of any language policy (Curdt-Christiansen, 2014). Although family language policy is mainly 
invested in the home domain, recent research has highlighted the interplay between the family 
(described as micro domain) and the external (structural or macro) forces (Curdt-Christiansen, 
2014; Lane, 2010; Mirvahedi, 2021; Selon & Safarti, 2013). Because the family is not close- knit, 
it is open to the influence of larger structural forces and institutions (King, 2013, p.50). Parents 
may resist, negotiate external forces, and show loyalty to their home language; they may also in-
ternalise them through their linguistic practices at home. To better understand heritage language 
maintenance and decline, this study conceptualises parents’ language decisions and practice as 
embedded in a wider socio-political process.

Research Questions

 This study aims to answer the following three questions: 

1-What language ideologies do Libyan parents hold about Arabic heritage language?

 2-What languages do they use with their children at home? 

3-What language management strategies do they employ to maintain or reduce Arabic 
use among their children? 

The study

Research design 

 This study is underpinned by an interpretive theoretical framework which places emphasis 
on understanding the social world from a subjective point. The interpretivist researcher believes 
that reality is subjective, context based, multi-layered and socially constructed (Guba & Lincoln, 
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1994, p.110). Every family in the study offered multiple interpretations and constructions of their 
home language policy through mutual interaction with the researcher once the desired rapport 
was established. The construction of participants’ social reality was strongly influenced by multi-
ple factors such as cultural factors (religion and identity) and broader socio-political factors such 
as public education. The researcher discovered this reality from families’ perspectives, their ex-
periences, and backgrounds (Staller, 2015, p.3). All perspectives were presented, and the value 
of understanding was determined by the degree to which the interpretations fit and reflected the 
participants’ views (Ponelis, 2015, p.538). As this study is informed by an interpretive orientation, 
the researcher has adopted an exploratory design to investigate an under-researched phenom-
enon in the immediate context and to provide different views and interpretations. 

Participants 

 This study is a part of a PhD research project, investigating Libyan parents’ language pol-
icy in terms of the maintenance of Arabic heritage language. The study recruited 28 participants 
who lived in different cities in the UK. However, the vast majority were recruited from Newcastle 
due to the prior relationship with some participants. In this paper, I will discuss seven participat-
ing mothers who were aged 34-47 years old. The reason for selecting seven participants is be-
cause the paper is constrained by time and word limit. Furthermore, the choice of mothers only is 
because they had enough time to take part in this study. This means that their spouses were not 
included due to their busy schedule. The participants were all born in Libya, and they had been 
living in the UK between 11-16 years. Four of them came to the UK as students while the other 
three came with their husbands who were doing higher studies in UK universities. All these par-
ticipants are highly-educated. Four participants obtained high degrees from UK universities while 
three obtained their degrees from Libya. Five participants were stay- at-home mothers at the 
time of the study while two of them were working at the weekend at a Libyan heritage school in 
Newcastle. Moreover, five participants lived in Newcastle, one mother lived in Huddersfield and 
one resided in Wolverhampton. The children were 23 heritage speakers (13 girls and 11 boys), 
and they were aged 3-23 years old. Fourteen of these children were born in the UK, seven were 
born in Libya whist two were born in Poland and Turkey respectively. As a Libyan, sharing cul-
tural and linguistic background with my participants has facilitated their recruitment and helped 
establish rapport. Information about participants is presented in this Table1.

 

  Table 1. Demographic characteristic of participants

Name of par-

ticipants

Level of ed-

ucation
Number of 

children

Length of stay in 

the UK

Samira
D i p l o m a 

(Level 6)
5 12 years

Zena BS 3 11 years

Hana MA 2 11 years

Nehal PHD 4 16 years
Hind MA 2 11 years

Salma BL 4 13 years
Amal MA 4 12 years
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Data collection methods 

 Being an interpretivist researcher, I adopted semi-structured interviews and participant 
observation as the main tools of data collection in this study to understand the meanings par-
ticipants have constructed about their world, their lived experience, and their interpretations. 
Interviews were carried out with parents without the presence of their children because parents 
are the main social actors in heritage language maintenance or loss at home. Children, howev-
er, were included in the observations to explore their language use with their parents and other 
family members. The aims of the study were presented to participants precisely: the researcher 
gave detailed information about the nature of the study and how it would be conducted. Par-
ticipants asked some questions about their roles in the study, and they were answered clearly. 
Additionally, they were assured about anonymity and confidentiality, and they were given pseud-
onyms. All interviews were conducted by phone and recorded using a high-quality device. Each 
interview lasted for an hour, sometimes more, depending on the information participants gave. 
Beside interviews, home observations were conducted with five Libyan families to explore their 
actual language practice and management at home. One family resided in Bristol and the other 
four families resided in Newcastle. Every family was observed once a week based on their avail-
ability and time. Field notes and audio recordings were used to supplement observations and 
to capture real data. All interview and observational data were transcribed verbatim from Arabic 
to English and coded using MAXQDA 2022 Software. In this paper, I will only focus on interview 
data and leave out observations because the participants cited were not observed.

Data analysis

 Thematic Analysis (TA) was adopted as the main method to analyse qualitative data guid-
ed by Braun and Clarke’s analytical approach (2006). TA was guided by the theoretical frame-
work of this study which provided a detailed analysis of each family’s language policy and man-
agement. All data were translated from Arabic to English and transcribed verbatim, transcriptions 
were reread multiple times to jot down initial ideas and to summarise what was said in the text. 
Then transcription was coded line-by-line using MAXQDA 2022 Software. Once codes were 
identified, they were combined with other similar codes to produce themes and then named 
clearly. The transcription and coding process started as soon as data were collected to get closer 
to the data and to familiarise myself with emerging issues (Charmaz, 2006). 

Reflexivity 
 Because data analysis and interpretations are filtered through the researcher’s personal 
lens, reflexivity about the researcher’s own beliefs and assumptions is important (Salkind, 2012, 
p.4). Being Libyan myself and knowing some participants prior to conducting the study might 
have had an influence on their responses. Participants may have feared researcher’s judgment 
and criticism because they failed to transmit Arabic language to their children. The topic of her-
itage language maintenance and shift is sensitive to those whose heritage language is strongly 
tied to religion as in the case of this study. Some Libyan parents felt guilty for not passing on Ar-
abic language to their children because it is the language of AL Qur’an AL Kareem and prayers. 
They felt embarrassed when they were asked questions about language use at home and the 
efforts that they make to promote Arabic among their children. In fact, I also felt embarrassed to 
dig too deep. To reduce my influence, I explained to the participants that keeping heritage lan-
guage is not an easy task because children are schooled in English, and they live in an English 
environment. I also made it clear that the aim of this study was not to judge them, it was to inves-
tigate a social phenomenon that may help them to follow more successful strategies by looking 
at what the literature has suggested and what other families have done. 

Results 

 I represent the findings based on Spolsky’s theoretical framework of language ideology, 
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language practice and language management. I will explain what Libyan parents thought about 
Arabic language, their language practice, and the strategies, if any, they use to maintain or re-
duce Arabic language use among their children.

Language ideology

 Language ideology includes speakers’ attitudes and beliefs about their language use 
(Park, 2022). Attitudes towards heritage language are considered a major theme in the field of 
language maintenance and shift (Abdelhaldi, 2017). Alsahafi (2022) defines language attitudes 
as “the beliefs people hold about their own language and those spoken by others” (p. 1293). The 
following quotations illustrate parents’ attitudes towards Arabic language: 

Amal:

‘Arabic is very important to me; it is the language of AL Quran and religion”. I want my chil-
dren to read AL Quran correctly and do their prayers”. I have been teaching my children 
Arabic since we came to the UK. 

Samira shared the same comment: 

‘Arabic is very important to maintain, I want to pass it on to my children because it is the 
language of AL Quran, and it is our mother tongue’. 

Beside AL Quran, Hind wants to maintain Arabic language for ethnocultural reasons: 

‘Arabic is very important to me; it is important for us as Arabs and Muslims. I mean, we 
should speak Arabic to keep our identity’.

Furthermore, the desire to return to the home country in the future influenced parent’s home 
language policy. Nehal said:

‘Arabic is very important because it is our mother tongue, and it helps my children read 
and recite AL Qur’an. My children will need Arabic when they return to Libya so that they 
can communicate, work, and study’. 

Nehal still aspires to return to her home country after spending 16 years in the UK. This neces-
sitates the learning of Arabic language by her children to facilitate their communication with their 
relatives, secure a job and ensure school success. This indicates that family members’ percep-
tion of social change shapes their language policy (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Lanza & Gomes, 
2020).

 In the above excerpts, participating parents shared positive attitudes towards Arabic lan-
guage maintenance, they considered it a core value because it is linked to AL Quran AL Kareem 
and their ethnic identity. They mentioned various reasons to maintain Arabic language and one 
of the main reasons was that Arabic is the language of AL Qur’an. Other reasons included cultur-
al identity and the possibility of returning to the home country in the future. Unsurprisingly, keep-
ing Arabic for religious reasons was the most motivating factor for Arabic language maintenance 
because the parents are Muslims, and they read AL Quran and supplicate in Arabic. They also 
want their children to read AL Quran and do their prayers in Arabic. Furthermore, they wish their 
children to speak Arabic fluently so that they can work and study in their home country and that is 
the reason why most of them send their children to Libyan heritage weekend schools or employ 
private tutors. The use of the word ‘very’ deliberately highlights the positive value and importance 
parents attach to Arabic language in the UK. This finding is consistent with the findings of Dweik 
et al. (2014, p.93) who investigated language attitudes among the Muslim Arabs in Vancouver 
and found that all participants considered Arabic a beautiful language because it is the language 
of AL Quran AL Kareem, and it is the marker of their cultural identity. In addition to the above 
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favourable attitudes towards Arabic language maintenance, Zena shared a different view: 

‘… I want my children to use English because it is an international language, and I want 
my children to be open to the world. When I look to myself now, a mother who speaks Ar-
abic and lives in the UK. I mean, what I gained from Arabic, I didn’t gain anything. I cannot 
speak English or communicate with people. The world is open, and my children will live 
and study here, they are speaking English, and this is enough for me. As I came to the 
UK, I don’t want to burden my children to learn something that will not benefit them in the 
future, I believe that Arabic will be only needed for AL Qur’an recitation and prayers, and 
this is my view. 

 The above excerpt expresses overt, negative attitudes towards Arabic language learning. 
Zena considered learning English important for her children’s academic success and that learn-
ing Arabic could interfere with their English proficiency. Her views implicitly reflect the asymmetri-
cal linguistic hierarchy of languages in the UK and the societal beliefs about the functional value 
of minority languages. Because of the limited value of Arabic, she believed that her children will 
only need it to read AL Qur’an and do their prayers. She also considered speaking Arabic a prob-
lem, preventing her from communicating with people which had negative implications for Arabic 
maintenance at home. She decided not to burden her children with Arabic language so that they 
can focus on English only. 

Language practice

 As the name suggests, language practice is the ‘de facto language use at home’ (Spolsky, 
2009). It is considered the ‘real’ language policy and the ‘most influential’ component (ibid). Some 
reasons accounting for speakers’ language choice include language proficiency, language pref-
erence, age, social status, education, the context of interaction, and the conversational interlocu-
tor (Dumaing et al, 2013). In this study, all parents admitted the use of mixed languages at home. 
They used English to ensure their children’s academic success and to integrate themselves and 
their children into English society. The following quotations illustrate parents’ language practice:

Salma:

‘I was taking an English course at the college, and I was speaking English with my son. 
This was  when I first came to the UK. I was so happy that my son spoke English fluently 
up to the point when I realized that he cannot speak Arabic at all. My husband was also 
speaking English with him (her son). When we visited Libya, he could not communicate 
with his relatives, and I was around him wherever he goes to translate to him. Thus, I 
started to use Arabic with him at home’.

Amal:

‘I use mixed languages at home, and I used this practice when I first came to the UK. 
When I first came, I did not speak English and I wanted to learn it and I wanted my chil-
dren to learn it too. To learn English, I shared some English stories and books with my 
children, and we listened to English words and song. We wrote all the new words down in 
a notebook and we watched English channels and programmes. Furthermore, I asked my 
old children to teach their sister English because she was going to start school. You know, 
if you want to speak English, you need to practise’.

 Salma and Amal adopted language as a problem orientation which aims at cultural as-
similation and mainstreaming (Ruiz, 1984). They believed that Arabic should be eliminated while 
they were learning English (Zhang & Slaughter-Defoe, 2009). The need to master English was 
obvious as soon as they stepped in the UK because if they did not speak English, they would feel 
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isolated and held back. Therefore, they decided to speak and practise English with their children 
so that they could integrate well into British society and get access to public and educational 
services. After they learnt English, Salma realized that her home language policy had led to her 
son’s difficulty in interacting with his relatives in the home country. Therefore, she adopted a new 
language policy that emphasised on Arabic language to suit her son’s new linguistic needs. 

Samira said

   ‘I use Arabic at home, and I also use English namely with my young daughter because 
she had a language delay. My husband uses mixed languages too, but he uses English 
more than Arabic with his children. When his children talk to him in English, he responds 
in English automatically. He used Arabic for a while, then he adopted his children’s En-
glish use’. 

 In this narrative, Samira mainly spoke English with her young daughter, believing that 
using both languages at home caused language delay. Her beliefs are exacerbated by the myth 
that providing HL input would inhibit the learning of the dominant language that is necessary for 
school success (Nakamura, 2016). Not only Samira spoke English at home, but also her hus-
band adopted English as the default language in familial interactions. He was requested to shift 
from Arabic to English (Gafaranga, 2010) and he was socialised into the majority language use 
(Revis, 2019). While Fishman (1991) describes the family as ‘a bulwark of language mainte-
nance and reversing language shift’, this bulwark has collapsed against the noxious influence of 
English in these families. 

In the same vein, Hind and Hana used English to prepare their children for school: 

Hind: 
‘I use mixed languages with my children, and I started to mix the languages since they 
were younger. I did not expect that my children will reach the point where they speak 
English only. I used English because my children started their school, and I wanted them 
to adjust to the majority language. For example, before my son joined nursery, I taught 
him English words instead of Arabic so that he does not get shocked in the school, and 
he communicates with his teachers and peers. From thereon, he started to speak English 
only and now I find it difficult to teach him Arabic’.

Hana: 

‘I started to use English with my children when they started their nursery. I explained to 
them in English, and I talked with them in English. After they spoke English, I switched 
back to Arabic, but I still alternate between Arabic and English at home’. 

 The language policy in England still privileges English despite the multilingual population 
(Kirsch, 2012). This means that Libyan children who enter the education system should learn 
English quickly or fail. Accordingly, the above parents used English deliberately instead of Arabic 
to help their children adjust to an English environment. By raising their children in English, they 
guaranteed that they will not fall behind at school and they will have better and easier commu-
nication with their teachers and peers. They believed that exposing their children to Arabic input 
would minimise English learning while children’s exposure to English at school is so powerful 
that parent’s efforts are not needed to enhance language development (Nakamura, 2016).

Language management 

 As mentioned above, language management refers to the strategies parents use to shape 
their children’s linguistic behaviour (Spolsky, 2009, p.4). In this study, parents employed monolin-
gual discourse language strategies such as parallel strategy and minimal grasp strategy. Parallel 
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discourse strategy means parents use the heritage language with their children while their chil-
dren use the majority language (Gafaranga, 2010). Minimal grasp strategy is showing non-un-
derstanding to the children’s English utterance (Lanza & Gomes, 2020). For example, 

Nehal stated:

‘When they (her children) use English with me, I sometimes use Arabic to encourage them 
to use it. I tell them that if they want me to do something for them, they should use Ara-
bic without mistakes. They try to speak Arabic, but they struggle, and they find it difficult. 
Hence, they resist my language policy and continue in English because they feel more 
comfortable with it’.

Nehal adopted parallel discourse strategy when her children resisted her language policy (she 
maintained the conversation in Arabic while her children used English). The use of this strategy 
did not encourage her children to produce Arabic utterances and it developed non-reciprocal 
interaction. This strategy also led to dual-lingual interaction in which either language was per-
missible. Dual-lingual interaction refers to the use of different languages by speakers in the same 
conversation (Nakamura, 2018, p. 185). In addition to the use of parallel strategy, two parents 
used minimal grasp language strategy (pretending non-understanding) when their children ad-
dressed them in English.  

Amal stated: 

‘When my children speak English, I pretend non-understanding and I say to them: what 
did you say? I did not quite understand you’. They try to speak Arabic, but they feel that 
they are forced to speak it. In fact, they prefer to speak English because it easier for them 
than Arabic’.

Likewise, Zena said:

‘I show non-understanding to my children so that they speak Arabic, but they do not 
accept this strategy easily because their first language is English, and their second lan-
guage is Arabic’.

Apparently, parents used this strategy to constrain their children’s language choice and negotiate 
a monolingual context of interaction. The children reacted negatively to this strategy, and they 
rejected it. They did not feel that they are obliged to speak Arabic with their parents since they 
understand English. 

Additionally, Hind stated: 

‘I do not follow any language policy at home, when my son talks about an interesting topic, 
I do not like to interrupt him or ask him to speak Arabic. I let him continue his conversation, 
I encourage him, and I respond to him in English too’.

Even if Hind said that she does not follow any language policy at home, she used no-reaction 
policy. She did not react to her child’s English use because she did not want to interrupt his con-
versational flow and shift the conversation to Arabic teaching practice. Moreover, she adopted 
a monolingual interaction by speaking English with her son, thus sending him an implicit mes-
sage that speaking English is acceptable at home. As a result, her son has developed receptive 
language skills which means that he can understand Arabic, but he cannot produce it (Polinsky, 
2018). 

Hana shared the same views:

‘I used to follow some steps in the past such as ‘I don’t respond to my children when they use 
English with me, but I found these steps useless now and I allow them to use English’.
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Interviewer: why?

Hana: 

  ‘Because they do not understand Arabic, and they do not even know how to use it’.

Though Hana employed some sanction strategies such as not responding when her children ad-
dressed her in English, she believed that her language practice does not have the power to alter 
her children’s current linguistic behaviour. This is expressed by De Houwer (1999, p.83) as weak 
impact beliefs which refer to ‘the degree to which parents see themselves incapable of changing 
their children’s language’. Since her children are not able to speak Arabic very well, she gave it 
up and accepted the use of English at home. 

Parents’ involvement and home literacy practice

Beside the use of discourse language strategies, parents commented on their involvement in 
home literacy practices as part of Arabic language management strategies. Home literacy prac-
tices and parental involvement include joint book reading, explicit language teaching, homework 
help, cultural and ritual practices, and the use of educational devices (educational games, edu-
cational TV programmes, computer games, and storybooks) (Curdt-Christiansen & La Morgia , 
2018; Schwartz, 2020; ). For instance, 

Nehal shared: 
‘I do not teach my children Arabic at home; I do not even have any Arabic learning resourc-
es. The only resources I have are Libyan weekend school and TV. I sometimes switch TV 
on Arabic channels and I ask my children to watch them instead of spending great time on 
their phones. In fact, my children are not interested in anything related to Arabic learning’.

Zena said:

‘I have not taught my children Arabic at home; I left it to the school and the mosque be-
cause they will not accept it from me. They do not accept Arabic easily’.

Samira shared the same views as Zena: 

‘Frankly, I do not make any efforts regarding Arabic language maintenance at home. The 
only thing I do is showing non-understanding to my children when they use  English with 
me’. 

Salma:

‘I used to bring Majed (Arabic cartoon) magazines from Libya and my husband sometimes 
brings some Arabic stories from London. I sometimes read these magazines with my 
daughter because she loves reading’. 

 In these excerpts, parents provided few resources for Arabic language learning, and they 
were less engaged in home literacy practices. They claimed that Arabic resources are not avail-
able in the UK and their children are not interested in anything related to Arabic learning. In 
addition, they believed that teaching Arabic is the school’s responsibility, rejecting their role in 
teaching it and in creating possibilities for promoting additive bilingualism. Such limited involve-
ment could be attributed to the challenges parents encounter to keep up with school demands 
which  leaves no time or energy for Arabic language development. 

Discussion and conclusion 
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 The aim of this study is to explore whether Arabic Language is maintained, learned, or 
even lost from a family language policy perspective. Overall, all parents except one attached 
great importance to Arabic language maintenance and they wanted to transmit it to their chil-
dren. They saw Arabic as a core value linked with (Smolicz, 1981) other core values such as 
religion and identity. The desire to return to the home country in the future was also a strong 
factor informing parents’ home language decision. Parents want to maintain Arabic so that their 
children can join schools in the home country and find jobs. By situating FLP within a larger 
socio-political setting, the analysed data showed that Arabic language is starting to lose status 
in the home domain. The implementation of FLP was highly influenced by sociocultural factors 
and the broader educational system in the UK. Parents decided to promote and support English 
for their children because it is the language of education and social mobility. This act of agency 
reflects their aspirations for their children’s academic success and future development. If agency 
means the capacity to act and change (Curdt-Christiansen & Wang, 2018), Libyan parents’ acts 
conform with the societal ideology about the position and different functions of the two languages 
(English and Arabic). This reveals parents’ weak agency in resisting and negotiating the broader 
socio-political forces. Apart from language ideologies, parents alternated between Arabic and 
English or used English only to ensure their children’s academic success and to enable them 
to blend well into British society. They accommodated  their children’s language choice and 
behaved like ‘linguistic hybrids’ (Kirsch, 2012). The adoption of this language practice at home 
provided children with more exposure to English and facilitated its learning. It also gave children 
a clear message that it was alright to speak English with parents who were able to understand it 
(Kasuya, 1998). As parents are the main source of Arabic input, the frequent use of English has 
developed receptive skills in their children, and it has affected the input that their children need 
in Arabic. While parents cherished their Arabic language, they acted otherwise. In other words, 
they showed a clash between what they reported and what they actually used at home. This is 
consistent with the findings of Mirvahedi & Jafari (2021) who explored language practice among 
Azerbaijani-Farsi bilingual families in Zanjan, Iran. They found out that parents promoted Farsi at 
home although they expressed strong attachment to Azerbaijani, their heritage language (p.16). 
In terms of language management, parents employed a limited range of language discourse 
strategies such as parallel discourse strategy and minimal grasp strategy. The use of these strat-
egies did not influence their children to speak Arabic at all and they led to dual-lingual interaction 
at home. In fact, children resisted their parents’ language strategies for two reasons: they lacked 
Arabic language proficiency, and they were aware of their parents’ English competence. Chil-
dren often do not use their first language when they are aware that their interlocutor can speak 
English (Pauwels, 2005, p.126). Looking at parent’s involvement in home language activities, it 
shows that parents provided limited language literacy resources and they were less engaged in 
home literacy practices. The only resources they have are TV and Libyan weekend school along 
with a few books or magazines. By these actions, they revealed a sense of weak responsibility 
for providing the linguistic environment and context for literacy development (Curdt-Christiansen 
& Wang, 2018). To conclude, this study attempts to contribute to the existing research in the field 
of FLP by investigating a minority that has been rarely investigated in the previous studies. Im-
portantly, it explores the interaction between parents’ language policy and the societal ideologies 
of the country. It is hoped that this study will trigger further research on Arabic heritage language 
in the UK context with a specific focus on immigrants and refugees. 
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