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EDITORIALINTRODUCTION

In today's modern world—marked by uncertainty, rapid social changes, digital overload, and deep-
ening mental distress—the connection between education and mental health is becoming increas-
ingly vital. Education is no longer merely a process of acquiring knowledge, but above all a process
of shaping the human being—his or her inner maturity, self-reflection, responsibility, and ability to
maintain dignity in a world that often dehumanises. It is precisely within this intersection that the
mission of pedagogical, psychological, and therapeutic practices unfolds, seeking answers to the
question: How do we educate and raise a person so that they remain human—capable of compas-
sion, meaning, and inner strength?

The section Education and Mental Health, implemented for many years under the umbrella of our
international scientific conference »It's About People«, opens up these key questions from an inter-
disciplinary and deeply humanistic perspective. The contributions in this peer-reviewed proceed-
ings book illuminate the complex dynamics of the modern human being—from psychotherapeutic
approaches to youth in times of nihilism and lost identity, to the importance of sleep for students’
mental health, and the exploration of family and partnership relations. Central to these interests are
questions of empathy, attention (»mindfulness«), digital competences, artificial intelligence, and
theirimpact on the human experience of learning, creativity, and existence.

The contributions of authors come from diverse professional backgrounds and cultural contexts, en-
riching the understanding of the human being and their development in contemporary society. The
proceedings book offers research insights into a field where pedagogy, psychology, art, technology,
and philosophy of human existence converge. It responds to the challenges posed by the era of
digital transformation, artificial intelligence, and the simultaneous loss of inner peace and authen-
tic relationships. It is therefore all the more important that research and pedagogical work do not
lose their ethical and human dimension—the one that restores a sense of meaning, connection, and
integrity to the individual.

Let this volume be an expression of respect for all those who contribute to developing their disci-
plines and society through their research, pedagogical, and therapeutic work. Gratitude goes to all
the authors, reviewers, organisers, and co-workers who made it possible for this section to repre-
sent a meaningful contribution to the development of science and disciplines about people.

In a time when technological advancement often overhauls ethical reflection, the studies and con-
tributions gathered in this volume remind us that the core of every educational and therapeutic
process should be the human being. His or her dignity, capacity for self-transcendence, creativity,
and empathy are the fundamental conditions for a future that is not only technologically advanced
butabove all, humane.

May this volume encourage us to discover the one that surpasses knowledge—meaning — in every
learning, educational, and therapeutic process.

Prof. Dr. Sebastjan Kristovic

Vice-Rector for Education

Head of the Section, Education and Mental Health
Alma Mater Europaea University
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EFFECTIVE PSYCHOTHERAPEUTIC TREATMENT
OF YOUNG PEOPLE IN TIMES OF NIHILISM,
LACK OF MEANING, AND IDENTITY CONFUSION

Uros Perko, Lecturer
Zavod Mitikas, Slovenia

ABSTRACT

Despite the growing number of mental health professionals, we have an increasing number of
young people experiencing various mental health problems. There is a growing nihilism, exis-
tential emptiness, apathy, and an increasingly aimless search for identity among young people.
Finding oneselfis a difficult process, because one's personality can only be shaped through one's
own experiencesand initial successesinachieving one's goals. Recently, however, self-discovery
has been accompanied by an increasing emphasis on self-improvement, the main aim of which
is to maintain and acquire a youthful body. Thus, we are discovering less and less about our per-
sonality and more and more about self-improvement, which is contributing to the rise of various
psychological disorders. The fact is that we can only develop our individuality through opposi-
tion and that man never knows himself by observation alone. In order to know who you are, you
have to do your duty, which is inevitably linked to meaning, because it is precisely by solving
problems that life has meaning. The aim of this article is to try to apply the findings of several
well-known experts in the field of mental health to the psychotherapeutic treatment of young
peoplein crisis and existential emptiness.

Keywords: effective help, young people, nihilism, existential crisis, identity crisis



1 INTRODUCTION

Nihilism and existential emptiness are nowadays one of the main causes of personal complications
among young people and related psychosomatic and social pathologies (Galimberti 2008; Kristovic¢
2013, 626). Many studies report the experience of personal distress in the form of crises of mean-
ing and identity crises (Frankl 2014; Galimberti 2008; Perko 1998, 2-6; Perko 2008, 2-6, 2011, 374,
2013; Perko and Cotar Konrad 2018, 252; Perko and Dolenc 2020, 147; Verhaeghe 2016, 38-41).
Kristovi€ (2013, 626) states that the consequences of lack of meaning can be numerous: divorce,
various addictions, depression, egoism, loneliness, poor upbringing, emotional numbness, melan-
choly, apathy, various mental distresses. One feels empty inside, dissatisfied with oneself and with
one's life (ibid.). Frankl (2014) calls the phenomenon where one has an increasing sense of the
meaninglessness of life an existential vacuum or existential crisis, while Galimberti (2008) speaks
of nihilism. The existential vacuum, i.e. the lack of meaning or nihilism, often occurs in a wealthy
society where everything is enough or in a society where there is severe deprivation and unem-
ployment (Frankl 2014; Galimberti 2009; Perko 1998, 5). It manifests itself as an increasing sense
of meaninglessness, boredom and apathy (Kristovi¢ 2013, 626; Perko 1998, 5). This is not a medical
condition, but may simply be an indicator that something is wrong in a person’s life, especially in
those who have a wrong life orientation and are more likely to make the wrong life choices (Kris-
tovi€, 2013, 626). Such widespread phenomena as alcoholism and juvenile delinquency would be
incomprehensible if they did not have at their core a sense of meaninglessness in life or nihilism,
and further emphasises that today's youth crisis is different from previous crises, as the individual is
faced with the absence of meaning in his or her life (Kristovi¢ 2013, 628).

Galimberti (2019, 27) further argues that today, in this uncertain period, it is difficult for young peo-
ple to arrive at their own personality, which is shaped by their own experiences and initial successes
in achieving their goals. Identity confusion in young people is part of the normal developmental
process of personality formation (Erikson 2015, 66-67), and the formation of personality is primarily
a social process, influenced by the individual's judgement of the opinions that others are supposed
to have of him or her. It is precisely the total focus and orientation towards oneself that increasingly
distances both young and old from answering the question: "Who am I1?" and "How do | find my-
self?" The author further argues that this creates the belief that the world is a reflection of one's own
desires, which is the foundation of the modern, widespread narcissistic culture, where individuals
are only interested in their own needs and desires, which must be immediately fulfilled. Lots of
preoccupation with the self and little interest in the outside world. Individuals who grow up in such
a world, where they know only the satisfaction of their own desires and needs, and who are inca-
pable of delaying gratification, accepting suffering, renunciation and sacrifice, are prime candidates
for addictions of all kinds (Zor? 1997, 55, 2013, 147-153).

Galimbert (2019, 27) further argues that children's personal development and independence are
today prevented, by the common practice of parents, disrespecting the child's basic right to become
different from what they want or by setting too high role models and expectations for their chil-
dren. We can also fully agree with Galimberti (2019, 27) about our inability to accept the spiritual
dimension of suffering, even though our reality also includes suffering. Galimberti (2019, 28-29)
goes on to speak of a modern phenomenon - therapeutic practice - that ascribes a morbid character
to everything, everything becomes the object of (psycho)therapy and everything can be healed. The
author believes that it is a mistake to think that in this therapeutic way we are fostering a culture of
self-actualisation, rather we are supporting self-limitation, where the aim is to unify individuals in
their way of thinking and feeling (ibid.).

The impetus for this article came from working with clients in individual psychotherapeutic
practice and from working in and monitoring therapeutic groups within the framework of the
social andragogical method (SAM). More and more young people, at the peak of their physical
strength, are seeking help, lost in feelings of utter meaninglessness, apathy and boredom. They
live aimlessly from day to day, usually completely merged with their mothers, their most frequent
questions being "How can | find myself in today's society?”. or "How do | know who | really am?”
and "What do I want?" | notice that psychotherapy alone is not always effective enough, because
they don't have enough resources to activate themselves in the outside world. Often a second



order solution approach is very effective, where it is imperative to focus and make changes on
the current solutions, i.e. on what is being used to address the problem rather than the problem
itself (Watzlawick, Weakland and Fish, 2016). It has been very successful in treating a variety of
addictions and is the basis for the treatment in SAM program and in communes - which are so far
the only real answer to more severe addictions (De Andrade et al. 2019; De Leon and Unterrainer
2020; De Leon and Wexler 2009; Dingle et al. 2019) All of these programmes do not focus on ab-
stinence for the individual (establishing abstinence is a prerequisite for entering a treatment pro-
gramme), but rather offer a wide range of different contents to keep the individual engaged and
fulfilled. In this way, the individual does not even think about alcohol, drugs, etc. anymore. Simi-
larly, I have seen that second-order solutions bring surprisingly good results and changesinyoung
people who are facing an existential vacuum, have no goals, are completely apathetic, overly
dependent on modern technology, etc. Such young people can benefitand be helped much more
by all-round activation (running, reading, reqular employment, mountaineering - contact with
nature, etc., journaling, reqular morning exercise, etc.) than by simply focusing (psychotherapy)
on their problems. The latter is certainly a good and necessary support for a second-order solu-
tion. The aim of this article is to argue for such an approach through the findings and insights of
well-known experts in the field of mental health.

2 METHODS

For the research we used Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA). Primarily a qualitative analysis
method is used to analyze qualities. QCAis a research methodology used in analyzing multiple cas-
es in complex situations. This methodology enables in explaining the change that occurs in some
cases and why it doesn't happen in others. QCA should not be confused with qualitative analysis
methods or constant comparison method which are forms of qualitative analysis. QCA was devel-
oped in 1987s by Charles Ragin, a social scientist. Qualitative comparative analysis is a set-based
theory that seeks to explain the relationship between causal conditions and outcomes through
the concept of sets and their relations. It is used in comparative research and when using case-study
research methods. The QCA analysts interprets the data qualitatively whilst also looking at causality
between the variables. It is truly a mixed-methods approach to research and is best suited to small-
to medium-N case-study projects with between 3 and 250 cases. Qualitative comparative analysis
approach draws strength from both quantitative and qualitative research methods. It combines
the mathematical approaches used in quantitative research with the inductive and comparative
case-based techniques employed in qualitative research.

The QCA is therefore, a multiple case study approach - in a smaller N-intermediate research project
- that collects insights on the different cases and captures their complexity, also producing a certain
level of generalization (Ragin 1987; Rihoux and Ragin, 2008). The QCA techniques allow a conjunc-
tural causation between the observed cases. This means that different constellations of factors can
lead to the same result. Most often, it is a combination of randomly relevant conditions that gener-
ates the result (Ragin 1987; Rihoux and Ragin, 2008). In devising this technique, Ragin's (1987) in-
tention was to develop an ,original synthetic strategy” as a middle ground between case-oriented
(or qualitative) and variable (or quantitative) approaches (Rihoux and De Meur, 2009)

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 1dentity development in the relational pathologies of modern times

Several authors (Erikson 2015, 66; Fromm 1987, 11; Zor? 2013, 27) argue that our individuality can
only be developed through opposition. Fromm (1987, 11) argues that the process of resisting au-
thority, of disobedience, is in fact a condition for becoming self-aware and self-determined, and
is also the first step towards freedom. By resisting and resisting, teenagers finally separate and
individuate themselves from their parents (Fromm 1987, 11; Verhaeghe 2016, 18-19). Perhaps it
would not be a bad thing for school counsellors to understand this, too, because it is mainly the
unproblematic ‘good girls' who are overlooked, who do not resist or oppose anything. It is often
these 'hard-working girls’ who are most in need of professional help (Zorz, 1997, 120). However,



the concepts of modern education described below seem to produce more and more hard-working
and conformist individuals who do not know who they are, what they want, cannot find meaning,
are apathetic and bored (Verhaeghe 2016, 166-168).

Whereas at the beginning of the 20th century excessive rigidity prevailed, today we are witness-
ing the opposite (ZorZ 2013, 22-23; Verhaeghe 2016, 163-164). We are witnessing permissiveness,
social phenomenon of "perfect mothers”, with often absent fathers (Winterhoff 2009, 17), Perko
2017;Z0rz2007,23; Verhaeghe 2016, 169). But in this way, with their possessiveness and hyperpro-
tectiveness, they inculcate in the child a completely distorted idea of the world and of people (Win-
terhoff 2009, 34; Zor? 2013, 23-24,1997). They deprive the child of a healthy growing up (with the
impossibility of experiencing all of the above), and do not allow him or herto become independent,
to oppose, to detach, to accept responsibility (Zorz 2013, 23). Challenging danger, renunciation, a
clear knowledge of limits, and also facing disappointments, injustices and misunderstanding are an
integral part of growing up (Zorz 2013, 24). At this point, it is imperative that the father - the bridge
to the outside world - takes on a central role, among other things, by making it easier to cope and
not intervene unnecessarily when the child feels injustice, disappointment or is exposed to danger
(Hafner and Ihan 2014; 368).

Winterhoff (2009, 91-125) points out and discusses three main relationship disorders of modern
times: (1) Partnership - parents consider the child as a partner and thus assign the child a role that the
child cannot match. (1) Projections - parents project their own desires onto the child, the child is the
measure of how good the parents are and of how loved they (the parents) feel. Children become
narcissistic extensions of their parents, which can often lead to narcissistic pathology; (I11) Symbiosis
- between parents and children the boundaries are completely blurred, there is a complete fusion
when parents merge their psyche with the child's. Often there is a complete objectification of the
child. The child, as a “part” of the parent, is of course not to blame for anything and as an adult can-
not (does not have to) accept responsibility.

All this being said, it is difficult for a child to pass, in terms of object relations theory, the phase of
separation and individualisation, both in the first phase (from the mother) and in puberty (from
peers). With domineering mothers and absent fathers who are incapable of setting any boundaries
for the child, it becomes increasingly difficult for the child to identify with a same-sex partnerin the
phase between the ages of four and six, and to resolve the Oedipus complex in a favourable way,
thus internalising the default moral requirements, norms and ideals (Benedik 2019; Mcwilliams
2017,63-70, Musek 1988, 114; Praper 1995, 68,1999, 96-98). This is a prerequisite for an individual
to become a morally responsible person who has a formed conscience, takes responsibility (Perko
2017; Zupanci¢ 2011). Otherwise, seen in the light of the theory of psychosexual development, he
suffers from character pathology - he is incapable of moral judgement, his conscience is not seared
(ibid.) - and above all, he does not accept any responsibility but always passes it on to other peo-
ple, the environment, etc. (Peck 1991, 26). Clinicians today are thus observing and pointing to an
increasing number of personality disorders and a decreasing number of neuroses (Perko 2017; Win-
terhoff 2009: Zupancic 2011). Itis thus not surprising thatin therapeutic practices lincreasingly meet
adults who, at the age of 30 (and even later), are still completely fused with their mothers, incapa-
ble of a constructive partnership, without purpose and meaning, in a complete identity crisis, and
completely incapable of accepting any kind of responsibility for their condition.

3.2 What does it mean to work on ourself?

All too often, "working on ourself” is equated with talking and making recovery plans (Galimberti
2019, 28-29; Rugelj 2008, 110). However, in this way, we seem to be moving further away from
(or at least not closer to) the goal of "knowing myself”, of seeing "who | am". Clinical experience
in my work with addicts and people in existential vacuum in SAM and a diverse body of literature
(Fromm 1987; Hafner and lhan 2014; Perko 2011; Peterson 2018; Rugelj 2008; Verhaeghe 2016;
Zor? 2007), clearly show that people only begin to know themselves when they have sufficient-
ly activated themselves. Usually, when they are involved in some sufficiently hard and strenuous
work, which gives them the ability/capacity to free themselves, stand on their own feet, gain mean-
ing and some basic satisfaction (Rugelj 2008, 110). They start to self-actualise, which can later lead
to self-fulfilment, but the reverse is of course not possible (Frankl 2014, 52-53, 2005, 115). Frankl



(2014, 53) also argues that self-fulfilment is not one's original intention, but is primarily an effect of
the fulfilment of meaning. The more one strives for self-actualisation, the further one moves away
from it. The author is convinced that self-fulfilment can only be achieved through a commitment to
a meaningful personal task. Similarly, Peterson (2018, 106-108) claims that psychologists too often
ask the wrong questions, namely: "Why is someone bad? By the natural law of entropy, we know
thatyou don't have to do anything to be bad, to make a thing go towards destruction. It happens by
itself. The author argues that the right question to ask is: “What do those who are good do?" Because
being good means that we have to do something and that we do it right (ibid.).

MikuZ-Kos (2022) also believes that something is not right, because despite the increasing number
of professionals (psychologists, psychotherapists, social workers, social educators, etc.) on the other
hand, the number of people with mental health problems is growing every year. Most people have
capacities (within us) that enable us to be better (Flajs and MoZina 2022; 72 Mikus Kos 2022). They
just need to be activated. This is best achieved by providing opportunities for education, socialis-
ing with peers, leisure activities, leisure interests, sporting activities, etc. (ibid.). This applies to chil-
dren, young people and adults alike. We do quite the opposite, labelling and diagnosing (Mikus-Kos
2022; Verhaeghe 2016,196).

Recently, self-improvement has been increasingly emphasised alongside self-discovery (Verhae-
ghe 2016, 82). The author points out that not long ago it was fashionable to search for the self, to
discover the true self, the authentic self, which is almost impossible to do at home, one has to go to
India, Nepal, at least, or, in the absence of resources, at least use mind-expanding substances. Today,
however, the main goal has become to maintain and acquire a youthful body - be beautiful and
attractive forever young, if gyms are not enough, there is Botox and cosmetic surgery (ibid.). We are
thus discovering less and less about our personality and more and more about self-improvement,
which the author links to the huge increase in psychological disorders, from self-harm, eating disor-
ders, depression to the personality disorders that are so common and so characteristic today.

3.3 But what is required and what do we need to do to know who we are and to find ourselves?

One never knows oneself by observation alone (Rugelj 2008, 95). In order to know who you are,
you have to do your duty (ibid.). Duty is nothing else than what your daily and occasional situation
requires of you (ibid.). This in turn is inevitably linked to meaning (Frankl 2014, 52; Rugelj 2008,
95-98). People in distress often mistakenly believe that they will first passively find some meaning
and then activate themselves (ibid.). Peck (1991, 12) argues that life has meaning precisely because
of problem solving. Today, most people do not seem to understand this any more. When we solve
problems, we grow spiritually and mentally (ibid.). In life, however, we avoid problems if we can,
and so we lose our sense of being and stagnate (ibid.) It seems that after a few years of such stagna-
tion, we don't even want to know who we are anymore!

Furthermore, it is good to bear in mind that man is not made for inactivity, he is driven to transform
the world, not the other way around (Fromm 1987, 22). The author further argues that every in-
dividual has the capacity to direct his will towards a goal and to persevere in doing so - to sustain
the effort until it is achieved. He can be said to be active and potent. In so far as, through weakness,
incompetence, inability to delay gratification, low frustration tolerance, inability to suffer legiti-
mately, lack of meaning, etc., such individuals, today, most often become depressed, quickly turn to
alcohol, marijuana, become promiscuous, etc. (Galimberti 2009; Kristovi¢, 2013; Perko 1998, 2013).
Fromm (1987, 22) sees the solution to the problem in joining a group that has power and identify-
ing with it. To become part of those who act (ibid.). Groups with a healthy core, with acting individ-
uals, undoubtedly have this power.

3.4 Discipline, order and rules, and the acceptance of freedom and responsibility as tools to know
who we are and to find ourselves

The concept of discipline, order and rules is very important for people in need, and there is so much
resistance to it today (Perko 1998, 2017, 2022a; Rugelj 2008;). However, it is often discipline, or-
der and rules that are the key to solving the problems of people who come to us for help (Perko
2011, 2013, 2022b; Rugelj 2008;).The concept of discipline, order and rules is a key to solving the
problems of people in need. For example, Peterson (2018, 143) argues that if you want to order



the world, you must first have a tidy and orderly room, and Peck (1991, 11), who states that a little
discipline solves a few problems, a lot of discipline solves all problems. The latter proves to be very
true time and time again in clinical practice in the context of communes and SAM. Thus, we can fur-
ther fully agree with Peck (1991, 12) that order, discipline and rules lead us to the only sustainable
way of life, where we are able to delay gratification, distribute suffering and enjoyment by doing
the things that are tiring and difficult first, which in turn makes us happy. Eldrege (2021, 87) believes
that even a boy must be aware that life is hard. For until he, as a man, can come to grips with the fact
that life is hard, he is constantly chasing after the wrong things. So he spends all his energy trying to
make life comfortable, pleasant, which is not the way a man should spend his life (ibid.).

In the search for ourself, we must also necessarily touch upon the relationship to freedom and re-
sponsibility. Frankl (2014, 82) states that to be human is to be responsible, because only in this way
can you also be free. Moreover, freedom without responsibility cannot exist (Frankl 2014, 65; Cigoj
2022). Today, it seems that we are less and less aware of this, and that young people (and increas-
ingly older people too) only want to be free. Cigoj (2022, 23) states that freedom without responsi-
bility is an untenable state, full of violence (against oneself, others, nature or things) chaos and col-
lapse. Responsibility brings us closer to the truth and allows us to act more correctly and to change
ourselves and reality. Freedom offers the potential to act, to change, and responsibility ensures that
this is objectively best done (well, beautifully, qualitatively and justly) (ibid.).

Zorz (2013, 67) argues that a person can freely choose only among the options of which he or she is
aware, whichis only afew percent of ouragency (but more than enough, and for many fartoo much)
and argues that awareness is a precondition for human freedom. The essence of human freedom is
to choose between the possibilities offered by one>s environment and to create new possibilities
oneself. Freedom is also about taking responsibility for oness choices. The author goes on to argue
that we are not completely free and that our choices are not independent of our environment. By
taking responsibility, we can expand our consciousness, become aware of many things that were
previously unconscious and thus have a wider range of free choices (ibid.). Above all, responsibility
enables us to solve problems, to solve the everyday tasks that life throws at us on the way to self-
knowledge. We can only solve a problem/task if we take responsibility, i.e. if we say to ourselves:
«This is my problem» (Peck 1991, 24). The author further arqgues that if we do not take responsibility
for our problems, we are, above all, running away from freedom. It seems that in today's society we
have fewer and fewer individuals who are able to take responsibility, to confront the problem, to
endure legitimate suffering and ultimately to find an appropriate solution. As has already been said,
thisis the only sustainable way of life, a way that brings satisfaction, happiness, mental health (Peck
1991, 14). Afurther problem is that it is virtually impossible to help those who are unwilling to take
responsibility for their own healing (Hafner and lhan 2014, 26-27). It is not difficult to take the idea
in the direction that, as a consequence, there are nowadays more and more few mentally stable,
healthy individuals, and it should not surprise us that, despite the growing number of professionals,
there are more and more mental health problems.

3.5 Finding ourself and general activation in a group with a healthy core

We see, then, that on the path of self-knowledge it is absolutely necessary to take responsibility,
which requires discipline (the postponement of gratification, which must be inculcated in the child
by the parents, but is much more difficult later on), which makes it possible to endure legitimate
(justified) suffering, at the end of which a "reward" awaits us. It is only by accepting responsibility
and discipline that we do not run away from the freedom of choice in decision-making, which is
particularly pronounced in cases where the decisions are painful and unpleasant (Peck 1991, 32).
In this way, we can better understand why the therapeutic process, especially if we want to know
who we are and to find ourselves, requires much more than classical psychotherapy, which is largely
focused on talk.

lhan and Hafner (2014, 26-30) believe that effective personality therapy should help the patient
to acquire new skills and habits and at the same time develop his/her psychophysical capacities to
grow into a more stable, coherent, active and satisfied person. They also believe that just changing
your mind will not be enough. The authors state that even small changes (starting to run regularly)
require effort and are associated with pain, which few people can consolidate to the point where



it becomes a lasting habit and need without a ‘coach’ and involvement in a group. Of course, this is
even more difficult with major changes! Above all, the therapist must be the guarantee that all the
pain, sacrifices and efforts are meaningful, which is best ensured by his/her example and a group
with a healthy core (Hafner and Ihan 2017; Perko 2011, 2013; Rugelj 2008).

Hafner and Ihan (2014, 39) suggest that it is good that at some point the proverbial medical wari-
ness of interfering in the lives of their patients stops and that the doctor clearly states what he or she
thinks about the patient's problems and where he or she sees the way to a solution, especially if he
or she has the knowledge, skills, etc. It would certainly be worth thinking about this in the field of
psychotherapy too. Especially in the light of what Flajs and MoZina (2022, 91) state, that the thera-
pist encourages the client to try out new things outside the sessions, by working together to design
tasks that help the client to continue to learn about himself and to change his patterns of thinking,
feeling and behaving. The authors further state that therapy will hardly be successful if the client is
not willing to actively work on him/herself and make changes in everyday life. It is also a fact that
the client is the protagonist, the motor and the actor of therapeutic change and if he/she manages
to activate his/her abilities, resources and strengths in his/her everyday life to make the changes
he/she wants, this contributes to the effect of the therapy as much as 87 % of the success (Flajs and
Mozina 2022, 84).

Given these facts, it is expected that the effectiveness and outcome of psychotherapeutic treatment
of young people in existential vacuum and identity crisis, will be much better if they are properly
activated through running, reading, hiking, journaling, regular employment, regular morning ex-
ercise, etc.

4 CONCLUSION

We can conclude that, however we develop our thinking and draw on more recent findings, not
much has changed, at least in the last few decades (and probably before). Whenever we think of
a person finding himself, knowing who he is and working on himself, we can see that it is mainly
those who do the tasks of their life who succeed. These are (Jung, 2021; Erikson 2015, Hafner and
lhan, 2014): to separate from parents, to contribute to the community, to cultivate a social life, to
have children, to find meaning and, finally, to die. Today, this seems outdated, but that does not
meanitis notrelevant. In clinical practice, itis quite evident that it is precisely those individuals who
do not perform these tasks who have difficulties in knowing and finding themselves. They refer to
total and infinite freedom, which in the (not so) long run brings depression, anxiety, various addic-
tions, and, above all, existential emptiness, hopelessness, apathy, and helplessness. Given that the
clientinfluences the therapy through the quality of his/her participation and that most of the chang-
es occur between psychotherapy sessions (Flajs and MoZina 2022, 87-95), it seems understandable
and necessary to activate clients in an appropriate all-round way, preferably by the therapist's ex-
ample and with the help of a group with a healthy core.
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ABSTRACT

Seeing that the number of attendance in the first hours of university lectures was limited, fol-
lowed by loss of attention and general fatigue for the next hours, intrigued the initiative to un-
dertake a study about this phenomenon. The Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI) is a self-as-
sessment questionnaire which indicates sleep quality and disturbances within an interval of 1
month. General Health Questionnaire is a mental health instrument which contains 12 items that
designate respondent’s psychological distress. The study is an analytical cross-sectional study
with self-report questionnaires as main measuring instruments. The number of participants con-
sists of 226 students of Shkodra (N=226). From the data collected the global PSQI mean score was
8,38 (Mean=8,38), that shows a “poor” sleep quality among students. The total GHQ-12 mean
score resulted 14,78 (Mean=14,78), which indicates signs of psychological distress in students.
To observe if sleep disturbances and psychological distress are correlated, Pearson’s Correlation
was calculated with a result of approximately 0.42 (r=.419; p<0.05). Other statistical calculations
where applied such as Reliability (Cronbach’s a =.703 for PSQI; Cronbach’s «=.87 FOR GHQ-12) and
Internal Validity (KMO Bartlett test value=.73 for PSQI; KMO Bartlett test value=.86 for GHQ-12).

Keywords: sleep, mental health, students, psychological distress, disturbance



1 INTRODUCTION

In the dynamic realm of academic life where students often find themselves taken away by the re-
sponsibilities and continuous curricular work, the importance of sleep is often overshadowed by the
desire of achieving the required results meanwhile maintaining an active social life.

Studies have shown that the lack of sleep and poor sleep quality are associated with increased lev-
els of stress, anxiety and depression in university students. This can lead to further problems such
as memory loss, difficulty learning and concentrating, behavioral problems and reduced academic
performance. So, promoting healthy sleep and raising awareness about its importance in the lives
of university students is essential to maintain mental health and improve academic performance.
Asleep routine that includes less than six or seven hours a night destroys the human's immune sys-
tem, consequently increasing the risk of different diseases. Insufficient sleep plays a key role also in
determining memory loss, which could aggravate in much more serious conditions such as Alzheim-
er's. There have also been studies that emphasize that a bad sleep routine can invest also in imbal-
anced eating habits, which can result in excessive weight gain, or loss. (Walker 2017, 11). Lack of
sleep is an important predictive factor for the occurrence of mental illnesses such as depression,
anxiety and psychoses (Wong et al 2019)

Scientific research has demonstrated that insufficient sleep leads to impairments in both neurobe-
havioral functions, such as alertness, and neurocognitive abilities, like mental speed (Dinges 2012).
Recent findings suggest that these deficits worsen progressively with repeated reduction in sleep
duration over consecutive days (Dinges 2012). Concurrently, epidemiological studies have linked
self-reported shorter sleep durations and disrupted sleep patterns with increased risks of obesi-
ty, illness, and mortality. Given the growing body of evidence highlighting the negative impact of
sleep deprivation on behavior and health, it prompts the question of how individuals manage fre-
quent sleep restriction.

If university students take measures to ensure sufficient and good quality sleep, they can benefit
from more energy, consolidation of learned information, reduced stress and increased capacity to
concentrate. This can lead to betteracademic results, deeper knowledge, better stress management
skills and an overall sense of well-being. In students, having a proper nap may have positive effects
on the formation of memories. Moreover, it helps store information, sleep may also promote the
flexible combination of information and thereby contribute to insightful behavior. (Meerlo and Ben-
ca 2015, 7). Followed by high expectations, often holding a healthy sleep routine might be quite
difficult for students.

There's a connection between sleep and brain plasticity. Scientific evidence highlights the impor-
tance of sleeping in improving brain adaptability and regulating synapses, which are essential for
overall brain function (Frank and Benington 2006, 477-488). There have been a lot of discussing
about how sleep can affect also memory consolidation. Sleep helps consolidate information and
improve memory. Studies have shown that getting enough sleep after studying or before tests im-
proves both long- and short-term memory (Stickgold and Walker 2013)

Sleep has a positive impact on concentration, creativity and cognitive performance. A good night's
sleep helps the brain function at its highest level and allows for deeper insights, problem solving
and the ability to make big decisions. Sufficient and good sleep might improve memory consolida-
tion, concentration and cognitive abilities (Diekelmann and Born 2010)

Therefore, understanding the importance of sleep for the mental health of university students
and raising awareness about good practices for healthy sleep can contribute to improving the
mental health and academic performance of university students. Data collected will show us a
clearview of sleep routine of university students in Shkodér, and how it affects mental health and
academic performance.

1.1 Purpose and goals

Purpose: The purpose of this paperis to investigate and analyze the importance of sleep for mental
health of university students in Shkodér, Albania, and to explain how lack of sleep can affect mental
health and academic performance.



Goals:

1. To analyze the relationship of sleep with mental health and brain functioning in university stu-
dents.

2. To understand sleep patterns among students and what might be the consequences.

. To identify the factors that influence the quality and quantity of sleeping in university students.

4. To assess the consequences of sleep deprivation in university students on academic performance
and mental health.

Hypothesis

1. Considering the low participation in morning lectures, university students exhibit poor sleep
habits as measured by the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI). Specifically, we hypothesize
that the majority of university students will score above the cutoff point indicative of poor sleep
quality on the PSQI questionnaire.

2. There exists a positive correlation between scores on the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI)
and the General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12) among university students. We hypothesize
that higher PSQI scores, indicative of poorer sleep quality, will correlate positively with higher
GHQ-12 scores, indicating greater psychological distress and poorer mental health among uni-
versity students.

W

2 METHODOLOGY

Main research method that was used is an analytical cross-sectional study. According to Schmidt
and Brown (2019) an analytical cross-sectional study is a quantitative study, that does not include
experimental conditions. Data collection consists in gathering information at one point in time.
(Schmidt and Brown 2019, 206). The main purpose of an analytical cross-sectional study is measur-
ing the connection that exists between a certain condition and the exposure that a certain part of
the population has towards that condition. To gather data from the population that is targeted as
part of the study, surveys and questionnaires are used. (Schmidt and Brown 2019, 207)

For our study there were used two main instruments to measure sleep quality among university stu-
dents, in “Luigj Gurakugi” university in Shkodér, and another instrument to measure general mental
health. Both surveys were applied at one point in time with the purpose of understanding the rela-
tionship between poor sleep habits and psychological distress among students.

2.1 Instrument

PSQI- Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index - Developed by David J Buysse (1989) and his colleagues the
Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index is a self-report instrument that measures overall sleep quality in 1
month period of time. It consists in 19 items measured by Likert Scale (scored from 0-3) resulting in
one global score (Buysse et al 1989). According to the item's similarity, there are seven main com-
ponents: subjective sleep quality, sleep latency, sleep duration, habitual sleep efficiency, sleep dis-
turbances, use of sleeping medication, and daytime dysfunction. Each of these components offer a
general overview on individual sleep routine and quality. Scores can vary from “0-21", lower scores
are indicative off a better sleep quality, as higher scores imply poor sleep habits. This instrument is
widely used from clinicians and professionals to measure sleeping habits among patients but not
only. The questionnaire was applied in its original form, with no moderations. Internal validity was
calculated resulting in a value of 73% of internal validity (KMO Bartlett test value=.73). While Relia-
bility with a coefficient of Cronbach's a =.703 (p=0.01)

General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12)- Is another self-report questionnaire that was originally de-
veloped by Goldberg in the 1970s as unidimensional (Goldberg 1972), to measure general mental
health and signs of psychological distress. There are several forms that differ from the number of
items that compose the survey. The questionnaire that was applied had a total number of twelve
items. The scoring method might differ according to the type of survey, the method that was used
was scoring according to Likert scale from a range 0 to 3, adapted also with the first questionnaire.
Because of its compactness, the GHQ-12 is one of the most used instruments for detecting psycho-
logical distress in non-clinical frames (Hankins 2008; Tomas et al. 2017).



The total score generated by the survey has a range from 0 to 36. High scores are an indicator of
intense psychological distress. Internal validity and Reliability for GHQ-12 were generated as 87% of
Internal Validity and 86% of reliability (KMO Bartlett test value=.86; Cronbach's 0=.87)

2.2 Data collection

The data collection was carried out through the Google forms platform. Questionnaires were dis-
tributed online in October 2023 until November 2023. Main target group was the University stu-
dents, in all faculties in Shkodér. The selection was done without prearrangement. Each faculty was
contacted through professors who contributed in the distribution of surveys. A session of informa-
tion about the study and the instruments that are used was made in each faculty, explaining the
nature and importance of the study, instructions on how to complete the survey and other necessary
information’s related to the research. Every response was recorded through google forms, all ques-
tions were demanded to answer in order to submit the survey. The email addresses for problems
that may arise while filling out the questionnaire have also been set. Data was gathered and kept
safeinthe google forms platform. A copy of responses was downloaded from the platform, and was
followed by a statistical analysis through IBM SPSS Statistics 20 version program.

2.3 Ethical considerations

Anonymity was preserved for all the data that was gathered. Every respondent voluntarily agreed
to be part of the study through an informed consent section before completing the survey. All par-
ticipants are above the age of eighteen. Every response was kept secure and was only accessible to
the researchers responsible for study.

3 RESULTS

General results: In a total number of 226 participants (N=226), 120 were female students and 106
were male students. Around 64% aged 18-20 years old, 25% aged 21-23 years old, 8% aged 27 years
old and above and around 2% aged 24-26 years old.

According to the field of study, the majority of respondents study in the field of psychology, this is
also due to the higher accessibility in this particular department. Distribution of participants accord-
ing to their field of study is presented above.

Table 1: Participants according to their field of study

Field of Study

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Psychology 65 28.8 28.8 28.8
Social Work 52 23.0 23.0 51.8
Nursery 34 15.0 15.0 66.8
Early Childhood Education 6 2.7 2.7 69.5
Physiotherapy 7 3.1 3.1 72.6
Art 15 6.6 6.6 79.2
Literature 7 3.1 3.1 82.3

Valid Music Education 6 2.7 2.7 85.0
Mathematics Educations 3 1.3 1.3 86.3
History Education 3 1.3 1.3 87.6
Finance 7 3.1 3.1 90.7
Foreign languages 13 5.8 5.8 96.5
Justice 7 3.1 3.1 99.6
22.00 1 4 4 100.0
Total 226 100.0 100.0




For each survey Global score for Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index was calculated following the main
formula suggested by authors. The instrument consists in 19 questions that are self-rated and 5
questions rated from someone else's point of view (roommate or bedmate if the person has one).

Global PSQI score is calculated by considering the seven main components. Mean score for global
PSQI score for university students, was 8,38 (Mean=8,38), that shows a tendency towards “poor”
sleep quality among students (M> 5)

Followed by global score of PSQI, the mean score for GHQ-12 was 14,78 (Mean=14,78) indicating
signs of psychological distress among university students.

To calculate the correlation between them, we used Pearson'’s correlation with a result of a coeffi-
cient of approximately, 0.42 (r=.419; p<0.05).

Table 2: Pearson's Correlation

Correlations
sumghq sumpsgi
Pearson Correlation 1 .419™
sumghq Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 226 226
Pearson Correlation 4197 1
sumpsqi Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 226 226
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

4 DISCUSSION

Hypothesis 1: Considering the low participation in morning lectures, university students exhibit
poor sleep habits as measured by the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQl). Specifically, we hypoth-
esize that the majority of university students will score above the cutoff point indicative of poor
sleep quality on the PSQI questionnaire.

This hypothesis suggests a relationship between low participation in morning lectures and poor
sleep habits among university students, as measured by the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI).
The hypothesis main purpose is understanding how sleep plays a crucial role in cognitive function
and academic performance. Students who exhibit poor sleep habits are likely to experience diffi-
culties in concentration, memory consolidation, and overall academic engagement, leading to re-
duced participation in morning lectures.

The hypothesis was statistically tested using the PSQI questionnaire to measure sleep quality among
university students. The results of the analysis revealed a significant mean global score in a value of
8,38.According to the authors of the PSQI, a total score above 5 typically indicates poor sleep quality
(M>5). According to the results we can say that the hypothesis is proved.

Hypothesis 2: There exists a positive correlation between scores on the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index
(PSQI) and the General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12) among university students. We hypothesize
that higher PSQI scores, indicative of poorer sleep quality, will correlate positively with higher GHQ-12
scores, indicating greater psychological distress and poorer mental health among university students.

The hypothesis suggests the existence of a positive relationship between scores on the Pitts-
burgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI) and the General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12) among
university students.

The Pearson correlation coefficient (r) of 0.419 indicates a moderate positive correlation between
PSQI scores and GHQ-12 scores among university students. This suggests that as PSQI scores, which
reflect poorer sleep quality, increase, there tends to be a corresponding increase in GHQ-12 scores,
indicating greater psychological distress and poorer mental health.



The fact that the correlation coefficient is significant (p<0.05) indicates that the relationship ob-
served between PSQI and GHQ-12 scores is unlikely to have occurred by chance alone. This lends
support to the hypothesis that there exists a positive correlation between sleep quality and mental
health among university students. As a result we can say that the hypothesis is proven to be right.

There have been similar studies indicating the importance of sleep and how it contributes in wors-
ening general mental health. A study made in Italian universities, concluded that 62% of the partic-
ipants reported poor sleep quality. Controlling for psychological distress, sleep quality components
were found to be associated with physical and mental health. Mediation analysis showed that over-
all sleep quality mediated all the single associations between anxiety, depression, and stress and
Health-related quality of life (Carpi and Vestri 2022). According to another study made by Steven P.
Gilbert and Cameron C. Weaver (2010) there was a significant negative correlation between global
score on the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index and grade point average supporting the hypothesis that
poor sleep quality is associated with lower academic performance for students that had no clinical
mental health issues. Research indicates that most students generally sleep adequately but often
experience sleeplessness stemming from academic pressures and social engagements, leading to
early awakenings. (Sawicka and Matgorzata 2022)

Lack of sleep could also possibly raise the risk of developing mental health disorders. Individuals
who do not experience depression but suffer from insomnia are twice as likely to develop depres-
sion as those without sleep problems (Baglioni etal 2011).

These findings have important implications for both academic institutions and student well-being.
They highlight the need for interventions to address sleep-related issues among students, such as
promoting healthy sleep habits, providing resources for sleep education, and adjusting class sched-
ules to accommodate students’ sleep patterns. Additionally, the results highlight the importance
of considering sleep quality as a factor influencing academic performance and student general
well-being. It's important to highlight some effective ways that we could improve in the future in
order to help students such as:

1. Education and outreach: providing education and outreach to students about the importance of
sleep and the impact of lack of sleep on mental health and academic performance. This can be
done through awareness raising, seminars and educational materials.

2. Create a supportive sleep environment: encouraging the creation of a supportive sleep environ-
ment in the university environment, including supportive sleep policies in student residences,
quiet sleep spaces, and help with stress management.

3. Promoting healthy sleep behaviors: encouraging students to develop healthy sleep behaviors.

4. Professional consultation and assistance: providing professional consultation and assistance to
students who have sleep problems, including sleep therapists and mental health counselors.

It's essential to acknowledge the limitations of the study, such as the potential for self-reporting
bias in the PSQI questionnaire and the need for further research to explore other factors that may con-
tribute to poorsleep habits among university students. It'simportant to highlight that correlation does
not define or imply causation. Even if two variables are strongly correlated, it does not necessarily
mean that changes in one variable cause changes in the other. Using different methods and adding
more instruments could help gaining more correct and significant results. A greater sample that would
include other universities in other cities would be very valuable to the study in the future.

5 CONCLUSION

As a conclusion the two hypotheses where proven: first, that university students in Shkodér have
poor sleeping habits as a result of high scoring in Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index, and second, that
there is a positive correlation between poor sleep quality and psychological distress. These findings
underscore the importance of addressing sleep-related issues in promoting student well-being and
academicsuccess. However, furtherresearch is needed to explore additional factors and add various
methods that can contribute in further results.
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ABSTRACT

This systematic literature review synthesizes findings from 14 key studies exploring the impact
of family-of-origin experiences on conflict and relationship dynamics in romanticand marital re-
lationships. The selection criteria included studies that examined diverse facets of family-of-or-

igin influences on adult relationships. The selected studies, ranging from early familial interac-
tions to intimate partner violence perpetration, collectively highlight the enduring influence of
early family environments on diverse aspects of adult relationships. The review underscores the
interconnectedness of family-of-origin factors with conflict resolution patterns, marital satisfac-
tion, attachmentsecurity, and the perpetuation of violence. The synthesis contributes not only to
acomprehensive understanding of the intricate links between family-of-origin factors and adult
relationship dynamics but also lays the foundation for targeted investigations to further enrich
ourunderstanding of these complex dynamics in future studies.
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dynamics
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1 INTRODUCTION

Angeris a complex and multifaceted emotion that plays animportant role in interpersonal relation-
ships and aggressive behavior. According to Von Salisch and Vogelgesang (2005; Dewi and Kyra-
nides 2022, 66), chronic anger as a negative emotion is a source of distress in close relationships, of-
ten leading to lower quality relationships and increased expression of aggressive behaviors. Anger
differs from other aversive emotions such as sadness and anxiety in that it is specifically associated
with social maladjustment and aggressive behavior (MacKenzie et al. 2014, 387). In addition, anger
is often expressed towards close people, including family members, close friends and intimate part-
ners, as they have immediate access and close contact (Hayes et al. 2021; Slep et al. 2021) which in-
evitably leads to conflict. A conflict can be defined as the process in which one party sees its interests
opposed or negatively influenced by another party (Hojjat 2000): (Zacchilli 2009).

Conflict between romantic partnersis particularly common. Whenindividualsin a romantic relation-
ship exhibit undue suspicion, jealousy, or sensitivity towards their partner's actions, it can lead to
conflict (Arikewuyo et al. 2020, 360). Conflict in romantic relationships often stems from differences
in opinions, views, beliefs, and ideologies between partners (Arikewuyo et al. 2020, 360). Conflict
can manifest itself in various forms, ranging from constructive strategies such as compromise and
cooperation to destructive tactics such as criticism and avoidance (Hojjat 2000): (Zacchilli 2009). An-
ger and conflict dynamics play a central role in the development of romantic relationships. When
people in a relationship experience anger, it is often a sign of unmet needs, unmet expectations,
orunresolved issues (Betchen 2023). Healthy relationships involve effective communication, active
listening and a willingness to compromise. Conversely, unresolved anger can lead to a toxic cycle of
repeated conflict that weakens the emotional bond between partners (Scott 2022). Acknowledging
the role of past experiences and communication patterns can be instrumental in breaking harmful
cycles of conflict (Gover et al. 2008).

The dynamics of anger and conflict in romantic relationships often have roots in the family of ori-
gin. Each partner brings with them a unique set of learned behaviors, communication styles, and
coping mechanisms acquired during their upbringing (Weigel et al. 2003). These influences, often
stemming from the family of origin, play a crucial role in shaping how individuals navigate and
express emotions within their romantic relationships (Koerner and Fitzpatrick 2002, 246). The term
“family of origin” refers to the family in which an individual was raised and includes all the mem-
bers, whether related by blood or not, who played a significant role in the individual's early devel-
opment during infancy and childhood (DeCore and Focht 2019). It is important to understand the
impact of family of origin experiences on adult relationships because the early family environment
can have a lasting impact on people's attitudes, behaviors, and expectations in their romantic and
marital relationships (Koerner and Fitzpatrick 2002). Anger for instance, is a powerful emotion that
may have serious consequences for children (Koss et al. 2011, 36). Anger is easily transmitted to
children since they are extremely sensitive to the emotions of adults around them (Koss et al. 201,
36). Children have not completely developed their emotional management abilities, leaving them
more vulnerable to absorbing and mimicking the emotions of others (Cummings et al. 2009, 31).
Furthermore, children frequently look at adults as role models, copying their actions and emotional
reactions (Koss et al. 2011, 37). This imitation consists of both good and negative behaviours, such
as anger (Koss et al. 2011, 38). According to studies, marital conflict may be a significant source of
anger transmission to children. Empirical studies repeatedly demonstrate that a person's family of
origin has a major impact on the dynamics of anger and conflict in romantic relationships. Koerner
and Fitzpatrick (200, 246) discovered that conflict behaviours in adult's romantic relationships can
be shaped by communication patterns in their families of origin. This was confirmed by Benson et
al. (1993, 663), who showed how family dynamics like control and fusion can cause higher levels
of anxiety and aversive communication in romantic relationships. The long-term effects of fami-
ly-of-origin connections, on patterns of marital conflict resolution and hostile conflict in early mar-
riage were emphasised by Whitton (2008) and Topham (2005). Together, these studies highlight
how crucial it is to take into account one's family of origin when analysing and resolving anger and
conflict in romantic relationships.



2 THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the existing body of research on the dynamics of an-
ger and conflict in romantic relationships through a systematic literature review. While numerous
studies delve into the origins and management of relationship conflicts, there is a noticeable gap
in understanding how individuals' family of origin influences their approaches to anger and con-
flict resolution in romantic partnerships. Existing literature predominantly adopts a psychological
perspective, often overlooking the nuanced familial factors at play. This research aims to address
this gap by providing a comprehensive overview of recent scientific studies that explore the role of
family of origin in shaping anger and conflict dynamics within romantic relationships. By synthe-
sizing these findings, the study seeks to shed light on the familial components influencing the way
individuals navigate and express anger in their romantic partnerships, ultimately contributing to a
more holistic understanding of relationship dynamics.

3 METHOD
3.1 Systematic Literature Review

The research employed the systematic literature review method, as the chosen research approach.
Accordnig to Snyder (2019, 335), this method entails a comprehensive comparison of results from
both qualitative and quantitative studies, utilizing a qualitative approach. It brings out clear and
methodical overview of a specificscientific field by identifying, critically evaluating, and integrating
findings from significant qualitative studies addressing a particular research topic (Cooper 2003).
To implement this method, a detailed analysis protocol was prepared, and the research material
consisted of relevant studies adhering to predefined criteria for inclusion and exclusion from the
analysis (Ressing et al. 2009, 458). The outcome was a thorough and systematic review of a sub-
stantial number of previously published quantitative and qualitative research pieces in a specific
field. Through the integration of findings and perspectives derived from diverse empirical studies,
the study aimed to provide answers to research questions in a manner that surpasses the scope of
any single study (Snyder 2019, 336).

3.2 Procedure

For this study the selected online database among the available ones was Google Scholar because

it includes numerous publications which focus on the chosen topic. Next step was to identify the

most appropriate keywords and criteria. Time period of a search was 2000-2023. The database was

searched with the following keywords: "Anger”, "Conflict”, ""Family-0f-Origin”, "Anger-Conflict Dy-

namics”. To capture relevant studies, the following criteria was considered:

- The full article presented an original study in English and was published between 2000 and 2023.

- The content of article referred to aspects of anger/conflict in romantic relationship and/or influ-
ence of Family-0f-0rigin on the current romantic relationship.

- Thestudy involved individuals examining anger-conflict dynamics in romantic relationships, par-
ticularly considering the influence of family-of-origin experiences

Articles were assessed based on their title and abstract. For the included articles, full text was re-
viewed in order to determine if it was relevant. Following the criteria, final selection of articles was
analyzed with the objectives of the research. The process of choosing articles is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Search strategy for systematic review

Out of 76 potentially significant
scientific articles accessible in After conducting a more
the Google Scholar databases, —l comprehensive review — 14 final articles
43 articles were excluded after of 43 articles, 29 articles
a review of the title and
abstract.

were excluded.




4 RESULTS

The literature continually highlights the long-lasting effects of the family of origin on a range of
aspects of adult romantic relationships. Every study gives a unique perspective on the complexity
of intricate interplay between family-of-origin dynamics and adult relationship outcomes. The re-
search findings on the topic can be summarized in the following areas: marital adjustment and con-
flict resolution, stress spillover and daily life impact, dating violence, impact of childhood experienc-
es on intimate partner violence (IPV) and inter-generational transmission of relationship patterns.
Together, these five areas highlight the complex relationships that exist between experiences from
one's family of origin and different aspects of adult relationships. They also shed light on the inter-
actions between different factors that influence marital dynamics, conflict resolution styles, and the
generational transference of relationship traits.

Table 1: displays the primary characteristics of the chosen studies

Survey (authors, year)
and type of survey

Sample

Research approach
and method of data collection

Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002)
Quanitative research

Undergraduated studnets involved in
romantic relationships (N=260)

Statistical analysis
(questionnaires)

Sabatelli and Bartle-Haring (2003)
Quanitative research

Married parents of students (N=125)

Statistical analysis
(questionnaires)

Topham et al. (2005)
Quanitative research

Married couples (N=367)

Statistical analysis
(questionnaires)

Timmons et al. (2016) Quantitative
research

Married couples (N=114)

Diary methodology to investigate
same-day and cross-day links between
stress and couple conflict.

Karakurt et al. (2013) Quantitative
research

College-aged couples in romantic
relationships (N=87)

Statistical analysis (questionnaires)

Taft et al. (2008)
Quantitative research

Heterosexual couples (N=164)

Statistical analysis
(questionnaires)

Reese-Weber and Khan (2005)
Quantitative research

Late adolescents from intact and
divorced families (N=272)

Statistical analysis
(questionnaires)

Hardy et al. (2015)
Quantitative research

Heterosexually married couples where
both partners were in their first mar-
riage (N=961)

Statistical analysis (questionnaires)

Gover et al. (2008) Quantitative
research

Undergraduate students at two large
southeastern universities (N=2541)

Statistical analysis (questionnaires)

Dennison et al. (2006) Quantitative
research

Newlywed couples (N=190)

Statistical analysis (questionnaires)

Eriksson and Mazerolle (2014)
Quantitative research

Male arrestees (N=327)

Statistical analysis (interviews and
questionnaires)

Larkin et al. (2010)
Quantitative research

Young adults (N=38)

Statistical analysis ( role-play conflict
tasks to elicit behavioral, affective, and
cardiovascular responses )

Weigel et al. (2003) Quantitative
research

College students involved in romantic
relationships (N=192)

Statistical analysis (questionnaires)

Holman and Busby (2011) Quantitative
research

Couplesin romantic relationships
(N=1,839 couples, 3,678 individuals)

Statistical analysis (questionnaires)

4.1. Marital adjustment and conflict resolution

The exploration of marital adjustment and conflict resolution within adult relationships, as brought by
studies such as Sabatelli and Bartle-Haring (2003, 166), Topham et al. (2005), Reese-Weber and Khan
(2005), and Dennison et al. (2006, 431), reveals the enduring impact of family-of-origin experienc-



es on the dynamics of romantic relationships. Sabatelli and Bartle-Haring (2003, 166) uses structural
equation modeling to demonstrate that both husbands' and wives' family-of-origin significantly in-
fluence marital adjustment, with a notable emphasis on the stronger influence of wives' experiences.
Topham et al. (2005) extends this exploration, highlighting the predictive role of family-of-origin var-
iables during engagement on hostile marital conflict several years into marriage. Reese-Weber and
Khan (2005, 486) adds a contextual dimension, showing that conflict resolution behaviors mediate
the relationship between interparental conflict and conflict resolution within romantic relationships.
Dennison et al. (2006, 432) investigates the influence of family-of-origin characteristics on marital sat-
isfaction, emphasizing the potential mediation by conflict resolution styles. Holman and Busby (2011,
17) discovered that family of origin characteristics, such as parental marriage quality and parent-child
relationship quality, were strongly connected to respondents’ and partners' romantic relationship
quality. This shows that the quality of relations within one's family of origin might influence how well
someone is able to handle conflict and achieve marital adjustment in marriage as an adult.

4.2. Stress spillover and daily life impact

Some studies have shown how are day-to-day dynamics shaped by family of origin connected to
stress flow in relationship. Timmons et al. (2016) show that stress faced by one partner spills over
into marital conflicts, affecting both partners. Larkin et al. (2010, 664) indirectly suggest that how
people respond to conflicts in their daily life is influenced by their family upbringing. Hardy et al.
(2015, 516) highlight that family experiences directly impact how one regulates his relationships,
especially in handling stress. Additionally, Dennison et al. (2006, 432) indicate that family back-
ground is tied to how satisfied people are in their marriages, potentially affecting how they deal
with everyday interactions and stressors in their adult relationships. Together, these findings tell
a story of how the lessons from family of origin continue to shape the navigation of the ups and
downs of daily life in relationships.

4.3. Dating violence

Examining the complex dynamics of romantic relationships, Karakurt et al.'s (2013, 570) study high-
lightsanimportant association between dating violence and attachment insecurity. According to the
research, those who experience higher degrees of attachment insecurity are more likely to become
targets of aggressive dating behaviour. This discovery aligns with the wider storyline presented by
Taft et al. (2008, 641), Gover et al. (2008, 1681), and Eriksson and Mazerolle (2014, 955), which
highlight the long-lasting influence of early life events, particularly being exposed to violence, on
the development of intimate partner violence (IPV). These revelations offer a deep comprehension
of the human experience by showing how early attachment affects patterns of violence and conflict
in adult romantic relationships in addition to dating dynamics.

4.4. Impact of childhood experiences on intimate partner violence (IPV)

In the research by Gover et al. (2008, 1683) the idea of childhood events having a major role in
determining an individual's likelihood for violence in intimate relationship is supported. According
to their research, there is a continuous correlation between childhood exposure to violence, such
as seeing parental violence or suffering maltreatment as a kid, and participating in violent roman-
tic relationships for both men and women. Also, Taft et al. (2008, 642) investigated the influence
of early life events on male-to-female psychological and physical intimate relationship abuse in
adulthood, including parental rejection, exposure to interparental violence, and childhood physi-
cal abuse. Researching the significant influence of early life events on the perpetration of intimate
partner violence (IPV) is essential because it brings light to the complex mechanisms of the inter-
generational transfer of violence. Eriksson and Mazerolle (2014, 956) conducted a thorough investi-
gation of the relationship between male arrestees’ early exposure to violence and their later adult
perpetration of violence against intimate partners. The results showed an interesting correlation:
males were more likely to act violently in their personal relationships laterin life if they had grown
up seeing interparental violence. It was surprising to learn that prior experiences of child maltreat-
ment did not predict the commission of intimate partner violence (IPV), highlighting the complex
and role-specific nature of cross-generational violence transmission.



4.5. Intergenerational transmission of relationship patterns

The concept of intergenerational transmission of relationship patterns refers to the transfer of be-
haviors, communication styles, and relationship dynamics from one generation to the next within
one family (Koerner and Fitzpatrick 2002, 247). This process can affect how individuals form and
maintain their own romantic relationships based on the models and experiences they observed
within their family of origin (Koerner and Fitzpatrick 2002, 247). Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002, 247)
find that people who grew up in families with high levels of conflict and negative communication
patterns are more likely to engage in destructive conflict behaviors in their romantic relationships.
On the other hand, individuals who grew up in families with positive communication patterns and
effective conflict resolution strategies are more likely to engage in constructive conflict behaviors
(Koerner and Fitzpatrick 2002, 248). The study suggests that understanding the intergenerational
transmission of relationship patterns can give valuable insights into the factors that affect ones’ be-
haviors and interactions within their own intimate partnerships. Weigel et al. (2003) study extends
current understanding of the intergenerational transmission of relationship patterns. The results
imply that children can inherit attitudes, beliefs, behaviours, and relationship outcomes from their
families of origin, and all of that may then manifest in their adulthood. Weigel et al. (2003) discov-
ered that parental divorce and perceived parental satisfaction were connected with the frequency
of specific commitment concepts appearing in family stories. For example, individuals who experi-
enced parental divorce were more likely to report concepts linked to the instability of relationships,
in contrast to those who saw their parents’ marriage as good were more likely to report concepts as-
sociated to loyalty to partner (Weigel et al. 2003). The study gives perspectives on how commitment
ideas may be created, changed, and regulated by one's family of origin. It emphasises the need of
addressing family of origin aspects in understanding individuals' attitudes and behaviours in their
present romantic relationships.

5 DISCUSSION

Using the systematic literature review, five areas related to family of origin and anger-conflict dy-
namics in romantic relationships were identified. They are: : marital adjustment and conflict reso-
lution, stress spillover and daily life impact, dating violence, impact of childhood experiences on
intimate partnerviolence (IPV) and intergenerational transmission of relationship patterns.

Family of origin plays one of the most important roles in individual's life. It creates foundation for
almost every other interaction a child will have in its adult life. The profound impact that family of
origin has on the transmission of traits, behaviors, and attitudes related to romantic relasionships
marital stability across generations is unquestionable (Amato et al. 2001, 1049). Understanding
these dynamics is essential for developing interventions and strategies aimed at breaking the cycle
of intergenerational marital instability and promoting healthier family relationships in the future
(Amato et al. 2001, 1049). Exploring these topics is significant because it reveals the long-term in-
fluence of early life events on adult behaviour, particularly in the context of romantic relationships.
Marital adjustment, conflict resolution, and the intergenerational transfer of relationship patterns
are allimportant factorsin shaping people's capacity to handle the difficulties of adult relationships.

Anger and conflictive behaviour could be easily passed on to children as a result of a variety of cir-
cumstances. First, children learn behaviours and emotional reactions by witnessing and copying
their parents. If parents reqularly display anger or deal with disagreements in an aggressive way,
children are likely to internalise these patterns and repeat them in their own behaviour (Katz et
al. 1994; Dadds et al. 1999; Amato et al. 2001, 1050). Also, children don't have fully developed
emotional regulation skills, which makes them more susceptible to absorbing and mirroring the
emotions of others (Cummings et al. 2009, 33). Finally, children may perceive anger as a means
of gaining attention or taking control in their own lives (Koss et al. 201, 37). It is crucial for parents
to be mindful of their own emotional expressions and interactions, especially in the presence of
children. By fostering a positive and supportive emotional environment, adults can help children
develop healthy emotional regulation skills and coping mechanisms for their future relationships.
Addressing and resolving conflicts in a constructive way might significantly reduce the transmission
of anger to children.



This review didn't provide much information on the specific relation of family of origin and an-
ger-conflict dynamics in romantic relationships, but it certanly did brought out valuable under-
standing of how family of origin influences one's behaviour later in adulthood. This study might
be a starting point for futher research, which would provide deep view of this complex yet undein-
ably interesting topic. Given that the majority of research in this field is quantitative, a qualitative
approach could provide more understanding of the subject. Qualitative methodologies, such as
in-depth interviews or narrative analyses, could capture the true picture of how family-of-origin
influences contribute to the development and expression of anger in adult romantic relationships.

6 CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this systematic literature review showed that family-of-origin experiences had a con-
siderable influence on conflict resolution and relationship dynamics in romantic relationships and
marriages. The integration of 14 significant research has revealed the long-term impact of early
familial contexts on adult relationships, emphasising the connection between family-of-origin el-
ements and conflict resolution patterns, marital satisfaction, and attachment security. The review
brings out the significance of acknowledging prior experiences and communication patterns in un-
derstanding anger and resolving conflict in romantic relationships. Furthermore, it emphasises the
need for future study to dive furtherinto the varied familial aspects at work, as well as to investigate
the long-term effects of family-of-origin relationships on relationship dynamics.
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ABSTRACT

Background: Subjective well-being (SWB) is a complex construct that is influenced by a variety
of psychosocial factors. The aim of this study in Kosovo is to explore how various psychosocial
factors—such as cognitive style, hope, social support, coping strategies, and socio-demographic
elements—interact with SWB among the youth.

Methods: In a cross-sectional study, 490 individuals between 15 and 23 years old took part
(Mage=19.06; SD=4.17). These participants went through a series of assessment tools includ-
ing the Adult Hope Scale, the Brief COPE Scale, the Oslo 3-item Social Support Scale, the WHO-5
Well-Being Index, and the Cognitive Reflection Test.

Results: A score below 13 indicating poor wellbeing is found in 26.9%. The study found signifi-
cantcorrelations between WHO-5 Well-being Index scores and various factors: the social support
scale (r=.288, p < 0.00), CRT score (r = -.098, p < 0.04), Problem- focusing Coping (r=.137, p <
0.03), Adult Hope Scale agency thinking (r = .352, p < 0.00), Adult Hope Scale pathway thinking
(r=.370, p <0.00), Adult Hope Scale total score (r=.351, p < 0.00), and Dysfunctional Coping (r =
-.210, p < 0.01). Multiple linear regression indicated that gender, CRT scores, social support, dys-
functional coping and Adult Hope Scale in total were predictors of reporting SWB.

Conclusions: Specific psychosocial elements, particularly the availability of social support, the
use of coping mechanisms, and certain aspects of hope, have a substantial impact on the SWB of
Kosovo's youth; with potential implications for addressing these factors.

Keywords: Subjective well-being, Psychosocial factors, Demographic factors, Adolescent, Kosovo



1 INTRODUCTION

Dursun (2021, 31) stated that Well-being is often used to encompass life satisfaction, positive men-
tal health, and general happiness. However, there isn't a universally accepted definition for Subjec-
tive Well-being (SWB) among scholars. Based on Diener (2006, 399), Subjective well-being (SWB)
represents the an assessment individuals make about their lives, encompassing cognitive and af-
fective dimensions (Diener et al. 2003, 404). It's the amalgamation of subjective evaluations in-
volving life satisfaction, emotional responses, and the overall perception of life, including specific
facets like health, work, and relationships (Brajsa-Zganec et al, 2018, 48). For, Lopez and Snyder
(2011, 69), also this construct delineates the holistic view of an individual's contentment, consid-
ering both emotional and cognitive evaluations; characterized by positive emotions outweighing
negative ones, a favourable assessment of life, and a sense of satisfaction (Diener et al. 1999, 277).
Also, SWB spans beyond mere happiness, containing a person’s overall mental and emotional well-
ness (Weare 2015, 12), crucial for fostering healthy and productive societies (Das et al, 2020, 2). In
the context of defining coping, the prevailing description often includes the intentional strategies
(cognitive and behavioral approaches), that individuals utilize to effectively manage and navigate
through challenging and stressful situations (Folkman and Moskowitz 2004; 747, Lazarus and Folk-
man 1984). Itinvolves a series of thoughts, emotions, and actions aimed at managing the challeng-
es and demands perceived as stressful, with the goal of safeqguarding oneself from psychological
distress (e.g. Skodol, 2010, 159). Regarding coping style, shcholars state that denotes an individu-
al's habitual approach or general manner of dealing with various stressful life events. Hope is de-
fined as construct who embodies a fundamental cognitive-motivational factor, encompassing both
belief and expectation in achieving desired goals (Snyder et al. 1991, 571). It involves the fusion of
pathway thinking (the perception of finding routes to goals) and agency thinking (the motivation
to utilize these routes) (Snyder 2002, 250; Snyder & Lopez, 2007, 189). Essentially, hope represents
the collective perceived capabilities to create pathways toward desired objectives, coupled with
the motivation to actively pursue and utilize these pathways (Snyder 2002, 250). Hope serves as a
psychological strength, fostering resilience and positivity amid challenging circumstances, enabling
individuals to maintain positive expectations and confidence in reaching their goals (Fredrickson
2001, 218). Social support can be encapsulated as the presence of individuals within one's social
network who offer emotional, informational, and practical resources during challenging times (Co-
hen 2004, 676). It encompasses aid and assistance from family, friends, neighbors, and others, serv-
ing as a multifaceted network of interactions that individuals can rely on for various forms of help
and assistance (Schwarzer, Knoll, & Rieckmann 2004; 159).

Subjective Well-being contributing factors

At an individual level, various factors contributing to one's sense of well-being have been exten-
sively explored (Braj$a-Zganec et al. 2018, 48). These encompass elements such as gender, age,
income, employment status, education level, marital status, personality traits, health conditions,
and individual as well as social behaviors (Braj$a-Zganec et al. 2018, 48). However, existing re-
search presents inconsistencies regarding the impact of gender on subjective well-being (SWB)
(Brozi 2018, 36; Das et al. 2020, 18). Studies have identified specific coping strategies associated
with higher levels of SWB, particularly problem-focused coping (Diener et al. 1999, 278). Fischer
et al. (2021, 3415) noted limited exploration of the relationship between coping strategies and
SWB in the general population, yet observed generally positive associations with SWB for actions
directed at solving problems, active coping, and planning. Chen (2016, 378) emphasized the sig-
nificance of coping styles in predicting SWB. When it comes to studies on cognitive thinking styles
in relation to SWB, we've noticed a lack of them or that many have used different terminology
and categorizations. For example, Muyan-Yilik, M., & Demir, A. (2020) found that cognitive flexi-
bility failed to have direct effects on subjective well-being. In, overall, the relationship between
thinking style (analytic vs. intuitive) and subjective well-being is complex and can depend on
various factors. In the context of hope and its correlation with subjective well-being, Irwing et al.
(1998) revealed a notable positive link between hope and positive affectivity, alongside a signifi-
cant negative correlation between hope and negative affectivity. Furthermore, additional studies
have underscored the close connection between hope and subjective well-being (Bailey et al.,



2007, 169; Satici et al., 2016, 68). Within the realm of social connections, a pivotal factor influ-
encing subjective well-being is identified as social support (Braj$a-Zganec et al. 2018, 48). Bra-
j3a-Zganec et al. (2018, 49) highlighted that various dimensions of social relationships and sup-
port are associated with reduced depression, heightened life satisfaction, increased happiness,
and overall well-being. Nevertheless, certain studies have presented conflicting perspectives,
suggesting that social support may contribute to heightened depression or negative emotional
states or might even demonstrate no impact on life satisfaction (e.g., Yildirim & Tanriverdi 2021,
127). Contrarily, Das et al. (2020, 21) indicated consistent findings across studies, demonstrating
the positive impact of perceived social support from family, community, friends, and acquaint-
ances on subjective well-being (SWB). These diverse findings underscore the intricate and occa-
sionally contradictory effects of social support on mental health and well-being. Additionally, in
a longitudinal study, Turner (1981, 357) reported a correlation between social support and sub-
jective well-being. However, it's important to note that all aspects of subjective well-being (SWB)
can also be seen as subject to fluctuation, occurring on a daily or even moment-to-moment basis,
often referred to as state-like SWB (Brose et al. 2013, 940).

Studies on Subjective well-being in Kosovo

In the realm of studies focusing on subjective well-being in Kosovo, the literature review doesn't
offer significant findings, suggesting that this area remains considerably underexplored. One par-
ticularly noteworthy study for Kosovo is the work conducted by Diener & Tay (2015, 11), involving an
analysis of Gallup pool samples spanning from 2005 to 2013 across 164 nations, Kosovo being one
of them. This study stands as the largest and most extensive sample globally to date. According to
this research, Kosovo ranks 78th concerning the average of the assessed components for subjective
well-being and human welfare.However, concerning solely subjective well-being, it ranks 52nd.
Furthermore, based on mean WHO-5 scores in the countries surveyed in the European Quality of
Life survey 2012, Kosovo's average is 63.1, positioning it at 16th among the 34 presented countries
(Eurofund 2012).

Kosovo Context: Youth

Kosovo is country, located in Southeastern Europe; recognized with the youngest nation on the Eu-
ropean continent. Kosovo, with a population of 1.8 million, has the youngest average age in Europe
at 26 years, as reported by Macrotrends in 2021 (Macrotrends, 2021).Despite this, it is also known
forhaving one of the weakest economiesin Europe, placingitin the lower-middle-income category
according to the World Bank's 2017 report (World Bank, 2017). A study released by the European
Commission on October 20, 2023, underscores that Kosovo's GDP per capita is the lowest in the re-
gion (EC, 2023). Roughly 18% of its population lives under the poverty line, set at EUR 45 per month
by the World Bank, and 5.1% live in extreme poverty according to the EC's 2022 report (EC, 2022). It's
noteworthy that about 38% of Kosovars are under 20 years old, as per the World Bank's 2017 data
(world Bank, 2017), whereas a major concern is the high youth unemployment rate, which stands
at 38.9% (up from 49.1% in 2020) according to the EC's 2022 report (EC, 2022); there is also factors
such as demographic pressures, a trend towards emigration, and a lack of quality education which
contribute to the precarious situation of Kosovo's youth, as per the EC's 2022 report.

2 MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 Sample and procedure

The study involved 490 students, aged 15 to 23 years, with a mean age of 19.06 (SD = 4.17). The
participant pool consisted of 133 males (27.1%) and 357 females (72.9%). Students were randomly
selected from two secondary schools in Prishtina, a public university, and a private college. All stu-
dents in the selected classes were asked to fill out self-report questionnaires. These questionnaires
were distributed in their classrooms after obtaining the necessary permissions and informed con-
sent. It's important to note that no incentives were offered to motivate the students to participate
in the study.



2.2 Instruments

Measuring instruments used in the present study included the Albanian version of the instruments below:

The Adult Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991) is a psychometric tool used to measure an individu-
al's hope level. It consists of 12 items that assess two subscales: Pathway Thinking (measures
planning to accomplish goals) and Agency Thinking (measures goal-directed energy). Each item
is scored on an 8-point Likert scale, ranging form definitely false to definitely true; with higher
scores indicating a greater level of hope. Cronbach’s alphas for the scale items was a.=.91.

The Brief COPE Scale (BCOPE; Carver, 1997) is a shorter version of the COPE scale and is composed
of 28 items which conceptually measure 14 coping reactions with two items: Active Coping,
Planning, Positive Reframing, Acceptance, Humor, Religion, Using Emotional Support, Using In-
strumental Support, Self-Distraction, Denial, Venting, Substance Use, Behavioral Disengagement
and Self-Blame. The scale focuses on resilience and coping and uses a 4-point scale to score each
item. Subscale scores range from 0 to 6, with higher scores indicating a stronger tendency toward
a specific coping style. The subscales are categorized into emotion-focused coping, problem-fo-
cused coping, and dysfunctional coping. Cronbach’s alphas for the scale items was o =.89.

The Oslo 3-item Social Support Scale (03SS;Dalgard,1996), is a concise tool used to assess an individ-
ual's perceived level of social support. It measures social support based on three aspects: the number
of close individuals, the interest and concern shown by others, and the ease of obtaining practical
assistance. The scale contains three items, and the scores are summed to calculate the scale score,
which ranges from 3 to 14. Scores of 3-8 indicate ,poor support,” 9-11 indicate ,moderate support,”
and 12-14 indicate ,strong support.” Cronbach's alphas for the scale items was a. = .53.

The WHO-5 Well-Being Index, introduced by WHO in 1998, is a brief self-reported assessment /
generic global rating scale designed to measure an individual's current subjective psychological
well-being. This is among the most widely used questionnaires assessing subjective psycholog-
ical well-being. At present, the WHO-5 has been translated into over 30 languages and has been
used in research projects all over the world. It is appropriate for children aged 9 and above. The
questionnaire comprises five simple and non-intrusive questions positively worded items that
are rated on 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (at no the time) to 5 (all of the time). The final
score on the WHO-5 ranges from 0 to 100, where 0 represents very poor well-being and 100 in-
dicates excellent well-being. Ascore of <50 indicates poor wellbeing and suggests furtherinves-
tigation into possible symptoms of depression. A score of 28 or below is indicative of depression.
Cronbach’s alphas for the scale items was o =.89.

The Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT; Frederick,2005), consists of three mathematical/numerical
text-based problems intended to elicit initial incorrect responses. It is a task designed to measure
a person's tendency to override an incorrect "gut” response and engage in further reflection to
find a correct answer. However, the correct answer can be obtained through analytical thinking
and reevaluating the initial impressions. Each correct response is assigned a code of ,1', and incor-
rect responses are given a code of ,0". The total score is calculated by summing the scores across
the three problems. A higher score indicates a greater ability to resist impulsive responses and is
often considered a measure of general cognitive ability. Participants are categorized into three
groups based on their scores: the ,low" group (participants who scored 0 out of 3), the ,interme-
diate" group (participants who scored 1 or 2), and the ,high” group (participants who scored 3
out of 3). Cronbach's alphas for the scale items was o =.50.

2.3 Ethical considerations

The research was carried out in compliance with the guidelines set forth in the Declaration of Hel-

sinki and the European code of conduct for research integrity. Before participating, all participants

were given detailed information about the study. Their involvement was completely voluntary and

anonymous, and they gave their written informed consent to participate. They also had the right to

withdraw from the study at any point without any consequences. Only the researchers involved had

access to the research data and data management has had appropriate measures to ensure their
security. Approval for this research was obtained from the Ethical Commission of the AAB College
Prishtina, Kosovo, no. A6-437/23, dated 19.07.2023.



2.4 Design and statistical analysis

The study was a cross-sectional correlational study. Data handling and statistical analysis was car-
ried out by using SPSS software version 27 and Microsoft Excel 2019. These descriptive data were
further analysed according to age, gender and other variables investigated. Normality is assessed
with Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic. In this case, the Sig. value is .000, suggesting violation of the as-
sumption of normality for all variables, thus we must use nonparametric tests. For differences across
groups, we used Mann-Whitney U test and Kruskal-Wallis test.

3 RESULTS

The results show that out of 490 participants, 132 or 26.9% reported poor SWB, while 343 or 70%
reported good SWB; 15 cases or 3.1% did not completed all items of the questionnaire. The mean of
SWB was 62.44 (SD=25.09). Regarding the categorization based on scores indicative of depression,
54 participants or 11% showed scores indicative of depression, while 421 participants or 85.9% did
not; 15 cases or 3.1% did not completed all items of the questionnaire.

The correlations between different variables were examined using Spearman's rank-order corre-
lation coefficient. The study found significant correlations between WHO-5 Well-being Index scores
and various factors: the social support scale (r=.288, p < 0.00), CRT score (r = -.098, p < 0.04), Prob-
lem- focusing Coping (r=.137, p <0.03), Adult Hope Scale agency thinking (r=.352, p < 0.00), Adult
Hope Scale pathway thinking (r=.370, p < 0.00), Adult Hope Scale total score (r=.351, p < 0.00), and
Dysfunctional Coping (r=-.210, p < 0.01).

The Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to compare WHO-5 scores between two groups based on
the gender. The test revealed a statistically significant difference in SWB scores between the groups
(U = 18305.500, Z = -2.555, p < 0.011, 2-tailed). The results indicated that females (Md=64) had
significantly lower SWB scores than males (Md=68). But the Mann-Whitney U test has not found sig-
nificant differences between rural and urban residence.

The Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare various scores between two groups categorized by
their WHO-5 scores (poor SWB vs. good SWB) (Table 1). The findings revealed that the group with poor
SWB had notably higher scores in Dysfunctional Coping and lower scores in CRT. Conversely, the group
with good SWB exhibited significantly higher scores in Emotion-focused coping, Problem-focused
Coping, Adult Hope Scale total score, Adult Hope Scale pathway thinking, and Social Support scores.

Table 1: Mann-Whitney U test between two groups categorized by their WHO-5 scores (poor SWB
vs. good SWB)

WHO5 Index N Mean Rank Sig.
N . Good SWB 320 213.63
Cognitive Reflection Test 0.005
Poor SWB 124 245.40
. Good SWB 343 257.23
Social support 0.000
Poor SWB 132 188.04
o Good SWB 342 258.99
Adult Hope Scale agency thinking 0.000
Poor SWB 130 177.33
. Good SWB 343 259.82
Adult Hope Scale pathway thinking 0.000
Poor SWB 132 181.30
Good SWB 342 261.77
Adult Hope Scale total score 0.000
Poor SWB 130 170.01
) ) Good SWB 340 246.52
Emotion Focused Coping 0.010
Poor SWB 132 210.70
i Good SWB 341 249.43
Problem Focused Coping 0.001
Poor SWB 132 204.90
) ) Good SWB 338 222.83
Dysfunctional Coping 0.001
Poor SWB 132 267.95




A multiple regression analysis was conducted to forecast SWB reporting using the WHO-5 index
along with Gender, CRT scores, Dysfunctional Coping, Emotion-focused coping, Problem-focused
Coping, Adult Hope Scale total score, and Social Support scores. The outcome revealed a significant
model, F(7,429) = 17.342, p <.001, with an R2 of .221. Upon closer examination of individual pre-
dictors, it was evident that Gender, CRT scores, Dysfunctional Coping, Adult Hope Scale total score,
and Social Support scores were significant predictors. However, Emotion-focused Coping and Prob-
lem-focused Coping did not emerge as significant predictors.

4 DISCUSSION

This is one of the first studies in Kosovo that has been conducted investigating the relationship be-
tween Subjective Well-being (SWB) and various personal and sociodemographic variables in youth.
The finding that approximately 1/3 of participants report poor SWB suggests that a significant num-
ber are experiencing challengesin life. The average SWB of 62.44 turns out to be slightly lower than
the average of 63.1 in the 2012 study (Eurofund 2012). Regarding the discovery that females have
lower levels of SWB than males, we can note inconsistency in these findings in the literature (Brozi
2018, 36; Das et al. 2020, 18). However, considering that Kosovo is a collectivist society (Latifi 2019,
249) with enduring patriarchal premises, this result might be expected. Similarly, (Schnepf 2010)
found similar results for women in post-communist countries.

Hope appearsto be associated with higher levels of SWB in total scores as well asin agency/pathway
subscales, indicating its predictive role in SWB. Studies by Irwing et al. (1998), Bailey et al. (2007,
169), Dursun (2012, 31), Satici et al. (2016, 68), also support the link between Hope and SWB. Thus,
in overall, hope seems to play a significant role in promoting higher levels of SWB.

Certainly, Social Support shows a significant and predictive association with SWB, aligning entirely
with studies by Turner (1981, 357); Das et al. (2020, 18); and Braj$a-Zganec et al., (2018, 48). Of
course, social support's significant and predictive association with SWB is rooted in its ability to pro-
vide emotional support, reduce stress, foster a sense of belonging, offer validation and encourage-
ment, and ultimately contribute to individuals' overall happiness and well-being.

Less analytical thinking is linked to higher levels of SWB and also has predictive power. We may
speculate there that non-analytical thinkers might be more accepting of circumstances and more
adaptable to changes and prioritize social connections and relationships.

The examination of coping strategies reveals distinct relationships with subjective well-being
(SwWB). Firstly, high levels of dysfunctional coping are associated with lower levels of SWB and also
demonstrate predictive power. Secondly, Emotional-focused coping shows significance only when
comparing groups between poor SWB and good SWB, but lacks predictive power. Thirdly, high lev-
els of problem-focused coping are linked to higher levels of SWB but do not have predictive pow-
er, indicating its positive correlation but limit predictive capacity in determining overall subjective
well-being. Findings for problem-focused coping are in line with the study by Diener et al. (1999).
In overall, there are varying findings, generally showing positive associations with SWB; with some
strategies demonstrating stronger predictive power or immediate influence on well-being com-
pared to others.

4.1 Limitations

This study has a few key constraints to consider. The main one is that the cross-sectional structure
restricts our capacity to determine cause-and-effect relationships among the examined variables.
This method provides a one-time glimpse, neglecting the changing and progressing aspects of the
phenomena under study. Furthermore, we should be careful when extrapolating our results, as the
study's framework may not adequately reflect the broader population’s diversity and intricacy. To
overcome these constraints, subsequent research could utilize longitudinal or experimental struc-
tures with more varied and representative samples. This strategy would offer a more thorough in-
sight into the interconnections among these variables.



5 CONCLUSIONS

This Kosovo study offers valuable insights into SWB among youth and its links to various personal
and sociodemographic factors. Discoveries include the prevalence of poor SWB among a third of
participants, suggesting a need for targeted interventions. Females tend to report lower SWB, indi-
cating the necessity for gender-specific approaches. Hope and social support emerge as significant
factors, emphasizing their potential in boosting youth SWB.

Interestingly, less analytical thinking aligns with higher SWB, hinting at the role of adaptability in
well-being. Coping strategies show mixed predictive power on SWB, suggesting a nuanced under-
standing is crucial.

To enhance youth SWB in Kosovo, future interventions should consider these factors. Further re-
search in varied cultural contexts is essential to develop more effective strategies for promoting
youth SWB.
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ABSTRACT

This research develops a thematic framework and guidelines for contemporary sustainable in-
terpretation models in house museums, with an emphasis on a mindful approach. Mindfulness is
becoming increasingly popularin museums as a means of promoting mental health and creating
acomprehensive experience of artistic, historical, orthematic exploration. It encourages visitors
to connect with the past exhibited by the museum, allowing them to discover themselves.

Modern interpretation strategies not only enable visitors to experience the material dimension
of historical architecture but also provide a holistic experience of culture, heritage, and authen-
ticity at a specific destination while promoting sustainability. House Museums reflect the local
community and nation, serving as places for preserving collective memories. In the fast pace
of globalisation, members of a community recognise them as the last refuge against the loss of
specificity and diversity.

Understanding the complex messages in House Museums requires a mindful approach, as they
cannot be fully comprehended solely through rational means. Holistic heritage experiences,
which support individuals in their physical, mental, and spiritual dimensions, should be a key
priority for every museum. New approaches to the interpretation of House Museums are needed
to establish socio-social connections and communication between societies of the past, present,
and future.

This research will be based on the first house transformed into a museum in Slovenia in 1939 -
PresSeren’s birth house. Today, itis the most visited museum of its kind in Slovenia and symbolizes
arepresentative model in shaping the interpretation of House Museums in the country.

Keywords: House Museums, Preseren’s Birth House, mindfulness approach in interpretation



1 INTRODUCTION

The new museology understands museums as spaces of coexistence and encounter, as creators of
new, positive and enriching experiences, and as places that embrace the diversity of their audiences
(International Council of Museums 2022).* The attention that museums dedicate to groups of peo-
ple in vulnerable situations, such as those with mental health issues, has become a priority for mu-
seums and is considered good practice (Ayala Aizpuru et al. 2019). Museums play a crucial role in
promoting mental health by allowing visitors to engage with art, history and culture, providing a
means of relaxation for the mind. In times of growing mental health challenges, museums world-
wide are responding with innovative programmes that prioritise the well-being of their visitors.

Research indicates that participation in cultural activities, such as museum visits, can have a positive
impact on reducing stress, improving mood and enhancing overall mental well-being (Sveb Dra-
gija and Jelin¢i¢ 2022). The connection between museum spaces and mental health is becoming
the subject of in-depth studies, opening up new possibilities for shaping museum experiences that
strengthen human welfare. Mindfulness and an approach that encourages a deep understanding
of the past are crucial in designing models for interpreting museum houses that not only preserve
heritage but also support visitors in physical, mental and spiritual dimensions.

The museum moment that visitors experience during interaction with objects is precisely what
mindfulness encourages: understanding oneself through a connection with the past represented
by the museum. The research explores the thematic framework and guidelines for contemporary
models of interpretation.

Contemporary interpretation strategies enable visitors to not only experience the material aspect
of historical architecture but also to comprehensively explore various cultural, heritage and authen-
ticity dimensions at a specific destination, while simultaneously promoting sustainability. The com-
plex messages hidden within house museums can be fully revealed to the visitor through mindful
experiencing of heritage, as they cannot be fully grasped solely on a rational level. Establishing
conditions for a holistic heritage experience that supports individuals in their physical, mental and
spiritual dimensions should be the central priority of every museum.

The hypothesis reads: House museums are spaces where it is necessary to consider a mindfulness
approach in shaping concepts of interpretation and presentation.

The article is based on experience and knowledge gained in the last seven years while managing
the Zirovnica Institute for Tourism and Culture, which oversees the management of the France Pre-
Seren, Fran Saleski FinZgar, and Matija Cop house museums (birth houses), as well as Anton Jansa's
apiary, as well as during visits to museum houses across Europe.? As part of the research, the author
examined contemporary trends in research and studies focusing on museum houses in Europe and
elsewhere in the world. Through research, the author explored the aspect of mindfulness and the
practice of a process called Focusing, which is derived from the concept of mindfulness.3

1.1 Methods

This research is grounded in a case-based approach, specifically focusing on the PreSeren Birth
House Museum, the first house transformed into a museum in Slovenia in 1939.The project employs
a qualitative methodology that includes a thorough examination of historical texts and scholarly

1 Nikola Krstovi¢, in the article Colonizing Knowledge: New Museology as Museology of News, warns about the
colonization of knowledge. A review of the publication by Peter Vergo in England, The New Museology, Lon-
don: Reaktion Books, 1989, clearly shows that the author completely overlooked the Eastern museological
schools with representatives such as Z. Stransek, I. Maroevi¢, T. Sola and others who made significant theore-
tical contributions (Krstovi¢ 2020).

2 PreSeren's and Finzgar's birth houses are monuments of national significance, while Cop's birth house and
Anton Jansa's apiary are monuments of local significance.

3 Eugene Gendlin (1926-2017) was a contemporary psychotherapist and philosopher who developed a the-
rapeutic process called Focusing. Gendlin detailed the Focusing techniques in his book titled Focusing. In
addition to Gendlin, other renowned authors, such as Eckhart Tolle, Peter A. Levine and many others, have
also written about Focusing.



articles concerning the musealization of the PreSeren Birth House. This analysis is supplemented by
a detailed exploration of visitor experiences at the museum, where | have served as the Director of
the Zirovnica Institute for Tourism and Culture, the institution responsible for managing Preseren's
Birth House for the past decade.

Additionally, the research includes a comparative analysis of other house museums in Slovenia and
abroad. These comparative explorations involve on-site visits, observations, and an analysis of how
different house museums implement interpretive strategies, with a particular focus on those that in-
tegrate mindfulness into their interpretative models. The combination of these methods allows for a
comprehensive understanding of how a mindful approach can enhance the interpretation of house
museums, fostering a deeper connection between visitors and the cultural heritage presented.

This methodological approach not only provides insights into the specific case of PreSeren’s Birth
House but also aims to develop broader guidelines for applying mindfulnessin the interpretation of
house museums, ultimately contributing to sustainable heritage practices.

1.2 Interpretation of House Museums

The main characteristic of house museums is theirinseparable connection between tangible and in-
tangible heritage. These houses represent an important part of the cultural environment or area in
which they are located and are recognised as a rich resource for interpreting the history of a specific
place. Their value lies in illuminating the social events or private lives that unfolded within them.
Museum houses are acknowledged as monuments of significant social and political importance due
to their evocative ability to bring the past to life (Pinna 2001).

House museums represent a distinct type of cultural heritage monument, distinguished by the au-
thenticity of a memorial site and time in connection with a famous individual or co-creator. The
fundamental conceptual design of a memorial site originates from a space defined by natural and
humanistic characteristics. Space, as a phenomenon thatis globally stable but can constantly change
in detail, holds significant potential for preserving the link between the past and the present. Per-
ceiving the space where a past event has left its mark contributes to understanding its true value,
thus objectifying the potential memory (Maroevi¢ 2005). This underscores the important social and
political role of museum houses, indirectly influencing the relationship with the local community,
the preservation of collective memory, and heritage in its original environment.

House museums typically possess all the characteristics and functions of museums, with the dis-
tinction that their emphasis is not solely on individual objects but on the holistic heritage and in-
teraction with the artifacts and spirit of the people who lived in the house (Pinna, 2001). The most
widespread and well-visited house museums are types known as personality houses.*

House museums, in their function as time capsules of the past, carry unique historical, cultural and
social value. The most common approaches in presenting house museums are the authenticity ap-
proach and the narrative approach, or, according to Butcher-Younghans, those which distinguishe
between documentary historic houses and representative historic houses. In the first approach,
authentic objects and their authentic arrangement are used, and the aim is that the house is pre-
served in its original state. In the narrative approach, the story revolves around a person who live
in the house, their profession, personality and the period in which they lived. In the interpretation
of representative historic houses, in addition to original objects, reproductions, replicas and other
museological aids are used.

Every house museum is unique and can be museologically interpreted differently, depending on the
concept developed for the house. A concept of interpretation and presentation is prepared based
on the type of residence, its valorisation, recognised significance and values, and the established
educational and communication objectives, upon which a management plan is developed. Addi-
tionally, considerations and choices are made regarding methods and criteria for its restoration,
exhibition layout, display techniques, visitor guidance, etc. (Pavoni 2001). Through musealisation,

4 House museums, representing the homes of famous personalities, politicians, literary figures, musicians,
etc., have been presentin history since the Renaissance period, emerging from the idea of celebrating nota-
ble individuals to strengthen local and later national pride (Butcher-Younghans, 1993).



houses transition from the personal and individual sphere to the collective, becoming monuments
and museums as part of public cultural heritage. Therefore, the entire process of musealisation, like
any heritage process, should be conducted in close collaboration with the local and wider commu-
nity (Perko 2021 and literature cited therein).

When designing the interpretation and communication of house museums, different challenges arise
compared to traditional museums. Due to the nature of the house, where the value stems from the
entire collection of objects and their interaction with the people who lived there, a linear museolog-
ical approach is not sufficient (Risnicoff de Gorgas 2001). Visitors absorb information in a more open
and complex manner than in reqgular museums, as the objects carry a cognitive code associated with
everyday life, thus facilitating understanding. More than any other type of museum, a house museum
has the greatest power to evoke and create connections between the visitor and the history present
within the house itself or that the interpretation seeks to convey. A house museum is exceptionally
evocative because it not only contains objects but also encompasses the atmosphere and creative im-
agination of the people who lived and moved within its walls (Risnicoff de Gorgas 2001).

The mission of house museums is the preservation, exhibition or reconstruction of authentic histor-
ical or spiritual atmospheres. Thus they serve as authentic symbols of events, periods and regimes
that cannot be manipulated without disrupting the integrity of the house itself (Pinna 2001). House
museums reflect the local community and nation, serving as places where collective memory is
created and preserved. Within these houses, members of these communities and nations recog-
nise their own identity. In the fast-paced, consumer-oriented life of our globalising world, small
museums are increasingly seen by community members and nations as the last refuge from glo-
balisation, symbolically identified as the last bastions of specificity and diversity (Pinna 2001). This
calls for consideration of new approaches to interpretation focused on socio-cultural connections to
establish communications between societies of the past, present and future (Perko 2021).

The atmosphere in which a visitor finds themselves in a house museum, permeated with their own
feelings and emotions, arises from the presence and absence of people who once lived in the house.
Houses are perceived as ‘true reality’, free from any manipulation. It allows the visitor to embark on
a journey into a ‘frozen’ past, where there is an opportunity for self-discovery and learning about
the Other, thus reflecting on oneself (Risnicoff de Gorgas 2001). Encountering the past reminds us
of our own transience and provides the opportunity and space to determine who we are, who we
want to be, and, more importantly, who we are not or who we do not want to become. This es-
tablishes an intimate connection between collective and personal memory. House museums can
be seen as memory sites in Norin's doctrine, which states that collective memory exists because of
memory sites. These manifest in material, functional and symbolic forms. Memory needs memory
sites to prevent it from fading (Nosova 2021).

1.3 Museum Environment and Visitor' s Mental Weel-being

The concept of the ‘'museum prescription’, wherein psychiatrists prescribe free museum visits, first
emerged in 2018 at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts and has recently been adopted in five muse-
ums in Brussels. This reflects the increasing recognition of how art can provide targeted support to
individuals dealing with mental health issues.

In the last two decades, there has been a growing body of evidence supporting the connection
between museums and health, particularly highlighting the role of art programmes in supporting
mental health (Chatterjee and Camic 2015). However, beyond the role of programmes offered by
museum institutions, there is an interest in understanding how the museum environment, includ-
ing the physical space, can impactindividuals’ well-being.

In light of international evidence presented in the 2019 WHO report titled What is the evidence on
the role of the arts in improving health and well-being? (Fancourt and Finn 2019), some pioneering
projects have been initiated in Italy, particularly in Piedmont, with the support of Compagnia di San
Paolo in Turin. The aim of these projects was not only to evaluate the health benefits of artistic prac-
tices but also, more specifically, the connection between the quality of museum architectural spaces
and the well-being of visitors.



The Luoghi Comuni (Common Places) project was created in response to a call for ideas with the
aim of exploring how tangible and intangible aspects of cultural spaces positively impact mental
well-being. The project stems from the need to promote the social inclusion of individuals with
mental health issues by involving them in museums and cultural institutions. As a primary outcome,
Luoghi Comuni provided culturalinstitutions with a clear and quantitative indicator of the 'gentleness’
oftheirspaces, understood as the ability to make fragile individuals feel comfortable. These results are
expected to lead to a reconsideration and improvement of specific features of museum spaces.

The Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam runs a programme called 'Unforgettable’, through which it or-
ganises guided tours for people with dementia and their families, during which memories, connec-
tions and stories are triggered and shared.

In recent years, there has been an increase in participatory and interactive programmes in muse-
ums, aiming to improve the well-being and inclusion of visitors facing various challenges, including
mental health issues. As demonstrated by examples abroad, it is no longer utopian to consider that
in the future, doctors and psychiatrists might recommend museum visits instead of traditional re-
covery programmes in mental health centres.

1.3.1 Mindfulness in Museums

Mindfulness is a process where one directs more attention to the present moment. It has deep roots
in history, reaching back thousands of years. Originating from both Western and Eastern spiritual
traditions, today mindfulness has become a universal concept that can be practiced independent-
ly of its religious origin (Cerneti¢ 2005). Mindfulness is a primordial spiritual concept known in all
traditional spiritual practices, but until recently it had not been the subject of extensive scientific re-
search. In the last decade, however, mindfulness has become a central theme, especially in clinical
and health psychology and psychotherapy. In the health and clinical context, mindfulness is often
addressed in connection with cognitive-behavioural therapy or therapy based on mindfulness prin-
ciples (Kabat-Zinn 1990).5

Through mindfulness practice, we learn to slow down our thoughts, helping to maintain peace and
connection with the present moment, thereby reducing stress. The process involves calm sitting and
focusing on thoughts, sounds and sensations. An important aspect of mindfulness involves recon-
necting with our own bodies and perceiving current sensations, such as sights, sounds, smells and
tastes. Another aspect of mindfulness is conscious concentration through the process of controlling
awareness of our own thoughts and emotionsin the present moment. It is about allowing ourselves
a clearinsight into the moment, which can positively transform our relationship with ourselves and
our lives.

Museums worldwide incorporate various aspects of mindfulness into their interpretation, enabling
visitors to connect with the content and objects on a deeper, more intimate level. Some museums,
such asthe Rubin Museum of Art and the Brooklyn Museum in New York, also integrate various mind-
fulness-related activities, such as yoga practice in museums, lectures, and workshops on spirituality.
The St. Mungo Museum of Religious Life & Artin Glasgow has partnered with the mental health char-
ity Lifelink to offer mindfulness therapies in the museum.® Mindfulness programmes at the Getty
Museum in Los Angeles, which have been running since 2016, promote contemplative experiences
for visitors, thus fostering a deep connection with the artworks.

2 HOUSE MUSEUMS IN SLOVENIA

In Slovenia, houses of personalities represent the most common type of house museums and are
categorised as representative historical houses based on their characteristics.” The characteristic fea-
ture of these houses is the complex process of transforming living spaces into memorial or museum
spaces. These houses exhibit objects related to the lives and work of notable figures, such as writers,

5 Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT)
6 Charlotte Coates, 2022, What are Mindful Museums and how can they help us with our mental health?

7 The categorisation of house museums in Slovenia is not yet in force. It refers to the categorisation according
to Butcher Younghans from 1993.



artists, scientists and politicians, with their biographies usually highlighted as the central theme of
the exhibition. This biographical aspect serves as a background for depicting other significant fac-
tors, such as the historical period, region or profession. In most of these houses, neither the building
nor the furnishings and furniture are authentic or at least not entirely so.

The first publicly accessible house in Slovenia that was converted into a museum (in 1939) was the
birth house of France Preseren in Vrba. Other houses that were converted into museums followed
Fran Saleski FinZgar's concept of musealisation, which was implemented in PreSeren’s Birth House.?

Slovenia faces a lack of museological research and studies related to house museums, which is re-
flected in their naming and evaluation, as the distinction between individual houses is not clearly
defined. In addition to the term ‘house museum’, in Slovenia these museums are also referred to as
‘memorial house', 'birth house', ‘literary museum’, ‘historical house’, ‘biographical museum’, ‘ethno-
graphic house’, ‘homestead’, ‘memorial room’, etc. They are often labelled as a museum, open-air
museum or monument.

The problem not only lies in the naming of the houses but is also reflected in their interpretation,
exhibitions, and the conservation regimes assigned to them. A brief overview of contemporary mu-
seological approaches easily reveals that the concepts of interpreting houses of famous individuals,
i.e., representative historical houses, are outdated in Slovenia. Even where a good presentation is
executed, these houses are not sufficiently integrated into community life and do not adequately
serve scientific, educational and tourist objectives. The challenges primarily stem from financial and
technical limitations, a lack of professional staff and especially a deficiency in knowledge, under-
standing, passion and implementation (Domsi¢ 2014). There is also a noticeable lack of collabora-
tion among related institutions and an absence of museological expertise in the development of
comprehensive interpretations.

PreSeren’s Birth House and the Visitor Experience

PresSeren's Birth House represents a representative model of house museums in Slovenia, being the
first of its kind and the most visited museum of this type in Slovenia. Since 2011, it has also been
declared a cultural monument of national importance.’

The house can be classified among those of personalities, and, according to categorisation, it falls
under the category of a representative historical house, as it contains few authentic items. Using
substitute furnishings from that time or replicas, the living spaces depicting everyday village life in
the 19th century are exhibited. Visitors can explore six small rooms in the house: the entrance hall,
the black smoke kitchen, the living room, the pantry, the exhibition space, and the museum shop.
The interpretation of the house focuses on acquainting visitors with the greatest Slovenian poet,
France Preseren, who was born in the house and spent part of his youth there.

The concept of presenting PreSeren’s birth house does not significantly differ from the practices used
in other houses of personalities throughout Slovenia. Upon entering the house, a guide leads visitors
through the living spaces in a short time (15-20 minutes), acquainting them with the house and its
most important and interesting items. Guests are encouraged to explore the spaces independently,
and the guide is available for any questions. In the exhibition space, visitors can watch a 7-minute
animated film that describes the work and life of France Preseren, after which they can explore the
exhibition on their own. The exit from the museum leads through a small shop, where guests settle
the entrance fee. Visitors typically allocate between 30 and 45 minutes for the entire visit.

Visitors began coming to PreSeren’s Birth House even before it was converted into a museum. Two
guestbooks from prior to 1939 have been preserved (Finzgar 1949). PreSeren’s Birth House in Vrba
gained a special status in the celebration of the poet PreSeren in 1872 when a crowd of 6,000 peo-
ple, led by members of the newly established Society of Slovene Writers, made a pilgrimage to

8 Other houses that followed this pattern in Slovenia include: FinZgar's Birth House, Cop's Birth House, Jalen's
Birth House, GregorciC's Birth House, Cankar's Birth House, Jurdi¢'s Birth House, etc.

9 Decree on the Proclamation of Monuments in the Village of Vrba in the Upper Carniola Region as Cultural
Monuments of National Importance.



Vrba.! Records testify that visiting the house where the greatest Slovenian poet was born repre-
sented a special, almost spiritual experience for the visitors (FinZgar 1949).

Despite the fact that the house was not arranged as a museum but was like any other living space
of that time, while sitting in the room where PreSeren was born, the visitors also experienced a
spiritual connection. Such an experience, where time seems to stop and a profound feeling or per-
ception overwhelms the museum visitor, refers to a special moment when the visitor, in interaction
with an object or a work of art, undergoes an emotional or spiritual connection. This experience can
be extremely significant for visitors as it allows them a deeper understanding and connection with
the object, history and space, thereby influencing their personal growth, thinking and perception
of the world.

In a rapidly changing postmodern world, we should question how these house museums can re-
main relevant in the contemporary context. Nevertheless, we must not forget the essence that is
based on the holistic preservation of the heritage and cultural-historical values of these houses. By
striking a balance between tradition and modernity and involving the public, museums can remain
attractive and vibrant, not just as museum institutions but as spaces that convey the stories of the
past and provide visitors with the most comprehensive experience (Maroevic¢ 2020).

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Interpretations and experiences of house museums cannot be understood solely on a rational lev-
el, as they intertwine between the symbolic and scientific, conscious and subconscious, the living
and the dead, the present, past and future, between narratives and anecdotes, and between myth
and truth. Therefore, to us, the visitors, the meaning of messages is revealed through a network of
symbols as elements of transformation, altering our perception of time, space, ourselves, and the
circumstances in which we find ourselves.

House museums can be perceived as theatres of dreams, where fiction is portrayed as reality
(Risnicoff de Gorgas 2001). Although house museums may seem almost untouched and primar-
ily draw their atmosphere from authentic objects belonging to its former inhabitants, the fact
that they are organised as museums clearly indicates that their goal is not history or life itself,
but rather the representation of history or life; not the past itself, but its portrayal, thus enabling
a reflection of the present (Pinna 2001). On the one hand, such a complex interpretation with-
in a house ensures a mindful understanding of the era and those who lived in the house, using
original objects, and whose spiritual dimension is still felt. On the other, meanwhile, museum or
cultural messages primarily provide scientific data assigned to the house and objects by conserva-
tors, museologists and researchers.!!

Inthe context of house museums, the value of an object does not solely derive from its stylistic, artis-
tic or technological qualities but rather from its narrative capacity that conveys complex messages.
Nevertheless, the symbolic value of objectsin a house or on display does not originate from the ob-
jects themselves; it is a product of the interaction between the subject - memory and imagination
- and the exhibition, simultaneously representing concrete reality and its representation. Visitors
embark on a journey through a series of symbols, attempting to find connections and meanings,
with each visitor becoming the author and player of their own story (Pinna 2001). The communi-
cation of heritage messages directly introduces cultural heritage into the real world of people and
their communities, integrating it as a central element of the social and spiritual environment. Thus,
heritage transforms into a key component of the quality of life, equally important as water, air, food
and shelter (Maroevic 2020, 258).

10 Mass visits to Vrba on 3 December (PreSeren's birth date) and 8t February (Slovenia's national cultural ho-
liday) are still referred to by some today as a pilgrimage.

11 According to Ivo Maroevi¢, museological or cultural messages in exhibitions are realised in two directions:
scientific, which is analytical in nature, and cultural, which is synthetic. It is the cultural aspect that allows
secondary meaning to reality and where values, sense, significance or needs are reflected, gaining full va-
lidity in the exhibition (Maroevi¢, 2020, 266).



This can be vividly observed in the case of the perception of PreSeren's birth house, prior to its trans-
formation into a museum. Despite the house not being set up as a museum at the time, visitors
experienced it at an intimate, spiritually mindful level, eliciting powerful identity feelings and au-
thentic emotions and creating a profound spiritual experience. The authentic spaces, albeit without
authentic objects and exhibits, wove a special transcendent connection between the historical fig-
ure and the visitors' own memories and feelings.

The enchantment of house museums stems from the mindful perception of symbolic, cognitive and
scientific messages assigned to objects through museologically-shaped narratives. An object pos-
sesses multilayered, symbolic meanings that visitors recognise based on their own experiences,
memories and psycho-social needs. The interweaving of complex messages can only be revealed
to the visitor through mindful heritage experiences because they cannot be fully grasped rationally.
Creating conditions for experiencing heritage in a holistic way that supports humans as physical,
mental and spiritual beings should be a priority for every museum. PreSeren’s Birth House, as visi-
tors experienced it prior to its transformation into a museum, can serve as inspiration for contem-
plating new approaches to interpreting how to revive the spiritual or mindful dimension of the visit
and the connection with history, and the museum means to achieve it.

4 CONCLUSION

The interpretation of house museums has recently attracted a lot of attention from the public and
experts, as evidenced by the increasing number of professional literature, symposiums and profes-
sional associations worldwide. They are recognised as spaces of memory, crucial for creating and
preserving local identity. In line with the needs of contemporary society, they are expected to fulfil
educational tasks by expanding people’s horizons during visits and providing a pleasant and useful
way to spend leisure time. These are some of the conditions that allow heritage to become socially
relevant and maintain its role in the future as well (Sola 2003).

It is equally important to seek and discover ways in the interpretation and presentation of houses
that will incorporate and consider spiritual aspects and mindful perception of spaces and objects.
Museum houses must not become merely a means for learning about the work and lives of the
famous individuals who once lived in these houses. They should certainly not become places of en-
tertainment, which has become a guiding principle in museum market thinking and could, in the
long run, devalue the spaces of authentic memory. It is necessary to treat these houses as authentic
and autonomous institutions that, in addition to a linear presentation, offer a broader, humanistic
perspective that is more relevant and inclusive for the contemporary local and wider public. Overly
structured discourses that lead to ‘correct’ observation actually strip museumised houses of their
museum quality as safe, free spaces where visitors explore theirinner world in interaction with mu-
seologically shaped messages of objects representing a multi-layered and multi-meaningful past
(Moreno and Gerardo 2000).

The pace of today's life, marked by ubiquitous speed, consumer pressure and a neoliberal system,
leaves profound effects on the mental health of the population. In such an environment, where
everyday life is constantly subjected to stress and pressure, museums have become important ha-
vens for visitors. The role of museums is not only seen as preservers of heritage but also as spaces
that provide a retreat from the hustle and bustle of daily life, offering an emotional, intellectual and
spiritual break.

House museums, with their unique character and history, automatically carry the power to become
arefuge for those seeking meaning, silence and a connection with their own identity. It is crucial to
develop interpretation and programmes that not only bring history to life but also actively support
the mental well-being of visitors. Mindfulness is becoming a crucial aspect in shaping museum ex-
periences, as it allows visitors to delve into themselves, be aware of the moment and establish a
holistic connection with the past.

In circumstances where society is exposed to the pressures of modern life, the development of mu-
seum programmes and interpretations that promote mental health is of exceptional importance.
Museums not only preserve cultural heritage but also become spaces of comprehensive support,
positively impacting individuals and the community as a whole.
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ABSTRACT

To ensure that digital technologies and technological development serves the needs of all, we
needto supportpeople with intellectual disabilities (ID) in acquiring digital skills. The digital ex-
clusion of this populationis largely the result of a lack of adequate education and environmental
support. The study aims to investigate what opportunities adults with ID have to acquire digital
skills, i.e. to examine the significance, requirements, challenges and potential for digital partici-
pation and education. To gain a deeperinsight, focus group interviews were conducted with pro-
fessionals from several service providers. The results of the qualitative analysis show that there
is a lack of educational curriculum and systematic training in digital skills. Professionals mostly
provide individual situation-based support depending on the everyday needs. In addition, par-
ticipants pointed out other various challenges associated with the use of digital technologies by
people with ID, such as online risks, family support, lifelong learning, motivational aspects. This
suggests that not all people with ID have equal opportunities to participate in the digital world,
as the acquisition of digital skills depends on the knowledge and goodwill of supporters and
family. Based on the obtained results, a support framework and guidelines forimproving digital
education for people with ID are presented.

Keywords: Digitalinclusion, Digital education, People with intellectual disabilities.



1 INTRODUCTION

Today, we can look at digital technology as a tool that enables connection and inclusion in all
spheres of a society's life. Today, information and communication technologies (ICT) are creators
of interactions between individuals. For most of the people this has provided many advantages,
like unlimited access to information, possibilities for socializing, entertainment and participation
in society (Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017). However, it seems that there are some digital inequali-
ties between people and their possibilities to participate in digital society. People with intellectual
disabilities (ID) are left behind, not being able to participate in digital world. They are facing mul-
tiple barriers in the possibilities of using digital technology, which then lead to social exclusion.
The awareness of digital exclusion has been more and more recognized, but we still do not have
adequate answers and measures to prevent it. Digital exclusion of this population is largely the
result of a lack of adequate education and environmental support. According to Murphy (2021) the
exclusion of people with ID has a harmful effect on their health, wellbeing, and inclusion. So, those
people who are at high risk of social exclusion are also those in the greatest need of digitalinclusion
(Helsper and Eynon 2010; Chadwick et al. 2013). The studies show that it is important to create op-
portunities ensuring that people with ID and those supporting them possess the digital skills to use
technology to theiradvantage (Martin et al. 2021; McCausland et al. 2021). This is difficult to achieve
due to inaccessible development of digital apps (Martin et al. 2021; McCausland et al. 2021). This
suggests that people with ID do not have equal possibilities to be digitally included, as they depend
on the supporters and family members.

Therefore, the aim of this research is to investigate what opportunities adults with ID have to ac-
quire digital skills, i.e. to examine the significance, requirements, challenges and potential for dig-
ital participation and education.

1.1 Use of digital technology and benefits for persons with ID

Building social support networks is very important for developing their sense of security, belonging,
self-worth and positive self-image, giving them the possibility to access and participate in com-
munity activities (Masnjak Suskovi¢ et al. 2023). Technology can help raise the level of autonomy
in performing daily activities through learning new skills, e.g. sending e-mails (Cihak et al. 2015).
Research among adults with ID, shows that self-determined use of mobile technology and apps was
associated with improved social inclusion (Martin et al. 2021; McCausland et al. 2021).

Research data from Croatia (Masnjak Su$kovi¢ et al. 2023) shows that most of the people with mild
and moderate ID who are involved in daily supporting programs (NGOs and institutional) have their
own mobile phone/smartphone. On regular basis they have access to computer, laptop or tablet.
In everyday life they mostly use phones/smartphones, and other mentioned technologies at least
once a week. They mostly use digital technology for social involvement and connections with other,
via different social media apps (i.e. Facebook, WhatsApp). Most participants had some basic digital
using skills, like turning on a computer, use keyboard (type name) and search on Google, but only
31,1% can search and understand information on other sites and 37,7% can use passwords. Data
implicated that significant number of people with ID could improve their basic skills and become
more independent in using digital technology. Data from other studies also show that actions that
require more reading or writing are a problem (Harrysson et al. 2004; McClimens and Gordon 2009;
Shpigelman and Gill 2014; Molin et al. 2015).

Data from different countries shows that when they use Internet it is primarily for the purpose of
communicating with other users, through social media (Shpigelman and Gill 2014; Lofgren-Marten-
son et al. 2015; Molin et al. 2015; Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017; Martin et al. 2021; McCausland
et al. 2021; Heitplatz et al. 2022). They also largely use the Internet for entertainment (video or
picture entertainment), daily news and events (Sallafranque St-Louis 2015 in Lussier-Desrochers et
al. 2017). Social netwaorks are the most common way of spending time on the Internet (Masnjak
Suskovic et al. 2023). Social networks can also be a good way to raise awareness about people with
disabilities and source for breaking down the prejudices (Bonilla et al. 2022; Johansson et al. 2021).

Some of the benefits of digital inclusion from the perception of people with ID themselves, are
sense of belonging, ability to communicate with others at any time, connecting with people with-



out disabilities (Heitplatz et al. 2022), easier access to online than live events (Lawford et al. 2023),
maintaining social relationships (Bakkum et al. 2021) and the possibility of self-expression (Chad-
wick et al. 2013; Sheehan and Hassiotis 2017).

1.2 Challenges related to digital inclusion of persons with ID

Despite many benefits of using digital technologies there are many challenges people with ID en-
counterin understanding and using technology (Chadwick et al. 2013; Constantino et al. 2020; Lake
etal.2021; Chadwick et al. 2022).

Lussier-Desrochers et al. (2017), defined a model of five digital access dimensions in digital inclu-
sion of people with ID: (1) Dimension relating to devices and Internet access, (2) Sensorimotor di-
mension, (3) Cognitive dimension, (4) Technical dimension, (5) Dimension relating to social codes
and conventions. In the first dimension, the issue of ownership and availability of digital devices
appears. The literature review analysis shows two main ways that people with ID can access these
devices: 1. ownership through purchase or donation and 2. equipment loan from another person,
organization or lending program. Possibilities of owning a digital devices and connection to Inter-
net, depends on financial status of a person. People with ID are often having low incomes and are
at risk of poverty, because they depend on financial assistance from the state. Regarding second
dimension, co-occurrence of ID and of sensorimotor limits is scientifically documented (Chadwick
et al. 2013; Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017). These limits have repercussions on the performance of
basic actions required to operate the devices. For example, a lack of upper-limb coordination, pre-
hension or dexterity can make it difficult to use a keyboard or a mouse (Cleaver et al. 2009; Wong
et al. 2009; Dagenais et al. 2012 in Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017), motor constraints often limit
reaction time and execution speed, making certain activities difficult to perform because of time
restrictions (e.q. filling out a form or shopping online) (Carmeli et al. 2008; Dagenais et al. 2012 in
Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017). In third dimension, various cognitive skills affect the possibility of
usage of digital devices. Interaction with technologies requires several cognitive components and
the list of necessary skills also includes reading and writing skills (Michel et al. 2006; Rivas-Costas et
al. 2014 in Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017). These cognitive components are needed for many digital
actions, e.g. search for relevant information, understand digital symbols etc. In fourth dimension,
they emphasize the technical problems and risks for equipment. The use of technological devices
requires periodic solving of different technical issues (e.g. installing new programs, updating soft-
ware, antivirus protection etc.). It can be too complex for people with ID and solving these problems
often requires financial investment. Regarding final dimension, participation in the digital socie-
ty requires an understanding of new social interaction rules and conventions. Not understanding
these rules could expose them to new forms of victimization or exclusion (Lussier-Desrochers et al.
2017). Considering these dimensions and challenges, itis visible that that an increasing gap is being
created between other citizens and persons with ID (Chadwick et al. 2013).

One of the reasons for this gap is also in perceived risks of Internet access and use (Chadwick et al.
2016; Seale 2014). Data from studies show professionals often give online guidance to people with
ID, without proper guidelines and education (Chiner et al. 2017; Ramsten et al. 2019; de Groot et al.
2022; de Grott et al. 2023). Their support strategies are often based on individual perceptions like
those mentioned above (Lofgren-Martenson et al. 2018; Ramsten et al. 2019; de Grott et al. 2023).
Due to these perceptions of supporters (family members and professional staff), they often place lim-
its on people with ID in terms of digital education and support. Professionals have a responsibility to
promote digital inclusion for people with ID without controlling or monitoring their online activities,
although this may apply more strongly for adults than children and young people (Borgstrom et al.
2019; de Grott et al. 2023). People with ID have the right to be digitally included and have privacy in
their online activities, but they need the support of others on this same path. So, when we refer to
people with ID who are digitally active, the main question is how to guide them on this path.

Other challenges regarding supporters from the organizations are lack of their own digital educa-
tion, training, and organizational guidelines (Seal 2014; Chiner et al. 2017; de Grott et al. 2023).
Furthermore, the age of people with ID as well as their living conditions, can affect their digital
inclusion. The study of Murphy et al. (2019) shows that older people with ID are in majority remain-
ing excluded from digital world. Access and use of technologies is especially limited for those who



are living in residential settings. They also concluded that not only people with ID need supportin
acquiring digital skills, but also staff in institutions that support and foster the use of technologies.
Apart from the challenges mentioned above, Chadwick et al. (2022) points out socio-political arise
as one of the barriers, due to the lack of government actions to promote digital inclusion.

1.3 Digital education programs and approaches to people with ID

Considering the known challenges, individually adapted digital education is required to enable
people with ID to be included in the digital world. Digital technologies can serve populations when
these populations are included in the solution design process (Kluge and Hamilton, 2021). Experi-
ences and views of people with ID can and should be the basis for creating educational and other
support services (Randt 2011). The application of an inclusive approach is of particular importance
in this area (Masnjak Suskovi¢ et al., 2023). One of the examples of an such approach in practice
is "“DigiAcademy” program, developed within the project "Digi-ID PLUS - Digital skills education to
support better health and social inclusion outcomes for adults with ID" project granted by European
Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) Health. The project is headed and designed by Dr Esther
Murphy from Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin. The projectis bringing together experts
of various profiles from five European countries. The main quality and value of the project is co-cre-
ation of solutions together with people with ID, their families and professionals, all participating in
its creation and design (Murphy et al. 2022). Till today the first version of accessible digital education
platform "DigiAcademy"” is made in Ireland and is still a work in progress. On this platform persons
with ID can learn by themselves (or with support) how to search on the Internet, use Google, open a
Gmail account and send e-mail, open Facebook, use WhatsApp etc.

Samant Raja (2016) in report about bridging the disability divide through usage of digital technol-
ogies, gives examples of accessible technology solutions people who have cognitive disabilities
can use: (1) Text-to-speech rendition and speech/voice output; (2) Touch screen devices; (3) Mobile
apps and online resources that mimic Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) devices,
electronic picture boards for communication; (4) Organization and memory aid tools such as online
calendars, note taking, alerts; (5) GPS-facilitated navigation; (6) Use of multimedia to aid compre-
hension i.e., videos, graphics. These solutions are possible to use by people with various cognitive
disabilities, neither of mentioned solutions aren't made especially for people with ID. Some of them
can surely be useful, but only if they are available to users. The cost of assistive technologies can
be a barrier to their use (Samant Raja 2016). Smart devices (iPad and Android based tablets) can
be configured to offer similar functionality with the combination of in-built accessibility features
and free or paid mobile applications (Foley and Ferri 2012; Samant Raja 2016). Some computer
software programs (Microsoft Windows and Mac 0S) come with in-built accessibility settings that a
user can activate including text-to-speech, voice recognition, preferences for mouse and keyboard
navigation, contrast settings, and magnification. Also, individuals with a license for Microsoft Office
2010 and higher or a subscription of Office 365 can download Window-Eyes, a leading screen reader
(GW Micro 2014 in Samant Raja, 2016). Therse features are at no extra cost beyond the cost of the
operating system.

Regarding the technical and security issues, there are currently some sites that provide guidance re-
garding digital technologies (e.g., Habilomedia.ca), but unfortunately, they are not adapted to the
people with ID. Although acquiring technical skills is an important step in promoting access to digital
technologies, few concrete actions intended specifically for people with ID have been performed
to date (Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017). In designing technologies, the technicians should consider
universality of design (Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017). To overcome the problem, one of the solu-
tions is to involve persons with ID in the designing process (Hoppestad 2013; Lussier-Desrochers et
al. 2017; Kluge and Hamilton 2021; Murphy et al. 2022).

Accessible ICT features can also benefit many persons who may not identify as having a disability,
i.e.senior citizens, people with low literacy, and people who may not know the dominant language
(Samant Raja 2016). Considering the current situation with digital inclusion of people with ID, it iss
very important to start working on appropriate ways of adapting digital technologies. Therefore,
the aim of this research is to investigate how people with ID use digital technologies and how are
they supported on that path.



2 PURPOSE AND GOALS

The study aims to investigate what opportunities adults with ID have to acquire digital skills from
the perspective of theirservice providers. Focus is on the support that people with ID receive in using
digital technologies and acquiring digital skills.

Research goals were set to determine: (1) the importance of digital inclusion for people with ID; (2)
prerequisites for digital education and participation of people with ID in practice.

According to the aim of the research, by applying qualitative research methodology, the following

research questions were defined:

1. How adults with ID use digital technology?

2. What support do adults with ID receive in using digital technology and in acquiring digital skills?

3. What challenges do service providers encounterin providing support to adults with ID in the dig-
ital area?

4. Whatshould be considered in the development of future support and digital skills education pro-
grams?

3 METHODS

In this research qualitative analyses were applied aiming to detect what opportunities adults with
ID have, to acquire digital skills, from the perspective of their service providers, i.e. their leaders and
professionals. This research is the part of the broader study conducted in Croatia which was carried
out as a part of the EU project "Digi-ID PLUS". Four focus groups were conducted online, using the
semi-structured interview method. Each group had 3-6 participants, 16 in total, and lasted about
hour and a half. A qualitative analysis was carried out according to the minutes and audio recordings
of the focus groups. There were four organizations for persons with ID for Croatia participatingin the
research (Center for Rehabilitation Zagreb, Center for Provision of Services in the Community 0zalj,
0zana Center - Daily Center for Rehabilitation and Work Activities, Croatian Association of Societies
of Persons with Intellectual Disabilities).

Sixteen participants (head of the institutions and professionals) from mentioned organizations
were selected using the method of purposive sampling, as the organizations participated in the im-
plementation of the entire “Digi-ID PLUS" project. Organizations provide services of counselling and
support programs (institutional accommodation and supported housing; full day and half day stay;
education and training; and supported employment). Three of them were government organiza-
tions and one was NGO. There is a total number of 664 professionals working in these organization
and providing support for 2149 people with ID in Croatia. Before conducting the focus groups, par-
ticipants were presented with the topic and the purpose of the research, they were informed about
the project and gave their voluntary consent. Out of the 16 participants (female= 14; male=2; aged
26-63), 3 of them where leaders of their organization and 13 of them were professionals working
with people with ID.

The data was analyzed by thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). In accordance with our research
questions, four thematic areas emerged. According to thematic areas, framework topics were deter-
mined from the focus group transcripts. The relevant statements of the participants were coded and
classified under the appropriate topic. From each topic, corresponding categories were derived.

Research was carried out with the ethical permissions and positive opinion provided from the Ethical
Committee of the Faculty of Education and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Zagreb. Also, the ethical
permissions were gathered from all the partner organizations in which the research was carried out. In
all parts of the research, anonymity and protection of participants’ personal data were guaranteed.

4 RESULTS

In this chapter, results from the focus groups will be presented. These qualitative results are pre-
sented according to the thematic areas, which correspond to research questions (see Table 1). Topics
within each thematic area are bolded and participants are numbered (for example, in P23, 2 is the
number of focus group and 3 is the number of participant).



Table 1. Thematic areas and topics from the research questions

Using digital technology by people with ID Two topics were obtained from RQ1: Significance of acquiring
Research question 1 (RQ1): How adults with ID use digital skills and Access to digital devices and Internet.
digital technology?

Providing support to people with ID in using digital technology | Five topics were obtained from RQ2: Informal support, Digital
Research question 2 (RQ2): What support do adults with ID topic that requires support, Staff education, Educations as part
receive in using digital technology and acquiring digital skills? of the short-term projects and Material resources.

Challenges in providing support Seven topics were obtained from RQ3: Parents-related chal-
Research question 3 (RQ3): What challenges do service lenges, Digital devices are still not available, Personal traits of
providers encounter in providing support to adults with IDin | people with ID, Complexity of acquiring new skills, Inaccessibility,
the digital area? Online threats and Insufficient resources of service providers.
Development of further support and education programs Six topics were obtained from RQ4: Teaching methods,
Research question 4 (RQ4): What should be taken into Education of supporters, Easy-to-understand digital content,
accountin the development of further support and digital Developing educational programs, Teaching purposeful skills
skills education programs? and Responsible for teaching digital skills.

Within thematic area Using digital technology by people with ID two topics were obtained:

(1) The first topic that arise within this thematic area is the significance of acquiring digital skills.
Service providers believe that having adequate digital skills is important to adults with ID for
communication and access to different contents and services. They believe that the develop-
ment of digital skills can positively contribute to person’s independence, social inclusion and
self-image. A participant said: “Acquiring these digital skills would mean a lot for their lives, be-
cause they would be included in society. The parents would also have a better image of them... since
they are very interested in it, they would be able to show that they can and they could even help their
parents in some things. They would have a better self-image and feel better” (P11).

(2) When it comes to the second topic, access to digital devices and Internet, there are differences
among people with ID. Almost all participants agree that majority of people with ID have their
own smartphones and Internet, but they do not have much experience in using computer or lap-
top: “Our people rarely have laptops. If anyone has, it's their parents’ laptop. They use mobile phones
the most” (P33).

Within thematic area Providing support to people with ID in using digital technology further five

topics were obtained:

(1) People with ID mainly receive informal support while using or learning about technology and
thisis the topic participants talked about most of the time. The support depends on initiative and
goodwill of staff, who provide individual situation-based support, as a part of their daily work:
“Most of the support occurs when the user doesn't know something, or would like to learn some-
thing, then they ask us to help them. So, nothing has been established, we still don't have anything
inour plans and programs” (P22); "Most of it depends on us employees, on our skills, creativity, how
we will transfer our knowledge to our users” (P12). A participant mentioned that teaching new
digital skills is carried out through person-centred planning.

(2) Digital topic that requires support the most is online security, as confirmed by participant's state-
ment: “We are now trying to prevent some dangers or misuse of it, so it is certainly important and we pay
very, very much attention to security” (P32). Other activities that people with ID need support in are
using social media, sending messages, using PC, online employment activities and sending e-mails.

(3) Important factor in providing support is the staff education. Participants believe that they have
sufficient digital skills to offer basic support as a team or at least can direct user to other col-
leagues who are more educated: “IWe have a colleague who knows more about it, and then we
refer users to him when they want to know more"” (P42).

(4) People with ID do not attend reqular computer education organized by service provider, or the third
party, but some of them are periodically involved in educations as a part of short-term projects.

(5) Beside staff support, organizations also ensure material resources, i.e. digital devices and inter-
net to their users. All organizations enable connection to the Internet and have one or few joint
PCs for users in their facilities, due to their limited financial opportunities. A participant said:
“When it's important to someone, then we collect donations or secure it through other means, but
for users to whom it's not so important, we don’t provide devices” (P41).



Within thematic area Challenges in providing support seven topics emerged:

(1) Firstly, there are parents-related challenges. Parents often limit adults with ID, treating them as
children, underestimating their capabilities and not seeing benefits of using technology: “This
problem with the Internet is mainly related to the restrictions by parents because for some reason
parents don't think their adult children need it or don't want that they use internet... parents per-
ceive them as children” (P12). Moreover, their own digital skills are low, which makes it difficult
to control online activities of their children and helping them.

(2) Furthermore, the majority of people with ID have mobile phone as previously stated, but for
some of them digital devices are still not available, especially when it comes to laptops and
computers. A participant emphasized: “Not everyone has a computer, laptop, nor even cell phone,
and it wouldn't make sense that they go to the education to learn how to use a laptop if they don't
use this knowledge because they don't have a laptop” (P31).

(3) The third group of challenges in technology-related support are personal traits of people with
ID: age, limited cognitive abilities and the lack of motivation for acquiring practical digital
knowledge useful in everyday activities: “.. for example, you need to look at the bus schedule,
most of them are not interested in that” (P13).

(4) Thereis also a problem of complexity of acquiring new skills because of the need for continuity
and long-lasting process, which is sometimes difficult to enable: “It's quite difficult because it
requires practice, so it takes a lot of time for a person to learn, for example, how to use a mouse, how
to click” (P11).

(5) Participants discussed a lot about the inaccessibility in different contexts. They think that digital
devices and contents are not sufficiently accessible to people with ID, especially to those with
greater difficulties. Also, there is a lack of education in digital skills: “There is no reqular computer
workshop that people with intellectual disabilities could attend” (P42).

(6) Alot of challenges in providing support emerge from the issue of online dangers. People with ID
often do not recognize potential risks and inadvertently engage in dangerous activities out of a
desire to communicate and make new friends, at the same time unaware that someone is trying
to harm them. A participant remarked: “It may be difficult to explain who their real friends are and
who are their friends only on social media, what kind of content is ok to publish, what kind isn't, and
that some things they share with real friends should not be shared with friends on social networks”
(P23). Visiting porn sites, spending money and cyberbullying are other categories within this
topic mentioned by participants.

(7) The final barrier is insufficient resources of service providers. Digital skills of some staff, particu-
larly older ones, are very poor, or they do not recognize benefits of digital technology, meaning
that users with ID do not receive adequate support when these staff are on shift. A participant
reported: “Some staff is uninterested, unmotivated and underestimating towards people with ID,
and deny them the opportunity to even come in contact with digital technology” (P43).There is also
a lack of material resources because organizations have no regular funding to purchase digital
devices for users, so they rely on projects or donations.

Within last thematic area Development of further support and education programs, six topics

emerged:

(1) The participants suggest different teaching methods in digital education: explanation, demon-
stration, repetition, written instructions, learning by experience, creative techniques. They suggest
an individual approach and emphasize the importance of using interests of the individual in teach-
ing: “We use their interests, guide them how to achieve something more easily by using digital technol-
ogies” (P42); "Motivation and connecting actualities in person’s life with technology is always a winning
combination” (P43). One participant also sees peers as a great motivation for acquiring new skills.

(2) In addition to training programmes for people with ID, education of supporters, i.e. parents and
staff, is also needed. Computer literacy and keeping up with trends are critical in providing ap-
propriate support today.

(3) Easy-to-understand digital content also needs to be created: “It would be useful to have a simple
website about local events. It might be easier for them if there was something on a weekly basis, for ex-
ample, on Wednesday you have this movie in the cinema, in the library there is this workshop etc.” (P22).



(4) When developing educational programs, it isimportant that they are systematic and adapted to
people with ID. A participant stressed out the importance of developing a curriculum: “Perhaps a
curriculum should be created, a finished product for us who work with people with ID and it should
be sent to all associations” (P32). Other participant believes that accessibility of programmes can
only be achieved if people with ID, as target users, actively participate in the co-creation process:
“I'think that it's impossible to make any educational program inclusive and accessible if people with
ID are not included in the design process from the very beginning. | appeal that all institutions or
someone who develops any form of education, truly include people with ID before writing the pro-
gram, ask what is important to them, how we can help and support them etc.” (P43).

(5) The focus of education should be on teaching purposeful skills, which means that person can
apply them in everyday life: “These life skills are a priority, something that contributes to greater
independence, because that's the goal we're all trying to achieve at the end of the day” (P12). It is
also important to educate about internet safety.

(6) The participants had different ideas about who is responsible for teaching digital skills: the
family, educational institutions or service providers, but in the end, everyone agreed that all
peopleinthe circle of support should have this responsibility. One participant shared interesting
thought: “We don't go to special colleges to use Facebook, and then, on the other hand, we always
have the need to treat people with ID, to design some special programs. | think that for the general
population, we all learned spontaneously or someone taught us in our everyday life, we didn't go to
any special courses for most of the things we use in our everyday life" (P43).

5 DISCUSSION

Research results are showing that the professionals recognize the importance and benefits of using
digital technology for the lives of people with ID. In addition to providing access to different content
and services and the possibility to communicate with others, it also contributes to socio-emotional
well-being, increases social inclusion and a sense of belonging. Developing digital skills can have a
positive impact on people's independence, self-image and self-satisfaction. Similar has also been
reported in other research (Martin et al. 2021; McCausland et al. 2021; Bakkum et al. 2022; Heitplatz
et al. 2022; Masnjak Suskovi¢ et al. 2023), giving us a confirmation on benefits of digital inclusion.

The benefits of digital technology, which facilitate and enrich the lives of both people with ID and
those around them, are the reason why service providers (supporters) have been paying increasing
attention to the digital area in recent years. However, an important finding of this study is that sup-
port in organisations is mostly informal and situational and individually provided according to the
wishes and interests of the users. There is no regular and systematic training either in the communi-
ty or in the organisations, but at best occasional workshops in which some users participate as part
of the organisations’ projects. Such training is not a permanent solution, as itis only short term, and
it ends with the project. The problem arises when this is not done continuously and frequently, so
people with ID don't have the opportunity to practice digital skills on daily basis.

An often mentioned challenge in providing support is Internet security and the inability to control
what kind of online activities a person participates in, which is a frequent reason for parental re-
strictions. People with ID often unintentionally engage in dangerous online activities because of the
desire to make new acquaintances and to be included in the digital world like everyone else. Due to
bad experiences with online fraud and abuse, it is not uncommon for parents take protective meas-
ures. It is necessary to simultaneously work on educating people with ID and their supporters and
family members about online security. Also, it is very important to build trust with the person with
ID so that we can talk openly about the online activities in which the person participates. Finding
the line between protection and freedom can be very challenging (Chadwick 2019; de Groot et al.
2022; de Groot et al. 2023). According to Molin et al. (2015), parents and teachers express anxieties
about online risks. Teachers were concerned regarding isolation, comprehension of internet content
accuracy, and naivety. Parents were concerned about trying new things, being too trusting and, un-
able to detect deception.

In addition, parents and supporters who are in daily contact with persons with ID often do not recog-
nize the benefits of digital technology and believe they don't need it, and are sometimes computer



illiterate themselves, so they cannot help a person even if they want to. Although there are tools for
adjusting the use of programs and applications on computers and mobile phones, supporters are
often not familiar with it, since they are not sufficiently digitally literate. Participants agree that it is
necessary to educate support staff, and some even point out that basic digital skills should be part of
the requirements when recruiting staff.

It is common that service providers (organizations) do not have resources to educate their em-
ployees and users in digital technology. The funds that organizations have, especially NGOs, are
often insufficient even for day-to-day programs, so other priorities are set against investment in
digital literacy. The same problem arises with the purchase of laptops and computers for their
users. People with ID usually lack experience in using computers and laptops. During their stay
in the organization, users have access to computers and laptops, but at home they often don't
have other digital devices than mobile phones. They cannot practice their digital skills at home. In
addition, mobile phones are easier to use, which may also be the reason why they are used more
frequently compared to computers. Although organizations provide access to computers in their
facilities, the devices are shared, so there is one device for a larger group of users. Participants be-
lieve that people with mild disabilities generally have no problems accessing and using consumer
technologies, but state that digital tools and devices are not sufficiently accessible or adapted for
people with greater difficulties.

Therefore, although organizations and people often may have a technological device donated to
them, itis very probable that they will not have the financial means to pay the additional usage costs
for maintaining the devices, updating software, operating system, antivirus program etc. (Lussier-Des-
rochers et al. 2017). Equipment given through donations are often obsolete and prone to technical
problems, which could lead to their underusing. Also, people with ID need guidance with these pro-
cesses, which are often cognitively complex (Dagenais et al. 2012 in Lussier-Desrochers et al. 2017).

Owning a digital device is the first prerequisite for digital education. If a person does not have
a computer at home, it makes no sense to include them in a computer workshop, as they will
not be able to apply the learned skills. Accordingly, participants suggest individual support for a
particular person based on individual assessment. Even though people with ID want to use tech-
nology mainly for fun and communication, the focus of training should be on practical, everyday
skills, that can be achieved gradually by linking digital activities to the individual's interests. They
believe that the existing educational offer in the community is not suitable for people with ID
and point out that it is better to organize specific educations for them, adapted to their abilities.
Supporters express the need for tools and a framewaork for education of users, as they currently
haven't support in this area. For this reason, a curriculum and systematic training should be cre-
ated. However, caution is required when creating group education programmes for people with
ID, because people differ from each other in various characteristics. A person-centred approach
is required, i.e. training that corresponds to interests, level of support required, age, etc. This can
be achieved through the active participation of people with ID in the creation of educational pro-
grams. Thus, there are two important features that must coexist in developing further digital skills
education: 1) systematicity and 2) individualization.

The conducted research has few limitations. Due to the small sample that was in