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CAN	COMPENSATORY	PROCESSING	ACCOUNT	FOR	
THE	PERFORMANCE	OF	INDIVIDUALS	WITH	

AUTISM	SPECTRUM	DISORDERS	IN		
IMPLICIT	LEARNING	TASKS?		
A	FOCUSED	MINI‐REVIEW	

	
	

ANDREI	R.	COSTEA1	
	
	

ABSTRACT.	The	research	literature	provides	numerous	hypotheses	aim‐
ing	to	isolate	the	cognitive	mechanisms	thought	to	underlie	the	social	im‐
pairments	of	 individuals	with	autism	spectrum	disorder	(ASD).	To	this	
end,	the	hypothesis	of	an	implicit	learning	(IL)	deficit	in	ASD,	posits	that	
individuals	with	ASD	encounter	social	difficulties	because,	contrary	to	in‐
dividuals	with	typical	development	(TD),	they	are	unable	to	implicitly,	or	
unconsciously,	learn	social	grammars	(i.e.,	social	regularities).	However,	
the	majority	of	the	available	research	indicates	a	general	lack	of	empirical	
support	 for	 this	 hypothesis.	Our	 chief	 objective	 is	 to	 inform	 future	 re‐
search	by	reviewing	some	of	the	most	salient	findings	from	the	IL	deficit	
in	ASD	literature	from	a	compensatory	processing	framework.	In	order	
to	achieve	our	goal,	we	initially	detail	the	rationale	behind	the	IL	deficit	
in	ASD	hypothesis.	Then	we	summarise	several	research	findings	which	
either	confirm	or	fail	to	confirm	this	hypothesis.	Subsequently,	we	intro‐
duce	the	concept	of	compensatory	processing.	Afterwards,	we	review	a	
series	of	evidence	indicating	that	individuals	with	ASD	might	compensate	
in	some	IL	tasks.	Here	we	suggest	that	even	though	their	behavioural	per‐
formance	seems	intact,	the	functioning	of	IL	in	ASD	is	likely	to	be	atypical.	
Finally,	on	the	basis	of	the	literature	review,	we	suggest	potential	direc‐
tions	for	future	research	into	this	hypothesis.	
	
Keywords:	autism	spectrum	disorders;	implicit	learning;	compensation.	

																																																								
1	Cognitive	Psychology	Laboratory,	Department	of	Psychology,	Babeș‐Bolyai	University,	37	
Republicii	Street,	Cluj	Napoca,	CJ	400015,	Romania.	E‐mail:	andreicostea@psychology.ro	
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1. Introduction	
	
According	to	the	Diagnostic	and	Statistical	Manual	of	Mental	Disor‐

ders,	DSM‐V	(American	Psychiatric	Association,	2013),	autism	spectrum	
disorders	(henceforth,	ASDs)	are	a	group	of	neurodevelopmental	disor‐
ders	characterized	by	impairments	in	social	interaction	and	communica‐
tion,	as	well	as	repetitive	behaviours	and	restricted	interests	or	activities.	
According	to	the	latest	report	of	The	Autism	and	Developmental	Disabili‐
ties	Monitoring	(ADDM)	Network,	the	prevalence	of	ASD	is	now	estimated	
to	be	of	one	in	59	children	(Baio,	et	al.,	2018).	In	this	context,	 improve‐
ments	in	the	efficacy	and	effectiveness	of	psychological	 interventions	in	
ASD	is	of	paramount	importance.	A	detailed	understanding	of	the	under‐
lying	cognitive	mechanisms	of	ASD	is	necessary	in	order	to	improve	the	
efficacy	 and	 effectiveness	 of	 psychological	 interventions.	 However,	 de‐
spite	 massive	 systematic	 efforts,	 understanding	 those	 mechanisms	 re‐
mains	a	great	challenge	for	cognitive	scientists	and	practitioners.	

With	regard	to	the	potential	causes	which	might	generate	the	so‐
cial	difficulties	of	individuals	with	ASD,	the	scientific	literature	provides	
several	promising	areas	of	research.	This	paper	is	focused	on	reviewing	
literature	 from	 two	 subdomains	 of	 ASD	 research.	 Namely,	 research	
which	evaluates	the	functioning	of	 implicit	 learning	(henceforth,	IL)	 in	
ASD	and	research	which	evaluates	compensatory	processing	in	ASD	(i.e.,	
in	brief,	compensatory	processing	occurs	when	a	typical	performance	in	
a	cognitive	task	is	achieved	through	the	recruitment	of	additional	cogni‐
tive	and/or	neurobiological	resources	which	are	not	recruited	by	indi‐
viduals	with	typical	development).	Our	general	scope	is	to	inform	future	
investigations	into	the	functioning	of	IL	in	ASD	by	bridging	those	two	ar‐
eas	of	research.	In	order	to	achieve	this	goal,	in	the	next	section,	we	will	
discuss	the	reasoning	behind	the	IL	deficit	in	ASD	hypothesis.	
	

2. The	functioning	of	IL	in	individuals	with	ASD,	why	does	it	
matter?	

	
On	the	one	hand,	individuals	with	ASD	exert	atypical	social	behav‐

iours.	 For	 instance,	 if	 a	 person	with	ASD	 enters	 a	 room	 and	 observes	
someone	doing	complex	computations,	he/she	might	not	have	 that	 in‐
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stant	feeling	that	he/she	shouldn’t	speak	loudly.	Such	rapid	social	judge‐
ments,	or	social	intuitions,	are	believed	to	be	formed	on	the	basis	of	some	
“social	grammars”	which	are	learned	by	means	of	observation	and	inter‐
action	with	the	surrounding	environment.		

On	the	other	hand,	human	learning	can	be	placed	on	an	implicit‐
explicit	continuum	(Reber,	1967,	1989,	1993).	In	broad,	IL,	as	opposed	
to	explicit	learning,	refers	to	the	unintentional	acquisition	of	knowledge	
which	 is	 unavailable	 to	 awareness,	 (i.e.,	 cannot	 be	 verbalised	 or	 con‐
trolled	 intentionally)	nevertheless,	 the	 learned	 information	affects	 the	
learner’s	behaviour	(Cleeremans,	Destrebecqz,	&	Boyer,	1998;	Cleeremans	
&	Jiménez,	2002).	Extensive	literature	suggests	that	IL	is	the	process	re‐
sponsible	 for	 learning	 the	 aforementioned	 “social	 grammars”.	 For	 in‐
stance,	implicitly	learned	information	serves	as	the	cognitive	substrate	
of	 intuitive	 judgments	 (Dienes	 &	 Scott,	 2005;	 Kuhn	 &	 Dienes,	 2005;	
Mealor	&	Dienes,	2013;	Pacton,	Perruchet,	Fayol,	&	Cleeremans,	2001)	
and	implicit	social	cognition	(Heerey	&	Velani,	2010;	Lieberman,	2000;	
Norman	&	Price,	2012;	Raab	&	Johnson,	2008).		

Considering	that	individuals	with	ASD	have	impairments	in	social	
cognition	and	IL	plays	an	important	role	in	the	formation	of	social	cogni‐
tion,	researchers	investigated	if	a	deficit	in	IL	can	explain	the	social	cogni‐
tion	impairments	of	individuals	with	ASD.	Without	being	exhaustive,	in	the	
next	section	we	will	review	some	key	investigations	testing	this	hypothesis.	

	
3. Is	IL	impaired	in	individuals	with	ASD?	
	
A	large	set	of	empirical	studies	tested	the	IL	deficit	in	ASD	hypothe‐

sis	by	applying	diverse	experimental	tasks	(see	Table	1).	Nevertheless,	the	
literature	is	characterised	by	heterogeneous	conclusions;	with	some	stud‐
ies	finding	a	deficit	and	others	finding	a	normal	functioning	of	IL	in	ASD.	
	

Table	1.		
Classification	of	studies	assessing	IL	in	ASD	based	on	their	experimental	paradigm	
	

Experimental	
paradigm	

Study	

Serial	Reaction	Time	
(SRT)Task	

*Brown,	Aczel,	Jiménez,	Kaufman,	and	Grant	(2010);	*Gordon,	
and	Stark	(2007);	Izadi‐Najafabadi,	Mirzakhani‐Araghi,	Miri‐
Lavasani,	Nejati,	and	Pashazadeh‐Azari	(2015);	*Mostofsky,	
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Goldberg,	Landa,	and	Denckla	(2000);	*Müller,	Cauich,		
Rubio,	Mizuno,	and	Courchesne	(2004);	Sharer,	Mostofsky,	
Pascual‐Leone,	and	Oberman	(2016);	Travers,	Kana,	Klinger,	
Klein,	and	Klinger	(2015);	*Travers,	Klinger,	Mussey,	and	
Klinger	(2010);	Zwart,	Vissers,	van	der	Meij,	Kessels,	and	
Maes	(2017)	

Alternating	Serial	Reac‐
tion	Time	(ASRT)	Task	

*Barnes,	Howard	Jr,	Howard,	Gilotty,	Kenworthy,	Gaillard,
and	Vaidya	(2008);	*Nemeth,	Janacsek,	Balogh,	Londe,
Mingesz,	Fazekas,	...	&	Vetro	(2010);	Virag,	Janacsek,
Balogh‐Szabo,	Chezan,	and	Nemeth	(2017)

Contextual	Cueing	 *Barnes,	Howard	Jr,	Howard,	Gilotty,	Kenworthy,	Gaillard,
and	Vaidya	(2008);	*Brown,	Aczel,	Jiménez,	Kaufman,	and
Grant	(2010);	*Kourkoulou,	Leekam,	and	Findlay	(2012);
*Travers,	Powell,	Mussey,	Klinger,	Crisler,	and	Klinger
(2013)

Pursuit	Rotor	 *Gidley	Larson	and	Mostofsky	(2008);	*Limoges,	Bolduc,
Berthiaume,	Mottron,	and	Godbout	(2013)

Virtual	Pursuit	Rotor	 Sparaci,	Formica,	Lasorsa,	Mazzone,	Valeri,	and	Vicari	
(2015)	

Artificial	Language	
Learning	Task	

Mayo	and	Eigsti	(2012)	

Social	Judgement	Task	 Schipul,	Williams,	Keller,	Minshew,	and	Just	(2011)	

Shape	Learning	Para‐
digm	

Jeste,	Kirkham,	Senturk,	Hasenstab,	Sugar,	Kupelian,	...	&	
Paparella	(2015)	

Dot	pattern	prototype	
learning	task	

Schipul,	and	Just	(2016)	

Hierarchical	Figures	
Task	

Hayward,	Shore,	Ristic,	Kovshoff,	Iarocci,	Mottron	and	
Burack	(2012)	

Visual	Search	Task	 Jiang,	Capistrano,	Esler	and	Swallow	(2013)	

Category	Learning	Task	 Mercado	III,	Church,	Coutinho,	Dovgopoly,	Lopata,	Toomey,	
and	Thomeer	(2015)	

Note:	studies	marked	with	an	“*”	were	included	in	the	meta‐analysis	of	Foti,	De	Crescenzo,	
Vivanti,	Menghini,	and	Vicari	(2015).	
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For	 instance,	 Nemeth	 et	 al.	 (2010)	 compared	 13	 children	with	
ASD	with	 13	 age	matched	 children	with	 typical	 development	 (hence‐
forth,	TD)	and	14	IQ	matched	children	with	TD	on	a	procedural	learning	
task.	The	procedure	occurred	 in	 two	phases	 (i.e.,	 the	Learning	session	
and	the	Test	session)	separated	by	an	interval	of	approximately	16	hours.	
In	the	Learning	phase,	on	each	trial,	an	animated	dog’s	head	appeared	on	
one	of	four	possible	spatial	locations	of	a	computer	screen.	Participants	
were	instructed	to	respond	as	fast	and	as	accurately	as	possible	to	each	
apparition	by	pressing	its	corresponding	key.	The	Learning	phase	was	20	
blocks	long.	Each	block	consisted	of	85	trials.	Unknown	to	participants,	
the	target	stimulus	(i.e.,	the	dog’s	head)	respected	a	complex	pattern.	On	
each	block	the	stimulus	appeared	randomly	for	the	first	5	trials	then,	for	
the	remainder	of	trials,	it	respected	an	8‐element	long	sequence.	In	the	
sequence	 4	 apparitions	 were	 pattern	 events	 which	 alternated	 with	 4	
events	determined	randomly.	In	the	Test	phase,	participants	completed	
5	blocks	 identical	with	those	from	the	Learning	phase.	 In	both	phases,	
learning	was	operationalised	as	the	difference	in	the	reaction	times	be‐
tween	the	pattern	and	random	trials.	In	this	experiment,	Nemeth	et	al.	
(2010)	found	no	differences	between	groups.	Moreover,	the	authors	re‐
ported	 that	 participants	 with	 ASD	 demonstrated	 an	 intact	 overnight	
memory	consolidation	of	 the	 implicitly	 learned	 information.	Relatedly,	
with	 a	 modified	 version	 of	 the	 same	 procedural	 learning	 task,	 Virag,		
Janacsek,	 Balogh‐Szabo,	 Chezan,	 and	Nemeth	 (2017)	 found	 that	when	
compared	with	children	with	TD,	children	with	ASD	had	an	increased	im‐
plicit	procedural	learning	ability.	

However,	the	literature	also	provides	evidences	of	an	implicit	pro‐
cedural	 learning	deficit	 in	 individuals	with	ASD.	For	 instance,	Mostofsky,	
Goldberg,	Landa,	and	Denckla	(2000)	compared	the	performances	of	11	
participants	with	ASD	and	17	age‐and‐IQ‐matched	individuals	with	TD	
on	 the	 Serial	 Reaction	 Time	 Task.	 The	 procedure	 used	 by	Mostofsky,	
Goldberg,	Landa,	and	Denckla	(2000)	was	relatively	similar	with	the	one	
applied	by	Nemeth	et	al.	(2010);	though	several	differences	exist.	For	in‐
stance,	 in	Mostofsky,	 Goldberg,	 Landa,	 and	 Denckla	 (2000)	 the	 target	
stimulus	was	a	circle	instead	of	a	dog’s	head.	Also,	in	this	study,	partici‐
pants	completed	5	acquisition	blocks,	each	consisting	in	80	trials.	In	the	
first	and	last	blocks,	the	stimuli	appeared	randomly.	However,	unknown	
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to	participants,	 in	blocks	2	 through	4,	 a	10	element	 sequence	was	 re‐
peated	eight	times	per	block.	Learning	was	operationalised	as	the	differ‐
ences	 in	 reaction	 times	 in	 the	 random	versus	 sequence	blocks.	 In	 this	
study,	the	authors	provide	evidences	for	a	deficit	in	procedural	learning	
in	children	and	adolescents	with	ASD.	The	reasons	 for	which	 the	rela‐
tively	 similar	 methods	 of	 Mostofsky,	 Goldberg,	 Landa,	 and	 Denckla	
(2000)	and	Nemeth	et	al.	(2010)	generated	different	results	is	unclear.	
However,	we	speculate	that	the	relatively	low	sample	size	of	both	studies	
might	have	contributed	in	this	sense.		

Considering	the	mixed	evidence	in	the	literature,	Foti,	De	Crescenzo,	
Vivanti,	Menghini,	and	Vicari	(2015)	conducted	a	quantitative	systematic	
review.	Authors	searched	for	studies	investigating	IL	in	individuals	with	
ASD.	The	authors	analysed	studies	in	which:	a)	the	individuals	included	
in	the	ASD	group	were	diagnosed	in	accordance	with	DSM	III,	DSM	III‐R	
or	DSM	IV	(American	Psychiatric	Association,	1981,	1987,	1994)	diagno‐
sis	criteria	for	ASD;	b)	there	was	a	comparison	sample	of	individuals	with	
TD;	c)	there	was	a	matching	of	the	participants	from	the	two	groups	in	
terms	of	their	IQ,	age	and	gender.	Eleven	studies	were	included	in	Foti	et	
al.’s	(2015)	meta‐analysis.	Four	hundred	and	seven	individuals	partici‐
pated	in	those	studies;	177	were	diagnosed	with	ASD	and	the	rest	served	
as	age,	gender	and	IQ	matched	controls.	Studies	 investigated	the	 func‐
tioning	of	IL	by	applying	four	well	established	IL	research	paradigms	(for	
a	classification,	see	articles	marked	with	an	*	in	Table	1).	After	conduct‐
ing	the	analysis,	Foti	et	al.	(2015)	found	no	between	groups	differences	
in	terms	of	IL	functioning.	The	authors	concluded	that	“individuals	with	
ASD	can	learn	implicitly,	supporting	the	hypothesis	that	IL	deficits	do	not	
represent	a	core	feature	in	ASDs”	(Foti	et	al.	2015,	p.8).		

In	sum,	by	analysing	behavioural	studies,	Foti	et	al.	(2015)	found	
no	evidences	of	an	IL	deficit	in	ASD.	However,	behavioural	evidences	do	
not	necessarily	capture	the	complexity	of	ASD’s	cognitive	profile.	For	ex‐
ample,	as	suggested	by	Livingston	and	Happé	(2017),	in	some	cases	an	
individual	with	ASD	can	display	a	typical	behavioural	functioning	which	
is	sustained	by	an	atypical	cognitive	functioning.	In	the	next	section	we	
will	discuss	the	dynamic	of	the	behavioural	phenotype	of	ASD	and	a	po‐
tential	mechanism	of	 change	 (i.e.,	 compensatory	processing).	This	will	
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allow	us	to	analyse	some	available	research	on	the	IL	deficit	in	ASD	hy‐
pothesis	from	a	compensatory	processing	framework;	and	finally	will	al‐
low	us	to	formulate	some	future	research	directions	for	this	hypothesis.		
	

4. Behavioural	change	and	compensation	in	ASD	
	
The	behavioural	phenotype	of	individuals	with	ASD	is	not	neces‐

sarily	 stable	 across	 development.	 Symptoms	may	 alleviate	 or	 worsen	
from	childhood	to	adulthood	(for	a	qualitative	review,	see	Magiati,	Tay,	
&	Howlin,	2014).	However,	the	mechanisms	that	determine	the	amelio‐
ration	and/or	worsening	of	symptomatology	(i.e.,	changes	of	an	individ‐
ual	relative	to	its	own	and/or	his	group’s	anticipated	trajectory)	across	
development	remains	a	hot	topic	for	debate	and	research	(Georgiades,	
Bishop,	&	Fraizer,	2017).	

The	concept	of	compensatory	processing	‐	introduced	by	Living‐
ston	and	Happé	(2017)	‐	seems	useful	in	explaining	both	symptoms	alle‐
viation	and	worsening	in	ASD.	As	a	conceptualization,	the	authors	pro‐
pose	that	compensatory	processing	occurs	when	an	individual	with	ASD	
demonstrates	a	typical	performance	in	an	assessed	behaviour,	however	
his	performance	is	sustained	by	the	recruitment	of	additional	cognitive	
and/or	neurobiological	resources	which	are	not	typically	recruited	in	in‐
dividuals	with	TD.	

With	regard	to	symptoms’	alleviation,	the	authors	advance	two	al‐
ternative	 mechanisms.	 First,	 the	 autistic	 behavioural	 phenotype	 may	
ameliorate	in	adulthood	due	to	genuine	remedies	at	the	cognitive	and	/	
or	neurobiological	phenotype.	Alternatively,	apparent	improvements	in	
the	behavioural	phenotype	may	actually	be	sustained	by	a	series	of	com‐
pensatory	strategies	‐	which	aid	to	an	enhanced	behavioural	presenta‐
tion	of	symptomatology	‐	despite	persisting	cognitive	and/or	neurobio‐
logical	impairments	(see	Mukaddes,	Mutluer,	Ayik,	&	Umut,	2017).	Thus,	
compensatory	processing	may	explain	why	some	individuals	with	ASD	
cease	to	meet	diagnostic	criteria	when	they	reach	adulthood	(Georgiades,	
Bishop,	&	Fraizer	2017).	Compensatory	processing	might	also	account	
for	 cases	 in	which	 symptoms	worsen	 across	development	or,	 cases	 in	
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which	 individuals	receive	an	ASD	diagnosis	only	when	they	reach	ma‐
turity.	This	may	occur	in	contexts	where	previously	successful	compen‐
satory	strategies	become	inefficient	due	to	 incremental	changes	 in	 the	
complexity	of	the	individual’s	surrounding	social	environment	(Living‐
ston	and	Happé,	2017).		

Evidences	of	compensatory	processing	were	documented	across	
a	variety	of	cognitive	processes	in	ASD.	In	general,	it	has	been	suggested	
that	 the	 typically	 intact	 declarative	 memory	 of	 individuals	 with	 ASD	
might	be	engaged	in	compensating	impairments	in	their	socio‐cognitive	
functioning	(Ullman	&	Pullman,	2015).	In	the	remainder	of	this	section,	
we	will	review	literature	which	suggests	that	individuals	with	ASD	com‐
pensate	in	some	Theory	of	Mind	tasks,	thinking	and	reasoning	tasks	and	
category	learning	tasks.		

	
4.1.	Theory	of	Mind	(henceforth,	ToM):	ToM	refers	to	the	intuitive	

understanding	 of	 others’	 and	 one’s	 own	mental	 states	 (White,	 Coniston,	
Rogers,	&	Frith,	2011).	It	is	now	widely	accepted	that	individuals	with	ASD	
have	a	ToM	deficit	(Happé,	2015;	Schuwerk,	Vuori	&	Sodian	2015;	Senju,	
Southgate,	White,	&	Frith	2009;	White,	Frith,	Rellecke,	Al‐Noor,	&	Gilbert,	
2014).	Nevertheless,	the	extent	of	ToM	deficit	detected	in	ASD	varies	as	
a	function	of	the	ToM	task.	Some,	more	able	individuals	with	ASD	pass	
Off‐line	ToM	tasks,	however	they	are	unlikely	to	pass	On‐line	ToM	tasks	
(White,	Coniston,	Rogers,	&	Frith,	2011).	Even	though	both	On‐line	and	
Off‐line	measures	of	ToM	evaluate	the	ability	to	appropriately	attribute	
mental	states,	only	the	former	allows	for	an	evaluation	in	real	time.	In	
order	to	discuss	how	Off‐line	and	On‐line	measures	of	ToM	differently	
relate	with	compensatory	processing,	we	will	further	present	the	find‐
ings	of	Abell,	Happe,	and	Frith	(2000).		

Among	other	comparisons,	Abell,	Happe,	and	Frith	(2000)	evalu‐
ated	15	children	with	ASD	in	terms	of	their	ToM	abilities	with	both	On‐
line	and	Off‐line	tasks.	Concerning	the	offline	measure	of	ToM,	partici‐
pants	completed	two	first‐order	(“she	thinks	that…”)	false‐belief	tasks:	
The	Sally‐Ann	test	(Baron‐Cohen	et	al.,	1985)	and	Smarties	test	(Perner	
et	al.,	1989)	and	two	second‐order	(“she	thinks	that	he	thinks	that…”)	false‐
belief	tasks:	the	Ice‐Cream	story	(Perner	&	Wimmer,	1985)	and	Birthday	
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Puppy	test	(Sullivan	et	al.,	1994).	Concerning	the	online	measure	of	ToM,	
participants	viewed	a	pseudorandomized	series	of	10	video	animations	
depicting	the	motion	of	two	triangles.	In	2	of	the	animations,	the	triangles	
were	moving	randomly	on	the	screen	(e.g.,	bouncing	on	the	edges	of	the	
screen).	In	4	of	the	animations,	the	triangles	were	physically	responding	
to	one	another	(e.g.,	synchronising	movement	as	in	a	dance).	Finally,	4	of	
the	animations,	“showed	one	character	reacting	to	the	other	character's	
mental	state.	 In	one	animation,	one	character	 tried	to	seduce	and	per‐
suade	the	other	to	 let	 it	 free.”	(Abell,	Happe,	&	Frith,	2000,	p.	5).	After	
each	animation,	participants	were	asked	“What	happened	in	the	cartoon?”	
Their	responses	were	recorded	and	scored	for	appropriateness	(see	Abell,	
Happe,	&	Frith,	2000,	p.	7).	Authors	found	that	even	participants	with	ASD	
who	passed	both	first	and	second‐order	false‐belief	tasks	had	marked	im‐
pairments	 in	 appropriately	 describing	 the	 ToM	 animations.	 In	 sum,	 it	
seems	 that	 some	 individuals	 with	 ASD	 compensate	 their	 ToM	 impair‐
ments	by	relying	on	explicit	processing	of	information.	This	compensatory	
processing	strategy	allows	them	to	pass	Off‐line	ToM	measures	(such	as	
false‐beliefs	tasks)	however,	when	tasks	such	as	the	Frith‐Happe	Anima‐
tions	(Abell,	Happe,	&	Frith,	2000)	do	not	allow	for	such	compensatory	
processing	strategy,	their	deficit	in	ToM	becomes	apparent.		

	
4.2.	Thinking	and	reasoning:	According	to	the	Dual	Process	The‐

ory,	human	reasoning	is	composed	of	two	distinct	families	of	processes:	
Type	One	processing	–	which	is	not	specific	only	to	humans,	is	evolution‐
ary	old,	unconstrained	by	working	memory	capacity,	automatic,	effort‐
less,	uncorrelated	with	general	measures	of	intelligence,	allowing	intui‐
tive	judgements;	and	Type	Two	processing	‐	which	is	specifically	human,	
evolutionary	 recent,	 constrained	 by	 working	 memory	 capacity,	 con‐
trolled,	effortful,	correlated	with	general	measures	of	intelligence,	allow‐
ing	abstract	and	hypothetical	reasoning	(for	additional	details,	see	Evans,	
2003).	Brosnan,	Lewton,	and	Ashwin	(2016)	investigated	if	individuals	
with	ASD	have	a	tendency	to	rely	on	one	type	of	processing	more	than	
the	other.	In	order	to	achieve	their	goal,	the	authors	compared	17	indi‐
viduals	with	ASD	with	18	individuals	with	TD	on	their	performance	on	
The	Cognitive	Reflection	Task	(CRT,	Frederick,	2005).	CRT	is	a	3	items	



ANDREI	R.	COSTEA	
	
	

	
14	

performance	questionnaire	which	assesses	the	human	tendency	to	rely	
on	Type	One	or	Type	Two	processing.	The	questionnaire	is	designed	in	
such	manner	that	each	question	has	both,	potentially	intuitive	and	delib‐
erative	answers.	However,	the	intuitive	answer	is	always	wrong.	Authors	
found	that	when	compared	with	TDs,	participants	with	ASD	had	a	signif‐
icantly	higher	performance	on	the	CRT	task	therefore,	they	exerted	a	ten‐
dency	to	systematically	rely	on	more	deliberative	and	less	intuitive	rea‐
soning.	In	sum,	it	seems	that	as	opposed	to	individuals	with	TD,	the	de‐
fault	processing	style	of	in	individuals	with	ASD	is	characterised	by	a	ten‐
dency	to	rely	on	explicit	reasoning.	

	
4.3.	Category	learning:	Klinger	and	Dawson	(2001)	investigated	

if	the	deficit	to	integrate	previously	learned	concepts	to	new	situations	‐	
often	reported	in	ASD	research	‐	is	determined	by	an	impairment	in	cat‐
egory	formation.	The	authors	compared	12	individuals	with	ASD	and	12	
individuals	with	TD	on	an	explicit	category	learning	task	(which	could	be	
completed	successfully	with	a	rule‐based	approach)	and	an	implicit	cat‐
egory	learning	task	(for	which	successful	categorization	was	not	permit‐
ted	by	a	rule‐based	approach,	but	rather	by	automatically	extracting	pro‐
totypes	 from	 the	 encountered	 exemplars).	 Their	 results	 indicate	 that,	
when	compared	with	individuals	with	TD,	individuals	with	ASD	demon‐
strated	learning	impairments	when	they	completed	the	implicit	category	
learning	task	and	a	sharp	performance	when	they	completed	the	explicit	
category	learning	task.	For	a	paper	describing	the	role	of	IL	in	category	
learning,	see	Goshke	and	Bolte	(2007).	In	sum,	consistent	with	literature	
reported	earlier	in	this	section,	the	results	obtained	by	Klinger	and	Daw‐
son	(2001)	also	suggest	that	individuals	with	ASD	compensate	their	def‐
icit	in	automatic	processing	by	adopting	a	rule‐based,	more	deliberative	
style	of	reasoning.		

In	 our	 opinion,	 the	 general	 form	 of	 compensatory	 processing	
which	emerged	from	the	studies	reviewed	in	this	section	is	that	individ‐
uals	with	 ASD	 compensate	 their	 impairments	 in	 automatic	 /	 intuitive	
processing	by	engaging	 in	more	effortful,	deliberate	processing.	 In	 the	
next	section,	we	will	discuss	existing	evidences	which	suggest	that	indi‐
viduals	with	ASD	engage	such	compensatory	processing	in	IL	tasks.		
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5. Are	 there	evidences	 that	 individuals	with	ASD	compen‐
sate	in	IL	tasks?		

	
As	suggested	by	Foti	et	al.	(2015),	individuals	with	ASD	seem	to	

have	a	normal	functioning	of	IL.	However,	behavioural	studies	offer	only	
a	quantitative,	not	qualitative	measure	of	learning.	The	lack	of	between‐
groups	differences	in	behaviourally	measured	performances	cannot	au‐
tomatically	exclude	the	use	of	a	compensatory	processing	strategy	or,	a	
different	processing	style.		

In	this	regard,	Zwart	et	al.	(2017)	compared	20	individuals	with	
ASD	with	20	age,	gender	and	IQ	matched	controls	in	terms	of	both	their	
behavioural	performance	and	electrical	brain	activity	while	performing	
the	Serial	Reaction	Time	Task.	Participants	in	both	groups	were	asked	to	
respond	via	a	key	press	to	a	sequence	of	arrows	presented	on	the	screen.	
Unknown	to	them,	the	arrows	followed	a	complex	sequence	in	87.5%	of	
all	trials.	Learning	was	indexed	by	the	differences	in	the	reaction	times	
between	the	acquisition	and	deviant	trials.	The	researchers	recorded	the	
electric	 brain	 activity	 while	 participants	 completed	 the	 acquisition	
phase.	From	a	behavioural	perspective,	consistent	with	the	conclusion	of	
Foti	 et	 al.	 (2015),	 Zwart	 et	 al.’s	 (2017)	 results	 indicated	 no	 between‐
groups	differences.	However,	the	learning	style	of	individuals	with	ASD	
was	rather	intentional	‐	as	it	was	associated	with	an	increased	P3	EEG	
component	‐	and	TD’s	learning	was	rather	intuitive	‐	as	it	was	character‐
ised	by	an	 increased	N2b	EEG	component.	 In	 short,	 the	authors	argue	
that	the	typical	performance	of	participants	with	ASD	was	sustained	by	
a	 compensatory	 processing	 strategy	 –	 that	 is,	 an	 intentional	 style	 of	
learning,	which	is	contrary	to	the	learning	style	of	individuals	with	TD.		

Another	study	provides	evidences	consonant	with	the	conclusion	
of	Zwart	et	al.	(2017)	via	a	different	methodological	route.	Specifically,	
Klinger	et	al.	(2001,	apud.	Klinger,	Klinger,	&	Pohlig,	2007)	compared	ad‐
olescents	with	TD	 and	 adolescents	with	ASD	 in	 terms	of	 their	 perfor‐
mance	on	the	Artificial	Grammar	Learning	(AGL)	task.	Participants	from	
both	 groups	were	 exposed	 to	 a	 number	 of	 letter	 strings	which,	 unbe‐
known	 to	 them,	 followed	 a	 complex	 artificial	 grammar.	 Subsequently,	
they	were	 confronted	with	novel	 letter	 strings,	 out	 of	which	only	half	
were	consistent	with	the	earlier	artificial	grammar.	Participants	under‐
went	a	classification	phase,	indicating	for	each	string	if	it	is	grammatical	
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or	not.	Learning	was	operationalised	as	an	above‐chance‐accuracy	in	the	
classification	phase.	The	 results	of	Klinger	 et	 al.	 (2001)	 indicated	 that	
participants	with	TD	had	a	67%	accuracy	while	participants	with	ASD	
had	a	70%	accuracy.	The	implicit	nature	of	the	learned	knowledge	was	
sustained	by	participant’s	inability	to	verbally	describe	the	rules.	With	a	
general	agreement	between	scientists,	it	is	considered	that	‐	contrary	to	
explicit	 learning	‐	the	functioning	of	IL	is	unrelated	to	intelligence	(for	
details,	see	Reber,	Walkenfeld,	&	Hernstadt,	1991).	Importantly,	Klinger	
et	al.	(2001)	found	that	participants	with	ASD’s	performance	in	the	AGL	
task	was	significantly	related	(r	=	0.45)	to	their	fluid	intelligence	(on	the	
matrices	task	of	the	Kaufman	Brief	Intelligence	Testm	Kaufman	&	Kaufman,	
1990)	which	was	not	the	case	for	participants	with	TD	(r	=	0.13).	In	sum,	
consistent	with	earlier	results,	Klinger	et	al.	(2001)	suggest	that	the	typ‐
ical	behavioural	performance	of	individuals	with	ASD	in	the	AGL	task	is	
associated	with	a	potential	compensatory	processing	strategy	under	the	
form	of	a	more	intentional	style	of	learning.	

The	previous	two	studies	discussed	compensatory	processing	at	
a	cognitive	level.	According	to	Livingston	and	Happé	(2017),	compensa‐
tion	can	also	be	observed	at	a	neural	level.	In	this	case,	as	opposed	to	non‐
compensators,	individuals	who	compensate	recruit	different	and/or	ad‐
ditional	 neural	 pathways	 for	 completing	 a	 cognitive	 task.	 To	 this	 end,	
Müller,	Cauich,	Rubio,	Mizuno,	and	Courchesne	(2004)	compared	a	group	
of	8	participants	with	ASD	with	8	age,	gender	and	IQ	matched	controls	in	
terms	of	both	their	behavioural	performances	and	neural	correlates	of	
implicit	sequence	learning.	Participants	completed	a	variation	of	the	SRT	
task	in	a	functional	magnetic	resonance	imaging	scanner.	Contrary	to	the	
control	group,	participants	with	ASD	showed	less	overall	prefrontal	acti‐
vation	in	late	phases	of	the	learning	task.	Interestingly,	the	authors	reported	
that	individual	with	ASD	were	characterised	by	an	enhanced	activation	in	
right	pericentral	and	premotor	cortex	–	which	was	a	pattern	not	observed	
in	the	control	group.	Müller,	Cauich,	Rubio,	Mizuno,	and	Courchesne	(2004)	
provide	empirical	evidences	suggesting	that	the	typical	behavioural	perfor‐
mance	observed	in	the	ASD	group	was	achieved	by	recruiting	additional	
neuronal	networks,	which	are	not	normally	recruited	by	individuals	with	
TD.	
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Finally,	on	the	basis	of	the	literature	presented	in	this	section,	we	
will	next	discuss	how	 the	concept	of	compensatory	processing	can	 in‐
form	future	research	in	the	IL	deficit	in	ASD	hypothesis.		

	
6. Directions	for	future	research	
	
On	one	hand,	the	majority	of	the	available	research	examined	the	

functioning	of	IL	in	ASD	by	employing	standard,	non‐social	paradigms.	
Studies	exposed	participants	to	stimuli	such	as:	circle	shapes	(in	Mostofsky,	
Goldberg,	Landa,	&	Denckla,	2000);	blue	dots	(in	Müller,	Cauich,	Rubio,	
Mizuno,	&	 Courchesne,	 2004);	 star	 shapes	 (in	 Gordon	&	 Stark,	 2007);	
black‐and‐white	race	cars	(in	Travers,	Klinger,	Mussey,	&	Klinger,	2010);	
shapes	of	Ls	and	Ts	(in	Kourkoulou,	Leekam,	&	Findlay,	2012),	etc.	On	the	
other	hand,	individuals	with	ASD	have	marked	deficits	especially	in	the	
social	domain.	Crucially,	IL	is	not	a	homogenous	construct;	subtle	varia‐
tions	in	the	research	paradigms	reveal	different	facets	of	IL	(for	details,	
see	Seger,	1997,	1998).		

Here,	we	suggest	that	a):	different	cognitive	mechanisms	might	be	
involved	in	the	IL	of	social	versus	non‐social	information	(thus,	the	ex‐
trapolation	of	 results	obtained	with	non‐social	paradigms	 to	 the	 func‐
tioning	of	 IL	 in	 social	 contexts	 is,	 in	our	opinion,	unadvisable)	and	b):	
considering	the	artificial	nature	of	those	tasks	we	suggest	that	the	lack	of	
behavioural	evidences	of	an	 IL	deficit	 in	ASD	might	be	generated	by	a	
successful	compensatory	processing	strategy	(an	important	question	is	
whether	or	not	such	strategy	will	continue	to	be	effective	in	more	com‐
plex	tasks	that	are	more	relevant	for	social	functioning).	

We	speculate	that	 the	potential	compensatory	processing	strat‐
egy	which	allowed	participants	with	ASD	to	demonstrate	intact	perfor‐
mances	in	standard	IL	tasks	(i,e,.	an	intentional	learning	style)	will	stop	
being	effective	in	more	socially	relevant	paradigms	–	especially	consid‐
ering	that	ASDs’	face	processing	impairments	are	well	documented	in	the	
literature.	For	instance,	Dawson	et	al.	(2002)	argue	that	ASD	is	charac‐
terised	by	face	recognition	impairment	that	is	manifest	early	in	life.	The	
comprehensive	review	of	Weigelt,	Koldewyn,	and	Kanwisher	(2012)	sug‐
gest	that	people	with	ASD	perform	worse	than	typical	individuals	when	
they	have	to	remember	or	discriminate	facial	identities.	Literature	also	
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provides	consistent	evidence	regarding	areas	of	the	human	face	where	
individuals	 with	 ASD	 preferably	 allocate	 their	 attentional	 resources.	
More	specifically,	 individuals	with	ASD	are	characterized	by	deficits	 in	
fixating	the	region	of	the	eyes	(Riby,	Doherty‐Sneddon,	&	Bruce,	2009;	
Dawson,	 Webb,	 &	 McPartland,	 2005)	 and	 prolonged	 fixations	 in	 the	
mouth	area	(Neumann,	Spezio,	Piven,	&	Adolphs,	2006).		

In	sum,	here	we	suggest	that	a):	the	ability	to	implicitly	learn	in‐
formation	on	 the	basis	of	artificial	 stimuli	might	engage	different	pro‐
cesses	than	the	ability	to	implicitly	learn	information	on	the	basis	of	so‐
cially	 relevant	 stimuli	 (such	 as	 human	 expressions)	 and	b):	 future	 re‐
search	could	test	if	the	potential	compensatory	processing	strategy	(i.e.,	
an	intentional	learning	stile)	which	allowed	participants	to	demonstrate	
intact	performances	in	standard	IL	tasks	will	continue	to	be	effective	in	
IL	paradigms	that	are	more	relevant	for	social	functioning.	For	an	exam‐
ple	of	a	research	paradigm	(which	could	be	used	by	future	research	to	
retest	the	IL	deficit	in	ASD	hypothesis)	designed	to	induce	IL	of	cognitive	
structures	on	the	basis	of	human	emotional	facial	expressions,	see	Jurchis,	
Costea,	Opre	(under	review).		
	

7. Conclusion	
	
The	hypothesis	of	an	IL	deficit	in	ASD	assumes	that	the	social	def‐

icits	of	individuals	with	ASD	may	be	underlined	by	their	impaired	ability	
to	implicitly	learn	regularities	from	the	social	realm.	The	majority	of	the	
available	empirical	studies	testing	this	hypothesis	report	a	lack	of	behav‐
ioural	differences	between	individuals	with	ASD	and	normative	controls.	
However,	we	discussed	that	in	some	cases,	a	typical	behavioural	function‐
ing	can	be	sub	served	by	an	atypical	cognitive	functioning.	In	this	sense,	
we	 introduced	 the	 concept	 of	 compensatory	processing,	which	 occurs	
when	a	typical	performance	in	a	cognitive	task	is	achieved	through	the	
recruitment	 of	 additional	 cognitive	 and/or	 neurobiological	 resources	
which	are	not	recruited	by	individuals	with	TD).		

After	 reviewing	 literature	 suggesting	 that	 individuals	with	ASD	
compensate	in	some	ToM,	Reasoning	and	Category	learning	tasks,	we	an‐
alysed	evidences	of	compensatory	processing	in	the	available	IL	research.	
On	the	basis	of	the	reviewed	literature	on	the	SRT	and	AGL	tasks,	it	seems	
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that	individuals	with	ASD	compensate	in	IL	tasks	by	engaging	in	a	rather	
intentional	style	of	learning.	As	such	strategy	might	be	effective	in	simple,	
artificial	tasks,	we	suggested	that	future	research	should	test	its	effective‐
ness	in	more	complex	contexts	that	are	more	relevant	for	social	function‐
ing.		

If	future	research	will	indeed	detect	that	individuals	with	ASD	have	
a	deficit	to	implicitly	learn	socially	relevant	information	then,	this	line	of	
research	will	have	several	potential	practical	and	research	implications.		

From	a	practical	standpoint,	it	might	inform	the	optimization	of	in‐
terventions	for	addressing	this	potentially	malfunctioning	process.	For	in‐
stance,	in	typical	populations,	it	has	been	shown	that	IL	is	functioning	op‐
timally	when	individuals	are	in	a	subjectively	defined	non‐optimal	time	of	
the	day	(Delpouve,	Schmitz,	&	Peigneux,	2014).	This	could	suggest	a	cer‐
tain	ordering	of	activities	in	the	therapeutic	sessions:	starting	with	activi‐
ties	that	require	conscious	thought	(language	learning,	writing,	etc.)	when	
patients	feel	energised	than,	continuing	with	activities	that	require	auto‐
matic	processing	(for	instance,	recognising	emotions,	etc.)	when	partici‐
pants	feel	less	energised.	Additionally,	this	line	of	research,	might	inform	
caregivers	and	professionals	about	the	importance	that	contextual	factors	
–	implicit	learning	‐	play	in	ASDs	social	functioning.		

Finally,	on	a	more	speculative	note,	if	confirmed,	this	line	of	inves‐
tigation	could	have	implications	for	future	research	and	theory.	For	in‐
stance,	it	could	lay	the	foundation	to	test	if	some	currently	distinct	find‐
ings	can	be	unified	under	a	computational	model	of	social	cognition	im‐
pairments	in	ASD.	Specifically,	we	consider	that	it	would	be	interesting	
to	 investigate	the	potential	downstream	effects	that	abnormal	sensory	
processing	 of	 individuals	 with	 ASD	 (Crane,	 Goddard,	 &	 Pring,	 2009;	
Marco,	Hinkley,	Hill,	&	Nagarajan,	2011)	might	have	on	the	IL	of	socially	
relevant	information	and	also,	the	potential	downstream	effects	that	an	
impaired	ability	 to	 implicitly	 learn	socially	relevant	 information	might	
have	on	ToM	functioning	in	ASD.		
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ABSTRACT. The timely identification of learning approaches is an es-
sential aspect in those forms of education where the capacity of under-
standing, permanent integration of new knowledge as opposed to rote 
learning is key to a successful career. Moreover, literature underscores 
the importance of affect in the learning processes. The major aim of our 
study was to test (i) the relationship between depressive tendencies 
and academic performance, and (ii) the mediating effect of approaches 
to learning (deep, strategic, and surface approach) between depressive 
tendencies and academic performance in veterinary students. Our study 
included 260 voluntary female students (mean age 20.88 years), assessed 
on the following levels: academic performance, depressive tendencies 
(Beck Depression Inventory), and approaches to studying (ASSIST). Our 
results indicate that depressive tendencies present a significantly nega-
tive relationship with academic performance, suggesting that female 
veterinary students with depressive symptoms tend to have lower aca-
demic performance. Furthermore, all three types of approaches to 
learning are significant predictors of academic performance: the deep 
and the strategic approach have a positive predictive value, while the 
surface approach has a negative effect. Our results also indicate that 
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strategic and surface approaches are significantly related to depressive 
tendencies. Finally, both strategic and surface approaches proved to 
function as mediators between academic performance and depressive 
tendencies. In other words, female students with more intense depres-
sive tendencies favor less strategic approaches and use more surface 
approaches which further decreases academic performance, implicitly 
decreasing the level of professional development and the probability of 
matching with the specific needs of the labor market. 

Keywords: deep learning, strategic learning, surface learning, depressive 
tendencies, academic performance 

1. Introduction

The accelerated social, technological, and economic changes of the
last few decades (Amundson, 2006) have significantly contributed to the 
reconsideration of career development and lifelong career management, 
as well as underlying mechanisms (Bloch, 2005; Demirel, 2009). Re-
cently, increasingly more policy-makers and employers have expressed 
their concerns regarding the degree of match between the skills of their 
workforces and the actual needs of the labor market (World Economic 
Forum, 2014). The skill-mismatch, namely, the gap between the skills 
possessed by the employees and the actual skills that are needed to per-
form a specific job raises several extremely important questions. One of 
these questions refer to the gap between the skills with which education 
endows students and what is actually needed on the job. The scientific 
literature has identified different types of skill-mismatch, as follows: skill 
shortage (the demand for a particular type of skill exceeds the skills the 
person possesses); qualification mismatch (the level of qualification 
and/or the field of qualification is different from that required to perform 
the job adequately); over-(under-) qualification/ education (the level of 
qualification/education is higher (lower) than required to perform the 
job adequately); skill gap (the type or level of skills is different from that 
required to perform the job adequately); over-(under-) skilling (the level 
of skill is higher (lower) than required to adequately perform the job) 
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(Cedefop, 2010; OECD, 2011). Consequently, the quality and specificity 
of education becomes an extremely salient issue with both short and 
long-term consequences. 

Thus, the adaptation to the newly formed work-conditions re-
quire the existence of specific abilities through which one can continu-
ously acquire, update, and enhance one’s knowledge-base necessary for 
the successful fulfillment of different work-related tasks (Kirkwood, 
Bond, May, McKeith, &Teh, 2010).  

Traditional teaching and assessment styles mostly promote the 
development of passive learning habits, significantly undermining the 
acquisition of those learning abilities which would facilitate enduring ad-
aptation to the newly formed work environments (Entwistle, 1997). Not 
surprisingly, in the last decades, the development and maintenance of 
high quality learning among students has become a considerable priority 
both for academic education and funding authorities (Byrne, Flood, & 
Willis, 2004; Zeegers, 2004). Educational policies have repeatedly em-
phasized the need for recalibrating the major educational objectives 
(Perry, Phillips, & Hutchinson, 2006; Boekaerts & Corno, 2005; Winne & 
Perry, 2000; Zimmerman, 1990), suggesting that education should focus 
especially on the development of those abilities that sustain in students 
self-regulated learning, and stimulate permanent and active engagement 
in significant learning processes. In this sense, research within higher ed-
ucation has begun to systematically investigate the factors and mecha-
nisms that facilitate successful academic learning. 

Recent research yielded that the quality of academic learning de-
pends on a myriad of factors, which may be grouped in several major cat-
egories, as: individual student characteristics, the requirements of the 
disciplines(s) that are studied (e.g., type of assessment, work-load, qual-
ity of teaching, teaching objectives), characteristics of the departmental 
and university culture, etc. (Rowe, 2002; Ramsden, 1991). The domain 
that was most widely investigated was that of student characteristics. 
For a long time, students’ intellectual abilities and previous academic 
achievements have been considered the best predictors of success in 
higher education (Gottfredson, 2002; Zeegers, 2004). However, subse-
quent research indicated that the measures of intelligence accounted 
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much less than previously presumed of the variance in academic perfor-
mance (Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2004, as cited in Rogaten, Mon-
eta, & Spada, 2013). Consequently, research started to investigate spe-
cific student learning styles, which were supposed to be strongly associ-
ated with learning outcomes. Most of the learning style models devel-
oped in time (e.g., Myers-Briggs, 1998; Felder-Silverman, 1996; Kolb, 
1985) approach these abilities exclusively referred to the students’ per-
sonal characteristics, without taking into consideration the crucial im-
portance of external factors and their interaction.  

Based on Marton and Saljö’s (1976) original research, the alterna-
tive model based on the students’ approaches to study considers learning 
from a more holistic point of view, as an interaction of the students’ char-
acteristics and the specificities of the educational context (Entwhistle, 
Tait, & McCune, 2000; Tait, Entwhistle, & McCune, 1998; Marton & Saljö, 
1997; Entwistle & Tait, 1990; Entwhistle & Ramsden, 1983). In other 
words, approaches to learning describes the way in which students, 
based on their attitudes towards learning and their intentions regarding 
the learning outcomes, respond to an academic task in a given context 
(Byrne et al., 2004; Diseth, 2001; Biggs, 1993). Next, we will briefly pre-
sent the major tenets of this approach. 

1.1. Approaches to studying 

In their seminal investigations targeting the identification of indi-
vidual differences in learning, Marton and Saljö (1976) found that the 
depth of understanding and processing an academic task was strongly de-
termined by students’ intentions towards learning prior to the actual 
learning process. According to these authors’ observations, students select 
specific learning strategies in order to attain their primary goals. Marton 
and Saljö’s (1976) original theory referred to two distinct factors: deep 
and surface learning. Later approaches expanded the bi-factorial model, 
introducing the third factor, that of strategic learning (Entwistle, Hanley, 
& Ratcliffe, 1979). 

The deep approach to learning is characterized by the student’s 
intention of understanding the material that has to be learned, associated 
with continuous attempts to integrate the newly processed materials 
with what is already known. The learning process is driven by intrinsic 
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motivation, being fueled by epistemic interest and the need of vocational 
development (Diseth, 2001; Ryan et al., 2004). Students using this kind 
of learning usually monitor their own understanding and progress in 
learning (Entwistle, McCune, & Walker, 2000), the most frequently used 
strategies being: establishment of relationships between ideas, search 
for patterns and principles, use of evidence, examining the logic of an ar-
gument (Entwistle, 2000). 

Surface approach is characterized by the rote memorizing of facts, 
without attempting to understand the material at hand. Students using 
this form of learning do not usually understand the relevance of a mate-
rial or the value of a course. They usually cannot integrate the newly 
learned information into a whole (Ryan et al., 2004). Their learning is 
usually driven either by the fear of failure or by the concern to complete 
a course or only to pass the exam. Because of their inflexible, mechanical 
learning, students resorting to this type of learning cannot transfer the 
memorized concepts to new situations and new material. The surface ap-
proach is usually associated with different forms of rote learning (Diseth, 
2001). Notwithstanding, there are specific situations when the appropri-
ately applied rote, mechanical learning of a material may become an effi-
cient learning strategy, since it may facilitate the encoding of relevant 
material into memory (Ryan et al., 2004). 

The strategic approach is usually adopted by students who aim to 
obtain the highest possible grades, by adapting their learning to the spe-
cific assessment demands (Byrne et al., 2004; Diseth, 2000). Such stu-
dents usually have well-organized learning habits, efficient time manage-
ment skills, are highly capable to monitor the effectiveness of their learn-
ing (Entwistle, 2000; Ryan et al., 2004). An important incentive in this 
strategy is the students’ need to compete with their colleagues. Unlike 
deep and surface approaches, the strategic approach is not associated 
with specific learning strategies. Students adopting this kind of approach 
usually flexibly adapt their learning strategies (operation, comprehen-
sion, rote learning) in order to attain their objectives (highest grades 
possible) (Diseth, 2001). 

Out of the three types of approaches to learning, the deep, pro-
found one is considered as most desirable, and surface learning as the 
most undesirable (Rowe, 2002). From the efficiency point of view, the 



ÉVA KÁLLAY, SEBASTIAN PINTEA, IONEL PAPUC 

32 

deep approach is the one that assists students in achieving the most solid 
knowledge base that would help them transform declarative knowledge 
into procedural one. Highest academic achievements are usually attained 
when students adopt the deep strategic approach. However, it is im-
portant to emphasize that this approach, which is mostly related to aca-
demic achievement is efficient only in those cases when assessment pro-
cedures stimulate and reward personal understanding (Entwistle, 2000). 

1.2. Characteristics of studying veterinary medicine 

The basic education for obtaining a Doctor Veterinary Surgeon 
(DVM) degree in Romania lasts for 6 years. Beginning with their first se-
mester of study, vet students are presumed to process a considerable 
amount of information from very diverse and complex domains (anatomy, 
comparative anatomy, biology, biophysics, biomathematics, chemistry, 
physics, histology and embriology, genetics, and so on). They have to at-
tend both courses (predominantly teaching) and seminars (predomi-
nantly practical laboratory activities). In order to succeed in both activi-
ties, students are supposed to memorize large amounts of information 
during courses, and to transform declarative knowledge in procedural 
one during laboratory activities. In these conditions superficial learning 
would only be useful for short periods of time, since memorization with-
out understanding and finding relationships with concepts would seri-
ously jeopardize practical activities (Kogan, McConnell, & Schoenfeld-
Tacher, 2005; USAMV, 2018).  

1.3. Affect and academic performance 

The scientific literature abounds in studies underscoring the im-
portance played by affect in the learning processes (D’Mello & Graesser, 
2012; Linnenbrink, 2007; Turner & Schallert, 2001). Positive and nega-
tive emotions experienced in the classroom, during the learning process 
(inside and outside school, during preparation for examinations), social 
emotions associated with academic performance, emotions originating 
from private life (family, friends) all seem to have a powerful impact on 
the way students learn, approach learning, and achieve (Pekrun, 2014). 
More specifically, the quality and intensity of affective states determines 
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the amount of attention assigned to a task, the motivation and involve-
ment in learning, as well as the type of strategy selected to learn (Schutz 
& Pekrun, 2007). However, the bulk of investigations focused most in-
tensely on studying students’ test anxiety and considerably less on other 
emotions, as depression, anger, hopelessness, shame, and the entire 
range of positive emotions (Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002; Schutz & 
Pekrun, 2007). Research has repeatedly indicated that there is a signifi-
cant association between depression and efficiency of learning (Ellis, 
Seibert, & Varner, 1995; Ellis & Ashbrook, 1988; Shapiro, Shapiro, & 
Schwartz, 2000), relationship influenced by the impairment of different 
subjacent cognitive abilities as memory, attention, speed of processing, 
decision making (Burt, Zembar, & Niederehe, 1995; Hubbard, Hutchison, 
Turner, Montroy, Bowles, & Rypma, 2016; Underwood, 2013). 

Regarding the way students approach learning, research indi-
cates that usually positive affect is strongly associated with strategic 
learning while negative (e.g., depressive tendencies) affect with the sur-
face approach (Rogaten, Moneta, & Spada, 2013). Similarly, positive af-
fect is a very good predictor of academic performance, while negative af-
fect predicts low academic achievement (Rogaten et al., 2013). 

Since negative affectivity and depressive tendencies are relatively 
frequent among female medical (human and veterinary) students, and 
higher than in the male students (Levey, 2001; Shapiro et al., 2000; 
Brewin & Firth-Cozens, 1997; Elliot & Girard, 1986; Firth-Cozens, 1990; 
Kogan et al., 2005; Rosal, Ockene, Ockene, Barrett, Ma, & Herbert, 1997), 
the timely identification of learning approaches is an essential aspect in 
those forms of education where the capacity of understanding, perma-
nent integration of new knowledge as opposed to rote learning is key to 
a successful career, the major aims of our study was to test (i) the rela-
tionship between depressive tendencies and academic performance, (ii) 
the mediating effect of approaches to learning (deep, strategic, and sur-
face approach) between depressive tendencies and academic perfor-
mance in veterinary students.  
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2. METHODS

2.1. Participants

Since the overwhelming majority of students at the Veterinary In-
stitute in Cluj-Napoca, Romania is female, and in order to have enough 
statistical power on a homogeneous sample, we decided to focus this 
study only on investigating the learning approaches and mental health of 
female vet students, males’ learning approaches being subject of a differ-
ent investigation. Consequently, we included in our study 260 voluntary 
female students, with an average age of 20.88 years (SD= 1.77 years).  

2.2. Instruments 

Academic performance was measured by the average grade ob-
tained at the end of first semester. These values may vary from 1 to 10. 
The academic performance in our sample varied from 5.80 to 10, with an 
average of 7.65 (SD= 0.87). 

Depressive tendencies were measured with the Beck Depression 
Inventory-II (BDI, Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979; Romanian adapta-
tion David & Dobrean, 2012). The BDI is a 21-item, multiple-choice for-
mat inventory, designed to measure the presence of depression in adults 
and adolescents. Each of the 21 items assesses a symptom or attitude 
specific to depression, inquiring its somatic, cognitive, mood, and behav-
ioral aspects. By its assessments, single scores are produced, which indi-
cate the intensity of the depressive episode. Scores ranging from 0 to 9, 
represent normal levels of depression. Scores situated between 10 and 
18 represent mild to moderate depression; values between 19 and 29 
represent moderate to severe depression, while scores above the value 
of 30 represent severe depression. Internal consistency indices of the 
BDI are usually above .90. In our study we did not use clinical cut-off 
points for analysis or selection of participants, but treated depression 
tendencies as a continuum ranging from minimal to maximal scores ob-
tained by participants on the BDI scale. 

Approaches to studying were assessed with ASSIST (Approaches 
and Study Skills Inventory for Students, Tait, Entwistle, & McCune, 1998), 
adapted to Romanian. The ASSIST is a 52-item self-report questionnaire, 
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assessing the three major approaches to leaning on a 5-point Likert scale 
(1= disagree, 5=agree). Each of the three subscales of the ASSIST is divided 
in further subscales, as follows: (a) Deep approach: seeking meaning, re-
lating ideas, use of evidence, and interest in ideas; (b) Surface apathetic 
approach: lack of purpose, unrelated memorizing, syllabus-boundness, 
and fear of failure, and (c) Strategic approach: organized studying, time 
management, alertness to assessment demands, achieving, and monitor-
ing effectiveness. Cronbach’s alpha for the three subscales are satisfactory 
(Deep approach = .83; Surface approach= .89; and Strategic Approach= .76). 

2.3. Procedure 

All students were assessed by the same investigator. After giving 
their written consent, they had to complete the paper-pencil set of the in-
struments selected to assess the target variables. The completion of a set of 
questionnaires (demographics, BDI and ASSIST) took around 30 minutes. 

3. RESULTS

In Table 1 we presented the descriptive statistics for the main var-
iables assessed in this study. 

Table 1. 
Descriptive statistics of the sample for the main variables included in the analysis 

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Age 19 34 20.88 1.77 
Academic performance 5.80 10.00 7.65 0.87 
Deep approach 6 119 62.48 10.58 

Strategic approach 13 108 68.20 13.40 

Surface approach 9 100 42.91 10.56 

Depression tendencies 0 50 9.28 7.93 

Table 2 presents the correlations between depression tendencies, 
learning styles, and academic performance. 
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Table 2. 
The matrix of correlation between Depression, Learning styles and objective  

academic performance 

Measure 1 2 3 4 
1. Academic performance
2. Deep approach .157** 
3. Strategic approach .255** .560** 
4. Surface approach -.213** -.069 -.113 
5. Depression -.153* -.005 -.223** .377** 

* Statistically significant at p< 0.05, **Statistically significant at p< 0.01, N= 260

As it can be noticed, depression tendencies are negatively corre-
lated with academic performance (with a small to moderate effect size), 
and also correlated with two of the learning styles measured (negative low 
to moderate correlation with strategic approach and moderate positive 
correlation with surface approach). Also, the same two strategies are re-
lated to academic performance (positively with strategic approach and 
negatively with surface approach). In other words, conditions are satisfied 
for testing the mediation role of those two learning approaches (strategic 
and surface) between depression tendencies and academic performance. 

Strategic Approach as a mediator 

In Figure 1 we present the mediation diagram of the relationship 
between Depression and Objective Academic Performance, mediated by 
Strategic Approach. 

Figure 1. The diagram for the mediation of Strategic Approach between De-
pression and Objective Academic Performance (N= 260 female students) 
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As Figure 1 shows, there is a significant but small total effect of 
Depression upon Objective Academic Performance (βc= -.15, p=.031). 
When controlling for the mediator, the predictor has no significant direct 
effect (βc'= -.12, p=.094). The mediation effect (c-c'=a*b) proved to be 
statistically significant according to the Sobel test (Z=-3.20, p= .001). The 
proportional effect size of the mediation effect, computed as [(c-c') 
*100]/c according to MacKinnon (2008) indicates that 20% of the total
relation between Depression and Academic Performance is mediated by
Strategic Approach.

Surface approach as a mediator 

In Figure 2 we present the mediation diagram of the relationship 
between Depression and Objective Academic Performance, mediated by 
Surface Approach. 

Figure 2. The diagram for the mediation of Surface Approach between De-
pression and Objective Academic Performance (N= 260 female students) 

As figure 2 shows, when controlling for the mediator, the predic-
tor has no significant direct effect (βc'= -.08, p=.303). The mediation ef-
fect (c-c'=a*b) proved to be marginally significant according to the Sobel 
test (Z=-1.92, p= .054). The proportional effect size of the mediation ef-
fect (MacKinnon, 2008) indicates that 46% of the total relation between 
Depression and upon Academic Performance is mediated by Surface   
Approach. 
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4. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

As presented in the introductory part of this paper, there is a per-
ceived mismatch between the skills of workforce and the actual needs of 
the labor market, namely, a gap between the skills education endows stu-
dents with and the real need on the job. Consequently, the quality and 
specificity of education becomes an extremely salient issue with both 
short and long-term consequences (Cedefop, 2010; OECD, 2011). In this 
regard, one of the major issues refers to the way students approach stud-
ying. More specifically, the problem resides in the possibility that some 
students use deep learning, thus enhancing the chance to process infor-
mation in depth, while others resume to surface learning, by which they 
prefer rote learning, thus memorizing information for a short period of 
time (usually for examination), and neglecting to deepen their knowledge 
base (Entwistle et al., 2000; Ryan et al., 2004). Moreover, literature indi-
cates that there is an empirically based association between approaches to 
learning and affective states, thus the academic performance of students 
and implicitly professional formation depends upon intrapersonal factors 
(D’Mello & Graesser, 2012; Linnenbrink, 2007; Turner & Schallert, 2001).  

Closing in these questions to the specific case of medical and veter-
inary students, they are presumed to process a considerable amount of in-
formation from very diverse and complex domains (Rogaten et al., 2013). 
In order to succeed in both activities, students are supposed to memorize 
huge amounts of information, and to transform declarative knowledge in 
procedural one. In these conditions superficial learning would only be use-
ful for short periods of time, since memorization without understanding 
and finding relationships with concepts would seriously jeopardize prac-
tical activities. In this context, clarifying the relationship of affective life 
with approaches to learning, as well as academic performance and profes-
sional development, becomes a topic of great relevance.  

The main objectives of our study were to test: (i) the relationship 
between depressive tendencies and academic performance, and (ii) the 
mediating effect of approaches to learning (deep, strategic, and surface 
approach) between depressive tendencies and academic performance in 
veterinary students. 

Our results indicate that depressive tendencies present a signifi-
cantly negative relationship with academic performance which confirms 
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previous findings (e.g., Rogaten et al., 2013), suggesting that female vet-
erinary students who experience negative affectivity from the depressive 
spectrum tend to have lower academic performances. Furthermore, we 
found that all three types of approaches to learning are significant pre-
dictors of academic performance. More specifically, the deep and the 
strategic approach have a positive predictive value, while surface ap-
proach has a negative effect. Regarding the relationship between ap-
proaches to learning and affect, our results indicate that strategic and 
surface approaches are significantly related to depressive tendencies. Fi-
nally, both strategic and surface approaches proved to function as medi-
ators between academic performance and depressive tendencies. In 
other words, female students with more intense depressive tendencies 
favor less strategic approaches and use more surface approach which 
further decreases academic performance, which implicitly decreases the 
level of professional development and matching with the specific needs 
of the labor market (Kogan, McConnell, & Schoenfeld-Tacher, 2005). 

We would like to reiterate the idea that this kind of investigations 
concentrate on elucidating the mechanisms subjacent the academic 
learning process, and implicitly on the enhancement of the match be-
tween the developed skills and the actual needs of the labor market. In 
this context, our results suggest several practical directions to follow in 
the process of generating better veterinary professionals. First of all, in 
this process, the focus should be moved from the one exclusively tech-
nical (specific contents, knowledge, competencies) toward the mecha-
nisms behind professional training such as the affective and the in-depth 
cognitive dimensions. Thus, at a more general level, affective states and 
traits, depressive tendencies of veterinary students should be identified 
and interventions should be implemented to reduce maladaptive tenden-
cies where inappropriate levels of functioning might interfere with pro-
fessional training. Also, approaches to studying should be measured, and 
based upon the proportion of cases with rather dysfunctional ap-
proaches, programs should be conceived and implemented in order to 
stimulate or develop deep and strategic approaches and discourage sur-
face approaches. 
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One of the major limitations of our investigation is that it is cross 
sectional correlational study which can prove direct or mediational rela-
tionships only in a statistical sense, without establishing causality. Nev-
ertheless, the direction of established relationships derived from this in-
vestigation may be used in further experimental or longitudinal studies, 
which enables researchers to obtain the proof for the temporal succes-
sion of the assessed variables. Another limitation of this study refers to 
the fact that our sample is exclusively formed of female participants, 
which is based on the fact that the proportion of male and female stu-
dents at the Veterinary University in Cluj is mainly inclined towards fe-
male students. Consequently, further studies should include a corre-
sponding number of both male and female students, which would allow 
a comparative analysis between male and female participants in order to 
detect whether gender can moderate the relationships yielded by us. 
Furthermore, we consider that future studies could include in the medi-
ating models other variables, complementary to the learning approaches 
assessed by us, as well as expand the investigation to other faculties/spe-
cialties, also including a cross-cultural perspective.  
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ABSTRACT. In the present review our first aim is to analyze the Roma-
nian culture and the way it is related to prevalent parental beliefs and 
practices. Our second aim is to explore how recent socio-economic 
changes that have taken place in the country are associated with changes 
in the Romanian culture and prevalent parental beliefs and practices. To 
this end, we will firstly analyze the Romanian culture starting from Hof-
stede’s cultural dimensions. Afterwards, we will discuss the implications 
of this analysis for prevalent parental beliefs and practices. Next, we will 
review extant studies that focus on the Romanian culture, socio-economic 
changes and parental beliefs and practices, so as to see if they suggest that 
recent socio-economic changes are associated with the modification of 
the Romanian culture and prevalent parental beliefs and practices. 

Keywords: Romanian culture; parental beliefs; cultural change 

1. Introduction

In the present review, we will focus on the Romanian culture and 
the way it is related to parental beliefs and practices of parents from 
Romania. We will also review current evidence regarding the impact of 
recent socio-economic changes that have taken place in the country, to 
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investigate whether they are associated with changes in cultural orien-
tations, as well as in prevalent parental beliefs and practices. Such an en-
deavor is significant, given the very few reviews that integrate research 
dedicated to the association between culture and parenting beliefs and 
practices, in the case of East-European countries, and in particular Roma-
nia. Also, the present review fills an important gap in existing knowledge 
about cultural changes in the case of countries that are transitioning, 
both socially and economically. In this review, by countries exposed to 
social and economic transitions we refer to countries that are transition-
ing towards democracy, higher levels of formal education and wealth, 
market economy, urbanization and globalization (Greenfield, 2018). 

In the first part of the paper, we will discuss the Romanian culture 
by focusing on Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov’s (2010) cultural dimen-
sions. Based on these cultural dimensions, we will consider the potential 
impact of the Romanian culture on prevalent parental beliefs and prac-
tices. In the second part, we will review existing studies that will aid us 
in elucidating how the socio-economic changes that Romania has been 
exposed to are associated with changes in the Romanian culture and 
prevalent parenting beliefs and practices.  

2. Conceptualization of culture

Culture is a concept that is very difficult to define. Consequently, 
there are many definitions and conceptualizations of culture (Triandis, 
2007). Yet, most theories concur in postulating that culture refers to a 
shared system of meanings (i.e., abstract values, beliefs or norms; e.g., 
Greenfield, 2018; Hofstede, 2011; Keller, 2018; Keller & Kartner, 2013; 
Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1996), practices, and artefacts. 
These symbols, practices, and artefacts are generated and implemented 
through social interactions, as well as interactions with the environment, 
while they are also inter-generationally transmitted (Keller & Kartner, 
2013). Most theoretical models of culture also maintain that the shared 
systems of meaning have a central and guiding role in influencing how 
members of a culture think, act, and feel (Berry & Poortinga, 2006; Soli-
man & Glenberg, 2014). It is important to underline the fact that culture 
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is neither stable, nor transmitted “as it is” across generations, since it suf-
fers modifications due to changes in the ecocultural environment, inter-
actions with other cultures or innovations (Georgas et al., 2006).  

In this review, we will adopt a theory of culture that is based on 
the ecological framework, which states that culture is an adaptation to 
the ecological context in which a community functions (Dong, Talhelm, & 
Ren, 2018; Keller, 2018; Keller & Kartner, 2013). As such, we define cul-
ture as a community that has a shared system of symbols, practices, and 
artefacts, in the virtue of a common socio-demographic profile (Keller, 
Borke, Chaudhary, Lamm, & Kleis, 2010). We define a community by its 
shared socio-demographic profile, and we view it as the basis of the val-
ues, practices, and artefacts people share, because we start from the as-
sumption that culture is an adaption to the context we live in; therefore, 
as a function of the socio-demographic profile, certain beliefs, practices, 
and artefacts are adaptive and others are not. In this sense, in rural com-
munities with a low level of economic development and education, 
where subsistence agriculture is the main means of survival, people de-
velop a focus on heteronomy or obedience and harmonious interaction, 
because these values and the practices associated with them are essen-
tial for survival (Greenfield, 2018). For example, Fonseca, Cavalcante, 
Kartner, and Koster(2018) studied agricultural communities in the Am-
azon region, near the city of Belem, and showed that there was a focus on 
heteronomy and relatedness in such cultural niches, since every individ-
ual’s contribution to the tasks of the community was essential for sur-
vival. In these types of communities, the economic value of children is 
very important (i.e., the importance of children for the economic survival 
of the family and for the survival of parents at old-age; Kagitcibasi, 2017; 
Kagitcibasi & Ataca, 2016; Sam, Peltzer, & Mayer, 2005). In urban con-
texts from Western societies, where there is a high level of education and 
economic development, individuals do not depend on their community 
for livelihood, and the economic value of children is not very important. 
The school and work contexts in these communities are promoting and 
rewarding uniqueness, autonomy, creativity, and the ability to interact 
with new people. Starting from these descriptions, it is evident that a fo-
cus on heteronomy and relatedness is not adaptive in such contexts; in-
stead, a focus on being autonomous, separate, and distinct from others, 
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as well as capable to adapt to novel social situations is more important 
(Kagitcibasi, 2017; Keller, 2013). 

Starting from this ecological framework, in the present paper we 
will firstly focus on Romania’s culture and the possible impact it might 
have on parenting beliefs and practices. Secondly, we will focus on how 
the recent social, economic, and political changes that the country has 
been through since the fall of communism have affected its culture, and 
the prevalent parenting beliefs and practices, respectively (Mone, Benga, 
& Susa, 2014). Culture is considered an adaptation to the eco-social con-
text from the standpoint of the ecological framework. Hence, we assume 
that the recent socio-economic changes that Romania has gone through 
have influenced the Romanian culture as well as prevalent parental be-
liefs and practices, increasing their fit with and adaptability to the new 
socio-economic context. 

3. Cultural dimensions, parental beliefs, and parental prac-
tices: The Romanian case

In the first step, we will use the cultural dimensions defined by 
Hofstede and colleagues (2010) to analyze the Romanian culture. We will 
also explore what predictions can be made regarding prevalent parental 
beliefs and practices based on this analysis of Romanian culture. Hof-
stede and colleagues (2010) assume that cultural change is produced on 
an extended time-frame, thus their predictions regarding prevalent pa-
rental beliefs and practices in Romania do not take into consideration re-
cent social and economic developments. Hofstede et al.’s (2010) cultural 
dimensions are society level factors that are associated with variations 
in prevalent cultural norms between societies. These variations incul-
tural norms arose from differences in ecocultural contexts and histories 
of the different cultures (e.g., the influence of Confucianism on the devel-
opment of Chinese national culture; Hofstede et al., 2010) but they gov-
ern how the different institutions and social structures are constructed 
in the present. The cultural dimensions on which the cultures of different 
societies vary are: Power Distance, Individualism - Collectivism, Mascu-
linity - Femininity, Avoidance of Uncertainty, Short-Term - Long-Term 
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Orientation and Indulgence - Restraint (Hofstede et al., 2010). Power Dis-
tance refers to the degree to which individuals with less power from a 
society accept inequalities regarding how power is distributed and con-
sider that these inequalities are unavoidable (Hofstede, 2011; Hofstede 
et al., 2010). Regarding the definition of Individualism - Collectivism, In-
dividualism refers to the preference for a diffuse social network in which 
individuals focus on taking care of themselves and their family. Collectiv-
ism is conceptualized as referring to a compact social network in which 
individuals, in exchange for loyalty, expect that the other members of the 
in-group will take care of them (Hofstede et al., 2010). Masculinity - Fem-
ininity refers to the degree to which gender roles overlap in a society. In 
Masculine cultures or societies, there is a focus on success, challenge, 
competition, advancement, earning, being recognized and there is a clear 
delineation between gender roles (Ljunge, 2016). A Feminine society is 
one in there is a focus on cooperation, modesty, consensus, relationships 
and quality of life and in which gender roles overlap. Both men and 
women should be tender, modest and concerned with the quality of life 
(Hosfede et al., 2010). Uncertainty Avoidance refers to the degree to 
which individuals from a culture or society feel uncomfortable with un-
certainty, ambiguity, and unpredictability (Hofstede & McCrae, 2004). 
Long-Term Orientation - Short-Term Orientation refers to the degree to 
which values oriented towards achieving future goals and attaining fu-
ture rewards are encouraged in a culture (Hofstede, 1991; Hofstede et 
al., 2010). In Long-Term cultures, we can observe that values like perse-
verance and thrift are promoted because they are oriented towards fu-
ture rewards. In Short-Term cultures, we can observe that values like 
preservation of face, respect for tradition and fulfilling social obligations 
(e.g., returning favors) are promoted. Indulgence -Restraint refers to the 
degree to which a culture allows gratification of basic and natural human 
desires (Hofstede et al., 2010). In a culture characterized by Indulgence 
we can observe a tendency to allow free gratification of these basic hu-
man desires related to enjoying life and having fun. In cultures charac-
terized by Restraint we can observe the fact that there is a belief that the 
satisfaction of these needs has to be curbed and regulated by rigid social 
norms. The countries that have been included in studies of Hofstede et 
al., (2010) have a score ranging from 0 to 100 on each of the dimensions. 
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The higher the score, the higher the country is positioned on the respec-
tive dimension.  

In the following we will present Romania’s standing on each of the 
six dimensions and discuss how this might impact parenting beliefs and 
behaviors. Romania’s scores on the six dimensions were taken from Hof-
stede and colleagues (2010). Regarding Hofstede’s et al. (2010) Power 
Distance dimension, Romania has a score of 90, signifying that it is a 
country with a high Power Distance, in which individuals accept power 
inequalities and hierarchies. In these types of cultures, subordinates 
think that it is normal to be told what to do and expect their leader to 
behave as an autocrat, while centralization of institutions is popular 
(Hofstede et al., 2010). In cultures with high Power Distance like Roma-
nia, as compared to cultures with low Power Distance, there is a focus on 
child obedience, on family hierarchy, and on the power difference in the 
mother-child relationship (Dermuth, 2013; Shearman & Dumlao, 2008; 
Scwhab, 2013). Hofstede et al (2010) also states that in high Power Dis-
tance cultures, children are socialized to be obedient and respectful to 
those that are higher in the hierarchy (oftentimes status is associated 
with age) and decision-making in the family is done by those higher in 
the hierarchy (i.e., parents; Oetzel et al., 2003). In the case of these cul-
tures, independence and exploration on the part of the child is not en-
couraged (Oetzel et al., 2008).  

On the Individualism-Collectivism dimension, Romania has a 
score of 30, thus being considered a Collectivistic culture, with high in-
terdependence between members. This can be seen in a prevalence of 
extended families, long commitment of individuals and emotional invest-
ment in groups to which they belong (Hofstede et al., 2010; Mone et al., 
2014). In this type of culture, the group also accentuates the fact that all 
members are responsible for each other. Based on Romania’s standing 
on this dimension, we would expect that parents would value the devel-
opment of abilities that facilitate harmonious interpersonal interactions 
(e.g., cooperation, empathy, self-effacing behaviors) and obedience (Hof-
stede et al., 2010; Keller, 2018; Minkov et al., 2018). Regarding valued 
parental practices, we would expect that parents from Romania value pa-
rental practices through which one promotes obedience (e.g., punishing 
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the child for disobedience, not offering explanations for requests), inter-
personal harmony, and relatedness (e.g., encouraging cooperativeness 
and self-effacing behaviors; Kagitcibasi, 2017; Majdandzic, 2017).  

Regarding Masculinity-Femininity, Romania has a score of 42, 
suggesting that it is a Feminine society with a lower discrepancy between 
gender roles with both genders focusing on quality of life and interrelat-
edness (Hofstede et al., 2010). In a Feminine culture, we would expect to 
see the fact that there are smaller differences between how boys and girls 
are socialized. More specifically, we would expect that in the case of both 
boys and girls, parents will value and promote modesty, non-aggressive-
ness, expressing one’s emotion, developing a focus on relationships and 
interrelatedness. We would also expect to see that caring for children 
and earning money is equally distributed between parents. As we shall 
see when discussing the impact of socio-economical change on the Roma-
nian culture, there are studies that contradict this contention by showing 
that there is greater inequality between gender roles (Friedlmeier & 
Gavreliuc, 2013). 

Regarding Uncertainty Avoidance, Romania has a score of 90 and 
is thus a high Uncertainty Avoidant culture, in which new ideas and be-
haviors are avoided, and there are strict, rigid codes of conduct and be-
liefs (Hofstede et al., 2010). Individuals in these cultures have a need for 
security, rules, predictability, punctuality, while innovation is discour-
aged. Hofstede et al (2010) claim that in high Uncertainty Avoidance cul-
tures there is a stronger system of rules and norms in the family and chil-
dren are more likely to experience guilt. Children are also protected from 
experiencing unknown situations and are more likely to develop the be-
lief that the world is hostile and novel and unknown situations are risky. 
In high Uncertainty Avoidance cultures, parents as well as children ex-
press emotions, both positive and negative, with a greater intensity 
(Dwairy & Achoui, 2006).  

Regarding Long-Term Orientation, Romania has a score of 52, 
which suggests it is intermediate in this respect, neither being a Long-
Term orientated culture, neither a Short-Term oriented culture. As re-
garding the influence of this dimension on family functioning, Hofstede 
et al. (2010) states that, in families from Long-Term orientation cultures, 
there is a focus on socializing delay of gratification, thrift, determination 
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in pursuing goals and humility, while self-assertion is not encouraged. In 
the case of families from Short-Term orientation cultures, there is a focus 
on socializing children to respect traditions, to be stable individuals, to 
respect social rituals (e.g., reciprocating favors, greetings or gifts), to im-
mediately gratify needs, to spend and be sensitive to social trends of con-
sumption. Taking into consideration that Romania has a score that 
doesn’t allow us to categorize it as being a Long-Term or Short-Term cul-
ture, we might expect that there is a mix of characteristics pertaining to 
both a Long-Term and a Short-Term culture, when we look at parenting 
practices and beliefs.  

Regarding Indulgence, Romania has a score of 20, suggesting that 
it is a culture of Restraint, in which there isn’t a focus on leisure time and 
hedonism, but on the control of the gratification of desires and on the fact 
that indulging oneself is wrong. In these types of cultures, there is also a 
high frequency of pessimism and cynicism (Hofstede et al., 2010). This is 
the most recently added dimension and as such its association with par-
enting beliefs and behaviors is not yet determined. What is established is 
the fact that restraint cultures are tight cultures (i.e., many strong norms 
and low tolerance for deviant behavior, Gelfand et al., 2011) in which in-
dividuals have an external locus of control and feel they do not control 
what happens to them. In these cultures, there is a lower importance of 
leisure and having friends and a higher importance of thrift. Individuals 
from these cultures have a lower satisfaction with life, manifest high so-
cial cynicism, are more frequently neurotic, have high moral discipline, 
and are more frequently pessimistic. They also are more likely to accept 
strictly prescribed gender norms and unequal sharing of household 
chores with partners (Hofstede et al., 2010). Based on this description, 
we would expect that parents would value and encourage the develop-
ment of obedience, thrift, discipline, and self-control.  

From what we discussed, starting from Hofstede and colleagues’ 
(2010) model, we can expect that in Romanian families there would be a 
focus on hierarchy, with strict, rigid rules and a focus on child’s obedi-
ence and conformism. We would also expect a focus on the development 
of thrift, respect towards elders, relatedness, humbleness, self-control, 
and delay of gratification in the case of the child. Another expectation 
would be that girls and boys are socialized in similar ways. We would 
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also expect children to be taught to avoid unknown, risky situations and 
to develop a need for predictability. Another expectation would be that 
children would develop a high level of social cynicism. 

As we stated before Hofstede et al (2010) conclude that cultural 
changes take place on an extended time-frame, and, as such, they do not 
take into consideration recent social, economic, and political changes 
that have taken place in Romania, when predicting prevalent parental 
beliefs and practices. Romania has gone through major social and eco-
nomic transitions since the fall of communism in December 1989, with 
shifts towards democracy, market economy, urbanization, and globaliza-
tion (Friedlmeier & Gavreliuc, 2013; Mihai & Butiu, 2012; Mone et al., 
2014). In concordance with these economic, social, and political transi-
tions, we observe that the educational level of parents has increased, the 
fertility rate has started to decline, the age at first birth has started to 
increase, the number of children has started to decrease, and the nuclear 
family has become more frequent (Mureșan, Hărăguș, Hărăguș, & 
Schroder, 2008). There is also a higher focus on child’s education and 
general well-being (Negovan, Glăveanu, & Stănculescu, 2016). Despite 
Hofstede et al.’s (2010) predictions, this might have produced shifts in 
the structure of the Romanian culture and prevalent socialization pat-
terns. In the following, we will review theoretical models that are based 
on the ecological framework and that have divergent predictions from 
those of Hofstede et al.’s (2010) regarding how these social, economic, 
and political changes have affected the Romanian culture. We will also 
review studies whose results will offer hints regarding the nature and 
presence of an effect of recent social, economic, and political changes on 
the Romanian culture and prevalent parental beliefs and practices.  

 
4. Influence of socio-economic changes on the Romanian 

culture and on prevalent parenting beliefs and practices 
 
There are two models in the literature that make different claims 

about how socio-economic development impacts a society’s culture and 
prevalent parenting beliefs and practices. One of the models is that of 
family change, developed by Kagitcibasi (1985, 1990, 2017), which fo-
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cuses on the influence of ecocultural context and culture on human de-
velopment. Kagitcibasi (2017) identifies socio-economic development of 
a community as the major factor that influences the structure of its cul-
ture, parenting beliefs, and practices. The model starts from the culture 
(i.e., individualistic or collectivistic) that a community has and the living 
conditions of the community (e.g., urban or rural environment, socio-
economical profile of the community, level of affluence). The culture of a 
community and the living conditions influence how the family is struc-
tured. The family structure is defined by characteristics such as fertility, 
household patterns (e.g., nuclear or extended families), women’s status 
or economical responsibilities of family members. Culture, living condi-
tions, and family structure influence what are the values that guide the 
family, how family interactions are structured and what are the preva-
lent socialization patterns (Georgas, Berry, van de Vijver, Kagitcibasi, & 
Poortinga, 2006). Family values, interactions and socialization patterns 
then influence the type of self and self-other interactions that the child 
will have, and this ultimately feeds back and influences not only how fu-
ture families will be structured, but also how the culture and context in 
which a family lives will be structured (Kagitcibasi, 2005, 2017).  

Kagitcibasi (2017) states that self-construals of individuals can 
vary on two orthogonal or independent dimensions: agency and inter-
personal distance. The first dimension, agency, refers to the degree of au-
tonomous functioning of the individual and varies from autonomy to het-
eronomy. Autonomy refers to defining oneself as being an individual that 
acts upon one’s own will, purposes and motivations. Heteronomy refers 
to defining oneself as being an individual that is governed from the out-
side, acting based on social pressure and norms (Kagitcibasi, 2013). In-
terpersonal distance refers to the degree of distance between self and 
others and can vary from separateness to relatedness. At one end of the 
continuum, we have the separate self, who is defined as being distinct 
and separate from others. At the other end of the continuum, we have the 
related self which is connected to others and defined as a function of the 
relationships in which it is included.  

Kagitcibasi focuses on three types of selves and their associated 
cultures, living conditions, and family models. A first family model de-
scribed by Kagitcibasi (2017) is the model of interdependence, which 
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leads to the development of a heteronomous related self. We observe the 
interdependent model in rural communities with low educational and 
economic development, whose survival is based on subsistence agricul-
ture. These communities have a collectivistic culture that is focused on 
relatedness. In these types of cultures and living conditions, the most fre-
quent type of family structures are extended family structures, in which 
there is high fertility (i.e., high number of children), low status of women, 
and a lower age at first birth (Greenfield, 2018; Kagitcibasi, 2005). In this 
type of community, there is a focus on obedience and social harmony, 
and children have economical values (i.e., they will help parents at old 
age and they have a contribution to the family economy and survival; 
Trommsdorff, Kim, & Nauck, 2005). There is also emotional/psychologi-
cal interdependence between members of the family (i.e., low interper-
sonal distance with overlapping selves; Kagitcibasi & Ataca, 2015) 

A second family model identified by Kagitcibasi (2017) is the 
model of independence, which leads to the development of an autono-
mous separate self. This type of family model can be seen in urban West-
ern communities with a high level of education and economic develop-
ment. These types of communities are characterized by an individualistic 
culture with a focus on autonomy. The prevalent family structure found 
in these communities is the nuclear family (i.e., two generations living in 
the same household), with low fertility and with older ages of mother at 
first child and higher woman’s status. This type of culture, living condi-
tions, and family structure lead to family values related to the develop-
ment of independence, creativity, curiosity, and separateness; the child 
has psychological value (i.e., parents have children for the psychological 
satisfaction they provide; Kagitcibasi, 2017) and the emotional interde-
pendence is low.  

Kagitcibasi (2017) describes a third family model, that of emo-
tional interdependence or autonomous-relatedness. The author states 
that, with economic development, what happens is that the utilitarian 
value of the child and the economical dependency between generations 
disappear, but the emotional dependency remains (Kagitcibasi, 1996, 
2005, 2017; Kagitcibasi & Ataca, 2015; Kagitcibasi & Yalin, 2014). This 
type of family model can be seen in collectivistic communities in which 
there has been increased economic and educational development, and 
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thus we observe industrialized urban communities with increased afflu-
ence (Georgas, Berry, van de Vijver, Kagitcibasi, & Poortinga, 2006). In 
this type of cultures and living conditions, families start to organize in 
nuclear patterns (two families in a household), to have fewer children at 
older ages and to have increased woman status. In this type of family, the 
extended family is still important, but for psychological and emotional 
reasons, not for economic ones (Kagitcibasi, 2005). The material depend-
ency between generations is gone, as children are no longer needed to 
sustain their parents at old age, with parents now being the ones that 
invest in their children’s development until late in their development 
(Kagitcibasi & Ataca, 2015). The emotional dependence still remains, 
with emotional interdependence between family members being im-
portant and with selves that are defined as a function of the relationships 
they have (Kagitcibasi & Yagmurlu, 2015; Mayer, 2017). In this type of 
culture, living conditions and family structure, the prevalent values in the 
family are centered on family and group loyalty and relatedness, emo-
tional connections between family members, autonomy and independ-
ence of the child. In these communities, the child has a psychological, not 
utilitarian value (Kagitcibasi, 2017).  

Based on the theory of Kagitcibasi (2017), we expect that in Ro-
mania, because of recent social and economic development, we will no-
tice the emergence of an autonomous-related cultural model. As such, 
based on this model we would expect that Hofstede’s predictions regard-
ing the existence of a focus on obedience and conformity of the child will 
not be confirmed, but those regarding the existence of a focus on relat-
edness will be confirmed.  

Another model that focuses on the influence of culture on devel-
opment and stems from the ecocultural tradition is the model developed 
by Greenfield (2013, 2016, 2018). This model focuses on how economic, 
social, and political changes lead to modifications in culture and human 
development. More specifically, this model focuses on what changes in 
the culture of a community when a series of social and economic transi-
tions take place. The model specifically refers to the transition from a ru-
ral community, based on subsistence agriculture, with low educational, 
economic and technological development, to an urban community, 
whose survival is based on commerce and market economy, with high 
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educational, economic and technological development. This shift from a 
rural to an urban community is also associated with a shift from the high 
prevalence of extended families (i.e., three or more generations under 
the same roof) to the high prevalence of nuclear families (i.e., two gener-
ations under the same roof). This shift also leads to an increase in the age 
when the mother has the first child. Greenfield (2018) speculates that 
these changes lead to a shift from a focus on collectivistic values (e.g., fo-
cus on obedience, hierarchy, interpersonal harmony, tradition), that 
characterizes rural communities, to a focus on individualistic values (e.g., 
focus on equality, independence, creativity, innovation, materialism). 
With the change from collectivistic to individualistic values, several 
changes are shown to appear at the level of the learning environment and 
socialization of children: more autonomy is given to the child and less 
guidance; there is less criticism and more praise and support directed 
towards the child; there is less focus on what the obligations of the child 
are to the family and more focus on his individual development; there 
are more social interactions mediated by technological means (Green-
field, 2016). These changes in turn have an impact on how the individual 
develops. More specifically, we see a shift from children that develop to 
be respectful, obedient, and shy to children that develop to be independ-
ent, autonomous, curious, and extraverted. There is another shift in child 
development, from children that develop to have abilities that make 
them able to harmoniously interact with the group (e.g., greater social 
skills, empathy, desire to fit in, a focus on other’s needs, low self-esteem) 
to children that develop to have abilities that make them able to focus on 
self-development and on being assertive in social interactions (e.g., focus 
on own internal states and feelings, greater technological skills, high self-
esteem, desire to stand out).  

Based on Greenfield’s (2018) model, we would expect to see a 
transition not towards an autonomous-related model in the case of Ro-
mania, but to an independent model. These predictions are in contradic-
tion with those of Hofstede et al.’s (2010) model. Hofstede et al.’s (2010) 
model predicts that there will be a focus on obedience, heteronomy and 
relatedness in the case of parents from Romania. 

In the following, we will review studies that will help us assess if 
there is an association between socio-economic developments and 
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changes in the Romanian culture and prevalent parental beliefs and prac-
tices. This assessment will also help us in finding out which of the models 
is better supported by the data. 

As we shall see, most studies that have focused on the association 
between the Romanian culture and prevalent parental beliefs and prac-
tices support Kagitcibasi’s (2017) model. As such, a mixed method study 
realized by Mone et al., (2014), with a sample of 72 mothers for a quan-
titative analysis of mother’s cultural models and parenting beliefs and 11 
mothers for the qualitative analysis of parenting beliefs showed that, at 
least in the case of middle-class mothers of infants from Romania, we see 
an autonomous-related cultural model. More specifically, mothers in this 
sample placed an emphasis on socialization goals associated with both 
autonomy (e.g., independence, being able to decide on one’s own) and 
relatedness (e.g., being able to harmoniously interact with others, being 
cooperative). Also, mothers valued parental practices that have been 
shown to be conducive to both relatedness (e.g., body contact, maintain-
ing physical proximity to the child; Keller & Kartner, 2013) and auton-
omy of the child (e.g., focusing and adjusting to the child’s needs, face-to-
face interaction; Keller, 2018).  

The shift towards a model of autonomy and relatedness is also 
supported by evidence provided by a study realized by Gavreliuc and 
Ciobota (2013) with a sample of undergraduates from Timisoara, a large 
developed city and university center from Western Romania. The results 
of this study show that these undergraduates' self-construal presented a 
mix between autonomy, with high scores for self-reliance and uniqueness, 
and relatedness, with high scores for inclusion (Gavreliuc & Ciobota, 2013). 
Participants in this study were not parents, yet this study is indicative of 
how recent socio-economic developments are associated with changes 
in the Romanian culture.  

A study submitted to publication by Mansour, Summers, Mone, 
Kathuria, Sanders, and Friedlmeier (2018) compared the conception of 
child competence in the case of mothers of preschoolers from Romania, 
India, USA and Israel, and investigated if observed differences were asso-
ciated with maternal cultural self-construal. The results of the study 
showed that there was no difference regarding the focus on autonomy at 
the self-construal level between cultures, but that there was a difference 
regarding relatedness, with Romanian mothers somewhere between USA 
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mothers, who scored the lowest on relatedness, and Israeli Arab mothers, 
who scored the highest. These results suggest that Romanian mothers 
have a cultural self-construal with a focus on autonomy equal to that of 
mothers from more individualistic cultures. The results also suggest that 
Romanian mothers have a focus on relatedness that is higher than that of 
mothers from individualistic cultures. These findings suggest that Roma-
nian mothers have an autonomous-related cultural model, with a focus on 
both autonomy and relatedness. Regarding the skills that are essential for 
a competent child, mothers from all groups placed the most emphasis on 
social skills. Israeli-Arab and Indian mothers placed more emphasis on 
proper demeanor, suggesting a focus on heteronomy. Romanian and Is-
raeli Jew mothers placed more emphasis on the development of child's au-
tonomy than on the development of interrelatedness. This suggests that, 
although Romanian mothers had an autonomous-related model, auton-
omy had a higher importance at least for this age range. Regarding the as-
sociation between mother’s self-construal and conceptions regarding 
child competence, the results suggest that there was an association only in 
the case of Romanian mothers. More specifically, in the case of Romanian 
mothers, a higher focus on relatedness in one’s self-construal was associ-
ated with a higher focus on the child’s autonomy and less on his cognitive 
skills. Also, in the case of Romanian mothers, a higher focus on relatedness 
in one’s self-construal was related to a higher emphasis put on the social 
and physical skills of the child. The fact that a mother’s focus on related-
ness in her self-construal was associated with a focus on the child’s auton-
omy and on his social skills offers more evidence that there is a coupling 
of autonomy and relatedness in maternal cultural models. Thus, these re-
sults suggest the existence of an autonomous-related cultural model in the 
case of Romanian mothers. 

A study by Wege, Gonzalez, Friedlmeier, Mihalca, Goodrich, and 
Corapci (2014) investigated which types of emotions are most often de-
picted in American, Romanian, and Turkish storybooks. The results sug-
gest that in Turkish and Romanian storybooks, as compared to American 
storybooks, negative powerless emotions (i.e., negative emotions that do 
not interfere with social interaction - sadness or fear) were more fre-
quently displayed than negative powerful emotions (i.e., negative emo-
tions that interfere with social interaction -anger). Also, the emotional 
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intensity of the expressions presented in Turkish and Romanian story-
books was lower. This underlines the fact that in the Romanian culture, 
similar to the Turkish one, there was a higher focus on interpersonal har-
mony and relatedness, as both a lower intensity of emotional expressions 
and a more frequent focus on powerless negative emotions facilitate har-
monious interpersonal interactions. Interestingly, in the case of Roma-
nian storybooks, powerful emotions were more frequently manifested 
towards out-group members. This underlines a focus on the need for in-
terpersonal harmony in the in-group context, as this is the context in 
which the expression of powerful negative emotions was avoided. The 
results also suggest that negative emotions, and especially powerful ones 
were more highly devalued in Romanian storybooks than in Turkish sto-
rybook, indicating a higher focus on relatedness in this culture. 

Another study that suggests individuals from Romania have an 
autonomous-related model was conducted by Corapci, Friedlmeier, 
Benga, Strauss, Pitica and Susa (2017). The authors conducted a study in 
which they examined how mothers of 2-year-old children foster emo-
tional competence in USA, Romania, and Turkey. The authors measured 
the self-construal of the mothers, to check if their categorization of the 
mothers from USA as being independent and of the mothers from Roma-
nia and Turkey as being autonomous-related was correct. The analysis of 
the self-construal data confirmed that mothers from Romania had a self-
construal that focused on both relatedness and autonomy. Consistent 
with a focus on relatedness, mothers from Turkey and Romania focused 
on using reasoning by offering explanations and referring to social norms 
and empathic understanding of others when the child had an anger epi-
sode. Mothers also had a high focus on teaching problem solving skills as 
a response to anger in each sample, which suggests an underlying focus 
on autonomy and developing the child’s ability to handle situations that 
he/she faces. In Turkey and Romania, as compared to the USA, there was 
also a greater focus on comforting and reassuring the child when having 
an anger episode and less on using time-out and behavioral discipline. 
This also suggest a focus on relatedness and on close affectionate ties as 
mechanisms through which the child’s emotion is regulated. Regarding 
sadness eliciting episodes, mothers from all countries similarly endorsed 
using problem-focused coping strategies and emotion-focused strategies 
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to alleviate sadness, with a priority on emotion-focused strategies. This 
suggests the fact that in the case of mothers from all cultures there was a 
focus on supportively socializing self-reliance. In conformity with another 
research (Denham, Caal, Bassett, Benga, & Geangu, 2014) that shows the 
fact that Romanian mothers consider sadness as a sign of weakness, Ro-
manian mothers most frequently showed dismissive responses to sad-
ness. Congruent with this interpretation is the fact that Romanian moth-
ers also showed lower emotion-focused responses and more reasoning 
in response to sadness than Turkish mothers. This suggests the need to 
control the expression of sadness, as it is perceived as weakness. In re-
sponse to the child’s fear, all mothers prioritized emotion-focused re-
sponses, as a sign that at this age, children are in need of comfort primar-
ily when experiencing fear. Mothers from all samples also manifested 
problem-focused responses with a low frequency, thus emphasizing the 
fact that comforting is the primary need they perceive for children of this 
age when experiencing fear. Another relevant finding for our discussion 
is that Turkish and Romanian mothers more frequently endorsed rea-
soning in the context of fear responses. This is important given the fact 
that the vignettes regarding fear involved the presence of others and thus 
attempts at reasoning to diminish the response might reflect an empha-
sis on relatedness and interpersonal harmony. Altogether, the results of 
the study suggested that mothers from Turkey and Romania emphasized 
both the autonomy and relatedness of the child while managing his or 
her negative emotions. Regarding positive emotions, the authors evalu-
ated how mothers respond to the happiness of the child. In accordance 
with studies that show happiness is more frequent in individualistic cul-
tures, USA mothers more frequently validated and promoted the child’s 
happiness (Corapci et al., 2017). Interestingly, Turkish mothers showed 
the tendency to upregulate and increase the intensity of happiness more 
than Romanian mothers and USA mothers, probably reflecting the focus 
on relatedness coupled with the norm of openly expressing emotion, 
characteristic for Turkey.  

Another study that brings support for Kagitcibasi’s (2017) model 
is the one developed by Friedlmeier and Trommsdorff (2011) in which 
the authors compared Romanian and USA dyads of mothers and teenage 
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children regarding similarities in value orientations. They also investi-
gated if parenting practices influenced this similarity. They started from 
the idea that the value dissimilarity should be greater in the case of Ro-
manian dyads, as Romania has been going through more economic, po-
litical, and social changes than the USA in the last period. The results sug-
gested that mothers and teenage children were similar regarding collec-
tivistic values in both cultures. Similarity regarding individualistic values 
was found only in the case of mothers from the USA. This is supportive 
of the assumption that Romania is a collectivistic culture in which eco-
nomic, political, and social changes that have taken place affected indi-
vidual’s focus on heteronomy or obedience, switching it to a focus on au-
tonomy, but did not affect their focus on relatedness.  

Other studies bring support for Kagitcibasi’s (2017) model, by 
showing that the cultural model of Romanian mothers has shifted more 
towards an autonomous-related one and not an independent one, 
through suggesting that there is still a focus on interdependence in the 
Romanian culture, despite economic and social advances. These studies 
show that close family relationships and emotional interdependence are 
still highly valued in Romania and children have a psychological value for 
the family (Robila & Krishnakumar, 2004). Other studies show that, as 
compared to mothers from individualistic cultures, Romanian mothers 
place a higher emphasis on interdependence. More specifically, a study 
by Moscardino, Bertelli, and Altoè, (2011) showed that mothers from Ro-
mania placed a higher emphasis on interdependence as compared to 
mothers from Italy. 

There are other studies that indicate a higher focus on autonomy 
in younger generation, but they do not conclusively offer support for 
Kagitcibasi’s (2018) or Greenfield’s (2018) model, as they do not inves-
tigate if the focus on relatedness is different between generations. An ex-
ample is the study conducted by Marici (2015), who investigated the ef-
fect of parental behaviors on the development of internalizing and exter-
nalizing problems, in the case of Romanian adolescents. The study 
showed that parental control had the most detrimental effect on the de-
velopment of the child. Parental control has more detrimental effects in 
cultures in which autonomy is valued and socialized and control is per-
ceived as an illegitimate strategy (Chao, 1994) and as such this study 
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might suggest that the Romanian culture places an emphasis on auton-
omy, and control is not perceived as legitimate. These results of Marici 
(2015) are complemented and supported by those of Marici and Turliuc 
(2011), who showed that parental punitive discipline was one of the 
strongest predictors of teenager deviance. 

There is also a study conducted by Negru-Subtirica, Damian and 
Friedlmeier (2015), which showed that younger generations had a higher 
focus on autonomy. The study was a qualitative one, which investigated 
what are the differences between emerging adults, born after the com-
munist regime fell, and their parents, born during the communist regime, 
regarding the factors that are considered important for personal success. 
Parents considered that characteristics, behaviors, goals influence finan-
cial success, but they also mentioned that luck or fate is important. The 
emerging adults focused only on the influence of personal traits, behav-
iors, and goals. This shows that, in the case of the emerging adults, there 
was a higher focus on autonomy and a lower focus on heteronomy, be-
cause their personal characteristics and ambitions were considered as 
being factors that drive financial success, but there was no mentioning of 
fate or luck, factors external to oneself, as determinants of success. 

There are also lines of research that showed the fact that Roma-
nian individuals value autonomy more than those from individualistic 
cultures. These studies run contrary to both Kagitcibasi’s (2018) and 
Greenfield’s (2017) model, as we would expect that individualistic cul-
tures with higher economic development (e.g., USA) would place more 
focus on independent cultural models than countries with lower eco-
nomic development. As an example, Frost and Frost (2000) compared 
217 Romanian undergraduates with 201 American undergraduates and 
found that the Romanian undergraduates valued conformity and tradi-
tion less than American undergraduates, but wisdom, beauty, peace, so-
cial justice, and environmental safety more. Another study by Moza, Law-
rie, Gavreliuc, and Kim (2018), that compared the structure of the self-
construals of 251 American and 243 Romanian undergraduate students, 
showed that there was indeed a higher focus on independent self-con-
struals and less on interdependent self-construals. The study also 
pointed out the fact that the structure of independent and interdepend-
ent cultural models differed as a function of culture. For example, there 
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was a higher connectivity between scores on scales that measure inde-
pendence and interdependence in the case of American undergraduates 
than in the case of Romanian undergraduates. Also, vertical interdepend-
ent self-construal (i.e., interdependence and focus on hierarchy) in-
cluded the degree of inclusion of the family in the self only in the case of 
Romanian undergraduates. 

There is also another line of research that suggests the fact that 
there was no transition towards an autonomous-related model or an in-
dependent model with economic development. A survey conducted by 
Gavreliuc (2012), which included samples from both urban and rural ar-
eas, belonging to 3 age cohorts (20 years old, 35 years old, and 50 years 
old) showed that, across generations, there was a pattern regarding in-
dividual’s attitudes that suggested the presence of low self-determina-
tion, dominant externalism, high interdependence, moderate independ-
ence, and high self-esteem (Gavreliuc, 2012). What’s more important 
though is that the younger cohorts were the most dependent and the 
least self-reliant. This runs counter to the expectation that, with higher 
educational levels and higher wealth, generations become more inde-
pendent (Greenfield, 2018) or develop a combination between auton-
omy and relatedness (Kagitcibasi, 2017). The results of the study also 
suggest intergenerational stability regarding cultural orientation, despite 
economic and social progress. The results of the study by Gavreliuc (2012) 
are congruent with the results of the study by Gavreliuc and Gavreliuc 
(2012), which showed that, in the case of a sample of 522 secondary 
school teachers and university teachers from Timisoara, the younger 
generations had the highest scores of social cynicism, fate control, relig-
iosity, power distance, and external locus of control. This again suggests 
that, in the case of younger cohorts, contrary to what we would expect to 
see in a country where there have been economic and social developments, 
there was lower self-determination, more fatalism, and higher desire and 
acceptance of hierarchy. Another study by Gavreliuc and Gavreliuc (2014) 
with 253 secondary school teachers and 269 University teachers from 
Timișoara showed that university teachers, as compared to secondary 
school teachers, had higher power distance and higher social cynicism. 
This suggests that in Romania, increased social capital, educational level, 
and wealth might be associated not with an increased focus on equality, 
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self-determination, and acceptance of others, but with an increased focus 
on hierarchy, obedience, and mistrusts of others. This is again contrary 
to both the predictions of Greenfield’s (2009) model and to the predic-
tions of Kagitcibasi (2017). 

David (2015) analyzed data from the European Social Survey 
(2016) and the World Values Survey (2010-2014) and showed that indi-
viduals from Romania have a high need for power, conformism, and 
achievement. The data also suggested that individuals from Romania 
manifest low scores for self-determination, benevolence (i.e., a goal of 
improving the wellbeing of those with whom we interact; Schwartz, 
2012), hedonism (i.e., seeking pleasure and gratification; Schwartz, 
2012), stimulation (i.e., seeking novelty and challenge; Schwartz, 2010), 
and universalism (i.e., protection, appreciation, tolerance of individual’s 
and nature’s welfare; Schwartz, 2012). This suggests the fact that indi-
viduals from Romania have high conformism and low autonomy and, as 
such, neither Kagitcibasi’s (2017) nor Greenfield’s (2018) predictions 
are confirmed by these data. But more interestingly, David (2015) also 
presented data indicating that individuals from Romania have low trust 
in others and higher interpersonal distance with regard to strangers and 
acquaintances than individuals from 42 other countries, but lower inter-
personal distance with regard to people that are close to them. This sug-
gests that Romanian individuals’ relatedness is manifested and centered 
on those with whom they have close relationships. On the other hand, 
there is a high level of mistrusting others and inferring that others have 
malevolent intentions towards oneself (David, 2015).David (2015) also 
analyzed Romanian individual’s socialization goals based on data ob-
tained from the World Values Survey (2010-2014) and showed that in 
Romania, compared to the other 9 countries (i.e., China, Spain, Turkey, 
Ukraine, Russia, USA, Japan, Poland, Germany), individuals mentioned 
less frequently the need of the child to develop a sense of responsibility, 
thrift, determination, altruism, obedience, independence. In exchange, 
individuals from Romania mentioned more frequently the need for the 
child to develop creativity, religious beliefs, and more hard work. This 
data suggests that there is a low focus on heteronomy in child socializa-
tion, but also a low focus on independence.  
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Bond and Lun (2014) also presented Romania as a country char-
acterized by heterodetermination (i.e., focus on religion and obedience; 
Jing & Bond, 2015), not autodetermination (i.e., focus on autonomy and 
independence; Jing & Bond, 2015).  

Friedlmeier and Gavreliuc (2013) discussed evidence that sug-
gests the fact that Romania is rather a traditionalistic society, with an in-
creased importance of family. The study also showed that parents from 
this culture more frequently mentioned socialization goals related to 
hard work and religious faith, rather than independence and creativity, 
as is the case of other European countries. These results were based on 
European Values survey data from 1993, 1999 and 2005. Another inter-
esting finding was that the proportion of individuals who had post-ma-
terialistic values (i.e., a focus on self-expression and autonomy rather 
than materialistic values) remained practically unchanged from 1993 to 
2005. This finding is interesting, because we would expect that with eco-
nomic development individuals would move from materialistic values to 
post-materialistic values (Inglehart, 2008). There was also a high degree 
of faith in the Church as a provider of solutions for family and moral is-
sues, again suggestive of a traditionalistic culture. As a possible and sur-
prising sign of a focus on self-determination, the participants also mani-
fested self-direction, with two thirds of them suggesting that they can 
plan and manage their own lives. 

Other evidence that supports the fact that there hasn’t been a 
transition towards an increased focus on autonomy and an increased 
prevalence of independent or autonomous-related models comes from a 
study conducted in Romania named “Transylvania Adolescent Identity 
Development Study” (Negru-Subtirica & Pop, 2016; Pop, Negru-Subtirica, 
& Opre, 2015). The Transylvania Adolescent Identity Development Study 
is a three-wave longitudinal study that spanned the length of an aca-
demic year and that focused on adolescent identity development and its 
correlates. Negru-Subtirica, Pop, and Crocetti (2015) reported the re-
sults of this study that focused on the associations between adolescent 
career adaptability (i.e., general adaptive resources and strategies that 
individuals use when engaging with critical situations) and vocational 
identity. Pop, Negru-Subtirica, Crocetti, Opre and Meeus (2016) reported 
the results of this studythat focused on the associations between identity 
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processes and academic achievement. Negru-Subtirica, Pop, Luyckx,    
Dezutter, and Steger (2016) reported the results of this study that fo-
cused on associations between identity processes regarding global fu-
ture plans and meaning in life. As Negru-Subtirica and Damian (2018) 
point out, there are several results presented in these research papers 
that highlight interesting patterns regarding adolescent identity devel-
opment, that are relevant for our present discussion. Firstly, the studies 
showed that identity commitment, as reflected in educational commit-
ment (i.e., enduring choices made in the educational domain and the self-
confidence associated with these choices; Crocetti et al., 2015;Pop et al., 
2016) and identification with vocational commitments (i.e., the process 
through which the adolescent devotes himself/herself to a vocational 
choice that has been taken; Porfeli, Lee, Vondracek, & Weigold, 2001; 
Negru-Subtirica et al., 2015), decreased over the school year. Commit-
ment making and identification with commitment related to general fu-
ture plans also decreased (Negru-Subtirica et al., 2016). Negru-Subtirica 
and Damian (2018) suggest that this happens because the vocational and 
educational choices and commitments of the teenagers are guided by ex-
ternal factors, due to a rigid educational system, in which personal inter-
ests have a small influence on the academic subjects to which the student 
is exposed or due to guidance from parents. The results of the Transyl-
vanian Identity Development study suggest that identity exploration 
processes also decline over the academic year, with a decrease in in-
depth exploration (i.e., process by which adolescents monitor and think 
about their current commitments; Meeus, 2011)of vocational (Negru-
Subtirica et al., 2015) and educational options (Pop et al., 2016) and in 
in-breadth exploration of options related to future plans (i.e., process by 
which adolescents actively explore different paths for future develop-
ment; Luycx, Goosens, & Soenens, 2006; Negru-Subtirica et al., 2016). 
The findings of the study show that there was also an increase in rumi-
native exploration (i.e., the appearance of doubts regarding the possibil-
ity of making mistakes while choosing, Luyckx et al., 2006) of options re-
lated to future plans (Negru-Subtirica et al., 2016). These results under-
line the fact that Romanian adolescents have a low focus on autonomy 
and independence and they have difficulties in exploring their choices as 
a function of their goals, desires and motivations. The results also suggest 
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that there is a high rate of adolescents that question their identity com-
mitments regarding the educational and vocational domain as the year 
continues. This profile of an adolescent whose identity commitments are 
weakened during the academic year and who doesn’t explore identity 
options, and reconsiders the educational and vocational commitments 
he/she made is suggestive of an adolescent that has a low sense of per-
sonal agency and autonomy and who lives in a rigid environment which 
constrains his/her actions. This suggests that the new generations have 
a low focus on autonomy and live in an environment that is not conducive 
to the development of a sense of personal agency, but rather to the de-
velopment of obedience and conformism. 

5. Concluding remarks

To summarize, we would like to point out that most studies that 
have focused on the association between recent socio-economic changes 
in the case of Romania, Romanian culture and prevalent parental beliefs 
and practices have concluded that there has been a shift towards an au-
tonomous-relational model. Other studies suggest that there has been an 
increase in autonomy, but provide us with no evidence regarding how 
the focus on relatedness has changed. This underlines the need of future 
studies to assess the impact of socio-economic change on both autonomy 
and relatedness. Yet, other studies suggest that there is still a focus on 
heteronomy and relatedness in the Romanian culture and that the effect 
of socio-economic change, at least in Romania, isn’t towards a greater 
emphasis on an independent or an autonomous relational model. These 
divergent sets of results suggest that the effects of socio-economic changes 
aren’t as straightforward or linear as current models would suggest. They 
also indicate the need for more research that identifies reasons or mod-
erating variables responsible for the divergent results. 

One of the reasons for the divergent results might be the fact that 
socio-economic change might differentially impact a society, based on 
the structure of its culture. For example, Mone, Benga and Opre (2016) 
provide evidence that indicates the fact that a country’s standing on 
Power Distance moderates the relationship between the educational 
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level of individuals from that country and the socialization goals they en-
dorse. The results of the study showed that the difference between those 
with high versus low education in valuing obedience and self-expression 
was smaller in high Power Distance cultures, than in low Power Distance 
cultures. As such, this might imply that an increase in the level of educa-
tion in high power distance cultures such as Romania might lead to small 
modifications in the degree to which parents endorse obedience.  

Interpreting the divergent results of these lines of research must 
also be based on the fact that economic and social development differen-
tially impacts different communities from a society or country. As such, 
in rural communities from Romania, where education level and wealth 
are still lower and extended families with many children and young age 
at childbirth are still frequent, we still expect to observe interdependent 
cultural models with associated parenting strategies (Keller, 2018). This 
assertion is backed up by a study realized by Neculaesei and Tatarusanu 
(2008), which showed that there are differences between historical re-
gions of Romania (i.e., Transylvania, Moldova, and Walachia) regarding 
their standing on Hosfetede et all (2010) cultural dimensions. As such, 
although all three regions were high on Power Distance, Moldova was the 
highest and Transylvania the lowest. Also, although the level of Individ-
ualism was low overall, the results of the study suggested that there were 
differences between historical regions, with Transylvania being the most 
Individualistic and Moldova the least. The study also showed that alt-
hough all three regions were characterized by low Masculinity, Walachia 
was the least Masculine and Moldova the most. Regarding Uncertainty 
Avoidance, we observe that Moldova and Walachia were high on this di-
mension, while Transylvania was characterized by low Uncertainty 
Avoidance. Regarding Long-Term orientation, Moldova and Walachia 
were the most Short-Term oriented, while Transylvania was the least. 
Regarding Indulgence, the authors observed that Walachia and Transylva-
nia were characterized by high Indulgence, while Moldova was character-
ized by low Indulgence. These regional variations might be a product of 
the fact that there are variations in the history, ethnic compositions, reli-
gious structure, and economical as well as social development of the dif-
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ferent regions. The study by Neculaesei and Tatarusanu (2008) corre-
sponds with the prediction of Greenfield’s theory (2009), as Transylvania, 
the region with the highest Individualism, lowest Power Distance, highest 
Indulgence, and lowest Uncertainty Avoidance, highest Long-Term orien-
tation also has a high level of economic development (INSE, 2017). The 
assertion that the divergent results are caused by a differential impact of 
socio-economic change on different communities from a society is also 
supported by the fact that the studies which supported Kagitcbasi’s (2018) 
claim were mostly conducted with samples of individuals from the middle 
or upper class, while studies that didn’t provide evidence of a shift towards 
increased autonomy used more diverse samples. Future studies should in-
vestigate different communities from Romania and investigate how eco-
nomic, social, and political change differentially impact their cultural val-
ues and prevalent parental beliefs and practices. 

Another reason for the divergent results might be that economic 
and social changes also differentially affect individuals of different ages. 
Friedlmeier (2006) compared how adolescents and their parents from 
100 families perceive the changes that are taking place in Romania. More 
specifically, it was evaluated whether they perceived their future as be-
ing uncertain along with their trust in others. Older samples perceived 
the future as being more uncertain and they had lower trust in others. 
Mothers and daughters perceived the future as being more uncertain 
than fathers and sons. This might be influenced by a more traditional dis-
tribution of gender roles and more difficulties in employment in the case 
of women (Friedlmeier & Gavreliuc, 2013). This suggests that economic, 
social, and political changes influence individuals differently, as a func-
tion of their age and even of their gender.  

The discrepant findings might also be explained by the diverging 
methodologies used by different researchers. It is important that future 
studies will be conducted on a nationally representative sample, com-
prised of individuals from different communities, followed longitudi-
nally. This type of design would allow us to longitudinally trace how so-
cio-economic change is associated with variations in the Romanian cul-
ture and prevalent parental beliefs and practices, and to compare the im-
pact these changes have on different communities. Other types of designs 



ROMANIA’S CULTURAL PROFILE AND RECENT SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHANGES: IMPLICATIONS FOR … 

71 

that would be useful are studies that employ cohorts from different his-
torical epochs, to have a more direct test of how the Romanian society 
and prevalent parenting beliefs and practices have been modified by so-
cio-economic and political change.  

In conclusion, the present review brings important contributions, 
as it is the first synthesis of studies that have investigated Romanian cul-
ture and its impact on parental beliefs and practices. In addition, it spe-
cifically emphasizes the fact that current models of cultural and family 
change need to be nuanced. 
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AM I A GOOD CAREGIVER FOR YOUTH AT RISK? 
SOCIO-EDUCATIONAL WORKERS’ PERCEPTION  

OF SELF-EFFICACY THROUGH THE LENS  
OF ATTACHMENT THEORY 

PAZIT LEVI SUDAI1 

ABSTRACT. “Have I succeeded in helping the youths I care for? Does our 
relationship enable the youths to make a progress? To feel better?” These 
questions are frequently raised during the supervision sessions with the 
socio-educational workers (SEWs) of the Youth Advancement Units2. 
SEWs provide care for youths, many of whom have dropped out from for-
mal educational frameworks in Israel. The main role of these workers is to 
enhance the youths, integrating them in society by establishing a personal 
relationship and promoting interventions. More than once, the SEW have 
to cope with complex tasks in their work. Moreover, they encounter pro-
fessional and personal difficulties leading to a sense of frustration, failure, 
and rejection. A high perception of self-efficacy enables the SEWs to expe-
rience the difficulties as challenges, believing that they can promote these 
youths and attain success in their work, despite the difficulties. Con-
versely, SEWs with low perception of self-efficacy experience the difficul-
ties as threats and believe less in the ability of the youths to change. This 
article examines the benefit and importance of another variable that facil-
itates the work with youths in situations of risk, as such, it may contribute 
to the perception of self-efficacy, the attachment style of socio-educational 
workers, when at the core of their work these workers must build a safe 
and beneficial relationship and be a significant adult for youths at-risk. 

Keywords: Secure base, Caregiver, Socio-educational worker (SEW), 
Adult attachment, Self-efficacy 

1 The Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities Oranim Academic College of Education, 
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2. The Department for Youth Advancement in Israel is a joint service of the Ministry of
Education and the local authorities that provides care and education services within
the community for at -risk youths.
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1. Introduction

Many definitions of social educational work have been conceived 
around the world. In North America, the prevalent definition is “child and 
youth care work”, “social pedagogy” and in Europe “social pedagogy”, “so-
cio-Educational care work”, “social education” is applied. In Israel the 
terms guidance, care, social education, promotion of youths at risk, psy-
cho-educational intervention, social educational work, or therapeutic ed-
ucational work are used (Grouper, 2011; Lahav, 2011). Social educational 
work is defined as “the theory about how psychological, social and mate-
rial conditions and various value orientations encourage or prevent the 
general development and growth, life quality and welfare of the individual 
or the group” (European Bureau of the International Association of Social 
Educators, 2006, p. 375). 

Socio-educational workers function in the Youth Advancement 
Units in Israel, a service that provides a socio-educational answer for 
youths at-risk. The socio-educational workers provide care for youths 
aged fourteen to eighteen who are characterized by dropping out from 
the formal education system. They also provide care for youths who 
work or who learn and find it difficult to adjust to various frameworks. 
They are at risk of dropping out and are cared for in the community     
(Cohen-Starvichensky, 1998; Lahav, 2011). The socio-educational work-
ers are required to cope with complex and difficult professional and emo-
tional tasks on the background of the family, social, and emotional diffi-
culties, poverty and distress. The encounter with individuals at high risk 
may cause these workers negative stress responses, including compas-
sion fatigue and/or burnout (Himi, 2009; West, 2015). Working with 
youths who demonstrate these characteristics requires special efforts so 
as to promote them. This entails dealing with a sense of stress, continu-
ous failure, and helplessness, similar to those of the youths themselves 
(Razer, 2009). Other position-holders who care for youths in situations 
of risk and who are responsible for certain and well-defined aspects in 
their lives. Unlike them, socio-educational workers are responsible for of 
the entirety of aspects in the youths’ life and mediates between the 
youths and other position-holders and the caregiving institutions, simi-
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lar to the way that the parents do (Cohen & Cohen, 2003). SEWs are re-
quired to fulfil for the youths under their care different roles, when the 
family that is supposed to fulfil these roles cannot do so (Bar-On Cohen, 
2011). One of the prominent characteristics of socio-educational work-
ers is their continuous and intensive direct and unmediated relationship 
with the population they care for (Maier, 1979). Parents or other care-
givers need to provide children with a secure base to which the latter can 
return in states of distress and stress (Bowlby, 1988). Similarly, socio-
educational workers, who care for youths characterized as being in 
states distress or stress, should serve as a secure base for these youths. 
Thus, the SEWs are essentially “professional caregivers”. Acting as a se-
cure base for the youths achieves one of the basic goals in the SEWs’ work 
and therefore may enhance the perception of self-efficacy. The assump-
tion underpinning this article is that in addition to the perception of self-
efficacy, which itself is of unparalleled importance in the work with 
youths at-risk (Sela-Shayovitz, 2014), there is another personality trait 
that SEWs. That is the attachment style which, on the one hand, may af-
fect the individual’s perception of self-efficacy and on the other, the work 
with youths at-risk. 

2. Aspects of Self-Efficacy and Its Effect on the Work of the
Social-Educational Workers

The research literature attributes considerable importance to the 
concept of self-efficacy. This concept was developed by Bandura (1982, 
1986), and it constitutes a central component in his Learning Theory. The 
perception of self-efficacy is people's beliefs about their abilities to pro-
duce specific levels of performance that affect events having an impact on 
their lives. Self-efficacy beliefs determine how people think, feel, behave 
and motivate themselves (Bandura, 1994). Self-efficacy is a mechanism of 
the mediators’ perception between beliefs and personal knowledge and 
skills and the ability to implement them. (Bandura, 1986). Studies show 
that people with a high sense of self-efficacy set for themselves higher 
goals and are determined to achieve them. This is due to the direct relation 
between self-efficacy and expectations of result, thus affecting the future 
perception (Bandura, 1997). Furthermore, Bandura (2000) maintains that 
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there is a dramatic effect of the perception of self-efficacy on human be-
havior: “Among the mechanisms of self - influence, none is more focal or 
pervading than belief in one’s personal efficacy” (p. 179). 

The choice of a profession in general and the choice of working 
with youths at-risk in particular are related to the perception of self-effi-
cacy. This is a decisive factor in the choice and development of one’s ca-
reer (Bandura, 2000). The level of self-efficacy in the professional field 
affects the extent to which individuals invest greater efforts in performing 
their roles and being initiative (Judge, Jackson, Shaw, Scott, & Rich, 2007). 
Workers in general and workers with youths at-risk in particular who 
have self-efficacy experience “control over the circumstances”. They tend 
to interpret difficulties as affordable challenges, since they believe they 
have the ability to cope with them and learn from them. Conversely, work-
ers with low perception of self-efficacy tend to emphasize interruptions, 
constraints, and threats, since they expect to fail (Bandura, 2000; Sela-
Shayovitz, 2014). There is a direct relation between self-efficacy and ex-
pectation of outcomes, thus affecting the perception of the future. People 
who believe that they can take part in the generation of the changes they 
wish for, have a greater commitment to affect and shape their future 
(Bandura, 1997). A resilient sense of self-efficacy facilitates the power 
necessary for the persistent pursuit of innovation and excellence (Ban-
dura, 2000) required for rising to the challenges, the complexity of the 
work, and the difficulties with which socio-educational workers cope 
(Grouper, 2007). A study that explored the perception of self-efficacy and 
sense of professional satisfaction among workers in the Department of 
Youth Advancement in Israel (Sela-Shayovitz, 2014). indicates that work-
ers with high level of personal self-efficacy and sense of professional sat-
isfaction reported high self-efficacy in their coping with youths at-risk.  

Moreover, self-efficacy affects the individuals’ relations with the 
organization: workers with high self-efficacy were more involved and 
engaged in their work (Consiglio, Borgogni, Di Tecco, & Schaufeli, 2016). 
Initial self-efficacy may affect workers’ proactive approach to their social 
environment by adopting steps for improving the relations with the others 
who are relevant to the work place. This is undertaken for instance, by 
gaining the peers’ trust and respect, creating opportunities for coopera-
tion and cohesion with colleagues, striving for professional development 
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and active participation in the decision-making processes, and thus, re-
ducing the distance of power with the supervisors and senior managers 
(Consiglio et al., 2016). Workers of the Department of Youth Advance-
ment in Israel who described a relationship among in the staff as charac-
terized by support and professional cooperation, displayed a higher level 
of self-efficacy in the care of the youths at-risk (Sela-Shayovitz, 2014). 
SEWs’ self-efficacy is a meaningful factor in their work since it can affect 
their self-perception and ability to succeed in the performance of tasks, 
believe that change can be generated, cope with difficulties and complex-
ity they encounter, be creative in finding the solutions, and manage the 
organizational aspect in the best way (Grouper, 2007; Sela-Shayovitz, 
2014).  

3. Effect of the Attachment Style and a Secure Base for
Youths At-Risk

Another contribution to the successful socio-educational work 
with youths at-risk stems from the intervention of another system, the 
attachment system. According to the attachment theory (Bowlby, 
1969/1982), people are born with a system of attachment behavior that 
directs them to search for proximity to the caregiving figures. The search 
and preservation of this proximity are survival needs, the goal of which 
is the protection against psychological and physical threats and the re-
duction of anxiety. During infancy and childhood, the relations are with 
the parents or the caregivers who provide protection, security, and sup-
port. Later on in life, these relations continue but are complemented by 
new relationships. As a rule, the search for support is expressed on the 
part of weak or needy people and less experienced towards somebody 
perceived as stronger or smarter (child-parent, caregiver-patient). Chil-
dren or adults who search for support remain within the range of prox-
imity to the caregiving figure. Hence, according to Bowlby (1988), this 
gives rise to the concept of attachment behavior. Bowlby (1988) consid-
ered the search for proximity and preservation of supportive and warm 
relations as desirable situations, since attachment is an important com-
ponent in human experience and is prevalent during people’s entire life, 
from the cradle to the grave. 
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4. Social-Educational Workers as Professional Caregivers
Who Provide a Secure Base for the Youths under Their Care

Already in the early theory of attachment (Bowlby, 1969/1982), 
the assumption was that another behavioral system, aside from the at-
tachment system existed, namely the system of caregiving (CG). The CG 
system is a behavioral system aimed at the protection of children 
(Bowlby, 1969/1982; George, Solomon, Cassidy, & Shaver, 2008) and 
characterized by flexibility and adjustment to the separate needs of 
every individual (a detailed review on the CG system can be found in 
George et al., 2008). The caregiving system is implemented when chil-
dren are in a dangerous situation. In that case, caregivers exert efforts 
for ensuring the children’s wellbeing and welfare. This is a stand-alone 
system as an organized system of behaviors guided by the representation 
of the existing parent-child relations. Understanding this aspect in the 
parental role is vital to the explanation of the meaning and motivation 
that guides significant aspects of the behavior of parents and caregivers 
(George et al., 2008; Solomon & George, 1996) as well as of SEWs work-
ing with youths at-risk and are required to serve as a secure base for 
youths in situations of risk (Gur, 2006). Bowlby (1988) proposed that 
caregivers’ role (and similarly socio-educational workers’ role), like the 
parent’s role, is to act as a “secure base” for the youths. From this base, 
the youths can explore the world of their thoughts, emotions, and actions, 
in the present and in the past. Thus, the caregivers respect and accept the 
youths as they are, encouraging them to take initiative. The SEW’s role is 
to do everything in their power, using the means at his disposal, in order 
to promote the youths’ wellbeing. Hence, caregivers strive to be trust-
worthy, attentive, and empathetic, respond sympathetically, and encour-
age the youths (Bowlby, 1988). The socio-educational workers, the pro-
fessional caregivers, are in charge of establishing a secure and beneficial 
relationship with the youths, while being physically and emotionally 
available to serve as a secure base for the growth and development of the 
youths under their case. Thus, they facilitate the improvement of the 
youths’ everyday functioning and developmental tasks they are facing 
(Shemesh & Shemesh, 2010; Soroka, 2008). The attachment theory 
(Bowlby, 1969/1982) advocates that people’s attachment experience 
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with primary caregivers affects their tendency to investigate, communi-
cate, and control their outside environment. If people have a secure rela-
tionship with their caregivers, then they learn to depend on the reliable 
and stable support, from which they can investigate the world securely, 
initiate warm and friendly interactions with others, and find comfort in 
the knowledge that the caregiver is accessible (Bowlby, 1969/1982). The 
caregivers’ response produces an experience of a secure world (Florian, 
Mikulincer, & Bucholtz, 1995). Such parent-child and caregiver-client in-
teractions, in which the base is seen as responsive, available, and secure, 
promote the sense of security in the attachment. Over the course of life, 
this support creates internal models of work that allow understanding 
whether to rely on others. Hence, the experience of the availability of oth-
ers, primarily when they are needed, affects the quality of the secure at-
tachment (Feeney & Thrush, 2010). Unlike therapists who sit in the clinic 
and see patients once a week, socio-educational workers are in the 
youths’ different life spaces (home, neighborhood, work, studies), are 
available and present for many hours, often not as a routine and particu-
larly when the youths need them (for instance, in states of crisis and dis-
tress, arrest by the Police, hearings of their case at court, and so on). 

5. Effect of the Attachment Style on Professional Caregivers

Bowlby (1988) maintained that part of the interpersonal treat-
ment process can be understood as an attachment process; the parental 
care, the accessibility, and the response to children’s needs for protection 
affect the development of attachment styles. Three main patterns of at-
tachment were described by Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978): 
the secure attachment style, the anxious attachment style, and the 
avoidant attachment style. The secure attachment style characterizes 
people who believe in the accessibility of others when they need them 
and at times of distress, they turn to them for support and comfort. Such 
people perceive relationships as satisfactory, they search for proximity 
and intimacy, and they have resources available for the engagement in 
self-realization and giving to others. The anxious attachment style char-
acterizes people who experience others as unavailable in a time of need. 
They feel rejected and anxious about abandonment, and hence they have 
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an increased need for proximity. They are dependent and demand atten-
tion. In times of distress, they tend to exhibit excessive emotionality and 
demonstrate an inability to repress negative emotions. People with the 
avoidant attachment style are characterized by lack of belief in other 
people’s willingness to help them. They tend to rely on themselves and 
to cope with difficulties and distress by themselves. They repress every 
need for help and every emotion of rejection and loss, avoiding emotional 
situations that inspire this. In relationships they are characterized by dis-
tance and control and avoidance of emotional and intimate involvement. 
When coping with distress, they tend to repress anxieties and painful 
memories (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby,1988). The socio-educational 
workers “come from home” equipped with an attachment style that im-
pacts their ability to establish relationships, build trust, contain and ac-
cept the youths, provide a sense of security and love. The parents and the 
caregivers differ in their ability to provide for their child a secure base. 
These differences are associated with the way in which they interpret 
their attachment history. A study of attachment patterns in childhood 
and adulthood illustrated considerable evidence that parents’ ability to 
provide parental care is related to the pattern of early relationships with 
their own parents (Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & Pearson, 1996; George & Sol-
omon, 1989, 1996; Kunce & Shaver, 1994; Slade & Cohen, 1996; van 
Ijzendoorn, 1995 - cited in Solan & Mikulincer, 2003). The caregivers’ at-
tachment affects the youths’ treatment process and may constitute inhib-
iting or promoting factors. Workers with autonomous secure represen-
tation, display more positive expectations from the adolescents under 
their care. Interpersonal differences in the attachment experience of 
caregivers affect the quality of treatment relations that they create. Se-
cure caregivers answer therapeutically to people’s individual needs, 
identify the true needs which they satisfy in a way that enables change 
and progress (Dozier, Cue, & Barnett, 1994; Tyrrell, Dozier, Teague, & 
Fallot, 1999). The research of the attachment representations of adoles-
cents in a care-providing institution as well as their caregiving workers 
and their effect on the care relations, showed that the treatments and 
their impact on the caregiving relationships have long-term effect on the 
dimensions considered central to attachment. In other words, the avail-
ability and the possibility of relying on a smart and strong person as a 
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secure base. Caregivers with an autonomous secure attachment repre-
sentation displayed more positive expectations from adolescents under 
their care. Hence, the adolescents experience a sense of security in times 
of need and distress and more readily rely on their caregivers (Zegers, 
Schuengel, van IJzendoorn, & Janssens, 2006). 

6. Attachment at Work

Hazan and Shaver (1990) were among the first researchers who 
linked attachment with the job. The findings of their study indicated that, 
in comparison to the insecure workers, the secure workers presented 
higher levels of economic wellbeing, experienced greater enjoyment 
from their work, and were less concerned about relationships at work. 
Conversely, the anxious workers feared rejection, their performances at 
work were less good, and they found it difficult to complete tasks. The 
avoidant workers used the job to shun social interaction and reported 
lack of satisfaction with collaborative work with their colleagues. A later 
review of the literature in the field describes an empirical relationship 
between secure attachment and the manifestation of leadership, effec-
tiveness, trust, positive attitudes towards work, low tension, good health, 
positive coping, home-family balance, and improved work performances 
(Harms, 2011). A negative relationship was found between the secure 
attachment style and workplace burnout. In contrast, there was a posi-
tive correlation between the insecure attachment styles, avoidance or 
anxious/ambivalent styles and burnout in the workplace (Pines, 2004; 
West, 2015).  

Studies also showed a relation between the attachment style of 
adults and the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral outcomes of pressur-
ing events. In addition, the attachment indicates people’s ability to regu-
late emotions (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2007). In the 
research of employees in the health and human services professions, the 
ability of interpersonal regulation contributes to the social interaction, 
which also includes caregiving behavior. Insecure behavior may cause 
excessive involvement or invasiveness during an interpersonal session. 
Alternately, it may result in the tendency to preserve emotional distance. 
Adult caregivers with an insecure pattern display less empathy and less 
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ability to see the perspective of other people. Moreover, they demon-
strate high levels of negative emotion regarding those with secure at-
tachment (Cassidy & Shaver, cited in West, 2015). It was further found 
that people with a high level of avoidance are less capable of being ex-
posed to others in front of them (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2007). The ability 
to create secure interaction, proximity, empathy, intimacy, and ac-
ceptance is incomparably vital in the socio-educational work with youths 
at-risk (Soroka, 2008), as is coping with states of stress and lack of cer-
tainty stemming from the work with populations at-risk (Himi, 2009). 
The organization of parents’ secure attachment provides the internal re-
sources for responding to infants in an appropriately sensitive manner. 
Thus, the organization of the secure attachment of professional caregiv-
ers enables them to provide the resources required t for responding with 
sensitivity and adjustment to the youths at risk (Dozier et al., 1994).  

7. Conclusion

This article attempts to shed light on the contribution and im-
portance of the socio-educational workers’ attachment style to the work 
with youths at risk. The work assumption derived from the attachment 
theory maintains that in states of stress and crisis, the youths seek the 
caregivers’ proximity so that they provide a “safe haven” (Collins & 
Feeney, 2000). The socio-educational workers who are endowed with a 
secure attachment style, can serve as a “secure base” for the youths un-
der their care. Their ability to do so, enhances and strengthens their per-
ception of self-efficacy in their work, and therefore intensifies their per-
ception as professional caregivers. 

The youths who come to the Youth Advancement Unit need warm, 
smart, available, accessible, and beneficial attachment figures, in order to 
grow, develop as well as overcome the difficulties and crises they face. The 
workers’ attachment style has a considerable effect on their ability to be 
“professional caregivers”, namely, to meet the youths’ needs, serve as an 
accessible and secure base, and create suitable and promoting interven-
tions. Secure attachment consolidates the inner sense of self-efficacy 
(Hazan & Shaver, 2007) that is required for working with youths at-risk. 
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Figure 1. Secure Attachment and Self-Efficacy at Work with Youths At-Risk: 
Relationship and Effect 

This article illustrates the need for an applied research that will 
explore the relation between self-efficacy and attachment styles in the 
work with youths at-risk. Understanding the relation between attach-
ment and perception of self-efficacy can facilitate the development of an 
instrument of assessment and measurement, the promotion of tailored 
instruction and training sessions, and the growth of leadership from 
among the workers (Harms, 2011). 
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ABSTRACT.	This	paper	intended	to	emphasize	the	constant	need	to	tailor	
teaching	to	today’s	educational	requirements.	Language	learning	in	the	
21st	century	must	reflect	the	diversity	of	languages	and	cultures	that	are	
met	in	a	formal	education	setting.	Likewise,	the	roles	of	teachers	are	ex‐
pending	 due	 to	 the	 need	 to	 teach	 effectively	 diverse	 learners.	 The	 re‐
search	that	has	been	conducted	concluded	that	pre‐service	teachers	man‐
aged	to	a	great	extent	to	incorporate	in	their	teaching	cultural	perspec‐
tives	and	were	able	to	evaluate	and	select	teaching	resources	that	pre‐
sented	the	deeply	rooted	relationship	between	culture	and	language.	

Keywords:	foreign	language	learning,	pre‐service	teacher	training,	inter‐
cultural	communicative	competence,	cultural	background,	diversity,	iden‐
tity,	language	knowledge,	non‐native	speaker.	

Introduction	

The	present	paper	comprises	two	parts.	The	first	part	provides	a	
theoretical	perspective	on	the	constant	need	to	reshape	teacher	training	
programmes	in	order	to	enable	prospective	teachers	to	manage	well	a	
changing	world.	This	section	acknowledges	the	 fact	 that	all	 learning	 is	
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placed	in	a	social	and	a	cultural	context	and	that	this	has	multiple	impli‐
cations	for	education.	The	second	part	provides	details	about	a	quantita‐
tive	research	that	has	been	conducted	by	using	a	questionnaire.	

I. Theoretical	underpinnings

The	redesign	of	the	pre‐service	teacher	training	education	

Pre‐service	 teacher	 training	 programmes	 are	 designed	 to	 train	
prospective	teachers	in	order	to	help	them	enter	the	profession.	Accord‐
ing	to	Nardon	(2017,	4)	working	in	a	multicultural	world	leads	one	to	the	
awareness	that	‘’intercultural	encounters	are	a	pervasive	feature	of	our	
modern	workplaces	and	affect	most	of	us’’.	How	do	pre‐service	teacher	
programmes	address	this	demand	for	culturally	responsive	teaching?	In	
today’s	educational	system,	factors	such	as	globalization,	internalization	
of	 education	 and	 digitization	 of	 information	 increase	 the	 demands	 on	
teachers.	The	roles	performed	by	teachers,	the	knowledge	and	skills	they	
have	to	acquire	and	the	attitudes	they	have	to	demonstrate	are	undergo‐
ing	various	changes	that	acknowledge	a	reality,	i.e.	a	thorough	rethinking	
of	 teacher	 preparation	 is	 needed	 in	 order	 to	 accommodate	 all	 these	
changes	and	bridge	the	gap	in	teachers’	mindset.		

The	European	Union	and	the	European	Commission,	emphasize	
through	various	directives	and	educational	policies	(The	White	Paper	on	
Intercultural	 Dialogue	 (2008),	 Recommendation	 2006/962/EC	 on	 key	
competences	for	lifelong	learning	(2006),	The	Aims	of	Language	Teaching	
and	Learning	(2010),	Developing	the	Intercultural	Dimension	in	Language	
Teaching.	A	Practical	Introduction	for	Teachers	(2002))	the	need	to	un‐
derstand	and	accept	cultural	differences	that	one	could	encounter	in	pro‐
fessional,	social	or	educational	contexts.	In	order	to	be	able	to	handle	in	
an	appropriate	manner	the	intercultural	contact,	some	changes	are	ex‐
pected	to	take	place	both	in	curricular	design	and	in	teacher	training	pro‐
grammes	(initial	and	continuous).	On	the	one	hand,	the	curriculum	could	
be	infused	with	an	intercultural	approach	(Cucoș	2000,	265).	Likewise,	
the	 curriculum	does	not	 undergo	major	 changes	 and	 the	 intercultural	
perspective	 is	 added	 where	 necessary.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 teachers	
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should	acquire	a	certain	degree	of	intercultural	communicative	compe‐
tence	(i.e.	intercultural	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes)	which	according	
to	Byram	(1997,	7)	constitutes	“an	individual’s	ability	to	communicate	
and	interact	across	cultural	boundaries.”	The	emergence	of	the	intercul‐
tural	dimension	in	the	field	of	foreign	language	education	acknowledges	
the	fact	that	acquiring	the	four	skills	in	a	foreign	language	does	not	rep‐
resent	a	guarantee	of	success	in	international	contexts.	

A	broad	analysis	on	Romanian	 literature	 indicates	 that,	 as	 con‐
cerns	 foreign	 language	 teaching,	 there	 is	 a	 definitely	 great	 interest	 in	
tackling	an	intercultural	perspective	via	an	infusional	approach.	Various	
studies	constitute	a	proof	of	this	constant	interest	for	integrating	an	in‐
tercultural	perspective	within	pre‐service	teacher	training	practice	and	
developing	students’	intercultural	communicative	competence	(Bârloge‐
anu,	L.,	2005;	Nedelcu,	A.,	2008;	Cozma,	T.,	Butnaru,	S.,	Cucoș,	C.,	2001;	
Cosma,	M.,	Cosma,	B.,	2006;	Pop,	R.	2015).	

Since	the	‘’teaching	of	English	has	become	one	of	the	fastest	grow‐
ing	international	professions’’	(Diaz‐Rico	2000,	71)	participants	in	educa‐
tional	programmes	are	required	‘’to	build	personal	knowledge	about	the	
interdependence	of	language,	culture	and	schooling’’	(Diaz‐Rico	2000,	79).	
Prospective	teachers	of	English,	native	speakers	or	non‐native	speakers,	
are	encouraged	to	become	more	aware	and	think	critically	of	the	connec‐
tions	existing	between	one’s	cultural	background	and	the	context	of	learn‐
ing	a	foreign	language.	Because	education	has	a	social	component	attached	
to	it	and	nowadays	it	is	encouraged	to	take	a	more	active	role	in	today’s	
multicultural	setting,	the	responsibility	for	educating	preservice	teachers	
has	reached	a	considerable	high	level	in	the	past	two	decades.		

The	 development	 of	 the	 intercultural	 communicative	 competence	
(Byram	1997),	the	emergence	of	a	multicultural	perspective	on	teaching	
(Carl	&	Grant	1992)	and	empirical	research	(Sercu	et.	al.	2005)	convey	a	
coherent	message	about	the	need	to	reshape	teacher	training	for	enabling	
teachers	 to	manage	well	 a	 changing	world.	 Increasingly,	 an	emphasis	 is	
placed	on	the	teachers’	knowledge,	attitudes	and	skills	to	understand	the	
implications	of	multiculturalism	in	the	formal	classroom	setting.	This	rede‐
sign	is	backed	up	by	research	that	targeted	teacher	efficiency	in	Europe	af‐
ter	completion	of	initial	training	programmes.	According	to	the	Eurydice	
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report,	teachers	admit	having	moderate	or	high	levels	of	needs	for	Contin‐
uing	Professional	Development	in	areas	such	as:	teaching	in	multilingual	
and	multicultural	settings	(European	Commission	2015,	3‐4).	On	the	one	
hand,	these	findings	indicate	that	teachers	still	need	more	training	in	cul‐
turally	sensitive	teaching	and	in	understanding	that	the	individuality	of	stu‐
dents	might	require	different	instructional	strategies.	On	the	other	hand,	
teaching	brings	into	consideration	multiple	layers	and	dimensions	of	this	
cultural	mediation	that	takes	place	in	foreign	language	classrooms.	For	ex‐
ample,	 the	development	of	 intercultural	communicative	competence	is	a	
lifelong	process	since	one	is	constantly	interacting	with	people	belonging	
to	different	cultural,	social	and	linguistic	backgrounds.	Likewise,	‘’teachers	
continually	construct	knowledge	and	skills	in	practice	throughout	their	ca‐
reers	rather	than	acquiring	a	finite	set	of	knowledge	and	skills	in	their	to‐
tality	before	entering	the	classroom’’	(Bransford	&	LaPage	2005,	3).		

The	multicultural	classroom:	a	resource,	not	a	challenge	

Nowadays,	most	 classrooms	 are	 comprised	 of	 diverse	 learners	
who	 speak	 different	mother	 tongues,	 belong	 to	 different	 cultures	 and	
come	 from	 different	 social	 and	 economic	 groups.	 Therefore,	 teachers	
‘’need	to	be	increasingly	effective	in	enabling	a	diverse	group	of	students	
to	 learn	ever	more	 complex	material	 and	 to	develop	a	wider	 range	of	
skills’’	 (Bransford	&	LePage	2005,	2).	This	effectiveness	 is	determined	
both	by	a	teacher’s	ability	to	answer	questions	related	to	what	and	how	
to	incorporate	students’	culture	and	worldviews	into	teaching	and	by	the	
development	of	an	informed	opinion	regarding	the	impact	of	this	diver‐
sity	on	the	learning	process.		

According	to	Snyder	&	Dillow	(2015	in	DaSilva‐Iddings	2017,	1)	
culturally	and	linguistically	diverse	children	make	up	the	fastest‐growing	
student	population	in	the	U.S.	Research	aimed	at	examining	the	reasons	
that	led	in	the	past	two	decades	to	inferior	quality	education	of	these	di‐
verse	learners	pointed	out	two	factors:	the	lack	of	a	curricular	design	that	
builds	on	the	learners’	broader	social	environment	and	the	lack	of	prep‐
aration	of	preservice	teachers	(Manyak	2000	&	Souto‐Manning	2013	in	
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DaSilva‐Iddings	2017,	1).	These	two	factors	advocate	for	a	reconceptual‐
ization	of	teaching	by	adopting	a	curriculum	that	incorporates	a	cultural	
component	and	a	redesign	of	teacher	education	that	targets	a	deeper	un‐
derstanding	 of	 what	 teaching	 to	 linguistically	 and	 culturally	 diverse	
learners	really	means.	

In	the	field	of	education	and	particularly	in	the	area	of	foreign	lan‐
guage	teaching,	educators	 ‘’should	be	trained	to	deal	with	the	growing	
diversity	of	learners’’	(European	Commission	2015,	5).	Any	educational	
programme,	from	kindergarten	to	adult	learning,	should	strive	not	only	
to	acknowledge	and	embrace	diversity,	but	also	to	create	the	right	con‐
ditions	to	explore	and	benefit	from	it.	Linguistically	diverse	learners	rep‐
resent	a	resource	in	the	foreign	language	classroom	because	languages	
do	not	just	facilitate	communication	but	‘’represent	the	very	fabric	of	cul‐
tural	 expressions,	 the	 carriers	 of	 identity,	 values	 and	 worldviews’’	
(UNESCO	World	Report	2009,	73).	It	is	important	to	note	that	the	inter‐
cultural	perspective	suggests	a	new	direction,	namely	the	recognition	of	
the	contribution	of	 the	cultural	dimension	within	the	 foreign	 language	
acquisition	process.	The	intercultural	perspective	intends	to	bring	to	the	
forefront	 the	 need	 to	 understand	 self	 and	 others	 through	 language,	
whether	 these	 are	 native	 speakers	 or	 foreign	 language	 learners.	 The	
complex	relationship	between	language	and	culture	is	explored	and	used	
as	a	way	to	promote	understanding	and	acceptance	of	cultural	diversity.	

The	foreign	language	teacher’s	roles	and	competence	

The	 personal	 and	 professional	 development	 of	 a	 teacher	 takes	
place	in	a	socio‐cultural	context.	Golombek	acknowledges	the	salience	of	
this	context	when	she	concludes	that	‘’who	we	are	affects	how	we	teach’’	
(2000,	103).	Therefore,	teachers	of	foreign	languages	need	to	be	able	to	
understand	 and	 foresee	 the	 interference	 of	 the	 socio‐cultural	 aspects	
within	the	foreign	language	classroom.	Moreover,	when	teaching	a	for‐
eign	language	one	should	keep	in	mind	the	fact	that	language	represents	
both	a	linguistic	and	a	social	phenomenon.	Therefore,	communication	al‐
ways	occurs	in	context	and	this	context	is	relevant	for	providing	an	effi‐
cient	decoding	of	the	message.		
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Villegas	and	Lucas	(2002,	20)	propose	a	framework	for	preparing	
culturally	 responsive	 teachers	 and	 suggest	 six	 important	 qualities	 that	
should	be	attained	throughout	the	teacher	education	curriculum:	teachers	
(a) are	sociocultural	conscious,	(b)	have	affirming	views	of	students	from
diverse	backgrounds,	(c)	see	themselves	as	responsible	for	and	capable	of
bringing	about	change	 to	make	schools	more	equitable,	 (d)	understand
how	learners	construct	knowledge	and	are	capable	of	promoting	knowledge
construction,	(e)	know	about	the	lives	of	their	students,	and	(f)	design	in‐
struction	that	builds	on	what	their	students	already	know	while	stretching	
them	beyond	the	familiar.’’	These	characteristics	suggest	that	knowledge
about	learners’	cultural,	social	and	linguistic	diversity	should	be	put	to	use
and	transferred	into	clear	pedagogical	objectives.	In	addition,	these	char‐
acteristics	 imply	 that	 teachers	 should	 ‘’demonstrate	genuine	 interest	 in
developing	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes	that	are	conducive	to	multilin‐
gual	and	multicultural	understanding’’	(Pop	2016,	234‐235).

Teachers	of	foreign	languages	should	demonstrate	sound	content	
knowledge,	valuable	pedagogical	knowledge	and	insightful	knowledge	of	
how	learning	is	achieved	by	diverse	learners.	By	applying	a	cultural	lens	
to	teaching	a	foreign	language	one	articulates	better	the	elements	of	in‐
clusive	and	culturally	responsive	teaching.	An	intercultural	turn	in	pre‐
service	teacher	training	education	should	permeate	all	the	levels:	at	macro	
level	educational	policies	and	the	curriculum	should	strive	to	embrace	
diversity	in	schools	and	acknowledge	a	need	for	change;	at	mezzo	level	
school	policies	should	investigate	best	practices	for	preparing	teachers	
to	tackle	learners’	diversity	and	thus	cross	sociocultural	boundaries;	at	
micro	level	every	teacher	should	become	an	agent	of	change	and	strive	
to	integrate	an	intercultural	sensitive	approach	in	their	teaching.		

In	the	foreign	language	classroom	teachers	make	use	of	various	au‐
thentic	resources	that	incorporate	a	rather	good	amount	of	cultural	infor‐
mation.	 These	 authentic	 resources	 written	 in	 the	 target	 language	 (e.g.	
newspapers,	blogs,	movies,	 songs,	 ads,	weather	 forecasts	etc.)	have	not	
been	issued	especially	for	educational	purposes	but	can	be	integrated	in	a	
formal	 educational	 setting	 in	 order	 to	 develop	 students’	 intercultural	
knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes.	Still,	the	foreign	language	teacher	needs	to	
understand	the	pieces	of	cultural	information	inferred	by	these	resources	
so	as	to	be	able	to	mediate	between	students’	culture	and	the	target	language	
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culture.	It	might	not	be	too	far‐fetched	to	assume	that	in	the	case	of	foreign	
language	teaching	the	teacher	has	to	develop	both	a	personal	and	a	pro‐
fessional	relationship	with	the	target	culture.	Teaching	foreign	languages	
entails	more	than	just	teaching	grammar,	vocabulary	and	the	enactment	
of	 the	four	skills.	 In	 fact,	 it	constitutes	an	opportunity	to	question	one’s	
identity	 in	 relation	 to	 the	mother‐tongue	culture	and	 the	 target	culture	
(Pop	2016,	235).	Therefore,	in	a	multicultural	language	classroom,	teach‐
ers	act	as	mediators	between	different	cultures.	Expanding	on	the	role	of	
teachers,	Iucu	(2007,	29)	states	that	teachers’	professional	development	
represents	a	fundamental	component	in	redefining	Europe’s	cultural	iden‐
tity.	Thus,	a	culturally	responsive	teacher	plays	a	salient	role	in	exploring	
cultural	identity	through	teaching	a	foreign	language.	

But	foreign	language	teaching	poses	some	difficulties	to	a	non‐na‐
tive	speaker.	Various	studies	(Medgyes	429‐442	in	Celce‐Murcia	2001;	
Llurda	2005)	raise	focus	on	non‐native	speaking	teachers’	quest	for	iden‐
tity	and	legitimacy.	Leaving	aside	the	unattainable	native‐like	language	
knowledge,	 non‐native	 speaker	practitioners	 are	more	 ‘’suited	 to	pro‐
vide	students	with	a	pluralistic	cultural	perspective’’	(Kramsch	1998	&	
Cook	1999	apud.	Modiano,	2005,	26).	Learning	a	foreign	language	ena‐
bles	one,	among	other	things,	to	interact	with	a	new	culture,	to	show	re‐
spect	towards	what	is	different	and	to	manage	effectively	various	com‐
municative	contexts.	Therefore,	teaching	a	foreign	language	is	a	lot	dif‐
ferent	 than	teaching	another	subject	matter	(Gardner	1985,	146	apud.	
Regan	&	Osborn	2002,	64)	because	it	encourages	one	to	express	and	de‐
velop	intercultural	attitudes.		
	
	

The	Didactics	of	the	English	Language		
	
The	Didactics	of	the	English	language	is	a	course	offered	to	BA	stu‐

dents	at	 the	Faculty	of	Letters,	Babeș‐Bolyai	University	of	Cluj‐Napoca	
within	their	optional	pre‐service	teacher	training	programme.		

The	topics	tackled	in	this	course	(e.g.	teaching	grammar	and	vocab‐
ulary,	teaching	receptive	and	productive	skills,	teaching	literature	etc.)	are	
infused	with	an	intercultural	perspective	through	the	use	of	various	authentic	
resources	and	literature	that	focuses	on	the	development	of	the	intercultural	
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communicative	competence.	The	dialogue	between	students’	mother	tongue	
culture	and	the	foreign	language	culture	aims	to	enable	pre‐service	teach‐
ers	to	develop	their	intercultural	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes.	This	in‐
tercultural	perspective	permeates	the	three	areas	that	prospective	teach‐
ers	should	acquire:	subject	matter	knowledge,	pedagogical	knowledge	and	
knowledge	about	how	diverse	students	learn.	During	their	teaching	prac‐
tice,	pre‐service	teachers	are	required	to	teach	in	formal	classroom	set‐
tings	and	put	to	good	use	the	theoretical	and	the	practical	knowledge	that	
they	have	already	acquired.	

II. Research

The	details	of	the	research	are	listed	below:	

Location:	Faculty	of	Letters,	Babeş‐Bolyai	University,	Cluj‐Napoca	
Span	of	time:	January‐February	2018	
Respondents:	3rd	year	students	enrolled	in	the	Pre‐service	teacher	train‐
ing	course,	specialization:	English	major	
Language	knowledge:	respondents	are	multilingual	and	belong	to	differ‐
ent	cultural	backgrounds	
Number	of	respondents:	48	
Recruitment:	students	volunteered	to	take	part	in	this	research	after	they	
had	been	informed	about	the	details	of	the	study.	

This	is	a	descriptive	research	that	explores	and	explains	the	par‐
ticularities	of	a	pre‐service	teaching	programme.	

Research	question	

The	purpose	of	this	study	is	to	determine	to	what	degree	pre‐ser‐
vice	teachers	are	able	to	make	use,	during	their	teaching	practice,	of	their	
intercultural	communicative	competence	in	planning	activities,	in	organ‐
izing	and	providing	content	and	in	evaluating	teaching	resources	when	
teaching	English	in	a	formal	classroom	setting.	
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Research	tool	

We	have	adapted	 the	European	Portfolio	 for	 Student	Teachers	of	
Languages	(EPOSTL)	(Newby	et.	al.	2007)	and	selected	only	the	items	that	
related	to	the	ability	to	make	use	of	and	integrate	culture	in	foreign	language	
teaching.	The	EPOSTL	questionnaire	is	a	self‐assessment	and	reflective	tool	
that	enables	prospective	teachers	to	track	their	development	in	accordance	
with	specific	competences	for	planning	and	teaching	lessons.	We	have	se‐
lected	10	items	for	this	questionnaire	and	provided	a	Likert	scale	for	self‐
assessment	in	order	to	be	able	to	analyse	data	in	a	quantitative	manner.	The	
10	items	of	the	questionnaire	can	be	found	in	Appendix	A.		

We	have	also	 included	an	open‐ended	question	 referring	 to	di‐
dactic	 challenges	 and	 difficulties	 encountered	 by	 pre‐service	 teachers	
during	their	teaching	practice.	This	section	was	intended	to	be	analyzed	
from	a	qualitative	point	of	view.	

Results	

The	first	two	items	evaluated	pre‐service	teachers’	knowledge	and	
skills	to	organize	learning	content	in	order	to	respond	to	diverse	students.	
Results	for	the	two	items	indicated	that	85.42%	of	the	respondents	consid‐
ered	that	they	managed	well	and	very	well	(68.75%)	during	their	teaching	
practice	to	provide	language	content	in	appropriate	ways	and	offer	a	variety	
of	 activities	 that	 responded	 to	 students’	 needs.	The	next	 three	 items	 re‐
quested	respondents	to	evaluate	how	well	they	were	able	to	relate	their	for‐
eign	language	teaching	to	the	target	culture	or	to	other	international	con‐
texts.	A	 considerable	percentage	of	85.42	of	 the	 respondents	 considered	
that	they	managed	well	and	very	well	to	relate	the	foreign	language	to	the	
culture	of	those	who	speak	it.	Still,	14.58%	considered	that	they	managed	
just	fair	or	even	poor	to	perform	this	task.	Respondents	answered	in	great	
number	that	they	have	good	(43.75%)	and	very	good	(41.67%)	skills	to	em‐
phasize	the	interdependence	of	language	and	culture.	None	of	the	respond‐
ents	assigned	poor	knowledge	skills	to	this	item.	

Item	number	six	required	respondents	to	assess	their	ability	to	
evaluate	a	variety	of	texts	that	are	culturally	laden.	Respondents	answered	
that	they	managed	very	well	(52.08%)	to	perform	this	evaluation	while	
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they	performed	their	teaching	practice.	As	regards	the	next	item,	47.92%	
of	the	respondents	valued	their	ability	to	identify	similarities	and	differ‐
ences	between	their	own	culture	and	the	target	culture	as	good	and	37.50%	
of	the	respondents	valued	it	as	very	good.	Still,	when	it	comes	to	develop‐
ing	learners’	socio‐cultural	competence	in	the	formal	educational	setting,	
respondents	indicated	that	they	felt	that	they	had	poor	level	of	knowledge	
(2.08%),	a	fair	level	of	knowledge	(10.42%)	or	did	not	provide	an	answer	
at	all	(4.17%).	In	fact,	this	is	the	single	question	where	missing	answers	
were	registered.	Nevertheless,	22	respondents	(45.83%)	concluded	that	
they	had	been	able	to	help	foreign	language	learners	to	develop	their	so‐
cio‐cultural	knowledge.	

Respondents	assessed	as	good	(43.75%)	and	very	good	(31.25%)	
their	 ability	 to	 select	 resources	 that	 would	 provide	 foreign	 language	
learners	with	the	possibility	to	reflect	on	the	concept	of	‘otherness’.	The	
last	item	intended	to	assess	respondents’	ability	to	evaluate	and	select	
teaching	resources	that	would	emphasize	the	deeply	rooted	relationship	
between	culture	and	 language.	A	number	of	41	respondents	 (85.42%)	
concluded	that	they	are	knowledgeable	(41.67%)	or	very	knowledgeable	
(43.75%)	in	this	respect.	

The	open‐ended	question	was	evaluated	in	a	qualitative	manner.	
The	answers	given	 to	 the	open‐ended	question	 (What	kind	of	didactic	
challenges	or	difficulties	have	you	encountered	during	your	teaching	prac‐
tice?)	did	not	make	reference	to	difficulties	related	to	inefficient	cultural	
knowledge,	abilities	or	attitudes.	A	total	number	of	11	answers	were	re‐
ceived.	Eight	of	them	referred	to	classroom	management	problems,	namely	
lack	of	experience	in	organizing	and	planning	teaching	activities,	learner’s	
disruptive	behavior	and	inability	to	use	efficiently	paralinguistic	cues	and	
non‐verbal	communication.	Three	answers	related	to	an	external	factor	
connected	 to	 the	 teaching	practice,	 namely	 that	 courses	 at	 the	 faculty	
overlapped	with	their	teaching	in	schools.		

Discussions	

In	view	of	the	results	obtained,	we	could	claim	that	respondents	
were	able	to	incorporate	in	their	teaching	cultural	aspects	and	perspec‐
tives.	They	were	able	to	evaluate	and	select	teaching	resources	that	would	
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emphasize	the	deeply	rooted	relationship	between	culture	and	language.	
They	managed	to	teach	to	diverse	students	regardless	of	the	boundaries	
that	sometimes	language	might	impose.	Moreover,	respondents’	answers	
reflect	the	idea	that	the	formal	educational	setting	can	become	a	successful	
arena	for	developing	one’s	intercultural	communicative	competence.	Still,	
without	a	doubt,	respondents	need	to	further	develop	their	knowledge	of	
how	to	incorporate	culture	into	their	teaching	practice.	

Conclusions	

Today’s	cultural	diversity	in	schools	can	provide	opportunities	to	
encounter	other	cultures,	to	be	acquainted	with	other	points	of	views	and	
to	learn	to	respect	diversity.	Foreign	language	teachers	can	use	learners’	
cultural	backgrounds	in	the	teaching	process.	Likewise,	the	learning	pro‐
cess	is	more	real	and	engaging.	The	roles	of	teachers	are	expending	due	
to	the	need	to	teach	effectively	to	diverse	learners	and	to	become	cogni‐
zant	of	the	social,	cultural,	economic	or	political	factors	that	can	have	an	
impact	on	the	teaching	process.	

Apendix	A	

Source:	adapted	from	European	Portfolio	for	Student	Teachers	of		
Languages	(2007)	

Based	on	your	own	preferences,	please	rate	the	following	statements.	
Circle	your	answer:	

CONDUCTING	A	LESSON:	CONTENT	
Question	 Survey	scale	

1. I	can	present	language	content
(new	and	previously	encountered
items	of	language,	topics	etc.)	in
ways	which	are	appropriate	for	indi‐
viduals	and	specific	groups	of	learn‐
ers

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
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Question	 Survey	scale	
2. I	can	vary	and	balance	activities	in
order	to	respond	to	individuals
learners’	learning	styles.

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
3. I	can	relate	what	I	teach	to	current
events	in	local	and	international
contexts.

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
4. I	can	relate	the	language	I	am
teaching	to	the	culture	of	those	who
speak	it.

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
5. I	can	plan	activities	to	emphasize
the	interdependence	of	language
and	culture

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
6. I	can	evaluate	and	select	a	variety
of	texts,	source	materials	and	activi‐
ties	which	awaken	learners’	interest
in	and	help	them	to	develop	their
knowledge	and	understanding	of
their	own	and	the	other	language
culture	(cultural	facts,	events,	atti‐
tudes	and	identity	etc.).

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	

7. I	can	evaluate	and	select	a	variety
of	texts,	source	materials	and	activi‐
ties	which	make	learners	aware	of
similarities	and	differences	in	soci‐
ocultural	‘norms	of	behaviour’.

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	

8. I	can	evaluate	and	select	activities
(role	plays,	simulated	situations
etc.)	which	help	learners	to	develop
their	socio‐cultural	competence.

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	

9. I	can	evaluate	and	select	a	variety
of	texts,	source	material	and	activi‐
ties	which	help	learners	to	reflect	on
the	concept	of	‘otherness’	and	un‐
derstand	different	value	systems.

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	

10. I	can	evaluate	and	select	a	vari‐
ety	of	texts	and	activities	to	make
learners	aware	of	the	interrelation‐
ship	between	culture	and	language.

Not	at	all	 Poor	 Fair	 Good	 Very	
good	

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	

What	kind	of	didactic	challenges	or	difficulties	have	you	encountered	during	your	
teaching	practice?	
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