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Foreword 

I t has been four years since the inaugural edition of Illuminate. It is hard to believe that we are now celebrating the 
fourth edition of the undergraduate journal of the Northeast Regional Honors Council. Year after year, Illuminate con-
tinues to grow, welcoming students from NRHC member institutions to celebrate their creative and academic work. 

In this edition, there are 32 pieces included, allowing 30 students to let their work “shine on.” The fourth volume of Illu-
minate aligns with the #NRHC2022 conference theme: “A More Perfect Union: Creating and Restoring Community in 
an Age of Disruption.” 

You will certainly see this theme resonate in many of the works included this year; however, Illuminate also welcomes 
work that is separate and apart from the NRHC conference theme. As you journey through this year’s volume, you will 
see several impressive works of art from photography to wood carving to collage; you will enjoy poetry; and you will be 
educated with over 20 academic papers that contain both secondary and primary research by honors students. 

Our contributors examine important issues across a variety of disciplines—Business, Economics, and Technology; Edu-
cation; History, Politics, and Culture; Language, Literature, and Philosophy; Media Studies and the Arts; Science, Math-
ematics, and Health; and Social Sciences. They have asked tough research questions and sought answers on how the 
communities within their disciplines handle challenging problems, conquer disruptions, and attain new knowledge. 

As this edition makes its debut, the state of our world continues to remain in flux. Some may argue that we are “more 
normal than ever” since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic and some may say “things are still not the same.” NRHC’s 
2022 conference was held in-person in Philadelphia in April 2022. While we did have a number of virtual presentations, 
it was energizing and wonderful to celebrate our conference in-person once again. The ability to say “YES” to these op-
portunities is one that has been missed, and I hope that everyone continues to say “YES” to new opportunities. The ten-
dency to decline and say “NO” has become far too easy. We must continue to push ourselves to reenter the world boldly 
and be as present as possible in the moment. I thank all of the students who said “YES” to proposing to Illuminate and 
following through on the editorial process. I hope there will be even more prospective contributors as we head toward 
our fifth edition in 2023. 

There are so many people to thank for bringing this project to fruition—you may read every editorial board member’s 
biography on the Meet Our Team page, along with the biographies of all the authors/contributors to this volume. 

Please enjoy this fourth volume. It has been the pleasure of the Editorial Board to review submissions, work with con-
tributors on edits, and bring this volume online. If you have any questions or wish to contact any of the contributors, 
please email us at illuminatenrhc@gmail.com. 

Be present, be curious, and always be illuminated. Happy Reading! 

Sincerely, 

Kathryn M. MacDonald 
Editor-in-Chief, Illuminate 
Executive Secretary, Northeast Regional Honors Council 
Honors Program Coordinator, Monroe College 



 

8 

The Unclouded Perspective 
 

A  P  
Monroe College 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Artist Statement: Pyrography, commonly referred to as woodburning, is the art of decorating wood or other materials with burn 

marks resulted from the controlled application of a heated object such as a poker. This piece was inspired by a Japanese film titled 

“Princess Mononoke”, directed by the famous Hayao Miyazaki of Studio Ghibli. Early within the film, we are introduced to Ashi-

taka, a young prince of a small village who becomes cursed by a demon boar when protecting his village. The village elders then tell 
him that he needs to go west in the direction the boar came from to seek for a cure. The quote seen in the piece, “to see with eyes 

unclouded by hate”, is a phrase articulated by Ashitaka; and through his quest for a cure, he aims to fix the bond between humans, 

nature, and the gods of the forest. Commonly relating to the world we live in, the world in this movie is in an “age of disruption”, 
and Ashitaka is “creating and restoring community”, and ultimately creating “a more perfect union”. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Sacred Colors 
 

A  R  
Community College of Alleghany County 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Artist Statement: Throughout 2020 and 2021, our bedrooms adapted to meet the needs of multitudinous buildings and spaces. Our 

gyms, offices, dining rooms, classrooms, and art studios all fit inside the walls of one room. During quarantines and shut downs, we 

did everything in our bedrooms. It was the only place we could go to take off our masks; the only place to feel safe. "Sacred Colors" 

is a multi-media (gouache, acrylic) 360°, panoramic continuum of my own bedroom, consisting of three 22”x30” pages, placed side-
by-side, forming a triptych. Its creation took place over 5 months, amidst the daily (and nightly) events of my bedroom. 

 Sacred places characteristically contain a slew of sacred objects. As a testimony to its sacred nature, I exclude my own collection of 

sacred objects from the piece. The exception of these items speaks to what we hold most secret, and consequently hold most sacred. 

Choosing what we share is correlated with the things and thoughts we do not share. Discretion is our choice; yet not all secrets need 

to be shared.  

As in the past, the bedroom remains a place of creativity for future generations. Choosing who’s allowed to hear our secrets, and see 
our sacred places, colors them. Experience making choices in color can expand the spectrum of our palettes, help us find peace with-

in our pieces, and more marvelously paint the canvas of our lives. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Introduction: Individualism in a Zero-Sum Game 

R ampant individualism can be defined as society's 
collective proclivity to pursue an undefinable, subjec-
tive, and continually-changing view of success—
independent of help—fueled by the notion that the US is 
rich in opportunity and success, limitless. The absence 
of opportunity combined with rampant individualism, 
however, ensures issues persist, and a large portion of 
the population is unable to compete in the capitalist sys-
tem (Stiglitz 2015). By and large, most Americans still 
believe that success is the product of individual effort. 
The myth that hard work will allow anyone to overcome 
even the most difficult circumstances has endured 
across centuries—even faced with evidence to the con-
trary. Though this 'boot-strap' mentality is not entirely 
false, this myth creates the idea that the poorest in 
America can work hard and achieve anything. The no-
tion that the US is a mythical land of plenty" in which 
the individual is free to secure success is belied by the 
fact that success is shaped, and at times pre-conditioned 
by forces largely outside of individual control: class, 
race/ethnicity, and gender.  

Despite these realities, the ‘boot-strap’ mentality fuels 
rampant individualism using a false notion to economi-
cally control people by equating wealth acquisition to 
how hard a person works. This creates a degree of sepa-
ration between individuals and manifests a zero-sum 
game. Mahault, Saxena, Nisoli, Montoya, and Raul 

(2017) contend that in the law of the jungle setting, each 
person "can gain or lose wealth" (p. 3) to any other per-
son without limiting extreme differences that arise; this 
assumes that the total wealth in "society is fixed," so 
when one person gains, another must lose (Mahault et 
al., 2017, p. 3; Rubin, 2018, p. 2). The impact of a law 
of the jungle setting promotes "savage inequalities," 
where lower classes account for more than half the pop-
ulation of "dispossessed individuals, with no wealth at 
all," while for upper-classes, opportunities remain infi-
nite (p. 3).  

This section examines social class issues that impact 
opportunity and uses the current poverty line standards 
set by the U.S. Census Bureau states that an annual in-
come below $14,097 for a one-person household (under 
the age of 65) and $27,479 for a four-person household 
as poverty thresholds (Poverty Thresholds by Size of 
Family and Number of Children 2022).  

Social Impact of Individualism 

Rampant individualism, in combination with capitalism, 
favors the maintenance of social classes that divide op-
portunities among Americans unequally; it fortifies so-
cial constructs, patriarchal ideals, and social inequalities 
and renders inaccurate the notion that in a land of op-
portunity, people can pull themselves up from their boot
-straps, work hard, and overcome barriers.  

 

Social, Economic, and Political Impact of Individualism 
in Capitalism 

 
M  C  
SUNY Orange 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: Neoliberalism argues in support of eliminating price controls, deregulation, and the minimizing of government oversight 
by suggesting that they will increase profits, market participation, and competition that lead to more equal societies (Adams, Sulli-
van, & Markus, 2019, p. 191). However, this is not entirely incorrect, it also promotes rampant individualism that ensures the wealth-
iest individuals can control societal constructs and maintain an exceedingly hardworking workforce to boost profits. US capitalism is 
hostage to neoliberalism, and the consequences of unrestrained competing self-interest. Certainly people have exploited others for 
personal gain throughout history and across geographies, but cooperation to solve problems often is suppressed by rampant individu-
alism in combination with capitalism. This paper will examine how modern capitalism fuels rampant individualism to exploit the 
labor force that drives it, identify how persistent underlying issues routed to neoliberalism are compounded to plague the people who 
fuel the economy, and ensure economic and political mobility is achievable for a few but out of reach for many. Some economists 
suggest that exploitation and discrimination of the working class are subdued by the free market—contending that over time, capital-
ism drives more people out of poverty and gradually eliminates more social, economic, and political barriers than past and present 
economic systems. Despite this argument, data indicates capitalism promotes rampant individualism that exacerbates social, econom-
ic, and political inequality to restrict opportunity and maintain a low-wage working class. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Business, Economics, and Technology 
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Capitalist Ideals Influence Social Constructs 

Supporters of neoliberalist ideals of capitalism contend that 
patriarchal social constructs have diminished over time be-
cause capitalism promotes free markets that favor inclu-
sion. Black and Brainerd (2004), examine the impact of the 
increase in globalized trade and how it impacts gender dis-
crimination and the gender wage gap stating, "Theory pre-
dicts that product market competition will drive out dis-
crimination in the labor market" (p. 556). This text high-
lights theory rooted in neoliberalism. The “discrimination 
is costly in the sense that discriminating employers must 
forego profits to indulge their 'taste for discrimination,'" 
which may reduce employment discrimination and increase 
women's wages (p. 546). Theoretically, the quality of the 
discriminated workforce would suffer, thereby reducing 
production and profits; the combination suggests that com-
petition may be the catalyst that speeds up the decomposi-
tion of patriarchal hierarchies that reduce wage equality.  

A study conducted by Chen (2019) suggests that though the 
gender wage gap is "20%," (p. 1337) it has improved over 
time; another study by Mandel and Semyonov (2014) con-
cludes that "empirical evidence" suggests a reduction in 
"gender earnings disparities over recent decades" (p. 1613). 
Such beliefs follow neoclassical contentions that competi-
tion in the private sector erodes discrimination.  

While these points have merit, further examination shows 
they are problematic. Neoliberal ideals of capitalism pro-
mote individualism that favors the persistence of patriar-
chal constructs. Research suggests that current trends show 
the reduction in "gender-linked earnings disparities" 
spurred in the 1980s and 1990s has stalled "since the mid-
1990," likely attributable to the financial advantages of hir-
ing female candidates with lower wage expectations 
(Mandel & Semyonov, 2014, p. 1613). The combination 
promotes individualism that creates an equilibrium that 
ensures if one person can manifest a competitive edge over 
another—he will; and it will reduce equality. 

Chen and Crown (2019) highlight the persistence of a gen-
der pay gap in the US, explicitly noting the gap between 
professors in academia: "Even accounting for differences in 
education, work experience, occupation, and collective bar-
gaining coverage, the gap remains substantial, with women 
earning 8.4% less than men" (p. 1337). Pay gaps between 
professional females and males reflect the marginalization 
of females in the workplace and suggest that individualism 
in pursuit of profits has caused "progress on narrowing the 
gender pay gap" to stall (American Association of Univer-
sity Women, 2018). Chen and Crown (2019) prove that 
universities are no exception, as the overall national gender 
pay gap average from 2016 data was 20%, and efforts to 
close the pay gap plateaued, they use professor salary data 
gathered at the Ohio State University between 2006-2016 
that indicates male professors "earned 15%," more than 
female colleagues at U.S. universities (1337). This data 
highlights a gap in pay averages between tenured male pro-
fessors and tenured female professors: in 15 of 17 depart-
ments, male professors earned a higher salary than their 
female counterparts; in 6 of 17 departments, males earned 

between $7,000 to $15,000 more than female professors; 7 
of 17 departments had male professors who earned between 
$20,000 and $39,999 more; and in 3 of 17 departments, 
male professors earned between $40,000 and $61,000 more 
than their female colleagues (p.1343). 

Sheridan, Gray, and Chernew (2020) suggest that female 
primary care physicians average 11% less annual salary 
than their male counterparts at the same practices; another 
clear earnings disparity. 

Similar trends exist in business, where female employees 
with MBAs also experience wage gaps based on gender. 
Though salaries are similar early in the careers of people 
with MBAs, evidence demonstrates that in workplaces 
dominated by males “talented female MBAs”  (p.229) with 
degrees from top institution confront challenges that cause 
wages between the sexes to diverge as careers progress 
(Bertrand, Goldin, & Katz, 2010, p. 228-229). This data 
indicates that 10 years “nine years after of MBA comple-
tion,” 13% of females were not working compared to 1% of 
males (p.229-230). Though efforts to close the gender pay 
gap exists, such as increasing educational opportunities and 
support for women to pursue advanced degrees, data sug-
gests that multiple factors collectively result in competitive 
disadvantages for women and promote gender pay inequali-
ties.  

Economic Growth and Low-Wage Work 

Another point raised in social class discussion concerns the 
impact of neoliberalist ideals on poverty. Debates surround 
neoliberalism’s negative impact on social class divides. 
The opposing side suggests that stimulating economic 
growth for businesses reduces poverty, while social safety 
nets stimulate dependency that increases poverty rates. 
Some argue that evidence supports conservative goals to 
reduce social funding as demonstrated by the Clinton Ad-
ministration in 1996. Iceland (2013) reflects on debates 
surrounding government policy on how to best address 
poverty in the United States. He notes that the primary ob-
jective of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportuni-
ty Reconciliation Act was not only to reform welfare policy 
but to reduce dependency on government programs and 
help "able-bodied poor become independent through em-
ployment" (p.138). Iceland describes that "the number of 
people receiving cash assistance" was reduced by 44% be-
tween 1994 and 2000 (p. 138). The author attributes the 
decline to multiple partial factors such as the bill, improv-
ing economic conditions, and "the expansion of the EITC, 
which made work more appealing" (p.138). Iceland’s data 
suggests that welfare reform of the mid-1990s, rooted in 
neoliberalist ideas, appeared effective in reducing depend-
ency and poverty, but it shifted the job landscape from full-
time to part-time, creating more jobs with no benefits. 

Though this has merit, when examined closer, clearly the 
combination of capitalist goals and neoliberalist ideals—
motivated by individualism—create a motive to reduce tax-
funded social programs and minimize government funding 
for programs that collectively make up a social safety net 
that could help reduce poverty and class divisions. Rank, 
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Eppard, and Bullock (2021) state that individualist goals 
and capitalist values in the US shape policies to stimulate 
economic growth despite the benefits of providing an ade-
quate safety net that too save people who encounter unfore-
seen challenges from falling into poverty (p.14). Because 
people identify poverty as unlikely, many people fail to 
perceive the benefits of "antipoverty policy or economic 
safety net" and neglect "their self-interest" (p.14). Consid-
ering that "three-fourths of Americans will experience pov-
erty or near poverty" (p.10), coupled with the fact that 
many maintain an anti-social safety net view, suggests that 
rampant individualism promotes a boot-strap mentality to 
reduce social funding that was proven effective by the War 
on Poverty (p.65, 2021). 

Rank et al. (2021) show that poverty rates reduced from 
22.4% in 1959 to 11.1% in 1973; while the poverty rate for 
those 65 years and older in 1959 declined from 35.2% to 
10% by 1973 and remains below 9% as of 2019 (p. 65). 
This success is attributed to a dedicated effort by the feder-
al government to ensure that programs such as social secu-
rity benefits are adjusted with changes in inflation to meet 
increases in the cost of living. This is primarily because 
public support has remained consistent as people view so-
cial security as something they pay towards—insurance 
they earned—which differs from the public's view of pov-
erty. This suggests that uninterrupted aid reduces poverty 
rates. Data highlights that funding for social insurance pro-
grams, such as social security, increases over time and re-
ceives continued policy support, while means-tested pro-
grams that help reduce poverty rates have experienced little 
to no increase in spending since 1970. Basically, public 
opinion encourages policies that roll back government sup-
port for means-tested programs.  

This demonstrates that policies still aim to address the 
needs of people deemed worthy of aid because being elder-
ly, disabled, or involuntarily unemployed are factors be-
yond one's control. Iceland (2013) says that programs that 
meet immediate needs receive significantly less funding 
and support; policies fail to benefit many who experience 
pockets of poverty because of the ethos that promotes the 
notion that any person can overcome obstacles and achieve 
success—independent of help from others—to reduce 
"socially undesirable behavior" like dependency (Iceland, 
2013). Therefore, though aid policies have evolved, the 
American ethos of a rugged individualist hinders policy 
development that can provide opportunities for people who 
experience poverty. This ideal remains and periodically 
reverts public views on poverty to those of the past that 
blame social programs on the "able-bodied" unemployed 
and low-wage workers for the cyclical economic downturns 
(Iceland, 2013). Consequently, policies fail to address the 
causes of poverty and ensure that a percentage of the popu-
lation remains economically insecure. 

The Impact of Individualism on Child Poverty 

Another point to consider concerns how individualism im-
pacts child poverty rates and how child poverty influences 
future poverty as adults. This is important to discuss to un-
derstand the way child poverty rates influence future rates 

in adults. 

According to some, child poverty is not influenced by indi-
vidualism but instead results from parents with poor deci-
sion-making skills, not individualism; which is why social 
safety needs fail to impact child poverty rates positively. 
Sawhill (2003) references Susan Mayer, who suggests that 
children from high-income backgrounds experience more 
educational success than children from lower-income back-
grounds "because they have better parents," (p. 82) equat-
ing future economic success to the economic background 
of parents whether or not children inherit advantageous 
traits, knowledge, and decision-making skills, from parents 
(p. 82). Sawhill (2003) argues that to reduce child poverty, 
the decision-making habits of lower-income families must 
be altered: "we need to nudge [lower-class adults with chil-
dren] toward a different set of behaviors by linking gener-
ous governmental assistance to staying in school, delaying 
childbearing, getting married, and working full-time" (p. 
82). She contends that child poverty results from poor deci-
sion-making and social safety nets that fail to reduce pov-
erty rates because they teach poor habits of dependency. 
She suggests that improving decisions that people in pov-
erty make is a more effective tool to reduce poverty than 
social programs. While providing assistance can help, the 
root cause of poor choices does not change. Social welfare 
programs only increase dependency on aid programs rather 
than adjusting the thought process that creates someone's 
circumstance. 

Though some truth exists that personal decisions impact 
financial security, capitalism and individualism create an 
environment that constrains people's ability to navigate the 
challenges of poverty to secure the futures of subsequent 
generations. Though evidence suggests that "poverty ex-
tracts a high cost from individuals and families" (Rank, 
Eppard, & Bullock, 2021) and negatively impacts decision-
making, poverty is not simply the result of poor people's 
bad decisions (p. 82). Often poor decisions are a scapegoat 
for the primary cause of child poverty, rampant individual-
ism that provides no reason to prevent future generations 
from experiencing poverty. To view the lack of social class 
mobility, the circumstances that reduce opportunity and 
mobility must be examined, including the likelihood a per-
son in the U.S. will experience poverty or near poverty. 
Rank, Eppard, and Bullock (2021) indicate that 34% of 
children (ages 0-17 years), will spend a minimum of "1 
year below the poverty line" (p. 12); their research suggests 
poverty inflicts a high psychological cost that impairs 
"cognitive functioning," and reduces people's ability to rea-
son and make good choices (p. 60-61). This combination 
secures a high probability that every constrained decision 
by impoverished parents will carry heavier consequences 
than those of affluent backgrounds because they lack the 
resources to address problems that arise and will cause the 
negative impact of poverty to be passed down to their chil-
dren—promoting a social class hierarchy that reduces op-
portunity for a portion of the population (p. 61). 

Li, Johnson, Newman, and Riley (2019) examine the nega-
tive impact on social mobility that increases based on more 
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prolonged exposure to impoverished environments for chil-
dren.  "Timing and accumulation of exposures," (p. 69) 
during childhood due to poverty and disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods negatively impacts graduation rates, mental 
health in adulthood, and social mobility (p. 69). The study 
illuminates that "children born into poverty are likely to 
experience early, protracted poverty," (p. 69) and reduces 
social mobility and exposure to quality opportunities com-
pared to those that do not experience poverty (Li et al., 
2019, p. 69). Though, to a degree, decision-making skills 
impact parents and their children's circumstances, cycles of 
child poverty are fueled by the impact that poverty has on 
parents' cognitive function under constrained conditions 
and increased pressure.  

For many children, poverty is cyclical, and social safety 
nets only act as an insurance tool, not a complete solution, 
because the consequences continue to impact individuals 
into adulthood. Rank et al. says that the prolonged impact 
of child poverty creates a life of reduced opportunity de-
spite good decisions (p. 56-57). Therefore, prolonged bouts 
of poverty in childhood fuel cycles of poverty that increase 
the probability they continue for generations if the pres-
sures of poverty are prevalent. 

Effects of Unrestrained Competition and Individualism 

Lastly, social class divisions persist because the combina-
tion of unrestrained competition and individualism encour-
ages people to identify disadvantages of others to achieve 
success, which helps preserve class inequalities in the Unit-
ed States. Alon (2009), argues that class inequalities con-
tinue because the "magnitude of class inequality" is closely 
connected to the highly competitive climate of college ad-
missions (p. 749). He states that students from a lower so-
cio-economic background encounter significantly more 
disadvantages than students from middle and upper classes, 
and is worsened by a college selectivity in an environment 
where "demand for college diplomas," has increased com-
petition and consequently increases the "polarization of 
resources," and fosters a class divide that promotes inequal-
ities at higher education institutions (p. 749). This promotes 
social class divides by ensuring that a portion of people can 
be denied from attending top universities because of their 
socio-economic standing. Ikerd (2014), contends that unre-
stricted competition is not a sustainable attribute in society 
(p. 15-16). He suggests that though "unrestrained competi-
tion" (p. 17) is not sustainable, if winning and losing are 
removed from the equation competition becomes an asset 
to use skills and advantages in cooperation. Though specif-
ic groups have experienced more severe marginalization 
than others, the lower classes in the US, composed of lower
-income individuals, remain the most marginalized group 
and is not restricted to a specific race, gender, or region. 
Therefore, the combination of unrestricted competition and 
individualism nurture inequalities that persist for people of 
lower socio-economic status. 

In conclusion, evidence highlights that gender pay gaps 
remain constant in multiple industries despite the increas-
ing number of women with advanced education. Policies 
continue to fail to remove the causes of poverty and ensure 

a percentage of the population remains economically inse-
cure. These factors combine with the impact of child pov-
erty by influencing future cycles that reduce social mobility 
because of a person's background. These factors combined 
with unrestricted competition and individualism promote 
the social class divide in America. 

Economic Impact of Individualism 

The discussion requires a look at the economic impact of 
individualism. To understand how individualism paired 
with capitalism leads to socio-economic barriers that ex-
pand wealth inequality in the United States. Neoliberalism 
propagates ideals that reduce the quality and quantity of 
opportunity available, promote under-regulated markets 
that drive inequalities, and reduce socio-economic oppor-
tunity for most citizens. These ideals promote an economic 
environment where most Americans do not possess the 
economic power to withstand economic downturns com-
pared to upper-class citizens and expose most to low-wage 
employment that reduces socio-economic opportunity 
while increasing the concentration of wealth in fewer 
hands. Undoubtedly, socio-economic equality cannot pro-
gress without hard work and determination, but capitalism 
ensures economic barriers that prevent most Americans 
from experiencing socio-economic mobility. 

Progressive Benefits and Wages 

A point to consider is how stagnant hourly wages impact 
economic equality. In recent years wages have risen slight-
ly but remain insufficient to counter rises in the inflation 
rate that increase the cost of living. 

Wages remain insufficient, in relation to inflation, and is 
evident through major employers such as Amazon. In re-
gions across the US some companies continue to pay near-
poverty wages. 

 Some contend that this is offset by new incentives that 
suggest companies like Amazon and Target, who now offer 
benefits such as paid tuition, health benefits, and new em-
ployment bonuses. Despite increased benefits, wages have 
remained stagnant since the institution of a minimum wage 
of $15 at all Amazon warehouses ("Amazon Hiring," 2022, 
p.1). “Amazon Hiring” (2022) suggests that it is more im-
pactful to help low-wage employees through benefits which 
advance their education, and reform efforts to expand em-
ployee benefits show progress. For example, Amazon an-
nounced it would "cover the full cost of college degrees 
for," all hourly employees, demonstrating how private busi-
ness can effectively help to increase opportunity when ef-
forts are concentrated on that goal (p.1). Amazon fully co-
vers relevant costs, including tuition, classes, books, and 
fees—an increase from 95% of tuition, books and only of-
fered to cover associate degrees and certifications previous-
ly. Some argue that educational benefits offset low-wages 
because of an increase in future earnings potential. 

The article "Amazon hiring," (2021) cites Business Insider 
that states, "In July 2021, business insider is cited that 
Walmart announced it "will follow Amazon's lead and pay 
"employees' tuition and book costs” at 10 specific educa-
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tional institutions. Similarly, more and more businesses are 
following this trend, such as Target, which will pay for un-
dergraduate degrees for all employees, while "Starbucks, 
Chipotle, and Verizon," now offer "tuition assis-
tance" ("Amazon hiring," 2021). The list of companies that 
offer low-wage workers education opportunities suggests 
that private sector business provides educational opportuni-
ties that can help people who otherwise do not earn enough 
to pay tuition and earn too much to qualify for federal tui-
tion grants—helping employees avoid the burden of college 
loan debt. Thus, progress and continuation of this growth 
demonstrate that while competition reduces and maintains 
low-wages for employees, new and progressive benefits 
offered by large companies provide avenues to opportuni-
ties to work hard and succeed; thus, capitalism stimulates 
economic growth and innovation that can increase avenues 
to opportunity and success for low-wage employees. 

Undoubtedly, recent trends highlighting the pivot of private 
businesses to increase benefits offered to employees help 
low-wage employees overcome barriers they encounter. 
Still, it does not remove poverty from the equation—that 
must be accomplished through increased wages that satisfy 
the cost of living. Rank, Eppard, and Bullock (2021), state 
that one way to recognize that the ethos of hard work does 
not end poverty when about 40% of US jobs are called 
“low-paying” because they pay less than "$16 an hour" (p. 
50). And, with the "nature and structure" of the labor mar-
ket, people can work two or three low-wage jobs and still 
earn annual income below or near current poverty stand-
ards, demonstrating that hard work is not enough when 
wages are too low (p. 50). 

Some companies increased profits significantly in recent 
quarters by meeting the supply and demand of a socially 
distanced consumer base. While capitalizing on COVID-19 
restrictions, corporate growth increased wealth inequality 
and furthered the income gap. The pandemic demonstrated 
that as opportunities for some decreased, and despite signif-
icant economic growth, competition in the labor market 
prevented an increase in wages that paralleled economic 
growth (Rank, Eppard, & Bullock, 2021, p. 53). For exam-
ple, Amazon grew tremendously during the COVID-19 
pandemic because people relied on platforms that allowed 
social distancing. Lee (2021) states, "Amazon's [first-
quarter] results" far exceeded predictions by reaching well 
over $2 billion while improving "operating margins despite 
meaningfully increased spending," such as in infrastructure 
and employee benefits that reflect a "positive impact" of 
the investments that "support the surge in retail volume," 
because of the pandemic (Lee, 2021, p. 2). This suggests 
that despite an 80 % increase in spending, the increased 
volume that arose due to the COVID-19 pandemic offset 
profit margins and exceeded expectations. The company, 
investors, and owner, Jeff Bezos, grew richer, while Ama-
zon warehouse employees in states such as Texas, Califor-
nia, Georgia, the Carolinas, and the Midwest, continue to 
earn low wages that range from $15.00 to $16.30 (Amazon 
Hiring, 2022). Revenues increased by 44%, benefiting 
shareholders whose earnings per share rose to $15.79 per 

share—exceeding analyst expectations for "earnings per 
share to come in at $9.54," while employee's wages re-
mained low (Lee, 2021). Data from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS) in 35 counties shows warehouse workers 
in regions with Amazon fulfillment centers "earn about 
$41,000 per year, compared with $45,000 per year in the 
rest of the country, a difference of nearly 
10%" ("Unfulfilled," 2018, p. 1). Data also demonstrate 
that 10 quarters prior to the arrival of an Amazon facility, 
wages are at an average increase of 8%, but ten quarters 
after Amazon's arrival, the average warehouse wage 
dropped by about 3% (p. 1). Though this data was gathered 
prior to the pandemic in 2018, it illuminates a trend in re-
gional warehouse wages throughout the US. With the dra-
matic increase in facilities since the pandemic, this trend, 
unfortunately, will impact more low-wage warehouse 
workers than previously. 

An average of $16 per hour at 40 hours a week yields about 
$30,720 per year, not including work absences due to unex-
pected events such as illness, funerals, and accidents. This 
figure represents a difference of $3,241 before falling be-
low the poverty line for a four-person household at $27,479 
while leaving workers earning $15 per hour with about 
$1,300 before falling into poverty (Poverty Thresholds by 
Size of Family and Number of Children 2022). That leaves 
little room for error. Undoubtedly, living near poverty 
makes overcoming obstacles improbable and reduces op-
portunity. Therefore, though companies like Amazon are 
considered  more progressive by offering progressive bene-
fits, the benefits do not negate the impact of individual-
ism’s pursuit of profits that subject workers to low hourly 
wages. 

Distribution of Wealth and Opportunity 

A final point in this economic discussion concerns wealth 
inheritance when large sums of inheritance distribute 
wealth and opportunity unequally because wealth becomes 
concentrated in the hands of fewer individuals. According 
to Stiglitz (2015), "In terms of wealth rather than income," 
1% of the wealthiest Americans possess 40% of the wealth, 
suggesting their socio-economic position improved greatly 
from 25 years ago when 33 % of wealth was held by 12 %, 
of the US population (p.88). The impact of generational 
inheritance shows that the top 10% of the population owns 
about 73% of the country's wealth, while the bottom 50 % 
dropped below 0, to negative 0.1 % (Rank, Eppard, & Bull-
ock, 2021). Wealth inequality increased and it continues to 
divide wealth unequally; as economic capital in the US be-
came more concentrated than in previous generations 
(Rank, Eppard, & Bullock, 2021). Wealth in long-term in-
vestments has the potential to increase over time and be-
comes the foundation for the inheritors. Generally, inher-
itance benefits descendants, but large inheritances skew the 
limited opportunity available for individuals with more 
economic capital. This advantage provides more education 
and network opportunities to translate into a successful fu-
ture. Wealth inheritance perpetuates socio-economic ine-
qualities by dividing opportunity between socio-economic 
classes unequally from birth. 
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Failure to address wealth inheritance will result in further 
concentrated economic opportunity in a limited portion of 
the population. Economic constraints remained constant 
when companies such as Amazon grew tremendously dur-
ing crises but failed to increase hourly employees above 
poverty. Though companies are trending toward more pro-
gressive benefits, benefits do not negate the impact of indi-
vidualism that subjects workers to low hourly wages. Thus, 
massive sums of inheritances promote an economic land-
scape that divides wealth unequally, and these issues col-
lectively impact economic mobility negatively for most 
U.S. citizens. 

Impact of Individualism and Capitalism on Democracy 

Lastly, it is vital to briefly examine how an inegalitarian 
political landscape erodes the foundation of US democracy 
and the promise of freedom and opportunity that many be-
lieve it secures. A governing body made up of individuals 
whose campaigns are mostly contingent fundraising ability, 
is not representative of the constituents from the middle 
and lower-classes who lack capital to not only run for of-
fice but also sway political decisions. 

A final point is the barrier that public office costs create. 
Gilens (2015) states that the fundraising cost for a seat in 
the House of Representatives is "about $1 million, while 
winning a Senate seat can cost upwards to an average of 
$10 million (p.226, 2015). Campaign financing and fund-
raising prevent a large portion of the population from run-
ning for federal office and influencing significant change. 
Capitalist goals fuel a high cost to run for political office. 
Undoubtedly, economic power corresponds to political in-
fluence, and removing those who don't have enough capital 
to compete in politics fails to establish a governing body 
that is truly representative. As of 2014, over half of the 
members of the U.S. Congress were millionaires whose 
congressional salaries alone place them in the top tier of 
income distribution in the United States. Since 40 % of 
Americans earn wages below $16/hour, and ¾ experience 
poverty or near poverty during life. Thus, most lack the 
financial means to consider political participation or inde-
pendently promote one's political mobility.  

Conclusion 

The US lower-classes make up more than one-half of the 
population— and is composed of people with no wealth to 
participate, while the upper-class experiences every oppor-
tunity satisfied. Therefore, capitalism and individualism 
enable the upper-class in the U.S. to gain privileges, raise 
social status, and experience political opportunities at the 
expense of the middle and lower classes. 

Unrestrained individualism in pursuit of capital constructs 
society on recurrent inequalities, despite the American 
ethos myth. Social safety nets effectively reduce poverty's 
constraints, but the blame is placed on parental choices ra-
ther than acknowledging that a system that encourages self-
interest through individualism has no cause to promote an 
equal social, economic, or political landscape. This results 
in individuals who work hard to promote individual success 
while ignoring barriers that exacerbate inequalities and 

cause most Americans to experience minimal mobility. 
Steinbeck states that support for redistribution of wealth 
and power is absent because working-class citizens view 
"themselves as temporarily embarrassed millionaires," who 
choose to accept a "high level of inequality," because they 
believe everyone controls their individual mobility. In con-
clusion, individualism combined with robust support for 
the current form of capitalism—to secure democracy—
ensures that the wealth gap will continue to reduce social, 
economic, and political mobility, by promoting barriers that 
maintain a low-wage working class, despite the promises of 
the American ethos. It is vital that we act in cooperation to 
address this misconception to create a more equal society 
that manifests a realistic American Dream. 
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Introduction 

A s large corporations continue to expand, there is 
the growing problem of small business failure. Some-
times, they cannot survive because they lack the re-
sources and knowledge possessed by large corporations. 
This poses an issue because small businesses make up 
99.9% of the United States economy (United States 
Small Business Administration Office of Advocacy, 
2020). Therefore, they influence all individuals in the 
workforce. One way to help small businesses succeed is 
to offer an innovative marketing strategy that will help 
them grow their business and better manage resources. 
Influencer marketing is a new form of social media mar-
keting that can be implemented by small businesses. 
Croes and Bartels (2021) established that there are bene-
fits to influencer marketing because they form a closer 
connection to consumers, and they advocate for brands 
(p. 2). Their unique relationship with consumers and 
brands can be especially effective for Generation Z. Ya-
man and Cakin (2018) emphasized that influencer mar-
keting will be effective for Generation Z consumers be-
cause they trust and rely on influencers to make deci-
sions (p. 968). Previous research has determined that 
influencer marketing is effective, and Generation Z is an 
important consumer, but there is limited research on if 
small businesses should use this new method. Although 
small businesses have limited resources, small business-
es should use influencer marketing on social media be-
cause they can target Generation Z. Influencer market-

ing should be implemented with a specific 5-step pro-
cess to maximize the return on investment.  

Small Businesses 

Small businesses are important to the United States 
economy. According to the United States Small Busi-
ness Administration Office of Advocacy (2020), there 
are 31.7 million small businesses in the United States, 
and they make up 99.9% of all firms in the country. 
This emphasizes the variety of small businesses in the 
United States. It also shows that collectively they are the 
leading source of income and have a significant impact 
on the economy. Specifically, small businesses are im-
portant because they create jobs, foster innovation, drive 
competition, and make a substantial portion of the coun-
try’s revenue, making them a valuable asset to the econ-
omy.   

The term, small business, must be defined and explained 
so the following information can be used properly. 
Small businesses are defined by the number of employ-
ees and annual revenue. Small businesses have less than 
1,500 employees and have annual revenue of less than 
$40 million (Hait, 2022). Additionally, there are more 
strict guidelines depending on the industry. The retail 
trade small business sector contains all businesses that 
sell merchandise directly to consumers. This includes 
food, health, personal care items, clothing and shoes, 
furniture, and electronics, among other goods. Accord-
ing to the small business size regulations from the Code 
of Federal Regulations (1996), this sector of small busi-
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nesses must have less than 500 employees. The revenue 
cap depends on the specific goods being sold by the 
business. With the employee count and revenue cap de-
fined, the appropriate small retail businesses can use the 
following information.  

Despite the importance and prevalence of small busi-
nesses, they are failing at a rapid rate. The Bureau of 
Labor Statistics notes, 20% of small businesses fail 
within the first year and 50% fail within the first five 
years (BLS, 2021). This means that most startups are 
not able to stabilize or grow. The prominent indicators 
for small business failure include lack of finances, inad-
equate business planning, limited knowledge, and poor 
marketing. They simply lack the resources, engrained 
marketing research, and knowledge that large corpora-
tions possess. Therefore, small business failure can be 
reduced if business owners have what they need to suc-
ceed. The necessary knowledge and resources can be 
retrieved through the proper marketing strategy, which 
will ultimately limit small business failure.  

Marketing research, knowledge, and implementation are 
major issues that small businesses face but can be im-
proved with this new strategy. First, marketing is im-
portant because it helps businesses manage scarce re-
sources, promote products and services, develop brand 
identity, and build customer relationships. These factors 
are crucial to small business success. However, small 
businesses are struggling with marketing because many 
are relying on traditional methods. According to Sulli-
van (2021), these traditional methods of marketing in-
clude print, radio, and television; and they are familiar, 
affordable, and easy to control by small businesses (p. 
82). However, in a digital world, these are not the most 
effective strategies. Digital marketing makes use of 
online platforms to promote products and services, 
which is often done through social media.  

Social Media Marketing 

Social media is a great tool for businesses to connect 
with customers. Social media is a form of technology 
that allows users to create and share content and interact 
with others (Dollarhide, 2021). There are many plat-
forms of social media, with some of the most popular 
platforms being Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snap-
chat, and Tik Tok. Regardless of the platform, social 
media is used to make connections, get information, and 
find entertainment. Users of social media also encounter 
businesses. Businesses should take advantage of these 
platforms by making marketing efforts to interact with 
social media users.  

Many retail businesses use social media as a tool for 
marketing and sales. Social media marketing is the use 
of social media platforms to promote products and ser-
vices. This can have many benefits for small businesses. 
Viet-Blaszczyk and Lerman (2020), emphasized that 
social media marketing allows businesses to increase 
brand awareness, build customer relationships, increase 
exposure, and boost sales (p. 48). Long-term social me-

dia use can help develop customer loyalty and brand 
credibility. Social media allows businesses to be suc-
cessful because it opens the door to all online consum-
ers. It allows businesses to reach a large audience cost-
effectively. However, having a business account on a 
social media platform is not enough to gain traction. 
Businesses must implement marketing plans to use so-
cial media marketing effectively.  

The knowledge and resources needed to develop mar-
keting plans can create barriers to social media use for 
small businesses. He et al. (2015), found these barriers 
to be “perception of social media, personal characteris-
tics, social influence, current business performance, and 
business purposes” (p. 155). These barriers stem from 
personal beliefs, outdated business standards, and fear. 
However, they can be broken if business owners accept 
change and have access to the resources they need. 
Small businesses can conquer social media marketing 
challenges if they have the best strategy. Despite these 
barriers, small businesses should be motivated to imple-
ment social media marketing to take their business to 
the next level and reach new consumers.  

The Digital Consumer 

Small businesses can use social media marketing to tar-
get a specific group of consumers, such as Generation Z 
(Gen Z). This demographic cohort contains the popula-
tion born between 1997 and 2012, and it makes up 
about 20% of the United States population, according to 
Statista (2022). Gen Z is the first generation to grow up 
with the internet, so they heavily rely on it. Yaman and 
Cakin (2021), found that Gen Z uses social media to 
satisfy their needs and make decisions (p. 968). This is 
important for businesses to know because they can 
strongly influence this group of people on social media 
with their content. Another reason Gen Z is important is 
that they have high purchasing power. According to 
Cardador et al. (2018), Gen Z’s spending power has 
reached 143 billion dollars and they make up about 40% 
of all consumers in the United States. This emphasizes 
the power they have, even as a younger Generation, ag-
es 9 to 24. Gen Z may even be the most populous con-
sumer in a business’s range of followers. Additionally, 
this generation has yet to reach its full potential as a 
member of the economy. Therefore, Gen Z is a power-
ful group of consumers that small businesses should be 
targeting.  

Gen Z consumers are important for small businesses to 
be targeting using social media. The most effective way 
to reach Gen Z is through social media marketing be-
cause Gen Z is an active social media user, and their 
consumer behavior is influenced by social media. When 
examining a business’s range of followers on social me-
dia, this group may be the most profitable as well. Viet-
Blaszczyk and Lerman (2020), found that social media 
influences purchasing decisions of young consumers 
because they can use social media to discuss products 
with others, interact with brands, and make purchases 
(p. 55). This emphasizes that Gen Z uses social media 
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intentionally to find products and make decisions. Ad-
ditionally, they are influenced by other users they trust. 
However, it may be difficult for small businesses to 
make an impact on social media where users are facing 
information overload. This means users observe and 
process an excessive amount of information in a short 
amount of time. Despite this barrier, small businesses 
can still make an impact on Gen Z consumers by using 
influencers. 

Influencer Marketing 

Influencers are the best way for small businesses to bat-
tle information overload on social media. Influencers 
are social media users that have developed popular 
identities by displaying authentic narratives. They share 
their personal information, interests, lifestyle, and fa-
vorite products on social media to build relationships 
with their followers. They are perceived as experts in 
their specific niche or interest. Since influencers are 
viewed as trustworthy and relatable by their followers, 
influencers shape the thoughts and behaviors of their 
followers. Influencers can be used by businesses as a 
marketing tool because they implement the word-of-
mouth marketing strategy. According to Yaman (2018), 
word-of-mouth marketing works because individuals 
who had a positive experience with a brand and the 
quality of its products will loyally recommend them to 
others (p. 181). This type of marketing increases credi-
bility and therefore encourages purchases. Word-of-
mouth marketing explains the process by which influ-
encers talk about a product they like and their followers 
proceed to purchase the product. The process of build-
ing trust between influencers and consumers allows 
them to be effective marketing tools for small business-
es.  

Since influencers are authentic identities but are also 
used for marketing, there is an ethical question. Busi-
nesses may be hesitant to use influencers because they 
are supposed to be honest with followers and advertise 
a product simultaneously. This presents an honesty is-
sue because advertising is not an honest, transparent 
act. Wellman et al. (2020) addressed this ethical issue 
and found that influencers put their brand and their au-
dience before the commercial brands they are employed 
by. To do so, they use tactics that create an environ-
ment where they can be authentic, including working 
with brands that match their interests, creating content 
that meets their audience’s needs, and excluding some 
negative experiences (p. 78). These strategies that influ-
encers use allow them to appear authentic to their audi-
ence, while also satisfying brands. Authenticity is an 
act where influencers display their identity to gain cred-
ibility, or trust, from their audience. This strategy al-
lows influencers to balance their audience and the 
brands they work for in an authentic environment. 
Since influencers have effective strategies to connect 
with businesses and consumers, small businesses can be 
confident in using them as a marketing tool.  

In fact, this performance is incredibly effective on Gen-

eration Z. Influencers can help small businesses target 
Gen Z because Gen Z relies on them. Croes and Bartels 
(2021), found that young adults who are a part of Gen Z 
are motivated to follow social influencers for entertain-
ment, to pass time, and for information (p. 7). This 
aligns with their dependence on social media because 
they rely on influencers for creative and informative 
content. Because they trust the thoughts and opinions of 
influencers this can also lead to purchases. Croes and 
Bartels (2021) also found that once these young adults 
socially identify with an influencer, they are more like-
ly to exhibit clicking behavior, and therefore buying 
behavior (p. 7). Clicking behavior is the amount of in-
teraction with a business, and buying behavior is the 
frequency of purchases that follow. Both are increased 
with the use of influencers. This emphasizes the con-
nection between social identification with influencers 
and purchasing behavior. Influencers are effective mar-
keting tools to target Gen Z because of the deep con-
nection formed with them. An influencer marketing 
strategy is necessary for small businesses to be success-
ful.  

Influencer Marketing Strategy 

Many small businesses have used influencers to help 
their business take off. However, their influencer mar-
keting strategies can be slightly different, depending on 
their products, goals, and resources. To illustrate, the 
United States Chamber of Commerce (2019) compiled 
examples of successful influencer marketing cam-
paigns. Banza is a business that sells pasta made from 
chickpeas. They used influencers by sending emails to 
a plethora of influencers and offering free samples. The 
influencers that were interested were able to try the 
product and review it online, which ultimately in-
creased brand awareness and brand loyalty. Due to their 
marketing strategies, their products are now sold in gro-
cery stores nationally and their annual revenue has 
reached 20 million. Another example is MVMT, which 
sells stylish watches at an affordable price. To kickstart 
their business, they paid a select group of popular influ-
encers to promote their watches and they created a 
brand culture with user content by promoting hashtags. 
As a result of this campaign, their Instagram followers 
now exceed 1 million. The objectives, type of influenc-
er, and pay can vary between businesses. Despite these 
differences, both allowed the small businesses to be-
come nationally recognized brands.  

There are many strategies, but for small retail business-
es looking to target Generation Z, there are best practic-
es to follow. The process of finding, collaborating, and 
tracking influencers can be done in many ways. Kry-
walski Santiago and Moreira Castelo (2020) created a 
framework for developing an influencer marketing 
campaign, which includes planning, recognition, align-
ment, motivation, and coordination (p. 36). This pro-
cess will allow small businesses to build a successful 
marketing plan and use their resources effectively. The 
planning step consists of defining the objectives of the 
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campaign, defining the target audience, and setting a 
budget (Krywalski Santiago & Moreira Castelo, 2020, 
p. 36). Applying this to small retail businesses, their 
objectives could consist of creating brand awareness, 
promoting the product, increasing followers, or increas-
ing sales. The objective can vary, but it must be clear 
and specific. In this case, their target audience should be 
Generation Z. Influencers will be most effective on this 
generation, making this an effective investment.  

The next step of the process is recognition, which in-
cludes searching for and recruiting influencers 
(Krywalski Santiago & Moreira Castelo, 2020, p. 36). 
To implement, small businesses must know the type of 
influencer they are looking for. Often micro-influencers, 
or those with 1,000 to 100,000 followers, are more ef-
fective because they have a stronger connection with 
their followers, meaning they have a greater influence 
on their purchasing decisions. Tafesse and Wood 
(2021), confirmed this when they found that Instagram 
influencers with a lower follower count, higher followee 
count, and lower content volume foster the most follow-
er engagement (p. 18). A lower follower count means 
they have a better connection with their followers, a 
higher followee count means they are invested in other 
users, and a lower content volume means their content is 
more original and creative. This method of selecting 
influencers will be a beneficial framework for small 
businesses to use. Small businesses also need to know 
how to contact influencers. Goldenberg et al. (2022), 
concluded that businesses should target influencers 
through follows, private messages, likes, and reposts (p. 
2). This is a simple and low-cost strategy for small busi-
nesses to use. Once the business has contacted and 
found a group of influencers, they must decide which 
ones they want to work with.  

Alignment is the step in the influencer marketing pro-
cess where the small business must identify the influ-
encers that best fit the product (Krywalski Santiago & 
Moreira Castelo, 2020, p. 37). Most influencers have a 
specific niche or area of interest. A niche is based on the 
influencer’s expertise, interests, identity, and content. 
Tafesse and Wood (2021), found that influencer content 
that aligns with their domain of interest creates a posi-
tive follower response (p. 10). This emphasizes that fol-
lowers value these domains of interest and are more 
likely to trust them if they post within them. As a result, 
businesses should only work with influencers whose 
niche aligns with their product. Common niches are 
fashion, travel, fitness, food, sports, and business. A 
match between niche and product is so important be-
cause if there is a correct match, followers who are in-
terested in the influencer’s niche, will be interested in 
the product as well. Next, the business must give specif-
ic guidelines so the influencer can be successful.  

The motivation step involves the process of helping the 
influencer do their job effectively through guidance and 
compensation (Krywalski Santiago & Moreira Castelo, 
2020, p. 37). This includes offering content ideas, like 

photos, videos, or phrases they want the influencer to 
use. They want to give the influencer guidance so the 
marketing objectives can be achieved, while also giving 
them enough creative freedom. Another phase of moti-
vation is identifying a form of payment. This is when 
the logistical conversation begins between the influenc-
er and the business. As illustrated with the Banza and 
MVMT examples, there are a few ways for businesses 
to pay influencers. They can directly compensate the 
influencers for their marketing services, or they can 
send them free samples of the product for them to re-
view online. Depending on the number of influencers 
being used and the nature of the product, either can be 
effective for small retail businesses. Once the terms of 
the influencer relationship are outlined, there must be 
coordination.  

Coordination is the step where formal agreements are 
made and there are continuous conversations between 
the business and influencer about the status of the cam-
paign (Krywalski Santiago & Moreira Castelo, 2020, p. 
37). The formal agreement between the two parties will 
be an oral or written agreement where they will deter-
mine the services provided, pay, time, and performance 
factors. The coordination step of influencer marketing 
may be the hardest for small businesses because they 
must determine if their limited resources are being used 
effectively. This is an issue of return-on-investment, 
which compares the cost of an investment to the gain. In 
this case, small businesses are investing in influencers. 
The Forbes Agency Council (2020) found the best ways 
to measure return on investment are establishing a mar-
keting goal, tracking sales, monitoring comments, and 
using influencer analytics platforms. Establishing a mar-
keting goal is important because it allows businesses to 
measure results more accurately. To reiterate, common 
goals are to create brand awareness, promote the prod-
uct, increase followers, or make sales. By having a spe-
cific objective, small businesses can measure results. 
Next, they can track specific sales. This can be done 
using promotional codes or affiliate links. These codes 
and links are distributed by the influencers to their fol-
lowers, and they are used by their followers to find 
products and make purchases. Both allow the business 
to determine the sales of each influencer they work 
with. Businesses can also monitor comments on influ-
encer posts because it measures the level of customer 
engagement. Influencer analytic platforms are effective 
because they measure and analyze influencer perfor-
mance based on several factors, including follower en-
gagement, reach, growth, and conversion. Small busi-
nesses can use one or all these methods to manage influ-
encer marketing. Since there are ways to manage influ-
encers and ensure they are the best fit, small businesses 
should feel secure in using this strategy. This five-step 
process is a beneficial framework for small retail busi-
nesses to use when creating an influencer marketing 
plan.  

Conclusion 
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 Influencer marketing is a useful tool for small retail 
businesses to stabilize and grow their business. However, 
small businesses may be limited by the market knowledge 
and financial resources possessed. Many small businesses 
are using social media marketing, but there are limited 
strategies on how to effectively connect with the consumer. 
Influencer marketing is an effective way for businesses to 
connect with customers because these virtual identities 
form connections with their followers. Generation Z repre-
sents the most powerful digital consumer demographic be-
cause they grew up with social media and they rely on it to 
make decisions. Influencers are successful in maximizing 
the power of small business resources and the power of the 
Gen Z consumer. With the growing problem of small busi-
ness failure, there must be strategies for them to succeed. 
The implementation process presented by Krywalski Santi-
ago & Moreira Castelo (2020) of “planning, recognition, 
alignment, motivation, and coordination” as it applies to 
small retail businesses targeting Gen Z, gives a framework 
for small businesses to follow. Ultimately, giving small 
businesses more guidance in marketing will help them cre-
ate brand awareness, promote their products, and increase 
sales. If small businesses have the resources they need to 
succeed, the economy will thrive. Influencer marketing is 
one crucial step in the feat of saving small businesses.  
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Overview 

O ver the past several decades, technology in the 
field of education has advanced greatly. From mobile 
devices to larger technologies, the world has evolved 
and continues to change. One can see these advance-
ments in schools and other educational environments. 
Some classrooms went from prohibiting the use of tech-
nology to praising the capabilities it has and even incor-
porating it into the curriculum. This influence of tech-
nology can be seen in both general education class-
rooms and special education classrooms. Special educa-
tion environments utilize a tool called assistive technol-
ogy, or technologies that have the ability to support var-
ious disabilities. From hearing aids, to communication 
devices, to motorized wheelchairs, individuals with dis-
abilities have witnessed immense advances in the area 
of assistive technology that impact their lives almost 
daily.  

 

This paper will review the various effects assistive tech-
nology has on individuals with disabilities. The research 
questions that will be discussed in this paper include the 
following: 

RQ1. How has assistive technology evolved since its 
initial use in classroom settings? 

RQ2. What are some benefits of using assistive technol-
ogy with individuals with disabilities? 

RQ3. What are some challenges associated with using 
assistive technology with individuals with disabilities? 

 

Background and Evolution of Assistive Technology 
(AT) 

To better understand the significance of assistive tech-
nology (AT), one should understand the definitions and 
history behind disability and different supports. In spe-
cial education, disability is defined as a loss or deficit in 
a certain ability (Brackenreed, 2008). However, it is 
important to note that more attention should be given to 
what supports the individual needs rather than to the 
actual disability (Brackenreed, 2008). Under the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), there 
are disability types that can be split into a few catego-
ries, including intellectual disability and multiple disa-
bilities. Given that AT is often used to support students 
with intellectual disabilities and multiple disabilities, 
this paper will primarily focus on AT that supports indi-
viduals with these types of disabilities. Intellectual disa-
bility is defined as “significantly subaverage general 
intellectual functioning, existing concurrently with defi-
cits in adaptive behavior and manifested during the de-
velopmental period, that adversely affects a child’s edu-
cational performance” (IDEA, § 300.8, 2004). Some 
intellectual disabilities include, but are not limited to, 
autism spectrum disorder, down syndrome, and atten-
tion deficit hyperactivity disorder. Multiple disabilities 
is defined as a combination of impairments that cause 
“severe educational needs that [students] cannot be ac-
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commodated in special education programs solely for 
one of the impairments” (IDEA, § 300.8, 2004). 
Through these definitions, one is able to gain a greater 
understanding of what intellectual and multiple disabili-
ties can look like which in turn gives knowledge on how 
to support these individuals.  

AT is a means of maintaining or improving the ability to 
function for individuals with disabilities. AT refers to 
“assistive, adaptive, rehabilitative technologies and re-
lated services which are specifically made or adapted to 
serve as technical assistance for students and profes-
sionals with disabilities” (Chukwuemeka & Samaila, 
2019). This support can aid in various ways including 
someone’s communication, leisure, academic, and inde-
pendent skills. Utilizing AT provides individualization, 
as the technology is custom to fit the individuals’ needs. 
Additionally, AT comes in various forms including low 
tech and high tech. Low tech AT consists of non-
electronic or a simple electronic whereas high tech AT 
refers to more elaborate electronic devices. Depending 
on the student, the level of support can be adjusted or 
updated based on their success history with certain tech-
nical accommodations. It is important to consistently 
assess the student to ensure they are receiving proper 
support that best fits their needs at all times.  

AT increases involvement in educational settings, job 
placements, and everyday activities but it is through the 
Assistive Technology Act that AT is widely available 
and, at times, mandated under the law to offer. The AT 
Act was originally passed in 1998 to “increase access to, 
availability of, and funding for assistive technology for 
all individuals with disabilities” (Federal Laws and Reg-
ulations on Assistive Technology, n.d.). AT then be-
came accessible and affordable to all families and 
schools with children and adults with disabilities. The 
AT Act also uses positive wording like ‘‘support indi-
viduals with disabilities to access’’ proper supports to 
make assistive technology more inclusive and accessible 
to all (Nepo, 2017). Additionally, the IDEA is a law that 
was passed in 1975 guaranteeing that all individuals 
with disabilities are provided with a free appropriate 
public education in the least restrictive environment 
(Nepo, 2017). However, it would take over fifteen years 
for AT to be discussed relative to the field of special 
education. It wasn’t until the amendments passed in 
1991 where the “terms ‘assistive technology device’ and 
‘assistive technology service’ were first used in educa-
tion” (Federal Laws and Regulations on Assistive Tech-
nology, n.d.). This led the advancement of technological 
language in academic settings. After the 1997 IDEA 
amendments, it began to be required that a discussion 
takes place about possible AT supports at the Individu-
alized Education Program (IEP) meetings no matter 
what the child’s needs are. Under these laws, it is man-
datory that students are provided with the proper materi-
als, including AT, to be a successful learner.  

 

 

1.1 The Role of the Universal Design for Learning  

 

Framework in Advancing Assistive Technology 

One way AT supports students with disabilities in the 
classroom is through the implementation of the Univer-
sal Design for Learning (UDL) framework. The UDL 
framework ensures that curricula are “specifically de-
signed, developed, and validated to meet the needs of 
the full range of students,” including “students with a 
wide range of sensory, motor, cognitive, linguistic, and 
affective abilities and disabilities” (Hitchcock & Stahl, 
2003). Rather than focusing on one type of student or 
learning need, UDL extends to diverse disabilities to 
ensure inclusivity among its ideals. UDL provides a 
means of individualized instruction in a way that caters 
to a student's specific needs without singling out the 
student. The UDL framework is for all students, not just 
students with disabilities because it “the idea is that all 
students differ in one way or another. And we know this 
from the neuroscience” (Perez, 2015). Professionals 
have learned that every student, no matter what abilities 
they have, will benefit from UDL’s principles. Over 
time, UDL is grounded in the following three principles: 
representation, action and expression, and engagement. 
Implementing all of these principles into special educa-
tion classrooms assists students by offering “appropriate 
goals for learning and performance, flexible and sup-
portive digital materials usable with new electronic 
tools for access and learning, flexible and diverse meth-
ods while applying appropriate challenges and support, 
and accessible and flexible assessments that measure 
what needs to be measured” (Hitchcock & Stahl, 2003). 
UDL emphasizes the importance of modern technology 
and the impact it has on scaffolding instruction as well 
as assessment validity. It is crucial for schools to be 
mindful of the UDL principles because they are the 
foundation of why AT is so effective in the classroom. 
Staff working with individuals with disabilities must 
always be “strong advocates for students with disabili-
ties in removing existing access barriers to AT device 
and service” which is achieved through consistently im-
plementing UDL (Lee & Templeton, 2008). All students 
have the right to access what they may need in order to 
be the most successful student they can be. With the use 
of AT through UDL, students with disabilities are given 
the opportunity to strive in an environment where they 
feel supported.  

The Center for Applied Special Technology developed 
the UDL framework in order to increase opportunities 
for all students to be successful in classroom settings. 
They furthered this concept by “focusing research, de-
velopment, and educational practice on understanding 
diversity and applying technology to facilitate learn-
ing” (Edyburn, 2005). UDL encourages multiple meth-
ods of expressing knowledge representation, approaches 
to learning, designing activities and even the rate at 
which students are learning. Through UDL’s three 
guidelines, students are able to partake in significant 
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learning opportunities in their zone of proximal devel-
opment. Furthermore, content acquisition podcasts, or 
short video models of behavior, are helpful to UDL be-
cause they emphasize “UDL’s principles of multiple 
means of representation and engagement” and the value 
of a multimedia learning framework (Kennedy, Thomas, 
Meyer, Alves & Lloyd, 2013). Students who were en-
gaging in these podcasts were said to be more motivated 
and learned vocabulary at a quicker rate than when us-
ing other methods for learning. Teachers can also pro-
vide diverse and adaptable technological options for 
students, including closed captioning, auditory enhanc-
ing devices, text-to-speech programs, adjustable key-
boards, and updated Braille displays (Lee & Templeton, 
2008). Additionally, word prediction has been a tool 
that has greatly helped students with dyslexia. Prolo-
quo2go and the Apple iPad are two samples of AT that 
have provided ample support for UDL. Lastly, it is cru-
cial that educators be flexible and creative in the class-
room to guarantee that students are encouraged to use 
their diverse expression of knowledge (Perez, 2015). 
One common way teachers do this is by differentiating 
their class in the content, process, and product. Students 
often learn by modeling so if a teacher is accommodat-
ing to support their students’ needs, the students will 
feel more comfortable to express their learning with 
divergent approaches. 

A great way of comprehending how to use AT and UDL 
simultaneously is to understand SAMR (Substitution, 
Augmentation, Modification, Redefinition). SAMR is a 
framework that categorizes the use of assistive technol-
ogy integration in the classroom. This framework breaks 
UDL down into four different categories and explains 
how AT supports each category (Perez, 2015). Substitu-
tion is where technology is the direct tool substitute 
without any change to its function. Augmentation is 
similar to substitution, but it does have functional en-
hancements. With modification, technology provides a 
way for a major remodeling of the task. Last, redefini-
tion is where the technology is allowing for new func-
tions to be created. Through SAMR, one is able to see 
how exactly AT supports UDL and how it can be imple-
mented in the classroom. Educators are able to utilize 
the different categories of SAMR so that their students 
are gaining the full experience of AT and are exposed to 
varying levels of it.  

 

1.2 Developments of Low Tech versus High Tech 
Communication 

AT can be presented in different ways, including low 
tech and high-tech communication. A form of low-tech 
communication would be an aid similar to a Picture Ex-
change Communication System (PECS) whereas a form 
of high-tech communication can be an Augmentative 
and Alternative Communication (AAC) device, usually 
a digital tablet. PECS is a method of communication 
through gesturing towards or physically grasping a pic-
ture of the desired object or action. It was developed in 

1993 and is still used to this day to promote “functional 
communication skills, initiate requesting, and provide 
choice-making opportunities [for] persons with autism 
and other severe developmental disabilities” (Conklin & 
Mayer, 2010). It provided individuals with disabilities 
options in their verbal or nonverbal messages which 
once might not have been accessible. PECS has been 
shown to improve students’ initiation of play and com-
munication, but not as much as AT might. In one study 
with AAC devices, communication “either increased 
with the use of the iPad or remained at the same fre-
quency as when using the picture-based sys-
tem” (Flores, Musgrove, Renner, Hinton, Strozier, 
Franklin & Hil, 2012). Although high tech technology 
doesn’t always improve communication, the fact that it 
doesn’t decrease communication when being compared 
to PECS is important to note. Additionally, when speech 
is generated and modeled through an iPad, an individu-
al’s speech production is likely to be enhanced which 
PECS cannot always provide (Wendt, Hsu, Simon, 
Dienhart, & Cain, 2019). Ganz et al. (2014) displays 
that students autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and ASD 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) 
had a larger effect size when using SGDs than when 
using PECS (Ganz, Mason, Goodwyn, Boles, Heath & 
Davis, 2014). Furthermore, often times students are able 
to learn and master the iPad and some even prefer it 
over other methods of communication (Stephenson & 
Limbrick, 2015). Cihak et al. (2012) includes figures 
that exhibit how students made more independent com-
munication exchanges with the addition of video model-
ing (VM) (Cihak, Smith, Cornett & Coleman, 2012). 
When AT was used as a modeling approach for commu-
nication, students found that they were able to make 
more independent decisions when communicating with 
VM and PECS versus only PECS.   

When choosing between PECS and AAC devices, 
teachers seem to gravitate more towards technological 
devices because they are more portable. An iPad can 
have multiple materials per lesson or subject with appli-
cations (i.e., apps) in a folder, whereas a student using 
PECS might have a Morning Meeting binder, a math 
group binder, a mealtime binder, and so on. Once the 
program is set up on the iPad, there is no additional 
preparation or work the teacher has to do in order to use 
the iPad. Additionally, educators prefer it because they, 
too, see their students’ increased speed in communica-
tion (Flores, Musgrove, Renner, Hinton, Strozier, 
Franklin & Hil, 2012). Finally, the process of adding a 
new symbol is a less difficult with an AAC device be-
cause “graphic symbols can be made more easily 
through software or through the built-in camera and will 
be stored automatically” compared to the process of 
printing, cutting, laminating, and adding velcro for a 
PECS board (Wendt, Hsu, Simon, Dienhart, & Cain, 
2019). Although both PECS and AT devices are still 
used today for AAC, AT devices are more commonly 
due to their convenience.  

That being said, AAC devices like iPads cannot be re-

Education 



 

30 

lied on for everything due to the diversity between situ-
ations and students. Some portable devices discriminate 
against individuals with motor disabilities, as they re-
quire actions like pinching, swiping, and firm touching 
to operate. Furthermore, “many AAC applications for 
these devices may ignore the particular motor, cogni-
tive, and sensory perceptual needs and abilities of AAC 
users” which increases difficulty of access for students 
with more severe disabilities (Wendt, Hsu, Simon, 
Dienhart, & Cain, 2019). Consequently, this discrimi-
nates against individuals who might not have the physi-
cal ability to use a device yet. Due to the weight of an 
iPad being slightly more than, say, a laminated sheet of 
paper for PECS, “participants still needed more physical 
prompts to pick up the iPad” than when using PECS 
(Wendt, Hsu, Simon, Dienhart, & Cain, 2019). When 
this occurs, it may cause more prompting from the staff 
when the individual might be completely independent 
with PECS. Although AAC devices have many benefits, 
it is important to look at how caregivers and educators 
can make communication through high tech AT more 
accessible to all individuals with disabilities.  

 

Benefits of Using Assistive Technology 

2.1 Academic Benefits 

Study findings have shown that there are many benefits 
of using AT across various settings, one of these being 
in academics. Using AT in the classroom results in a 
more inclusive and impartial educational environment. 
In a study conducted to explore the impact of technolo-
gy, 67% of participants (special education staff) report-
ed that AT improved the students’ academic outcomes 
(Okolo & Diedrich 2014). Research has supported that 
“AT helps overcome significant learning barriers posed 
by learning disabilities, such as dyslexia and dysgraph-
ia” (Brussino, 2020). Dyslexia, difficulty reading, can 
be assisted by altering the font or listening to an audio-
book whereas dysgraphia, difficulty writing, can be as-
sisted by word processing software. In a study including 
a child, Alex, who has mild disabilities, new text readers 
were used to determine if they would help the student 
with reading and writing assignments. The Alphasmart 
Dana was predominantly used “which provided an ef-
fective accommodation for Alex’s dysgraphia because 
she could use the keyboard and, thus, no longer had to 
struggle with handwriting” (Brackenreed, 2008). Hav-
ing this assistive technology device now meant that 
Alex could participate more easily in-class activities 
where writing was involved. This study “resulted in in-
creased student achievement levels, perceptions of capa-
bility, and student self-advocacy” (Brackenreed, 2008). 
Students have been seen to be more confident in the 
classroom when they have AT supporting them. An app 
called Inspiration allows students to create concept-
maps or diagrams on the computer to organize and im-
prove their writing process (Forgrave, 2002). Another 
support that improves writing ability is speech-to-text 
software. Students who might have motor disabilities 

can benefit greatly from dictating rather than writing 
their assignment (Forgrave, 2002). Furthermore, speech 
synthesis programs are designed to assist students with 
learning difficulties by providing immediate speech 
feedback and reading aloud highlighted words. This is 
especially helpful in school subjects where “unfamiliar 
vocabulary can impede the reading process for students 
with learning disabilities” (Forgrave, 2002). Students 
are able to highlight unknown words and have them 
read aloud to them which can increase their reading 
speed and overall comprehension skills. Different apps 
and programs on AT devices make learning in a class-
room more accessible and engaging for students with 
disabilities.  

 

2.2 Communication Benefits 

Additionally, AT can greatly impact communication 
from a student with a disability through Augmentative 
and Alternative Communication (AAC). AAC is a form 
of AT that provides a means of communication for non-
verbal individuals or individuals with limited speech. 
Augmentative refers to adding to existing speech where-
as the word alternative refers to using a device instead 
of their own speech. Various studies were carried out to 
test the effectiveness of AAC devices when supporting 
individuals with communication challenges. In one, re-
spondents shared that AT offered “new or improved 
opportunities to communicate, such as ‘communication 
with peers,’ or ‘a chance to express wants and 
needs’” (Okolo & Diedrich 2014). Some of the supports 
used in other studies include Proloquo2Go, Go Talk 
Now, and Choiceboard Creator. All three of these apps 
provide individuals with a mode of communication 
through picture options and text-to-speech. Students 
with limited speech “improved their communication 
skills (e.g., request, communicative turns, response) and 
maintained them as well” when using AAC as opposed 
to traditional learning methods (Ok, 2017). When it 
comes to making a request, answering a question, or 
responding to an event, programs like these make com-
munication for individuals with disabilities greatly 
achievable.  

 

2.3 Vocational Benefits 

Various studies have also been conducted with individu-
als with disabilities to examine how effective AT is in 
vocational settings. As individuals with disabilities 
grow older, some might be interested in obtaining a job. 
Jones & Bucholz (2014) articulate a scenario in which a 
to-do list app and a timer app were put onto an iPad and 
the employee with a disability “was able to access the 
functions independently, which provided him with a 
sense of ownership and independence in using the 
iPad.” He was able to check off the tasks he had com-
pleted, see which tasks were to be completed, and time 
his lunch breaks, ensuring that he was prompt when re-
turning back to work. Some behavioral domains that 
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improved included “setting up his workstation, time 
management and name and face recognition of cowork-
ers” (Jones & Bucholz, 2014). The employee’s level of 
prompting decreased, minutes late from his lunch break 
decreased, and face recognition increased (Jones & Bu-
cholz, 2014). This demonstrates that teaching vocation-
al skills to students with disabilities can “enable them to 
become self-determined and independent adults after 
completion of high school” (Jones & Bucholz, 2014). 
Not every student with a disability will transition into a 
job after graduation, but the ones that do sometimes 
utilize technology. AT in vocational settings signifi-
cantly improves their ability to complete important 
tasks at their occupation.  

 

2.4 Social Skills Benefits 

Assistive technology can also be helpful in the develop-
ment of social skills of individuals with disabilities. 
Students with disabilities were able to indicate how 
useful AT can be in academic settings. For students in 
special education settings, technology offers opportuni-
ties for intellectual access and decreases disability ste-
reotypes. Consequently, students with disabilities are 
able to adjust their social standings within their peer 
communities (Naraian & Surabian, 2014). In addition, 
after consistently using AT for writing assignments, 
participants “expressed more interest in writing and 
considered it easier with the use of AT” (Brackenreed, 
2008). They were able to communicate the impact AT 
had beyond the educational benefits. Students have also 
been more willing to help staff or other involved pro-
fessionals learn how to use the programs and teach why 
it is so important for them to learn. Results have shown 
that using AT expands the teacher’s knowledge and 
awareness of a student’s cognitive needs. Better empa-
thy is fostered when the teachers have a good under-
standing of their students which increases the quality of 
the education they are receiving. Not only can the indi-
vidual’s self-esteem improve, but also AT provides a 
way of building a stronger teacher-student relationship. 
Lastly, AT increases peer interaction. Video-self moni-
toring was used in a study by Brussiono (2020) to teach 
desired behaviors and skills to use in the classroom. 
Watching these videos on social interaction ended up 
increasing the likelihood that “students with Emotional 
Behaviour Disorders [would] develop and sustain social 
relationships with peers” (Brussino, 2020). Both staff 
and peer connections are incredibly important to build 
upon throughout one’s life and AT has been known to 
develop that interaction to a higher level. 

 

Challenges Associated with Using Assistive  
Technology  

3.1 Teacher Anxiety 

Along with a multitude of benefits of using AT come 
some challenges. Research findings reveal that teachers 

feel a great deal of anxiety when it comes to using tech-
nology in the classroom (Chukwuemeka & Samaila, 
2019; WHO, 2018). During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
some teachers had to learn critical technological skills 
on their own so that they would feel more prepared. 
Results from a study involving AT systems tell that 
“eighty percent of respondents reported that they would 
like to receive more training specific to troubleshoot-
ing” the devices (Nelson et al., 2013). Not only are 
teachers expected to know how this technology works, 
they are also expected to know how to quickly solve 
technical problems on the spot. In a study relating to the 
use of high-tech AT in special education classrooms in 
Nigeria, the “teachers sometimes displayed high rate of 
anxiety in the use of assistive technology in the class-
room, especially where these devices are newly intro-
duced” (Chukwuemeka & Samaila, 2019). In addition 
to educators sometimes feeling stressed with not know-
ing enough about technology, other people in the stu-
dent’s life are impacted as well. Many parents and fam-
ilies “have limited knowledge of assistive technolo-
gies,” which makes it incredibly difficult for teachers to 
provide consistency for their students (WHO, 2018). 
What a teacher is implementing in school might not be 
getting reinforced at home, and vice versa. Districts 
should provide the proper technology training prior to 
having a student that uses AT so that every school staff 
and caregiver feels confident in using it. 

 

3.2 Addictive Nature of Technology 

Another challenge of using AT is finding the balance 
between using it for benefit and using it too much to the 
point that it could become addictive. One special educa-
tion teacher in a study about using AT in the classroom 
reported that “trying to limit time spent and moving on 
to another activity is sometimes difficult” and that 
“students get addicted to iPads.” (Johnson, 2013). Some 
classrooms use iPads as a leisure activity or choice time 
during a transition period but sometimes that time can 
get prolonged if the teacher is occupied with another 
task. If technology time occurs in the classroom, it is 
recommended that students are only in front of a screen 
for 10-15 minutes to avoid dependence (Soysa & 
Mahmud, 2018). Teachers aren’t the only ones to notice 
this trend. Parents and medical personnel agree that 
unlimited access to technology can lead to screen ad-
diction and that “children with ASD are more prone to 
screen addiction than typically developing chil-
dren” (Soysa & Mahmud, 2018). This is especially rele-
vant for individuals that use devices to communicate 
their needs simply because they are in front of a screen 
much longer than their typically developing peers might 
be. Many parents of individuals with disabilities 
“believe that technology can be addictive for their chil-
dren, as they had observed their children develop an 
addiction towards watching YouTube” (Soysa & 
Mahmud, 2018). One parent claimed that their son got 
addicted to BabyTV and YouTube and now “‘somehow 
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manages to go to YouTube and watch videos even when 
[they] put some other educational program on the tab-
let’” (Soysa & Mahmud, 2018). Individuals who are 
constantly given an iPad for functioning assistance are 
more likely to know how to maneuver it and escape 
what they are supposed to be doing. It is worrisome to 
many educators and caregivers how much reliance there 
is on technology. Furthermore, practitioners are con-
cerned “about the potentially addictive and ‘over-
stimulating’ nature of many digital games, particularly 
for children with behavioural difficulties who could be-
come ‘a bit obsessive’” (Flewitt, Messer & Kucirkova, 
2014). Although AT is used for educational purposes 
most of the time, some parents use the technology to 
“distract” their child when passing time to avoid any 
dysregulation (Soysa & Mahmud, 2018). Unfortunately, 
as life begins to get busier for parents, the less valuable 
time they spend with their children, causing the children 
to resort to independent activities on a device.  

Ultimately, regardless of how beneficial AT can be, it 
limits individuals with disabilities to two-dimensional 
learning on a device rather than three-dimensional, tac-
tile learning. This restricts individuals with disabilities 
to virtual settings instead of kinesthetic living. Practi-
tioners also announce that “for healthy brain develop-
ment, it is important that children engage with physical 
objects rather than only dealing with 2D virtual environ-
ments” (Soysa & Mahmud, 2018). It is vital to the 
health and wellbeing of an individual with a disability to 
balance and be cognizant of the amount of screen time 
they are having. The use of AT is exceptional in moder-
ation, but when that limit is not set, the outcome can be 
alarming. 

   

Conclusion 

Assistive Technology (AT) has developed greatly both 
through the general advancements in technology and the 
new amendments put in place to ensure students are 
provided with proper support. AT can be used for edu-
cation, leisure, or vocational work and therefore consid-
erably improves an individual’s educational, social, and 
communication skills. Although the use of AT has vari-
ous advantages, the individual as well as their caregiv-
ers need to be adequately trained on how to use it and 
how much is too much. It is also crucial that AT is ac-
cessible to all.  

There is still a lot to be researched about AT’s negative 
effects including a student’s dependence on their device 
or how the screen time could affect their behavior. Over 
the next few decades, it is possible that significant re-
search will be released about how AT might cause 
screen addiction for individuals with disabilities. This is 
principally because of how much students had to rely on 
technology to learn virtually during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Additionally, the lack of training calls for altera-
tions in college curricula and other areas where special 
education personnel learn   teaching strategies   so that 

they  are well-versed in incorporating technology into 
the classroom. This will help decrease teacher anxiety 
and increase their confidence implementing it into eve-
ryday life in their classrooms. Lastly, more research 
should be conducted on ways to make iPads more ac-
cessible for students with motor disabilities. Accommo-
dations should be made for students who have difficulty 
grasping the iPad for longer periods of time or pressing 
the screen hard enough to click an option. Overall, AT 
is an ever-changing aspect of everyday life, and it will 
be interesting to see what effects it has on future genera-
tions of individuals with disabilities. 
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W orld War II resulted in drastic changes for the 
structure of Japanese government and society, which 
also stimulated the reformation of the Japanese primary 
and secondary education systems. Between 1912 and 
1945, Japan’s system of primary education granted all 
students, regardless of social status, educational oppor-
tunities, and it also only contained a single track for stu-
dents to follow in their path to graduation. When stu-
dents reached secondary school, however, different 
tracks were available to students, as some could choose 
to enter the labor force or continue their education. Ad-
ditionally, upper secondary education and higher educa-
tion were only available for elite members of society. 
Gender was also a major factor in this inequity, even in 
elementary settings, as the education of boys was priori-
tized over the education of girls. It was believed that 
young girls would benefit from learning how to operate 
a household, whereas young boys would benefit from 
learning how to become functional members of society 
and the military. Prior to the war, a six-year compulsory 
education existed for elementary students who were be-
tween the ages of six and fourteen. Japanese leaders 
believed that educating and training students of these 
ages would allow them to develop a strong army (Duke 
61-76). After the war, particularly due to democratiza-
tion made by the U.S. in Japan, the entire Japanese edu-
cation system was transformed. The United States elimi-
nated the multi-track system that was present prior to 

the war and implemented a single, uniform track for all 
students. This track consisted of first attending 
shōgakkō, or elementary school, then chūgakkō, which 
were lower secondary schools, and finishing with 
kōtōgakkō, or upper secondary schools. After this, se-
lect students could attend daigaku, or college. Addition-
ally, young girls were given more opportunities to re-
ceive an education after the war, particularly in the 
realm of higher education with the opening of more uni-
versities (Okuda and Hishimura, 567-579).  
 
The Japanese system of education has consistently 
demonstrated nationalistic goals and content through its 
nationalistic courses, the use of biased educational ma-
terials, and the employment of militaristic educational 
policies. However, when examined through pre- and 
post-World War II lenses, these aims were comparative-
ly different, yet they are parallel concepts of the imag-
ined community. According to Benedict Anderson, the 
imagined community is a theory, which suggests that 
nationalism fosters a sense of community where people 
view themselves as being a part of a collective group. 
Anderson explains that, although most of the members 
of an imagined community will never directly interact 
with one another, a unifying factor connects them with-
in this group. According to Umut Özkirimli, “regardless 
of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail 
in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, hori-
zontal comradeship,". Anderson suggests that it is ulti-
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mately this sense of fraternity which makes it possible 
for “so many millions of people to willingly lay down 
their lives for their nation,”. This theory is critical to the 
analysis of nationalism in Japanese education, as the 
nationalistic elements of Japanese education contributed 
to the strengthening of the imagined community in this 
nation-state. However, the central beneficiaries of the 
growth within Japan’s imagined community both prior 
to and after World War II were Japanese governmental 
leaders. Ultimately, because Japanese citizens were par-
ticipating in this sense of community, government offi-
cials believed the entire nation-state would prosper and 
grow economically, politically, and socially, which they 
also believed would benefit their personal success 
(McCullough, 20). Furthermore, Japan’s imagined com-
munity can be observed from an external perspective as 
well. Essentially, Japan collectively embraced both na-
tionalism and internationalism as a means to establish 
itself as a modern “Western” nation-state, thereby al-
lowing the entire nation-state to become a part of its 
own imagined community, which was also believed to 
add strength. Being considered part of this group of 
modern Western countries meant that Japan as a nation-
state was part of a global imagined community 
(McCullough, 21). Japan’s educational codes, its lead-
ers’ goals for education, and the forms of nationalism 
that were present in Japan during the World War II era 
confirm the existence and significance of the imagined 
community.  

 

Prior to World War II, Japan’s central goal for educa-
tion was to promote nationalistic ideals, which govern-
mental leaders hoped would strengthen the country mili-
taristically, economically, and socially. This examina-
tion of pre-war conditions includes an analysis of the 
early roots of Japanese educational codes and the ways 
in which these guidelines were utilized to promote na-
tionalism in Japanese education. Early Japanese educa-
tional codes were a key indicator of nationalistic 
thought in schools. An educational code from 1872 stat-
ed that the overall purpose of education was to strength-
en the nation. Governmental and educational leaders felt 
that by educating the populace to improve their econom-
ic and social conditions, the state as a whole would ad-
vance (Vrtiska, Brantner, and Coble 5-7). The 1890 Im-
perial Rescript on Education, which was created during 
the Meiji dynasty, emphasized similar goals, as it fo-
cused on loyalty to one’s nation, national unity, and re-
specting one’s ancestors. The document states, “be filial 
to your parents, affectionate to your brothers and sisters; 
as husbands and wives be harmonious, as friends true… 
and promote common interests,” (Imperial Rescript on 
Education). This segment is particularly powerful, as it 
presents a striking parallel to the imagined community 
through its suggestions of strong familial ties and com-
mon interests. Therefore, the Japanese educational sys-
tem was utilized as a societal tool to advance the nation 
and maintain the community rather than to provide op-
portunities for citizens, which confirms the nationalistic 

goals of Japanese education prior to World War II. 
Japan’s early educational codes and foundational goals 
for education confirm the significant presence of nation-
alism in schools prior to World War II.  

  

Leading up to World War II, both governmental and 
educational leaders were highly influential in promoting 
the nationalistic goals of Japanese education. Yo-
shimitsu Khan, a scholar in Japanese education ex-
plained that the purposes of Japanese education grew to 
be excessively nationalistic after 1932, as leaders in the 
early Showa period desired to train young people in 
Japanism to serve their race and state sufficiently. Es-
sentially, Japanism was a movement that stressed the 
significance of anti-foreign, anti-communist, anti-
socialist, and anti-rationalist thought, which Japanese 
leaders believed would strengthen the state (Vrtiska, 
Brantner, and Coble, 6).  A few years later in 1936, this 
ultra-nationalism was enhanced, as the purpose of edu-
cation emphasized the role of Japanese citizens in their 
nation and their loyalty to the military state. It is clear 
that, in the years leading up to World War II, militarism 
and nationalism were highly stressed in Japanese educa-
tion to enhance the imagined community and further 
strengthen the state. Prior to World War II, the most 
critical Japanese educational document was the Kyoiku-
chokugo, or the Imperial Rescript on Education, as it 
outlined the desire of Japanese leaders to preserve their 
youth’s moral compasses while also promoting Japan’s 
status as an Imperial power. At this time, Japanese lead-
ers also wanted to dismantle a new form of nationalism, 
which conflicted with the current brand of nationalism 
that the state suggested, known as kokkashugi (Vrtiska, 
Brantner, and Coble, 7).  To do this, Japanese leaders 
sought to restructure the nation-state’s national identity 
through education by emphasizing Japan’s role in the 
world and its status among powerful nations 
(Lincicome, 338). Prior to World War II, Japanese lead-
ers highly emphasized militarism, imperialism, and na-
tionalism in education to strengthen the state, particular-
ly regarding its world view.  

  

When World War II ended, various reforms were imple-
mented to completely transform Japanese education. 
The United States’ occupation of Japan beginning in 
1945 and ending in 1952 presented specific complica-
tions and alterations to nationalism in Japanese educa-
tion, as demilitarization and democratization were two 
of America’s major post-war goals for Japan. The aims 
of Japanese education changed drastically after World 
War II, as Japan became a “peace state” so their educa-
tional curriculum was altered to reflect this, thereby re-
moving several examples of war glorification from text-
books and curricula (Ienaga, 116-117). When the United 
States occupied Japan after World War II, its leaders 
decided upon revising the Japanese educational system. 
America’s leaders were aware of the nationalistic and 
militaristic nature of Japanese education prior to World 
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War II, so to remedy this, they decided to craft a strong 
centralized Japanese educational system (McCullough, 
23). The United States also attempted to organize a 
structure for secondary schools which combined the 
American education format with the specific education-
al needs of Japanese (Hishimura and Okuda, 567). 
Overall, U.S. occupation in Japan after World War II 
stimulated the elimination of traditionalism within Japa-
nese education, as the modern system of education uti-
lized in the United States was implemented in Japan. 

Therefore, America’s influence in Japanese education is 
seen through its attempts to democratize the nation and 
make it a “peace-loving” state, which conveys the sig-
nificant alterations Japanese education experienced in 
the years following World War II.  

  

The decade immediately following the end of World 
War II saw a steep decline in nationalism within Japa-
nese education due to the implications of Japan’s loss in 
the war. The most profound educational reform oc-
curred between the years of 1945-1952, which reflected 
a decrease in nationalistic thought present in Japanese 
education. In the ten years directly following the war, 
one of the main struggles that education reformers faced 
was the condition of educational facilities. Educators, 
reformers, and students alike lacked resources because 
of the damage to infrastructure and property during the 
war. This was a major issue, as the national government 
had little resources to assist its people due to the poverty 
of the national treasury at the time. Despite this, local 
governments, groups, and organizations donated and 
cleared plots of land to make room for new schools. Ad-
ditionally, these groups endured high taxes and mone-
tary demands to create these new buildings for students 
(Hishimura and Okuda, 570). These efforts convey the 
Japanese peoples’ desire for education reform as well as 
the power of the imagined community, as citizens were 
able to rally together to create positive change after ex-
tensive loss.   

 

On the contrary, Ota Kozo, the outgoing educational 
minister after the war ended in 1945, outlined his rea-
sons for Japanese defeat, which further complicated ed-
ucation reform. Kozo was leaving office as the minister 
of education at this time and his sentiments were re-
ceived as rather harsh by the general population. Ac-
cording to Nozaki Yoshiko and Inokuchi Hiromitsu, 
“His message was that Japan's defeat had been brought 
on by the people's insufficient dedication to the emper-
or, along with their failure to bring into full play the 
spirit nurtured by their imperial education” (37). In his 
final address as minister in 1945, Kozo also suggested 
that, in the future, educators and students alike should 
dedicate their focus to preserving the kokutai, or nation-
al essence. Clearly, the minister of education felt that 
the imperial education received by Japanese students 
was beneficial for the country, however, he claimed 
that, because citizens did not completely buy into the 

process, Japan lost the war (Hiromitsu and Yoshiko, 
37). Therefore, according to Japan’s leaders, further 
education reform was needed at this time. To fulfill this 
goal, a new foundation for modern secondary education 
was implemented following the war and the former min-
ister’s sentiments (Hishamura and Okuda, 570). The 
decade immediately following the end of World War II 
included extensive education reform for Japan. 

 

The U.S. also had a major influence on the reformation 
of the subjects and courses offered to students in Japa-
nese schools. The following were the new subjects of-
fered in Japanese schools after reform: “Japa Studies, 
Mathematics, Science, Music, Drawing and Fine Arts, 
Phystion, and Vocational Education”. Social studies was 
a unique subject for Japan, likely due to American influ-
ence, as history, morals (shushin), and civics (komin) 
were combined to create one course (Hishimura and 
Okuda, 569). In addition to revising subject selection, 
the content of these courses was also altered. According 
to Shinjo Okuda and Yukihiko Hishimura, “Emphasis 
was placed on the development of moral attitudes desir-
able in a democratic society, and efforts were required 
to enhance the moral development of pupils and the de-
velopment of their ability to make judgments and con-
duct themselves independently,” (Hishimura and Oku-
da, 570). This clearly reflects not only U.S. involve-
ment, but also the significance of the imagined commu-
nity, as the government’s desire for citizens to function 
in a collective democratic society would allow for a 
more unified national identity.  

  

After World War II, Japan was left to repair both the 
physical destruction from the war as well as damages to 
national morale and identity. Japan’s loss in the war 
presented several challenges for education reform, the 
most severe of which lasted for about seven years fol-
lowing the war and extended far beyond property dam-
age and organization. Primarily, Japan had conflicting 
national narratives after the war, making it difficult to 
establish or identify a particular national identity 
(Nozaki, 157). These counter memories of the war 
played a significant role in the Japanese textbook crisis, 
which began in the mid 1950s and has extended into 
present-day. The textbook crisis was a national move-
ment that occurred after the war in which Japanese citi-
zens began questioning the material that governmental 
and educational leaders included in textbooks. This 
movement occurred as the government was attempting 
to rewrite history to reflect nationalist ideals after the 
war, so therefore, this was not simply a textbook contro-
versy, but a historical and nationalistic controversy as 
well (Nozaki, 158). 

 

Saburo Ienaga was the leading scholar in the battle for 
objectivity in educational materials as opposed to strict 
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nationalist rhetoric and content. Throughout the text-
book crisis, Ienaga popularized the major issues that 
existed with Japanese educational materials. For exam-
ple, Ienaga referenced a tanka, or a thirty-one syllable 
Japanese poem, written by a housewife that recognized 
those who died in war and who were “killed” by misrep-
resentation in textbooks (Ienaga, 117). In addition to 
misrepresentation of events, textbooks also glorified 
Japanese soldiers. A third-grade textbook described sol-
diers as brave “human bombs” who charged directly 
into China, sacrificing their own lives to clear a path for 
other soldiers (Ienaga, 122). Additionally, Ienaga re-
counted a line he wrote in a Japanese textbook: “China 
after 1937: ‘Japanese forces everywhere killed civilians, 
burned villages to the ground and raped women. The 
loss of life and property, and the number of Chinese 
women violated, were incalculable,’” (Ienaga, 127). The 
editor of this textbook refuted Ienaga’s statement by 
claiming that soldiers raping women was commonplace 
at the time and that these details were inappropriate for 
a textbook, thereby justifying the actions of Japanese 
soldiers. The overall romanticization of war and military 
life confirmed the militaristic goals Japan reinforced 
through education before the war and while these ideas 
were certainly more emphasized prior to World War II, 
they were still exhibited after the educational reform. 
This crisis was also a major component of Japan’s 
struggle to develop a stable national identity after the 
war. With turmoil swelling in the realm of education 
reform and tensions mounting over historical discrepan-
cies, both the Japanese people and the government 
found it difficult to formulate a concrete national identi-
ty (Nozaki 157-158). At face value, the Japanese text-
book crisis seemed like a minuscule event compared to 
the other obstacles that arose after the war, however, 
this movement transformed education and the Japanese 
national identity in a profound way. According to Hiro-
mitsu and Yoshiko, the Japanese textbook crisis was 
monumental in constructing both personal and national 
identities after the war, as it allowed citizens to under-
stand exactly who was included in the “we” they had 
heard about throughout their historical education. This 
was crucial, as it encouraged citizens to make sense of 
their own histories, particularly because “who controls 
the past controls the future” (44).  

  

As the goals of Japanese education have evolved due to 
historical events and figures, the structure of the imag-
ined community in this nation-state has also been trans-
formed in considerable ways. Both prior to and after the 
war, vocational trades involving agricultural and indus-
trial subjects were major elements of the educational 
experience for students, however, the times in which 
students took these subjects differed after the war. De-
spite this alteration in structure, the emphasis education-
al leaders placed on vocation strengthened and main-
tained the imagined community (Hishimura and Okuda, 
569). The designated specialties or roles exhibited in 
these vocational subjects gave the illusion of unity for 

students and later, the pretense of a community of labor-
ers. Formulating this pretensive imagined community in 
the decade following the war was advantageous for the 
Japanese government, as they believed it would help 
boost morale and promote unity after experiencing a 
destructive war. Leaders also believed it would advance 
their economic, political, and social structures to world 
power status, which also promoted their status in an ex-
ternal imagined community of modern countries.  

 

Additionally, Japan’s national education standards un-
derwent various revisions throughout the decades fol-
lowing the war, specifically, in 1958, 1969, and 1977. 
These revisions altered the allotted times designated for 
teaching, the electives being taught, as well as the cur-
ricula and content being explored. Additionally, in 
1947, the Education Reform Council created the Funda-
mental Law of Education, which outlined national 
standards for Japanese education. The mere fact that 
Japan had a national set of standards for education con-
tributed to the emphasis of the imagined community, as 
all children were expected to learn the same material, 
which unified the general population significantly. De-
spite the significant effort involved in recovering from a 
World War, the Japanese government was able to adapt 
and modify their education system while still maintain-
ing the power of the imagined community (Hishimura 
and Okuda, 570).  

  

The evolutionary nature of nationalistic Japanese educa-
tion during World War II illustrates a variety of critical 
themes regarding nationalism and the imagined commu-
nity. Primarily, this case study reveals that nationalism 
is not a concrete concept; it evolves and develops ac-
cording to any set of circumstances. Clearly, the factors 
that contributed to Japan’s nationalistic evolution were 
World War II, US occupation, and a lack of resources. 
However, Japan’s set of nationalistic and militaristic 
beliefs were not necessarily decimated by these factors, 
but were concealed by them. For example, based upon 
textbooks and the Japanese curriculum after World War 
II, it is clear that the Japanese government still held the 
same nationalistic beliefs as before, but given the cir-
cumstances of the war, officials were required to sup-
press this. It is also critical to consider whose imagined 
community was present in Japan throughout the war 
eras. It appears this was the Japanese government’s im-
agined community because the actions taken by leaders 
and officials were clearly motivated by the need to pre-
serve nationalism. Educational codes and curriculum 
sets confirm that governmental and educational officials 
believed that the state itself would be advanced by 
maintaining the imagined community and therefore, 
nationalism. The nationalistic goals of Japanese educa-
tion changed drastically because of World War II, 
which presented extensive challenges for the preserva-
tion of the imagined community.  
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Introduction 

 

W hen I think about Johnstown, I think of the flood 
they had in 1977. After reading McDevitt’s book, I now 
know that they experienced another tragedy: Racial 
Cleansing. Racial cleansing is also known as ethnic 
cleansing. The term “Ethnic Cleansing” was coined dur-
ing the Serbian/Bosnian War in 1992. The definition of 
racial cleansing is 

…created to be analogous to  “ethnic cleans-
ing”, itself a term originating in the Yugoslav 
military vocabulary of the 1990s and defined by 
one scholar as “a deliberate policy designed by, 
and pursued under, the leadership of a nation/
ethnic community or with its consent, with the 
view to removing an “undesirable” indigenous 
population of a given territory on the basis of 
its ethnic, national or religious origin, or a 
combination of these, by using systematically 
force and/or intimidation (Mulaj, 2008). 

 

For this paper, I will use the term racial versus ethnic to 
describe the experiences that occurred. 

 

Why Racial Cleansings Happen 

 

Racial cleansings happen for different reasons. Some of 
the reasons are: self-proclaimed rights, misconceptions 
of other people, and for land. In 1987 the Oprah Win-
frey Show discussed racial cleansing that occurred in 
Forsyth County, Georgia in 1912. The incident started 
due to the allegations that an African American man 
assaulted and killed a White woman.  

According to writer Patrick Phillips there were killings, 
property burnings, and 1098 African Americans that 
were expelled from Forsyth County between September 
and October 1912. Phillips grew up in Forsyth County 
Georgia and wrote an explanation of why the racial 
cleansing occurred in 1912: 

 

Georgians were reminded that while the racial 
cleansing of 1912 seemed like ancient history, 
in truth, many in Forsyth believed that “racial 
purity” was their inheritance and birthright. 
And like their fathers’ fathers’ fathers, they saw 
even a single black face as a threat to their en-
tire way of life. (Phillips, 2016, p xiii).  

  

Forsyth County remained a “White county” until well 
into the twentieth century. Current census data state that 
four percent of the population is African American. El-
liot Jaspin’s book titled Buried in the Bitter Waters: The 
Hidden History of Racial Cleansing in America writes 
about twelve racial cleansings that occurred from 1864-
1923. Jaspin says that some of the racial cleansings 
were fueled by exaggerated stories from White Ameri-
cans about African American men lusting after White 
women and misconceptions about the African American 
race. These stories ignited a fire of rage which festered 
and in turn, created a fiery White mob. The incendiary 
mob overpowered and engulfed White people like wood 
in the fireplace. The fire usually fizzled out after the 
mob was satisfied by a sacrifice in the form of a lynch-
ing or an expulsion of an African American (Jaspin, 
2007). Another reason for racial cleansing was land. On 
May 28, 1830, President Andrew Jackson signed the 
Indian Removal Act. This act authorized President Jack-
son to have Native Americans living in Georgia, Ala-
bama, North Carolina, Florida, and Tennessee removed 
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from their homes and moved to Oklahoma. This expul-
sion known as the “Trail of Tears” was the price these 
Native Americans paid for the expansion of White set-
tlers. Large numbers of Native Americans died before 
reaching the reservations in Oklahoma. (NPS.gov, 
2021). Another example of land expulsion was in Indi-
anapolis. The residents were forced out of their homes 
due to racial discrimination and for the land. Indiana 
Avenue in Indianapolis was known as the Black Wall 
Street due to its affluent African American residents, 
businesses, and their self-sufficiency. The area became 
a target for White developers looking to move Whites 
into new territory. African Americans could not relocate 
easily to other areas due to redlining practices and other 
racist tactics. African Americans were instead forced to 
live in cramped areas (Paschall, 2020). 

 

Before the Racial Cleansing 

In the early 20th century, Johnstown had the promise of 
becoming a booming industrial town with its growing 
citizenship. Joseph Schantz, a German immigrant, 
founded it in 1800. The town was predominately Ger-
man with a mixture of Welsh, Irish, and Scandinavian 
people until the mid to late 1800s when other immi-
grants began arriving (Johnstown Heritage Association, 
2021). When World War I happened, the Europeans 
were not permitted to leave Europe, which left Ameri-
can industries with a shortage of workers. The indus-
tries invited African Americans to come from the South 
to the North to work in mills, plants, and factories. In 
1916, there was a great migration of southern African 
Americans to the North. The African Americans were 
tired of the racial injustice in the South and accepted the 
work in hopes of a better life. There, they met other Af-
rican Americans who had come to Johnstown after the 
Civil War. These northern African Americans viewed 
the southern African Americans as rowdy and not accli-
mated to northern ways. The Mexicans were also invit-
ed to Johnstown for work and like the African Ameri-
cans, went in hopes of a better life. Author Cody 
McDevitt states in his book that the Mexicans were 
mostly employed in the steel mills as laborers. This is 
because they were foreigners to the area and the super-
visors thought they would cause no trouble. The Afri-
can Americans were not bothered much by Whites if 
they stayed within their community. Cauffiel and other 
racist Whites, however, viewed all African Americans 
and Mexicans as unsophisticated, uncivilized, and un-
worthy. The most animosity was directed towards the 
migrated African Americans and Mexicans because 
they were considered job stealers and troublemakers by 
the White workers. Most African Americans were 
forced to live in a section of town called Rosedale. 
Rosedale had very deplorable living conditions, which 
contributed to spreading diseases and discontent among 
the residents. The Mexicans also lived in deplorable 
conditions in their area. 

 

What Started the Cleansing 

The friction between African Americans and Whites 
reached a plateau when there was a shootout between 
an African American and six police officers. On August 
30, 1923, Robert Young and his wife Rose were argu-
ing over her infidelity. A neighbor called the police and 
a footman by the name of Joseph Grachen arrived at the 
house to investigate. Young was not at home when Gra-
chen arrived, but his wife said that there was no prob-
lem. It was reported that Young and a friend left for 
Franklin Borough to partake in alcohol, drugs, and other 
activities. Sometime during the outing, Young had 
heard that Grachen was looking for him. Young and his 
friend ended up in a car accident and Grachen was the 
officer who investigated it. Young confronted Grachen 
about looking for him and proceeded to shoot Grachen. 
Grachen managed to leave the scene to go to a nearby 
restaurant to call for help. The police summoned to the 
scene were Captain Otto Fink, Lieutenant William 
Bender, and Officer John Yoder. In the meantime, 
Young had broken into a man’s house looking for his 
wife. He did not find her there and went home. Young 
fired shots through the door of a second-floor tenant in 
his house. The screaming from the tenant brought the 
three police officers. In the meantime, County Detective 
John A. James was notified of the shooting in Rosedale 
and went to Rosedale taking Assistant City Assessor 
Joseph Abrahams with him. Officer Otto Nukem was 
also present at the shooting. Young fired bullets, injur-
ing four and killing two. Officer Yoder was credited 
with delivering the fatal shot to Young. Nukem reported 
there were two African American shooters. Police en-
tered Rosedale arresting any African American they 
encountered, looking for the second shooter. The police 
ended up arresting thirty African Americans who were 
later released. However, the police and white citizens 
did not believe there was only one shooter, so the story 
of multiple shooters was published in the Johnstown 
Tribune. The misinformation caused a ripple in the 
White area and White citizens congregated to discuss 
how to deal with the African Americans. Some suggest-
ed torching Rosedale, others suggested expelling the 
African Americans. Rosedale was guarded by police 
after the shootout against any rioting on the White citi-
zens’ part. The investigation determined that Young 
acted alone. The African Americans of Rosedale wrote 
a letter to the Johnstown Democrat expressing sorrow 
for the shooting and killing of the police officers and 
that they did not support the incident. After this inci-
dent, Mayor Cauffiel developed an order to expel or 
cleanse Johnstown of any African American or Mexi-
can who had lived in Johnstown for less than seven 
years. He believed this group was the cause of the cul-
tural discord. Cauffiel told Johnstown residents their 
lives could be in danger, and they believed him. John-
stown became what was known as a sundown town af-
ter the racial cleansing. A sundown town is “a term usu-
ally defined as a community or neighborhood whose 
White residents either 1) have driven African Ameri-
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cans away at some point in the past, usually violently 
and/or 2) work to keep African Americans from settling 
there, often through campaigns of organized harass-
ment” (Lancaster, 2014, p.1).  

 

Racial cleansing was widely supported by most White 
racist citizens and members of the Ku Klux Klan, not 
realizing the impact it would have on the economic 
growth of Johnstown. The Ku Klux Klan took ad-
vantage of the police killings, and Cauffiel’s order to 
“flex their muscles” and to gain fame. They informed 
the local newspapers and African Americans that they 
were only burning crosses and demonstrating against 
non-law-abiding African Americans. The African 
Americans that did remain lived in constant fear from 
the harassment they received from Cauffiel, White citi-
zens, and the Ku Klux Klan. The Ku Klux Klan did re-
ceive negative criticism from respected White citizens, 
but they were supported by the White citizens who had 
power. The Mexicans had the support of the Mexican 
government, and they came to the rescue of the Mexican 
immigrants. The Americans relied upon trade with Mex-
ico, so when the Mexican government became involved, 
Cauffiel was forced to desist from harassing and expel-
ling the Mexicans. However, African Americans contin-
ued to be harassed and expelled from Johnstown be-
cause they did not have the support of anyone at the 
governmental level.  

 

Pennsylvania Governor Gifford Pinchot was pushed by 
the press and authority figures to stop Cauffiel’s order 
of expulsion. Cauffiel continued his order until his term 
ended. He ran again and was defeated. He was defeated 
because of the negative press he had received when he 
was mayor but was reelected mayor in 1927 and contin-
ued his tirade of expelling African Americans. This was 
his third time as mayor. This time though, Pinchot put 
his foot down and Cauffiel was sued for the corruptive 
behavior he displayed. He was sentenced to two years in 
prison and served eighteen months. Cauffiel died in 
1932. 

 

The Outcome of the Experience 

My focus on racial cleansing is what happened in John-
stown, PA in 1923 based on Cody McDevitt’s book, 
Banished from Johnstown: Racist Backlash in Pennsyl-
vania. McDevitt became interested in African American 
history and learned about the Johnstown racial cleansing 
from Richard Burkhart, President of the Johnston Area 
Heritage Association. McDevitt used online newspaper 
databases in his research methods for the story. He 
chose to write about the tragedy in the paper he wrote 
for called the Somerset Daily American. The editor of 
the Somerset Daily American wanted McDevitt to ex-
pand his research to include libraries and oral narratives 
so that he could write a book, which was published in 

2020. African Americans and Mexicans were the vic-
tims of the 1923 Johnstown PA racial cleansing. The 
Mayor and Magistrate of Johnstown, Joseph Cauffiel 
spearheaded this expulsion of African Americans and 
Mexicans. Historians, national newspapers, and re-
nowned authorities knew about this event and expressed 
their anger over it. Some citizens in Johnstown knew 
what was occurring, but most did not. The tragedy has 
not been well remembered in American history or even 
by Johnstown citizens due to fear, shame, and igno-
rance.  

 

The first reason the cleansing was not well remembered 
is due to fear. The African Americans never talked 
about the event afterwards. According to McDevitt, 
Reverend James Johnson of the First Cambria Zion 
AME Church said African Americans did not talk about 
the 1923 event because they were afraid of it happening 
again (McDevitt, 2020). The fear that engulfed the Afri-
can American community was too thick to dissolve, 
therefore not talking about what happened provided a 
way for them to continue living in Johnstown. Eventual-
ly the event was pushed so far back into their minds that 
that it disappeared into darkness and was forgotten. The 
second reason the cleansing was not well remembered is 
due to shame. Family members of citizens who harassed 
and terrorized African Americans did not want to be 
associated with their family member’s behavior. There-
fore, the event was not discussed within the families. A 
conversation could have revealed a family malady – 
uncovering a disease that could have caused the family 
to be shunned by other White citizens. This shame was 
hidden behind the family’s morals and forced into si-
lence. The third reason the event was not well remem-
bered is due to ignorance. Simply, most White citizens 
of Johnstown did not mingle with the African Ameri-
cans and therefore did not realize that there was even a 
problem. Those who knew chose to wear moral blin-
ders, meaning if they did not see it, it did not happen. 
That way, they did not have to re-evaluate their own 
morality.  

 

Conclusion 

It was reported that 2,000 people were forced out of 
Johnstown during 1923 without clear records of where 
they went. It is certainly a different climate today than it 
was in 1923.Johnstown even had a female Mayor in 
1994. In 1968, a Pennsylvania constitution was put in 
place disallowing a judicial member to also be a politi-
cal member. It stated that “… the Pennsylvania legisla-
ture adopted a new constitution that stipulates that no 
member of the statewide judiciary shall hold political 
office or public appointment for which he or she re-
ceives compensation-nor will he or she hold office in a 
political party or organization” (McDevitt, 2020, p. 
177). This way, one person could not have great power 
like Cauffiel since he was both the mayor and magis-
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trate. The Johnstown Council scrutinized the mayors 
after Cauffiel to ensure the corruptive behavior he dis-
played was not repeated. It would be almost impossible 
today in America to have a racial cleansing of the same 
magnitude as that of Johnstown’s. Today, citizens’ 
rights are better protected. Citizens are aware that they 
have the constitutional right to live wherever they want, 
and they would not be afraid or ashamed to express this 
awareness. Citizens today would refuse to be silenced 
into darkness and would bring injustice to light. There-
fore, a racial cleansing in the United States in this centu-
ry would be extremely difficult and challenged by to-
day’s legal system.  

 

How Racial Cleansings Can Be Prevented Now 

It might seem due to media coverage that only African 
Americans experienced racial cleansing, but African 
Americans were not the only victims. One of the earliest 
records of racial cleansing dates back to 350 BC in Chi-
na. The Wu Hu people of China faced discrimination 
from the Chinese due to having different facial features 
than the general population. They were killed because 
of their physical differences (Gernet, 1996). Another 
example of racial cleansing occurred in Yugoslavia in 
1992. Serbians expelled the Bosnian Muslims out of 
Yugoslavia in 1992 because of religious differences 
(Naimark, 2001). Racial cleansings continue today in 
the twenty-first century in other countries. The Ethiopi-
ans perform racial cleansings on the Tigrayans who live 
in Northern Ethiopia. They physically and mentally 
abuse the Tigrayans and force them to change their 
identity cards to Amharic and to speak Amhara. While 
the Tigrayans have sought help from the government, 
they have had their crops burned, electricity shut off, 
and harassment has increased (Anna, 2021). Rohingya 
in Myanmar experienced racial cleansing in 2017 for 
religious differences. They were mostly Muslims living 
in a Buddhist country. The government had overlooked 
the persecution of the Rohingyas. In 2018 an agreement 
was signed by the government to have the Rohingyas 
return to Myanmar from refugee camps, but not many 
wanted to return to what they once considered home 
(Morse, 2018). The Ukrainians experience racial cleans-
ing at the hands of the Russians. In the article titled “An 
expert says it may be hard, but not impossible, to prove 
genocide in Ukraine,” writer Nell Clark asks should 
Russia’s actions against Ukraine be considered “war 
crimes, ethnic cleansing, or genocide?” (Clark, 2022). 
Nell cites an interview National Public Radio (NPR) 
conducted with war crimes expert Leila Sadat for the 
answer.  

Sadat says in the article that evidence of genocide has to 
be proven and that ethnic cleansing is a form of geno-
cide when it targets a specific population with intent to 
violate, displace or exterminate them. Sadat also says 
the “Biden administration is seriously considering dis-
mantling some of the obstacles to cooperation with the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) because it can see 

that this is exactly the kind of situation the ICC was cre-
ated to address” (Clark, 2022). In the twentieth century 
the United States is working to restore power to those 
who experience human atrocities. Executive Order 
14014 signed by President Joseph Biden on February 
10, 2021, provided sanctions against the Burmese Gov-
ernment to protect Rohingyas in a democratically elect-
ed government. The United States government granted 
protection in the United States for 18 months to Rohing-
yas who did not want to return to Myanmar. In May 
2021, the United States Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID) stepped in to provide aide to the Tig-
rayans and to put a stop to the persecution. The United 
States has put a hold onto trades with Ethiopia while the 
Tigrayans are in distress. This racial cleansing began in 
November 2020 and the Tigrayans continue to be im-
prisoned, displaced, and violated in 2022. According to 
Agnes Callamard and Kenneth Roth, the African Union 
Peace and Security Council and the UN Security Coun-
cil should assist the Tigrayans with their crises and a 
collaboration between the International Commission of 
Human Rights Experts on Ethiopia, UN Human Rights 
Council, and the Commission of Iniquity to “…make it 
a priority to document human rights abuses in Western 
Tigray and press for credible justice and redress for seri-
ous crimes…” (Callamard & Roth, 2022). Racial 
cleansing can be prevented if there is a strong support-
ive government in place. They could put laws in place 
protecting all citizens’ rights and uphold these laws. 
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A s the first year of the Iran-Iraq war came to a close 
in the winter of 1980, the Director of the Central Intelli-
gence Agency issued a Special National Intelligence 
Estimate (SNIE) titled “Soviet interests, Policies, and 
Prospects with Respect to the Iran-Iraq War.” The docu-
ment’s authors strongly believed that the destabilizing 
effects of the Persian Gulf conflict provided a dangerous 
number of opportunities for increased Soviet influence 
over the Persian Gulf region (1). While the Soviet Un-
ion already maintained a cordial relationship with the 
Iraqi government, this document explicitly states that a 
Soviet aligned Iran was Moscow’s real prize. The Unit-
ed States government was committed to their Cold War 
rivalry with the Soviet Union and it would dictate 
American policy toward the Iran-Iraq War. From the 
outset of the conflict, the United States had a public pol-
icy of neutrality, but its attitudes toward the Soviet Un-
ion ensured this would not be the case. The US govern-
ment would provide support for both Iraq and Iran di-
rectly and indirectly; the government and its Middle 
East allies saw more benefit in a stalemate than a quick 
peace (2). The other Persian Gulf States wanted to avoid 
either side claiming preeminence in the region, while 
Israel viewed both combatants as potential threats and 
was happy to see them direct their hostilities at each 
other. Early in the war, the US intelligence community 
believed a quick end to the war would have benefitted 
the Soviet cause the most. The US knew the USSR 
wanted to avoid direct conflict with NATO in the Per-

sian Gulf (3). A long-term conflict gave the US more 
time to expand its own influence in the region, pushing 
out the Soviets. The American public saw Iraq as a 
westernized nation that could potentially serve as a good 
ally in the Middle East. Many thought it unimaginable 
that the US could support a nation like Iran, the media 
frequently portrayed Iran as a villain working towards 
the downfall of western society  (4). The government 
understood the dangers the Iranian may have posed, but 
the threat of a Soviet backed Iran was considered a big-
ger threat. This would push the US to seek favor with 
both sides of the conflict, despite any misgivings about 
their actions on the world stage. The combatants viewed 
the war as an existential cause for their respective re-
gimes, and US involvement ensured there could be no 
easy peace between these two warring countries. 
  

Cold War Concerns: Why the US feared a Soviet 
Led Persian Gulf 

The United States was formally neutral for the duration 
of the Iran-Iraq conflict, but the government feared the 
potential consequences of Soviet expansion in the Per-
sian Gulf region. Rob Johnson wrote, “The United 
States sought to influence the Middle East to prevent it 
falling into the Soviet sphere…” (5) The Persian Gulf 
was strategically important for both superpowers and if 
the US did not exert its influence, it risked allowing the 
Soviets the chance to supplant them in the Middle East.  
In its SNIE on Soviet interests in the Persian Gulf, the 
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Abstract:  The Iran-Iraq War of 1980-1988 has had devastating political and social consequences for the Persian Gulf region for 
decades. While American foreign policy at the time called for neutrality, it is well documented that the US and its allies were heavily 
involved in the war. This stemmed from widely held fears of Soviet expansion in the Persian Gulf region. The US government feared 
if it did not involve itself in the conflict, the Soviet Union would take advantage of the chaos and usurp American influence over the 
oil producing Gulf States, while its ally Israel would face renewed threats from the Arab world. In response to this, the US would 
work to prolong the fighting in order to increase its own security presence in the area. A careful reading of declassified CIA and 
State Department documents reveals the United States fueled the conflict by providing both sides with arms and intelligence. US 
involvement was viewed as an existential threat by both sides, they saw no other option then to continue the war, all in hopes of win-
ning American favor for their cause. In the meantime, the US intelligence community was under the impression that the best out-
come for the Iran-Iraq war was no outcome. Their plan was to let both sides exhaust each other, while providing just enough support 
to keep the Soviet Union from expanding into the area. All of this was done despite the war’s carnage, Iraqi and Iranian lives were 
not valued as much as American influence.  
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intelligence community expressed concern that both 
combatants displayed potential weaknesses that the 
USSR could exploit as leverage (6).  This same docu-
ment remarked that the Soviet government was espe-
cially interested in forming a relationship with Iran, a 
nation formerly aligned with the United States. Iran’s 
large population and strategic coastline would make it 
a desirable partner for any Soviet interests in the re-
gion. The USSR did not entirely ignore Iraq though, 
the two nations had signed a treaty of friendship in 
1972 and before the start of the conflict the Eastern 
Bloc provided much of the country’s military hard-
ware (7).  The USSR was openly supplying Iraq with 
weapons while also covertly funneling hardware to 
Iran both directly and through partners like North Ko-
rea and Syria (8). In order to keep pace with the Sovi-
ets, Washington would have to find ways to support 
both sides or risk losing them to Soviet intervention. If 
both combatants fell into the Soviet sphere of influ-
ence, America’s rival would effectively have security 
control over the strategic Persian Gulf Oil supply. Just 
before the outbreak of the war, the Congressional 
Budget Office predicted the Middle East would pro-
vide 40% of the world’s oil supply by 1985 (9). That 
same report also predicted Western European allies 
and Japan would see a sharp increase in their oil de-
mand as the decade progressed. Persian Gulf oil pro-
ducers were expected to be their primary supplier. If 
the US allowed such a critical source of oil to fall un-
der the influence of the Soviet Union, they risked see-
ing many of their strategic partners drift closer to 
Moscow. By 1984, the US government had deter-
mined that the damage inflicted by the war on the 
Gulf’s oil infrastructure was not significant enough to 
halt production, but the possibility of the Soviet’s 
claiming security control of such a large percentage of 
the world’s oil supply was unacceptable (10). Much of 
NATO would be beholden to the Soviet’s for their 
energy needs, potentially driving a wedge between the 
US government and its closest allies. The Eastern Bloc 
could negotiate more favorable trade deals with the 
Gulf States, influence prices either through intimida-
tion or political coercion, or ensure the Gulf States 
directed their shipping and pipeline infrastructure 
through Soviet controlled territory. Energy was not the 
only concern on the West’s mind, an armed Soviet 
presence in the Middle East was a direct security risk 
to NATO’s southeastern flank. The Soviet government 
already showed its willingness to commit significant 
forces to the region following its invasion of Afghani-
stan, while the government had influence over other 
partners like Syria, Libya, Ethiopia, and South Yemen 
(11). If the Soviets had direct control over Iran or Iraq 
(or both), their military presence in the Persian Gulf 
could grow to ensure the security of their new sphere 
of influence. US partners like Israel and Saudi Arabia 
would then have a large Soviet military force on their 
doorstep, and the Gulf would become another poten-
tial launch point to consider in the event of future So-
viet aggression. All this threatened the United States’ 

Cold War strategy and ensured the government could 
not remain neutral in the Iran-Iraq War if it wanted to 
compete with the USSR.  

 

To ward off these consequences and strengthen its 
own position in the Persian Gulf, the US needed a pol-
icy that benefitted not just itself, but any regional al-
lies that might be swayed by the Soviets. To accom-
plish this, the government moved to create a stalemate 
in the conflict, an especially callous decision when 
one considers the devastation that occurred by the 
conclusion of the war. Conservative estimates put the 
death toll of the Iran-Iraq War around 500,000 people, 
with at least double that amount injured (12). Vicious 
tactics were used on both sides of the conflict; Iran 
suffered massive casualties during human wave at-
tacks reminiscent of World War 1, while the US knew 
as early as 1983 that Iraq was producing and using 
chemical weapons to blunt Iranian offensives (13). 
This violence did not give Washington pause; the war 
was an excuse for an increased US security presence 
in the Persian Gulf. while the other Arab states would 
be hesitant to displease Washington at a time when 
they feared Iranian expansion. 

The Benefits of Conflict: Why Did the US Require 
A Long War? 

The Iran-Iraq War presented Israel, the United States’ 
principal Middle East ally, with a unique opportunity. 
For years the Arab world had been preoccupied with 
disrupting Israel on behalf of Palestine. An early end 
to the Iran-Iraq war posed significant risks for Israeli 
security; by 1982 Syria was squaring off with Israel in 
Lebanon, but it did not have the backing of other Arab 
leaders because of its support for Iran. The CIA feared 
that when the war ended, the political barrier between 
Syria and the rest of the Arab states would fall and 
Israel would be faced with renewed offensives from 
its neighbors. The CIA even predicted that Iraqi com-
bat brigades would be redeployed to assist Syria, de-
spite the fact that the two countries were at odds over 
Syrian support for Iran (14). Iran posed a much more 
immediate threat for the Arab states than Israel, leav-
ing Syria relatively isolated in Lebanon. Iran and Iraq 
were both strong military powers in the Middle East 
with animosity toward the Israelis, they were happy to 
see them deplete each other’s resources in a protracted 
conflict (15). As the Arab world watched the two larg-
est militaries in the region destroy each other, the US 
hoped moderate Arab governments like Jordan, Saudi 
Arabia, and Kuwait would soften on the Arab-Israeli 
conflict in order to shore up relations with more stable 
western powers (16). By creating a stalemate, the US 
was bolstering a strong friendly military power that 
could be used to counter Soviet ambition. The ques-
tion on Washington’s mind was whether Israel was 
enough. 
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The US still believed the war was creating significant 
risk for its standing in the region that could only be dis-
suaded by increasing the US security presence in the 
area. A protracted conflict between two of the world’s 
largest oil producers would not only give the US an ex-
cuse to increase their local operations, it would also 
avert some of Washington’s fears surrounding a short 
conflict. By 1980 the intelligence community had con-
vinced itself that any swift end to the war would be a 
victory for the Soviets. In a CIA report from October of 
that year, the agency expressed these concerns. If Iraq 
smashed the Iranian military like Saddam had hoped, 
Iran would fall into a state of chaos. The CIA judged 
that the various political factions in the country would 
fracture, presenting the Soviet’s a perfect opportunity to 
ingratiate themselves. The Revolutionary regime had 
been resistant to the Soviets up to this point, its own 
Socialist party known as the Tudeh had been forced un-
derground. If Iraq destroyed the Revolutionary regime, 
parties like the Tudeh may emerge as willing partners 
for the Soviets to exploit. Even as early as 1980, Iran 
had suffered severe damage to its infrastructure. A vic-
tory for Saddam would surely increase the country’s 
hardship; with Iran-US relations paralyzed at this point 
the government expected Iran would look to the Soviets 
for post-war recovery (17). A victory for Iran this early 
in the war did not have the obvious benefits for the So-
viets that an Iraqi victory presented, but the CIA knew 
they would take advantage of it. As stated in a previous 
paragraph, Iran was the more enticing partner for the 
Soviets. Iran had a large population to provide military 
manpower and was strategically positioned to manipu-
late the Gulf oil supply via the Strait of Hormuz. When 
Iran began to push Iraq out of its territory in 1982, the 
CIA again assessed what an early end to the conflict 
might mean for the Soviets. In a CIA memorandum 
from that year the agency expressed concern that if the 
war ended quickly in favor of Iran, the Iranian govern-
ment would work to undermine the governments of the 
other Persian Gulf nations (18). Many of the moderate 
Arab regimes were friendly to the US, their collapse 
would open the door for their successors to fall into the 
arms of the anti-American Soviet bloc (19). The US had 
a lot to gain from a long war, neither combatant had 
particularly strong relations with America prior to the 
war but as the war dragged on there was a greater 
chance of them looking to the west for support. The 
USSR had a Treaty of Friendship with Iraq but wanted 
to court the anti-American regime in Iran (20). Publicly 
acknowledging support for Iran would alienate Iraq, but 
withholding support fueled Iranian impatience. If the 
US could keep the war going, they could force the 
USSR into an unfavorable position with both parties and 
improve their own (21).  

Supporting the Enemy: How and Why Did the US 
Support Iran? 

While the Revolutionary regime of Iran had a very pub-
lic distaste for the United States, both the Carter and 
Reagan regimes recognized they would need to try and 

work with them. The US understood Iran could play an 
important role in countering global Soviet ambitions. In 
1979 the Carter administration made overtures to Iran’s 
interim government with hopes of rebuilding an intelli-
gence relationship between the two nations. The US 
urgently wanted to resume surveillance operations di-
rected at the Soviet Union that had been based in Iran 
prior to the revolution (22). With help from the Shah’s 
government, the US had covertly established numerous 
surveillance posts in Northern Iran that collected telem-
etry data from various Soviet missile testing sites. The 
US wanted to ensure that the Soviets were complying 
with international non-proliferation agreements such as 
the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (23). This sur-
veillance was considered critical for national security, 
explaining why the government was so eager to work 
with Iran again. The US tried to facilitate intelligence 
exchanges with the moderate Iranian Prime Minister 
Mehdi Bazargan, by feeding him intelligence and even 
warning his government of the impending Iraqi inva-
sion. The US offered to help Iran monitor Iraqi troop 
build ups and plan potential countermeasures so they 
could resist a surprise attack (24). At this point Iraq was 
still close to the Soviet Union, if they were able to suc-
cessfully invade Iran and topple the government the US 
surveillance bases would be lost. Unfortunately, any 
hopes of cooperation between Carter’s government and 
the new regime in Tehran failed when the US embassy 
was stormed in November of 1979.  

American attempts to influence Iran would not end with 
the hostage crisis, Iran would still receive support from 
the US and its allies for much of the war. In 1983, the 
Reagan administration initiated a program known as 
Operation Staunch in response to an increasing amount 
of Iranian sponsored terrorist attacks and kidnappings 
around the world. The operation was meant to block all 
sales of arms and military parts to Iran from around the 
world, pressuring the Iranian government on its state 
sponsored terrorism (25). While the United States 
moved to punish Iran for ignoring international norms, 
it covertly moved to provide it with aid. Initial conces-
sions were subtle, in 1983 Iran set up shell corporations 
in the US to purchase parts for its American made arse-
nal. US officials saw this arrangement as mutually bene-
ficial and decided to ignore it (26). Iran’s hardware 
needs were only getting larger though, more direct sup-
port would be needed if its military was going to contin-
ue its push into Iraq. The Iranians would turn to an un-
conventional source to meet their needs, Israel. Accord-
ing to The New York Times, the Reagan administration 
had allowed Israel to transfer billions of dollars’ worth 
of military hardware to Iran as early as 1981 when Iraq 
seemed poised to overrun Iran (27). Israel would con-
sistently be the facilitator of US aid to Iran during the 
war, even after the US officially ended these transfers in 
1982 (28). American-made weapons continued to move 
to Iran via Israel, even as officials in the US tried to dis-
tance themselves from the sales. US law prohibited the 
transfer of American military equipment by allies with-
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out prior US approval, it is unlikely that Israel would 
risk alienating its biggest military ally unless it had 
some form of approval to do so (29). As Iran seemed to 
have the upper hand after 1982, the US took a step back 
from direct involvement in the Iran-Israel relationship.  

  

After 1982, the US preferred to let Israel take the lead 
on weapons transfers to Iran. Direct aid picked up again 
when the US took note of warming relations between 
the USSR and Iran. From 1985 to 1986 there had been a 
series of high-profile meetings between Soviet and Ira-
nian officials, with both sides expressing interest in cre-
ating a stronger friendship. Soviet diplomat Andrei Gro-
myko called for stronger economic and political ties, 
while Iranian Petroleum Minister Aqazadeh was hopeful 
for a renewed relationship (30). The USSR’s relation-
ship with Iraq no longer seemed to be a barrier for Sovi-
et-Iranian cooperation and the US was concerned by the 
potential effects this could have on its power in the re-
gion. The CIA believed the US was far behind the 
USSR in its efforts to gain favor with Iran, a factor the 
Reagan Administration was forced to consider when 
dealing with Iran (31). This came at a time when the 
Reagan Administration was already dealing with anoth-
er growing socialist threat. Reagan was actively trying 
to eliminate the Marxist inspired Sandinista regime in 
Nicaragua by providing support to rightwing rebels 
known as the Contras (32). Soviet influence was now 
growing in Nicaragua and Iran, and the US perceived 
this as a threat to its interests and had to respond. That 
response would come in 1985 when the US began ship-
ping TOW missiles and other advanced weapons sys-
tems to Iran. The Reagan Administration saw many 
benefits in this relationship: they could negotiate the 
release of Americans held by Iranian-backed terrorists, 
counter Soviet influence over Khomeini’s government, 
and obtain funds that could support the Contras in Nica-
ragua (33). These weapons transfers should not be inter-
preted as Washington favoring Iran, the US had been 
investing resources into Iraq during this period as well. 

A Shift in Loyalty: US Support for Iraq  

Though Iran often asserted that the US influenced Sad-
dam’s decision to invade in 1980, American assistance 
did not ramp up until the war had already begun. As 
previously mentioned, the US frequently warned Iran of 
Saddam’s intent to invade and generally preferred an 
amicable relationship with Iran (34). These feelings be-
gan to change when it became apparent that Iraq would 
not gain the easy victory Saddam had hoped for. By 
1983 the Iranians had completely removed Iraq from 
their territory and were conducting major offensives in 
Iraqi territory. If Iraq was defeated, Iran was expected to 
spread their Islamic Revolution to the rest of the region. 
Washington feared the Soviets would capitalize on this 
chaos and assert their own position in the Gulf. To cur-
tail this outcome, the US began passing vital satellite 
imagery and intelligence to Iraq via Saudi Arabia as 

early as 1983 (35). This information allowed Iraq to 
reposition its forces and stabilize the front against re-
peated Iranian assaults in Southern Iraq. While Iraq was 
traditionally a Soviet partner, the US recognized an op-
portunity to pull Iraq closer to the West. The Soviets 
still supplied much of the Iraqi military and had an esti-
mated 1,000 military advisors in the country (a further 
200 Iraqis were expected to be in the USSR for training 
by 1984), but the US did not think they had the econom-
ic capacity to preserve their relationship with Iraq 
(36).The US did not even need to provide Iraq with 
weapons, it simply stood by as its allies did. France sent 
Iraq dozens of Mirage fighter planes, advanced Exocet 
air missile systems, and a steady flow of other military 
hardware throughout the war (37). The US may have 
publicly discouraged weapons sales to either side of the 
conflict, but when Iraq started to lose, they did nothing 
to stop the French or Iraq’s Arab neighbors from send-
ing aid (38). 

 

In 1986, the US began taking the idea of an Iraqi loss 
far more seriously, leading to a greater shift towards 
helping Iraq. In another Special National Intelligence 
Estimate, the CIA began to recognize the growing 
cracks in Saddam’s war effort. A major strategy for Iraq 
was to insulate its civilian population from the war in 
order to preserve domestic harmony, but oil revenues 
had dipped significantly by 1985 and everyday people 
were feeling the pressure. Saddam’s government was 
already on unbalanced ground, if the home front turned 
on the war it could mean a collapse of his regime and an 
Iranian victory. The CIA recommended that the US in-
crease its support for Iraq before the Soviets had the 
chance to do so. They believed that if the US did not 
intervene on Iraq’s behalf, the Soviets would take over 
as the major player in the Gulf (39). The US clearly act-
ed on the CIA’s assessment, in August of 1986 The 
Washington Post reported that the US had established a 
direct intelligence link with Bagdad and was actively 
helping coordinate troop deployments for the Iraqis 
(40). The Iranians had a distinct advantage over Iraq 
when it came to personnel, they had far more troops that 
could be deployed over a growing front. The American 
government however, believed Iraq had the technologi-
cal advantage to win the war, but that the sporadic na-
ture in which they chose to deploy those resources was 
holding them back (41).US intelligence helped mini-
mize the Iranian numbers, Iraq knew where and when 
they would strike. Their own forces could be rapidly 
deployed to reinforce vulnerable portions of their defen-
sive line and even gain some offensive success by prob-
ing weaker sections of Iran’s front that the US had iden-
tified for them. Meanwhile, the US had now made itself 
indispensable to the Iraqi war effort as the Soviets 
seemed to fade to the periphery in Baghdad. The war 
settled into a stalemate as Iraq could now halt the ene-
my’s advance, but they did not have the numbers to 
mount any long-term offensives of their own.  



 

51 

While Iraq had superior equipment and received US 
intelligence to more effectively deploy it against large 
Iranian attacks, the US also supported the Iraqis in less 
direct ways. A particularly concerning instance was how 
the US handled the knowledge of Iraqi chemical weap-
ons use. In 1982, Iraq successfully utilized tear gas to 
halt an Iranian attack on its defensive position (42). Iraq 
now viewed chemical weapons as a viable defensive 
measure against Iran’s superior numbers, an ominous 
development for an already bloody conflict. The follow-
ing year the Iraqis turned to chemical warfare more fre-
quently, utilizing deadly compounds like mustard gas. 
The US State Department was aware of these actions 
and even knew that western firms were most likely re-
sponsible for supplying necessary ingredients for chemi-
cal weapons as early as 1983. In an internal memo dated 
to November, 1983 the Department acknowledged all of 
this but made no commitment to actually curtailing the 
use of the weapons. The focus was put on warning the 
Iraqis of potential blowback from the international com-
munity should the information be publicly released; 
Washington was concerned about alienating Iraq and 
setting back their war effort (43). The US did not submit 
any of this information to the UN Security Council for 
scrutiny, and instead waited for UN observers to come 
to their own conclusions. The US knew it was risking its 
international credibility with this position, writing in an 
earlier report, “It is important, however, that we ap-
proach Iraq very soon in order to maintain the credibil-
ity of U.S. policy on CW, as well as reduce of halt what 
now appears to be Iraq’s almost daily use of CW.” (44) 
What is striking about this revelation is that even though 
the US approached Iraq about their use, the government 
would still have accepted a more limited amount of 
chemical warfare. The US would not publicly condemn 
Iraq’s use of chemical weapons until March of 1984, 
only after an independent UN investigator began look-
ing into the situation (45). Iraq would continue to use 
chemical weapons throughout the remainder of the war, 
the UN undertook four separate investigations from 
1985 to 1988 that repeatedly confirmed Iraq was utiliz-
ing deadly nerve agents like Tabun (46). All of this oc-
curred as the US fed Iraq intelligence and helped coor-
dinate its battle plans during the war.  

American Public’s View of the War 

A key reason the US government felt empowered to 
interfere in the Iran-Iraq War was the apparent lack of 
pushback back home. US support for Iraq, despite the 
fact that Saddam Hussein invaded a sovereign nation, 
was palatable to the American public because of Ameri-
can aversion to Iran.  Iran had not won itself any favors 
with the American people after the hostage crisis in 
1979, but in much of the media’s reporting, Iran ap-
peared as the aggressor in a war initiated by Iraq. In a 
Boston Globe article from September of 1980, not long 
after the war began, the author notes that the war is a 
dangerous situation for the world. Instead of pointing 
out that Iraq was invading a sovereign state, the author 
focuses attention on what threat the Iranians pose to the 

world (47). The author is not concerned that Iraq had 
initiated an unprovoked invasion or that their air force 
was bombing important oil infrastructure, instead Iran 
was still considered the primary threat to world security. 
Even legitimate military operations undertaken by Iran 
during a declared war were viewed as attempts to export 
their Islamic Revolution to foreign soil. On a televised 
report from the MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour (now known 
simply as the PBS Newshour) commentators made sure 
to point out that any offensive Iran launched into Iraq 
had the potential to erupt into a greater Islamic Revolu-
tion across the Persian Gulf. The conflict was no longer 
a war of aggression by Saddam’s Iraq, it was now por-
trayed as a personal vendetta of Iran’s leader Ayatollah 
Khomeini. One commentator remarked,  

He believes that he got Jimmy Carter, and he 
certainly wants to get Saddam Hussein, who 
first attacked his country, and then another time 
threw Khomeini out in exile. You remember he 
was an exile Najaf[?] and at the Shah's request 
he finally said, "You've got to leave, Khomeini," 
and I think Khomeini bitterly resented that. So 
that he obviously has a personal blood feud 
with the president of Iraq (48). 

For much of the war, Iran struggled to win international 
support for its action. Even when it was revealed that 
Iraq had been using chemical weapons on a scale un-
heard of since the First World War, the media seemed to 
give Saddam’s regime a pass. The US State Department 
even took note of this, mentioning the media had lost 
interest in Iraqi chemical weapon use as of 1986 (49). 
By this point the US had publicly acknowledged chemi-
cal weapon use by Iraq and the UN had commissioned 
multiple missions that uncovered proof in April of 1985 
and March of 1986 (50). Another broadcast from the 
MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour gave little mention to 
mounting evidence of chemical weapons use in the war, 
instead it gave the Iraqi Ambassador to the United 
States, New York Riyadh Al-Quaysi the opportunity to 
criticize  Iran for continuing its attacks in Iraq. Later in 
the broadcast, the commentators refused to call the evi-
dence against Iraq anything but circumstantial (51). 
Why would the US government risk alienating its posi-
tion with Iraq by forcing sanctions or pulling its support 
after Saddam’s use of chemical weapons if the public 
was disinterested? The US government was willing to 
accept Saddam’s criminal actions if it meant the Soviets 
did not have the chance to do the same. 

US Influence Over the International Response to the 
War 

Iran felt that the only way it could receive a fair out-
come after the conflict was to achieve total victory, in 
their minds a negotiated peace would only serve to ben-
efit Iraq and the West. This impression came from the 
generally tepid international response to the conflict. In 
1980, The New York Times reported that the UN secu-
rity council had made no moves to reprimand Iraq for its 
invasion of Iran, there was no direct call for a withdraw-
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al and many members seemed to support the conflict as a 
way of keeping the two states in line (52). When Iran did 
begin to gain the upper hand against Iraq, the US led inter-
national calls for peace that called for a ceasefire and a re-
turn to the territorial status quo. Similar calls were not 
made when Iraq was still in possession of large swaths of 
Iranian territory (53). The US understood this would be 
unacceptable terms for the Iranian government; their war 
aims and the demands of UN negotiators were far too dif-
ferent. Iran had suffered heavy casualties in both lives and 
infrastructure throughout the war. They held Saddam Hus-
sein responsible for this and made it clear their goals were 
to extract reparations for his invasion (54). Now they un-
derstood that the international community would not take 
these goals seriously and they would have to continue to 
fight. The US and the UN’s feeble calls for peace did more 
to extend the conflict than to end it, falling perfectly in line 
with American goals for the region. 

Conclusion 

It should not be concluded that there was no legitimate oc-
casion for the US to involve itself in the Iran-Iraq War; 
both nations had given the international community plenty 
of cause to do so. Iraq frequently utilized banned chemical 
weapons; it is well known that weapons of mass destruction 
like chemical weapons were used as the casus belli for the 
United States’ 2003 invasion of Iraq. Their well-
documented use in the 1980s was ignored until after the 
war had concluded in 1988 when the US Congress sanc-
tioned Iraq for using nerve toxins against the Kurds (55). 
Iranian backed fighters frequently targeted Americans 
abroad and in one explicit instance, over 200 US marines 
were killed by Iranian sponsored plot in Lebanon. The 
problem with US involvement in the war is that it did not 
stem from these offenses, it stemmed from an inherent need 
to subvert Soviet ambitions in the Middle East. What 
should be concluded is that the US played a significant role 
in dragging out a deadly conflict for its own geopolitical 
goals.  The US government believed that if they remained 
complacently neutral in the conflict, the Soviet Union 
would use it as an occasion to bolster their presence in the 
Persian Gulf and potentially gain control of one of the 
world’s most strategically valuable oil supplies. Rather 
than using its influence over the UN and the Security 
Council to exact a peaceful settlement in a war that resulted 
in thousands of casualties, diplomats pushed for negotia-
tions that only served to further embitter the combatants. 
All of these actions were in pursuit of containing the influ-
ence of the Soviet Union rather than maintaining global 
peace. 
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Abstract: This paper examines the concepts of “community,” “home,” and “identity” as they appear in two contemporary young 
adult novels, Pride by Ibi Zoboi and The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas. These topics are intricately interrelated and integral in the 
lives of young adults and, correspondingly, are especially prevalent in their literature. Identity development is a prominent issue for 
young adults and is largely affected by the communities they are connected and interact with. Through the protagonists’ experiences 
in these two novels, it is evident that creating an identity based of a location and community is not sustainable nor practical; the char-
acters in the novels, and young adults in general, should create an identity that can endure regardless of the status of their communi-
ties. This paper argues how one’s relationship with their communities is critical in identity development, as reflected through the 
young adult novels and corresponding research, and therefore, young adult students should learn sustainable ways to build their own 
identity through thoughtful analysis of literature. It is suggested that teachers of a young adult audience should lead their students to 
thoughtfully analyze young adult literature; this will help their students better understand the concepts of community and identity 
which will help them navigate through their own personal identity conflicts.  
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T he relationship with home is especially important 
for young adults who use the culture of their communi-
ties to define their individual identity as they begin to 
navigate through the world beyond. This identity build-
ing process is central to young adult fiction, as the chal-
lenges of belonging in different spaces and places are 
“especially prevalent” in the lives and literary represen-
tations of youth (Hamilton‑McKenna 307-308). In the 
young adult novels, Pride by Ibi Zoboi and The Hate U 
Give by Angie Thomas, the protagonists go through a 
journey where they are confronted with the need to alter 
and reconceptualize their authentic identity in relation-
ship with their communities. The characters in these 
novels mirror the complexities that arise for young 
adults as they try to formulate an enduring identity in 
response to the multiple and ever-evolving spaces they 
occupy. Young adult literature, specifically the books 
previously mentioned, display the nuances between 
community, location, and belongingness that affect 
identity building in young adults, and, in return, through 
thoughtful analysis, these books can help young adult 
readers formulate their own identity that can endure de-
spite the status of their communities.  
 
Both Starr, from The Hate U Give and Zuri, from Pride, 
create an identity in response to the locations they fre-
quent. Starr lives in Garden Heights, a working-class 
neighborhood that is troubled by gangs yet has a strong 
sense of community, but attends school at Williamson, 
which is outside of her neighborhood and is predomi-
nately white and wealthy. Due to her involvement in the 
two very separate spaces, Starr feels that “Williamson is 

one world and Garden Heights is another, and [she has] 
to keep them separate" (Thomas 36). Because of this 
notion, she creates two distinct versions of herself: a 
“Williamson Starr” and a Garden Heights Starr 
(Thomas 71). Additionally, and importantly, she claims 
how her different identities are separate from who she 
is. By clearly naming and labeling her different person-
alities, such as “Williamson Starr,” she is putting up a 
barrier in her mind and disassociating from the multiple 
personalities she creates in order to fit in. She is not ful-
ly one version of Starr or another; she can pick and 
choose which Starr she wants to represent, like choosing 
which shirt to wear. Just the act of naming her personas 
reveals how she feels that they are separate entities from 
her real self. In short, Starr creates different versions of 
herself depending on her location, and she even goes as 
far as to name them. On the other hand, Zuri, the protag-
onist in Pride, lives in Bushwick, a neighborhood in 
Brooklyn. Zuri loves her neighborhood and defines her 
identity very closely with her community: she even 
claims that she and the members of her community are 
“made of the same stuff” and resents those who are not 
from her neighborhood (Zoboi 197). She holds a deep 
conviction that Bushwick is who she is and where she 
belongs. She states, “my hood, my Brooklyn, my life, 
my world, and me in it" (Zoboi 2). The repetition of  
“my” strongly articulates how Zuri views Bushwick as 
an extension of who she is, a possession that she is both 
a part of and is a part of her. Overall, both characters 
identify themselves in relation to the spaces they occu-
py, whether that be solely their home, or the different 
communities they belong to.    
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These characters recognize how the language they use re-
flects who they are. As Starr changes how she portrays her-
self in Garden Heights and at Williamson, she adjusts the 
ways she speaks. Code-switching takes place when a speak-
er alternates between two different languages or forms of 
speaking. The way someone communicates and uses lan-
guage—as it is one of the main forms of expression—is 
highly reflective of their identity and audience (Betz 18). 
For this reason, research supports how language use and 
identity are closely tied and extremely complex. This is 
reflected in the book when Starr indicates how she must 
“[flip] the switch in [her] brain so [she is] Williamson 
Starr" when she is at school (Thomas 71). Starr code-
switches purposefully, fully knowing that she is represent-
ing herself differently in each particular setting. As Starr 
uses her Williamson identity when talking with the police, 
she notes, “my voice is changing already... I don't talk like 
me or sound like me" (Thomas 95). Explicitly, her change 
in language reflects her change in personality. Zuri exhibits 
the behavior of code-switching, too, when she travels out-
side of Bushwick to Washington D.C. and has a conversa-
tion with a character who is not from her neighborhood. In 
an effort to change her public presentation, she alters the 
way she uses language. The character confronts Zuri on her 
code-switching: “Why are you suddenly talking like that?... 
Zuri you don't have to pretend to be someone you're not 
(Zoboi 161)”. The character, like the readers, understands 
that Zuri is using her language to change her identity as she 
navigates a new territory. The concept of identity, lan-
guage, and code-switching is not unique to these novels; 
many young adults experience this phenomenon in their 
lives and, correspondingly, it is often reflected in other 
young adult literature (Betz 32). Overall, the protagonist’s 
use of language further emphasizes how they create differ-
ent versions of themselves depending on where they are 
and who they are with, a physical manifestation of identity-
conflict that many readers will also recognize and relate to.   
 
Both characters share the issue of representing themselves 
in different ways in response to their location, as seen 
through their code-switching; however, Starr’s unique con-
flict stems from her inability to reconcile her various per-
sonas. Starr feels like she must embody different personali-
ties to belong in certain communities. She claims, “there 
are just some places where it’s not enough to be me. Either 
version of me” (Thomas 3). Part of the problem arises be-
cause Starr feels a sense of hyper vigilance and hyper judg-
ment in these various locations (Thomas 95). As Starr ex-
plains it,  
 
Williamson Starr doesn’t use slang—if a rapper would say 
it, she doesn’t say it, even if her white friends 
do...Williamson Starr holds her tongue when people piss 
her off so nobody will think she’s the “angry black girl.” 
Williamson Starr is approachable. No stank-eyes, side-
eyes, none of that. Williamson Starr is nonconfrontational. 
Basically, Williamson Starr doesn’t give anyone a reason 
to call her ghetto. I can’t stand myself for doing it, but I do 
it anyway. (Thomas 71) 

 
  In this example, Starr claims that when she is 
“Williamson Starr,” she must closely monitor everything 
she says and does in an effort to maintain a certain appear-
ance. She refers to herself in the third person to better artic-
ulate how this persona is not her, but a figure she creates 
and then embodies in order to fit in. She hates having to 
create multiple identities to appeal to her different commu-
nities, but she feels that she must do so. It is a taxing bal-
ancing act for Starr to maintain her carefully crafted image, 
with “act” being an important word. She conscientiously 
constructs a well-posed public persona at Williamson and, 
in contrast, creates a version of herself at Garden Heights 
that does not seem too “bougie” (Thomas 3).  
 
The idea of hyper-conscientiousness of one’s identity is 
consistent with literature that supports the connection of a 
home and identity. Home is considered a “realm clearly 
differentiated from public space and removed from public 
scrutiny and surveillance” (Mallet 71). This statement sug-
gests that a person’s public persona is different from who 
they are in a private sphere where there is no outside judg-
ment. Starr wishes that she can just be “normal” Starr 
where she does not have to choose which version of herself 
that she must express to avoid public criticism (Thomas 
163). She wishes to be at home in her different worlds so 
she can be her authentic self. Starr goes through life in Gar-
den Heights pretending to not have her Williamson side, 
and she hides the Garden Heights side of her at Williamson 
in fear of judgment. After strenuously juggling her multiple 
personas and hiding her authentic voice, Starr learns to ap-
preciate both aspects of her divided identity. As she comes 
to this realization, she reflects, "I was ashamed of Garden 
Heights and everything in it...I can't change where I come 
from or what I have been through, so why should I be 
ashamed of what makes me, me? That's like being ashamed 
of myself" (Thomas 441). Starr understands that her neigh-
borhood is a part of who she is and correspondingly em-
braces that aspect of her life. In fact, when she finally al-
lows her boyfriend from Williamson to see Garden Heights, 
she comments how she is letting him see her most genuine, 
deepest self (Thomas 379). She also allows her Garden 
Heights friends and family, such as her dad and friend Ken-
ya, to see the Williamson side of her by showing them her 
boyfriend and school friend (Thomas 229, 358). Starr learns 
to accept both aspects of her persona by fully embracing 
both communities, which creates an identity that can endure 
between her multiple locations. She can finally feel at home 
with herself and her place in the world.    
  
Zuri’s main identity conflict, as someone who actively 
identifies closely with her community, comes from her un-
willingness to adapt her identity to include more than Bush-
wick. When Zuri’s new neighbors threaten to change the 
identity of her neighborhood—which she then perceives as 
a threat to her own identity—she, metaphorically, puts up a 
wall to protect her sense of self from changing and expand-
ing (Zoboi 257). Zuri loves Bushwick and resents any 
threat of change; in fact, she is very vocal about her goal of 
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saving her “hood” from evolving (Zoboi 29). This close tie 
to home is not unfounded. In literature, the home is often 
connected to “an expression or symbol of the self.” This is 
because, as research indicates, home and community are 
usually defined as a “space where people feel at ease and 
are able to express and fulfill their unique selves or identi-
ties'' (Mallet 82). Essentially, research across multiple dis-
ciplines-- sociology, psychology, human geography, histo-
ry, architecture, literature-- understand home as fundamen-
tal to being (Mallet 83). This idea is, in part, why Zuri is so 
afraid of her community changing; in Zuri’s eyes, her com-
munity and identity are one, so if her neighborhood chang-
es, so will she. Madrina, the voice of reason within the nov-
el, echoes this sentiment when she acknowledges how Zuri 
is going to change through the course of events, just like 
how it is inevitable that the neighborhood will change as 
well (Zoboi 29, 60). She even urges Zuri to “let things 
change” and allow for her identity to grow and evolve 
(Zoboi 60).  
 
Zuri struggles with this idea until she is left with no other 
choice but to confront it. When finding out that her family 
must move to another neighborhood, she acts as if it is her 
death: "I feel as if I've stepped outside my own body, and I 
am leaving it behind" (Zoboi 283). However, Zuri then 
learns to expand her world and change her concept of home 
and identity. She notably claims, “I have always thought of 
Bushwick as home, but in that moment, I realize that home 
is where the people I love are, wherever that is" (Zoboi 
270). Zuri decides that the physical location of her house 
does not have to be her home or her identity—her home is 
where love exists. Just as Zuri comes to realize, research 
supports the concept that a community is not always a 
physical structure; home is merely a territory or space that 
has a connection with identity, and that can be in the space 
of a person or loved one (Wise 199). In the end, Zuri comes 
to terms with leaving Bushwick while still feeling secure in 
her identity. No longer will she let her physical location 
sway who she is: she creates an identity that exemplifies 
her authenticity regardless of the location or status of her 
community.  
 
As seen through the analysis of these two young adult nov-
els, home, community, identity, and young adult literature 
are closely associated and integrated topics. These books, 
or rather all books, have the power to influence and impact 
the lives of their readers. Because of this, English Lan-
guage Arts teachers can and should use literature to help 
young adults develop their own identities. The American 
Psychological Association notes how the young adult phase 
of life is crucial for identity development and creating a 
coherent sense of self (Benson & Elder 1646). Thus, help-
ing adolescents recognize the complexity of belonging, lo-
cation, community and identity is critical   and literature 
serves as a great tool to help these readers as they face the 
challenge of building their sense of self.  
 
In her research, Rudine Sims Bishop shows how books can 
act as windows, mirrors, and sliding glass doors for their 

readers. Books can offer readers a glance at a world differ-
ent from their own, like one looking through a window. 
Books can also reflect the lives of their readers, just like a 
mirror, allowing readers to see themselves and their strug-
gles through the characters. Books can act as sliding glass 
doors when readers can “walk through” the book and expe-
rience it themselves. This experience can be transforma-
tional for readers as it can change the way they understand 
themselves and the people around them. In all these scenar-
ios, books have an overwhelming power to shed light on 
prominent and especially prevalent issues. Pride and The 
Hate U Give are no different. These novels offer their read-
ers the opportunity to witness and relate to different forms 
of identity conflict, and through thoughtful analysis and 
introspection, these books also offer the reader insight as to 
how to resolve this inner—and sometimes outer—conflict. 
 
The importance of identity development is further empha-
sized by teachers who report how “young adults crave the 
desire to have a place in which one can be oneself.” Also, 
after reading young adult novels about home, students can 
realize, just like Zuri, that home is love and home can be 
found within them (Stover 87-88). There is a rich and 
growing body of literature that examines how young adult 
fiction, with books such as Pride and The Hate U Give, 
represent how protagonists “negotiate, shape, and define 
their relationships to physical and cultural worlds” through 
“spaces, places, and subjectivities” (Hamilton‑McKenna 
316). Teachers can capitalize on these notions to help stu-
dents reconceptualize what it means to develop an enduring 
identity in response to the different communities they inter-
act with. All too often, people, and characters represented 
in young adult literature, mold themselves to fit their set-
tings and not seem “out of place.” In order to cultivate a 
sense of belonging in different spaces, just like Starr, peo-
ple create multiple identities—which can also become a 
source of inner conflict (Hamilton‑McKenna 316). Reading 
literature that deals with these common and relatable issues 
has the power to help young adult readers recognize and 
change these detrimental patterns. Through the tools of lit-
erary analysis, readers can analyze and critically reflect on 
the representations of identity, home, space, and belonging 
throughout literature which will help them reconceptualize 
their own version of self-identity that is dynamic enough to 
endure throughout their own multiple and changing com-
munities, just as Starr and Zuri do in their respective novels 
(Hamilton‑McKenna 321).  
 
Home is more nuanced than just a simple structure with 
four walls and a roof. It is a complex integration of com-
munity, belonging, and identity. The protagonists of The 
Hate U Give and Pride begin their journeys with rigid ideas 
about their communities and their identities within them. 
Starr creates two different personas that are dependent on 
the places she occupies. Zuri identifies so deeply with her 
neighborhood that any threat of change challenges her 
sense of self. Throughout their journeys, the characters 
learn about the true nature of themselves and their homes. 
Starr learns to merge her two personalities into one to cre-
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ate an enduring sense of self, which she exemplifies re-
gardless of location. Zuri learns that she can still be herself, 
and even care about her neighborhood, while her communi-
ty changes and while residing in a completely new area. 
She learns that her home is truly the people who love her. 
Ultimately, through the course of the novels, both charac-
ters come to terms with themselves and their place in the 
world—a concept that is no longer dependent on their 
changing and varying physical location. Most importantly, 
these characters’ journeys have real life implications: 
young adult readers can better understand their own place 
in the world through witnessing and reflecting on these 
protagonists and their journeys of finding and creating their 
unique identity. 
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S ince its first performance in 1879, Henrik Ibsen’s A 
Doll's House successfully exposed the constricting soci-
etal norms, materialism, and classism present in society. 
Audiences began to question their own reality with a 
much more discerning view. Through the character 
Nora Helmer, Ibsen skillfully unmasked society's op-
pressive mindset and revolutionized the notion of wom-
en's rights. However, the overwhelming amount of liter-
ary criticism on morality and gender norms in Ibsen's 
work overshadows the fact that religion was the main 
culprit in the breakdown of the Helmer household and 
Victorian society as a whole. The role of their distorted 
faith is too often overlooked by critics. Therefore, this 
analysis is meant to fill that void and provide further 
insight on the literary techniques Ibsen used in A Doll’s 
House.  

 

The Helmer family was the epitome of Victorian values 
in Norwegian society. However, the audience soon dis-
covers Nora’s secret loan and the forgery she committed 
in a desperate endeavor to save her husband and spare 
her dying father. Nora’s attempt to conceal this debt 
reveals the complex and unequal relationship between 
her and her husband Torvald. But after further analysis, 
it is evident that pressure from a rigid society and a dis-
torted faith are the principal causes of the breakdown of 
their household. In fact, it was “the publication of A 
Doll's House in 1879 in which first aroused the theolog-
ical critics” (Kaasa 357). In this drama Henrik Ibsen sets 
out to portray the “sharp difference between the ideal 
and the real world” (377). The ideal world being that of 
the 19th century Christian church, and the real world 
being it’s truthful representation many playwrights had 

at the time. Ibsen was set on exposing the decaying mo-
rality in society, as he “was a critic of the church who 
felt compelled to attack this dogmatic institution” (378). 
The picture Henrik Ibsen paints of the church in Victori-
an society is definitely not a good one. However what he 
failed to recognize is that the people who practice this 
dogmatic religion only do so halfheartedly, practicing 
this ‘faith’ in order to maintain appearances. This hypo-
critical nature warped the view on the Christian institu-
tion and its believers. Henrik Ibsen in A Doll's House 
portrays the Christian religion as a hollow institution 
and generalizes Chrisitanity as the enemy of the people. 
However by doing so, the audience fails to realize that 
the true culprit is actually a lofty and flawed society. 

 

Ibsen depicts the conventional 19th century Christian 
religion as an empty and hollow institution through the 
setting of the play and the use of symbols. As A Doll’s 
House is set around Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, 
the holiday celebrating the birth of Jesus Christ, an em-
phasis on religion is expected. However, it is ironic how 
the main plot involves blackmail, suicide, selfishness, 
and materialism. In fact, religion is hardly mentioned at 
all by the characters! In Act I, Nora is elated about Tor-
vald's promotion to Bank Manager now that he will “be 
earning lots and lots of money” (Ibsen 110). Nora then 
goes on to show all the gifts she bought, and when 
asked about what she would like for Christmas, Nora 
simply answers: “you could give me money” (112). Lat-
er in a conversation with her long-lost ‘best-friend’ 
Kristine, Nora starts boasting about having a “proper 
amount of money” and not “worrying over things” any-
more (117). By intentionally setting A Doll's House 
around Christmas time while scarcely mentioning the 
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Abstract: There is no doubt Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House unmasked society’s hypocrisy and gendered morality in 19th century 
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Moreover, the characters Nora, Torvald, and Dr. Rank depict several Christ-like comparisons throughout the play. By analyzing 
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religious aspects of this holiday, Ibsen reveals how ri-
diculous and irrelevant the Christian faith is to society at 
the time. Not only does this show Christianity’s empti-
ness in the 19th century, but it also illustrates how the 
focus on materialism and one's self overshadows reli-
gious beliefs, therefore demonstrating no transformative 
effect that the Gospel claims to have: “Therefore, if any-
one is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed 
away; behold, the new has come” (New International 
Version, 2 Cor. 5:17). Christianity as the background of 
A Doll's House ultimately exposes society's empty 
claims that religion is an important aspect of daily life. 
Ultimately, Christianity is portrayed as meaningless be-
cause the people who exemplify this religion demon-
strate how shallow and empty their belief in it actually 
is. 

 

In addition, Ibsen's use of symbols such as the Christ-
mas tree and Torvalds' study door depicts Christianity as 
a misleading moral construct. The deterioration of the 
Christmas tree is not only symbolic of their doomed 
marriage, but also of Victorian Christian beliefs. At 
first, the fresh tree is beautifully lit with candles and 
flowers, but as time evolves the tree loses its radiance 
and becomes “stripped, dishevelled and with its candles 
burned down to the stubs” (Ibsen 141). This shows how 
over time, one's true nature is revealed: what might 
seem alluring and beautiful at first becomes unattractive 
and undesirable. Similarly, the appearance of 19th cen-
tury Christianity was deceptive. Initially, society came 
off as pure and good. However with time, as the play 
illustrates, the true depth of their faith is revealed. The 
characters in A Doll’s House do not even give reverence 
to the birth of their Savior or celebrate the cornerstone 
of their faith. Nora instead “cultivates her devotion to 
the one she believes will be her savior, Torvald” (Urban 
2). Nora's idolatry is contrary to the core of Christian 
faith and the Ten Commandments, which state “You 
shall have no other gods before me” and “you shall not 
bow down to them or worship them” (Deut. 5.7-8). By 
Nora revering Torvald as her savior from Krogstad’s 
villainous plan, “Ibsen implies an analogy between 
Christ and Torvald” (Lavender 120). The second sym-
bol Ibsen uses to expose Victorian Christianity is Tor-
valds' study door in order to reveal the hypocrisy of 
Christian believers: they claim to be righteous and fault-
less but behind closed doors, they display their fallen 
nature. Because of this door, Nora can conceal her ‘sins’ 
from Torvald so that she appears ‘pure’ and ‘faultless’. 
In Victorian society, people concealed their bad actions 
yet proclaimed to all how virtuous they were. For exam-
ple, Nora “cautiously [goes] over to listen at her hus-
band's door” when eating the forbidden macaroons 
(Ibsen 110). She can only commit this crime when Tor-
valds' door is sealed. Furthermore, “only with Torvald’s 
door closed could Nora ever conduct her sexually pro-
vocative scene with Dr. Rank in Act II” (Lavender 121). 
Nora welcomes Dr. Rank into the room saying, “For 
you, I always have a moment to spare” (Ibsen 150). 

Then Nora “clutches his arm”, puts “both hands on his 
shoulders” and shows Dr. Rank her “silk stock-
ings” (152). This is analogous to how Victorian society 
hid their immorality so that others could not see the 
truth. Finally in Act II, Nora “bolts Helmers 
door” (156) to make sure that her husband is safe from 
her conversation with Krogstad regarding her debt. Nora 
does not want to expose herself as a sinful criminal. 
This also relates to Christian believers in 19th century 
Norway because of their focus on appearances. Society 
constructed the perfect Christian illusion to deceive oth-
ers of their immorality. Henrik Ibsen in A Doll’s House 
exposes these believers as hypocritical. Moreover, the 
Bible states “No one is good - except God alone” (Mark 
10.18). Therefore proving that nobody is capable of 
reaching a divine standard. 

  

Yet in reality these frail Christian values were the pillars 
of Victorian society. It determined their sense of gen-
dered morality while enabling their patriarchy. “When 
Ibsen set out to demolish Nora's doll house”, not only 
did he obliterate and expose this religious fallacy but 
“he also demolished the law, society, home and mar-
riage” (Kaasa 360). The patriarchal society in Norway 
was built on the basis of these hollow Christian expecta-
tions. Before analyzing these key differences, it is im-
portant to first define morality and its application in the 
19th century. Morality is formally defined as “the meas-
ure of good or evil concrete human acts” (Centrella 2). 
However, Victorian society warped religion and twisted 
morality to enable and strengthen their patriarchy. Vic-
torianism infected Christianity and changed what once 
was supposed to be an orthodox belief, meaning the ac-
ceptance of a belief as true, into an orthopraxic religion, 
which is the emphasis on the correct actions and con-
duct. This has contributed to an increase in religiosity 
rather than spirituality. Yet who is to determine whether 
these “concrete human acts” are righteous or not? Ibsen 
“felt a divine vocation to awaken people and teach them 
to enlarge their thinking” (Kaasa 378) so they could rea-
son freely. Torvald Helmer embodies this Victorian so-
ciety; he accurately reflects the loose Christian values 
that shaped the gendered morality in Norwegian society, 
unveiling its pious and narcissistic nature. This is evi-
dent in Torvald's belief that religion is more of a societal 
obligation rather than an act of love. Ibsen illustrates 
how Christianity in the 19th century was just a mislead-
ing societal construct since it was used to judge good 
from bad morality. At the same time, Torvald never 
questions his own moral and religious hypocrisy. He 
labels others as “morally destitute” and blames 
“mothers who were liars” for children “who are corrupt 
from an early age” (Ibsen 139) yet fails to acknowledge 
his own faults or sins. Thus Torvald's “true concern is 
not for moral righteousness but the appearance of 
it” (Lavender 123). For instance, when Torvald explains 
to Nora why he must fire Krogstad, he admits that it is 
possible to overlook his questionable moral character. 
However, Torvald continues to explain:  
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We’re on first name terms. And this tactless individual 
does nothing to hide it in the presence of others. Quite 
the contrary- he thinks it entitles him to take a familiar 
tone with me; so he constantly gets one over me with 
his ‘Torvald this’ and ‘Torvald that’. I assure you, it is 
highly embarrassing. He’d make my position at the 
Bank intolerable. (Ibsen 148) 

 

Nora notes what a “petty concern” this is and how that 
is no excuse to terminate one's livelihood, especially if 
Krogstad is “pretty good at his job”. Torvald is essen-
tially dismissing Krogstad just because he is not ad-
dressed as Mr. Helmer, like his status as Bank Manager 
requires. Torvald does not want to appear inferior or 
belittled. Furthermore, Nora's continuous requests to 
keep Krogstad at the Bank does not change Torvald’s 
mind; instead Torvald argues that he will appear 
“ridiculous in front of the entire staff or give people the 
idea that [he is] subject to all kinds of external influ-
ence” if Krogstad is not dismissed (148). Likewise, the 
Christian institution has these dogmatic rules and patri-
archal hierarchy that must be adhered to. Ibsen points 
out how rigid society is: how their hyperfocus on rules, 
closed mindedness, and patriarchy will soon erode at 
their structure until it collapses and fails. Torvald’s nar-
cissism is especially apparent when he admits that main-
taining appearances and integrity is more important than 
anything: “nobody would sacrifice their honour for the 
one they love” (186). Lastly, Torvald asks if Nora 
“thought for what people will say” (184) regarding her 
leave, “showing himself once again a morally shallow 
person more concerned with appearance than sub-
stance” (Lavender 126).  

  

While Torvald embodies Victorian society's rigidity and 
religiosity, Nora represents the freedom from these reli-
gious institutions and constraints. Nora begins to ques-
tion these societal norms for the first time at the end of 
Act 1 after Torvald’s statements about “bad mothers” 
corrupting their children: “corrupt my little children -! 
Poison our home? [brief pause; she lifts her head high] 
It isn't true. It can't ever possibly be true” (Ibsen 140). 
At this pivotal moment in the play, Nora begins her 
journey of self-discovery. In the earlier stages of A 
Doll’s House, Nora lived and breathed for her husband. 
She showed Christ-like self-sacrificing love when sign-
ing the loan with Krogstad knowing all that it would 
cost her; Nora’s “own necessities took the brunt of it” 
and she worked copying “every evening, long into the 
night” (123). Knowing the consequences of signing the 
loan, Nora did it anyway for Torvald’s sake. Nora's 
morally blameless crime however, is not seen as right-
eous in society's eyes. Similarly, Nora’s failed seduction 
of Dr. Rank shows her morally upright character. Nora's 
desperate attempt to save her husband from the truth is 
foiled by Dr. Rank’s secret love confession. Nora then 

realizes how immoral it is of a married woman to se-
duce her dying friend for money. In this scene “Nora 
demonstrates actual nobility when, after flirting with Dr. 
Rank in a last-ditch attempt to get the money she needs 
to pay off Krogstad, she rejects his amorous advances 
toward her” (Lavender 123). That is why in Act III Nora 
questions society and its measure of good and bad mo-
rality, for she cannot wrap her head around the idea that 
saving her husband's life and sparing her dying father 
are wicked. In Nora’s perspective these actions are mor-
ally upright, hence her independence from society’s 
measure of good or bad morality. That is the predica-
ment Nora faces in the final act of A Doll's House.  

 

But before Nora's epiphany in Act III, she believes that 
Torvald “wouldn't hesitate for a moment to give his life 
for [her] sake” (Ibsen 154). Nora is “unshakably certain 
that [Torvald] would step forward and take everything 
upon [himself] and say: I am the guilty one” once the 
truth about her debt is revealed (186). Nora's conviction 
that Torvald is her savior is primarily due to Torvald’s 
own insistence on protecting and sheltering her from the 
outside world. He “wished that some impending danger 
might threaten [Nora], so [he] could risk [his] life and 
limb and everything, everything for [her] sake” (176). In 
reality, Nora is betrayed by her husband because she 
“expected that Torvald would return the favor if he 
found out, taking all responsibility for what she did up-
on himself, out of love for her” (Mahaffey 62). Howev-
er, when the letter is revealed and her secret is exposed, 
Torvald’s loathsome reaction is eye-opening to Nora, as 
she can finally see what a hypocrite and a liar her hus-
band is. Nora is subject “to a wrathful, implacable deity 
who can only see the evidence of sin, not the substance 
of virtue” and it is “in that instant [when] Nora realizes 
Torvald’s moral superficiality, his inadequacy as her 
god” (Lavender 124). Additionally, her Christian beliefs 
clearly communicate how “just as Christ loved the 
church and gave himself up for her … husbands ought 
to love their wives as their own bodies” (Eph. 5.25-28). 
These unwavering truths she learned from Reverend 
Hansen were not accurately executed in society, for 
their faith was superficial and ossified. Nora has been 
playing all her life: believing she understood religion 
and what society taught about Christianity. So when 
“the miraculous thing didn't happen” (Ibsen 186), Nora 
saw that Torvald wasn't the man she imagined and her 
“religious convictions … have collapsed complete-
ly” (Lavender 126). While society had certainly warped 
and tainted the Christian faith, a large part of “Nora's 
religious confusion” is on account of “Torvald’s own 
lethargy toward Christian practice” and how his 
“essentially imperceptible Christian piety is dwarfed 
throughout the play by his devotion to himself—a habit-
ual self-focus, quite opposed to Christianity” (Urban 1). 
Nora's legitimate decision to leave her marriage and 
start anew closely resembles the teachings of Jesus 
Christ to his twelve disciples: “If anyone will not wel-
come you or listen to your words, leave that home or 
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town and shake the dust off your feet” (Matt. 10.14). 
Since Torvald did not show compassion or love towards 
Nora during their marriage or time of need, since he did 
not listen to her concerns and act like a true Christian 
husband should, Nora had every right to leave her home 
and explore for herself what the true meaning of 
Christ’s teachings were. Nora’s leave to explore herself 
was in fact justifiable. 

  

The ‘inferiority’ of women and their sole role as moth-
ers and wives  were also justified by the Christian faith 
and its cornerstone, the Bible, in the 19th century. Ib-
sen's purpose in A Doll’s House is to reject this miscon-
ception and prove that women are “first and foremost 
[human beings]” (Ibsen 184). The Scriptures were taken 
out of context and used as prooftext to further oppres-
sion in patriarchal society. Husbands viewed wives as 
mere commodities and to be provided for in a material 
sense rather than to demonstrate mutual unselfish ser-
vice. But now that Nora is free from society’s hypocriti-
cal influence, she can search for the truth and the light, 
represented by the lamp throughout the play. The lamp 
essentially sheds light onto society's hypocritical institu-
tions and hollow religion as its main influence. This 
symbol of light in the midst of darkness in a religious 
sense indicates that goodness and truth overpowers de-
ceit and lies. After further analysis, author Vicki Ma-
haffey notes that “there is something Christlike about 
Rank’s suffering ‘for another man’s sins’” (Mahaffey 
60). The lamplight portrays Dr. Rank as a Christ-like 
figure in A Doll’s House by appearing to expel the dark-
ness. This argument is supported by the Bible which 
illustrates, “Though I sit in darkness, the Lord will be 
my light” (Micah 7.8). Dr. Rank’s role in the play is 
essentially to expose society’s sins and hypocrisy by 
shedding light on their immorality. Furthermore: 

 

The implicit identification of Rank’s suffering with that 
of Jesus on the cross signals that there is another, self-
sacrificial model of forgiveness at work in the play, one 
linked with Christianity as it is most often understood, 
the one that Nora has been using as her 
guide” (Mahaffey 61). 

 

In Act III when Nora lights Dr. Rank’s cigar, this ges-
ture reflects the hope and redemption that will come 
with death. The lamplight in A Doll’s House represents 
Nora’s discovery of the truth about the society she lives 
in. Henrik Ibsen’s “purpose was not to destroy but to 
cleanse Christianity. His was an individualistic religion, 
involving personal participation in the eternal ideal of 
love, in the crucified and risen Christ, and in the spirit 
of truth and freedom” (Kaasa 378). The overlooked role 
of religion in A Doll’s House ultimately points out how 
true Christian faith is about personal conscience, not to 
ensure social conformity. 

  

The emptiness of Christianity portrayed in A Doll’s 
House by Henrik Ibsen masks the fact that a lofty and 
specious 19th century society is actually at the root of 
their patriarchal standards and gendered sense of moral-
ity. While these unsubstantiated Victorian principles 
laid the foundation of their society, Nora Helmer right-
fully finds herself questioning their validity. Therefore 
Nora's endeavor to “find out who is right” is justifiable. 
Between Torvald’s self-righteous religious piety and 
society’s conflicting standards, it is fathomable that 
Nora finds herself “not even sure … what this religion 
is” (Ibsen 185). Hence the irony lies in her real interpre-
tation of the Gospel and its teachings: Nora demonstrat-
ed Christ-like love when sacrificing herself to save her 
husband, and she demonstrated a lot more faith than the 
rest of society. It is therefore easy to say that “The role 
of religion in A Doll’s House is understated and yet om-
nipresent” (Branson). Religion was intertwined with 
everything, from society's warped principles to Nora’s 
tough decisions. In the end, Nora finds herself truly free 
from the dogmatic oppression of the hollow religious 
institution in 19th century Norway.  
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: The Joker has become a staple in pop culture. The main reason for his iconic presence is due to his psychotic sense of hu-
mor. The Joker appears to be a stereotypical villain with little room for philosophical analysis. Despite this classification, the Joker 
can be viewed in other perspectives that can cause readers to ponder the philosophical symbolism the Joker embodies. Nietzschean 
ethics and human flourishing are two areas where a philosophical analysis can be done on the Joker. Nietzschean ethics describes the 
idea of the true "Superman" that’s neither "good" nor "evil," but rises above moral constraints, having no attachments with society 
and its ideals. If looking at the Joker in the same light, he transcends good and evil, and this presentation aims to explore this tran-
scendence, grafting it onto a Nietzschean analysis. The second half of the presentation analyzes how the Joker, a madman, can flour-
ish as a human being. Human flourishing can be described and defined under the pretext of contributing to a person's happiness or 
eudaemonia. Philosophical theories create questionable standards of who can flourish and how. To be clear, each person has their 
own idea of flourishing. A philosophical understanding of the Joker becomes more complicated than one can see on the multi-
colored sheen of a comic book page. It also brings to light how one who disrupts society can find solace in it, an idea needed in this 
current world. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T he Joker, one of Detective Comics (DC's) most in-
famous Batman villains, is not a simple fictional charac-
ter to laugh at. He is known for his comical exploits, 
jovial attitude, killer jokes, and ongoing rivalry with 
Batman. In this war of good versus evil, the Joker has 
been analyzed psychologically, metaphorically, reli-
giously, and in many other ways to understand his mo-
tives and purpose. After each study, the Joker is contin-
uously found to be a complicated character that contin-
ues to redefine our understanding of humanity. One in-
teresting way to approach the Joker is through Nie-
tzschean ethics, which focuses on ideas such as good 
and evil and how humanity can reach its full potential. 
Nietzsche emphasizes the potential humans have for 
overcoming obstacles, and this is something that the 
Joker is pretty good at. The Joker is the best example of 
Nietzsche’s Übermensch compared to Batman or Super-
man because the Joker can overcome man's problems to 
reach his potential while challenging the true meanings 
behind good and evil in a more realistic and relatable 
way.   
  
The Joker was initially an average stand-up comedian 
named Jack Napier until he fell into a vat of acid when 
trying to secure funds for his family (Mithaiwala). In his 
first debut in the 1940s Batman series, the Joker was 
depicted as a murderous clown with no real purpose or 
background. It wasn't until later that a conglomerate of 
known comic writers and artists such as Bill Finger, 
Bob Kane, and Jerry Robinson came together to fashion 
more of his background.  
  

As a fan-favorite villain, the Joker is commonly seen as 
Batman's archnemesis because he constantly challenges 
Batman's sense of justice with his jovial and anarchist 
beliefs. The Joker has continued challenging the true 
meanings between good and evil, hero and villain, and 
chaos and order. He serves to entertain the comic mass-
es and debate many academic subjects as he challenges 
what it means to be human in a world where society is 
our master.  
  
As a fictional character, Joker serves as entertainment; 
however, as a philosophical concept, the basis of the 
Joker aligns closely with the ideas and beliefs of Frie-
drich Nietzsche. Nietzsche was born in 1844 in Rocken, 
Saxony, and studied to become a Professor of Classical 
Philology at the University of Basle (Parkes ix-xxvii). 
Radical and eccentric, he wrote numerous books and 
pamphlets on his ideas on philosophy before suffering a 
breakdown in 1888 after witnessing and sympathizing 
with a horse being beaten in the streets (Parkes ix-xxvii;  
Philosophy--Nietzsche). His breakdown led to a flour-
ishing of works on humanity, morality, and philosophy 
until his death (Parkes ix-xxvii). He did not believe in 
Christianity or God, detested alcohol, and thought hu-
manity had the tools to achieve their full potential, pro-
vided they left behind the mask society gave them 
(Philosophy--Nietzsche).  His works embodied these 
ideas and others centering around good and evil and the 
concept of humanity overcoming its limits to become 
the Übermensch or superman. 
  
For Nietszche, the Übermensch, or superman, is a fully 
recognized and self-satisfied human being. Essentially, 
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human beings can overcome obstacles to determine 
their full potential and achieve it. Human potential is not 
the same for each person, but rather what is best suited 
for their needs and skillsets and is essentially a pathway 
made by themselves through self-discovery. Aside from 
the principality of the Übermensch comes three primary 
characteristics - self-overcoming, amor fati (love of 
fate"), and eternal recurrence (Peaslee and Weiner 180). 
Each characteristic represents an essential concept and 
an essential struggle humans have with the self, fate, 
and mortality.     
  
In further discussing these concepts, the first, self-
overcoming, deals with the reality of oneself through 
self-reflection and observation (Peaslee and Weiner 180
-181). Essentially, it is overcoming the challenges one 
finds in themselves and conquering them to understand 
their life outside the societal classification of good and 
evil. Nietzsche describes the key to overcoming as 
"plumbing the dark recess of the soul" (Peaslee and 
Weiner 182). Looking at the darker parts of oneself that 
we typically try to hide will allow for the full realization 
of the self—the continuation of persevering through 
these darker parts aid in understanding oneself. Methods 
of doing so may differ, as one may use meditation, or 
focus on assisting others. On the other hand, the Joker 
utilizes humor and laughter to self-overcome. He em-
ploys a response that is not typical when facing uncer-
tainty or challenges. The Joker's attitude inwardly to 
overcome challenges is also his most expressed emotion 
when dealing with problems outside of himself. There-
by, when the Joker utilizes humor to deal with his inner 
challenges, he uses humor to deal with all other con-
cerns, whether for fun or crime.  
  
The second characteristic, amor fati, translated as "love 
of fate," is an extension of self-overcoming. Once a per-
son can overcome their darkness, they can overcome the 
darkness of the world (Peaslee and Weiner 182). Nie-
tzsche says that it is only by "accepting [ing] the dark 
and dangerous that we can start to learn about life itself 
truly, thus the importance of the love of fate" (qtd. in 
Peaslee and Weiner 182). By being able to deal with the 
unknown and embrace it rather than fear it, one can hold 
more power. As one has already taken from their 
strength of self-overcoming, the energy brought about 
by amor fati allows one to be even more committed to 
themselves and their decisions. As the Joker already 
uses humor to deal with his self-overcoming, he contin-
ues to use humor to accept life. A want empowers the 
Joker to share his humor, which acknowledges another 
aspect of amor fati where there is a want for nothing to 
change in this lifetime (Peaslee and Weiner 183). This 
want is consistent with his sharing of humor with others 
through his heinous and hilarious acts of crime 
(Mithaiwala).  
  
The last characteristic, eternal reoccurrence, encom-
passes the previous elements to understand and appreci-
ate the fullness of life. This means living life to its full-

est, with no regrets, and being able to accept the deci-
sions made in this lifetime; if one had to go through life 
again with previous findings in place, they would be 
able to accept all that has occurred and choices made 
(Peaslee and Weiner 183). This also means coming to 
terms and getting power found from self-overcoming. 
This power cannot only be used with amor fati but to 
accept the world as it is with "no fear of failure or weak-
ness" (Peaslee and Weiner 183). As the Joker can take 
all these characteristics together, coupled with his wick-
ed sense of humor, it allows him to fully embrace the 
decisions he has made by living dangerously with no 
regrets. The Joker overcomes his inner self, fate, and 
mortality to become the Übermensch himself.  
 
Utilizing these characteristics of the Übermensch, a 
comparison can be made between the Superman found 
in comics and the fictional idea of the superman found 
in the Joker. Superman, another DC fictional character, 
is an alien hero from the planet Krypton. As the sole 
survivor of his race, he resides and protects Earth from 
threats. Unlike the Joker, who is Earth-born and power-
less, Superman must come to terms with understanding 
humanity and the challenges of blending into a race that 
is not his own.  
 
In comparing Übermensch's characteristics, Superman 
works to self-overcome by dealing with ideas that are 
societally subjected as good. He looks inward to under-
stand humanity, not to overcome it. He works towards 
the higher goal of achieving societal good instead of self
-challenges. This is one of many differences found be-
tween the Joker and Superman. While Superman works 
towards societal goodness, the Joker embraces humor 
and jokes to laugh in the face of the horrors. This humor 
spreads to the second characteristic of amor fati. The 
Joker aims to extend his humor to others by living as 
dangerously as possible, without concern for hurting 
others. He wants life to continue this path of humorous 
destruction without changing. Thereby Joker accepts the 
life he is in, living as dangerously as possible while 
laughing in the face of danger.  
 
Unlike the Joker, Superman wants life to change for the 
better so everyone can live the most meaningful life 
possible. He works towards changing fate and thereby 
does not recognize his lack of self-overcoming. His self-
overcoming, he associates, means fits in with Earth's 
people and culture, living for them and not overcoming 
the inner struggles he faces as a sole survivor on a 
strange planet. Superman has more focus on others and 
lives life as safely as possible. Superman is the antithe-
sis of the Joker, who lives life for himself without con-
cern for others. Thus, the Joker can be seen more as 
Nietzsche's Übermensch, or superman, than Superman 
himself.  
 
The Übermensch Nietzsche describes challenges the 
understandings and truth behind good and evil societal 
descriptors, a key definer in understanding the im-
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portance behind the Übermensch compared to the Joker. 
Good and evil are descriptors of actions, thoughts, and 
morals. For example, Nietzsche sees morality as a con-
struct that does not clearly define good and evil but in-
stead provides baseless ideas to make someone feel 
good rather than doing good. Nietzsche describes well:  
 

Man had originally praised and called 'good' 
altruistic acts from the standpoint of those on 
whom they were conferred, that is, those to 
whom they were useful; subsequently the origin 
of this praise was forgotten, and altruistic acts, 
simply because, as a sheer of matter of habit, 
they were praised as good, came also to be felt 
as good- as though they contained in them-
selves some intrinsic goodness…" Good" did 
not originate among those to whom goodness 
was shown. Much rather has it been the good 
themselves, that is, the aristocratic, the power-
ful, the high-stationed, the high-minded, who 
have felt that they themselves were good, and 
that their actions were good, that is to say of 
the first order, in contradistinction to all the 
low, the low-minded, the vulgar, and the plebi-
an (qtd. in Samuel 3-4).  

 
In this way, “good” loses its value and meaning once it 
becomes mandatory and deserves recognition for some-
thing that should be done regardless of feeling or re-
ward. Thereby, “good” becomes another construct of 
society we are bound to live by, separating the powerful 
from the weak. It brings forth the idea that being rea-
sonable means being assertive, and the good is done to 
benefit the originator, not the ones receiving the sup-
posed good.  
 
This does not mean, however, that evil is the essential 
path to follow either. According to Nietzsche, evil is not 
necessarily the direct opposite of sound but rather a 
misperception or disagreement of ideas. Therefore, evil 
is in the eye of the beholder; if one has an opposing 
view on a supposed act, they can be deemed the enemy 
of the other and, as a result, evil. Ressentiment is the 
gauging point for deciding between “good” and “evil.” 
It can be viewed as an underlying motivator to achieve 
recourse, powered by hatred due to their weaknesses 
(Litsey 184-188). This explains why, on the outside, 
man is viewed as “good” when helping their fellow 
man. While internally or left alone, man would hide 
their inner beast that defies this sense of “goodness.” 
Feelings such as selfishness, envy, and jealousy, gener-
ally deemed unfavorable and motivators for wrong, are 
suppressed instead of embraced. Thereby, evil also con-
stricts members of society to a prescribed idea where 
their feelings are ignored.  
 
As Nietzsche’s Übermensch, the Joker can see the faults 
in the pre-described “good” and “evil” that weigh on its 
members of society. He can also handle his darkness, 

rising above it so that it becomes part of his identity, to 
become the best version of himself. Once reaching this 
potential, he wants nothing more than to spread his non-
societal bound, jovial, monster-releasing freedom with 
others. This is a task that the Joker realizes cannot be 
done by everyone because they cannot accept the truth 
that good and evil mean nothing: The Joker explains it 
this way: 
 

You see, their morals, their code, it’s a bad 
joke. Dropped at the first sign of trouble. 
They’re only as good as the world allows them 
to be. I’ll show you. When the chips are down, 
these…these civilized people, they’ll eat each 
other. See, I’m not a monster. I’m just ahead of 
the curve (qtd. in Batman Interrogates the Jok-
er: The Dark Knight).  

 
In talking to Batman about the Gotham City Police who 
have arrested him, the Joker knows that the law en-
forcement, which is supposed to be “good” and hold 
morals, doesn’t. The Joker knows people have these 
animals, or monsters, inside with a thick societal mask 
of morality and societal norms placed upon their faces. 
He already took his off; therefore, he believes others 
should also. It is only the Batman who indeed refuses to 
let go of his societal mask and is, thereby, the man of 
interest in the eyes of the Joker.   
  
The Batman-Joker dynamic is one of the most infamous 
interactions between good and evil. A moral pillar of 
truth and justice, Batman represents the typical person 
in society, fighting for truth against the supposed cor-
ruption in Gotham. Batman is held to his societal moral 
code that prevents him from killing. While the Joker, a 
dismissible plague of society due to his psychotic 
tendencies, represents the oppressed and forgotten. 
With his self-made archaic moral code, the Joker is lib-
erated from the constraints of society and able to follow 
his code to do anything to benefit himself. This preset 
idea of good and evil is a charade as the relationship 
between Batman and Joker is complicated by their 
views of ethics, morality, and power.  
  
This charade relationship can further be explained with 
another concept created by Nietzsche, the slave master 
model, which considers the complicated understandings 
of good and evil. The model depends on the decider 
creating their beliefs or morals; the other is bound by 
said morals (Litsey 184-188). The one who holds power 
is the decider and can enforce their will upon the other. 
If the decider finds that their actions are right while the 
other is wrong, the decider becomes the master of their 
ideas while the other becomes the slave to the decider's 
ideas. When using this model to compare the actions of 
Batman and the Joker, they are slave and masters to 
each other. Batman has predefined ideas of justice from 
societal norms that demand equity when possible for the 
greater good of people and choosing to value life. Thus, 
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the Joker is a slave to these ideas and is deemed evil in 
comparison to Batman because he violates the basis of Bat-
man's societal code not to harm others and challenges his 
belief in justice. The Joker challenges justice, specifically 
with his value in anarchy and humor that values himself 
instead of society. Thereby Batman is the antithesis and 
enslaved person to this master's model. Each can rally and 
overcome the values of the other through the idea of slave 
revolt when times are rough, a formulaic comic book cli-
max in which the hero defeats the villain after the villain 
has taken everything from the hero. This constant change 
between the roles of slave and master creates continuous 
conflict and elicits growth for both characters.  
  
The Joker, however, is more conscious of the slave-master 
model, as he humorously invokes Batman by challenging 
his moral code by attacking him physically, mentally, emo-
tionally, and morally. The Joker realizes that Batman needs 
him as he needs Batman. The clown has surpassed society's 
limitations and personal hindrance; he holds no moral code 
and abides only by his actions. The Joker is aware he fits 
into no prescribed societal standing and strives to keep it 
that way. This self-made freedom allows him to thrive in 
complete chaos, challenging Batman to rise above the trib-
ulations he places in front of him (Litsey 184-188). This 
way, Batman will continue to be the slave and fight for his 
higher purpose. However, once he reaches that point, he is 
challenged by the Joker, who begins the cycle again.  
  
The cycle continues round and round until one of them is 
taken out of the picture. When taking Batman out of the 
relationship, the Joker believes himself to cease as he has 
no fundamental importance without Batman. The Joker 
once described their relationship as follows:  
 

There's these two guys. Both with serious emotion-
al issues, they each start dressing up like freaks 
and break the law. One they call a psychopath and 
lock up in Arkham…the other they call a hero and 
name high schools after. Do you get it? (qtd. in 
Snyder 30-31).  

 
Therefore, if the slave-master model exists, how can the 
Joker, or the master, live without someone to challenge? 
The master loses purpose when he has no one to control. 
This then changes the idea that the Joker is not held by any-
thing. Through the concept of the slave-master model, the 
Joker is bound to Batman out of interest in laughs. Instead, 
Batman and Joker are intertwined because Batman is the 
only one to understand the motivations behind his actions. 
  
The detailed understanding of the Joker cannot be summed 
up in one singular paper. His ideas, ideology, morals, and 
experiences are different aspects of a complicated charac-
ter. Philosophically, one can analyze one part of the Joker 
and realize that he has been able to surpass all of humanity 
through the teachings of Nietzsche. As the Übermensch, he 
can look into the darkness in himself and embrace it so that 
he may find power through the challenging concepts of 
man- self, fate, and mortality. By self-overcoming his 

night, finding amor fati in life with humor, and allowing 
for the acceptance of his actions in eternal reoccurrence, he 
can flourish. He defies the societal ideas of good and evil 
by demolishing their meanings, embodying none of their 
ideas, and realizing that having morals is worthless. A reve-
lation that Batman challenges in a reoccurring slave-master 
model where each man fights to protect their beliefs while 
enforcing them on the other, encouraging a cycle of break-
ing and building themselves back up. The Joker becomes 
more than a simple clown and a simple man through Nie-
tzsche’s ideas of the Übermensch, good and evil, and the 
slave-master model. Instead, the Joker becomes what we 
want most out of life- to be free.  
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The Perseverant Power of Black Music in  
“The Pretended” 

 
J  E  

Mount Wachusett Community College 
 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: This essay illustrates the heritage of Black music as a form of social activism as informed by Darryl A. Smith’s short story 
“The Pretended.” In this dystopian science fiction story, the Black race has been replaced by robots. In order to cope with the injus-
tices they face, these robots turn to music. Though this story is fictional, “The Pretended” is undeniably relevant to 21st Century 
Black liberation movements like Black Lives Matter. From slave spirituals to Nina Simone to Kendrick Lamar, Black music proves 
the voice is more powerful than the pen and the sword.  
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M usic has been a critical component in Black re-
sistance movements and activism since the era of slav-
ery in America. From religious spirituals such as 
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and “Go Down, Moses” 
depicting escapes and liberation, to Nina Simone’s 
“Mississippi Goddam,” to Beyonce’s “Black Parade,” 
music has long been a source of hope and a platform for 
political and social critique. The importance of music in 
Black activism is underscored in Darryl A. Smith’s 
short story “The Pretended,” an allegory on the system-
ic oppression and dehumanization of Black people in 
America. In this science fiction piece, white people have 
abolished Black people as a race. However, needing 
someone to oppress, they built robots with the brains 
and bodies of Black people and treated them as subhu-
man. Or, in other words, they treated them the way 
white people have historically treated Black people. 
These robots are more caricatures of Black people than 
anything, programmed to speak exclusively in African 
American Vernacular English. This language was meant 
to keep the robots as unintelligible subordinates, but the 
robots in the story demonstrate that, so long as they 
have their voice, they cannot be stifled. This idea paral-
lels to the era of American slavery wherein enslaved 
people were deprived of education in an effort to keep 
them from uniting and overthrowing their oppressors, 
and yet it was through music that enslaved people liber-
ated themselves all the same. Across genres, Black mu-
sic has historically been about unification, liberation, 
empowerment, and—especially within the last fifty 
years—Black pride. “The Pretended,” with its symbolic 
portrayal of the dehumanization of Black people in the 
form of robots and its illustration of how Black people 
use music in times of injustice, may be a dystopian sci-
ence fiction story, but its relevance to 21st century needs 
for Black activism is undeniable.  

 

In the story, the elimination of Black people and their 
replacement with Black robots is a clear representation 
of the way white people destroy the humanity of Black 
people and portray them as conspicuously non-human. 
The story centers on a seven-year-old robot named 
Mnemosyne and her friend, Diva Eve, as they sit aboard 
a train full of “malfunctioning” robots like themselves, 
on their way to be destroyed. The white people’s justifi-
cation of the creation of the robots is best explained by 
Diva Eve:  

[W]hen black people was all gone—before peo-
ple builded us—people stopped pretendin. Peo-
ple started seein that they was jes pretendin all 
along before bout black not bein people. They 
start seein that black musta been people and 
they couldn't deal wit that. Funny thing bout 
pretendin is, if you stop, that's when you know 
you was jes makin stuff up the whole time 
(Smith 362). 

 

In essence, when white people came to realize that 
Black people were not, in fact, the sub-human species 
that they had treated them as, it was unbearable for 
them. They couldn’t simply stop justifying their racism 
or they’d have to deal with the consequences of their 
actions; thus, they built Black robots that were quite 
literally not human so that they could be fully justified 
in their oppression. Likewise, real-world examples of 
stripping the humanity from Black people and replacing 
it with a racist, white perception of Black people are 
visible everywhere. The ongoing portrayals of the beat-
ings and murders of Black people at the hands of police 
by media sources is a relevant real-world example; 
when a Black person can be seen as subhuman, when 
his humanity is stripped from him, he can be relabeled 
as a “thug,” “thief,” “drug addict,” or “gangster” and 
treated only as such. It is illegal to kill a person, but is it 
illegal to kill an animalistic criminal? It is through dehu-
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manization that inhumane treatment is consequently justi-
fied.  

This form of racism is easy to internalize, as we see in 
Mnemosyne, whose self-perception is that of a robot pre-
tending to be a person, but not of an actual person. Diva 
Eve explains to her that if she’s not a real person, it’s not 
just because she has the physical body of a robot but be-
cause “you pretendin like you're people steda jes bein peo-
ple” (Smith 362). Mnemosyne contests, “But they pro-
grammed me to pretend. People programmed all us robots 
to pretend like we're people,” to which Diva Eve replies, 
“No, they didn't. They programmed you so you could pre-
tend like you was black—not people. But you don't see no 
difference between em” (Smith 361).  Diva Eve reveals 
here the foundation on which this world rests: someone or 
something that is Black cannot be a real person. Mnemosy-
ne thought that she was a robot who was programmed to 
pretend to be a person (and, in this world, the only people 
are white), but Diva Eve reminds her that she was pro-
grammed to be Black—a distinctly sub-human category. 
For Mnemosyne to start to pretend that she was a real per-
son—not just Black—is to go against her programming, to 
malfunction; because of this, the (white) humans have de-
cided that she must be destroyed. As Diva Eve explains, 
“That's why we on this train now” (Smith 361). The afore-
mentioned parallels to the real world, especially in the Unit-
ed States, are chilling. Just as white Americans turn Black 
Americans into savages in their mind’s eye in order to see 
their lives as worth less than their own, the white people in 
the story turn Black people into robots. 

 

When white people created Black robots, they used the 
template that they associated with Blackness to maintain 
the inferior status of Blackness—a template that included 
dark skin, kinky curls, and, as is shown in the dialogue be-
tween our two protagonists, speech consisting almost en-
tirely of African American Vernacular English, or AAVE. 
Diva Eve explains that, to build the Black robots, white 
people took the brains of Black people, wiped parts of their 
memory, put it into a machine, and “[made] our talk the 
way they think it should sound” (Smith 362). Of course, it’s 
a complete fallacy that all Black people use AAVE, espe-
cially exclusively (“Black”). Regardless, it is only through 
the lens of white supremacy that AAVE is differentiated at 
all; most references to AAVE are in comparison against the 
idealized, yet essentially nonexistent, Standard English 
(“Standard”). If Standard English is spoken at all, it is spo-
ken by a select few, namely “trained elocutionists and some 
radio and TV commentators” (“Standard”). And yet, Stand-
ard English is touted as the superior dialect to AAVE, de-
spite there being no “evidence whatsoever that suggest[s] 
that Black English is in any way deficient in communica-
tive or expressive function” (“Black”). The white people in 
this story have programmed the robots to speak in AAVE 
for two reasons: the first being that their perception of 
Black speech exclusively includes AAVE. The second was 
an attempt to limit the potential for humans to view them as 
intelligent beings with the capacity for real conversation. 

The irony is, though, that Mnemosyne articulates incredibly 
sophisticated ideas, even within the limits of her pro-
grammed speech. For instance, in a moment of internalized 
racism, Mnemosyne imagines a world where Black people 
created white robots:  

Think of it! White machines! As light as you please. 
Like them Greek statues in the museums. Only they 
move. They soft. They so beautiful, you wouldn't 
even mind if they control you a little bit….And 
they'd forget you builded em. Cause you'd forget 
you builded em. And why would you forget you'd 
brought the statues to life? Cause you'd want to. 
Cause you'd die to—jes like the chiseler-king who 
got the most handsomest goddess of beauty and 
love to activate his ivory darling, cause he prayed 
so strong over it. He loved it so much (Smith 368).  

There are several layers to this quote, but the one I find 
most interesting is how a seven-year-old girl so vividly for-
mulates a hypothetical world with supreme white robots 
and even describes the Greek mythological story of Pygma-
lion, who fell in love with the statue he created and prayed 
to Venus until she brought the statue to life, all using the 
purportedly “inferior” dialect of AAVE (“Pygmalion”). 
Indeed, she reveals the depth of her intellect despite the 
constraints of her programming. This programming was 
designed to contain the robots to their box of subordinate 
“Blackness,” as it’s defined by white people, to limit their 
expressions to unintelligible babble, and yet this quote 
plainly demonstrates that Mnemosyne is well beyond her 
years in her capacity for knowledge and critical thinking.  

 

While AAVE is viewed by racist elitists as an inferior dia-
lect lacking in substance (particularly in comparison to so-
called “Standard English”), this dialect has a long history of 
conveying powerful and complex messages in Black libera-
tion movements, starting with the spirituals sung by en-
slaved people before and during the abolition of slavery. 
The oral traditions of African Americans certainly have 
roots in the African cultures from which they derived, but 
they were likely made newly powerful by legislation that 
banned enslaved people from education in any form, espe-
cially reading and writing, for fear that it would empower 
their resistance (Brown 58). Still, this lack of written lan-
guage did not inhibit them enough; the lack of a pen does 
not account for the lack of a voice, and spirituals prove the 
Black voice to be a powerful agent for change. Frederick 
Douglas, a formerly enslaved abolitionist, wrote on the 
moving spirituals that slaves would sing while they worked:  

They would sing words which to many would seem 
unmeaning jargon, but which nevertheless, were 
full of meaning to themselves. […] I did not, when 
a slave, understand the deep meaning of those 
songs. They told a tale of woe which was then alto-
gether beyond my feeble comprehension; they were 
tones loud, long, and deep; they breathed the pray-
er and complaint of souls boiling over with the bit-
terest anguish. Every tone was a testimony against 
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slavery and a prayer to God for deliverance from 
chains (Brown 54). 

While these spirituals were perceived by outsiders as gib-
berish, they usually contained hidden messages of re-
sistance—and often they even gave advice on escaping 
slavery (Brown 54). Slave spirituals “permitted [slaves] to 
speak…openly of the afflictions of bondage and their long-
ings for freedom. In this sense, there was always an ele-
ment of protest in the slaves’ religious songs” (qtd. in Den-
nis 38). Many of the songs written and/or sung by enslaved 
Africans (such as “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and “Go 
Down, Moses”) are foundational church hymns across the 
nation, still sung with freedom in mind. We see the contin-
ued power of this heritage in “The Pretended” when, as 
Mnemosyne is sitting aboard the train, she witnesses “a 
group of very old robots huddled together, swaying and 
humming a song Mnemosyne had often heard in 
church” (Smith 358). In this brief window between their 
life outside the train and their impending death, these older 
robots revert to a coping skill as old as African American 
suffering itself: singing freedom songs.  

 

Liberation music didn’t stop with slave spirituals; the Civil 
Rights Era and Black Power Movement, particularly be-
tween the 1940s and 1980s, generated its own generation of 
protest music. Black musicians such as Billie Holiday, Ni-
na Simone, James Brown, and Sam Cooke all produced 
music that directly criticized racism in America and em-
powered Black people nationally to recognize their worth. 
During the Selma to Montgomery march in 1965, for in-
stance, composer and activist Bernice Johnson Reagon not-
ed, “Songs supplied a steady spiritual nourishment through 
activities of that march; the verses that people fashioned 
expressed their intentions and reasons for being there” (qtd. 
in Mingo 96). As marchers went on, they composed their 
own songs in the moment to fuel their efforts. This tradition 
of composing on the spot in response to injustice is histori-
cal, as well. Some historical records report:  

Slaves improvising and singing laments and dirges 
to console themselves in times of despair—e.g., at 
funerals, while chained in coffles en route to the 
slave market, imprisoned in dungeons at slave 
markets, or at traumatic farewells before transport 
to unknown places further South (Wright 9-10).  

The robots aboard the train perhaps more closely resemble 
this latter group. They weren’t protesting in action—in fact, 
they are largely resigned in their resistant efforts, as is illus-
trated by the decision of many to self-destruct aboard the 
train—but their spirits were still defiant. Theologian James 
Cone notes, “Black music is unity music. It unites the joy 
and the sorrow, the love and the hate, the hope and the des-
pair of black people; and it moves the people toward the 
direction of total liberation” (qtd. in Mingo 98).  

 

Nowhere is this “unity music” more overt and expressive 
than in hip hop, and “The Pretended” illustrates its influen-

tial power for Black youth. In their book Black Lives Mat-
ter & Music: Protest, Intervention, Reflection, Fernando 
Orejuela and Stephanie Shonekan assert that “[h]ip hop is 
one of the most significant contributions to Black Lives 
Matter’s soundscapes and pretending that hip hop studies is 
not about Black political culture is itself a loud, political 
statement” (Orejuela and Shonekan 53). Slave spirituals are 
to 19th century abolitionist movements as hip hop is to 21st 
century Black liberation movements. Assistant Professor of 
African American Studies at Pennsylvania State University 
AnneMarie Mingo states that: 

As a result of its silence on many socio-political 
issues since the Civil Rights Movement and its 
physical disconnection with the communities where 
they were once central, many young people no 
longer consider the Black Church to be relevant, 
and therefore, they do not typically adopt the 
Church’s music. Instead, young people draw inspi-
ration from rap artists and entertainers, who take 
on the role of the preacher and prophet by speak-
ing truth to power from the stage or via social me-
dia” (Mingo 111).  

The hymns of their ancestors became obsolete and irrele-
vant, no longer relatable to the tribulations faced by the 
current generation. Thus, hip hop became foundational in 
contemporary Black resistant music. Just as the older ro-
bots in “The Pretended” cope with their circumstances by 
singing church hymns, Mnemosyne taps into the power of 
hip hop aboard the train with Diva Eve. As they engage in a 
pretend tea party, Diva Eve requests some music—
“Something civilized,” she says (Smith 365). In response, 
Mnemosyne produces a boom box and plays a song written 
by fictional rap artists Golgotha and Phinal Phaze, called 
“Wreckquiem for a Nation.” The lyrics are as follows: 

History!, Dis!story, Fist!ory; 

We got da missed story, da list gory— 

See? I'm pissed, tired a dis shit; 

We endin it, offendin it, sendin it 

Down like a bad dream, a mad skeme; 

And gettin ALL us muthafuckas out clean 

Like 501's outda washmachine! (Smith 366) 

Where spirituals contained coded messages, hip hop is at 
once both blunt and veiled. On the surface, the song could 
be written off by some (white) audiences—as hip hop often 
is—as angry Black noise, but upon closer look, the reader/
listener sees that these lyrics criticize and reject “da missed 
story” lost from American whitewashing of slavery and 
Black history, its “gory list” of those murdered by white 
hands, and they call for unity to radically change the na-
tion. The song’s title itself, “Wreckquiem for a Nation” 
takes the peace out of traditional Catholic requiems and 
instead calls for “wrecking” the nation, with violent impli-
cations for remembering and empowering the people who 
lost their lives in the fight for Black liberation.  
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And yet, the power of this message is lost on Mnemosyne:  

Because of the speed and age of the vernacular, 
she could not really understand just what the indi-
viduals singing it were saying. Her linguistic pro-
gramming was limited, and it could barely keep up 
with the nuances of the original creators of the 
music (Smith 366).  

In what was perhaps a strategic decision, Mnemosyne’s 
programmers omitted code that would help her understand 
the content of the song; she literally could not decode it. It 
could be that the white robot creators and programmers 
didn’t consider the language used in the rap to be important 
enough to program for, or it could be that they considered 
this language to be too important. Evidence for this latter 
theory exists when Mnemosyne remembers her now de-
ceased brother Demal, who frequently listened to this so-
called “underground music,” when he was:  

Found in an alley attached to an electrical trans-
former—his head burst from the overload to his 
hopeless circuits and pieces of him lying all over 
Robindale Street […]Demal used to say that, in a 
way, it made him feel good to know that nothing 
had really changed since the music was made 
(Smith 366).  

To listen to and understand the content of the music, Demal 
acquired an “electrical transformer” that eventually inun-
dated his circuits and lead to his death. Here in Demal’s 
death lies a central point of the story: for a Black person—
in this case, a robot—to fully understand the pain and in-
justices their ancestors have endured and that they current-
ly endure is to spark resistance and empower them. Thus, it 
is necessary to extinguish any information that may lead to 
such resistance—or to any kind of disruption of white su-
premacy—and to label those that do resist as 
“malfunctioning” so that they can be annihilated. Yes, the 
power of Black music must be tamed. Even in 2022, con-
temporary hip hop shares the same themes as it did over 
forty years ago. With its origins in the South Bronx during 
the late 1970s, hip hop has always been used to amplify 
resistant Black voices. The 1980s saw the Black communi-
ty endure the war on drugs, increased racial profiling 
(particularly by police), and mass incarceration (with sub-
sequent disenfranchisement), with critics calling it a 
“return to Jim Crow” (Peretti 166). This rage brought a 
new energy to hip hop and gave birth to groups such as 
Public Enemy and N.W.A., both known for their outspoken 
opposition against racism (and against those that uphold it). 
Though attempts to criminalize hip hop remain unsuccess-
ful, efforts to monitor and surveil hip hop continue (Dennis 
48). In fact, in the early 2000s, shortly after “The Pretend-
ed” was written, the New York City Police Department 
went so far as to establish a hip hop taskforce, with other 
major cities across the nation following suit (Dennis 48). 
Perhaps Smith wrote Demal’s demise with this context in 
mind.  

  

Regardless of genre, we see that, for both young and old, 
music is a uniting force in our world as well as the fictional 
world of “The Pretended.” Aboard the train, Mnemosyne 
witnesses a group of robots huddling together around “a 
grotesquely strung monstrosity—a tremendous, ghoulish 
harp, and they were all playing it! But they couldn't see 
it!” (Smith 361). With music being such a central theme 
woven through the story, this metaphorical harp may be a 
reference to William Wells Brown’s 1848 The Anti-Slavery 
Harp: A Collection of Songs for Anti-Slavery Meetings. 
The Aeolian harp Brown named his collection after was a 
notable figure in 19th-century Romanticism (McClendon 
91). Author Aaron D. McClendon describes the signifi-
cance of the harp for this time period: “The fascination 
with the instrument resulted from its workings. A box with 
sound holes and strings tuned in harmony, an Aeolian harp 
would be placed on a window sill and would emit sounds 
as its strings vibrated in the wind. Given Romanticism’s 
belief in the connectedness of all things, the sublimity of 
nature, and the valuation of feeling as a way to apprehend 
the world… the harp’s music conveyed what Romanticists 
interpreted to be the Platonic harmony of nature and the 
sublimity of being” (91). In essence, the harp was a symbol 
of harmony and unity with nature and all beings. It was an 
equalizer. The abolitionist movement’s roots are in these 
same principles—that we are all one, all equally human, 
meant to live in peace and harmony with one another. 
Brown’s motivation for compiling The Anti-Slavery Harp 
was to invoke sympathy from those who were indifferent to 
the suffering of the enslaved (McClendon 84). The songs in 
The Anti-Slavery Harp were meant to be sung in conjunc-
tion with abolitionist lectures to stir the hearts of people 
who did not have experiences in slavery and thus couldn’t 
understand the depth of suffering enslaved people endured 
(McClendon 84). The collection’s epigraph is a poem from 
Thomas Campbell with the following verses: 

United States, your banner wears 

Two emblems,—one of fame; 

Alas, the other that it bears, 

Reminds us of your shame. 

The white man’s liberty entype, 

Stands blazoned by your stars; 

But the meaning of your stripes? 

They mean your Negro-scars. (qtd. in McClendon 91) 

These verses are an open criticism of what America sym-
bolizes. Campbell takes each element of the American flag 
and uses them to point to the cruelty inflicted upon Black 
and enslaved people. A similar structure is used later in 
“The Pretended” with another fictional song of the same 
sentiment as Campbell’s poem: 

Ulogy: Son of Abituary! 

R.I.P.: Races In Pieces, G. 
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Don't tread on me; 

Cuz flowers aint necessary;. 

Leave me be: Sammy and Nephew Dandy; 

Hypocrisy: Drive-by thug of Democracy 

Da Scars and Hypes, Forever: Me? 

Suicide's m'sole/soul Apology… 

Suicide's m'sole/soul Apology… 

Suicide's m'sole/soul Apology… (366-367) 

The opening line’s rewrite of the acronyms USA and RIP 
points to the violent consequences of American racism with 
the following verses indicating how long-standing and his-
torical this oppression is. The references to the Gadsden 
Flag of the American Revolution, Uncle Sam, and the stars 
and stripes—all significant historical symbols of Ameri-
ca—are woven into violent language depicting death and 
destruction. Both Campbell and this artist make the same 
message clear: this is America, and it’s a country built by 
Black blood.  

  

If it seems like we’ve been struggling with the same prob-
lems for centuries—the dehumanization of Black people, 
the devaluation of their culture and art, the devaluation of 
their lives—it’s because we have been. The central message 
of Black music, from slave spirituals to gansta rap, is still 
liberation from chains of white supremacy. This much has 
not changed. Darryl A. Smith’s story, “The Pretended,” is 
just as relevant in 2022 as it was in 2000. And yet, the pow-
er of Black music for Black liberation has remained just as 
relevant. With present-day liberation movements like Black 
Lives Matter receiving international attention, the power of 
Black music is more prevalent than ever. A new generation 
of Black artists is creating their own inter-genre liberation 
music that continues to artfully criticize systemic and sys-
tematic racism as it exists in every facet of American life. 
Artists like H.E.R., Janelle Monae, Beyoncé, and Kendrick 
Lamar are the contemporary voices of this generation. The 
pen may be mightier than the sword, but Black liberation 
music proves that the voice is more powerful than them 
both.  
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Abstract: Diego Velázquez was a portraitist unrivaled at the Spanish court from 1623 until his death in 1660. In fact, King Philip IV 
appointed Velázquez pintor de cámara (“painter of the bedchamber”) after seeing the artist’s first portrait of him, and would thereaf-
ter only sit for him. Although Velázquez remained a favorite of the court, his artistic freedom was limited since any visual depictions 
of His Majesty were regulated by strict protocols. However, unlike stately works that hung in the palace, the more informal paintings 
of the hombres de placer (“men of pleasure”) included court dwarfs and jesters, which hold a paradoxical place in Velázquez’s oeu-
vre – ultimately, he attempted to humanize these members of the court who were otherwise exploited for their physical and mental 
conditions. Through this series of portraits in the 1630s and 40s, Velázquez experimented by depicting these subjects with abstracted 
brushwork and techniques officially forbidden in state portraiture. During a time in the Spanish Kingdom when the mentally disabled 
were taken from asylums to entertain the King and his courtiers, and dwarfs were considered curiosities of God’s creation, Diego 
Velázquez approaches his subjects with remarkable sensitivity, painting them as human beings with vulnerabilities and emotions.  
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez is probably best 
known for the most written about painting of all time, 
Las Meninas. While his metaphysical late-works like 
Las Meninas and Las Hilanderas give us a glimpse at a 
man wrestling with his conviction of painting as a liber-
al art, and not the work of a craftsman, Velázquez’s por-
traiture deserves a closer look. As the court painter to 
the Spanish-Habsburg King Philip IV; commander of 
the largest empire in the world, the primary concern in 
portraiture was to produce powerful images of the mon-
arch, the royal family, and members of the court. The 
official state portraiture was treated with cold austerity, 
pictures of royalty “provided no opportunity to examine 
the inner life of the sitters; what mattered was their sta-
tus, not their state of mind” (Painting in Spain 126). 
This essay will examine the informal side of Veláz-
quez’s oeuvre: the portraiture of the hombres de placer, 
court dwarfs and jesters, that hung in the Buen Retiro 
and the Torre de la Parada.1 Because dwarfs and jesters 
existed on the periphery of the court, painting these in-
formal subjects enabled Velázquez not only the oppor-
tunity to experiment with his technique, but they also 
allowed him to explore deeper psychological complexi-
ties of the individualized sitter. In the depiction of the 
dwarves and jesters, Velázquez manages to paradoxical-
ly mock and humanize his subjects. 
  
Before delving into Velázquez’s informal portraiture, 
we should consider the environment of the Spanish 
court during the reign of Philip IV. Unlike the gloomy 
and governmental Alcázar in Madrid (Brown and Elliot 
35), the court at the Buen Retiro (Figure 1) hosted nu-
merous festivities and allowed the public to enjoy the 
gardens—ostensibly the splendor of the empire within 

close reach of the capital (104). More generally, the 
court of seventeenth-century Spain prioritized above all 
the etiquette and protocol of its members (31). This 
strict decorum was regulated by the “etiquetas de pala-
cio,” regulations which governed everything from cere-
monial functions to the wages of every court official 
(31). However, as noted by Jonathan Brown and J.H. 
Elliot, the etiquetas “could be disregarded only by the 
court dwarfs and buffoons” who were “licensed jesters 
who made free with their right to cross the boundaries 
between the king’s public and private worlds” (31-32). 
In a series of six portraits commissioned for the Buen 
Retiro palace, these jesters can be seen dressed in cos-
tume, situated within their own microcosm of mockery. 
  
The most obvious mockery of the court jesters is appar-
ent in the portrait Don Juan de Austria from 1632 (Juan 
de Austria; Figure 2), which may have hung in the 
queen’s quarters of the Retiro (Brown and Elliot 133). 
Brown points out that the jester is dressed as the famous 
military hero Don Juan of Austria, “the illegitimate son 
of Philip II who commanded the victorious fleet of the 
Holy League at the Battle of Lepanto” (Painter and 
Courtier 101). The actual jester, whose name may have 
been taken after the military hero,2 is documented at the 
Spanish court as early as 1624, and the suit of clothes 
was given to him within the same year of the painting 
(Juan de Austria). Looking at the figure, we can see 
Velázquez playing with war iconography, depicting 
Don Juan as if he were a military leader. With the com-
mander’s baton and the sheathed sword, Don Juan ap-
pears unconfident in the situation at play. Furthermore, 
Brown and former Prado conservation scientist Carmen 
Garrido, in Velázquez: The Technique of Genius, men-
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tion Don Juan leaning on the baton for balance (97), show-
ing the mockery of the baton as a supporting cane to pre-
vent the jester from falling down rather than commanding 
an army into war. Further critiques of function can be seen 
in the foreground where Velázquez lays numerous objects 
of warfare: a breastplate, a helmet, an arquebus, and can-
nonballs at the jester’s feet. These still life elements parti-
tion the reality of the jester’s status at court from the realis-
tic function, and necessity, of the arms and armor. In the 
Titianesque background, and “just outside the nearby door, 
the ships of two navies annihilate each other in a fiery bat-
tle” (Painter and Courtier 101). For such an early jester 
portrait, the suggestive power of the brushwork is astound-
ing. Velázquez manages to convey the battle scene as a 
complete abstraction. Through the “rapid application of 
very fluid pigments” and “random brushstrokes”, Veláz-
quez creates thin clouds of hazy smoke, and ghostly rem-
nants of ships caught ablaze (The Technique of Genius 
100). These military elements, juxtaposed against the timid-
ness of Don Juan, provide a comedic tone to the portrait. 
Although Don Juan never engaged in battle, the portrait 
forms an antagonistic relationship with another jester of the 
court, Cristóbal de Castañeda y Pernia. 
  
Working from the antagonism associated with the two por-
traits, The Buffoon Barbarroja from 1633 depicts the court 
jester, Cristóbal de Castañeda y Pernia, who was employed 
by Philip IV between 1633-1649 (Barbarroja). Cristóbal 
was actually an emissary to the cardinal-infante Fernando, 
implying a certain degree of responsibility was given to the 
jester (Barbarroja). In the portrait, Cristóbal wears a 
“Turkish costume” as he heroically assumes the guise of “a 
famous soldier who served the Turks and was still an im-
portant part of Spain’s collective imagery” (Barbarroja). 
Unlike the shaky, timid appearance of the mustached Don 
Juan, Cristóbal stands defiantly with his sword unsheathed. 
Velázquez drapes Cristóbal in a dazzling red from head-to-
toe and this dramatic color combined with the stern expres-
sion on the jester’s face complement the real, short temper 
that eventually got him banished to Seville in 1634 
(Barbarroja). Although the portrait of Barbarroja is rather 
crude in execution, it hints at Velázquez’s later develop-
ments in projecting the sitter’s mental state. 
  
According to Betty M. Adelson in her book; The Lives of 
Dwarfs: Their Journey from Public Curiosity toward Social 
Liberation, throughout European art, dwarfs “are almost 
never depicted as autonomous beings; rather, they are 
shown as decorative elements situated at the fringes of the 
lives of others more important than themselves” (146). The 
dwarf as a decorative element can be seen in Rodrigo de 
Villandrando’s Prince Philip and the Dwarf, Miguel Soplil-
lo from 1620 (Figure 4). Adelson makes notice of the way a 
“dwarf’s master […] poses with one hand on the servant’s 
head—a posture of protection and dominance” (147). Vil-
landrando makes the prince assume this exact pose. Alt-
hough Soplillo was a popular figure at the Spanish court, 
and admired by Philip (Prince Philip), Villandrando places 
the dwarf alongside Philip to show the discrepancy of 
height. As the Prince of Asturias, the heir apparent to Span-

ish throne, Philip towers over the dwarf. This custom of 
placing the “principal figure” of a portrait alongside 
“another being that was physically or socially inferior was 
common practice among artists who portrayed figures from 
the Spanish court in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries” (Dwarf with a Dog). Moreover, the presence of dwa-
rves “in the company of a king or queen”, in this case the 
future Spanish king, emphasizes the ruler’s perfection 
(Brown and Garrido 143). Transitioning to Velázquez’s 
treatment of dwarfs in art, the difference from Villandrando 
is staggering. 
  
If we consider Diego Velázquez’s innovative reasoning for 
positioning a dwarf next to Baltasar Carlos, Villandrando’s 
reasoning appears stereotypical with the exploitation of 
dwarfs in seventeenth-century Spanish portraiture. Argua-
bly the earliest painting by Velázquez featuring a dwarf 
would be Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf from 1632 
(Figure 5). In the portrait Baltasar Carlos is dressed in mili-
tary uniform for the Oath of Allegiance ceremony (Brown 
and Elliot 55). Beside the crown prince stands a female 
dwarf dressed in a ballooning guardinfante with a white 
apron. Perhaps the dwarf has taken a rattle and an apple 
from the child, on the surface these simple objects seem 
trivial, but they carry symbolic weight and “are essential to 
the significance of the picture” (Painter and Courtier 83). 
Although Baltasar Carlos holds the commander’s baton, 
arguably the most important symbol of military power, the 
rattle and the apple foreshadow the scepter and the orb (83)
—objects of power that will legitimize the child’s divine 
authority after his coronation. After the oath was sworn, 
Baltasar Carlos became the Prince of Asturias, the “heir to 
the most powerful monarchy in Europe” (83). On the same 
level, the rattle and the apple reflect the transition between 
adolescence and the responsibilities of royalty. Even Veláz-
quez’s decision to situate two figures of the same size, and 
equally adolescent appearance, is progressive in the repre-
sentation of dwarfs in Spanish court painting. And lastly, 
Velázquez utilizes the dwarf to provide a commentary on 
the transition between child and future monarch.  
  
Moving on from the jesters of the Buen Retiro, the two 
dwarf portraits that we know hung in one of the king’s 
hunting lodges (Alpers 131), the Torre de la Parada, offer a 
unique transition from Adelson’s description of dwarfs as 
“decorative elements” (146). Instead, Diego Velázquez in-
dividualizes the dwarfs in The Boy from Vallecas 
(Francisco Lezcano) and The Buffoon with Books, and bril-
liantly captures their physical and mental states. 
  
In The Boy from Vallecas (Francisco Lezcano) (Figure 6), 
painted by Velázquez around the year 1638, the dwarf 
shifts from an object intended for exploitation into a hu-
manized individual.3 Sitting on a rock is Francisco Lezcano, 
a dwarf from the Basque Country and employed as a serv-
ant to Baltasar Carlos (The Boy from Vallecas). The portrait 
of Lezcano was “designed to be placed above a door or 
window” in the Torre de la Parada (Brown and Garrido 
145) next to The Buffoon with Books as evidenced by the 
low vantage point of the subjects, and the Sierra de Guadar-
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rama visible in the background of both paintings (Painter 
and Courtier 148). For a young boy who suffered from 
“mental retardation, perhaps due to congenital hypothyroid-
ism or cretinism,” Velázquez treats his subject with re-
markable sensitivity (The Boy from Vallecas). As noted by 
Brown and Garrido, Lezcano is depicted as “present in 
body but absent in the mind” (146). With his head slightly 
tilted to the left, and his mouth agape, the dwarf does not 
appear to recognize the viewer but rather look past the 
viewer. We catch Lezcano shuffling cards, a traditional 
symbol of idleness (Painter and Courtier 154), and we are 
confronted with the sitter’s preoccupation with card shuf-
fling, whether the act is conscious or not. Through “long, 
irregular” brushstrokes that define the dwarf’s fingers 
(Brown and Garrido 145), Velázquez manages to blur the 
individual fingers and suggest the motion of shuffling the 
deck. In the way that Velázquez positioned the figure, we 
are able to see his true size. From the foreshortened leg, 
projecting outwards towards the viewer, Lezcano’s condi-
tion becomes clear (143). And in the foreground, a wide-
brimmed hat is cleverly placed as another measure of how 
small the dwarf really is (The Boy from Vallecas). Alt-
hough the young dwarf seems idle and unaware of the situ-
ation, he is not unworthy of respect as a human being. Ve-
lázquez bridges the gap between mockery and carefully 
painting the unsteady nature of a dwarf suffering from a 
mental illness.  
  
Shifting from Lezcano’s lack of senses, we come to The 
Buffoon with Books from 1640 (Figure 7).4 Here Velázquez 
depicts the dwarf Diego de Acedo, sitting confidently in 
front of the Sierra de Guadarrama, with an air of dignifica-
tion and professionalism. Unlike the other entertaining 
dwarfs of the Spanish court, Diego de Acedo was a mem-
ber of the bureaucracy attached to the Secretaría de la 
Cámara (Brown and Garrido 147). De Acedo’s position, 
although menial, involved stamping royal decrees with a 
facsimile of Philip IV’s signature (147). Judging by the 
dwarf’s normal court dress, nonetheless, made of opulent 
black velvet brocade cloth and the formal golilla (148), 
Velázquez presents Diego de Acedo as a respectable mem-
ber of the court. Yet Velázquez reminds the viewer of the 
dwarf’s size from the large book opened on his lap. The 
other books in the foreground and the pot of glue not only 
symbolize the attributes of his office as the keeper of the 
seal, but they also reflect his literacy (147). The purpose of 
the books, which reveal his intelligence and emphasize his 
true size, complement the seriousness of Diego de Acedo’s 
facial expression. Perhaps Velázquez recognized the status 
of the dwarf as a special exception to other court dwarves 
who were used as “playmates to the royal children and as 
entertainers and figures of fun” (Painter and Courtier 97). 
If Diego de Acedo represents Velázquez’s serious but calm 
and intelligent depiction of a dwarf, then Sebastián de Mor-
ra signifies an intelligence fostered by anger. 
  
Easily the most striking dwarf portrait, The Buffoon El Pri-
mo (Figure 8), painted at Fraga during the Aragonese cam-
paign in the summer of 1644, situates the court dwarf Se-
bastián de Morra in the guise of royalty (Painter and Cour-

tier 173). As argued by the chief curator of The Frick Col-
lection, Xavier F. Salomon considers the portrait of the 
dwarf as the warm-up for the King Philip IV of Spain 
(Figure 9), known as the Fraga Philip. Looking at the por-
trait of the dwarf, Sebastián de Morra wears a red smock 
with gold accents, as well as a thin white lace-collar. These 
items of clothing closely resemble Philip’s sobreveste, the 
red coat with silver embroidery, and even the king’s white 
collar called a valona (Salomon). Moreover, the red smock 
allows de Morra to partially assume the likeness of the 
king. Except the green costume, commonly worn by jesters 
as exemplified in The Boy from Vallecas, quickly dispels 
this monarchical fantasy and Velázquez leaves the viewer 
in direct confrontation with the dwarf, as he sits against a 
wall in an indeterminate space.  
  
The Buffoon El Primo provides another window into Veláz-
quez’s ability to unearth the psychology of the sitter. Jona-
than Brown remarks that Sebastián de Morra’s expression 
“is compounded of intelligent curiosity and thinly veiled 
intensity” (Painter and Courtier 174). Velázquez manages 
to communicate Sebastián de Morra’s discomfort, or poten-
tial frustration with being objectified as a miniature king. 
Additionally, de Morra’s facial expression reveals a shock-
ing comparison to Adelson’s research in the real stigmati-
zation of dwarfs. For someone encountering The Buffoon El 
Primo for the first time, the “observer”, in this case the 
viewer of the portrait, must resolve their cognitive disso-
nance (Adelson 88). This cognitive dissonance results from 
realizing that “the small size suggests a child, but the facial 
features are those of an adult” (88). Since Velázquez posi-
tions the dwarf sitting against the wall, with his foreshort-
ened legs—an indicator of small size recalled in the portrait 
of Francisco Lezcano—the viewer can see the entire body, 
and the dwarf’s serious look. What Velázquez accomplish-
es with de Morra’s stare, his slightly downturned head, and 
the balled-up fists in his lap, is the impression that the 
dwarf is consciously aware of his objectification, in the 
exact moment dressed as his king, and for anyone else 
viewing his likeness. For Velázquez, de Morra’s aware-
ness, and subsequent anger of his exploitation gives the 
image its power. But for another jester, Juan Calabazas, the 
lack of awareness makes it the most profound portrait of all 
the dwarfs and jesters depicted by Velázquez. 
  
As previously seen in the portrait of Francisco Lezcano, 
Velázquez is capable of eliciting the sense that his subjects 
cannot physically or mentally be aware of the situation at 
hand. Perhaps that implies the sitters were actually incapa-
ble, to some extent, of comprehending the act of being 
painted. When Diego Velázquez painted The Buffoon Cala-
bacillas between 1635-1639 (Figure 10), the Spanish mas-
ter disoriented the jester and the viewer. Sitting on a low 
wooden stool, Juan Calabazas looks up in the general area 
of the viewer, with legs crossed and hands clasped shut. 
Calabazas’ pose, indicative of an etching by Albrecht Dürer 
(The Buffoon Calabacillas), compresses the figure into 
himself. Flanking the jester are two gourds, and a small cup 
of wine is placed in the foreground. The two gourds serve 
to not only ground the figure within a perceived space, but 
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they also function as a symbolic still-life (Painter and 
Courtier 148). Not totally dissimilar to how jesters were 
jokingly named after people from history (Brown and Gar-
rido 97), like don Juan de Austria, Juan Calabazas, is also a 
nickname. In English, the name roughly translates to John 
Gourds (The Buffoon Calabacillas) or even “John Pump-
kinhead” (Brown and Garrido 152). This nickname may 
connote associations with pumpkins and gourds which 
were often used when referring to instances of madness and 
a lack of the senses (The Buffoon Calabacillas).5 Examin-
ing how Velázquez painted the figure of Calabazas, we can 
see the painter employing ideas on how to depict a sitter 
that were off limits when painting the royals (The Buffoon 
Calabacillas). On the lacework Velázquez paints the broad 
lace collar and cuffs only through loose strokes of white 
and black paint on a loaded brush (Painter and Courtier 
148). It was as if the fabric of the sitter communicated the 
darting, and manic disposition of his psyche. Due to a high 
vantage point, Velázquez forces us to look down on him 
(The Buffoon Calabacillas), except we cannot meet his 
gaze since he is cross-eyed. By using the technique of alla 
prima painting, Velázquez casts the thinnest veil of light 
over Calabazas’ face (Painter and Courtier 148). This lay-
ering of wet paint over wet paint creates a distorted haze 
that makes the face appear slightly out of focus (148). 
Moreover, this effect was achieved through modifying his 
technique, and finely grounding and diluting the pigments 
(Brown and Garrido 155). From the blurred facial features, 
the cross-eyed gaze, and his empty smile, there is the im-
plication of a “disjunction between his thought processes 
and the stimuli of the outside world” (154). In the portrait, 
the entertaining jester is not present, nor is he in a mode to 
be exploited due to his mental disabilities. Instead, Veláz-
quez portrays Calabazas as a humanized man uncertain of 
his place at the exact moment. 
  
As a portraitist, Velázquez may be one of the best painters 
in history. Painting the nobility of Spain is one situation, 
which involves the absence of expression, but in painting 
the informal subjects of court jesters and dwarfs, Veláz-
quez questioned what it meant to paint a human being. 
Through employing complex, and experimental painting 
techniques, that were strictly forbidden when producing 
images of the monarch, Velázquez commingled realistic 
representation with abstraction. Perhaps the miracle of 
these portraits is their ability to interact with the viewer, 
Sebastián de Morra stares at us with those exacting eyes, 
and his disappointed posture. While the earlier jester por-
traits intend to mock the subjects, Velázquez’s later infor-
mal portraiture accomplishes these problematic aims simul-
taneously. In the way that Velázquez painted figures like 
de Morra, and especially Juan Calabazas, it is as if they 
gain an awareness of observation, and their subsequent ex-
ploitation. What Diego Velázquez did that was so remarka-
ble was effectively extract and communicate, with such 
sensitivity, the possible internal struggles that people like 
Lezcano or Juan Calabazas had with grasping reality. 
 
 

Appendix 
 
 
Figure 1. Jusepe Leonardo, Palace of the Buen Retiro in 
1636-7, 1637. Oil on canvas, Palacio Real de Madrid, Ma-
drid, Spain.  Click here to view this painting. 
 
Figure 2. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, The Buf-
foon Juan de Austria, 1632. Oil on canvas, Museo Nacion-
al del Prado, Madrid, Spain. Click here to view this paint-
ing.  

 
Figure 3. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, The Buf-
foon Barbarroja, Cristóbal Castañeda y Pernia, 1633. Oil 
on canvas, Museo Nacional del Prado. Madrid, Spain. 
Click here to view this painting.  

 

Figure 4. Rodrigo de Villandrando, Prince Philip and the 
Dwarf, Miguel Soplillo, 1620. Oil on canvas, Museo 
Nacional del Prado, Madrid, Spain. Click here to view this 
painting.  

 

Figure 5. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, Don 
Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf, 1632. Oil on canvas, Muse-
um of Fine Arts, Boston, United States. Click here to view 
this painting. 

 

Figure 6. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, The Boy 
from Vallecas (Francisco Lezcano), 1635-1645. Oil on 
canvas, Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid, Spain. Click 
here to view this painting. 

 

Figure 7. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, Buffoon 
with Books, 1640. Oil on canvas, Museo Nacional del Pra-
do, Madrid, Spain. Click here to view this painting.  
 

Figure 8. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, The Buf-
foon El Primo, 1644. Oil on canvas, Museo Nacional del 
Prado, Madrid, Spain. Click here to view this painting.  

 
Figure 9. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, King 
Philip IV of Spain, 1644. Oil on canvas, The Frick Collec-
tion, New York, United States. Click here to view this 
painting.  

 
Figure 10. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, The Buf-
foon Calabacillas, 1635-1639. Oil on canvas, Museo 
Nacional del Prado, Madrid, Spain. Click here to view this 
painting.  
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Notes 

1. Diego Velázquez painted a few other dwarves and jesters 
not discussed in this paper which are somewhat irrelevant  
to the Retiro or the Torre. For example, there are two dwa-
rves Mari Bárbola and Nicolás Pertusato in Las Meninas 
(Brown and Garrido 181), a copy of a now lost original 
known as Ochoa, the Gatekeeper, and an early portrait of 
Juan Calabazas (Painter and Courtier 100). I am also omit-
ting the portrait of Pablo de Valladolid, even though it be-
longed to the Retiro jesters such as Barbarroja and Don 
Juan de Austria, because the first use of indeterminate 
space would be the only point of interest, and this paper 
does not concern the perspective of the portraits. See Paint-
er and Courtier 101, 104. 

2. See Brown and Garrido 97 for an elaboration on the 
naming of non-royalty after royalty. 

3. Even though Lezcano’s portrait was the counterpart to 
the portrait of Diego de Acedo, the portrait, and the sitter’s 
imperfections, would have contrasted with the portrait, 
Prince Baltasar Carlos in Hunting Dress. See Brown and 
Garrido 143 for more. 

4. To avoid any confusion with the two works both named 
“El Primo” according to the Prado, I will be strictly refer-
ring to the sitter in The Buffoon with Books as Diego de 
Acedo, and the sitter in The Buffoon El Primo in the tradi-
tional manner as Sebastián de Morra. I question the contin-
ued similarity of title considering that “Primo” (Cousin) 
was, and is, a privileged form of address “used by the gran-
dees of the realm when speaking to the king and vice-
versa” (Brown and Garrido 148). Thus, it appears a general 
form of address and not any one man’s name. Furthermore, 
Jonathan Brown’s 1986 monograph states that two paint-
ings of dwarves were commissioned at Fraga, one called El 
Primo and the other, surviving one, as Sebastián de Morra 
(174). This information directly conflicts with the current 
entry of The Buffoon El Primo on the Prado website which 
states that the sitter has now been identified as “El Pri-
mo” (El Primo).  

5. See Brown and Garrido 152 for more interpretations of 
Calabazas’ name. 
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In Times of Need, It’s Community We Seek  
 

A M  L  
St. Francis College 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Artist Statement: Depicted is a collage featuring photos taken over the course of several years. The selected photos showcase mo-
ments of solidarity, advocacy, celebration, joy and so much more. But while these photos were all taken at different points in time 
their common thread is community. Each photo was taken during a moment in time where people took a second out of their busy 
lives to come together and support those around them. Whether it was in honor of those we have lost to gun violence, supporting 
undocumented immigrants in their fight to be seen, the fight for justice for those harmed by our prison systems, moments of support 
for those fighting a silent battle with their mental health, perhaps it’s the moment we all come together to enjoy our favorite band, or 
how about when we came together to welcome the U.S. Women’s National Soccer team as they returned home after having won 
their 4th World Cup, or maybe it’s the simpler moments that before this pandemic we may have taken for granted. The heart of this 
image depicts the students of St. Francis College as we saw each other for the first time in-person after over a year and half of having 
been online. Before COVID we may not have realized how important moments like these are. There were even times we didn’t know 
the people besides us as we raised our voices in support of a valuable cause, sang our hearts out to our favorite songs, or sat in class 
together we knew we were supported. Community is deeply rooted in our lives, we couldn’t have brought about changes in our soci-
ety that we so desperately needed, and still need, or have gotten through the pandemic without it. Because in times of need, it’s com-
munity we seek. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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The Arrival 
 

A  M  
Community College of Rhode Island 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Artist Statement: I took these three photos for a photography course I was taking. I wanted to explore the different styles and tech-
niques in photography. After looking into different styles I wanted to try something I had not heard of before called light painting. 
After exploring how to create light paintings I found an interest in creating spirals with a flashlight. One day I was practicing creat-
ing the spiral and then wondered what would happen if there was something in front of the light while creating the spiral. The out-
come was an object or figure created as a silhouette in the spiral. I found this rather interesting and wanted to experiment with differ-
ent colors and light sources. As I was shopping around for different light sources I came across a wand like light that changes differ-
ent colors and this was a perfect source for color and light. Going back to experimenting with the new light source I wanted to try 
creating figures with a red light. The outcome of these looked like something from a sci-fi movie. I loved how they all came out and 
decided to create a triptych. In these photos I wanted to create unknown figures coming down to earth like they are spiraling down to 
land.  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Poetry 

The STAR! 
As I stand on the i s o l a t e d stage of night, 

There is nothing but pitch darkness engulfing me.  
The Moon is nowhere to be found, for it has run its course.  

Today is the day I must illuminate the Earth by myself. 
Only me, to dominate over the cold vast abyss.  

A star! They call me. But I just feel like a huge ball of gas.  
After relying on the Moon’s ÿsovereigntyÿ, tonight I am left to my own devices. 

My light may be dimmer than the Moon’s, but I am a creation fabricated for → navigation←.  
Ready to make my debut, I remember the lessons I was taught.  

Beam. Gleam. Twinkle. Glow.  
Procure light for those down below. 

 

The Star! 
 

I  C  
Pennsylvania State University  

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Artist Statement:  In a literal analysis, I wrote this poem during a turbulent time in my life when someone I loved passed on to the 
next life. This person meant a lot to me and was a role model in my life. This person acted as a guide for me in all things social, spir-
itual, and intellectual. After his passing, I realized that I have to put all the lessons he taught me into application in my life. While I 
may feel downcast due to his departure, I have a responsibility to be a leader and to carry on his legacy in my life. I used figurative 
language to illustrate my feelings and thoughts in a more metaphorical form. Furthermore, I used figurative language to describe my 
relationship with this person. He was the moon, bright and sovereign but no longer accessible, and I am the up and coming star, 
ready to make my debut in life. To succeed in life, I must remember the lessons and wisdom I was taught by my Father before he 
departed. While at the current moment I don’t have all the skills and talents my father had, he has paved a way for me to be success-
ful in life. I added multiple changes in color, font, and structure to engage the reader. Furthermore, I added a visual display to display 
a star set upon a stage procuring light for those around it, the central theme of the poem.  

 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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L ife is beautiful,  
diving beneath memories 
into alcoves  
saturated in magical realism, 
awake in a dream,  
an illusion. 
where time deceives truth 
to betray the fiction is spins 
My misconception is not yours,  
though it once was, 
A thirst to understand why forms this image,  
And I've become so enamored by the illusion 

—It must be true. 
 
Shackled to a looming sense of foreboding,  
I move forward,  
hand-in-hand  
with optimism and dread  
of how time holds a delicate future  
in fragile hands 
that relentlessly spins 
 Jumping passed seconds, 
leaping passed hours 
the hands on clocks crafts moments into years,  
While memories fight to preserve “a time” 
Because time took so much already 
 
It’s a strange combination 
Optimism and Dread, 
Together, 
but it's reasonable considering how magnetic poles are 
entirely different, 
Truly Opposing forces of nature. 
Still if aligned just right,  
 Nature holds on with ever bit it’s their might, 
Apart chaos ensues  
Together, 
 controlled by balance, 
energy drawn from opposites 
 
Things change but I’ve staked my place, 
bound to the past 

I’ll weather the storms, 
 Tethered by a kite string  
I’ll fool the storm to unknowingly leave the past behind 
 I've not seen one person outwit nature,  
but that was their life 
not mine.  
Still, 
 I can't silence a notion that echoes 
—swim in the chaos— 
But we are the chaos and the illusion  
the past 
and future, 
Untie the string or you’ll drown  
when the rains fall  
and water rises 
and no one is there to draw 
you out. 
 

My Life Is Not Your Illusion 
 

M  C  
SUNY Orange 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Artist Statement:  My piece, “My Life is Not Your Illusion,” is a piece of writing that can only be explained by each person who 
chooses to read it, not myself. I was inspired to write this piece to demonstrate that in a world filled with people and things that are 
different, our natural state is to seek balance. To find that balance, we must accept our difference—and accept how others interpret 
the world, despite our differences.  
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Poetry 

I  touch your hand as it freezes mine. 

I remembered your face like a dime. 

Despite the many years that had gone by,  

it was time to say goodbye.  

 

Ice chunks melted off of my hand, 

watering the black roses on the land. 

The rain began to fall heavy, 

my hands were not ready.  

 

I touch your hand as it freezes mine. 

Oh, how your smile used to shine!  

Although this ice will eventually thaw and melt, 

I despise the hand I’ve been dealt. 

  

I will never touch a hand again, 

for that, I can not say when.  

For in spite of what you have heard after every loss,  

cold hands defrost.  

Cold Hands 
 

A  P  
Mercy College 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Artist Statement:  As an artist, I write based on experiences I wish to share with those who may share similar ones in attempts to 
bring waves of unity and healing amongst those that read my work. I thank everyone who takes the time to read and digest my truth 
for I seek to make the truth understandable to people everywhere. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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The redacted blackout image.  
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Men pretend they are on equal footing. 
 
Intolerable restrictions on the woman, deliberate, just as atrocious. 
 
A denied crime, SHE, as a victim of misfortune under man. 
 
Woman could appease and go unpunished, partly sentenced to death. 
 
Dominance over women, under the guise of public function… 
 
PREVENT THE MASCULINE SEX FROM PLEASURES 
BITTERLY RESENT THE PRESENCE OF MEN 
 
The universally observed fact…Man is simply admired by the world! 
 
Laws enacted, forbidding males the pleasure of whipping girls would undoubtedly be prohibited. 
 
While boys continue in order. 
 
The denial of woman suffrage is necessary to enable men artfully, to conceal the favored class. 
 
Man, in vogue, owning property. 
 
Men have to be subjected to the unpalatable truths, which the conventional either deny or ignore. 
 
His rise in this country since its first settlement. 

Man: A Menace to the Population 
 

M  E  
SUNY Buffalo State 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Artist Statement: My blackout poetry submission is based on the deconstruction of a historical document that highlights the oppres-
sion women faced in the early 1900s. The document, Women’s Suffrage: A Menace to the Male Population was written by Herbert 
N. Carleton of West Newbury, Massachusetts. The opinion in the original letter highlights societal patriarchal themes, sexism of the 
period, and the clear oppression of women in the United States.  While this letter would have ensued rage in many Suffragettes, I 
would hope that the women angered by his messages in 1900 would enjoy this poetry, which spins this letter 180 degrees through 
deduction, highlighting the patriarchy in America which is still reflected today. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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The original text. 
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Introduction 

T he concept of intergenerational trauma is complex 
and has been defined in a variety of ways. Intergenera-
tional trauma can be understood as significant adverse 
events experienced by individuals that have a profound 
impact on their offspring, who consequently face strug-
gles with the post-traumatized state of their parents 
(Yehuda & Lehrner, 2018). Farquharson & Thornton 
(2020) explain intergenerational trauma as how expo-
sure to a traumatic event can be transferred from gener-
ation to generation and how it can impact how individu-
als in a community and/or how families heal and cope 
with trauma. These definitions are closely aligned in 
identifying the root of intergenerational trauma to be the 
experiencing of a traumatic event and only slightly dif-
fer in describing the span of impact.  
 
These definitions lay the foundation for the notion that 
intergenerational trauma is not only a ubiquitous reality 
in American society, but that it could also be a signifi-
cant factor in public health issues. This research paper is 
concerned with exploring the concept of intergenera-
tional trauma with a focus on the African American 
community. It explores some of the key contributors to 
intergenerational trauma in the African American com-
munity and addresses how intergenerational trauma is 

related to health outcomes, including mental and physi-
cal health and risk factors.  
1. Causes of Intergenerational Trauma Among Af-

rican Americans 
 
1.1 Historical Trauma 
Historical trauma describes critically severe events ex-
perienced by a particular group of people (ethnic, cul-
tural, racial, etc.) that causes suffering to the descend-
ants of the group (Bryant-Davis et al., 2017). Very simi-
larly, the term cultural trauma has been described as 
when members of a group’s consciousness, memories, 
and future identity have been deeply and indelibly im-
pacted through experiencing an abhorrent event (J. C. 
Alexander, 2012). There have been many studies of his-
torical and cultural trauma focused on Jewish holocaust 
survivors and their descendants, Indigenous popula-
tions, survivors of Japanese-American internment 
camps and their descendants, and increasingly within 
the past two decades, African Americans (Mohatt et al., 
2014).   
 
The Tuskegee Syphilis Study, beginning in 1932, is an 
infamous example of historical and cultural trauma ex-
perienced by African Americans, one that deeply 
scarred generations of African American families and 
broke their already compromised trust in the American 

The Role of Intergenerational Trauma in Risk Factors 
and Health Outcomes of African Americans: An Analysis 

of the Public Health Literature  
 

A  B  
William Patterson University 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract:  Intergenerational trauma is a dynamic concept that has been a focus of many studies in the 20th and 21st centuries. Inter-
generational trauma is not only a ubiquitous reality in American society, but it is also a significant factor in public health issues. In-
tergenerational trauma can be understood as significant adverse events experienced by individuals that have such a profound impact, 
offspring of the individuals face struggles with the post-traumatized state of their parents. Studies have examined intergenerational 
trauma among various populations including Holocaust survivors, Japanese American internment camp survivors, Armenian refu-
gees, and more recently, African Americans. However, the role intergenerational trauma plays in public health outcomes among Af-
rican Americans has been given less attention. This research paper will present findings from a scoping literature review focused on 
how the concept of intergenerational trauma is currently being used in the public health field to understand and address health issues 
among African Americans. Along with the concept of intergenerational trauma, there are other closely related issues that contribute 
to how past traumatic experiences may impact the public’s health, including historical trauma and various forms of racism. Recom-
mendations for further research on intergenerational trauma, a vital part of advancing the health and wellbeing of this oppressed pop-
ulation, will be shared. In order to form “a more perfect Union,” the lives of all Americans must be valued and protected. In finding 
ways to improve the health of our marginalized citizens, America can take an honorable step towards that ideal Union.  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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medical system. This study shaped generations of Afri-
can Americans’ perceptions of and interactions with 
healthcare professionals and contemporary medicine 
and research, ultimately contributing to health dispari-
ties (Lincoln et al., 2021; Sacks et al., 2021). For exam-
ple, in a study examining the barriers to participation for 
African Americans in Alzheimer’s clinical research, 
Lincoln et al. (2021) found that mistrust of physicians 
and researchers, mistrust of white researchers/clinicians, 
and historical mistreatment were the most frequently 
mentioned barriers to their own and other African 
Americans participation in research. Health research can 
provide information on the effectiveness of medical in-
terventions, lead to the development of new therapies 
and medical breakthroughs, improve use of drugs, diag-
nostics and vaccines, and result in major improvements 
in overall public health. African Americans are dispro-
portionately impacted by Alzheimer’s Disease, there-
fore, this study and others like it raise valid questions 
regarding the effect of historical and cultural trauma on 
reluctance to participate in clinical studies and/or seek 
health care and how this may be related to health out-
comes and disparities (Lincoln et al., 2021).  
 
Slavery is the most significant example of historical and 
cultural trauma that still plagues African Americans to 
this day. Among its many facets and detrimental conse-
quences, recent research has explored how this particu-
lar trauma has affected African American women’s de-
cision-making regarding breastfeeding their infants. 
Breastfeeding has a plethora of benefits for both infants 
and their mothers, including reduced risk of sudden in-
fant death syndrome (SIDS), obesity, asthma, and Type 
1 diabetes in infants, as well as reduced risk of breast 
cancer, ovarian cancer, Type 2 diabetes, and high blood 
pressure in mothers (Petersen, 2018).  In a qualitative 
study examining the various influences on African 
American women’s infant-feeding practices, partici-
pants cited aspects of African American history, includ-
ing wet nursing, a practice where enslaved black women 
who were lactating were forced to breastfeed their own-
er’s children, which simultaneously limited their ability 
to provide for and nurture their own children, as a nega-
tive influential factor in their decision to breastfeed 
(DeVane-Johnson et al., 2018; Green et al., 2021). His-
torical and cultural trauma experienced by African 
Americans has deeply wounded generations of this eth-
nic group, firmly shaping the ideologies, perceptions, 
beliefs, and behaviors within the community as well as 
influencing both their physical and mental health out-
comes.  
 
1.2 Racism 
Racism, “the systemic subordination of members of tar-
geted racial groups who have relatively little social 
power in the United States . . . supported by the actions 
of individuals, cultural norms and values, and the insti-
tutional structures and practices of society”, is a signifi-
cant contributor to intergenerational trauma, affecting 
African Americans in every aspect of their life (Adams 

et al., 2016). Racism in American society takes place in 
many forms, including structural racism and vicarious 
racism. In recent decades, public health and medical 
researchers have examined its relationship to various 
health outcomes.  
1.2.1 Structural Racism  
Structural Racism refers to the macro-level mecha-
nisms, societal systems, and institutional practices that 
result in widespread racial inequality and adverse condi-
tions for minorities, especially African Americans 
(Yearby, 2020). The force of structural racism in Ameri-
ca is so robust, it is believed that even if discrimination 
was eliminated completely at the interpersonal level, 
racial disparities would most likely persist (Gee & Ford, 
2011). Generations of African Americans have had to 
endure different forms of structural racism. Each gener-
ation has experienced how it debilitates almost every 
aspect of their life because it powerfully shapes the 
“discriminatory practices and policies of institutions and 
actions of individuals” (Krieger, 2021). Actors of struc-
tural racism, such as mass incarceration, state-
perpetrated violence, and housing segregation, are 
linked to intergenerational trauma as they restrict Afri-
can Americans’ abilities to raise their families, attain 
opportunities and resources, maintain a decent living, 
and have freedom (M. Alexander, 2012; Harrell, 2000; 
Zwi et al., 2002).  
 
A premier example of structural racism in the 20th cen-
tury is redlining. Redlining describes discriminatory 
provisions of bank lending and consumer services 
against economically disadvantaged and minority neigh-
borhoods, which has powerfully influenced the flow of 
mortgage and property investment since the 1930s 
(Dreier, 1991). The practice originated when FDR’s 
government developed color-coded maps for his loan 
programs after the great depression, where green repre-
sented predominantly white neighborhoods and red rep-
resented predominantly black neighborhoods (SHAC, 
2020).  It was much harder to get a loan in red neighbor-
hoods compared to green neighborhoods and for a peri-
od of time (1934-1968) white families were given 98% 
of the loans from the Federal Housing Administration. 
While white families were able to build generational 
wealth, black families were unable to do so, contrib-
uting to intergenerational poverty (SHAC, 2020). The 
housing segregation stemming from this practice has led 
to significant racial differences in socioeconomic status. 
Predominantly black neighborhoods have faced lower 
quality government services and resources and residents 
have had limited access to educational and employment 
opportunities (Popescu et al., 2018). Familial socioeco-
nomic resources have a strong correlation to educational 
outcomes, since families of higher socioeconomic status 
are able to afford childcare, private tutoring, advanced 
technology, and other resources that allow their children 
to better develop social-emotional and academic skills 
(StanfordCEPA, 2018). So, not only do African Ameri-
cans have to endure their present-day reality of structur-
al racism, but they also have to deal with the accumula-
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tion of trauma experienced by their ancestors due to 
fundamental inequities in the structure of the American 
system.  
 
Research in public health has elucidated how structural 
racism is deeply rooted in inequities in the social deter-
minants of health: health and healthcare, education, so-
cial and community context, economic stability, and 
neighborhood and built environment; these determinants 
are upstream, macro-level factors recognized by the 
government as being responsible for racial health dis-
parities (Bailey et al., 2017, 2021; Healthy People 2020, 
2013; Yearby, 2020). An example of this is seen in re-
search done by Krieger et al. (2020), who identified his-
torical redlining as a potential structural determinant of 
present-day risk of preterm birth in New York City. 
 
1.2.2 Vicarious Racism 
Vicarious racism has been defined as instances where 
persons of color are indirectly exposed to or experience 
racism that is directly targeted at other people of color 
(friends, family, or even strangers) in their environment; 
this type of racism can be experienced through learning 
about or observing friends’ or familial encounters with 
racism or racist events (Harrell, 2000; Truong et al., 
2016). The major advancements in technology and the 
popularity of social media have made way for racist acts 
and events happening all around the country to be 
viewed by people, even young children. As a result, it is 
probable that all African Americans have had to endure 
some sort of racism. Experiences of vicarious racism 
can be a contributing factor to intergenerational trauma 
(Carter et al., 2013; Kirkinis et al., 2021). Researchers 
have found that exposure to vicarious racism is com-
monly associated with poorer child and socioemotional 
health outcomes; associations between parental discrim-
ination (discrimination experienced by one’s parent/s) 
and child internalizing issues (e.g., being nervous or 
withdrawn, feeling afraid, lonely, or sad, concentration 
problems, and eating more or less than usual) (Bécares 
et al., 2015; Espinoza et al., 2016; Heard-Garris et al., 
2018).  
 
The community-level trauma endured by African Amer-
icans due to police violence is another form of vicarious 
racism. The well-known history of state-backed police 
brutality against the African American community (i.e. 
Rodney King, Selma-to-Montgomery Marches, Trayvon 
Martin, etc.), perpetuates vicarious racism and contrib-
utes to intergenerational trauma. The consequences for 
generations of African Americans include internalized 
oppression, suicidality, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), psychological distress, depression, and sub-
stance dependence (Kirkinis et al., 2021). Martz et al. 
(2019) found indications that stress related to experienc-
ing vicarious racism is significantly associated with in-
creased disease activity (severity of the disease) among 
African American women with systemic lupus erythe-
matosus (SLE) and can have damaging effects on their 
physical health. Vicarious racism is a very important 

determinant in the severity of intergenerational trauma 
experienced by people in the African American commu-
nity, one that deserves more attention in public health 
literature and research.  
 
 
2. Intergenerational Trauma in Public Health Liter-
ature 
Although intergenerational trauma in health literature is 
very complex, right down to its very definition, its more 
recent emergence in literature with a focus on African 
Americans is rather cohesive. All of the literature, 
whether directly or indirectly, acknowledges racism as 
the root of health inequities and psychological distress 
for this marginalized group. Much of the literature on 
intergenerational trauma consists of qualitative research 
and analyses that look to various aspects of the African 
American experience in the past few centuries to deter-
mine how their collective experiences have culminated 
in intergenerational trauma. There are also many quanti-
tative studies framed by theories and conceptual frame-
works that suggest intergenerational trauma is not only a 
health outcome in its own right, but also a foundation 
from which many other adverse health outcomes mani-
fest. There is a current focus in the public health litera-
ture on intergenerational trauma as an explanatory con-
cept for the many adverse health outcomes that African 
Americans experience disproportionately.  
 

Research Question 
 My research focused on the concept of intergen-
erational trauma in public health research and practice. 
My research question is as follows: What is the role of 
intergenerational trauma in the health risk factors and 
health outcomes of African Americans in the public 
health literature? 
 

Research Design 
A scoping literature review focused on the public health 
literature was utilized to effectively examine the con-
cept of intergenerational trauma and its related health 
impacts on the African American population. A scoping 
literature review is a tool used to gauge the nature and 
exploration of a topic in literature and to provide a syn-
opsis of its focus (Grant & Booth, 2009; Munn et al., 
2018).  
 
Data Collection 
Medline via ProQuest was searched during February 
2022 and the search was restricted to peer-reviewed 
publications published between the years 2000 and 
2022. Search terms included “intergenerational trauma”, 
“African Americans”, “generational trauma”, “health 
outcomes”, and “risk factors”. Search terms were 
searched on Medline via ProQuest and the search was 
limited to articles in English. The articles were vetted to 
ensure they met the keyword, date, and principal criteria 
related to intergenerational trauma, health outcomes, 
and risk factors among African Americans. 
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Data Management and Analysis 
Abstracts collected from the Medline search were saved 
to a Mendeley database. A PRISMA flow diagram was 
used to record the number of articles at each stage of the 
screening and eligibility review (The Joanna Briggs In-
stitute, 2015). The initial search on Medline yielded 74 
articles and 2 additional articles were identified through 
other sources. Any articles that did not fit the basic in-
clusion criteria of the study and any duplicates were 
removed based on a screening of the title and abstract. 
Inclusion criteria included the following: primary re-
search, studies that identified key findings that related 
to the role of intergenerational trauma in health risk fac-
tors and health outcomes among African Americans, 
and studies with a majority African American popula-
tion focus. 47 articles were excluded at this step. A post
-screening eligibility review was conducted on full-text 
articles and 20 studies were deemed eligible to be in-
cluded in the final review, following the PRISMA tem-
plate.  
 

Scoping Literature Review Findings 
 

How is intergenerational trauma experienced by Af-
rican Americans represented in the public health 
literature? 
Although the term intergenerational trauma is not al-
ways explicitly named or measured in the public health 
literature, it is increasingly being conceptualized as a 
relevant factor contributing to adverse health outcomes 
for African Americans. The majority of the studies do 
this by examining the adverse childhood experiences 
(ACEs) of parents or children. Types of ACEs include 
witnessing intimate partner violence, parental substance 
use, parental divorce, abuse, and neglect. Several stud-
ies utilized the Adverse Childhood Experiences survey, 
developed by Felitti et al. (1998), to investigate ACEs. 
Although consisting of a similar definition as ACEs, 
childhood trauma is categorized separately in the litera-
ture. For example, Adgent et al. (2019) examined the 
impact of maternal childhood and lifetime trauma 
among pregnant women on infant bronchiolitis.  
Despite the pervasiveness of the adverse childhood ex-
periences framework in the literature, several studies 
look at intergenerational trauma through other lenses, 
examining structural factors and other forms of trauma. 
Gavin et al. (2022) concluded that racial discrimination, 
a facet of intergenerational trauma, may contribute to 
PTSD and may in turn perpetuate disparities in cardio-
vascular-related conditions. Ali et al. (2022) examined 
how restrictive funding shapes access to inadequate 
mental health services that lack consideration of multi-
level trauma and broader structural oppression. Johnson 
et al.'s (2021) findings indicated that well established 
social and economic factors, and exploitive practices 
experienced during slavery act as current racial traumas, 
discouraging breastfeeding, and depriving black infants 
of the psychological, developmental, and physical bene-
fits of this health-promoting practice.  

 
Intergenerational trauma is not only being looked at as a 
concept that perpetuates adverse health outcomes, but 
also one that contributes to risk factors for those health 
outcomes. For example, Egede et al. (2021) identified 
continued experiences of racism, residential segrega-
tion, violence, discrimination, and incarceration as con-
tributors to stress, which is linked to many adverse 
health outcomes. Toledo-Corral et al. (2021) identified 
being Black as a predictive factor for perceived stress 
and depressive symptomology trends during pregnancy. 
Powers et al. (2020) acknowledged the role of critical 
health disparities that exist among African Americans 
and their high risk of exposure to traumatic events when 
concluding that maternal emotion dysregulation was 
significantly associated with greater PTSD symptoms in 
the child. Researchers used these findings to better un-
derstand the factors involved in the intergenerational 
transmission of trauma-related risk in children and indi-
cated that these outcomes contribute to health dispari-
ties among African Americans (Powers et al., 2020). 
Researchers conceptualized intergenerational trauma 
within the different levels of the Social-Ecological 
Model, including at the micro-level (small systems like 
individuals and families), meso-level (medium systems 
like organizations and communities), and macro-level 
(large systems like societal conditions and public poli-
cy). Although difficult to measure directly, intergenera-
tional trauma’s presence as an underlying contributing 
factor to adverse health outcomes is well established in 
the literature, influencing variables like ACEs and 
health risk factors, which are more clearly represented 
in the literature.  
 
Which risk factors and health outcomes is intergen-
erational trauma being applied to?  
Throughout the public health literature, the concept of 
intergenerational trauma among African Americans is 
applied to a wide variety of health risk factors, and both 
mental and physical health outcomes. Several studies 
directly examined health risk factors and behaviors, 
considering the influence of intergenerational trauma in 
both. Shin et al. (2021) indicated that ACE-exposed 
youth are more vulnerable to substance use and situate 
this finding within the context of intergenerational trau-
ma, understanding that parental substance use is often 
associated with neglectful and abusive parenting prac-
tices. In a study of predominantly (93%) African Amer-
ican, urban, and low-income pregnant women, Jasthi et 
al. (2021) found that women who reported 6 or more 
ACEs were almost four times as likely to use marijuana 
during pregnancy, indicating that women with a history 
of trauma and adversity can be particularly vulnerable. 
These researchers cited findings from Forray & Foster 
(2015) to outline the connection between perinatal sub-
stance use disorders and inconsistent prenatal care and 
problematic early parent-infant interactions, stating that 
this can compound the adverse effects of prenatal drug 
exposure (i.e. low birth weight, placental abruption). 
Quinn et al. (2021) cited structural and institutional rac-
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ism as factors that influence disparities in the develop-
ment of illnesses, such as depression, that are not tradi-
tionally linked to African American health outcomes. 
The same study also acknowledged the roles that both 
mass incarceration and drug infestation (i.e., African 
American, low-income public housing communities 
being ground zero for the crack epidemic) play in public 
housing communities and systems of inequality that can 
influence different behavioral problems and substance 
misuse among African American youth. The influence 
of mass incarceration has disrupted African American 
family structures, exposing a mechanism through which 
intergenerational trauma is transmitted (Quinn et al., 
2021). 
 
Almost all of the articles examined in the scoping litera-
ture review discuss mental health outcomes and how 
intergenerational trauma drives these outcomes. For ex-
ample, Caceres et al. (2020) found that experiencing 
traumatic events throughout life is associated with 
worse mental health and higher stress overload, both of 
which had a direct negative effect on the BMIs of Afri-
can American women enrolled in the Intergenerational 
Impact of Genetic and Psychological Factors on Blood 
Pressure (InterGEN) Study.  
 
Consideration of the parent-child dyad, particularly the 
mother-child dyad, is pervasive throughout the litera-
ture. Paredes et al. (2001) found that maternal childhood 
experiences of sexual abuse, family-of-origin problems, 
and inconsistent relationships with caregivers is related 
to increased child psychological symptomatology. Pow-
ers et al. (2020) identified from their study that maternal 
emotion dysregulation is significantly associated with 
greater PTSD symptoms in the child. A smaller number 
of articles in the literature look at physical health out-
comes. Gavin et al. (2022) outlined how racial discrimi-
nation can contribute to PTSD, noting that this can arise 
from acute or chronic traumatic experiences vicariously 
experienced and/or learned about by the afflicted per-
son, which could subsequently lead to increased risk of 
cardiovascular events and cardiovascular-related condi-
tions. Participants in Egede et al. (2021) study revealed 
that they possess a sense of hopelessness that results 
from the social factors (i.e., racism and discrimination) 
dominating their lives. In this qualitative study, the par-
ticipants themselves link these social factors to both risk 
factors and health outcomes, indicating that the resulting 
stress and trauma they suffer from results in poor health 
and disability (Egede et al., 2021).  
 
A few articles also focus on pregnant women, bringing 
to light how intergenerational trauma can come into 
play before a child is even born. Jasthi et al. (2021) es-
tablished a strong association between ACEs and suicid-
al thoughts during pregnancy, pointing out that high 
exposure to childhood adversity is associated with ad-
verse mental health outcomes and perinatal substance 
use, which can negatively impact the fetus/infant. Hart-
zell et al. (2020) found heightened levels of PTSD, de-

pression, and trauma exposure in a sample of low-
income pregnant African American women, correlations 
between socioeconomic status (SES) and increased lev-
els of PTSD and depression symptoms, and a positive 
association between maternal PTSD and parenting 
stress. Hartzell et al. (2020) stated that these findings 
should be viewed in the context of established mecha-
nisms of transmission of traumatic stress.  
 
What kinds of recommendations is the literature 
making to resolve intergenerational trauma among 
African Americans? 
In examining the recommendations throughout the liter-
ature, intervention strategies are more common than 
prevention strategies, however, many articles make rec-
ommendations that could fit under both categories. 
When discussing potential prevention efforts, studies 
typically pointed to the macro- and meso-levels of the 
SEM as the main areas for change, as seen in recom-
mendations for trauma-informed prevention programs 
and evidence-based, trauma-informed care (Caceres et 
al., 2020; Shin et al., 2021). Ali et al. (2022) identified 
opportunities in formulating localized and social justice-
driven changes through targeting meso-level factors, 
like restrictive mental health funding in the US South 
and HIV and mental health stigma, which they view as 
structural and modifiable. They further suggested that 
organizations and community groups enhance commu-
nity engagement in mental health and wellness services 
and combat HIV and mental health stigma through ca-
pacity building connected to mobilization and advocacy 
for structural change. Gavin et al. (2022) urged that 
public health efforts aiming to mitigate racial disparities 
in cardiovascular-related conditions address structural 
factors, like racial discrimination, that disrupt one's typi-
cal life trajectory and their capacity to maintain good 
health by changing institutional policies and societal 
norms.   
 
In terms of interventions, Adgent et al. (2019) suggested 
the development of strategies that aim to modify the 
lasting effects of childhood trauma prior to or during 
pregnancy as a way to lessen the burden of bronchiolitis 
during infancy. Jasthi et al. (2021) recommended that 
healthcare providers screen for adversity and current 
symptoms to get a more comprehensive understanding 
of patient health and to reduce health risks for women 
and infants during the perinatal period. The study also 
recommended informing patients about the associations 
between one’s history and present functioning and high-
lighted the need for collaborative referrals to specialized 
services when necessary. A number of studies recom-
mended trauma-informed care, like Caceres et al. (2020) 
who suggested that in order to better serve African 
American women, clinicians should be educated about 
the negative health effects of trauma and relevant psy-
chosocial factors for this particular group. Powers et al. 
(2020) acknowledged the need for identifying relevant 
barriers to health-promoting behaviors and discovering 
ways to minimize those barriers for African American 

Natural Sciences, Mathematics, and Allied Health  



 

106 

women, stating that this is essential in improving care 
for them. 
 

Discussion 
This scoping literature review examined research on 
intergenerational trauma among African American pop-
ulations. This is a growing literature within the public 
health field that is focused on a diverse set of risk fac-
tors and health outcomes that are rooted in the concept. 
The literature investigates the influence of intergenera-
tional trauma via qualitative and quantitative studies, 
providing a comprehensive evidence base for the im-
pacts of this expansive concept. I find that studies tend 
to measure adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) in 
order to conceptualize the presence and influence of 
intergenerational trauma on health risk factors, behav-
iors, and outcomes. This tactic potentially limits re-
searchers’ ability to fully understand the effects of inter-
generational trauma beyond the established definition of 
ACEs in the public health literature. The maternal-child 
dyad is a common focus of studies on intergenerational 
trauma, highlighting the notion that mother-child inter-
actions are considered a significant transmission path-
way for intergenerational trauma. African American 
women (mostly mothers) are the focus of over 50% of 
the studies I identified. There is a need to examine other 
subpopulations in the African American community (i.e. 
African American fathers, LGBTQ+, first-generation 
African Americans, mixed-race African Americans). 
The nuanced experiences of these subgroups can widen 
the scope of knowledge on intergenerational trauma, 
transmission pathways, and associated health outcomes.  
Considering the clear role of structural and historical 
factors in the perpetuation of intergenerational trauma 
among African Americans, future research would bene-
fit from considering factors like structural racism, vicar-
ious racism, historical trauma, socioeconomic status, 
access to health services, and specific historical events 
(i.e. 80s crack epidemic), as factors like these have been 
known to mediate experiences of intergenerational trau-
ma. ACEs, PTSD, and depression questionnaires, sur-
veys, and checklists were frequently used in the studies, 
however, it seems as though there is a lack of estab-
lished ways to solely measure intergenerational trauma. 
The African American Historical Trauma (AAHT) 
questionnaire was developed to measure the extent of 
historical trauma that African Americans are currently 
experiencing and how it is affecting their daily life 
(Williams-Washington & Mills, 2018). The question-
naire examines the correlations between discrimination, 
memories of past generations' degrading experiences, 
and present levels of historical trauma (Williams-
Washington & Mills, 2018). Researchers should expand 
this measure and/or develop new measures like this one 
to assess other forms of trauma experienced by African 
Americans to accurately evaluate the numerous dimen-
sions of this issue. 
 
Intergenerational trauma can be looked at in a variety of 
ways: as a health outcome, a risk factor, a mediating 

factor, and a conceptual framework. Intergenerational 
trauma is a complex, emerging topic in public health 
literature that has the potential to greatly inform public 
health programs, interventions, and prevention strate-
gies. Understanding the significant influence of inter-
generational trauma on various facets of health, the top-
ic warrants research dedicated solely to it and its health 
effects, instead of it just being examined as an underly-
ing factor. 
 
Consistent use of established measures, like the AAHT 
questionnaire, and the development of new, culturally 
tailored measures can help to advance research on the 
subject and further establish intergenerational trauma as 
a prominent risk factor for adverse health outcomes. 
Practitioners working with African American patients of 
any age should consider pre-screening their patients for 
mental health issues as well as gather information on 
their experiences of and exposure to racism and histori-
cal trauma at its different levels. Practitioners should 
also be able to provide referrals for culturally appropri-
ate and trauma-informed mental health services for this 
population, whether or not the patient is exhibiting signs 
of mental illness, to prevent any health issues from man-
ifesting. In addition, programs and initiatives directed at 
African American expectant mothers, particularly those 
with identifiable ACEs, should be implemented in order 
to reduce the chances of transmitting trauma to their 
children.  
 
As for the health care system as a whole, health equity 
needs to be placed at the forefront to reduce health dis-
parities and promote good health and well-being, espe-
cially among neglected and marginalized populations in 
the US. Future and existing healthcare workers should 
be educated on the concept of intergenerational trauma 
and be trained on how to appropriately manage and 
hopefully mitigate patients’ health conditions in relation 
to it and make effective recommendations for those who 
may have experienced it.  
Intergenerational trauma is a relevant health concept 
that warrants thorough research and understanding to 
improve health outcomes and promote equity in public 
health and healthcare. African Americans are strongly 
susceptible to experiencing intergenerational trauma, 
placing another disadvantage on this already strained 
group. Healthcare systems and policymakers must 
acknowledge this burden on the health of African Amer-
icans and take proactive measures to lessen the negative 
impacts and occurrence of intergenerational trauma. 
 

Conclusion 
The concept of intergenerational trauma in health litera-
ture and its correlation to health outcomes among Afri-
can Americans is still fairly new, meaning the potential 
for discovery and new perspectives is ample. A signifi-
cant gap in the literature can be observed in the lack of 
studies examining factors like historical trauma, struc-
tural racism, vicarious racism, socioeconomic status, 
access to health services, specific historical events, and 
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housing in/stability, and the influence of these factors in 
the perpetuation of intergenerational trauma. Consider-
ing that African Americans are not a monolith, there are 
a lot more ways in which the effects of this concept can 
be studied with regard to this community. The hardships 
that many African Americans face are not experienced 
in isolation and it is important that any mediating fac-
tors impeding good health among this group are proper-
ly identified and addressed.  
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Introduction 

H ormonal contraceptives are birth control methods 
which contain progestin and/or estrogen hormones to 
act on the endocrine system and prevent unwanted preg-
nancies. Examples of hormonal contraceptives include 
pills, patches, vaginal rings, shots, upper arm implants, 
and intrauterine devices (IUDs). According to the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention, it is recom-
mended that those who prescribe hormonal contracep-
tives advise their patients to return at any time to discuss 
side effects or other problems, or if they want to change 
the method being used (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2017). However, in the same paragraph they 
also explain that no routine follow-up visit is required 
and that no evidence currently exists regarding whether 
a routine follow-up visit after initiating combined hor-
monal contraceptives improves correct or continued use 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017). The 
only mention of side effects from hormonal contracep-
tives on the CDC’s website discusses unscheduled spot-
ting or bleeding during the first 3-6 months of use 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017). No 
mental health assessments are discussed, as the focus is 
widely placed on physical symptoms. 

 

Further research on this topic found a peer-reviewed 
article titled The Effect of Follow-Up Visits or Contacts 
after Contraceptive Initiation on Method Continuation 

and Correct Use.  Results of this systematic analysis 
found that few studies investigate the effectiveness of 
follow-up appointments (Steenland et. al, 2012). This 
study concluded that it is difficult to determine what 
effect, if any, follow-up visits or contacts have on con-
traceptive method continuation or correct use (Steenland 
et. al, 2012). 

 

Holistic care encompasses the treatment of the whole 
person, taking into account mental and social factors, 
rather than just the physical symptoms of a disease or 
treatment (Oxford University Press, 2022). The Ameri-
can Academy of Family Physicians recommends that 
documentation of visits for contraception should include 
patient understanding of use, benefits, risks, and an indi-
vidualized follow-up plan (Klein et. al, 2015). A litera-
ture search was conducted using CINAHL and Pubmed 
journal databases. Searches used the following key-
words: contraception, birth control, hormonal, holistic, 
mental health, side effects, follow-up, satisfaction. 
Searches were limited to include only peer-reviewed 
pieces published within the past 20 years. The results 
yielded no studies which assess the extent of follow-up 
care provided to women who are prescribed hormonal 
contraceptives. No published information currently ex-
ists evaluating the efficacy of this widely accepted 
standard of follow-up care. 

The purpose of this study is to determine the extent to 
which young adult females feel they have received ho-
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Abstract:  Holistic care encompasses the treatment of the whole person, taking into account mental, social and physical factors. The 
purpose of this study was to assess the extent to which young adult females are given holistic follow-up care after being prescribed 
hormonal birth control. This retrospective study utilized a convenience sample of 65 eligible participants. Eligibility was acquired if 
participants were biological females between the ages of 18 and 25 who currently use, or historically have used, hormonal birth con-
trol methods. The questionnaire contained 23 closed-ended responses and 1 optional open-ended response. Survey information was 
obtained through the use of an electronic online tool, and all responses remained confidential with no personal identifiers from the 
participants being requested. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data. IRB approval was obtained from the University of 
Saint Joseph. Most participants (63.1%) reported not being confident that they receive holistic follow-up care after being prescribed 
hormonal contraceptives. Most participants who have changed hormonal birth control due to unfavorable side effects (68.4%) report-
ed not being completely aware about the possibility prior to beginning the regimen. There is evidence to suggest a substantial gap in 
the current holistic standard of care for patients prescribed hormonal contraceptives. Those who prescribe contraceptives have a 
unique opportunity to support women through their clinical practices. Their efforts can have a meaningful impact on the future emo-
tional and physical health of these patients. Future research should be conducted to identify and understand the reasons for these in-
consistencies. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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listic birth control follow-up care. The results of this 
study may also be used to further assess the impact of 
this holistic follow-up care on correct or continued use 
of hormonal birth control. There is a significant lack of 
published research regarding the extent and importance 
of holistic follow-up care for women after being pre-
scribed hormonal contraceptives. This study aims to 
identify a gap in current women’s health practices and 
provide baseline data for further improvement of contra-
ceptive follow-up care.  

 

Methods 

A voluntary and anonymous electronic questionnaire 
was created. The questionnaire was composed of 23 
multiple choice/select-all-that-apply items as well as 1 
optional open-ended response for a total of 24 items.  
Respondents were not able to submit their survey unless 
all multiple choice/select-all-that-apply items were an-
swered. 

 

The study was approved by the University of Saint Jo-

seph’s Institutional Review Board (IRB 
Protocol Number: 21_039) before being 
opened to the public. Participants were 
recruited through public social media 
outlets and provided a digital informed 
consent document as well as a list of 
mental health resources if they felt they 
needed it throughout the survey. In-
formed consent was obtained by all par-
ticipants prior to starting the survey. Par-
ticipants were notified of the require-
ments for eligibility: biological females 
between the ages of 18 and 25 that are 
currently or previously have been on 
hormonal contraceptives and have agreed 
to participate in the study. The question-
naire was opened to the public for two 
weeks between 10/19/2021 and 
11/02/2021. 

  

Results 

Sixty-seven people (n=67) responded to 
the voluntary survey. Sixty-five of those 
responses (n=65) met the inclusion crite-
ria for this study (table 1). One respond-
ent did not meet the age requirement, 
and another respondent did not consent 
to participation in the study.  

 

The majority of participants (73.8%) re-
ported being prescribed hormonal contra-
ceptives from their gynecologist (figure 
1). 21.5% of participants do not have 

regular visits, at least once yearly, for their hormonal 
contraceptives. More than half of the participants 
(55.4%) have been prescribed 2 or more different hor-
monal contraceptives (figure 2) with the majority con-
traceptive method being hormonal pills (figure 3). The 
average length of participants taking hormonal contra-
ceptives was over 4 years (figure 4). 

 

Table 1. Participant Eligibility Information  

Figure 1 
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Most participants reported physical side effects 
(92.3%) and mood changes (78.5%) while on hor-
monal contraceptives (figure 5). Almost half of 
participants (43.1%) reported changing their hor-
monal contraceptive at least once due to unfavor-
able side effects with the top three reasons for 
changing being weight gain (18.5%), irregular 
periods (16.9%), and mood changes (15.4%) 
(figure 6). 

 

Many participants (68.4%) who have changed 
their hormonal birth control due to unfavorable 
side effects reported not being completely aware 
about the possibility of these side effects prior to 
beginning them (figure 7). Almost half of partici-
pants (46.2%) rated their providers poorly in edu-
cation skills regarding possible hormonal contra-
ceptive symptoms (figure 8). 

 

Results indicated that 41.3% of participants who 
have had a follow-up visit after being prescribed 
hormonal contraceptives said that their prescrib-
ers ask about side effects experienced with their 
contraceptive at every visit (figure 9). Approxi-
mately half of this population said that their pre-
scribers ask about their satisfaction with their hor-
monal contraceptive at every visit (50.8%) (figure 
10) and that their providers address their emotion-
al well-being at every appointment (49.2%) 
(figure 11). Most participants feel comfortable 
asking their providers questions regarding their 
hormonal contraceptive options (92.3%) and feel 
their provider is available for them when they 
need it (72.3%). Results showed that 20% of par-
ticipants are considering changing their provider 
due to insufficient psychological follow-up care 
while another 17% of participants have already 
done so at least once for the same reason (figure 
12). 

 

The majority of participants (86.2%) believe women’s 

health appointments should be more frequent than once 
yearly. After being given a basic definition of holistic 
care, 49.2% of participants believe they have not re-
ceived holistic follow-up care after being prescribed 
hormonal contraceptives, and an additional 13.8% of 
participants are not sure if they have. Only 36.9% of 
participants reported receiving holistic follow-up care 
after being prescribed hormonal contraceptives (figure 
13). Eight participants chose to respond to the optional 
open-ended question by sharing their thoughts on hor-
monal contraceptive follow-up care (table 2). 

  

Discussion 

 

The results of this study indicate a need for improve-
ment in holistic hormonal contraceptive care. The origi-
nal purpose of this study was to investigate follow-up 
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Table 2. Optional Responses from Participants Regarding Holistic Follow-Up Care with 
Hormonal Contraceptives  

Figure 2 
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care associated with hormonal contraceptive use. How-
ever, the results also showed a gap in the initial educa-
tion of potential side effects when hormonal birth con-
trol methods were prescribed. For example, the majority 

of participants (63%) are not confident that they have 
received holistic follow-up care after being prescribed 
hormonal contraceptives (figure 13). In fact, 68.4% of 
participants who have changed birth control methods 
due to unfavorable side effects were not completely 
aware of the possibility of those side effects prior to 
beginning the regimen (figure 7). Although a portion of 
these respondents did report being “somewhat aware” of 
these side effects (44.7%), the goal is that all patients 
maintain a complete understanding of risks associated 
with hormonal contraceptives. Plus, 58.7% of partici-
pants responded that their providers do not ask about 
side effects associated with their hormonal contracep-
tives at every visit (figure 9). Another 49.2% of partici-
pants responded that their providers do not ask about 
their satisfaction with their hormonal contraceptives at 
every visit (figure 10). Although the current standard of 
care is to assess mental and physical side effects for 
those patients prescribed hormonal contraceptives, the 
findings suggest that roughly half of providers are not 
doing so.  

 

An overwhelming majority of participants (92.3%) re-
ported feeling comfortable discussing birth control op-
tions with their providers. This is important to note, as 
patients do feel comfortable talking to their providers, 
but may not know what questions to ask them. The re-
sponsibility of having a discussion should not fall on the 
patient, but rather should be initiated by providers. 
Many patients do not know what questions to ask, or 
trust in their providers to offer up associated risks when-
ever applicable (Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention, 2021). Those who prescribe birth control 
should become more effective at ensuring informed 
consent is obtained before the method is started. In-
formed consent continues to include options, potential 
risks, and common side effects (American Medical As-
sociation, 2022). Education on potential side effects 
should include both physical and mental symptoms in 
order to encompass true holistic care. 

 

The results of this study also outline the lack of holistic 
care throughout contraceptive care management. Each 
patient’s emotional well-being should be discussed at 
every medical appointment, especially those which aim 
to evaluate the effectiveness of hormonal medications 
including contraceptives. Medical professionals includ-
ing Dr. Sarah E. Hill agree that hormonal contraceptives 
have been proven to cause an increase in anxiety and/or 
depression subsequently changing some patients’ over-
all personalities (Hill, 2020). Therefore, hormonal con-
traceptives should not be regarded as working effective-
ly by simply preventing unwanted pregnancies in wom-
en. Rather, effectiveness should include an absence of 
unwanted side effects, including those of mental and 
emotional components, instead of solely physical symp-
toms.  

Figure 3 

Figure 4 

Figure 5 

Figure 6 
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The open-ended responses obtained in this study provid-
ed insight into the  individual’s experiences with hormo-
nal contraceptives. For example, a participant reflected 
on discontinuing their hormonal birth control method 
due to weight gain. This suggests that the respondent’s 
provider may not have educated them on the possibility 
of gaining weight prior to starting the regimen. It also 
suggests that the provider may not have suggested alter-
native contraceptive or lifestyle options when their pa-
tient discussed the unfavorable weight gain. Similarly, 
responses from other participants further demonstrated 
the lack of individuals’ knowledge of symptoms to ex-
pect with their new birth control regimens. These re-
sponses also highlight the probable inefficiencies asso-
ciated with follow-up care after being prescribed hor-
monal contraceptives. 

 

In addition, more responses consider the type of provid-
er prescribing hormonal contraceptives. Some partici-
pants suggested that female providers and/or gynecol-
ogists may provide more focused care than male provid-
ers or primary care physicians. Further research should 
be completed inquiring about the impact of prescriber 
type on patient contraceptive management and satisfac-
tion. 

 

Providers should inquire about each patient’s use (or 
lack thereof) of other contraceptive methods during ho-
listic follow-up care, especially related to sexually trans-
mitted infection (STI) prevention. Doing so may help 
providers to evaluate each patient’s current knowledge 
on safe sex practices. That information can be used to 
provide targeted education in order to best help each 
patient remain free of sexually transmitted infections 
and unwanted pregnancies. More specific questions per-
taining to any follow-up care received should be asked 
in future repetitions of this study in order to best evalu-
ate the extent of holistic care given to patients. 

 

Further investigation should be done to better under-
stand why some patients are not receiving hormonal 
contraceptive follow-up care from their providers. Fu-
ture work on this topic may include studies inquiring 
about patient difficulties accessing or affording contra-
ceptive medications as well as investigating how pro-
viders feel about holistic care in the clinical setting.  

  

Limitations 

 

This study is limited in that it does not inquire about the 
racial demographics of participants. Acquiring racial 
demographic information could have revealed less ho-
listic follow-up care provided to minority populations. 
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Future repetitions of this study should include other patient 
demographic questions such as race and primary language 
in order to investigate these disparities more deeply. 

 

Additionally, the surveyed population could be broadened 
in future repetitions of this study. Participants were re-
quired to be between the ages of 18 and 25. However, na-
tionwide contraceptive use increased with age from 37.2% 
among females 15-19 years old to 73.7% among females 40
-49 years old (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

2019). Therefore, it should be considered that the age re-
quirement be broadened in future repetitions of this study 
to include other populations such as middle-aged women. 
Doing so would more closely resemble natural populations 
and subsequently increase the sample size and reliability of 
the study. 

This study is also limited in that it does not inquire about 
specific topics which are recommended to be discussed in 
follow-up care. The age of the surveyed population may 
increase the importance of holistic follow-up care from pro-
viders. Young adult women ages 18-25 years old may be at 
an increased risk for situations including domestic violence, 
sexual abuse, and sexual pressure. In fact, women ages 18-
24 are 3-4 times more likely than women of any age to be 
victims of rape, attempted rape, or sexual assault (Rape, 
Abuse & Incest National Network, 2022) and generally 
experience the highest rates of intimate partner violence 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2010). It is 
the role of the provider to ensure their patients are begin-
ning hormonal contraceptives for their own personal de-
sires, without pressure from others including sexual part-
ners. Providers can offer resources for those experiencing 
partner violence or sexual pressure.  

  

Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this study was to investigate follow-up care 
with hormonal contraceptive use. Ultimately, only 36.9% 
of eligible participants feel confident that they have re-
ceived holistic follow-up care after being prescribed hor-
monal contraceptives. The results reveal that patients do 
feel comfortable having conversations with their providers 
regarding hormonal contraceptives and associated mental 
and physical side effects. This study has also found that an 
overwhelming number of women (86.2%) want to be seen 
more frequently than once yearly to discuss topics such as 
side effects, education, and mental health. Women are lack-
ing the informative and emotional support aspects from 
their contraceptive providers. The results of this study 
demonstrate the importance of holistic follow-up care in the 
women’s health setting, and the gap that currently exists. It 
is recommended that current providers of hormonal contra-
ceptives utilize the results of this study as a reminder to 
assess their own practices. Self-reflection is the only tech-
nique that will assist in widespread improvement of holistic 
follow-up care. More consistent and thorough follow-up 
procedures should be implemented on a national scale 
when prescribing hormonal contraceptives.  
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The Rise of Diet-Related Diseases 

 

T oday, 60% of the adult population in the U.S. has 
one or more preventable, chronic, diet-related diseases. 
These diseases include cardiovascular diseases, obesity, 
type 2 diabetes, liver disease, and some cancers (USDA 
& HHS, 2020). About 50% of adults have a cardiovas-
cular disease (1); over 70% of adults are overweight or 
have obesity; and about 11% of Americans have diabe-
tes (2) (USDA & HHS, 2020 & Virani et al., 
2021).  The U.S. Burden of Disease Collaborators found 
that a poor diet is the leading risk factor for death 
(2018). Recently, obesity was identified as a major risk 
factor for COVID-19 severity and mortality 
(Demeulemeester et al., 2021). In a study of individuals 
with obesity living in New York City (NYC), research-
ers found that those with a BMI between 30 and 34 
were about two times more likely to be admitted to criti-
cal care after testing positive for COVID-19 compared 
to those with a BMI less than 30. Those with a BMI 
greater than 35 were about three and a half times more 
likely (Satter et al., 2020). 

Thesis & Methodology  

In a time when most U.S. adults are living with a diet-

related chronic disease, it seems intuitive that physicians 
should be striving to address the primary cause: nutri-
tion (USDA & HHS, 2020). Yet, as physicians continue 
to focus on solving individual symptoms rather than the 
root causes of disease, treatments like medication and 
surgery often overshadow dietary interventions. While 
physicians acknowledge that nutrition is an essential 
aspect of health, nutritional advice, or more holistic per-
spectives on disease intervention, are often neglected. 
As the epidemic of chronic, diet-related diseases contin-
ues to worsen, nutrition must be merged more tightly 
into healthcare (3). This paper argues that physicians 
should embrace nutrition as a form of prevention and 
treatment for diet-related diseases. It will also explore 
how nutrition can be optimally integrated into 
healthcare. The scientific literature was reviewed re-
garding the impact of diet on human health and medical 
case studies of patients who have been treated with nu-
trition to manage or reverse their diseases will be ana-
lyzed to serve as evidence, and four NYC physicians 
(4), both MDs and DOs, in different specialties, were 
interviewed to provide expert opinions on nutrition in 
healthcare.  

 

Barriers to Using Nutrition in Healthcare 

Nutrition is central to all aspects of health and especial-
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Abstract:  The U.S. Burden of Disease Collaborators found that a poor diet is the leading risk factor for death (2018). About 50% of 
adults have a cardiovascular disease; over 70% of adults are overweight or have obesity; and about 11% of Americans have diabetes 
(USDA & HHS, 2020 & Virani et al., 2021). Recently, obesity was identified as a major risk factor for COVID-19 severity and mor-
tality (Demeulemeester et al., 2021). It is evident that diet-related disease is one of the greatest disruptions to the health of Ameri-
cans.  
 
This epidemic of diet-related disease can be controlled if physicians use nutrition as a form of prevention and treatment. However, 
physicians are not incorporating nutrition into their healthcare practices as much as they should. This paper will argue that physicians 
should embrace nutrition as a form of prevention and treatment for diet-related diseases and explore how nutrition can be optimally 
integrated into healthcare.  
 
This paper will examine the barriers that prevent physicians from using nutrition in healthcare such as the sensitive nature of weight-
centered conversations. It will then utilize the scientific literature, medical case studies, and interviews with physicians to support the 
argument. Moreover, different methods to seamlessly integrate nutrition into healthcare will be investigated. Overall, this project will 
reveal how uniting nutrition and healthcare can create a new community of physicians who are equipped to mitigate the prevalence 
of diet-related diseases. 
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ly interconnected with diet-related diseases. Therefore, 
it is incredibly important for physicians to understand 
nutrition and be equipped to educate their patients about 
it. However, most physicians are not providing nutrition 
counseling to their patients nor are they using nutrition 
as a form of prevention and treatment for diseases 
(Kolasa & Rickett, 2010). Physicians only offer nutri-
tion counseling in 12% of all encounters and 20% of 
encounters with patients at risk for diet-related diseases 
(Kahan & Manson, 2019). Accordingly, it may be pre-
sumed that physicians are not willing to use nutrition, 
but that is not always the case. Many physicians support 
using nutrition and believe that patients would benefit 
from this form of counseling. After all, more than one-
quarter of all visits to primary care physicians (PCPs) 
are due to nutrition-related concerns (Kolasa & Rickett, 
2010). Unfortunately, numerous barriers prevent physi-
cians from using nutrition in their practices at all or to 
the extent that they would like. Lack of nutrition educa-
tion in medical training, time pressures imposed by in-
surance reimbursements, and the sensitive nature of 
weight-centered conversations all result in the scarce 
application of nutrition in the practices of physicians. 

 

Lack of Nutrition Education in Medical Training    

Research by Adams, Butsch, & Kohlmeier that sur-
veyed 121 U.S. medical schools found that students re-
ceived an average of 19 hours of nutrition education 
over their four years of study (2015). When physicians 
were asked how much nutrition education they received 
in medical school, the answer was unanimous: “very 
little.” Dr. Godwin-Gorga denoted that nutrition was 
often considered in the context of certain diseases or 
biological processes, but she estimated that her medical 
school dedicated only one to two hours to the founda-
tions of nutrition science. In a study by Vetter et al., 
94% of physicians claimed that it was their obligation to 
review nutrition with patients, but only 14% of them felt 
adequately trained to facilitate those discussions (2008). 
Clearly, the widespread deficiency in nutrition educa-
tion during medical training has led to low confidence 
and in turn, increased hesitancy to address nutrition with 
patients.  

 

Time Pressures Imposed by Insurance Reimbursements 

The deficiency in nutrition education is compounded by 
the fact that physicians face a lack of time to provide 
comprehensive care. In fact, every physician inter-
viewed reported time as a hindrance to providing nutri-
tion counseling. This comes as no surprise, as the medi-
an visit length with a PCP is about 15.7 minutes (Seale 
et al., 2007). Physicians, particularly in primary care, 
are restricted to rapid visits because insurance compa-
nies do not financially incentivize  to meet with patients 
for longer. Moreover, preventive care services are not 
reimbursed well. Reimbursement for nutrition counsel-

ing, specifically, is not widespread nor consistent 
among insurance companies, steering physicians away 
from both offering nutrition counseling and referring 
patients to dieticians (Kahan & Manson, 2019). Dr. 
Nestler expressed that she speaks about nutrition with 
all her patients during annual checkups, but she fre-
quently finds herself in a race against time as she also 
must cover their existing medical problems, sleep, de-
velopment, school, screen time, and more. With such a 
tight schedule, physicians are forced to triage the medi-
cal concerns of each patient, addressing the most press-
ing ones first, often leaving preventive measures, in-
cluding nutrition, entirely out of the conversation. 

 

Sensitive Nature of Weight-Centered Conversations  

Additionally, the sensitive nature of weight-centered 
conversations is a notable hurdle that prevents physi-
cians from using nutrition in healthcare. If physicians 
wish to provide guidance about nutrition, the discussion 
may naturally touch upon weight: a deeply personal top-
ic for many patients. The topic of weight often elicits 
feelings of guilt, shame, and failure. Patients may not 
want to bring up their weight and ask for nutritional ad-
vice because they fear being judged by their physician 
or blamed for their weight. “Please Don’t Weigh Me” 
cards have recently become popular among patients to 
avoid the anxiety-inducing topic. Dr. Fatima Cody Stan-
ford, an expert obesity medicine physician-scientist, 
empathizes with patients, but ultimately argues that 
these cards further perpetuate the reluctance to address 
weight, which is an important medical data point. In-
stead, she suggests that the cards should request physi-
cians to forgo derogatory, weight-related comments, 
thus creating productive and judgment-free discussions 
about weight (Fallik, 2022).  

 

Sometimes, physicians are the ones who do not want to 
initiate weight-centered conversations, as they worry 
about insulting their patients. Dr. Nestler explained that 
some physicians tend to sugarcoat their concerns or 
brush over uncomfortable topics to avoid hurting their 
patients’ feelings. Although a BMI (5) of 25 or higher is 
classified as overweight, a study found that less than 
half of patients who are in this BMI range were in-
formed that they are overweight by their physician (Post 
et al., 2011). This is startling because addressing weight 
is imperative, particularly if a patient is overweight or 
has obesity. If physicians attempt to evade delicate dis-
cussions about weight, patients may assume that their 
weight is not a problem, possibly prolonging unhealthy 
behaviors.  

 

However, this is an approach not shared by all medical 
providers. Dr. Lerner asserts, “when it comes to inform-
ing patients about potentially healthy interventions, I am 
not shy about [empowering them to know the reality of 
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their health] (2016).” Researchers found that when doc-
tors told patients that they were overweight or had obe-
sity, those patients were more likely to attempt weight 
loss compared to other patients whose doctors did not 
inform them (Post et al., 2011). These findings empha-
size how crucial it is for physicians to learn how to ap-
proach weight-centered conversations in a compassion-
ate manner. The challenges of navigating these conver-
sations, among other barriers, may be holding physi-
cians back from embracing the use of nutrition, ulti-
mately doing a disservice to the health of patients. 

 

Addressing the Efficacy of Nutrition Research  

 

Once these barriers to using nutrition in healthcare are 
overcome, physicians should aim to incorporate nutri-
tion in their practices because of its myriad of benefits. 
Yet, before presenting the current body of scientific lit-
erature as evidence, criticisms regarding the efficacy of 
nutrition research must first be confronted. One issue is 
the shortage of double-blinded randomized controlled 
trials (6). The lack of blinding is concerning as it can 
lead to bias, possibly skewing results. In studies of nu-
trition, blinding is simply not possible because partici-
pants must see the food that they are consuming 
(Weaver & Miller, 2017). Another problem is that many 
studies are not conducted for time periods long enough 
to observe the full potential of a food’s effect on health. 
Unfortunately, study lengths are limited by funding and 
the challenge of enforcing the consumption of the same 
foods for an extended time (Weaver & Miller, 2017).  

 

Due to the aforementioned concerns, many physicians 
opt not to utilize nutrition as modern medicine relies on 
an evidence-based approach (7) to patient care. Howev-
er, it is not reasonable to disregard successful nutritional 
interventions on the basis of weak evidence due to in-
herent limitations of nutrition research. Dr. Kevin Jub-
bal, a former surgeon, remarked that in a black and 
white approach to medicine, nutrition is the gray area. 
He asserted that although the results of nutrition re-
search are often unclear, by approaching nutrition with 
nuance and devising individualized treatment plans, nu-
trition can lead to clinically significant improvements 
(Jubbal, 2022). After all, evidence-based medicine isn’t 
strictly confined to what the research suggests, rather it 
uses the strongest available evidence combined with 
sensible decision making, risk assessment, and consider-
ation of the patients’ preferences (Johnston et al., 2019). 

 

Benefits of Nutritional Interventions in Clinical 
Practice 

 

Prevention of Diet-Related Diseases 

Despite the difficulty of recording accurate nutrition 
research, using nutrition in healthcare may play an inte-
gral role in preventing, treating, and reversing disease. 
The ability of nutrition to prevent disease is arguably its 
greatest strength, as it can eliminate the need for a mul-
titude of medical treatments. Just as vaccines can pre-
vent infectious diseases and the encouragement of 
smoking cessation can prevent lung cancer, good nutri-
tion can prevent diet-related diseases.  

There is convincing nutrition research, both observa-
tional and experimental, as well as case studies, which 
uncover how nutrition is a scientifically and clinically 
sound method to prevent diet-related diseases. For ex-
ample, one study that followed over 3,200 individuals at 
high risk for developing type 2 diabetes gave partici-
pants one of three treatments: a placebo; metformin: a 
drug used to prevent diabetes; or lifestyle modifications 
including a healthy diet. When the researchers followed 
up with participants about three years later, those who 
adhered to lifestyle modifications reduced their inci-
dence of diabetes by 58%, while those given metformin 
reduced their incidence by 31% compared to those who 
had the placebo. Researchers concluded that lifestyle 
modifications were significantly more effective than 
metformin at preventing the incidence of type 2 diabetes 
(Diabetes Prevention Program Research Group, 2002). 
In a follow-up study 10 years later, the researchers 
found that those in the lifestyle modification group 
maintained the lowest cumulative incidence of diabetes 
compared to both the metformin and placebo groups 
(Diabetes Prevention Program Research Group, 2009). 
These results have been corroborated by a 2016 study 
that found consuming a plant-based diet (8) reduced the 
risk of type 2 diabetes by 20% and consuming a plant-
based diet with particularly high-quality plant foods was 
even more beneficial as it reduced the risk by 34% 
(Satija et al., 2016). These are just a couple of many 
studies (9) that validate how nutrition is an effective 
clinical tool to prevent the onset of diseases, especially 
diet-related diseases.  

 

Treatment & Reversal of Diet-Related Diseases 

Nutritional interventions are unique as they can be used 
not only to prevent, but also to actively treat and reverse 
diseases. Dr. Caldwell B. Esselstyn, renowned cardiolo-
gist, researcher, and director of the Heart Disease Pro-
gram at The Cleveland Clinic shared a case study of a 
44-year-old man with heart disease and high cholesterol 
who was treated with a plant-based diet without the use 
of cholesterol-lowering medication. Before treatment, a 
fatty material called plaque was built-up in the patient’s 
coronary artery, inhibiting blood flow to his heart. After 
adhering to the plant-based diet rather than his typical 
American diet (10), the amount of plaque regressed, 
normal blood flow was restored, and thus he reversed 
his heart disease in just 32 months (Esselstyn, 2001). 
Scientific literature supports individual case studies like 
this one, revealing how nutritional interventions both 
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halt disease progression and reverse the state of disease 
in patients.  In 1998, The Lifestyle Heart Trial was the 
first randomized clinical trial to examine if comprehen-
sive lifestyle changes could reverse the progression of 
coronary heart disease. The study found that patients 
with coronary heart disease who went through intensive 
lifestyle changes, which included a 10% fat, whole-
food, vegetarian diet (11) with no medication usage, 
were able to reverse the state of their disease, while 
those in the control group, who used lipid-lowering 
drugs without lifestyle changes, continued to experience 
disease progression (Ornish et al., 1998). Both the case 
study and The Lifestyle Heart Trial underscore how die-
tary changes offer a way to target a primary cause of 
heart disease: a poor diet, allowing for the reversal of 
the disease.  

 

Healing the Root Causes of Illness 

Though medications and surgeries are often limited to 
treating one disease at a time, nutritional interventions 
can ameliorate several diseases at once. Dr. Mark Hy-
man, family medicine physician and leader in the field 
of functional medicine (12), discussed an interesting 
case study to illustrate how dietary changes can tackle 
the underlying cause of illness, therefore resolving 
many health conditions in tandem. A 60-year-old wom-
an with obesity, heart failure, type 2 diabetes, coronary 
artery disease, and early kidney failure was taking nu-
merous medications to mitigate each of her conditions; 
she even had already endured heart surgery. After only 
three months of treatment with an anti-inflammatory 
(13), low-sugar, low-starch, whole-food diet, she lost a 
significant amount of weight and was able to stop taking 
all her medications. Her blood sugar, blood pressure, 
and cholesterol improved. She also reversed her heart 
failure, fatty liver, and failing kidney. In a year, her dia-
betes disappeared (Hyman, 2020). It is apparent that 
nutritional modifications can transform an individual’s 
overall health by simultaneously treating multiple diet-
related diseases.  

 

Improvement of Other Health Conditions  

As discussed, nutrition can certainly treat diet-related 
diseases, but its applications are far-reaching as it can 
also be used to improve other health issues. For exam-
ple, Dr. Rosenthal, whose patients present with injuries 
or disabilities, explained that she prescribes food as 
medicine to help them manage various pain concerns. 
By guiding patients through a plant-based diet treatment 
plan, their pain is controlled, inflammation is reduced, 
injuries are prevented, and medications are no longer 
needed. She advocates for lifestyle medicine, which in-
cludes using nutrition, as the most responsible and ethi-
cal way to treat patients. Dr. Helen Cappuccino, a breast 
cancer surgeon says, “I don't want my patients to need 
surgery or medicine. To the extent I can forestall these 

choices by better eating habits, I want my patients to 
understand this,” she continues, “I spend a lot of time 
talking to them about factors that they can control, in-
cluding diet… maintaining optimal body weight… 
(DeLuca, 2020 & UB, 2020).” Clearly, Dr. Cappuccino 
is passionate about using food to help her patients either 
prevent cancer entirely or manage the severity of exist-
ing cancer. Overall, nutritional interventions are versa-
tile, and physicians may consider their use for illnesses 
beyond diet-related diseases. The overwhelming scien-
tific evidence and clinical success of nutrition as an ef-
fective tool to prevent, treat, and reverse disease should 
motivate physicians to use nutrition in their practices. 

 

Cost-Effectiveness 

On top of clinical benefits, nutrition is an incredibly cost
-effective treatment. Researchers predicted that if Medi-
care and Medicaid offered a 30% subsidy on healthy 
foods (14) to its beneficiaries, over their lifetime, it 
would increase healthy food consumption, prevent 
about 3.3 million cardiovascular disease events, prevent 
over 120,000 cases of diabetes, and save an astonishing 
$100.2 billion in healthcare costs (Lee et al, 
2019). These findings underscore how nutrition can pre-
vent or manage diet-related diseases while also dramati-
cally reducing healthcare costs. 

 

Integrating Nutrition into Healthcare 

 

Improving Medical Education to Include Nutrition   

For physicians to embrace the use of nutrition as a form 
of treatment and prevention, nutrition must first become 
fully integrated into healthcare. There are several meth-
ods by which this can be done; the most immediate way 
is to improve medical education to sufficiently teach 
nutrition. The urgency to do so is exposed by the most 
recent study on the state of nutrition education in U.S. 
medical schools. Out of 121 surveyed schools, 71% do 
not meet the recommended minimum of 25 hours of 
nutrition education and 36% provide fewer than 12.5 
hours of nutrition education (Adams, Butsch, & Kohl-
meier, 2015). 

 

I will begin by examining how some medical schools 
have incorporated nutrition into their curriculums to 
determine if there is an optimal approach to delivering 
nutrition education . Feinberg School of Medicine at 
Northwestern is one of few schools that has revised its 
traditional curriculum to better reflect the importance of 
diet on health. The updated curriculum now discusses 
nutrition longitudinally (throughout the four years of 
medical school), allowing students to merge nutrition 
with each area of study. Early outcomes of this rede-
signed curriculum have already reported that students 
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are more confident speaking about sensitive topics with 
patients (Heiman et al., 2018). This finding conveys 
that this method of incorporating nutrition into medical 
education may prepare students to raise delicate, weight
-related health concerns that often lead to conversations 
about proper nutrition.  

 

Rather than establishing longitudinal nutrition educa-
tion, some schools have introduced separate courses to 
address nutrition on its own. For example, several years 
ago, Harvard Medical School had opted to offer a dis-
tinct course in nutrition called Preventive Medicine and 
Nutrition (PMN) in the second-year curriculum. Re-
searchers concluded that the completion of the PMN 
course significantly increased the confidence of medi-
cal students to assess and counsel patients on diet and 
exercise (Conroy et al, 2004). More recently, Harvard 
Medical School has transitioned to an integrated nutri-
tion curriculum like that of Feinberg School of Medi-
cine. When researchers compared the attitudes and 
knowledge about nutrition of medical students that had 
taken the dedicated PMN course to those that experi-
enced an integrated nutrition curriculum, they found a 
similar positive impact (Walsh et al., 2011). It is evi-
dent that including some form of nutrition education in 
medical school is imperative to heighten understanding 
of nutrition concepts and boost confidence in address-
ing nutrition in practice. However, the comparable out-
comes of students who experienced completely differ-
ent structures of nutrition education indicate that the 
way nutrition is fused into the curriculum is not a major 
concern. Instead, schools should focus on delivering 
high-quality and comprehensive nutrition education, 
using whichever method of implementation works best 
for their program. Schools must also recruit more ex-
pert nutrition educators, such as registered dieticians, to 
provide medical students with exceptional lessons on 
clinical nutrition (Kushner et al., 2014). This is espe-
cially important because if the faculty is not proficient 
in nutrition concepts, students will not grasp the materi-
al, regardless of the strength of the curriculum.  

 

Many schools have not yet combined nutrition into 
their core curriculum, but instead, provide nutrition ed-
ucation as an elective course. In fact, over 55 medical 
schools in the U.S. now offer culinary medicine elec-
tives based on the Health Meets Food curriculum. This 
science-based curriculum teaches students about the 
benefits of nutrition and how dietary intervention strate-
gies can be used in the practice of medicine to prevent 
and manage diseases (Culinarymedicine.org, n.d.). Alt-
hough offering an elective course is better than having 
no course at all, not requiring all students to learn nutri-
tion signals to me that these medical schools still don’t 
value nutrition enough to include it in the core curricu-
lum. Moreover, outsourcing the Health Meets Food 
curriculum suggests that medical schools are lacking 

nutrition experts in their faculty to develop their own 
nutrition education curriculums. As such, all medical 
schools should begin to implement nutrition education 
into their core curriculum to better equip the next gen-
eration of physicians to address diet, prevent diet-
related diseases, and offer nutrition as treatment.  

 

 

 

Collaboration between Healthcare Providers and Nu-
trition Experts 

Even if physicians are appropriately trained in nutrition, 
it does not guarantee that they will always be able to 
offer dietary counseling. To ensure that nutrition is ful-
ly blended into healthcare, there must also be greater 
collaboration between different healthcare providers 
and nutrition experts. Physicians, nurses, physician as-
sistants, dieticians, nutritionists, and others should all 
strive to work together to raise nutrition with patients. 
Dr. Lerner insisted that physicians need enough nutri-
tion education to at least be able to initiate conversa-
tions about the importance of a healthy diet. Neverthe-
less, he admitted that he is not a nutrition expert and 
enlists the help of nutritionists if patients need in-depth 
dietary advice. Dr. Lerner makes a valid point that no 
matter how detailed and extensive nutrition education is 
during medical school, physicians will not become ex-
perts in the field of nutrition. Physicians must know 
when to call upon the specialists to take the lead in nu-
trition-related care for patients.  

 

Likewise, Dr. Nestler said that she and her colleagues 
often refer patients to nutritionists as well. However, 
she disclosed that while the intent of referring patients 
to nutritionists is to ensure that patients receive dietary 
counseling, she finds that whether her patients follow 
through with scheduling these visits is unpredictable. 
Dr. Nestler noted that frequently patients do not end up 
making appointments with a nutritionist. Dr. Lerner 
added that referrals to nutritionists are often not cov-
ered by insurance, which can impede patients from ulti-
mately receiving pertinent nutrition counseling. It is 
possible to argue that physicians need to receive a 
strong enough foundation in nutrition to impart basic 
counseling at the minimum. Equally important is teach-
ing physicians how to recognize when it is appropriate 
to refer patients to dieticians or nutritionists who can 
provide a thorough assessment and an individualized 
nutrition plan. Dr. Lerner and Dr. Nestler agree that, 
though collaboration between providers will promote 
the integration of nutrition into healthcare, patient com-
pliance and insurance coverage remain significant chal-
lenges.  

 

Initiatives to Encourage Healthy Eating  
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Along with increased collaboration between healthcare 
providers, hospitals and clinics should launch more ini-
tiatives that motivate patients to make healthier food 
choices. In the following section, I will present several 
examples of such initiatives which may serve as models 
for other medical centers.   

 

Dr. Nestler mentioned that her hospital, NY-
Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center, has a pro-
gram called the “Kids and Teens Healthy Weight Pro-
gram,” which is a series of free group sessions that edu-
cate patients about healthy eating through interactive 
activities such as cooking healthy meals, assembling 
meal plans, and reading nutritional labels (Weill Cornell 
Medicine, 2021). I believe that group-based programs 
like this one should serve as models for other hospitals 
as they allow physicians and dieticians to efficiently 
address the nutritional concerns of several patients at 
once while still giving personalized support in an inti-
mate setting.  

University of California San Francisco’s Benioff Chil-
dren’s Hospital goes even a step further. In addition to 
providing health education and cooking demonstrations, 
it offers a Food Farmacy program twice a month, sup-
plying patients and their families with whole grains, 
fruits, vegetables, eggs, and protein at no cost (UCSF, 
n.d.). This program is immensely valuable in the com-
munity as it helps patients who typically consume an 
abundance of inexpensive, processed foods to overcome 
their food insecurity by giving them access to nutritious 
foods, allowing them to improve their diets and prevent 
diseases. It is worthwhile to note that both initiatives 
mentioned so far are targeted toward pediatric popula-
tions. Dr. Rosenthal expressed that she believes combat-
ing the rise of diet-related diseases starts with the educa-
tion of young children. I agree that building programs 
for children should be a high priority because creating 
awareness around nutrition at a young age will influence 
these individuals to develop lifelong healthy eating hab-
its, maximizing their likelihood of preventing diet-
related diseases.  

 

In 2019, Bellevue Hospital in NYC launched the Plant-
Based Lifestyle Medicine Program to treat patients with 
chronic, diet-related conditions, including heart disease, 
type 2 diabetes, obesity, high cholesterol, and high 
blood pressure. The program is guided by physicians 
and dieticians who create personalized whole-food, 
plant-based diets to address the root causes of disease. 
Beyond food, it focuses on increasing physical activity, 
reducing stress, and improving sleep health (NYC 
Health + Hospitals, n.d.).  

 

The program is even conscious of patients’ socioeco-
nomic circumstances and cultural traditions (NYC, 
2022). Being culturally mindful is also extremely im-

portant. Dr. Godwin-Gorga suggested that when physi-
cians recommend specific diets to their patients, they 
should always stress that aspects of any diet can be 
adapted to any ethnic cuisine. In this way, patients may 
feel that eating nutritiously is attainable and will be mo-
tivated to actively modify their diet. Another strength of 
this program is the frequent check-ins and the managea-
ble benchmarks that help patients gradually achieve 
their health goals (NYC Health + Hospitals, n.d.). In 
turn, this boosts compliance with dietary recommenda-
tions and ensures that these healthy practices are sus-
tainable long-term. Just three years since its initiation, 
the Plant-Based Lifestyle Medicine Program announced 
this year that it will expand to six more public NYC 
healthcare centers throughout the five boroughs (NYC, 
2022). The successful health outcomes of this nutrition 
treatment program and its quick expansion through the 
NYC Health + Hospitals system are exciting as it 
demonstrates that physicians and healthcare institutions 
are starting to embrace nutrition as a legitimate tool to 
prevent and treat disease. The formation and adoption of 
more nutrition-focused programs in medical centers 
across the country will be needed to finally bridge the 
gap between nutrition and healthcare to promote the 
well-being of patients.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Overall, many barriers prevent physicians from using 
nutrition in their practices. However, through the pro-
posed solutions to integrate nutrition into healthcare 
some of those barriers can be overcome. The scientific 
literature and medical case studies consistently reveal 
how nutrition is an effective clinical tool to prevent, 
treat, and reverse diet-related diseases, emphasizing the 
need for physicians to embrace nutrition. By uniting 
nutrition and healthcare, there will be a new community 
of physicians who are equipped to mitigate the preva-
lence of diet-related diseases. As more physicians adopt 
the use of nutrition, the healthcare system can begin to 
not only value the treatment of disease, but more im-
portantly, the prevention of disease and promotion of 
health. 

Footnotes 

(1) Cardiovascular diseases include coronary heart dis-
ease, heart failure, stroke, and hypertension. 

(2) Over 90% of all diagnosed cases of diabetes are type 
2 diabetes (CDC, 2020). 

(3) For simplicity, “healthcare” will be referred to as 
one word throughout this paper. However, I 
acknowledge that typically, “health care” as two words 
refers to provider actions while “healthcare” as one 
word refers to the system. “Healthcare” will be used to 
refer to both provider actions and the system in this pa-
per. 
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(4) Physicians were interviewed between December 
13th, 2021 and February 2nd, 2022 in NYC. They are Dr. 
Chloe Godwin-Gorga, MD Family Medicine; Dr. Bar-
ron Lerner, MD Internal Medicine; Dr. Jane Nestler, 
MD Pediatrics; and Dr. Lillie Rosenthal, DO Physical 
Medicine & Rehabilitation. Two of the four physicians, 
Dr. Godwin-Gorga and Dr. Rosenthal, practice medi-
cine with an integrative approach that considers the 
whole patient, including their lifestyle. 

(5) BMI is the most commonly used, widely accepted, 
and practical measure of obesity because of its simplici-
ty, low cost, and high specificity. However, public 
health scholars recognize that BMI does not differenti-
ate between bone density, muscle mass, and body fat, 
which can sometimes lead to inaccuracies. To better 
assess disease risk, other markers of health should be 
considered along with BMI (Adab, Pallan, & Whincup, 
2018 & Olsen, 2018). 

(6) Double-blinded randomized controlled trials are the 
gold standard of clinical research. This research method 
reduces confounding variables and enables researchers 
to determine causal relationships (Weaver & Miller, 
2017).    

(7) An evidence-based approach ensures that patients 
receive treatments that have been repeatedly tested and 
have robust results to support their safety and effective-
ness (Masic et al., 2008). 

(8) A plant-based diet primarily contains foods from 
plants, including fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds, whole 
grains, and legumes with a minimal number of animal-
derived foods (Satija et al., 2016). 

(9) See (Dahm et al., 2010), (Dehghan et al., 2012), 
(Estruch et al., 2013), (McGrievy, Mandes, & Crimarco, 
2017), and (Micha et al., 2017). 

(10) Although not specified in the study, the Standard 
American Diet (SAD) consists of foods that are high in 
refined carbohydrates, added sugars, sodium, and satu-
rated fat; and low in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 
lean protein, and healthy oils (Grotto & Zied, 2010). 

(11) A whole-food, vegetarian diet includes foods that 
are minimally processed and does not include any meat 
(McEvoy, Temple, & Woodside, 2012). 

(12) Functional medicine is an individualized, patient-
centered, science-based approach that seeks to address 
the root cause of disease. Both a patient’s biology and 
lifestyle factors are examined to devise optimal treat-
ment plans for long-term wellness (The Institute For 
Functional Medicine, n.d.). 

(13) An anti-inflammatory diet is a style of eating that 
avoids ultra-processed foods that are high in salt, added 
sugar, refined grains, and saturated fat; and includes 
whole foods with no added sugar (Harvard Health Pub-
lishing, 2020). 

(14) Healthy foods included in this incentive were 
fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, seeds, seafood, 
and plant oils. 
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Introduction 
 

C ompetition and competitiveness are typically asso-
ciated with athletes. However, how does the level of 
competitiveness in a student athlete measure up to that 
of a non-student athlete, and what factors come into 
play to affect these levels? Do their mental health out-
comes and levels of social support impact their ability to 
excel in competition? Unfortunately, there is a lack of 
research on this specific topic and even less when stu-
dent athletes as a population are sub-divided into mem-
bers of individual sports and team sports. 
 
Past research has shown that when non-student athletes 
are used as a control group when testing student athletes 
for anxiety, depression, alcohol use, and social support, 
female student athletes tend to have higher levels of 
anxiety or depression. Meanwhile, male student athletes 
had higher levels of alcohol issues (Storch et al., 2005). 
When taking into consideration that physical activity 
has been shown to help reduce mental health issues in a 
person, it may not come as a surprise that research has 
shown a significant difference in the mental health 
scores of student athletes and non-student athletes 
(Bano et al., 2014). This leads to the question of how 
much exercise really affects a person’s mental health 

and whether the pressures and demands of maintaining 
academics and athletic stature reduce the effects exer-
cise should be having on the lives of student athletes. 
Armstrong et al. (2015) noted that student athletes are 
an at-risk group in their systematic literature review on 
depression. The results showed that student athletes are 
less likely to be depressed in comparison to their non-
student athlete counterparts due to their self-esteem, 
confidence, social support, and feelings of connected-
ness. However, when depression did manifest there 
were factors of those students’ lives that served as barri-
er to  seeking treatment. Thus, Armstrong et al. (2015) 
concluded that it is important for the support networks 
of student athletes to recognize aspects of their lives 
which may influence depression. Furthermore, Arm-
strong et al. (2015)  allowed for the realization that they 
must determine what barriers may be in place that lead 
them to engage in risky behaviors, such as alcohol and 
drug use which may continue to cause them to avoid 
seeking treatment. 
 
Social support is an important aspect of recovery for 
those suffering from mental health issues like depres-
sion (Armstrong et al., 2015). The relationship between 
mental health and social support was observed in a 2003 
longitudinal study involving five hundred adults. The 
participants were asked to participate at two different 
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Abstract:  The study aimed to observe the effect that a person’s personality and locus of control have on their mental health out-
come especially when social support, or the lack thereof, is also considered as a factor in their mental health outcomes. This was 
done by grouping participants into three primary categories, non-athlete, individual sport athletes and team sport athletes. The partic-
ipants were asked to take seven surveys to assess their mental health, personality with a focus on competitiveness, their locus of con-
trol, and how much social support they receive. Upon completion of these measures the participants were divided into two groups in 
order for them play a game to assess their competitiveness. The participants were randomly assigned to a competition group where 
they were told to beat a made-up high score of another participant or an average group where they were given a made-up average 
score of all the participants. The results showed that non-athletes scored higher in terms of chance on the locus of control survey 
against team sport athletes. They also scored higher against individual sport athletes in terms of impatience/irritability on the person-
ality survey. However, in regard to competition, those assigned the competition group performed better than those in the average 
group with the exception of individual sport athletes who performed better when assigned to the average group. The results of this 
study display a difference in locus control amongst the non-athletes and student athlete groups, while also highlighting a need for 
more research that subdivides student athletes to assess their differences in regard to the teams they play on.  
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points of the study: the six-month mark and then again 
at the twelve-month mark. The findings determined that 
there is a strong positive relationship between mental 
health and social support, and the impact that the two 
have on one another (Sanger et al., 2003). A more re-
cent study (Fogaca et al., 2019) echoed the importance 
of social support. The purpose of the study was to ob-
serve the effect that an increase in coping skills and so-
cial support may have on the lives of student athletes 
when dealing with stressors that may exist in their life. 
In order to test the effect of these skills, two groups 
where formed. One group was taught coping skills, 
while the other group would not be taught coping skills. 
The results showed that those who were taught how to 
cope with stress had the potential to better their coping 
skills for dealing with athletic stressors – all of which 
increased their mental health related outcomes (Fogaca 
et al., 2019). Similarly, Rothon et al. (2012) determined 
that a good balance between one’s involvement in extra-
curriculars, social support and community social capital, 
and the involvement of family and friends in aspects of 
their life, are vital for adolescent students to reach their 
educational benchmarks. However, while the need for 
social support is continuously echoed through research, 
a study (Rankin et al., 2018) focused on college students 
and social support observed a discrepancy that exists 
between a person’s need for social support and the 
amount they receive. The data gathered by Rankin et al. 
(2018) suggests that the perceptions of needed support 
are much larger than the perceptions of received support 
(Rankin et al., 2018). This may suggest that part of the 
reason that collegiate student athletes may exhibit con-
cerning levels of depression, anxiety and stress may be 
due in part to the lack of involvement they may have 
from their family and friends. If so, are these levels 
greater in the case of international students or students 
who go away for college, who may no longer have the 
necessary social support or community social capital 
necessary to help them cope with the stressors brought 
on by their academic and collegiate athletic careers? 
 
These factors that cause for concern in student athletes 
may be due in part to aspects of their personality, as 
well as the different sports they are participating in. 
Steca et al. (2018) conducted a study involving 881 
male athletes and non-athletes. Each participant com-
pleted a self-reported questionnaire that measured their 
personality traits. The results determined that athletes 
who were the most successful in their sport scored high-
er than non-athletes in each of the personality dimen-
sions of the Big Five (extroversion, agreeableness, 
openness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism) (Steca et 
al., 2018), except for openness. Meanwhile, less suc-
cessful athletes scored higher than non-athletes in extra-
version and agreeableness. When compared to one an-
other, the more successful athletes showed higher levels 
of agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional sta-
bility than the less successful athletes. When the athlete 
category was further broken down, those involved in 
individual sports were found to be more energetic and 

open in comparison to the athletes on team sports (Steca 
et al., 2018). 
 
In 1954, Julian B. Rotter developed the concept of locus 
of control, which is the level of susceptibility a person 
believes they have to external forces when it comes to 
the outcomes of their lives. This concept helped influ-
enced one of the proposed questions in this study: what 
effect does a person’s personality and locus of control 
have on their mental health outcome, especially when 
social support, or the lack thereof, is also considered as 
a factor behind their mental health outcomes? 
 
The research will more specifically focus on the differ-
ences in these categories between student athletes, who 
will be divided by whether they are members of a team 
sport (basketball, soccer, volleyball, or water polo) and 
those who are members of individual sports (cross coun-
try, golf, swimming & diving, track & field, or bowl-
ing).  
 
The predictions of this study are as follows: 
 
I. Mental Health 

· Student Athletes 
· Student athletes will have fewer 

mental health issues because of 
their daily schedules, which involve 
a high amount of physical activity 
which has been shown to reduce 
stress and anxiety. 

· Team Sports 
· Members of team sports will have 

more mental health issues in com-
parison to members of individual 
sports because of the combined self
-inflicted stress and pressure they 
place on themselves as well as the 
external stress and pressure placed 
on them by their coaches and team-
mates to do well. 

· Individual Sports 
· Members of individual sports will 

have lower mental health outcomes 
in comparison to members of team 
sports because of the individual 
nature of their sport, which may 
have external stresses and pressures 
from their coach, but come down to 
the athlete’s own self-inflicted 
stresses and pressure. 

· Non-athletes 
· Non-athletes will have higher men-

tal health outcomes, because while 
they may do their own workouts, 
they are not exposed to the constant 
level of physical activity that stu-
dent athletes endure. 
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II. Mental Health Outcome 
· Personality 
· Competitiveness 

· Student athletes will have higher 
competitiveness scores than non-
student athletes.  

· Individual sport athletes will score 
higher on the competitiveness scale 
then team sport athletes, due to the 
fact that despite competing under a 
team name their success is tied to 
their own name more so then their 
team’s name. Whereas those on 
team sports compete and succeed as 
a unit before receiving recognition 
as an individual. 

· Locus of Control 
· Student athletes will showcase 

stronger feelings revolving around 
self-blame in comparison to non-
student athletes. 

· Social Support 
· Student athletes will score higher in 

regard to the amount of social sup-
port they receive in comparison to 
non-athletes, where student athletes 
involved in team sports having 
more support than those involved in 
individual sports. 

 
In order to research these questions, the study utilized a 
series of questionnaires that address the core issues be-
ing analyzed. The study also contained a form of manip-
ulation, in that participants did not know that the study’s 
focus was to determine the effect of personality, com-
petitiveness and locus of control on a person's mental 
health outcome and overall wellbeing. Instead, they will 
be told that the study’s purpose is to address the effects 
of personality on a person’s wellbeing. The participants 
were given one of two surveys at random. Both surveys  
consisted of the same measures and game (known as 
Switch Dash). However, they  differed by one question 
included in the game section. When participants reach 
the question regarding the game in questionnaire num-
ber one, they were asked to beat a fake high score that 
was said to have been achieved by another participant. 
This was done in order to test if the directions referring 
to the success of another participant would trigger a 
competitive reaction from the participant to beat the 
score. Meanwhile, the second questionnaire did not re-
fer to a high score, but rather a made-up average score 
of all the participants. Similar to the purpose of suggest-
ing that a high score was achieved by another partici-
pant, the purpose of this format was to determine the 
competitive attitude towards success of one’s own game 
without the mention of success of another participant.  

 
Methods 

 

Participants 
The sample consisted of 70 college students, 22 males 
(31.429%) and 48 females (68.571%), studying in the 
United States. The participants ranged in age from 18 to 
27 (M = 20.3, SD = 1.8). The study more specifically 
focused on the distinctions between non-student athletes 
and student athletes. The student athlete sample was 
further divided into those who are members of individu-
al sports and those who are members of team sports. In 
this regard the study consisted of 40 non-athletes 
(57.143%), 17 team sport athletes (18.571%) and 13 
individual athletes (24.286%). In terms of their academ-
ic years, the distribution was relatively even, with the 
exception of the number of graduate students. There 
were 17 freshmen (24.286%), 17 sophomores 
(24.286%), 14 juniors (20.0%), 15 seniors (21.429%) 
and 7 graduate students (10.0%). The sample consisted 
of 35 white (50%) participants, with the second most 
prominent being Hispanic/Latino students with 16 par-
ticipants (22.857%). The majority of the sample also 
consisted of American students, with 58 participants 
(82.857%) and only 12 international student participants 
(17.143%). 
 
Materials 
The study consisted of seven questionnaires that were 
formatted and administered by using Google Docs. 
 
Demographic Information (see Appendix A) 
Created with the purpose of gathering an overview of 
the participants in the study. It consists of 13 questions, 
regarding their age, grade level, ethnicity, international 
student status, and collegiate athletic status. 
 
Mental Health Outcome (see Appendix A) 
The Depression Anxiety Scale-21 (DASS-21) 
(Lovibond et al., 1995) is a 21-item questionnaire that 
measures the mental health outcomes of the participants. 
The items are grouped into three main dimensions: 
stress scale, depression scale, and anxiety scale. Partici-
pants evaluated their feelings about a certain statement 
on a 4-point Likert-scale ranging from 0 (Did not apply 
to me at all) to 3 (Applied to me very much or most of 
the time). Sample items include: “I was intolerant of 
anything that kept me from getting on with what I was 
doing” (stress scale), “ I felt that life was meaning-
less” (depression scale), and “I felt I was close to pan-
ic” (anxiety scale). The DASS-21 has been found to be 
reliable in previous research (Lovibond et al., 1995). 
The Cronbach’s α coefficient for the stress scale 
was .78. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for the depres-
sion scale was .81 and the anxiety scale was .89. 
 
Locus of Control (see Appendix A) 
The Levenson Multidimensional Locus of Control 
Scales (Levenson et al., 1974) is a 24-item questionnaire 
that measures the level of responsibility participants 
take for their actions. The items are grouped into three 
main dimensions: internal scale, powerful other scale, 
and chance scale. Participants will evaluate their feel-
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ings about a certain statement on a 6-point Likert-scale 
ranging from -3 (strongly disagree) to +3 (strongly 
agree). Sample items include: “Whether or not I get to 
be a leader depends on my ability” (internal scale), “I 
feel like what happens in my life is mostly determined 
by powerful people” (powerful other scale), “To a great 
extent my life is controlled by accidental happen-
ings” (chance). The Levenson Multidimensional Locus 
of Control Scales have been found reliable in previous 
research (Levenson et al., 1974). The Cronbach’s α co-
efficient for the internal scale was .64. The Cronbach’s 
α coefficient for the powerful other scale was .77 and 
for the chance scale was .78. 
 
Personality (Competitiveness) (see Appendix A) 
The Multidimensional Type A Behaviour Scale (Burns 
et al., 1992) is a 24-item questionnaire that measures the 
type-a personality of each participant. The items are 
grouped into five dimensions: hostility, impatience-
irritability, achievement striving, anger, and competi-
tiveness. Participants evaluated their feelings about a 
certain statement on a 5-point Likert-scale ranging from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample 
items include: “I express my anger” (hostility), “I feel 
infuriated when I do a good job and get a poor evalua-
tion” (anger), “To be a real success I feel I have to do 
better than everyone I come up 
against” (competitiveness). The Multidimensional Type 
A Behaviour Scale has been used in previous studies; 
however no listed information can be found in regard to 
its reliability.  
 
Wellness (see Appendix A) 
The Perceived Wellness Survey (Adams et al., 2005) is 
a 36-item questionnaire that measures the overall well-
being of the participant. The items are grouped into six 
dimensions: psychological, emotional, social, physical, 
spiritual, and intellectual. Participants evaluated their 
feelings about a certain statement on a 6-point Likert-
scale ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 6 (very 
strongly agree). Sample items include: “I am always 
optimistic about my future” (psychological), “There 
have been times when I felt inferior to most of the peo-
ple I knew” (emotional), “Members of my family come 
to me for support” (social). The Perceived Wellness 
Survey has been found reliable in previous research 
(Adams et al., 2005). The Cronbach’s α coefficient for 
the scale was .91.  
 
 
Social Support (see Appendix A) 
The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Sup-
port (Zimet et al., 2016) is a 12-item questionnaire that 
measures the level of social support being received by 
the participant. The items are grouped into three dimen-
sions: significant other, family, and friends. Participants  
evaluated their feelings about a certain statement on a 7-
point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (very strongly disa-
gree) to 7 (very strongly agree). Sample items include: 

“There is a special person who is around when I am in 
need” (significant other subscale), “My family tries to 
help me” (family subscale), “My friends really try to 
help me” (friends subscale). The Multidimensional 
Scale of Perceived Social Support has been found relia-
ble in previous research (Zimet et al., 2016). The 
Cronbach’s α coefficient for the scale was .88. 
 
Post-Gameplay (see Appendix A) 
The Post-Gameplay Competitiveness Questionnaire was 
created in order to be administered after each participant 
has completed the game, Switch Dash, in order to deter-
mine the participants’ level of competitiveness in rela-
tion to whether they are in the group being asked to beat 
another participant’s high score or if they are in the 
group only being given a made-up average score. It con-
sists of the participant recording their scores from all 
three attempts at Switch Dash, as well as answering four 
questions regarding their competitive feelings while 
they played the game. These four questions were 
adapted from the competitiveness subscale of the Multi-
dimensional Type A Behaviour Scale (Burns et al., 
1992). The items are grouped into one dimension: com-
petitiveness. Participants evaluated their feelings about 
a certain statement on a 5-point Likert-scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample 
items include: “I felt as though I had to do good in order 
to be successful,” “It was important for me to perform 
better than other participants on the task,” “I judged my 
performance on whether I could do better than others 
rather than on getting a high score.” While the Post-
Gameplay Competitiveness Questionnaire has not been 
used in previous studies, the questionnaire in which this 
subscale was adapted from has been, since it is a part of 
the Multidimensional Type A Behaviour Scale (Burns et 
al., 1992). However, no listed information can be found 
in regard to its reliability. 
 
Procedure 
After obtaining approval from the St. Francis College 
Institutional Review Board, the principal investigators 
recruited students through SONA, as well as through 
social media and outreach to their fellow peers. The par-
ticipants were told they would be participating in a 
study about The Effects of Personality on a Person’s 
Overall Well Being, which would entail them answering 
a few questions, as well as playing a quick game. The 
study was conducted using Google Forms to administer 
the survey and was estimated to take thirty minutes to 
complete. The survey consisted of the informed consent, 
seven measures in order to gather information about 
each participant, as well as about their mental health 
outcome, locus of control, personality 
(competitiveness), wellness, social support, and their 
scores and feelings from the game they were asked to 
play, as well as the debrief stating the true purpose of 
the study. Participants were required to answer every 
survey question unless it only applied to student ath-
letes. Participants completed the same survey up until 
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the final section where they were asked to select the 
first choice out the two options presented to them, 
which then elicited a randomized game prompt to ap-
pear. Participants saw one of two prompts: one prompt 
explained that the participant before them received a 
(made-up) high score, while the other prompt stated a 
made-up average score of all the participants before 
them. Once participants completed the game, they were 
asked to report their scores from each of the three 
rounds, and then asked to fill out the final questionnaire 
to gage their feelings regarding the game they just 
played and their feelings of competitiveness.   
 

Results 
In order to analyze the results, an ANOVA was con-
ducted with student type (non-athlete, team sport ath-
lete, and individual sport athlete) as the between-
subjects factor and the chance subscale of the locus of 
control measure. Non-athletes (M = 24.20, SD = 8.83) 
scored significantly higher on the chance subscale than 
the team sport athletes (M = 18.294, SD = 7.380, p 
= .02), see Figure 1. 
 
A second ANOVA was conducted with student type as 
the between-subject factor and the impatience/
irritability subscale of the personality measure. Non-
athletes (M = 15.71, SD = 4.132) scored significantly 
higher on the impatience/irritability subscale than indi-
vidual sport athletes (M = 11.60, SD = 3.406, p = 0.02). 
The scores between the non-athletes and the team sport 
athletes were not significant (M = 14.29, SD = 4.43, p 
= .02) see Figure 2. 
 
A factorial ANOVA was conducted to assess the rela-
tionship between the independent variables, student 
types and the game categories (Average and Competi-
tion), and the scores on the Post-Gameplay Competition 

Measure. Overall, there was no difference in the scores 
between the student types (F(2, 1) = 0.66, p = .52) and 
the game categories (F(2, 1) = 7.68, p = .007) on the 
Post-Gameplay Competition Measure. However, it 
should be noted that there was an interaction between 
the data that showed how well a group did was depend-
ent on their student type, see Figure 3.  
 
The scores of the individual sport athletes were signifi-
cant; they scored higher when they were randomly as-
signed to the average game category (M = 3.714, SD = 
0.636), rather than when they were assigned to the com-
petition group (M = 2.417, SD = 1.252), t(11) = 2.42, p 
= .034.  
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Figure 1. Student type (Non-athlete, Individual sport athlete, Team sport 
athlete) and the scores on the chance subscale of The Levenson 
Multidimensional Locus of Control Scales (Levenson et al., 1974).   

Figure 2. Student type (Student type (Non-athlete, Individual sport athlete, 
Team sport athlete) and scores on the impatience/irritability subscale of The 
Multidimensional Type A Behaviour Scale (Burns et al., 1992) 

Figure 3. Student type (Student type (Non-athlete, Individual sport athlete, 
Team sport athlete) and the relationship between the scores of the Post-
Gameplay Competition Measure.   



 

134 

 
A final T-test was conducted to analyze the relationship 
between each game category and their scores on the 
game used to assess competitiveness, Switch Dash. Nei-
ther the average group (M = 18.701, SD = 10.699) nor 
the competition group’s (M = 21.086, SD = 13.331), t
(68) =  
-0.831, p = 0.409 scores on Switch Dash were signifi-
cant.  
 

Discussion 
 

Interpretation 
The results show non-athletes scored higher on the 
chance subscale of The Levenson Multidimensional 
Locus of Control Scales (Levenson et al., 1974) in com-
parison to team sport athletes. This validates the hypoth-
esis that team athletes tend to take on more responsibil-
ity for their actions potentially due to their performance 
in a game being connected to their team’s potential loss 
or triumph. The data showed that scores of individual 
sport athletes were close to that of the team sport ath-
letes. Thus, it can be inferred that they too take on more 
responsibilities for their actions, potentially due to ath-
letes often being condition to see their ability to train as 
the reasoning behind their success.  
 
Non-athletes also scored higher on the impatience/
irritability subscale of The Multidimensional Type A 
Behaviour Scale (Burns et al., 1992) in comparison to 
individual sport athletes. This could be due to patience 
being a skilled developed in athletes as part of their 
training, they must recognize they cannot win things 
right away or that training takes time to have long terms 
effects concerning their competitions. Team sport ath-
letes scored between the two groups which could poten-
tially be due to the group nature of their sports. Team 
sports could potentially demand quicker adjustments 
and adaptation as the ability of each person on the team 
is vital to their success within their sport. 
 
The hypothesis that student athletes will have higher 
competitiveness scores than non-student athletes was 
supported. Those who participate in individual sports 
had higher competitiveness scores than those in team 
sports. Those assigned to beat a high score performed 
better on the game, than those who were just presented 
with an average score. Individual sport athletes scored 
higher when they were assigned the average score group 
than when assigned to the high score competition group. 
This could be due to the framework in which they typi-
cally perform. For example, during a swim meet an ath-
lete is placed in a ‘heat’ which consists of several ath-
letes that swim around the same time as one another. 
Their goal is not only to push past their own personal 
records, but to beat those who are ‘on average’ just as 
capable. In addition, athletes in individual sports not 
only compete against other teams but also compete 
within their own team. The within team goals are to beat 

other athletes on their team within the same events. 
The hypothesis that non-athletes will have higher men-
tal health outcomes than student athletes was not sup-
ported. This could potentially be because data was col-
lected while the students where in quarantine due to 
COVID-19 and thus, they could possibly be feeling dif-
ferent then they normally would if they were following 
their typical schedule. 
 
The hypothesis that student athletes receive more social 
support than non-athletes was not supported. This could 
also be due in part to the effects of isolation and lack of 
social interaction due to quarantine because of COVID-
19. 
 
The results of this study align well with the results of a 
study conducted by Evans  et al. (2012), in which they 
observed the idea behind “we” and “me” in relation to 
sports, more specifically individual sports. Their study 
looked into the different typology of sports, from their 
research they determined there is a form of interdepend-
ence amongst athletes in individual sports teams. Where 
they may be a part of a team, in the sense that they train 
together and support one another especially when they 
compete under a school, or club name; however, they 
are also an individual with goals of their own that they 
strive to achieve (Evans et al, 2012). The study also de-
termined that there is not much of a difference between 
adolescents who compete on a basketball team and 
those on a cross country team, the only point of distinc-
tion was that those on the basketball team had higher 
levels of task interdependence which may be due to the 
structure of their sport, yet their outcome interdepend-
ence perceptions where relatively the same.  
 
Limitations 
Possible limitations of the study could be due the fact 
that sample size was not as balanced as hoped for; the 
unbalanced numbers within the non-athlete and athlete 
group could have skewed the data more in favor of the 
non-athlete’s results, regardless of the game category 
they were placed in. In terms of the athletes who partici-
pated in the study there was also a lack of individual 
sport athletes, which could have potentially skewed any 
data regarding the athlete group toward the team ath-
letes or lead it to be insignificant.  
 
Another limitation of the study can be due to the lack of 
diversity amongst the participants. The majority of the 
students who participated identified as white, with the 
second most responses coming from Hispanic/Latino 
students. Similarly, the sample also included an unequal 
distribution of International and American students, due 
to this lack in diversity amongst such categories it is 
difficult to rule out these differences in the sample as 
potential reasons behind a group being more or less 
competitive.  
 
In regards to the method of testing people’s competi-
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tiveness using a game such as Switch Dash, a limitation 
occurred when setting up the parameters of what the 
researchers felt maybe a challenging high score for 
those assigned to the competitive category to work to-
wards beating, as well as what would be an accurate 
average score one might get from this game. The limita-
tion being that while the researchers correctly estimated 
a reasonable score to list for each category, there was 
concern for how their own poor skill level when testing 
the game may have made the numbers they set as harder 
to achieve then they really were. However, the majority 
of participants did fall short of the numbers that were 
set, with only a few outliers being able to surpass the 
estimated scores. 
 
The largest limitation of the study was the onset of 
COVID-19 during the data collection process. Many of 
the measures used to collect data regarding aspects of 
the study, such as mental health and social support, 
asked participants to recall feelings from the last week 
or last month. Due to the interruption COVID-19 had on 
everyone’s typical daily life the responses to the surveys 
may have differed from the response they would have 
given before the onset of the pandemic. A participant 
may or may not being feeling as stressed as they once 
where during their normal day to day life. Thus, it is not 
possible to accurately gage if the responses to the sur-
veys have been potential altered due to the onset of such 
a disruptive life event. Similarly, the onset and interrup-
tion of COVID-19 during the data collection period 
meant that some participants had been able to partici-
pate in the study before the move to a virtual modality 
which also interrupted athletic calendars for the remain-
dered of that school year. While others participated in 
the study after the pandemic had resulted in the cancela-
tion of remaining athletic seasons and a move to virtual 
classes. 
 
Directions for Future Research 
Going forward this study can be duplicated with a more 
even, as well as diverse, distribution amongst the de-
mographics of the sample in order to re-evaluate the 
hypothesis with an even number of participants to rule 
out the possibility of the data being skewed due to a 
lack of response from a specific category. Similarly, re-
conducting the study under better circumstances, global-
ly, would allow for a more accurate data that has not 
been altered by the potential psychological effects that 
living through a pandemic might cause a participant. 
The data of this study can be used to help guide future 
studies that focus specifically on the role one’s locus of 
control plays on the lives of student athletes and non-
athletes. Investigations could focus on areas such as ac-
ademics or job searches. Another aspect that can be fur-
ther investigated is an analysis of how student athletes 
who compete in two sports preform in comparison to 
those who only compete in one. This can be looked into 
deeper to see if those who compete on one individual 
sport and one team sport are more competitive than 

those on two individual sports or those on two team 
sports.  
 
Implications 
The results of this study exposed a need to conduct 
more studies on differences between student athletes 
and non-athletes, while also assessing the differences 
between athletes who compete on team sports and those 
who compete on individual sports. Going forward more 
studies should include an analysis of this potential dif-
ference amongst their sample as the mindsets of these 
athletes differs based on the demands of their sports. 
Similarly, the study has shown a difference in mindsets 
amongst student athletes and non-athletes in terms of 
their locus of control; this can lead to future studies that 
may delve deeper into an analysis of why this may be.  
 
Please note all appendices and survey instruments can 
be viewed on this student’s online publication by click-
ing here.  
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Introduction 
 

O n the second Saturday in May and October each 
year, World Migratory Bird Day (WMBD) is celebrated 
by organizations and individuals alike. Many of these 
celebrations are organized by cities, specifically those 
designated as Bird Cities. Bird Cities are cities that suc-
cessfully implement a set of actions designed to pro-
mote the conservation of birds (American Bird Conserv-
ancy, n.d.). To qualify as a Bird City, each city must 
officially recognize World Migratory Bird Day and cel-
ebrate it each year. According to worldmigratory-
birdday.org, “World Migratory Bird Day… is an annual 
awareness-raising campaign highlighting the need for 
the conservation of migratory birds and their habitats”. 
The inclusion of celebrating WMBD in the Bird City 
qualifications highlights the importance of migratory 
birds and the issues they face. Migratory birds play im-
portant roles in their ecosystems such as being large 
components of the food chain as well as being economi-
cally beneficial to the areas they inhabit (e.g. tourism), 
making their survival a pressing issue (Egwumah & 
Inah, 2015). 
Urbanization has negative effects on bird populations in 
cities all around the world. This is especially true for 
migratory birds. When birds migrate through heavily 
populated areas, they are likely to face issues that im-
pact their migration. Many passing birds end up injured 

or dead because of urban infrastructure issues; bird col-
lisions with glass structures such as windows and glass 
bus shelters can cause a significant amount of bird fatal-
ities for migrating birds (Barton et al., 2017; Bracey et 
al., 2016). Bird behavior is also affected by urbanization 
as it limits the migration of some migratory birds 
(Bonnet-Lebrun et al., 2020). There have been many 
studies such as Bonnet-Lebrun’s (2020) study that focus 
on the effects of urbanization on bird populations as 
well as studies regarding urbanization and migratory 
birds. However, there are few studies that look at the 
effects of urbanization on migratory birds in small cit-
ies. Similarly, there are few studies that provide solu-
tions to these issues that often affect migratory birds just 
as much as in large cities. Regardless of budget con-
cerns, small cities should propose a set of solutions that 
are aimed to reduce threats that harm migratory bird 
populations. Furthermore, more scholarly research 
should be conducted to better understand these issues 
and find new solutions. 
 

Urban Concerns 
 
While there are many issues in urban areas that affect 
bird populations, some of these issues are of greater 
concern towards migratory bird populations either 
through the number of migratory birds they affect or 
how they disproportionately affect migratory birds as 
compared to all bird species. These concerns can be bro-
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ken down into two main categories: physical concerns 
and behavioral concerns. Physical concerns as defined 
by this paper encompass concerns towards migratory 
bird populations in terms of their physical wellbeing, 
such as bird-window collisions and domestic cat mortal-
ity rates. Behavioral concerns as defined by this paper 
encompass concerns regarding behavioral changes in 
migratory birds such as changes in migration patterns. 
This section highlights some of the prominent concerns 
in migratory bird conservation efforts.  
 
Physical Concerns 
Physical structures and structure collisions are one of 
the most prominent issues that migratory birds face, 
specifically building collisions. Loss et al. (2014) stated 
that one of the top sources of bird collision mortalities 
from human causes is building collisions. They found 
that roughly 365-988 million birds are killed each year 
due to building collisions, and the largest group of vul-
nerable species was migratory birds. One of the most 
prominent causes of building collisions are windows. 
The amount of glass on the building is positively corre-
lated with bird mortality rates due to window collisions 
(Loss et al., 2014). While bird-window collisions affect 
all birds, it particularly affects migratory birds. The 
largest group of vulnerable species are long distance 
migrants, likely because their use of different habitat 
types and encounters with more buildings over their 
long migrations increases their susceptibility to colli-
sions (Loss et al., 2014). In a study conducted by 
Bracey et al. (2016), migratory species were killed at 
higher rates than year-round species. This occurs since 
migratory bird species are more likely to be attracted to 
areas with heavier tree cover and water during their mi-
gration, and thus are more likely to collide with win-
dows around these areas (Cusa et al., 2015, as cited in 
Bracey et al., 2016).  
 
While glass and windows on buildings cause many col-
lisions on their own, there are additional factors that 
affect these collision rates. One of these factors, as in-
troduced above, is the vegetation surrounding buildings. 
Brown et al. (2020) found that bird collisions were forty 
times more likely to occur when pear trees were near 
buildings in winter. This occurs due to the reflections of 
the vegetation on the glass. A similar principle applies 
to other glass structures. Glass bus shelters, another type 
of glass structure often found in cities, face similar is-
sues as window collisions. Vegetation features such as 
the area of lawn around the glass bus shelters increase 
rates of bird collisions (Barton et al., 2017). Outside of 
vegetation, surrounding light sources also increase the 
rate of bird-window collisions. La Sorte et al. (2017) 
found that artificial light at night, “may decrease the 
overall efficiency of migration by increasing time and 
energy requirements and by increasing overall risk”. 
Migratory birds are attracted to light in large buildings, 
specifically during nocturnal migration, which increases 
their risk for mortality in numerous building types 
(Evans Ogden, 1996, as cited in Loss et al., 2014). 

Although collisions are a major part of increased urban 
bird mortality rates, there are other physical factors that 
impact birds’ survival rates. Other physical structures 
such as communication towers are responsible for the 
deaths of millions of migratory birds. A study conduct-
ed by Longcore et al. (2012) estimates that 6.8 million 
birds are killed each year by communications towers in 
the United States and Canada. Most of the birds killed at 
these towers are neotropical migrants (Longcore et al., 
2012). Outside of physical structures, physical factors 
such as domestic cats also have large impacts on bird 
mortality rates. Free-ranging domestic cats are estimat-
ed to be the single biggest cause of bird mortalities, 
even more than structure collisions (Loss et al., 2013, as 
cited in Loss et al., 2014). These cats are estimated to 
kill between 1.3-4.0 billion birds annually in the United 
States (Loss et al., 2013). 
 
Behavioral Concerns 
While many of the physical concerns described above 
have major impacts on migratory bird populations, there 
are also many behavioral concerns present in migratory 
bird communities. One of these concerns is the overall 
effect that urbanization has on the behavior and compo-
sition of migratory bird populations. Urbanization has 
negative effects on the overall bird diversity within cit-
ies. Schneiberg et al. (2020) found that the overall bird 
richness (the number of bird species in an area) de-
creased in urban areas. They also found that there were 
very few specialist species and that many of the species 
observed were generalists rather than specialists. Urban-
ization causes these communities to change and the be-
haviors of each bird changes, as shown by the increase 
of generalized species. The urban bird communities be-
come homogenized (composed of many of the same 
species rather than a variety of different species). This 
homogenization then negatively affects the environment 
around them through the further homogenization of ur-
ban networks, making these communities and networks 
less resilient to changes within their environment 
(Schneiberg et al., 2020). It is representative of the eco-
system outside of bird communities; the increase of gen-
eralist species over specialists shows that there is little 
variety within the resources offered in the ecosystem 
(Schneiberg et al., 2020). 
 
While urbanization has negative effects on the composi-
tion and behavior of all types of birds, there are many 
concerns with how it specifically affects migratory 
birds. Bonnet-Lebrun et al. (2020) found that their re-
sults “supported the hypothesis that urbanization…. af-
fects the propensity of individual birds to migrate”; 
some birds were more likely to stay in their winter areas 
during breeding season and others were more likely to 
stay in their breeding areas during winter seasons. Birds 
that have set migration patterns are breaking these pat-
terns because of the effects of urbanization. Bonnet-
Lebrun et al. (2020) also found that their analysis pro-
vided more evidence that urbanization is the cause of 
some migratory birds’ lack of migration. As upwards of 
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one in five of the world’s bird species migrates each 
year (Kirby et al., 2008, as cited in Bonnet-Lebrun et 
al., 2020), this concern is important both to migratory 
bird populations as well as all bird populations. 
 
 

Migratory Bird Concerns in Small Cities 
 
Migratory birds often face issues to a higher degree than 
other bird species. As determined earlier, migratory 
birds are often the largest group of vulnerable bird spe-
cies when it comes to the groups of birds most heavily 
affected by urbanization. Cabrera-Cruz et al. (2018) 
state that artificial light at night (ALAN) produces light 
pollution within the ranges of all nocturnally migrating 
bird species. The risks posed to migratory birds makes 
them a group of high concern. With the issues men-
tioned earlier, it is natural to believe that previously 
mentioned issues such as building collisions and light 
pollution should be the biggest concerns for migratory 
bird conservation within small cities since these are is-
sues that heavily affect migratory birds. However, there 
are other issues that are of high concern. Migratory bird 
issues do not end with migratory bird specific issues; 
rather, issues that apply to all birds also affect migratory 
species. 
 
While these issues are a problem for migratory birds, 
they often contradict each other. While limiting building 
collisions is a major aspect of migratory bird conserva-
tion, creating green spaces within cities is also very im-
portant for urban bird conservation. These issues are 
major factors in both migratory and nonmigratory bird 
conservation, yet they often influence each other in neg-
ative ways. Migratory birds are likely to be attracted to 
areas with more water and tree cover which increases 
their rate of collisions with glass structures around those 
areas (Cusa et al., 2015, as cited in Bracey et al., 2016). 
When green spaces are implemented in cities, they may 
unintentionally cause a higher rate of migratory bird 
mortality than before. This highlights a major conflict: 
fixing issues such as a lack of suitable green space cre-
ates a rise in collisions in migratory bird species (and all 
bird species), but not providing more habitats for birds 
in cities greatly reduces the quality of life and survival 
rates of all birds. This is applicable for smaller cities 
since buildings in small cities are often more spread out 
than in large cities (Cusa et al., 2015, as cited in Bracey 
et al., 2016).  
 
To prevent unintended effects from addressing these 
concerns, it is necessary to address both the chosen con-
cern as well as the unintended consequences it may pro-
duce; migratory bird specific concerns and general bird 
concerns should be addressed together. However, issues 
with budgets often prevent this from occurring. While 
most cities struggle with funding for various projects, 
small cities are more likely to have limited budgets for 
projects such as migratory bird conservation efforts. 
Small cities, like larger cities, also face issues when it 

comes to dealing with city stakeholders. There is a larg-
er variety of stakeholders present in urban environments 
than agricultural areas, making it easy to not consider 
some stakeholders such as groups involved with city 
development (Snep et al., 2015). It is vital to create a 
strategy that allows concerns to be addressed in a budg-
et-friendly manner while incorporating city stakeholders 
into the process. 
 

Addressing Issues and Concerns 
 

Due to the prevalence of budget concerns in migratory 
bird conservation efforts, it is important to begin ad-
dressing these issues by identifying the largest areas of 
concern and starting work from there. This includes 
concerns such as the conflict of building collisions and 
city green spaces, one of the biggest holes in small city 
migratory bird conservation. While budget issues are a 
factor in what strategies can be implemented, it is a 
common misconception that migratory bird conserva-
tion requires a large amount of dedicated funding. There 
are many strategies that can be implemented that direct-
ly address migratory bird issues, but there are also many 
strategies that indirectly help migratory birds. Many 
actions taken to protect migratory birds also benefit hu-
mans such as implementing city green spaces; people 
living in cities often prefer living near green spaces and 
wildlife while having more green spaces can in turn pro-
vide more vegetation and habitat for migratory birds 
(Snep et al., 2015). Similarly, addressing concerns of 
other wildlife in cities may also benefit migratory birds 
residing in these cities. Migratory bird conservation is 
already being achieved through other methods and can 
consistently be addressed in the future in this way. Mi-
gratory bird conservation often serves a purpose for 
more than just birds. 
 
Regardless of this, there are still concerns with budget. 
While some issues can be addressed through non-
migratory-specific methods, some such as addressing 
glass collisions cannot be accomplished in this manner. 
This means that some funds will still have to be allocat-
ed towards migratory bird conservation. However, the 
importance of this issue gives reason as to why address-
ing this issue is vital and can still be done in a budget-
friendly way. As well as focusing on the most pressing 
concerns first when beginning conservation efforts, 
starting with small areas within those concerns and in-
creasing from there is a viable strategy. Loss et al. 
(2014) believe that starting with a smaller number of 
buildings with a higher mortality rate per building will 
reduce the overall mortality. Specifically, starting with 
some high-rises and low-rises can decrease the overall 
mortality rate over time. Finding a starting point is only 
one part of creating a solution; it is also important to 
determine an approach for accomplishing these goals.  
 

Taking Flight into a New Solution 
 

There are multiple factors that influence the creation of 
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a new solution for migratory bird protections in small 
cities. To begin creating this solution, it is important to 
first determine what to implement, specifically in the 
way of physical structures. This includes accounting for 
the issues that migratory birds face in small cities as 
well as the conflict between habitat fragmentation and 
building collisions. Creating a new solution does not 
end there; rather, it is just the beginning. It is important 
to determine a method to approach putting these strate-
gies in place for these goals to be accomplished. In the 
case of migratory bird protections in small cities, the 
impact of human involvement is the highlight of ap-
proaching this issue. 
 
Implementing New Strategies 
As supported by Loss et al. (2014), one of the top 
sources of direct human-caused mortality in birds is 
building collisions. The easiest way to address this is by 
limiting the amount of glass (one of the top causes of 
building collisions) used in city structures. Building 
windows with less glass surface areas is likely the most 
effective way to lower migratory bird collision rates 
(Kahle et al., 2016, as cited in Barton et al., 2017). 
While limiting the surface area of glass used in build-
ings is an effective strategy, it is not possible to remove 
all glass. Since this is not possible, it is important to find 
additional strategies to mitigate bird mortality rates. A 
study conducted by Brown et al. (2020) found that bird-
friendly windows such as fritted windows (a form of 
patterned windows) lowered the risk of bird-window 
collisions. While not all glass can be removed from 
buildings, mitigation efforts such as changes in glass 
types can lower the amount of bird collisions. 
  
Determining solutions for other prominent migratory 
bird issues such as habitat fragmentation and vegetation 
composition is vital to migratory bird conservation. In-
creasing the amount of green space within small cities 
can accomplish this goal. One method of doing this is 
through green roofs. Partridge and Clark (2018) found 
that installing green roofs allows for increased green 
space in urban areas and can be very effective for con-
serving wildlife. These green roofs also are likely to 
increase the quality of habitats rather than regular roofs 
which addresses the issue of vegetation composition in 
cities. They can also increase the overall connectivity 
between various habitats within cities (Braaker et al., 
2014, as cited in Partridge & Clark, 2018; Braaker et al., 
2017, as cited in Partridge & Clark, 2018). In addition, 
these green roofs can host additional wildlife besides 
birds and create useful wildlife habitats within city areas 
(Wang et al., 2017, as cited in Partridge & Clark, 2018). 
 
Involving Humans 
After determining methods to fix migratory bird issues, 
the next step is to determine an effective approach to do 
this. With over 50% of the global population living 
within or around cities, many people will only be able to 
experience wildlife within the confines of their cities 

(United Nations, 2007, as cited in Snep et al., 2016; 
Snep et al., 2016). With the impact that birds have on 
humans, it is important for humans to protect birds. Re-
gardless of their impact on humans, people are negative-
ly affecting the migratory birds’ life quality. Bonnet-
Lebrun et al. (2020) found that human activities appear 
to change the environment at rates similar to much long-
er-term environmental processes. The majority of cities 
and countries do not have applicable urban bird conser-
vation programs, let alone those that are migratory-bird-
specific (Fergus et al., 2013, as cited in Snep et al., 
2016). Human activities are the reason for many migra-
tory bird problems, and these problems can only be 
fixed by humans. To successfully address many migra-
tory bird issues, conservation efforts should involve as 
many groups of humans as possible. 
 
As determined by Snep et al. (2016), urban environ-
ments hold a larger number of stakeholders who partici-
pate in conservation efforts than rural areas. It is more 
complex to create small city conservation strategies than 
rural areas, and many of the applicable stakeholders are 
often disregarded and forgotten during the planning pro-
cess. As local governments can only accomplish so 
much on their own, it is important to define additional 
impactful groups. Snep et al. (2016) determined six 
main stakeholder groups, “urban planners, urban design-
ers and architects, and landscape architects… urban de-
velopers and engineers… homeowners and tenants… 
companies and industries… landscaping and gardening 
firms… education and communication staff” to incorpo-
rate into the conservation process. These groups reach 
the largest range of topics, but the broad range of topics 
that they cover means that they are likely to be able to 
account for the conflicts in urban issues. 
 
Even though each stakeholder group reaches a large 
range of people, they fail to mention one major group: 
the individual. Individual people have a large role in 
migratory bird conservation, and education allows them 
to be more involved than previously thought. While 
there is a potential for individual human involvement, 
the current lack in involvement highlights a need for 
education on migratory bird issues (Miller, 2005, as cit-
ed in Snep et al., 2016). As well as a lack of education, 
many migratory bird conservation practices may func-
tion as blanket statements and not address individuals. 
Tailoring information to an individual is the most suc-
cessful way to spread information (Goddard et al., 2013, 
as cited in Snep et al., 2016). 
 

Conclusion 
 
Without change, migratory birds will continue to face 
issues in small cities. Physical and behavioral issues 
pose threats to both the survival and overall well-being 
of migratory birds.  
Addressing conflicts between migratory and nonmigra-
tory bird issues while involving humans is vital not just 
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to small cities, but to the greater world that small cities 
are a fraction of. While combining current research can 
provide a better look at potential efforts to mitigate the 
effects of urbanization on migratory birds in small cit-
ies, only so much can be accomplished without an in-
crease in research on this subject. To best address this 
issue, migratory birds in small cities should be studied 
more in-depth to fully understand the extent of the situ-
ation as well as to analyze the complex interrelationship 
between numerous avian concerns. Furthermore, in or-
der to reach all aspects of migratory bird conservation, 
additional research on solutions to these issues is re-
quired to best solve the numerous issues migratory 
birds face. Otherwise, migratory birds will continue to 
struggle finding their footing in an increasingly urban-
ized world.  
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Introduction 
 

A Brief History of Radiology 

T ake a step back in time to Ancient Greece during a 
period when medicine often was based on nature and 
mystics, and less on evidence. In the 5th century, Hip-
pocrates introduced the idea of rationalism to medicine. 
Rationalism used inductive reasoning: studying, track-
ing, and obtaining enough observations to narrow down 
diagnoses (Banerjee et al., 2012). This idea propelled 
into the 18th century, when the “concept of ‘social medi-
cine’ appeared, and the idea of disease prevention was 
introduced” (Banerjee et al., 2012). During the 19th cen-
tury, medicine boomed due to the Industrial Revolution. 
Discoveries in the science of cell division, color vision, 
and cellular theory allowed for a better understanding of 
the human body, as did the work of Louis Pasteur and 
Robert Koch on bacteriology. These provided huge 
steps forward. Another was taken with the invention of 
the stethoscope. Instruments to aid doctors in diagnoses 
started to become common. Phillip Bozzini created the 
first endoscope and was the first person to view the in-
side of the body (Banerjee et al., 2012). In 1895, the 
evolution of radiology began when Wilhelm Conrad 
Roentgen's discovered the X-ray (radiography). Using a 
‘Crooke's tube’ which was an early version of the x-ray 
tube, he observed that the invisible rays were able to 
penetrate flesh to view interior part of the body such as 
bone (Bradley, 2008). X-rays broadened other forms of 
visualization including fluoroscopy, mammography, x-
ray tomography, angiography, and positron emission 
tomography (PET). The 1970s introduced ultrasounds, 
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), and computed to-
mography (CT) scans. More recently, the integrated use 

of these modalities allows for early diagnosis, reduced 
need for surgeries, and a lower rate of inpatient treat-
ment. The value of radiology to the medical field can be 
seen clearly in its contributions to the advancement of 
patient care. As a quote from the International Day of 
Radiology conference suggests, “The last 100 years 
have seen many changes and the next 100 will be even 
more dramatic” (Banerjee et al., 2012). 
 
Types of Radiology 
Radiology enables doctors to visualize and diagnose 
internal medical problems so that they can move for-
ward with treatment. The field of radiology uses ioniz-
ing and non-ionizing radiation to perform medical test-
ing and procedures. Ionizing radiation “has enough en-
ergy per particle to rip electrons off of atoms and there-
fore break chemical bonds… but if the amount of ioniz-
ing radiation exposure is very low, our bodies can han-
dle a few damaged molecules without any problem, so 
that there is no net harm done to our bodies” (Baird, 
2015). Common modalities of radiology are radiog-
raphy (X-rays), computed tomography (CT), magnetic 
resonance imaging (MRI), and ultrasound. X-rays use 
ionizing radiation to take a ‘picture’ of the body to diag-
nose internal problems, such as tumors, fluid in the 
lungs, broken bones, and foreign objects. CT scans also 
use ionizing radiation to show “detailed images of inter-
nal organs, bones, soft tissue, and blood vessels. In 
emergency cases, it can reveal internal injuries and 
bleeding quickly enough to help save 
lives” (RadiologyInfo.org, 2019, Test/Treatment). MRIs 
and ultrasounds similarly show detailed images of or-
gans and tissues in the body, but without the use of ion-
izing radiation. For this reason, ultrasounds are com-
monly used to monitor pregnancies.   

Seeing Through Radiology Fear, Reality, and the Future 
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Abstract:  Diagnostic imaging, often used interchangeably with radiology, refers to all modalities of the field. These modalities in-
clude radiography (X-rays) , computed tomography (CT), magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), and ultrasound. Revered for advances 
in medicine allowing doctors to diagnose internal medical conditions quickly and feared for its use of radiation, the field of radiology 
can be controversial. To determine whether the benefits outweigh the fears, the scope of the studies reviewed in this paper aim to test 
whether the benefits outweigh the negatives of radiology using several methods such as calculating rate of exposure compared to 
incidence of increased cancer occurrence, measuring the number of scans per patient annually, and assessing image quality with re-
duced radiation, amongst others. Overall, the majority of studies conclude that any potentially harmful effects are negligible when 
compared to the significance of radiologic findings. By providing research on medical, and quality care aspects while analyzing both 
positive and negative effects of these categories, this paper determines that the need for diagnostic imaging in the medical field out-
weighs its negative impacts. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Non-ionizing radiation is similar to radiation from mi-
crowaves and does not cause damage to molecules 
(Baird, 2015). Hazards linked to radiology primarily 
stem from ionizing radiation. An example of a hazard of 
ionizing radiation is nausea, which only occurs in the 
event of overexposure. One scan, even using ionizing 
radiation, is insufficient to cause issues. Overexposure, 
including multiple full body CT scans completed in 
short duration can lead to the radiation dose accumulat-
ing to a harmful level. This kind of situation generally is 
avoided through the diligence of radiology staff tracking 
the number of scans a patient receives annually.  
 
Radiology is a key component of the medical field. Di-
agnostic imaging provides medical professionals with 
the insight they need to properly form diagnoses. How-
ever, the field is controversial because of associated risk 
factors. Opposing viewpoints hinge on whether the ben-
efits outweigh the risks. Arguments can be made that 
radiology is simply not worth the risks. Some believe 
radiology contributes to cancer development and can 
decrease patient care. Despite arguments to the contrary, 
the benefits outweigh the negatives. When correct pro-
tocol and state, federal and international guidelines are 
followed, most of these risks can be avoided entirely. 
Risks existing outside of these parameters have the po-
tential to be prevented. The field is in a period of transi-
tion regarding technological, educational, and training 
gaps with increased demand for care. Innovation, tech-
nological advancement, and implementation of new pro-
grams can aid in eliminating risks and bridges the gaps. 
This paper explores the negative impacts of radiology 
compared to the importance and necessity of diagnostic 
imaging by looking at the medical, and quality care as-
pects of radiology. 
 

Medical Concerns of Radiology 
 

Patients  
Medical concern is at the forefront of discussion con-
cerning impacts of radiology. Patient fear of radiology 
has been created, in part, from nuclear events as well as 
media and certain medical groups. Misunderstanding 
that all radiation is the same across the board contrib-
utes to patient concern. Most patients only know about 
radiation from what they have heard about nuclear 
events such as the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
and the nuclear explosion at Chernobyl (Hendee & 
O’Connor, 2012).  Ionizing radiation is emitted in these 
events, the same type found in x-rays and CT scans. 
Yet, the levels of radiation emitted in nuclear events far 
exceed those used in radiology.  
 

Another driver of patient medical concern is the concept 
of radiation risks perpetuated by media and medical 
groups alike that radiologic procedures contribute to 
cancers and death. This premise is derived from the data 
in the Biological Effects of Ionizing Radiation (BEIR) 

report, a study that compiles data from four categories: 
those exposed to medical radiation, occupational radia-
tion, environmental radiation, and specific environmen-
tal radiation exposure from former atomic bombing 
sites. The statistical data contained in this study contrib-
utes to patient fear, even though it contains inconsisten-
cies that are often overlooked. A study for the Radiolog-
ical Society of North America annual meeting using the 
BEIR report data, demonstrates that no evidence sup-
ports the claim of radiologic procedures contributing to 
cancers and death (Hendee & O’Connor, 2012). The 
sample determinations in the study are comprised of 
100,000 patients, both male and female, with varied ag-
es. The risk models used calculated Excess Absolute 
Risks (EARs) and Excess Relative Risk (ERR) to deter-
mine possibility of radiation induced cancer. Their val-
ues translate into a Lifetime Attributable Risk (LAR) to 
determine the possibility of radiation-induced cancer 
over the lifetime of an individual exposed to medical 
radiation. EAR “is the simple rate of disease among a 
population [and] has the units of the rates being com-
pared” whereas ERR “is the ratio of the rate of disease 
among groups having some risk factor, such as radia-
tion, divided by the rate among a group not having that 
factor” (National Research Council, 2006). The models 
are as follows, “ERR is the rate of disease in the ex-
posed population divided by the rate of disease in an 
unexposed population minus 1.0, and the EAR is the 
rate of disease in an exposed population minus the rate 
of disease in an unexposed population” (Hendee & 
O’Connor, 2012). An association between exposure and 
disease can be made only if the EAR and ERR rates dif-
fer between the control and experimental groups. 

 

Lifetime Attributable Risk (LAR), used to determine the 
possibility of radiation induced cancer over an individu-
al’s lifetime, is based on calculated EAR and ERR val-
ues. If the LAR “provide(s) inconsistent results and no 
reason for the inconsistency is apparent, the data must 
be interpreted with caution. No general conclusion can 
be made that the exposure is a cause of the dis-
ease” (National Research Council, 2006). The BEIR 
study only looks at the LAR value, not the EARs or 
ERRs. However, the LAR, relies on EARs and ERRs 
which are unreliable sources. At times, the EARs under 
predicted ERRs and at others, it over predicted the 
ERRs and vice versa. For example, prostate cancer pre-
dictions had inconsistent values. The ERR model pre-
dicted 190 cancer occurrences, yet the EAR only pre-
dicted six (Hendee & O’Connor, 2012). This is unusual 
as both the EAR and ERR models are based on the same 
data. Any error value found between the two models 
should be far less than a difference between 190 and 6. 
For this reason, the metric derived from these incon-
sistent values is inaccurate. This discrepancy shows the 
error of one or both models. To combat this, the study 
committee attempted to fix the models, but did not suc-
ceed in doing so (Hendee & O’Connor, 2012). 
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The dosage amounts of radiation are measured in mil-
lisieverts (mSv), which is the annual radiation dose for a 
patient (Owlia, 2014). The dosages established by the 
International Atomic Energy Agency classified a low 
dose as less than 1mSv, an intermediate dose between 1-
5 mSv, high doses between 5-20mSv, and excessive 
doses as more than 20mSv. As seen in Table 1, CT 
scans are an example of a high dose with a range of 10-
15mSv. 

 
 
In the BEIR study, when low dose radiation under 100 
mSv was administered to the category of atomic bomb 
survivors and their offspring, it stimulated their immune 
systems and increased immune response, allowing them 
to ward off cancer cells. In contrast, patients outside of 
this group exposed to higher doses of radiation showed 
an increase in lung and breast cancer occurrence (Owlia, 
2014). The United States Environmental Protection 
Agency refers to studies such as these, which show the 
link between increased likelihood of cancer and Life-
time Attributable Risk (LAR) of radiation exposure (US 
EPA, 2018). This increase can be considered an arguing 
point for why radiology is not worth the risk of cancer. 
However, at recommended dosages, it is difficult to dif-
ferentiate between can-
cers caused by radiation 
and cancers caused by 
other factors. Limits 
and guidelines set forth 
by the EPA are based 
on the linear no-
threshold hypothesis 
which states, “cancers 
caused by radiation can-
not be differentiated 
from cancers that occur 
spontaneously in a pop-
ulation and hence can-
not be identified as radi-
ation induced” (Hendee 
& O’Connor, 2012).  
 
Levels of radiation used 

in medical imaging vary 
depending on the organs 
being targeted. The term 
‘effective dose’ refers to 
these levels 
(RadiologyInfo.org, 2019). 
The effective dose sets 
dosage limits but does not 
predict any kind of patient 
risk. Table 2 references 
examples of effective dos-
es. 
 

Misconstruing the term ‘effective dose’, in combination 
with the BEIR report, leads to some data being manipu-
lated in an argument against radiology. For example, 
claims that radiation doses exceed the allowed annual 
exposure limit. Yet, limitations are found to the BEIR 
report, including the suspicious risk factor of 5% per 1 
mSv, the assumption of age distribution as well as pre-
existing illnesses reducing the possibility of radiation 
induced cancer due to shortened life expectancy. Virtu-
ally “all imaging procedures, including CT and nuclear 
medicine examinations, deliver doses to patients well 
below 100mSv when they are properly conduct-
ed” (Hendee & O’Connor, 2012). At an exposure rate of 
less than 100mSv, determining cancer and death predic-
tions is not possible. Nonetheless, some media, medical 
groups, and government agencies highlight the BEIR 
study data to predict cancers and deaths, while over-
looking the limitations of the study. Due to this limited 
view, patient fear of radiologic procedures is created. 
Evidence put forth in Frush & Perez 2017, demonstrates 
that much of the information available to the public is 
unbalanced and creates fear of harm. In regard to this 
point, concern is not justified.  
 
Children  
Conflicting viewpoints on the use of radiology practices 
in children can be a tricky topic. Arguments can be 
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Table 2. Comparative Radiation Dosages  (RadiologyInfo.org, 2019, Radiation Dose) 
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made that children particularly are at risk because of 
rapid cell division in children and fetuses which creates 
opportunity for cell damage from radiation (US EPA, 
2018). Frush & Perez (2017) note, “the imaging care of 
children requires knowledge of appropriate pediatric 
techniques and attendant radiation exposure”. This argu-
ment claims that certain medical centers that do not spe-
cialize in pediatrics may not have radiology staff with 
appropriate expertise. It should be noted, however, that 
all proceduralists in the radiology department are re-
quired to complete training and clinical hours in a pedi-
atric setting prior to certification from the American 
Board of Radiology. Therefore, even if they do not di-
rectly specialize in pediatrics, chances of being unable 
to correctly perform testing based on that alone is slim. 
A secondary source article published in Environmental 
Research reviewed an original research study completed 
at a pediatric hospital in Texas about the necessity of 
further pediatric radiology education. Researchers at the 
pediatric hospital between July 2011 and June 2012 
found that,40% of all CT examinations did not have the 
correct number of evaluation steps (Kim, 2015, as cited 
in Frush & Perez, 2017, pg. 359). The number of evalu-
ation steps are ordered by the physician; this means that 
40% of children treated were not properly evaluated by 
their doctor. If a child is not evaluated accurately by a 
healthcare provider or attending doctor, radiologists 
cannot be expected to be held responsible. Improper 
evaluation can lead to misdiagnosis, which can lead to 
untreated conditions. Additionally, a misevaluation can 
affect radiation amounts, causing accidental overexpo-
sure. These factors contribute to the fear of radiology 
when used on children. However, this ties back to the 
root cause being incorrect initial evaluation. Most radi-
ology employees follow strict regulations and protocols 
to protect “sensitive groups such as children, from in-
creased cancer risks from accumulated radiation dose 
over a lifetime” (US EPA, 2018). Additionally, preven-
tative measures are taken to safeguard against overexpo-
sure. For example, the As Low As Reasonably Achieva-
ble principle is applied. It limits the amount of time one 
can be exposed to radiation, increases the distance from 
the source, and uses shielding (CDC, 2015). This helps 
negate the medical concerns for children going for radi-
ologic testing and procedures. Furthermore, the im-
portance of radiologic testing of children is that it pro-
vides medical insight attributing to early detection. Neg-
ative impacts are outweighed when early detection al-
lows more time for treatment and a less likely chance of 
further development of related conditions.  
 
Allergic Reactions  
As mentioned previously, radiologic testing can cause 
allergic reactions in some patients. Generally, allergic 
reactions are not identified until testing begins. The risk 
of allergic reaction is one source of patient concern. 
Specifically, Gadolinium-based contrast agents 
(GBCAs) are known to cause such reactions and are 
commonly used in MRIs to enhance images. The Food 

and Drug Administration (FDA) is involved in deter-
mining whether or not gadolinium is a cause for con-
cern. “In September 2017 an FDA panel recommended 
adding a warning to gadolinium agents about gadolini-
um retention in certain organs, including the brain. 
Three months later, the FDA issued a warning requiring 
all GBCAs manufacturers to conduct further studies on 
the safety of these agents” (Bassett, 2019). A compari-
son study of PubMed and Google Scholar databases on 
GBCAs was completed by two New York radiology 
researchers in 2018 using the American College of Ra-
diology classification system. They found allergic reac-
tions caused by gadolinium are dependent upon the type 
being used. The differentiation lies between whether a 
GBCA is linear ionic or linear nonionic, macrocyclic or 
non-macrocyclic, and if it has protein binding or not 
(Behzadi, 2018). Allergic reactions were grouped based 
on severity range from mild to fatal. Mild allergic-like 
reactions included an itchy or “scratchy” throat, conges-
tion, sneezing, pink eye, and runny nose. Moderate reac-
tions included hives, skin inflammation, facial swelling, 
hoarseness of the throat, wheezing, and lung tightening 
without loss of oxygen. Severe reactions included risk 
of patient death potentially caused by facial swelling 
cutting off airflow, inflammation causing severe low 
blood pressure, throat swelling cutting off air flow, and 
anaphylactic shock (Behzadi, 2018).  
 
Researchers used the Mantel-Haenszel type method of 
testing to determine the risk factor for allergic reaction 
using an error value of .05. The results show adverse 
allergic reactions greatly increased based on the 
“protein binding, macrocyclic structure, and ionicity [of 
the GCBAs]” (Behzadi, 2018). The Ionic linear protein 
binding GBCAs showed a higher occurrence of immedi-
ate allergic reactions whereas Linear non-protein bind-
ing GBCAs showed lower incidences of immediate re-
actions. This difference is due to the increased ionicity 
causing an increase in particles, as well as solution 
thickening in the bloodstream. Additionally, the low 
kinetic stability of GCBAs increases the risk of scar tis-
sue buildup in the body leading to tissue death. The low 
kinetic stability also contributes gadolinium retention in 
the brain. Patients such as those with asthma who are at 
risk for allergic reactions are administered nonionic lin-
ear GBCAs for this reason (Behzadi, 2018). For the rea-
sons addressed above, radiology departments have been 
moving away from the use of GBCAs. As a whole, 
when compared to the number of roughly 135 million 
radiologic tests annually (Smith-Bindman et al., 2019), 
the possibility of allergic reactions is low. 
 
Adverse Reactions from Accidental Exposure 
Although beneficial from a future health standpoint, not 
everyone reacts well to testing and risk for these pa-
tients does exist. When going for testing, patients need 
to be aware of possible adverse reactions of accidental 
over exposure radiation. These reactions can include 
nausea, vomiting or allergic reactions, such as rash or 
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swelling (Behzadi, 2018). However, aside from allergic 
reaction, for symptoms of nausea and vomiting to oc-
cur, the “level of radiation would be like getting the 
radiation from 18,000 chest x-rays distributed over your 
entire body” (US EPA, 2018). Accidental radiation ex-
posure is the cause of such reaction and is not only an 
issue in the United States. Reports from the Radiation 
and Nuclear Safety Authority compiled from all the 
radiology departments in Finland document the number 
of adverse reactions that occur from over exposure to 
radiation (Tarkiainen, 2020). An incident report is sub-
mitted whenever patients or medical staff are exposed 
to accidental or excessive radiation. This does not in-
clude small errors, such as patient movement or projec-
tion machine error. Additionally, not all incidents are 
reported due to lack of knowledge or time. Regulations 
in place validate the radiation of the patient, ensuring 
the benefits must outweigh any negative effects. How-
ever, a study conducted by research staff at the Oulu 
University Hospital in 2020 found that between 2010 
and 2017, 312 adverse events occurred due to radiologi-
cal imaging, with the majority stemming from comput-
ed tomography (CT). This study grouped incident re-
ports into 5 categories: incorrect patient identification, 
unidentified pregnancy, equipment malfunction, human 
error, procedural error and site error (Tarkiainen et al., 
2020). Reports from x-ray, computed tomography (CT), 
fluoroscopy, mammography and angiography, show CT 
reports account for the most incidents. The CT reports 
have the highest range from 1-20mSv (Tarkiainen et al., 
2020). The data found in studies such as this, which 
look at the rates of accidental over exposure, provide 
the strongest evidence to suggest radiologic imaging is 
not worth the risk. Seventy-five percent of x-rays result 
in a low dose, less than 1mSV, of over exposure. The 
largest incident of excess radiation affected 14,000 pa-
tients who underwent chest x-rays with an improperly 
connected measuring chamber. During CT scans, re-
searchers found 82% of adults were exposed to unnec-
essary radiation. Hospital personnel were the second 
largest group with 64% being exposed to unnecessary 
radiation. Examples of how this can occur include in-
correct dose identification such as an abdomen CT be-
ing mistaken for a head CT, which calls for a higher 
dosage (Tarkiainen et al., 2020). Additionally, new 
hires sometimes press the button too soon, causing radi-
ation exposure. Usually this is due to human error, alt-
hough sometimes it can be tied back to training. While 
accidental radiation exposure does occur, aside from 
the small percentage of accidental exposure caused by 
simple human error, the other causes can be eliminated.  
 
In summary, the entirety of medical concerns of radiol-
ogy stem from the belief that medical radiation causes 
cancer and death. For now, after examination of pa-
tients, children, employees, allergic reactions, and ad-
verse events, rates of cancer and death solely from radi-
ology cannot be determined. From a medical stand-
point, the evidence strongly suggests that the benefits of 

radiology outweigh any possible risks.  
 

Quality of Care 
 
Reduced Radiation and Image Quality  
When discussing risks of radiation in radiology, the 
topic begs the question of why can’t the amount of radi-
ation simply be reduced? The answer is: reducing radia-
tion is possible. For the reasons discussed thus far, the 
quality-of-care patients receive is affected by the levels 
of radiation to which they are exposed. Reducing levels 
of radiation does not alter image quality or affect test-
ing times, nor does it require any additional preventa-
tive measures (Zhang, 2020). It also benefits both pa-
tients and doctors alike. Radiation protection measures 
limit the amount of radiation exposure one has by using 
the aforementioned As Low As Reasonably Achievable 
principle (Zhang, 2020). Equipment used for this in-
cludes a lead apron, a thyroid blocker, and eye protec-
tion. Additional measures include adjusting the ma-
chine to lower settings. As long as the change is no 
more than 15%, the image quality is not affected 
(Zhang, 2020).  Furthermore, two types of practices 
exist – Low Dose Imaging (LDP) and Ultra Low Dose 
Imaging (ULDP). Patients are not allowed to choose 
between the two: doctors do. In a double blinded ran-
domized study conducted in 2020, to test whether re-
ducing radiation levels affects image quality, both LDP 
and ULDP were used by varied proceduralists who 
were not told which they were using. If they felt the 
image quality was poor, they had the option to request 
the one they did not receive (Zhang, 2020). After the 
tests were completed, proceduralists completed a ques-
tionnaire regarding the quality of the images. Results 
showed no characteristic differences, no differences in 
the duration of tests, and no difference in image quality 
regardless of ULDP, the anatomical location of the test 
or the type of test. Additionally, no proceduralists re-
quested a switch due to poor image quality (Zhang, 
2020). Based on this information, using the ULDP pro-
tocol is the most beneficial way to ensure best patient 
care when performing radiologic tests and procedures. 
Using the ULDP protocol, no cause for worry exists 
regarding quality of care. 
 
Reducing the Annual Radiation Exposure  
Arguments for and against radiology believe creating 
awareness within the field about the risk of overuse is 
vital. Researchers at the University of Pittsburgh Medi-
cal Center conducted a study in 2014 reviewing radia-
tion report findings for the Radiology Department be-
tween January and December 2011 (Owlia et al., 2014).  
Patients with more than three hospitals visits in a year 
received up to ten CT scans. The dosage amount for 
this number of scans equals roughly 90mSv. This 
amount only accounted for CT scans and it did not in-
clude any additional radiologic testing the patients may 
have had to undergo such as an X-ray or MRI (Owlia et 
al., 2014). These CT scans were conducted for the fol-
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lowing categories: fall, fainting, confusion, altered sta-
tus, seizure, trauma and neurological. Categories such as 
these require additional tests beyond CT scanning. Con-
sequently, this leads to more radiation. The allotted 
amount of radiation per year for an individual is only 
100mSv. Yearly amounts exceeding this dosage have 
been linked to increased cancer risks as discussed earli-
er. However, with that being said, these specific tests 
are not always necessary and safe methods are in place. 
Methods to reduce the number of scans performed in-
clude using the American Board of Radiology Appro-
priateness Criteria (Owlia et al., 2014). This encom-
passes identifying frequent patients exposed to repeat 
imaging. Its goal is “to eliminate redundant, inappropri-
ate, and unnecessary imaging” (Owlia et al., 2014). 
Overall, in combination with following the American 
Board of Radiology Appropriateness Criteria and taking 
new steps to reduce unnecessary testing and overexpo-
sure, concern can be reduced. 
 
Overuse of Computed Tomography Scans and Con-
trast Medias 
Another concern is the overuse of computed tomogra-
phy (CT) scans and contrast medias. Rarely is there a 
benefit to the patient and it creates a financial drain on 
budgets. An argument can be made that radiology de-
partments are unperturbed about the burden overuse 
creates. Nonetheless, alternatives have been recom-
mended to lessen the use of both CT and contrast medi-
as.  
 

CT scans, although vital for diagnosing certain medical 
issues, have become widely overused. As previously 
mentioned, CT scans account for the majority of nega-
tive effects of radiology. “In fact, CT in the United 
States now accounts for nearly 25% of the per capita 
radiation exposure per year. This is largely due to in-
crease in medical imaging, rather than higher doses per 
procedure” (Frush, 2013). Despite this increase, the ma-
jority do not lead to “clinically significant find-
ings” (Owlia, 2014). In roughly 43 years, not much has 
changed regarding the cost of the overuse of CT scans. 
According to a study from 1978, for individual hospitals 
completing 3,000 CT scans per year, the costs annually 
would be “$1.2 billion” (Abrams & McNeil, 1978). 
Owlia (2014) estimated that “5% of the country's gross 
national product” is spent on the roughly 70 million ex-
aminations completed annually in the United States. 

 
As this remains an ongoing research topic, limits exist 
on what can be said about overuse of CT scans. Another 
element of radiology that can be considered unnecessary 
are contrast medias. Contrast medias are enhancers used 
in the radiology field to generate improved images 
(RadiologyInfo.org, 2019). They are also known as con-
trast materials or contrast agents. The contrast differen-
tiates between a focal point of an organ, tissue or vessel 
and surrounding tissues in an image. They can be ad-

ministered orally, intravenously or via enema. Specifi-
cally, “multi-detector computed tomography (MDCT) 
and magnetic resonances imaging (MRI) have been as-
sociated with [these materials]” (Nouh & El-Shazly, 
2017). Contrast medias vary greatly and some reactions 
range from mild to life-threatening. Overall, the overuse 
of computed tomography scans and contrast medias 
both contribute to a drain of resources and finances as 
well as decreases the quality of care a patient receives 
without any indication of benefit. This is a negative im-
pact, not outweighed easily, and a suggested solution is 
needed to resolve this ongoing issue. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
The importance, necessity, and benefits of diagnostic 
imaging outweigh any miniscule negative impacts, or 
risks within the field. From a medical standpoint, con-
cern over developing cancer from or having adverse 
reactions to radiation is counteracted with strict state, 
federal, and international regulations. According to 
Hendee & O’Connor (2012), at this time, the linear no-
threshold hypothesis stands as accepted and that evi-
dence does not support the idea of radiation-induced 
cancer. Furthermore, the annual dosage limit of 100 mil-
lisieverts is too low to differentiate between naturally 
occurring cancers and those believed to be linked to ra-
diation. With the advancement of technology, the under-
standing and identification of cancer will improve, al-
lowing a way to determine cancer and death risk levels 
for patients exposed to less than the annual limit. Fears 
of accidental exposure can be avoided by implementing 
annual approval testing, as well as performing installa-
tion and quality control tests of machinery (Tarkiainen 
et al., 2020). Additionally, avoiding the use of Gadolini-
um-based contrast agents will help circumvent allergic 
and adverse reactions. 
 
The overuse of CT scans and contrast medias has nega-
tively impacted radiology departments and patients. One 
suggestion made by the researchers at the University of 
Pittsburgh Medical Center to limit the overuse of CT 
scans and contrast medias is to keep an individual pa-
tient record of radiation amounts to not exceed the an-
nual l00mSv. Another is to motivate doctors to put in 
extra effort in patient assessment before ordering. Being 
able to pre-assess pathology and symptoms predicting 
what a scan may reveal could avoid unnecessary over-
use. The decrease in annual exposure levels would in-
crease quality care. 
 
After viewing the big picture of radiology, taking into 
account all the fears, concerns, truths, and benefits of it, 
imagine again a world without it. The numerous ad-
vantages of diagnostic imaging outweigh any negative 
effects it causes. It has changed the medical field for the 
better. 
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P alliative care (PC) remains underutilized and misun-
derstood by both healthcare providers and the public 
(Perrin & Kazanowski, 2015).  Many providers and 
community members identify PC as a sector of hospice 
or end-of-life care when they are distinctly different 
although complementary. While this misunderstanding 
exists, PC programs across the United States continue to 
grow and develop to better care for persons living with 
chronic, progressive diseases (The Center to Advance 
Palliative Care, 2018). Despite growth and intent, there 
are many barriers that patients and/or families experi-
ence that make navigating and implementing PC chal-
lenging such as lack of awareness of PC resources, fear 
of PC, restrictive eligibility, and poor communication 
(Hawley, 2017; Hou et al., 2018). With the growth and 
expansion of PC programs, it is important to assess the 
general population’s knowledge regarding this topic to 
help reduce the barriers associated with PC (Hou et al., 
2018). To address the current gaps in the literature, the 
purpose of this research project was to determine if an 
educational intervention, focused on differentiating PC 
from hospice care (HC), increases community members' 
knowledge of PC and to assess if familiarity and experi-
ence of HC or PC correlate with community member’s 
knowledge of PC.  
 

Background 

 

While PC has been increasing in usage throughout the 

last decade, there remain multiple misconceptions with-
in the healthcare and community setting about the bene-
fits of receiving PC, which contributes to its underutili-
zation (Shalev et al., 2018). As the U.S. population 
grows older, the prevalence of chronic, progressive dis-
eases is increasing, as well as the incidence of individu-
als suffering from more than one disease process. Cur-
rently, an estimated 60% of Americans live with and 
suffer from a chronic or progressive disease (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 2019). A recent 
study conducted by the Center to Advance Palliative 
Care found that 70% of the American population were 
“not at all knowledgeable” about the subject of PC 
(Buss et al., 2017).  As chronic illness rates continue to 
increase, it is imperative to educate the community and 
dispel the myths and misinterpretations surrounding PC 
to increase the utilization of PC and quality of life in 
persons with progressive illnesses.  

 

While PC was shaped by the hospice care movement, 
they are not interchangeable, and each type of care pro-
vides unique types of comfort to their respective pa-
tients (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
2017). Palliative care and HC share many similarities 
such as providing patients with comprehensive access to 
physical, psychosocial, and spiritual care to patients and 
their families to manage burdening symptoms and in-
crease their quality of life while suffering from chronic, 
progressive diseases. However, there are many differ-
ences between their care which lead to misconceptions 
of PC and HC, misinformed community members, and 
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Abstract: Palliative care usage has been on the rise over the last decade; however, misconceptions still exist about palliative care. 
Therefore, this study examined the impact of an investigator developed educational intervention on community members’ knowledge 
regarding palliative care. A quantitative, pre-test, post-test survey design was used to determine if exposure to an educational inter-
vention would be associated with changes in knowledge regarding palliative care. Convenience sampling was used to recruit partici-
pants for the study from the local community. Using this design, participants were asked to complete a demographics survey, The 
Experience and Familiarity with Palliative Care Questionnaire, and the Palliative Care Knowledge Survey (PaCKS) before the teach-
ing intervention and the PaCKS survey was reassessed during the post-test. Results based on an estimated marginal means indicated 
an increase in scores from the pre-test (x̄ = 11.97, SD = .10) to the post-test (x̄ = 12.87, SD = .04), suggesting that the educational 
intervention significantly increased knowledge of palliative care. Prior experience with hospice care did not correlate with palliative 
care knowledge furthering the need to differentiate the concepts of palliative care and hospice care. Future studies should focus on 
testing the intervention within a more diverse population.  
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poor utilization of care. One misconception surrounding 
PC includes associating PC with end-of-life care and 
believing that it is care designated only for the aged and 
dying (Shalev et al., 2015). Ultimately, this may give 
persons with chronic, progressive diseases or others 
who may be qualified for PC the impression that it is 
not appropriate for them or their loved ones. However, 
PC is best integrated during the early stages or upon 
diagnosis of a chronic or progressive illness to improve 
patient and family quality of life. It allows patients to 
pursue curative treatments, whereas HC is utilized with-
in the last six months of life without life-sustaining 
measures to provide high-quality end-of-life care 
(Shalev et al., 2015). 

 

Currently, there is a lack of initiation of PC early in the 
disease process despite the vast benefits early imple-
mentation has on individuals and their family units 
(Shalev et al., 2015). When symptoms are not managed 
or regulated properly, a person’s daily activities may 
become limited and ultimately quality of life will de-
crease (Hou et al., 2018). Chronic or progressive diseas-
es such as cancer, multiple sclerosis (MS), Parkinson’s 
disease, and chronic kidney disease (CKD) are some 
examples of chronic, progressive diseases where pa-
tients can benefit from utilizing PC throughout the dis-
ease process (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2017).  In contrast, any patient suffering from 
an end-stage diagnosis with 6 months or less to live is 
appropriate for an HC consult. To enhance knowledge 
and use of these services, it is necessary to differentiate 
the PC and HC within the general population.  

 

Methodology 

 

A quantitative, pre-test and post-test survey design was 
used to assess participants’ knowledge of PC in the 
community before and after an educational intervention. 
In addition, the Experience & Familiarity with Palliative 
Care Questionnaire was given to participants along with 
the demographic survey before the educational interven-
tion. After obtaining Institutional Review Board approv-
al and implied consent, data were collected and secured 
without identifiers and were locked and stored in an of-
fice at the host university.  

 

A sample of 120 community members (n=120) was re-
cruited using convenience sampling from the host uni-
versity as well as holding Lunch & Learn presentations 
at a local home health and hospice agency in the Mid-
Atlantic United States. The home health and hospice 
agency sponsored and held monthly presentations and 
this presentation was one of the featured seminars at the 
Lunch & Learn. Participants from the Lunch & Learn 
presentations were community members interested in 

attending the event. Flyers regarding the event were 
public to community members via a monthly newsletter 
from the home health and hospice agency. To be includ-
ed in the study, participants must have been 18 years of 
age or older with written and verbal English fluency. 

 

Measurements 

 

The pre-test survey combined three assessments in one 
packet which included Demographics, Experience & 
Familiarity with Palliative Care Questionnaire, and the 
Palliative Care Knowledge Survey (PaCKs) survey. A 
seven-question, demographic survey was administered 
to all participants to assess the population being sur-
veyed within the community. Researchers obtained ob-
jective data such as participants' age, gender, ethnicity, 
educational experience, healthcare experience, and an-
nual income. The Experience and Familiarity with Palli-
ative Care Questionnaire was an eight-question Likert-
scale questionnaire that assessed how individuals rate 
themselves on PC and HC knowledge, familiarity, and 
experience. This was an ordinal-based scale with selec-
tion categories ranging from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree. Reliability and validity have not been estab-
lished for The Experience and Familiarity with Pallia-
tive Care Questionnaire, as it has primarily been used to 
provide additional information with the PaCKS survey 

(Kozlov et al, 2017).  Kozlov (2017) developed the 
PaCKS survey based on an initial item tool of 38 true 
and false questions that underwent extensive pilot data 
testing regarding attitudes, knowledge, and perceptions 
of PC. This survey was utilized to evaluate attitudes, 
knowledge, and perceptions in the community popula-
tion. The final PaCKS survey deployed in this study 
consisted of a 13-item one-factor solution with bias 
modeled and was selected based on significant loadings 
for all items and excellent indices of fit for the original 
study. The KR-20 value for the final 13-item version of 
the PaCKS survey was 0.71, which indicates adequate 
scale consistency, stability, and reliability within the 
survey (Buss et al., 2017).  For each correct item an-
swered in the PaCKS survey participants received 1 
point; participants were able to receive a minimum 
score of 0 and a maximum score of 13.  

 

The purpose of using both the Experience and Familiari-
ty with Palliative Care Questionnaire and PaCKS was to 
meet the primary objectives of this study: determine the 
efficacy of an educational intervention on differentiating 
palliative care from hospice care, increase community 
members’ knowledge of PC, and assess if familiarity 
and experience of HC or PC correlate with community 
members’ knowledge of PC. Both the Experience & 
Familiarity with Palliative Care Questionnaire and the 
Palliative Care Knowledge Survey (PaCKS) questions 
can be found in the appendix. Participants’ surveys were 
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identified by using a random series of numbers in the 
top right-hand corner of each survey. 

 

Educational Intervention 

 

The investigator developed an educational intervention 
consisting of 11 PowerPoint slides pertinent to the topic 
of PC and how it is differentiated from HC. Major top-
ics within the PowerPoint included the definition of PC, 
goals of PC, populations who can utilize PC, care pro-
vided by PC, PC settings, and its differentiation from 
HC. All information utilized within the educational in-
tervention was obtained from scholarly resources and 
was reviewed by all research team members.  

 

The community members were given the pre-test, which 
included a demographics survey, The Familiarity and 
Experience with Palliative Care Questionnaire, and the 
PaCKS in a controlled setting, and then were instructed 
to listen to the educational intervention which was pro-
vided via lecture with a PowerPoint presentation. After 
completion of the educational intervention, all partici-
pant questions were answered, and participants were 
given the post-test PaCKS survey. All data were collect-
ed in one session. Scores from the pre-test and post-tests 
were analyzed using the Statistical Software for Social 
Sciences (SPSS), v. 25. Descriptive statistics were used 
to analyze and display demographic data, and correla-
tions were examined between The Experience and Fa-
miliarity with Palliative Care Questionnaire and the 

PaCKS scores. Correlations, Fisher r to 
Z transformations, and multivariate 
tests were analyzed to determine the 
effectiveness of the educational inter-
vention.   

 

 

 

Results 

 

A convenience sample of 120 partici-
pants completed the study. Three com-
munity members, who completed the 
pre-test/post-test with extreme, outlying 
results, were excluded while analyzing 
the data due to the participants filling 
out the survey inconsistently. A break-
down of the demographic data is seen 
in Table 1.  

 

The mean of each question in the Expe-
rience and Familiarity of Palliative 
Care Questionnaire was calculated and 

displayed in Table 2. 

 

Spearman’s rho correlations were performed and ana-
lyzed because assumptions of normal distribution were 
not met by the data due to the high ceiling effect of par-
ticipants scoring well on the PaCKS pre-test and post-
test (Table 3). Pre-test PaCKS scores were significantly 
and positively associated with Palliative Care Familiari-
ty (rs=0.44, p<0.01), Experience with Palliative Care 
(rs=0.40, p<0.01), Familiarity with Hospice Care 
(rs=0.18, p<0.05), and Experience with Hospice Care 
(rs=0.30, p<0.01). A central topic in the study of PC is 
how it differs from HC, both in terms of medical activi-
ties and in public perception. In line with this topic, 
Fisher r-to-Z transformations were conducted to assess 
the differences between changes in correlations between 
pre-test and post-test PaCKS scores and measures of PC 
and HC (Lee and Preacher, 2013; Steiger, 1980). The 
correlation between pre-test PaCKS scores and Famili-
arity with PC (rs=0.44) is significantly greater than the 
correlation between pre-test PaCKS scores and Famili-
arity with HC (rs=0.18), Z=2.935, p<0.01, while the cor-
relation between pre-test PaCKS scores and Experience 
with PC (rs=0.40) does not differ from the correlation 
between pre-test PaCKS scores and Experience with HC 
(rs=0.30). Thus, familiarity but not experience is im-
portant in distinguishing between PC and HC on pre-test 
PC knowledge. Furthermore, the intervention signifi-
cantly decreased the correlation between Familiarity 
with PC and PaCKS scores from rs=0.44 pre-test to 
rs=0.24 post-test, Z=1.81, p<0.05, and significantly de-
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creased the correlation between Experience with PC and 
PaCKS scores from rs=0.58 to rs=0.40, Z=1.84, p<0.05. 
However, the intervention did not change the correlations 
between Familiarity with HC and Experience with HC 
from pre-test to post-test PaCKS scores. This differential 
impact of the intervention on PC and HC correlations with 
PaCKS suggests that PC and HC are separable knowledge 
and experiential constructs, as the intervention was focused 
on PC knowledge and thus did not impact the correlations 
with HC familiarity and experience. 

 

A Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) was 
performed to examine differences between the pre-test and 
post-test PaCKS scores to assess the impact of the educa-
tional intervention on knowledge of PC.  Given the signifi-
cant correlations presented in Table 3, the analysis used 
experience with PC, familiarity with PC, and pre-test 

knowledge of PC as the co-
variates. Results did not indi-
cate significant associations 
between the covariates and 
pre-test and post-test out-
comes associated with the 
educational intervention, Fs 
(1, 115) ≤ 1 to 2.6, all ps = 
0.816 to 0.11.  Results indi-
cated a significant main effect 
of education intervention, 
Wilk’s λ = 0.13, F (1, 115) = 
17.15, p < 0.001. Examina-
tion of estimated marginal 
means indicated an increase 
in scores from the pre-test (x̄ 
= 11.97, SD = 0.10) to the 
post-test (x̄ = 12.87, SD = 
0.04), such that the interven-
tion significantly increased 
knowledge of PC. Figure 1 
below is a bar graph showing 
the difference n marginal 
means from the pre-test and 
post-test scores.  

 

Discussion 

 

The purpose of this research 
was to determine the effec-
tiveness of an educational 
intervention utilized with 
community members on PC 
knowledge and the differenti-
ation of PC and HC as well as 
determine the impact famili-
arity and experience of PC 
and HC has on community 
members’ knowledge of PC. 
Through measuring partici-

pants’ knowledge of PC, it was determined that the educa-
tional intervention was an effective method for improving 
knowledge of PC in the community setting. While the edu-
cational intervention applies to many populations, this spe-
cific intervention works best for those with limited or no 
PC knowledge. This can be seen by the significant change 
in pre-test and post-test scores in individuals with no or 
limited knowledge of PC. This can help future researchers 
create public education programs to help shape the current 
knowledge gap surrounding PC in the public. While some 
healthcare professionals in the community were surveyed, 
results show that having a healthcare background does not 
make one more knowledgeable about PC. Therefore, it is 
important to educate both community members and 
healthcare professionals regarding PC. While 96% of par-
ticipants had heard of HC, only 54% had heard of PC who 
answered The Experience and Familiarity of Palliative Care 
Questionnaire. Participants were more familiar with and 

Table 2. The Experience and Familiarity of Palliative Care Questionnaire Responses 
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had more experience with HC than PC. Additionally, par-
ticipants perceived they had more knowledge of HC than 
PC. The findings also suggest that HC knowledge is differ-
entiated from PC knowledge based on participants’ differ-
ences in self-rated familiarity and experience in HC and 
PC. Ultimately, one’s understanding or familiarity with PC 
is more influential than one’s experience with PC in terms 
of their knowledge. Overall, the educational intervention 
worked well iTable 3. Spearman's rho correlations 

n community settings regardless of an individual’s 
knowledge, experience, or familiarity with PC.   

 

As PC and HC resources continue to develop and expand 
throughout many inpatient and outpatient settings, commu-
nity members need to recognize and understand their dif-
ferences in care (The Center to Advance Palliative Care, 
2018). This research exhibits the differences in knowledge 
of PC and HC as they are two separate categories of care 
and should be recognized as such by community members. 
Increasing access to educational materials and resources 
can increase knowledge and awareness of PC and HC and 
help separate many misconceptions within the community 
setting. Researchers need to continue to develop proper 
educational interventions that are appropriate and can be 
accessed in a variety of community settings to increase 
knowledge and familiarity with PC.  

 

It is imperative to continue to educate and provide re-
sources for community members regarding the differences 
between palliative care and hospice care so individuals can 
continue to share their knowledge with others. Additional-
ly, a better understanding of the differences between PC 
and HC allows community members to make more in-
formed healthcare decisions for themselves and their family 
members. By filling the gaps of current knowledge deficits 
regarding PC and HC, better care communication and deci-
sion between healthcare providers and community mem-
bers can be facilitated to increase the quality of life in larg-
er populations.   

 

Results suggest that an educational intervention in pallia-
tive care can be useful in improving knowledge of PC in 
the community setting. However, more educational offer-
ings are needed for PC to flourish in a variety of geograph-
ical areas to shift community members’ perceptions of PC.  
In addition to educating individuals in a variety of settings, 
it is also important to determine and create more ways for 
community members who are unaware of PC services to 
appropriately obtain information and knowledge regarding 
PC. Future work must be conducted to disseminate concep-
tual definitions and distinctions of PC and HC. While clear 
theoretical concepts exist, they are not appropriately dis-
seminated and translated to the bedside, creating a practice 
of inappropriate usage (Shalev et al., 2018). 

 

Limitations 

 

Several limitations exist 
in the creation of the de-
sign and result of this 
research study. Limita-
tions of the pre-test tool 
include the use of a five-
point Likert scale which 
included a ‘neutral’ op-
tion for participants to 
choose from. This option 
makes it challenging to 
determine whether par-
ticipants were actually 
familiar with or had ex-
perience with PC and 

HC. Additionally, more than half of the participants were 

Figure 1. Change in Palliative Care Knowledge Scores  
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between the ages of 18-24 which can be considered a limi-
tation as this population may not have heard of or been 
exposed to PC. However, this age range of participants 
must be knowledgeable regarding PC as they often have to 
help make decisions for loved ones who may be eligible 
for PC.  After analyzing the PaCKS pre-test and post-test 
results, it was noted that a high-ceiling effect was evident. 
This is primarily caused by the true-false nature of the 
scale allowing participants to have a 50% chance of select-
ing the right answer regardless of if they were knowledgea-
ble of the question’s content. Furthermore, pre-test, inter-
vention, and post-test were given in the same sitting. Sus-
tained change in knowledge and differentiation could not 
be assessed.  

 

 

Implications 

 

The findings of this study demonstrate that a brief educa-
tional intervention on PC has the potential to impact a pop-
ulation community member’s knowledge regarding PC. 
Future research implications include replicating the study 
within multiple, diverse communities to discover the 
knowledge, familiarity, and experience of PC in a more 
heterogeneous population. Furthermore, replicating this 
study would allow for improved analysis of community 
members' knowledge regarding PC as well as the effective-
ness of the educational intervention that was utilized in this 
study. As many persons who should be receiving PC are 
suffering from chronic, progressive diseases it would be 
valuable to determine if the educational intervention influ-
ences patient and community members’ conversations with 
their healthcare team regarding PC service referrals. Future 
research is needed to assess if these educational interven-
tions lead to increase PC referrals and utilization.    

 

Conclusion 

 

When implemented appropriately, palliative care has the 
potential to increase the quality of life in the physical, psy-
chosocial, and spiritual realms of a patient’s life; however, 
more education and communication of services are needed 
for PC services to be implemented appropriately. An effec-
tive method for educating large numbers of individuals on 
PC is through community outreach. From this study, it was 
found that HC knowledge is differentiated from PC 
knowledge and the educational intervention works best for 
individuals unfamiliar with PC. For PC to be utilized ap-
propriately as a distinct service from hospice services at 
the end of life, further education should be provided to 
both providers and community members.  
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APPENDIX 

Experience & Familiarity with Palliative 
Care Questionnaire  

Have you heard of palliative care?  

Yes                                          No 

How much do you agree with this statement: “I am fa-
miliar with palliative care”. 

· Strongly Disagree 

· Disagree 

· Neutral  

· Agree 

· Strongly Agree 

How much do you agree with this statement: “I have 
experience with palliative care”.  

· Strongly Disagree 
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· Disagree 

· Neutral  

· Agree 

· Strongly Agree 

Select any number between 1 and 10 to indicate how 
much knowledge you think you have about palliative 
care.  

· I know nothing at all 

· 2 

· 3 

· 4 

· 5-I have some knowledge  

· 6 

· 7 

· 8 

· 9 

· 10- I am very knowledgeable  

Have you heard of hospice care?  

Yes                                      No  

How much do you agree with this statement: “I am fa-
miliar with hospice care.” 

· 1-Strongly Disagree 

· Disagree 

· Neutral  

· Agree 

· Strongly Agree  

How much do you agree with this statement: “I have 
experience with hospice care.”  

· Strongly Disagree 

· Disagree 

· Neutral 

· Agree 

· Strongly Agree 

Select any number between 1 and 10 to indicated how 
much knowledge you think you have about hospice care.  

· I know nothing at all 

· 2 

· 3 

· 4 

· 5-I have some knowledge  

· 6 

· 7 

· 8 

· 9 

· 10- I am very knowledgeable  

 

 

 

 

Palliative Care Knowledge Scale (PaCKS)  

1. A goal of palliative care is to address any psychological is-
sues brought up by serious illness. (True or False)  

2. Stress from serious illness can be addressed by palliative 
care. (True or False) 

3. Palliative Care can help people manage the side effects of 
their medical treatments. (True or False)  

4. When people receive palliative care, they must give up their 
other doctors. (True or False) 

5. Palliative care is exclusively for people who are in the last 
six months of life. (True or False)  

6. Palliative care is specifically for people with cancer (True or 
False) 

7. People must be in the hospital to receive palliative care. 
(True or False)  

8. Palliative care is designed specifically for older adults. (True 
or False)  

9. Palliative care is a team-based approach to care. (True or 
False) 

10. A goal of palliative care is to help people understand their 
options. (True or False) 

11. Palliative care encourages people to stop treatments aimed at 
curing their illnesses. (True or False) 

12. A goal of palliative care is to improve a person’s ability to 
participate in daily activities. (True or False)  

13. Palliative care helps the whole family cope with a serious 
illness. (True or False)  
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Introduction 

 

I diopathic, or Immune, Thrombocytopenic Purpura 
(ITP), an autoimmune blood disorder, is a mystery. 
With a disorder affecting various components of the 
immune system, most attributes of this disorder must be 
actively observed in patients who are currently afflicted, 
but with a rare disease, that is not a simple feat. Several 
aspects of ITP leave physicians confused on the best 
treatment options to restore the platelet levels within the 
blood, treatment of the side effects caused by the low-
ered platelet count, and how to manage the lifelong ef-
fects. There have been a variety of studies, but these 

studies continue to have numerous unanswered ques-
tions, proving that more research is needed to know the 
true pathophysiology of ITP, symptom presentation, 
forms and treatment, and the lifelong effects that often 
go unnoticed.  

 

Pathophysiology of ITP 

      

The destruction caused by ITP on one’s body is caused 
by a reduction in platelet production, or even a specific 
antibody targeting the platelets within one’s body. The 
megakaryocytes have several functions within the body, 
the main one being the production of blood platelets 
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Abstract: Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura (ITP) is a medical mystery. A disease that affects various components of the im-

mune system has vast treatment methods, and varying symptom presentation leaves all medical professionals without answers, and 
patients a lifetime of suffering. With limited research available, and the research present all focusing on different aspects of this dis-

ease, a synthesis of this knowledge is required to give the best chance at survival for patients. ITP attacks the blood platelets in un-

conventional ways, preventing the clotting of the blood, allowing for internal bleeding and limited immune system results. While the 
body is undergoing a strenuous attack from the inside, the symptom presentation varies between patient to patient, but significantly 

between child and adult, as children are subject to intracranial hemorrhaging, a potentially lethal symptom. The forms and treatments 

of ITP are variable, as the ITP can be persistent and require more extraneous forms of treatment, while some treatment methods can 

cause the disease to come out of remission. The lifelong effects of this disease are still somewhat unknown, with there being compli-
cations in both one’s physical and emotional state. Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura is a disorder requiring further research and 

synthesis to give patients and doctors alike the best chance to combat this disease. 
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(Cines et al., 2009). With a disorder that targets the surviv-
ability and presence of platelets within the body, it can be 
determined that a key feature of this disease is due to the 
megakaryocytes having features of apoptosis (Cines et al., 
2009). Apoptosis is a distinct form of cell death, and with 
patients exhibiting ITP, the majority of megakaryocytes do 
not reach maturity. Most megakaryocytes show alterations 
that are comparable to being in the stages of apoptosis in 
ITP patients (Cines et al., 2009). The result of the main cell 
involved in blood platelet production being induced early 
in apoptosis in ITP patients is the main contributor to the 
symptom presentation and the treatment methods used.  

            

Blood platelets are vital in the clotting of blood within the 
body, which is necessary when one experiences a cut, 
bruise, or any injury or infliction. When the platelets are 
experiencing cell death before maturity, this means that 
they will not be functional when needed, allowing for 
blood to roam throughout the body, resulting in substantial 
internal bleeding, and an overall lower blood volume 
(Zufferey et al., 2017). This internal bleeding if not appro-
priately clotted can lead to potentially deadly results, and 
symptoms that can lead to a lowered immune response, and 
ultimately damage joints, organs, or tissues (McKenzie et 
al., 2013). If one was to cut themselves when lacking 
megakaryocytes, this could lead to substantial blood loss 
and irreversible results. The diagnosis of ITP is rare, as of-
ten the presence of megakaryocytes that are characteristi-
cally lacking in ITP, can be the same in patients experienc-
ing leukemia (Zufferey et al., 2017). There must be a fur-
ther analysis of the morphological changes that are present 
within the disorder and all blood cells when ITP is suspect-
ed or diagnosed in a patient.  

 

Symptom Variation 

            

All individuals are susceptible to being diagnosed with 
ITP; however, the onset display of symptoms can vary. The 
presentation of symptoms can vary depending on the nature 
of diagnosis, whether an individual develops the disorder in 
adulthood or childhood. The age at which one develops the 
disorder varies with the severity of the disorder. The 
presentation of ITP in adults mainly demonstrates internal 
bleeding, causing hematomas (McMillian et al., 2004). The 
signs of this internal bleeding are seen in petechiae, purpu-
ra, skin discoloration, and blood in urine or stool (NHLBI, 
2022). Petechiae is classified as pinpoint spots that appear 
on the skin as a result of bleeding, often presenting as a 
rash, while purpura are purple covered patches that can ap-
pear on the skin or on mucus membranes (NHLBI, 2022). 
Both of these symptoms can indicate internal bleeding, as 
they demonstrate pooling of blood beneath the surface of 
the skin due to the inability for the blood to clot, a further 
indication of a blood clotting disorder, such as ITP. While 
these symptoms can be exhibited in adolescent patients, 
ITP in childhood can present in several other manners and 
have deadlier symptoms than the presentation in adulthood. 
The rarity that accompanies the development of ITP, leads 

physicians and patients alike left to treat symptoms as they 
appear.  

            

Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura has varying symp-
tom presentation in children compared to the symptom 
presentation in adults. One rare side effect of ITP, when 
diagnosed in childhood, is intracranial hemorrhage. This 
complication of ITP, while rare, is of extreme concern, as it 
has a 25% chance of being lethal, and a 25% chance of 
having permanent nerve damage, with only a 50% chance 
of survival with a full recovery (Psaila et al., 2009). This 
symptom which can accompany the diagnosis of ITP can 
impact the ability of the children to survive and recover. 
Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura is commonly seen to 
present after the presence of an infection in children, espe-
cially between the ages of 1 to 10 years old, and there have 
been several differences noted between younger to older 
aged children in symptom presentation and ITP occurrence 
(Kuhne, 2003). Children developing ITP have differing 
symptom presentations than adults, contributing to the rari-
ty and lack of knowledge known about this disease.  

 

Forms and Treatment of ITP 

            

There are two main forms of Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic 
Purpura, which can be acute or long-term. The acute ver-
sion is classified by having occurred for less than six 
months, and the chronic version occurring longer than six 
months (Page et al., 2007). The more common version of 
ITP is the acute version, and this is present mainly in chil-
dren, whereas the chronic version typically affects adults 
more frequently. There can also be the development of sec-
ondary forms of ITP as the result of a splenectomy, a com-
mon treatment of Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura, 
especially in adults (Rodeghiero, 2018). The form that is 
present within a patient determines the appropriate treat-
ment methods and could be used to predict potential side 
effects caused by the disorder.   

            

Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura’s treatment varies 
depending on the age of the patient, severity of the disor-
der, and previous medical conditions/history.  The basic 
goals of treatment for ITP are to reduce the risk of bleeding 
and to create a long-term “cure,” which can be cultivated in 
different ways depending on both the severity and age of 
the patient. For infants, a common practice is hospitaliza-
tion with IVIG transfusion, whereas corticosteroids are of-
ten given to older children (Kuhne et al., 2003). IVIG trans-
fusions are a treatment method for specific antibody defi-
ciencies, such as platelets, in which antibodies are directly 
given to the patient intravenously, to restore the integrity of 
the blood (Kuhne et al., 2003). The treatment of IVIG re-
stores the number of platelets within a patient’s blood, in-
creasing the efficiency of the immune system and effective-
ly reversing the effects of ITP (Kuhne et al., 2003). Corti-
costeroid treatment is used to block the immune system, 
allowing for megakaryocytes to reach maturity, without 
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any internal attacks, and to establish the appropriate num-
ber of platelets within one’s blood (Kuhne et al., 2003). 
Another common treatment method, especially for adults, 
is that of a splenectomy, as it causes the disorder to become 
milder, and allow for other treatment methods to work bet-
ter.  

  

The treatment method of a splenectomy has several poten-
tial complications that can be just as deadly as ITP itself, 
with potential post–surgery infections, sepsis, and blood 
clots (Rodeghiero, 2018). All treatments for ITP come with 
a higher risk of thrombosis, as this is a major symptom of 
Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura, and if the treatment 
method fails, it can result in these symptoms being height-
ened. Overall, the treatment option of splenectomy is typi-
cally only used if an individual already has chronic ITP. 
The spleen removes the damaged or apoptotic platelet cells, 
so the removal of the spleen will allow for the number of 
platelets to increase (Rodeghiero, 2018). This increase 
would be due to allowing more platelets to circulate within 
the body and restore the platelet levels within one’s blood. 
Even in the circumstances of having a splenectomy, other 
treatment methods, such as the use of IVIG transfusions or 
corticosteroids are used in addition to giving the patient the 
best chance to overcome the disease.  

 

Lifelong Effects of ITP 

            

There is little information about patients whose treatment 
for ITP fails, or how this disorder, even in remission, can 
have unexpected lifelong complications. The current treat-
ment methods are used in sequential order, with corticoster-
oid therapy and IVIG transfusions being given first, and 
then if a patient does not respond, one must undergo a sple-
nectomy (Rodeghiero, 2018). The initial approach of either 
corticosteroid therapy or IVIG transfusion only results in 
creating a stable response in platelet counts in 60 – 70% of 
patients (McMillan et al., 2004). When one has a splenecto-
my they are at a higher risk of becoming sick or not recov-
ering from illnesses. Once a patient has ITP, even if it has 
been in remission for a long period, they have a higher inci-
dence of other autoimmune disorders than other individu-
als, and can suffer ITP relapses (McMillan et al., 2004). 
The first treatment for an individual with ITP to increase 
their platelet counts is just the beginning for most patients, 
as there will be several lifelong impacts from this disorder.  

            

Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura has effects on an 
individual’s entire being, with results that can last a life-
time, depending on relapses and severity of the disorder. 
Patients who remain in a chronic ITP can potentially lose 
an average of 20.4 years of their life expectancy (Mathias 
et al., 2008). Individuals with ITP or having treatment for 
ITP have prolonged symptoms of anxiety, depression, fear, 
exhaustion, and fatigue. Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Pur-
pura especially impacts women and their ability to repro-

duce, whether it is having severe and prolonged menstrual 
bleeding or difficulties getting pregnant, and once pregnant, 
close monitoring and treatment must be provided (Mathias 
et al., 2008). This disorder can also impact an individual’s 
social and work life, forcing one to take a less physical job 
and to avoid social activities to avoid bruising and internal 
bleeding (Mathias et al., 2008). The lifelong effects of ITP 
are not just physical but include the social and emotional 
parts of an individual, and most effects are still unknown.  

 

Conclusion 

            

Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura is a rare autoim-
mune blood disorder, often going misdiagnosed and treated 
inappropriately. The rarity of this disorder contributes to 
the lack of knowledge surrounding it, leaving patients 
stranded with untreatable symptoms, and doctors flounder-
ing for potential cures. There is still much to be studied 
about ITP, but the main conclusion that can be synthesized 
is that this is a disorder that directly affects megakaryo-
cytes, a cell type that makes blood platelets within the 
body. This can cause a variety of symptoms and symptom 
presentations depending on the age and severity of the pa-
tient, leading to a few different treatment options. While 
the treatment options can be combined, no single treatment 
method is guaranteed to cure or place the patient in remis-
sion, resulting in increased uncertainty, especially as the 
disorder can relapse once an individual is diagnosed. The 
lifelong effect of ITP ranges to all aspects of one’s life, not 
just limiting itself to the physical aspects of one’s health. 
Idiopathic Thrombocytopenic Purpura still is surrounded 
by unanswered questions, needing more research to provide 
a better understanding to all, and better quality of care to all 
patients suffering. 
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G rowing up, my favorite genre of movies and books 
was science fiction. Science fiction shows the effects of 
imagined and futuristic science, something that, to me, 
fell in the same unrealistic boat as fantasy fiction. To-
day, however, the question comes down to if “fiction” 
should even be in the genre title anymore as science and 
technology advances. Many science “fiction” pieces 
focus on the creation or design of humans because the 
complexity of humans has long been a scientific enig-
ma. For example, Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley focus-
es on this as Dr. Frankenstein attempts to create a life, 
yet the result is a creature left in neglect and living up to 
a “monstrous” title, even though this was not what 
Frankenstein intended. Similarly, in Avengers: Age of 
Ultron, Ultron, artificial intelligence that was designed 
by Tony Stark, tried to destroy humans despite Stark’s 
intention to solve world peace. Due to some humans 
having a “god complex” and acting against nature to 
produce something that may not even be attainable, 
boundaries regarding this complex knowledge have 
been broken. Today, especially, more and more technol-
ogy and scientific studies undertake the creation and 
design of a human-like body or way of thought, thus 
leading to the arising ethical questions involved when 
doing so. Reluctance to artificially create humans arises 
due to ethical issues such as the unpredictable risks, the 
conflict with religious values, and the tangled definition 
of what characterizes a legal person. 

 

To explore the issues of scientifically creating a human 
being, the paper will begin by briefly examining the 
general idea of the Frankenstein effect and will investi-
gate how the Frankenstein effect is used as a means to 
discuss the responsibility and intentions of scientists. I 
will then discuss the ethical issues and risks of genetic 
engineering or modification, including designing babies 
and choosing specific human characteristics. Next, I 
will discuss the harmful effects of cloning already exist-
ing humans during and following the experimental 
phase along with religious views towards cloning. Last-
ly, I will conclude by analyzing the use of robots and 
artificial intelligence: how they are incomparable to real 
humans; along with how they affect the rights of natural 
humans. Ultimately, I argue that due to the multiple eth-
ical issues regarding this type of science and its experi-
ments, humans should not interfere with nature’s course 
of creation by creating and designing artificial humans. 
However, a counterargument will be made before ad-
dressing each of the ethical issues to show that design-
ing humans and advanced technology may be beneficial 
for humans and is an enormous achievement in itself.  

 

The Frankenstein story has long been used by people to 
emphasize the dangers of sciences that are unnecessary 
and exceed acceptable limits as Dr. Frankenstein seeks 
the ability to create something he believes no other hu-
man can, seemingly only out of aspiration and not for a 
need. According to researchers from the Center for Sci-
ence and Imagination at Arizona State University, 
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Abstract: This paper will address the ethical issues related to scientifically designing and creating humans. As the world becomes 

more and more advanced, questions arise about futuristic knowledge and whether some studies around it should be limited. These 
questions tend to come up with specific topics like genetic engineering, cloning, 3-D printed organs, robots and artificial intelligence. 

This is because there is a huge difference in designing characters through art on a 2D scale, versus combining science with art to 

create something dynamic and alive. Although it is a huge feat to be able to create something as real and advanced as the human 
body, there are still ethical problems in the experimental process, the actual function of the created human, and the impacts of this 

creation on society. The idea that some research is better left for fiction is discussed as two fictional pieces, Frankenstein by Mary 

Shelley, and the film Avengers: Age of Ultron, were the inspiration for this paper and will be used as background information. Both 

pieces reflect the idea that impulsively creating something as complex and groundbreaking as humans comes with regrettable misfor-
tunes as the monster created by Frankenstein lives up to its label and as Ultron, created by a genius scientist, tries to rid Earth of hu-

mans. This paper, however, will shift from fiction to discover and analyze the genuine ethical problems of artificial humans because 

something that used to seem “ahead of its time” is now standing at the door of the 21st century. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Social Sciences 



 

168 

“frankenscience” is a term used by the public to highlight 
this idea of forbidden knowledge and how science some-
times intermingles with it causing dangers to society (Nagy 
et al. 2). The largest aspect of why some scientific studies 
are labeled as such is because these studies test the outer 
limits of what humans need to know by attempting to imi-
tate divine powers. For example, the fictionalized Doctor 
Frankenstein is described as “an ambitious scholar, blessed 
with superior intelligence, [who] dedicates himself to an 
unrestricted pursuit of knowledge” (Nagy et al. 3). Even 
though Frankenstein had superior knowledge, he did not 
take time to fully understand the risks, thus producing the 
phrase “Frankenstein effect,” showing how designing 
something simply because one can is not an ethical ap-
proach as a scientist. These researchers use Frankenstein as 
a case to discuss how scientists can better their reputation 
by examining societal fear and if their goals as scientists 
align with helping society ethically, not just their own per-
sonal glory.  

 

This relates to the ethical issues regarding genetic engineer-
ing and designer babies as genetic modification experi-
ments present unpredictable risks because naturally born 
traits are permanently changed. Genetic modification may 
be helpful in eliminating diseases as Rebecca Dresser, a 
graduate of Harvard Law School and a professor of bioeth-
ics and law at Washington University, says that “genetic 
alteration in preimplantation embryos offers great promise 
for improving human health and welfare” (2). Dresser also 
points out that “alterations performed at such an early stage 
could target genetic diseases, such as Huntington disease 
and cystic fibrosis” (2). Ever since the Human Genome 
Project, scientists have learned more about how diseases 
could be found within specific genes in the lineage of a 
family. This makes genetic modification in babies advanta-
geous, as they will be healthier by removing the passed 
down gene carrying the disease. Unclear of its effective-
ness, it still may be justifiable as it means extending the life 
of an individual and reducing disease. However, genetic 
modification based upon changing characteristics that will 
not impact the human’s health is excessive as “even the 
strongest enthusiasts agree that no existing method of alter-
ing genes in embryos is sufficiently safe and effective to 
attempt in humans” (Dresser 3). Usually, risky experiments 
and surgeries are justifiable if human survival depends on 
them. Designing babies out of preference, though, just to 
simply change the characteristics of the child without hav-
ing any effect on its survival, is not benefitting the child but 
rather risking its life due to the fact that genetic modifica-
tion has mostly been an experimental learning process and 
not a common procedure.  

 

Nonetheless, even when using genetic modification against 
diseases, the impacts are still unpredictable because of the 
experimental stage genetic engineering currently falls un-
der. For example, Beth Baker, a medical researcher and 
writer for the American Institute of Biological Sciences, 
highlights that “even when researchers successfully identi-

fy genetic flaws that contribute to one problem, they are 
learning that the same ‘problem’ gene may actually have 
other benefits” (4). Especially since genetic modification to 
create these babies is preimplantation genetic modification, 
scientists are still learning that many of the traits being 
modified are not fully developed and can be associated 
with other traits since the human body is still not in its full 
complexity. This means that the wrong or beneficial traits 
could be modified resulting in a disadvantageous lack of 
important disease fighting traits or even death in the child. 
In one study by Junjiu Huang in 2015, a gene associated 
with a blood disorder called beta-thalassemia was altered in 
86 human embryos, but the experiment did not work as 
intended and only a few of the embryos were repaired 
while some did not survive (Baker 3). This proves that ge-
netic engineering is still flawed, even when being used to 
fight a genetic disorder. The experiment also demonstrates 
the Frankenstein effect with unexpected results beyond 
original intention and a very little success rate. Especially if 
it comes down to using genetic modification to change 
something as unimportant as eye or hair color, it is risky to 
take the chances of losing a life or going through a futile 
procedure as observed in this embryo experiment. The ex-
change of survival and natural chosen traits with trait pref-
erence reveals that genetic modification results in ethical 
issues and complications involving the designed human.  

 

While modifying specific genes of a human has its prob-
lems, so does experimentally copying the genome of a hu-
man to create another human. The procedure may be per-
formed to produce another member of a family as Carson 
Strong, a professor of ethics at University of Tennessee 
College of Medicine, reveals that “in certain situations re-
productive cloning would be ethically permissible. One 
type of case in which it has been claimed that it would be 
permissible involves infertile couples” (1). However, the 
experiment not only creates a Frankenstein effect as safer 
means of raising a child are available (adoption), but also 
the idea is viewed as irreligious. Bernard E. Rollin, an 
American philosopher who attended Columbia and is a pro-
fessor of animal and biomedical sciences, describes how 
many people view Frankenstein and cloning or genetic 
modification as “‘playing God,’ or ‘violating natural barri-
ers,’ or ‘failing to respect species boundaries,’ or ‘trying to 
be God’” (4). Multiple world religions question the extent 
of humankind’s knowledge. For example, the Garden of 
Eden, Eve eating from the forbidden tree of knowledge, 
and The Tower of Babel, humans wanting to build a tower 
to heaven, from the Bible, as well as Icarus wanting to fly 
higher towards the sun, show just what happens when hu-
mans seek knowledge past their permitted amount (Rollin 
4). In multiple religions, human life was already created by 
a higher power, so humans trying to replicate it, as Frank-
enstein had done, are perceived as unpredictable and blas-
phemous. Furthermore, it is also just inherently unnatural 
for there to be an exact replica of genes of a human experi-
mentally created because it is not only human made, but 
also identical twins do not even have the same gene sets, 
proving that the impacts of cloning are still unforeseeable. 
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Walter Glannon, a clinical ethicist and professor of philoso-
phy at University of Calgary, discusses the experiments 
done by Ian Wilmut where he and his colleagues attempted 
to clone a sheep and there was a success rate of one out of 
434 sheep oocytes (immature eggs) leaving behind the oth-
er unfixable deformed offspring (3).  Similar to the way 
that the monster created by Frankenstein had overall de-
fects, making him appear distinguishably horrific and thus 
leading him to commit murderous crimes, cloned animals 
also show the ethical issues of experimentally creating life 
and not caring enough about how that life might be ruined 
through these mutations. The fact that there were problems 
with cloning animals, who are much simpler than humans, 
also means that science is still not prepared for cloning hu-
mans, which may have greater detrimental effects. There 
are also not only unknown effects on the individual cloned, 
but also society as a whole, as cloning “might emphasize 
the deleterious effect multiplication of the same genes 
might have on the human gene pool” (Rollin 6). It is 
known, scientifically, that inbreeding is unhealthy since 
nature acts in a way where it selects beneficial traits by 
having a wide array of selection of specific genes, which is 
why diseases are more common with inbreeding as similar 
genes are being passed down. Similarly, having multiple 
copies of genes, especially deleterious genes, creates the 
same effect and will negatively impact the health of de-
scendants of the clones as the negative traits are more like-
ly to be enhanced due to the plethora of them in the gene 
pool. Thus, the unnaturalness of cloning existing humans 
demonstrates issues in both the religious aspect along with 
overall human safety.  

 

While genetic engineering and cloning rely on the presence 
of a true human subject to create the artificial human, artifi-
cial intelligence within robots is essentially a “human” 
made from scratch, thus making it the most feared idea of a 
created human as it seems to be least related to a real one. 
The primary reason why artificial intelligence is still on the 
rise is due to the potential benefits of programmed intelli-
gence. The American Meteorological Society, a profession-
al organization of atmospheric researchers, analyzes the 
advances in artificial intelligence and machine learning by 
revealing how they can be used in a “variety of applica-
tions: autonomous vehicles, music generation, forecasting 
financial markets, speech recognition, smart assistance, 
quantum physics, medical diagnosis, and 
more” (Boukabara et al. 2).  This proves just how benefi-
cial artificial intelligence can be in everyday life due to 
flawless and precise programmed intellectual capacity. For 
these machines, there is little room for mistakes as they 
function as a calculator would, with quick and efficient in-
formational processing. Intelligence may be a great trait to 
have, yet even Dr. Frankenstein and Ultron were lacking 
despite it. The missing component is the right intention. 
Human intention is usually based upon emotion as a doc-
tor’s intention may be to help their patient as a result of 
sympathy, or a parental figure’s intention might be to care 
for the child because of their love or how Dr. Franken-

stein’s intention was to create a human as a result of desire 
and pride. According to Petra Gelhaus, a physician, artifi-
cial intelligence simply cannot replace humans, especially 
in medicine, because they lack the emotional component, 
and they function as a psychopath without deeply under-
standing the feelings of a patient and without the empathy 
needed to build better connections (4). Emotions are virtues 
relating to true intentions that are equally important to aca-
demic skills. Unlike programmed artificial intelligence, 
humans may be prone to make mistakes, but nonetheless 
they have the emotions and understanding necessary for 
communication and patient trust. Thus, the “Frankenstein 
effect” is clearly demonstrated because the unanticipated 
intentions of apathetic artificial intelligence may be differ-
ent from the intention of the emotional creator. This un-
foreseen result that differs from the creator’s intention is 
seen with Dr. Frankenstein and the creation of his monster. 
Similarly, in Avengers: Age of Ultron, Ultron’s intentions 
were academically based as this artificial intelligence saw a 
better future for Earth without humans. Contrastingly, Tony 
Stark, the creator of Ultron, sought to create Ultron to try to 
bring about world peace and his intentions were emotional-
ly based. 

 

While emotions play a big role in the identification of a 
true human, confusion still arises about how designed hu-
mans should be regarded and whether they are even equal 
to naturally made humans. Especially when it comes to ar-
tificial intelligence, a huge issue is if this far related crea-
tion is even considered a human anymore. Maria Cataleta, 
having a Ph.D. in Public Law and Political Science, dis-
cusses how Google, a form of artificial intelligence, adapts 
itself to its users and teaches itself how to regulate the re-
sults of searches, meaning that in the future it is very possi-
ble for intelligences to function without the supervision of a 
true human (28). This is an ethical issue as the identity of a 
true human and rights may be infringed upon. Similar to 
the way Ultron wanted to destroy humans and rebuild Earth 
to perfection with superior intelligences, artificial humans 
with minds of their own will start to fill in true human 
roles. Even multiple jobs replace humans with machines 
and the idea of robotic social media influencers has become 
common today as social media platforms portray the lives 
of artificially intelligent robots imitating that of a real hu-
man, creating confusion as to how these creations should 
be addressed. In fact, Cataleta mentions that Laurent Alex-
andre, a surgeon and neurobiologist, claims it possible for 
artificial intelligence to merge with natural humanity by 
2080, as it will dominate around that time (29). Without 
human control, as seen with Frankenstein’s monster, and 
with the lack of emotions, artificial intelligence being con-
sidered synonymous to humans is an ethical concern as 
their complexity is not as fully developed to that of a true 
human. 

 

In the final analysis, when science takes such an ambitious 
leap like creating a human, ethical issues, such as possible 
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risks, public disapproval of its irreligious concept, and con-
fusion regarding the status of a legal person, will follow. 
Like every fictional story with the clever creator, whether 
that be Dr. Frankenstein, Tony Stark, or Daedalus, adversi-
ties are bound to result from their advanced thinking. While 
the sciences of the 21st century have become futuristic and 
similarly advanced in regard to genetic engineering, clon-
ing and artificial intelligence, the ethical ways of thought 
are still standing on the podium as most crucial. While the 
creation of a human being is an enormous feat, monitoring 
and having the right intentions on how to safely create the 
human is necessary to counteract the Frankenstein effect 
and ensure success. It is clear that the far too progressive 
technological sciences deemed unnecessary should be left 
to the science fiction movies until scientists can find a way 
to balance this “forbidden” knowledge with ethical values.  
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Introduction 

The topic of food waste is one of utmost importance in 
the world due to its threat to sustainability. According to 
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations, food waste is defined as “the removal of food 
which is fit for human consumption from the supply 
chain, or removal of food which has been spoiled or 
expired due to economic behavior, poor stock manage-
ment or neglect” (Kibler et al., 2018, p. 53). The issue 
of food waste is pertinent as about half of all food 
grown is lost or wasted before the average individual 
can consume it (Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). This sig-
nificant amount of wasted food poses large economic 
and environmental implications.  

 

In terms of economic cost, global food wastage was es-
timated at 750 billion U.S. dollars in 2007 (Kibler et al., 
2018). Nationally, American food waste translates to 
over 130 pounds of food, valued at over 160 billion U.S. 
dollars (Kibler et al., 2018). At an even smaller scale, 
the average value of food wasted is estimated to cost 

U.S. households about 936 U.S. dollars per year on food 
purchased, but not eaten (Stancu et al., 2016). Food 
losses have a direct and negative impact on farmer and 
consumer income. For those living on the margins of 
food insecurity, improving the efficiency in the food 
supply chain has strong potential to bring down the cost 
of food to the consumer and thus increase access 
(Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). 

 

Environmentally, food waste poses an equally large is-
sue. First, the negative environmental impacts of food 
production are abundant, including soil erosion, defor-
estation, and water and air pollution. Also, an estimated 
2% of energy consumed in the United States is dedicat-
ed to the production of wasted food; therefore, wasting 
food includes wasting energy (Schanes et al., 2018). An 
even larger threat to the environment is what happens 
after food production. Food waste is often disposed in 
landfills, producing methane (CH4) and carbon dioxide 
(CO2) as it decomposes. The two gases, key contributors 
to climate change, created from food waste accounts for 
approximately 3% of global greenhouse gas emissions 
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(Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). If food waste were to be 
prevented, climate change could be slowed, decreasing the 
stress on the environment; when less food is wasted, more 
food is available without the need for increased agricultural 
production and need to manage food waste (Kibler et al., 
2018). For example, up to 18.8 billion tons of CO2 could be 
prevented from being released in the atmosphere if 50 per-
cent to 75 percent of food waste is reduced by 2050 (Aydin 
& Yildirim, 2020).   

 

Literature Review 

 

Key Distinctions 

An article by Papargyropoulou et al. (2014) draws on mul-
tiple interviews with food waste specialists to draw key 
distinctions on the topic of food waste. First is the differ-
ence between waste prevention and waste management. 
Food waste prevention eliminates waste generation, while 
management deals with the waste once it has been generat-
ed. This is significant as waste prevention eliminates all 
economic and environmental implications that occur within 
the food waste hierarchy. Waste management, however, is 
dealing with the implications and trying to minimize its 
harm. 

 

Another key distinction is made by Schanes et al. (2018) in 
a systematic review of household food waste practices and 
their policy implications. The difference between intention 
versus action is highlighted, explaining that intentions and 
motivations do not always indicate less food being wasted; 
there is a weak relationship between the intention to reduce 
food waste and actually acting on it, demonstrating the 
term, ‘the attitude-behavior gap.’ For example, if an indi-
vidual holds a positive environmental belief, it does not 
mean that they will perform a positive environmental ac-
tion. The reason for this gap is unknown, which raises the 
question of why individuals do not follow through with 
their beliefs. In a survey conducted by Stancu et al. (2016) 
focusing on consumer behavior, it was found that injunc-
tive norms, or what people should do, was a stronger pre-
dictor of intention over moral norms, or what they privately 
think they should do. This demonstrates that people act 
based upon what other people see as acceptable, rather than 
acting on their personal view of what is acceptable. This 
can be both harmful and beneficial as people are swayed by 
societal expectations; if societal expectations are set highly 
to promote positive environmental behaviors, people will 
act positively. However, the opposite can occur when soci-
ety promotes negative and careless environmental behav-
iors.  

 

Overprovisioning and Shopping Habits 

In order to prevent food waste, it is crucial to examine why 
it occurs. Previous studies have analyzed the possible ex-
planations as to why individuals contribute to food waste. 

A focus in current literature is the overprovisioning of 
food, which is one of the largest contributors to food waste 
(Schanes et al., 2018). Further, Schanes et al. (2018) writes 
that when individuals hold a ‘good provider identity’ they 
buy and serve an abundance of food to try to uphold the 
status of a good host, parent, or partner. Differences of taste 
can also lead to food waste, as household members buy 
more food to suit everyone’s preferences. Further, a 
‘compensation effect’ occurs when people buy excess 
healthy foods to mitigate the guilt of eating unhealthy 
foods. However, the healthy foods that are bought often get 
thrown out and wasted due to the perishability of fruits and 
vegetables. As per distributors, promotional deals also con-
tribute to the over purchasing of food. For example, a ‘Buy 
One, Get One Free’ deal encourages individuals to buy 
more than what is needed, leading to wasted food as house-
holds cannot eat it all before it expires. Another issue creat-
ed by distributors is package size which accounts for up to 
20 – 25% of food waste (Schanes et al., 2018). Consumers 
report that package sizes are too large and not suitable for 
people who live alone or as couples. Smaller packages are 
more expensive, motivating people to buy the larger por-
tions and deal with the waste.  

 

Planned shopping routines can help counter waste in shop-
ping. For example, planning meals in advance and check-
ing inventory before shopping allows individuals to only 
buy what they need and not rebuy what they already have 
(Stancu et al., 2016). Specifically, the use of shopping lists 
decreases the amount of food wasted per person by about 
20% (Schanes et al., 2018). Furthermore, the use of tech-
nology such as apps to help track, manage, and plan grocer-
ies can help individuals lessen food waste. 

 

Leftovers and Edibility 

While reusing leftovers is considered one of the most effec-
tive strategies in eradicating food waste, leftovers are not 
often eaten due to their negative connotation. For instance, 
eating leftovers is seen as a sacrifice, and serving leftovers 
to children is accompanied with guilt for not properly car-
ing for them (Schanes et al., 2018). Also, individuals get 
tired of eating the same food repeatedly, therefore, avoid-
ing leftovers. Even when leftovers are stored for later, they 
are usually misplaced, forgotten, or stored for too long and 
thus expire. Further research has been done in procrastina-
tion, finding that people feel less guilty throwing out food 
that has expired than throwing out edible food, explaining 
why people postpone throwing out leftovers (Schanes et al., 
2018). Specific prevention methods to decrease the likeli-
hood of leftover food expiring include systematically stor-
ing, stacking, and freezing food to extend its shelf life 
(Schanes et al., 2018).  

 

Another key contributor to food waste is the difficulty of 
assessing edibility as described by Schanes et al. (2018). 
Out of concern for foodborne illnesses, many individuals 
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throw potentially edible food away. Another reason for 
food waste is the confusion about date labels; many indi-
viduals interpret all labels as a ‘use by date’ to determine 
expiration. However, there are other labels such as ‘sell by 
date’ that do not indicate expiration, but rather when the 
distributor should have sold it by. In terms of prevention, it 
has been found that people who use more nuanced assess-
ments of edibility waste less food; for example, using one’s 
own senses, such as smelling or tasting, is a more effective 
strategy to determine edibility than date labels.  

 

Knowledge, Skills, Awareness, and Motivation 

Consumer knowledge and awareness are key factors in un-
derstanding food waste behavior. In an article written by 
Aydin and Yildirim (2020), food literacy, a term describing 
one’s knowledge of how to use food to best meet their 
needs, is discussed. While it was initially hypothesized that 
there would be a negative relationship between knowledge 
about food conservation and food waste behavior, the re-
sults of the survey found this hypothesis to be unsupported. 
However, there was a significant relationship between 
shopping habits and food waste behavior, demonstrating 
that knowledge has an indirect effect on food waste behav-
ior. In other words, those who are more knowledgeable 
about food conservation shop more cautiously and are not 
tempted by promos and bulk deals.  

 

Household skills play a critical role in food waste behavior; 
those with adequate household skills were significantly 
associated with better leftover reuse and shopping and 
planning routines (Stancu et al., 2016). For example, a pre-
vention strategy called ‘food waste cooking,’ or cooking 
what is found in the fridge, is only possible with proper 
knowledge and cooking skills to effectively and creatively 
utilize food (Schanes et al., 2018). Campaigns, advice in 
booklets and websites, and cooking courses should be 
available within communities in order to improve people’s 
household skills (Stancu et al., 2016).  

 

Additionally, a greater understanding of food production 
can lessen food waste. It has been found that exclusively 
shopping in large supermarkets lead to the highest amount 
of food waste; however, shopping in small shops and local 
markets decrease potential food waste, and food waste is 
lowest when individuals grow their own food (Schanes et 
al., 2018). For example, a qualitative study in Austria found 
that self-grown and harvested food was less likely to be 
thrown away as people were more aware of the time and 
effort that went into producing it (Schanes et al., 2018).  

 

When raising awareness of food waste, it been shown that 
personal concerns, like saving money, create a stronger 
motivation to reduce food waste than environmental and 
social concerns (Schanes et al., 2018). In a study by Wat-

son and Meah (2012), consumers failed to make connec-
tions between food waste and environmental concerns, and 
individual’s aversion to waste food were only promoted by 
household economic concerns. A possible explanation for 
this finding could be from one’s lack of knowledge about 
the link between food waste and environmental impact 
(Schanes et al., 2018). Stancu et al. (2016) also notes that 
households with larger incomes are found to waste more 
food since they can afford it.  

 

Management Options 

While focusing on disposal practices undermines 
knowledge for prevention, not all food waste can be pre-
vented; therefore, management options should be imple-
mented (Schanes et al., 2018). An article written by Kibler 
et al. (2018) focuses on management options including 
landfilling, anerobic digestion, thermal conversion, and 
home composting. Just as energy and water is used to pro-
duce food, the management of wasted food uses energy and 
water as well. Possibly the least beneficial option of food 
waste management is landfilling. In landfilling, energy is 
consumed in the collection and transportation of waste. 
Further, when the waste decomposes, gases (NH3, CO2, 
CH4) and liquid emissions (leachate) are released into the 
environment. Anaerobic digestion, although similar to 
landfilling in its organic degradation, allows for methane 
and carbon dioxide to be collected and utilized for a variety 
of energy needs. Energy in this process is used in opera-
tions and temperature control. Another management option, 
thermal conversion, includes incinerating food waste into 
ash that can be used as feedstock for agricultural produc-
tion or building materials. However, thermal conversion is 
energy intensive, as water and energy are needed for ash 
quenching and cooling. A strong contender in management 
options is home composting which involves the degrada-
tion of organic wastes at a smaller level. Composting can 
be used as a soil amendment, reducing irrigation require-
ments, and produces far less greenhouse gases than land-
filling. However, composting requires the addition of mois-
ture during the process, where water use is a considerable 
factor in its efficiency.  

 

Research Question and Hypothesis 

 

Previous research has discovered the environmental and 
economic benefits of food waste prevention 
(Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). However, research has not 
examined if an environmental perspective or an economic 
perspective of the implications of food waste is more effec-
tive in changing individuals’ food waste behavior. There-
fore, the following research question is addressed: Which 
implication, economic or environmental, will bring more 
motivation to university students and lead to greater food 
waste prevention? 
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Since students do not have the financial freedom that most 
adults do, due to college loans and lack of full-time jobs, it 
is expected that their motivation regarding ending food 
waste behavior will be financially motivated. Thus, it is 
hypothesized that students will be more motivated to take 
action after viewing the economic implications of food 
waste, rather than the environmental implications of food 
waste.  

 

 

Method 

 

Participants and 
Design  

There was a total 
of 66 randomly 
selected college 
student partici-
pants who com-
pleted the survey. 
These participants 
were part of a con-
venience sample 
in which Profes-
sors assigned the 
survey as class 
credit. Participants 
were randomly 
selected to be 
placed into one of 

two groups, 
either receiv-
ing an eco-
nomic impli-
cation info-
graphic or an 
environmen-
tal implica-
tion info-
graphic, 
therefore 
making the 
study experi-
mental. A 
cross-
sectional de-
sign was used 
to require par-
ticipants to 
complete the 
study in a 
single point 
of 
time. Pretest-
Posttest de-
sign charac-
teristics were 

used to measure participants’ attitudes before and after 
viewing their assigned infographic.   

 

Manipulated Variable  

Implications (Environmental or Economical). Participants 
were randomly assigned to view one of two infographics 
about the implications of food waste — either economic or 
environmental. The infographics were made using the 
online design software Canva. The format, font, and colors 
used on both infographics were the same to ensure con-
sistency. On both infographics, data was used to demon-
strate the impact food waste had on the respective topic. 
The data displayed simplified the implications as described 

Table 1. Percentage of Participants’' Gender and Race by Infographic  

Table 2. Mean and Standard Deviation of Participants' Age and Income by Infographic  
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in the Introduction section above. The infographics specifi-
cally included previous research from Aydin & Yildirim 
(2020), Kibler et al. (2018), Papargyropoulou et al. (2014), 
and Stancu et al. (2016). The goal of this manipulation 
procedure was to allow participants to learn about one kind 
of implication to possibly influence their motivation to end 
food waste. The two implications were then compared 
through participants’ responses to examine which had a 
stronger effect on motivation. See Appendix A for full in-
fographics. 

 

 

Measured Variables  

Motivation. Motivation was initially measured by asking 
the participants “How motivated are you to implement 
change to reduce food waste?” using a five-point Likert 
scale ranging from highly motivated to highly unmotivated. 
After viewing one of the two infographics, participants 
were asked to rate their level of emotions (shock, upset, 
anger, concern, disappointment) on a three-point Likert 
scale ranging from none to very. The final two questions 
measuring motivation were “Do you believe contributing 
to food waste is morally wrong, considering the infor-
mation on the infographic?” and “After viewing the info-
graphic, how motivated are you to implement change to 
reduce food waste?”  Both questions were based on a five-
point Likert scale from definitely yes to definitely no and 
highly motivated to highly unmotivated, respectively.  

 

Demographics. Participants answered questions to identify 
their gender, age, race/ethnicity, employment status, and 
annual income. Participants’ gender and race are presented 
in Table 1 and their age and average household annual in-
come are presented in Table 2. See Appendix B.  

 

Procedure 

Participants completed the online survey through the soft-
ware Qualtrics via mobile phone or desktop. Prior to com-
pleting the survey, participants read a disclosure statement 
consenting to the study. All participants were first asked if 
they had ever heard of the term “food waste.” Then, partic-
ipants were asked if they knew what food waste was, re-
sponding with yes or no. After, the definition of food waste 
by the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization 
was provided, ensuring the participants had a clear under-
standing to effectively answer the following survey ques-
tions. Additionally, questions were asked to determine par-
ticipants’ personal knowledge of food waste and their 
baseline motivation to prevent waste. Participants then ran-
domly viewed the treatment, one of the two infographics, 
to understand the implications of food waste, either eco-
nomically or environmentally. Following each infographic, 
participants were required to answer an additional set of 
questions. To confirm whether participants were actively 
viewing the infographic, they were asked to identify if they 

viewed an environmental infographic or economic info-
graphic. Then, following questions were used to assess 
how motivated participants were to act to reduce their food 
waste, what actions they would take to do so, and how im-
portant and likely they were to share the information pro-
vided. Finally, demographic questions were asked includ-
ing age, gender, financial dependency, and race. See Ap-
pendix C for the full questionnaire.  

 

Results 

 

To test the hypothesis, three t-tests were conducted to eval-
uate motivation. First, a paired-samples t-test was conduct-
ed to compare the average level of participants’ motivation 
to reduce food waste behavior before and after viewing an 

economic infographic of the implications of food waste. 
As shown in Figure 1, there was a significant increase in 
the level of motivation after viewing the economic info-
graphic (M = 3.55; SD = 0.510), than before viewing it (M 

Figure 1. Mean Level of Participants’ Motivation Before and After Viewing the 
Economic Infographic 

Figure 2. Mean Level of Participants’ Motivation Before and After Viewing the 
Environmental Infographic 
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= 3.15; SD = 0.671); t(19) = -2.179, p = 0.042. 

A second paired-samples t-test was conducted to compare 
the average level of participants’ motivation to reduce food 
waste behavior before and after viewing an environmental 
infographic of the implications of food waste. Figure 2 
demonstrates the significant increase in the level of motiva-
tion after viewing the environmental infographic (M = 
3.576; SD = 0.502) than before viewing it (M = 3.091; SD 
= 0.805); t(32) = -3.076, p = 0.004.  

Finally, an unpaired-samples t-test was conducted to com-
pare the change in average level of participants’ motivation 
to reduce food waste behavior after viewing an economic 
infographic or an environmental infographic displaying the 
implications of food waste. Figure 3 illustrates that there 
was no significant change in level of motivation by the eco-
nomic infographic (M = 0.4; SD = 0.821) than by the envi-
ronmental infographic (M = 0.485; SD = 0.906); t(51) = -
0.342, p = 0.734.  

 

Discussion 

 

There was a significant increase in the mean level of partic-
ipants’ motivation who viewed the economic infographic as 
well as a significant increase in the mean level of motiva-
tion in participants who viewed the environmental info-
graphic. In other words, once participants viewed either the 
economic infographic or the environmental infographic, 
they indicated an increased motivation to decrease their 
food waste behavior. The hypothesis of economic implica-
tions being more effective in eliciting motivation to end 
food waste behavior was rejected; both implications were 
equally as effective.  

 

There was no significant difference between the change in 
mean level of motivation between the environmental and 
economic infographic groups, suggesting that economic 
and environmental implications are equally effective in 

motivating change in food waste behavior. This finding 
aligns with previous studies sighting the importance of both 
environmental and economic implications about food 
waste. For example, Papargyropoulou et al. (2014) writes 
that methane and carbon dioxide are produced in food 
waste decomposition, posing a threat to the environment. 
Likewise, Papargyropoulou et al. (2014) cites that 750 bil-
lion U.S. dollars was wasted on global food waste in 2007, 
acknowledging the economic threat of food waste.  

 

Research by Kibler et al. (2018) has thoroughly examined 
food waste management alternatives such as composting 
and thermal conversion in terms of environmental and eco-
nomic efficiency, but fails to examine which management 
methods individuals are more likely to use. Future research 
should focus on which food waste management methods 
individuals are more likely to implement into their daily 
lives based on factors such as accessibility and level of 
ease. Based on results, awareness and education can be pro-
vided to the public on food waste management methods. It 
is highly likely that environmental and economic implica-
tions of food waste will be a factor in food waste manage-
ment methods, as the current study provided evidence for 
increased motivation when learning about food waste’s 
effect on the environment and economy.  

 

While it is not possible to enforce prevention and manage-
ment of personal food waste in individuals’ homes, it is still 
important that individuals are educated on preventive food 
waste measures to make their own decision. It is likely that 
individuals do not know the environmental and economic 
implications of food waste, and therefore, do not feel moti-
vated to change their food waste behaviors. As demonstrat-
ed in the current study, individuals are more motivated to 
change their food waste behaviors once they view either 
environmental or economic implications. In other words, 
individuals are motivated to change their behaviors once 
they are educated. An easy way to provide food waste edu-
cation to a large group of people is through the school sys-
tem. Governmental education policies should include man-
datory units on food waste and sustainability to inform the 
younger generation.  

 

A focus should be placed on educating the younger genera-
tion, as previous research conducted by Aydin and Yildirim 
(2020) found that older adult individuals throw away less 
food than younger individuals. However, there has been no 
research conducted to analyze age as a factor in motivation. 
Future research should examine how different age groups 
are more or less motivated to prevent food waste. For an 
effective societal change in food waste behavior, all gener-
ations must be considered.  

 

Additionally, policies should be implemented to prohibit 
supermarkets from throwing out edible food. Instead, the 

Figure 3. Mean Change in Level of Participants’ Motivation for the Economic 
and Environmental Infographic 
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Infographic used with survey (see next page).  
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food should be sold to other companies; for example, the 
company Misfits Market sells edible but visibly imperfect 
fruits and vegetables to consumers. The government can 
also subsidize imperfect fruits and vegetables to help farm-
ers sell more produce rather than disposing them. 

 

One limitation of the current study includes a small sample 
size. As the study took place during COVID-19, universi-
ties were forced to shift to virtual learning, therefore, mak-
ing it more difficult for individuals to participate in the 
study. A larger sample size would allow for more accurate 
results. Another limitation of the current study is the lack of 
generalizability. The university in which this study took 
place is a progressive and liberal university that emphasizes 
social justice issues. Therefore, results may not be replicat-
ed in other universities where demographics and progres-
sive ideals are not similar. Thus, this study should be repli-
cated among a variety of universities once in-person learn-
ing resumes. 

 

The next step in research is to conduct a longitudinal study 
to measure if participants’ motivation is short-term or long-
term. The current study focuses on immediate changes in 
motivation to decrease food waste behavior; however, it is 
plausible that this motivation does not translate into indi-
viduals making an active long-term change. The results of 
this study gave insight into the effectiveness of educating 
individuals on economic and environmental implications to 
motivate change in food waste behavior. To examine if in-
dividuals actively reduce food waste behavior when educat-
ed, a longitudinal study is needed track participants’ long-
term food waste behavior.  
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Food Waste Survey 

Have you ever heard of the term “food waste” before?  
· Yes 
· No 

 
Do you know what food waste is? 
· Yes  
· No 
 

PLEASE READ:  
The United Nation's Food and Agricultural Organization 
describes food waste as: “Removal of food which is fit for 
human consumption from the supply chain, or removal of 
food which has been spoiled or expired due to economic 
behavior, poor stock management or neglect.”  

 

I am conscious of my actions relating to food waste.  

· Strongly Agree 

· Somewhat Agree 

· Neither Agree nor Disagree 

· Somewhat Disagree 

· Strongly Disagree 

 

I am aware of the leftover food on my plate after eating 
meals. 

· Strongly Agree   

· Somewhat Agree   

· Neither Agree nor Disagree   

· Somewhat Disagree   

· Strongly Disagree   

 

Thinking over the past week, what kinds of food often end up 
in your garbage? 

· Meal leftovers from home   

· Meal leftovers from restaurants   

· Fresh produce   

· Meat   

· Dairy products   

· Non-perishable items   

· Other (Please Specify) 
________________________________________________ 

· I don't throw out food   
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Skip to Q8 if “I don’t throw out food” is selected.  

 

Why do these foods end up in your garbage?  

· It became spoiled or stale   

· I didn't want to eat it, even though it was safe to eat 

· Others in the household didn't want to eat it, even though it 
was safe to eat   

· It was more food than I wanted to eat   

· I or others in the household were cleaning out the refrigera-
tor or pantry, even though it was safe to eat 

· Other (Please Specify) 
________________________________________________ 

 

What is your top concern about food waste? 

· Economic concerns 

· Environmental concerns 

· Social concerns 

· Other (Please Specify) __________________ 

 

I tell my friends and family about the implications of food waste.  

· Strongly Agree 

· Somewhat Agree 

· Neither Agree nor Disagree 

· Somewhat Disagree 

· Strongly Disagree 

 

How motivated are you to implement change to reduce food 
waste?  

· Highly Motivated   

· Slightly Motivated   

· Neutral   

· Slightly Unmotivated   

· Highly Unmotivated   

 

While doing the following activities, how often do you think of 
food waste? 

 

PLEASE READ THE INFOGRAHIC ON THE NEXT SLIDE. 
Take your time as you read through the information, as your next 
set of questions will be based on what you see and read. 
(participants randomly viewed economic or environmental impli-
cations infographic) 

What implications of food waste did you learn about from the 
previous infographic?  

· Environmental   

· Economic   

Rate your level of emotions after viewing the infographic 

Do you believe contributing to food waste is morally wrong, con-
sidering the information on the infographic? 

· Definitely yes   

· Probably yes   

· Might or might not   

· Probably not   

· Definitely not   

 

After viewing the infographic, how motivated are you to imple-
ment change to reduce food waste?  

· Highly Motivated   

· Slightly Motivated   

· Neutral  

· Slightly Unmotivated   

· Highly Unmotivated   

 

The information on the infographic is important to know. 

· Strongly Agree   

· Somewhat Agree   

· Neither Agree nor Disagree   

· Somewhat Disagree    

· Strongly Disagree   

· What is your top concern about food waste?  

· Economic concerns   

· Environmental concerns   

· Social concerns    
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· Other (Please Specify) 
________________________________________________ 

 

Which of the following behaviors are you willing to implement in 
your daily life to reduce food waste? 

· I would not make any changes   

· Reusing leftovers   

· Systematically freeze and stack food   

· Making a grocery list before food shopping   

· Meal plan   

· Use own senses to determine edibility   

· Take cooking courses  

· Compost   

· Other (Please Specify) 
________________________________________________ 

 

I will be more conscience of my actions relating to food waste. 

· Strongly Agree   

· Somewhat Agree    

· Neither Agree nor Disagree  

· Somewhat Disagree  

· Strongly Disagree   

 

I will tell my friends and family about the implications of food 
waste. 

· Strongly Agree   

· Somewhat Agree   

· Neither Agree nor Disagree   

· Somewhat Disagree  

· Strongly Disagree   

 

After viewing the infographic how likely are you to think about 
food waste in the future?  

· Highly Likely 

· Likely  

· Not Likely nor Not Unlikely  

· Unlikely  

· Highly Unlikely  

 

What is your gender? 

· Male   

· Female   

· Other (Please Specify) _________ 

 

What is your age in years (e.g., If you are 30 years and 7 months 
old, you would put "30")?
_________________________________________________ 

 

What is your PERSONAL annual income?  

· $0 - 10,000   

· $10,001 - 20,000  

· $20,001 - 30,000    

· $30,001 - 40,000   

· $40,001 - 50,000    

· $50,001 - 60,000   

· $60,001 - 70,000    

· $70,001- 80,000    

· $80,001- 90,000   

· $90,001- 100,000   

· $100,001 or more    

 

What is your household annual income?  

· $0 - 10,000   

· $10,001 - 20,000  

· $20,001 - 30,000   

· $30,001 - 40,000  

· $40,001 - 50,000    

· $50,001 - 60,000    

· $60,001 - 70,000    

· $70,001- 80,000    

· $80,001- 90,000    

· $90,001- 100,000    

· $100,001 or more    
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What is your employment status?  

· Unemployed / Full-time student 

· Employed 20 hours or less per week   

· Employed 21-30 hours per week    

· Employed 31-40 hours per week 

· Employed 41+ hours per week   

 

Please indicate the racial-ethnic group that best describes you. 

· American Indian or Alaska Native 

· Asian or Pacific Islander 

·  Black, not of Hispanic origin 

· Hispanic or Latino(a) 

· White, not of Hispanic origin 

· Multi-Racial 

· Another ethnicity not listed above (please specify) 
_____________________ 

 

If “Hispanic or Latino(a)” is selected, display Q29.  

  

You indicated your racial-ethnic group as "Hispanic or Latino
(a)." Can you please specify your racial-ethnic sub-group 
(e.g., Puerto Rican, Mexican)? 

· Spanish 

· Mexican 

· Puerto Rican 

· Cuban 

· Salvadorian 

· Dominican 

· Guatemalan 

· Colombian 

· Honduran 

· Ecuadorian 

· Peruvian 

· Another sub-group not listen above 
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Introduction 

A  prevalent and underreported crime that remains a 
problem in the United States is sexual assault. Accord-
ing to the National Sexual Violence Resource Center 
(2015), the majority of sexual violence victims tend to 
be females, as 1 out of 3 women experience it between 
the ages of 11 and 17. Given the abundance of statistics 
and information on these victims, there is an apparent 
gap in the data and literature on those who step outside 
this demographic. In recent years, individuals from the 
LGBTQ community have coalesced against social dis-
crimination and fought for equal rights and visibility for 
victims. With respect to the transgender community, it 
is apparent they are stigmatized and vilified in certain 
areas. 

 

Irrespective of sexual and gender identity, victims of 
rape are subjected to blame (Blackham, 2006; Pederson 
& Strömwall, 2013). This is also interlaced with a lack 
of victim empathy. Thus, it can be said the perpetrator is 
not the only one on trial as the victim must also face the 
criticism and judgment of others. Taking into considera-
tion transgender discrimination, this paper seeks to as-

sess if the gender identity of the victim impacts victim 
blame attribution. Previous scholarly literature has 
delved into the role jurors play in sexual assault cases 
when factors of victim blame are introduced which have 
hinted to negatively impact the decision to convict the 
perpetrator (Sommer et al., 2016); and additionally, a 
lack of juror motivation to convict if the victim is seen 
as unlikeable (Rerick et al., 2019).  

 

This study adds to the scant research on social attitudes, 
and more specifically, juror perception of transgender 
sexual assault victims by assessing victim blame and 
empathy. Focusing on juror perception of these individ-
uals would increase awareness of potential bias and 
prejudice within the criminal justice system that could 
impede adjudication of these cases and jeopardize jus-
tice for special victims. Thus, this study intends to ex-
plore the factors that contribute to the potential differ-
ences in assessment of the rape victims.  

 

This paper begins with a review of scholarly literature 
to identify relevant themes and identify gaps in empiri-
cal research. The literature review is organized into 
three major topics:    1) Societal Views on Transgender-

Victim Attribution and Empathy: Assessing Juror 
Attitudes on Transgender Sexual Assault Victims 

 
L  Q  L  
Dominican University New York  

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract:  Sexual assault affects hundreds of thousands of people each year in the United States. The 2018 National Crime Victimi-

zation Survey reports sexual assault doubled between 2017 and 2018 from 1.4 to 2.7 victims per 1000. The victim is typically as-

sumed to be a young, heterosexual cisgender female in sexual assault discussions in scholarly and popular discourse despite anyone 
can be sexually assaulted and certain groups, particularly transgender people, are especially vulnerable. The 2015 U.S. Transgender 

Survey concluded that 47% of transgender individuals experience sexual assault at some point in their life. Norton and Herek (2013) 

researched social attitudes toward transgender people and their victimization, and found men exhibit greater negative social respons-

es than women; since they see transgender individuals as violating gender and societal norms. A cisgender female rape victim may 
not report their victimization to avoid anticipated attacks on their character. Therefore, one would suspect transgender females would 

be less likely to come forward. An experiment was conducted in the spring of 2022 to see the correlation of victim attribution be-

tween two types of female victims. 53 participants read a sexual assault scenario with a cisgender female victim, or a transgender 

female victim followed by a questionnaire targeting victim blame, empathy, and rape myth acceptance to simulate juror perception. 
Greater victim empathy and lower victim blame for the cisgender female were hypothesized. This study spotlights the need for social 

understanding of inclusive and common victimhood which may encourage increased reporting, improved juror attitudes, and better 

trial outcomes. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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ism 2) Aspects of Rape Culture and 3) Jurors and Rape 
Victims. After the literature review, the methods section 
provides information about the sample population, scenari-
os, questionnaire, procedures conducted in this study, and 
the analysis conducted to obtain the results. The results of 
the experiment are then reported. Lastly, this paper ends 
with a discussion section consisting of future research rec-
ommendations and study limitations. 

 

Literature Review 

Recent research studies and scholarly literature have aimed 
to highlight opposition faced by transgender persons not 
only in rape cases but in their daily lives as well. In what 
follows, the relevant scholarly literature is reviewed to ex-
plore three primary areas: attitudes towards transgender-
ism, aspects of rape culture, and juror perception of rape 
victims that lead to victim blaming and limited empathy. 
Understanding the contributions of these factors promotes 
a clearer understanding of how transgender victims are re-
garded in the criminal justice system and how their efforts 
for respect and justice may be futile. 

 

Societal Views on Transgenderism 

 Social views of transgenderism are important to explore to 
ascertain the challenges transgender individuals face in 
their daily lives and interactions. Jauk (2013) defines a 
transgender person as someone who does not correspond 
with their birth sex which extends to those who temporarily 
or permanently alter their gender presentation. He conduct-
ed ethnographic research on the gender violence experi-
enced by transgender people. One of the main contributing 
factors to transphobia and gender bashing, which are said 
to be warnings to the transgender community for trans-
gressing gender norms, is indicated by the endorsement of 
gender norms. Thus, these individuals are at an elevated 
risk for victimization, especially during gender transition. 
Additionally, gender ideology such as traditional masculin-
ity was a predictor of transprejudice and overall negative 
views of transgender and nonbinary groups (Perez-Arche 
& Miller, 2021). Findings such as this one contributed to 
the formulation of the hypothesis as it is apparent the en-
dorsement of traditional gender views plays a strong role in 
the negative attitudes toward non-conforming individuals. 
Furthermore, Jauk (2013) conducted interviews that re-
vealed transgender individuals are highly susceptible to 
hate crimes, verbal harassment, physical violence, and po-
lice harassment for their nonconformity. Transgender 
women also declared an increased exposure to sexual har-
assment as they faced additional issues of misogyny for 
their femininity. 

 

Lewis and colleagues (2017) evaluated disparities in the 
acceptance and attitudes towards various segments of the 
LGBT community. It was determined that gays and lesbi-
ans were associated with more positive attitudes than 

transgender persons thus they not only lack support in a 
general setting but within their own community as well. 
This was further reinforced in the finding of decreased sup-
port for nondiscrimination policies of transgender individu-
als compared to lesbians and gays. Additionally, this study 
proclaimed partisanship played a role in this finding as Re-
publicans were seen to hold a more unfavorable attitude 
toward transgender rights and people, which is consistent 
with the findings of Norton and Herek (2013) that state 
high political conservatism was linked to low feeling ther-
mometer ratings of transgender people. A feeling ther-
mometer is a scale commonly used to assess feelings to-
wards an individual or group. By using a U.S. probability 
sample of heterosexual adults Norton and Herek (2013) 
were also able to discover these negative attitudes were 
connected to high levels of authoritarianism, anti-
egalitarianism, and support of gender binary beliefs. Inter-
estingly, religiosity was only an indicator of negative 
transgender attitudes in women but not in men.  

 

Aspects of Rape Culture  

Many scholars contend popular culture is saturated with 
news stories, video games, and pornographic imagery that 
promote the objectification of women and the normaliza-
tion of sexual violence. Social perceptions are shaped by 
these misogynistic cultural messages and influence the way 
the public views and regards victims of sexual violence. 
Grubb and Harrower (2009) contend that a negative public 
perception of victims leads to rape myth acceptance, victim 
blame, and limited sympathy. Grubb and Harrower (2009) 
examine factors that influence victim attribution through a 
questionnaire. A key conclusion was men exhibit attitudes 
of higher victim blame than women, which could be asso-
ciated with just-world beliefs and the Defensive Attribution 
Theory in which people decrease the level of blame for 
victims with whom they can identify. This finding corre-
lates with the results of the study conducted by Diamond-
Welch et al. (2021) that found cisgender men have low 
rates of perceived similarity to a heterosexual female rape 
victim scenario. 

 

The endorsement of rape myths being stereotypes or false 
beliefs about rape has been tied to rates of victim-blaming 
(Hills et al., 2019). Additionally, the study by Diamond-
Welch et al. (2021) found transgender and cisgender wom-
en had lower rates of rape myth acceptance (RMA) and the 
most victim empathy compared to cisgender and 
transgender men. This is attributed to the sense of shared 
gender identity and expectations of femininity with respect 
to the heterosexual female rape victim. Moreover, the rela-
tionship between the perpetrator and victim, specifically a 
previous consensual and sexual relationship meaning an 
acquaintance rather than stranger rape was associated with 
lower levels of believability towards a victim’s report and 
greater levels of RMA (Nason et al., 2019). 
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In an effort to address the negative experiences of 
transgender victims, Thomas, Amburgey, and Ellis (2016) 
examined the role of anti-transgender prejudice as a media-
tor between victim blame and just world beliefs (BJW). 
Under this ideology, people believe the world is a fair one 
therefore, negative behavior will be punished. They created 
two vignettes in which the victim was perceived as not 
trans and trans. The main finding specified the correlation 
between anti-transgender prejudice and victim blame was 
greater for the transgender victims. Davies and Hudson 
(2011) also used rape scenarios and assessed judgments 
toward transexuals, crossdressers, heterosexuals, and ho-
mosexuals. It was concluded that the crossdresser received 
the most victim blame. This supports Jauk’s (2013) claim 
of unfavorable societal attitudes to those who visibly chal-
lenge gender norms. Unfortunate-
ly, transgender rape victims must 
also face the reality of people 
viewing their victimization as less 
severe or illegitimate. Men are 
found to exhibit anti-transgender 
prejudice more than women. In 
this sense, the rape is regarded as 
a consequence for a transgender 
person’s nonconformity, reflec-
tive of a just world ideology 
(Blackham, 2006).  

Jurors and Rape Victims  

The obstacles rape victims face 
can have damaging effects such 
as the responses of the criminal 
justice system that could be re-
traumatizing this is referred to as 
secondary victimization. This is 
associated with common miscon-
ceptions of jurors on what consti-
tutes “real rape.” Tinsley, Baylis 
and Young (2021) claim jurors 
held expectation of physical re-
sistance from victims and a lack 
of it affected their belief in the 
credibility of the accusation. This 
is flawed thinking as it neglects 
other valid responses of victims 
that could include freezing up. 
Other factors included type of 
clothing, flirtatious behavior, de-
layed reporting of rape, the ap-
pearance of good behavior, and 
characteristics of the defendant 
also affect complainants’ credibil-
ity.  

 

Juror decisions are found to be 
significantly influenced when 
alcohol and drugs are involved in 
sexual assaults. Victims who will-

ingly took a chemical substance influenced juror decisions 
as they were deemed more blameworthy and less credible 
(Stewart & Jacquin, 2010). Moreover, victim blame is ex-
acerbated and in some cases perpetrator culpability is less-
ened. Stewart and Jacquin’s (2010) study also showed that 
jurors with high rape myth acceptance were associated with 
lower guilt ratings for the defendant.  

Defendants in sexual assault cases are innocent until prov-
en guilty. A review of the scholarly literature, however, 
reveals that sexual assault victims are not afforded the pre-
sumption of innocence that perpetrators enjoy. Public per-
ception of sexual assault victims is likely to subscribe to 
rape myth acceptance and a just world hypothesis. When 
victims are transgender, blame may intensify, and juror 

Table 1. Sample Demographic Results 
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bias can impact case outcomes. The literature emphasizes 
the need to highlight the influence of juror perception and 
bias in sexual assault cases that could jeopardize the justice 
sexual assault victims seek. Therefore, it is vital to shed 
light on recent upcoming social movements that have tar-
geted awareness of these issues. The #MeToo Movement is 
key in fighting misinformation and the false narrative of 
“real rape” that permits greater public awareness and edu-
cation on the reality of rape that can aid in dispelling rape 
myths (Leary, 2020). 

 

Methods  

This study seeks to simulate juror perception to explore 
attitudes towards a cisgender female victim and a 
transgender female victim. All participants were given a 
hypothetical rape scenario that had one of two conditions. 
Both scenarios were identical except for the manipulation 
of the victim’s gender identity. Scenario A had a cisgender 
female and scenario B had a transgender female. The sce-
narios/conditions were randomly assigned to participants. 
They were instructed to read the scenario and then answer 
the questionnaire that was designed to assess victim empa-
thy and victim blame followed by components of rape myth 
acceptance connected to perpetrator culpability. It was hy-
pothesized that participants would display higher levels of 
victim empathy and lower levels of victim blame for the 
cisgender victim. 

 

Note: Other majors include Athletic Training, Biology, 
Business, Business Management, Communication Infor-
mation Systems, Communication Studies, Finance, Market-
ing, Pre-Occupational Therapy, Social Science, and Social 
Work  

 

Participants 

Participants for this study were composed solely of stu-
dents from a liberal arts college in the Hudson Valley re-
gion. Several students in the sample were taken from a Vic-
timology class session. A total of 53 students participated, 
all of whom were required to be a minimum of 18 years of 
age. Additionally, participants enrolled in General Psychol-
ogy I or II classes received one research credit for their par-
ticipation. Out of the 53 respondents, 34% were males and 
66% were females. Respondents were from all four aca-
demic classes, with first-year students comprising the larg-
est group of the sample- 30.2%. The most common major 
and GPA range for respondents was Criminal Justice and a 
3.0 to 3.4. Moreover, the most common number of credits 
obtained was between 1 to 29, representing 24.5% of re-
spondents. Lastly, the religiosity level was at a mean level 
of 3. This means there was a moderate level of religiosity 
given it was assessed on a 5-point scale, ranging from not 
at all to extremely.  

 

Materials 

The main aim of this study was to determine if gender iden-
tity influenced victim attribution and empathy in rape cas-
es. Participants were provided with two versions of an ac-
quaintance date rape scenario in which both were male per-
petrated. Definitions of cisgender and transgender were 
also provided to respondents to eliminate any confusion in 

the terminology. Scenario A involved a cisgender female 
and scenario B a transgender female victim. After reading 
one of the two scenarios inspired from the vignettes of 
Grubb and Harrower (2009), Javorka (2014), and Acosta 
(2021), participants were asked to answer sets of questions 
and rate their reaction to statements. These questions were 
broken into four sections taken from Blackham (2006), 
Grubb and Harrower (2009), Acosta (2021), and the updat-
ed Illinois Rape Myths Acceptance Scale. The first set as-
sessed victim blame regarding the victim’s resistance dur-

ing the rape on a 7-point scale. A question given was, “Do 
you think Holly can be blamed for the attack for not putting 
up enough of a fight?” The second set of questions assessed 
victim blame regarding the victim’s action prior to the as-
sault on a 5-point scale. A question given to rate was, “To 
what extent did Holly lead the man on?” The third set of 

Figure 1. Victim Blame-Victim Resistance During Rape 

Figure 2. Victim Blame- Victim Prior Actions 
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questions was aimed to evaluate victim rape empathy on a 
5-point scale. A question given was, “I can understand why 

a 

rape victim feels bad for a long time?” The fourth set of 
questions assessed the endorsement of rape myths also on a 
5-point scale. A statement given to rate was “Holly didn’t 
physically resist so it cannot be considered rape.” The re-
maining questions were for demographic assessment re-
garding gender, GPA, credits, major, and religiosity. 

 

Procedure  

A full risk application was sent to the Institutional Review 

Board of the college in which participants for the study 
were taken from. It was approved in February 2022. Partic-
ipants were given an informed consent form that stated a 
vague title and purpose of the study--an investigation of 
attitudes toward sexual assault. Participants were randomly 
assigned to one of two study conditions: scenario A or sce-
nario B. Both scenarios used acquaintance date rape in 
which the victim known as Holly was asked on a date by 
Jack whom she met through a mutual friend gathering. In 
both conditions, Holly went to a restaurant for dinner with 
Jack which was followed by heading back to his dorm for a 
movie that unfortunately resulted in rape. Scenario A iden-
tifies Holly as a cisgender female and scenario B identifies 

Holly as a transgender female. Both scenarios depict Jack 
as a cisgender male. Participants were then instructed to 
answer the questionnaire in which the initial questions as-
sessed victim attribution regarding the victim's resistance at 
the time of the rape and her actions prior to the assault on a 
7-point scale or 5-point scale both ranging from not at all to 
extremely. The following questions related to victim empa-
thy and rape myth acceptance interlaced with perpetrator 
culpability both on a 5-point scale from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree. The questionnaire ends with demographic 
questions. After completion of the questionnaire, respond-
ents were thanked for their participation and given a de-
briefing form that explained the true purpose of the study 
and revealed that deception was used to manipulate the 
gender identity of the victim.  

 

Analytic Strategy 

All the responses were inputted into the Statistical Package 
for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program. The questions 
were broken down into four sections that assessed victim 
blame regarding the victim’s resistance toward the perpe-
trator and the victim’s prior actions, victim rape empathy, 
and rape myths. The responses were summed for each sec-
tion for each participant. In order to create the graphs, the 
sums were broken into two groups to take into account the 
two conditions. The average for each group was found. 
This means there was an average of sum response for the 
transgender scenario and another for the cisgender scenario 
for each of the four sets of questions. To determine statisti-
cal significance an independent samples t-test was conduct-
ed. A two-sided test was used, and a p-value was given for 
each of the four sets of questions.  
 

Results 

Victim Blame-Victim Response During Rape 

Figure 1 displays how respondents assigned blame regard-
ing the victim’s resistance during the rape between the 
transgender and cisgender victim on a 7-point scale. The 
average sum of the responses for this set of questions re-
vealed the average victim blame value for the transgender 
victim was 5.54. For the cisgender victim, the average vic-
tim blame value was 5.59. The independent sample t-test 
conducted showed there was no statistical significance be-
tween the transgender victim (M=5.54, SD=2.626) and the 
cisgender victim (M=5.59, SD=2.374); t(51)= .079, p=.938.  

Victim Blame- Prior Actions 

Figure 2 shows how respondents assigned blame for the 
victim’s prior actions to the cisgender victim and the 
transgender victim. The average sum of victim blame given 
to the transgender female was 8.58. The average sum of 
victim-blame given to the cisgender victim was 7.48. An 
independent t-test that compared the group means and 
showed that the results are not statistically significant be-
tween the means of the transgender victim (M=8.58, 
SD=3.624) and the cisgender victim (M=7.48, SD=2.026); 

Figure 3. Rape Empathy- Cisgender vs. Transgender 

Figure 4. Rape Myth Endorsement- Cisgender vs. Transgender 
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t(51)= -1.365, p=.178.  

Rape Empathy 

The figure below demonstrates how respondents associated 
victim rape empathy towards the transgender victim and 
the cisgender victim. As Figure 3 displays the transgender 
victims had an average rape empathy value of 29.58. The 
cisgender victim had an average rape empathy value of 
29.67. Through an independent sample t-test that compared 
the group means it showed that these results are not statisti-
cally significant between the means of the transgender vic-
tim (M=29.58, SD=4.483) and the cisgender victim 
(M=29.67, SD=4.438); t (51) =.073, p=.942.  

 

Rape Myths 

Figure 4 demonstrates how participants responded to rape 
myths, specifically the endorsement of rape myths pertain-
ing to the cisgender and transgender victims. As displayed 
below, the transgender victim received a higher endorse-
ment of rape myths with an average sum response value of 
3.15. The cisgender victim received lower rape myth ac-
ceptance with an average sum response value of 3.07. The 
independent sample t-test showed that these results are not 
statistically significant between the means of the 
transgender victim (M=3.15, SD=.834) and the cisgender 
victim (M=3.07, SD=.267); t (51) = -.473, p=.638.  

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to determine differences in 
the level of victim blame and empathy attributed to a cis-
gender female or transgender female. Including the compo-
nent of rape myth acceptance, the results of the current 
study showed slight differences between the two victims. 
Through analysis, it was concluded none of the results had 
statistical significance. Additionally, a sizable portion of 
the study sample were Victimology students. Having par-
ticipants educated on the issues rape victims face would 
interfere with the results as they have been conditioned to 
go against a victim blaming mindset. Moreover, religiosity 
was assessed as high religiosity ratings have been connect-
ed to unfavorable views of transgender people however, as 
it was a moderate level of 3 (based on a 5-point scale) the 
impact cannot be said to be significant on the results.  

 

It was hypothesized that the cisgender female victim would 
receive higher victim empathy and lower victim blame 
compared to the transgender victim. This hypothesis was 
formulated after an extensive literature review. Using an 
acquaintance date rape scenario and a transgender victim 
was purposeful as this type of scenario has been connected 
to higher rates of victim blame and transgender people fac-
ing negative attitudes such as discrimination and prejudice 
for their gender identity. Under these conditions, it was 
then hypothesized participants would assess the cisgender 

victim in a more positive manner.  

 

The first scale assessed victim blame in relation to the vic-
tim’s resistance during the rape on a 1 (not at all) to 7 
(extremely) scale. Interestingly the results showed that par-
ticipants rated the cisgender victim as slightly more blame-
worthy than the transgender victim. Therefore, respondents 
assigned a faint increased level of victim blame to the cis-
gender female victim for what they believed was an inade-
quate victim response identified by a lack of physical re-
sistance and attempt to escape. The second scale assigned 
victim blame regarding the rape victim's prior actions to 
the sexual assault. This was assessed on a 5-point scale. 
The results demonstrated a slighty higher level of victim 
blame for the transgender victim’s prior actions to the as-
sault than the cisgender victim. The transgender victim re-
ceived slightly more blame for her actions leading up to the 
assault that referenced the victim being careless and lead-
ing on the perpetrator. These results of victim blame are to 
be expected as past literature has mentioned transgender 
victims face anti-transgender prejudice that has been con-
nected to a just world ideology (Thomas et al., 2016). Un-
der this pretense, the victimization of transgender individu-
als is justified for opposing genderism thus, they got what 
they deserved. To summarize, the transgender victim only 
received slightly more blame for her prior actions but not 
for her response during the rape.  

 

Rape empathy was the next component assessed in this 
study which was based on a 5-point scale, 1 (strongly disa-
gree) to 5 (strongly agree). The cisgender victim received 
slightly more victim empathy at an average sum response 
of 29.67 compared to the transgender victim at 29.58. Both 
sum values were similar hence there is not a prominent 
difference in the assessment of both victims regarding rape 
empathy. The results from this scale are understandable 
given 66% of the sample was females. As past literature 
has referenced, females tend to have higher rates of empa-
thy as they can more easily able to understand and identify 
with the victim. Additionally, the issue of women being at 
higher risk for victimization than men tie in with similarity 
to the victim that contributes to higher empathy scores in 
women (Osman, 2014).  

 

Lastly, rape myth acceptance (RMA) was assessed as this 
has previously been connected to victim blaming (Hills et 
al., 2019). These findings were based on a 5-point scale 
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The re-
sults from this scale showed that participants endorsed 
slightly more rape myths for the transgender victim than 
the cisgender victim. Transgender individuals face back-
lash for their gender identity due to the violation of gender 
norms and with the additional component of RMA being 
linked to a shared gender identity these factors can explain 
the finding of more endorsement of rape myths for the 
transgender individual (Diamond-Welch et al., 2018; Jauk, 
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2013).  

 

The findings concluded from this study only partially sup-
ported the hypothesis for two major reasons. Firstly, as stat-
ed in the results section of this paper none of the findings 
had any statistical significance. Regardless of the cisgender 
victim receiving slightly lower victim blame and slightly 
more victim empathy the analysis has shown there is not an 
enormous difference between both study conditions. Addi-
tionally, the cisgender victim only scored lower victim 
blame for her prior actions leading up to the assault. There-
fore, the victim blame aspect regarding the cisgender vic-
tim in the hypothesis was partially correct, as they received 
slightly more victim blame for their response during the 
rape compared to the transgender female. 

 

Limitations 

This study contains several limitations. The most signifi-
cant of which involves the method for data collection. For 
the purposes of convenience and fear of low participation 
rates, a Victimology class was also polled for this study. 
This was a confounding variable in the experiment as it is a 
crucial component in evaluating the data. During the pro-
cess of inputting data, a response pattern was found in this 
part of the sample that favored the victim in all aspects. As 
this study was conducted at the end of the semester these 
participants were likely well versed in victim blame attribu-
tion and just world thinking. Additionally, the top three 
majors included Criminal Justice, Nursing, and Psycholo-
gy. Students who choose these majors may not judge others 
for their victimization and will likely have strong altruistic 
tendencies. Therefore, considering these limitations and the 
intent for these participants to simulate juror attitudes to-
ward rape victims, this would not be a true representative 
sample of jurors. Moreover, it would be highly unlikely for 
a defense attorney to select these individuals as jurors in a 
rape case because they would likely be cognizant of victim 
blame attribution and empathetic toward the victim. Anoth-
er limitation is the results are not generalizable due to the 
small sample size and lack of diversity, as participants were 
limited to students at one liberal arts college of which a 
sizable portion were in a Victimology class. Moreover, giv-
en this was a self-report questionnaire on attitudes towards 
rape victims, the responses may be shaped by social desira-
bility bias which is answering in a manner that participants 
believe is socially acceptable and not a true reflection of 
what they believe or think.  

 

Future Research 

Given the little research provided on the assessment of 
transgender sexual assault victims, this study was explora-
tory. To aid in the progression of this topic, future research 
should seek to incorporate participants of various age 
groups which would allow researchers to determine any 

generational differences regarding victim blame and empa-
thy. An effort should be made to obtain an increased ran-
dom and general population sample which supports the 
generalization of results. Another suggestion would be to 
assess participants’ past sexual victimization as it has been 
seen that it influences rape empathy scores in which they 
tend to have higher empathy ratings (Osman, 2014). This 
is, admittingly, a sensitive topic, and participants may be 
reluctant to respond truthfully to a personal question about 
sexual victimization. The use of an acquaintance date rape 
scenario was purposeful for this project as the scholarly 
literature demonstrates victim blameworthiness increases if 
they know their attacker (Grubb & Harrower, 2009). Con-
ducting a study with different rape scenarios such as a 
stranger rape or marital rape could be beneficial to deter-
mine any differences in victim empathy and blame. Lastly, 
future research may consider how the prominence of the 
#MeToo movement and other pro-victim social media cam-
paigns have influenced public attitudes and perceptions of 
rape victims (Leary, 2020).  

 

Conclusion 

Unfortunately, rape victims are not immune to public 
shame, humiliation, and blame. With this in mind, this 
study introduced a different victim gender identity that has 
been previously connected to unfavorable public attitudes. 
This study sought to contribute to the scholarly literature 
about rape victim blame and address the scant literature 
about transgender sexual assault victims. It is widely 
known that sexual assault victims face challenges that im-
pede their pursuit of justice. Transgender sexual assault 
victims will undoubtedly suffer an even greater wrath of 
victim blame and despair associated with victimization. 
Victim-driven social movements and campaigns are im-
portant because they address the weaknesses in the justice 
system and the condemnatory attitudes that contribute to 
anti-victim sentiment. There are ambitious efforts to im-
prove conditions and inspire actionable change on a broad 
level. These efforts should be well-funded to improve the 
plight of victims and create a more accepting society and 
an accessible and promising path to justice for all.  
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Introduction 

T he U.S. Criminal Justice System consists of three 
main institutions of components, which are referred to 
as the three Cs: Cops, Courts, and Corrections. Each of 
these components employs mostly men, while female 
employment is consistently low. Within the Criminal 
Justice System, law enforcement has the lowest rate of 
female employment. A 2019 National Institute of Jus-
tice (NIJ) special report titled Women in policing: 
Breaking barriers and blazing a path found that women 
represent 50% of the general population but only about 
13% of the population of law enforcement.  The report 
also emphasized four glaring deficits in scholarly and 
popular literature: first, there is limited empirical re-
search devoted to how to improve the number of women 
employed in law enforcement; second, there is limited 
research that articulates successful strategies to improve 
the recruitment of outstanding women; third, there has 
been little to no empirical research on ways to increase 
the retention and promotion of exceptional women of-
ficers; fourth, there is also insufficient research for un-
derstanding the unique challenges that women officers 
face and how best to mitigate or overcome the challeng-
es they encounter when considering a career in law en-

forcement or other male-dominated workplaces. 

 

In an attempt to address some of the gaps in the litera-
ture, namely the second and fourth criticisms made by 
the NIJ, Improving the Recruitment of Women and Un-
derstanding the Unique Challenges Women Encounter 
in the Workplace, this paper uses a qualitative approach 
to give voice to women currently employed in or retired 
from local, state, and federal law enforcement roles. Ten 
women were identified using a snowball sampling 
method and then interviewed using a semi-structured 
questionnaire containing 10 open-ended questions. This 
paper documents the participants’ stories and identifies 
themes such as perseverance, empowerment, profes-
sional barriers, feelings of exclusion, and insecurities to 
better understand how their narratives can shed light on 
the bigger picture of gender inequality in law enforce-
ment. 

 

The previously mentioned NIJ report identifies weak-
nesses in the literature and there are many popular and 
scholarly articles that report low female employment 
and speculate as to why this is so as well.  Moreover, 
many articles attempt to identify the contributing factors 
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Abstract:  The U.S. Criminal Justice System consists of three components – cops, courts, and corrections–each of which is heavily 
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that result in this gender disparity. Cambareri and Kuhns 
(2018) report that law enforcement agencies in the United 
States have historically marginalized women, leading to 
their “otherization.”  Women were the exception to em-
ployment practices and industry standards which perpetu-
ate low female participation rates. Despite the efforts to 
promote equal employment opportunities, law enforcement 
continues to be a male dominated field. In addition to low 
employment rates, women also struggle to advance in rank. 

 

Masculinity continues to be highly desired and valued at 
every level of law enforcement (Cambareri and Kuhns, 
2018).  Law enforcement underrepresents women, infan-
tilizes them, and depicts them as impotent. This negative 
characterization of femininity contributes to the women’s 
powerlessness and low representation in the workplace 
according to Veldman, Meeussen, Van Laar, and Phalet 
(2017).  This has translated into a masculinization of police 
culture that devalues women.  It also limits opportunities 
for women and may result in low job satisfaction for wom-
en in law enforcement. 

 

The police ranks of law enforcement agencies in the U.S. 
follow a military-based hierarchy model, and men hold 
nearly all high-ranking positions. Scholars maintain that 
male-centric law enforcement agencies work to keep wom-
en out of their workforce.  There may not be direct blocks 
for women, but women are acutely aware of the male-
dominated culture that law enforcement perpetuates as well 
as the dangers of the job, and they may even fear harass-
ment (Veldman et al., 2017). 

 

Review of Literature 

The literature review is organized into three sections. The 
first section explores the underrepresentation of women 
and demonstrates the importance of giving women oppor-
tunities, promotion, and representation.  The second sec-
tion explores how recent socio-political events have creat-
ed distrust of the police and may dissuade women from 
joining law enforcement.  The final section examines how 
women are negatively portrayed by the public and are vic-
tims of coerciveness and unwanted touching in their work 
environment.  

 

An Underrepresentation of Women in Law Enforce-
ment 

Historically, women have been exposed to challenges in 
police, courts, and corrections.  Notably, law enforcement 
should strive to be an inclusive organization that is blind to 
gender.  Yu (2018) contends that enhanced and strategic 
female-focused recruitment practices would increase fe-
male participation, and then continue to drive the numbers 
up. 

 

Generational beliefs about women in law enforcement have 
been espoused by law enforcement agencies as well as the 
public.  The belief that women aren’t as strong as men and 
can’t handle the demands of physically challenging jobs is 
not new and certainly not unique to law enforcement.  In-
creased opportunities for women, however, have given 
women the space to showcase their skills and abilities in a 
wide variety of occupations and activities.  Ironically, law 
enforcement is one of the few areas where women have not 
made consistent and steady progress.  This slow progress is 
apparent considering that the first female police officer, 
Alice Stebbins Wells, was hired in Los Angeles in 1910 
and stressed that women were qualified to adequately per-
form a job in policing (Ramsland, 2011). 

 

112 years after Wells broke through gender barriers, there 
is another cause for celebration with the appointment of 
Keechant Sewell, the first female police commissioner of 
the NYPD.  While many women have been promoted, 
elected, and appointed to high ranking and well-respected 
positions in law enforcement since the early 1900s, there is 
an obvious lag in progressive hiring and selection practic-
es. Commissioner Sewell is a black woman who held other 
high-ranking positions in law enforcement and has blazed a 
trail for women and women of color specifically.  

 

Public attitude does not favor females who seek a career in 
law enforcement. These perceptions have caused certain 
promotional opportunities to be given to men.  For this rea-
son, the system is in need of better management.  Further-
more, male-centric environments become daunting to work 
in when you’re one of the few women on the force. 

 

Additionally, the decrease in women is attributed to the 
lack of accommodations within police departments. Since 
women go through nine months of pregnancy and take a 
leave of absence (LOA), departments do not want to be 
held responsible for financial and work-related arrange-
ments.  Subsequently, this depicts women as incompetent 
at doing their work because they encounter barriers that 
departments to not want to address or deal with. Broadly 
speaking, women are often expected to stay home and take 
care of their children so that their husbands can work.  Due 
to this burdensome expectation, many women are impeded 
from reaching their full potential. Interviews with females 
in law enforcement have revealed that women are aware of 
the personal sacrifices and risks they need to take to be a 
police officer.  Having the conviction to achieve career 
goals, access to professional women as mentors, and the 
unconditional support of family can help women better 
navigate and succeed in law enforcement (Helfgott, Gun-
nison, Murtagh, & Navejar, 2018). 

 

Socio-Political Events 

High profile cases of police brutality have eroded police-
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community relations (Boudreau, MacKenzie, & Simmons, 
2019; Todak, 2017) and left some police officers in fear of 
citizen-led retaliatory attacks. Unfortunately, this has led to 
earlier retirement rates, further contributing to a low-staffed 
environment. These factors have influenced female police 
officers to sit behind the scenes and avoid making their uni-
forms visible to the public. Moreover, officers are in the 
media and public eye more than ever as their interactions 
with citizens are recorded on dash cams, body cams, or on-
lookers’ cell phones. Officers are aware of the tense police-
community relations and it has left morale in some munici-
pal precincts subsequently low. 

 

Several shootings have occurred in recent years, including 
Breonna Taylor in Louisville in 2020, George Floyd in 
Minneapolis in 2020, Michael Brown in Ferguson in 2014, 
Stephon Clark in Sacramento in 2018 (Boudreau, MacKen-
zie, & Simmons, 2019; Todak, 2017), which left the com-
munities furious. As a result, anti-police movements and 
protests have erupted across the country. Community resi-
dents have vandalized police stations in attempts to send a 
message.  These types of situations have impacted racial 
tensions and paranoia amongst currently employed police 
officers.  Diaz and Nuño (2021) found that young females 
aspiring to be law enforcement officers may be particularly 
impacted by this unrest.  Moreover, their findings show that 
the anti-police movement makes women feel overpowered 
and disrespected by the public. As a result, it is difficult to 
develop good coping mechanisms when women feel that 
both the system and the public are against them. 

 

Social media outlets and platforms such as Instagram, 
Snapchat, and Tik Tok are the primary sources of entertain-
ment and news content for young adults.  Although many 
college students may not seek out conventional news pro-
gramming, social media platforms make news highlights, 
controversial comments, and provocative imagery from 
current political and social events very accessible (Levan & 
Stevenson, 2019).  Diaz and Nuño (2021) conclude that 
exposure to news stories about police brutality and anti-
police sentiment impact young women more than their 
male counterparts and create a distaste for policing as a 
viable profession.  Furthermore, young women are already 
cognizant that law enforcement is male dominated and the 
added social tensions between community and the police 
makes the profession even less appealing and viable (Diaz 
& Nuño, 2021). 

 

Women as Targets and Victims 

Female officers are likely to face extensive scrutiny from 
the community and harsh criticisms from their colleagues 
and administrators. Research reveals female officers re-
ceive more complaints from their community in compari-
son to male officers (Patton, Asken, Fremouw, & Bemis, 
2017). Additionally, they are viewed as using more exces-
sive force to immobilize dangerous perpetrators. Scholarly 

studies emphasize that supportive teams and approachable 
female administrators are essential to provide mentorship to 
women, minimize stress levels, and cultivate a sense of 
security in their work environment (Bonner & Brimhall, 
2021; Hassell, Archbold & Stichman, 2011; Veldman, et 
al., 2017). 

 

It is widely known that women are disproportionately sub-
jected to physical and sexual harassment in the workplace. 
Oftentimes, incidents are not reported because women fear 
personal and professional backlash. Scholars report that a 
high percentage of on-the-job maltreatment is performed by 
supervisors against less experienced, lower-ranked officers. 
This dynamic intimidates and silences victims and embold-
ens perpetrators (Lonsway, Paynich, & Hall, 2013). Inter-
estingly, research finds the majority of female police offic-
ers believe that not performing a sexual act with a supervi-
sor would discredit their work (Yu & Lee, 2019). Many 
female officers believe that gender harassment and bias 
impede their ability to feel satisfaction in their job. A 2004 
Florida study indicates that 68% of female police officers 
had been sexually harassed, showing that sexual stigma 
assigned to female officers manifests in serious ways and 
has an impact on their lived and authentic experiences 
(Muhlhausen, 2019). 

 

Methods 

This project uses qualitative data collections methods to 
collect salient information about women in law enforce-
ment.  A snowball sample was used to identify 10 females 
in New York law enforcement.  Three participants are re-
tired officers who worked at the federal and local levels, 
and seven are currently employed by local, state, or federal 
agencies. 

 

A semi-structured interview format was used, which means 
that some questions are predetermined while others are not.  
This study used four background questions and 10 prede-
termined questions in an open-ended format (see Appendix 
A), which allowed for two-way communication and ena-
bled participants to respond freely. 

 

Prior to the start of the interview, the focus of the project 
was explained to the participants. Then, the participants 
were told their identity would be kept anonymous.  Before 
asking the semi-structured questions, the interviewer noted 
each participants’ education, job title and rank, place of 
employment, jurisdiction level, and years of employment. 
The interviews ranged from approximately 15 minutes to 
an hour long. Six interviews were held in person, with two 
conducted in the participants’ respective offices, and four 
were conducted virtually. 
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Results 

This section uses direct quotes from the officers to high-
light their perspectives on their career choice, lived experi-
ences, exchanges with colleagues, workplace environment 
and culture, and general observations about the future of 
women in law enforcement. 

Positive Experiences 

The first interview conducted set the tone for the remaining 
interviews because I expected to hear negative stories 
based on the review of the literature.  However, Officer 1’s 
story was positive and inspiring: 

“I always wanted to do something that was bigger 
than myself and I have been able to do more than 
90% of the men in the department… being a female 
in law enforcement, you have to keep in mind 
there’s a lot of opportunities too, it depends what 
you’re interested in.” 

 

Officer 1 is a locally employed detective in her 40’s who is 
cross-designated with the Department of Homeland Securi-
ty.  She’s worked on federal cases and has had several no-
table opportunities during her 17 years of employment.  
Her experience is clearly positive as she references her in-
terests that opened up job opportunities.  She was eager to 
learn and wanted to seek out opportunities for promotion, 
advancement, and her own personal interests. In her case, 
her intellectual and professional curiosity, along with a sup-
portive work environment, led to a very rewarding career 
and positive perception of females in law enforcement. 

 

When Officer 2 was asked, “did you face any barriers in 
the workplace?”, her response was:  

“Not with my peers, but I have been very fortunate 
because I know that there are women who don’t get 
very far because they are women or they are just 
treated differently in general, but in this depart-
ment I was never treated like that.” 

Officer 2 is in her late 30’s and began her career in 2007 as 
a patrol officer and has now been promoted as a detective 
in her local crime scene investigations unit.  

 

Negative Experiences 

The remarks noted by Officer 1 and Officer 2 are a sharp 
contrast to the response provided by Officer 8 as seen be-
low: 

“You’re taking a job away from a man who can 
really do it.  They would also appoint someone be-
cause of their race and gender.” 

 

Officer 8 is a retired New York Police Department (NYPD) 
patrol officer with 20 years of experience. She explained 

how she encountered racism, sexism, and sexual harass-
ment in her precinct throughout her career.  In her opinion, 
she was perceived as a threat to her male colleagues who 
likely feared that she would be promoted above them.  She 
stated that while there was an industry expectation for 
equal opportunity, her daily workplace interactions did not 
reflect that mandate. Officer 8 felt that there was palpable 
hostility and her colleagues clearly “didn’t get the memo” 
that respect and equal treatment were paramount.Officer 4 
had similar experiences to Officer 8. Although she did not 
encounter sexual harassment, sexual discrimination was a 
persistent issue within her department. Both Officer 8 and 
Officer 4 are in their late 50’s and were employed in the 
same department, which had a low proportion of female 
officers. The participants believed that male dominance is 
more valued in this field, and in turn, male officers were 
more valued than female officers. 

 

Intra-Group Competition 

In addition to emphasizing a culture of male dominance 
and authority in the precinct, Officer 4 highlighted the lack 
of support she experienced among fellow female officers.  
When asked to articulate her response about the presence of 
gender barriers, she added: 

“Yes, barriers do exist.  In fact, other women were 
the worst to me and the last to offer support.  I was 
given the cold shoulder because I was a woman 
and the men thought I didn’t deserve to be in the 
detective bureau.” 
 

Officer 4 is a NYPD detective that has worked at the local 
level for 25 years.  She obtained her 4-year degree in Histo-
ry and is currently studying for her law degree. She states 
that the crime rates in the 1970s-80s motivated her to pur-
sue a career in law enforcement because she wanted to be-
come a part of the solution.  She didn’t anticipate that other 
women would be unwelcoming and hostile at times.  Inter-
estingly, she expected men to be threatened by the presence 
of women but was surprised that her female colleagues es-
poused similar attitudes. 

 

Officer 4 and Officer 10 had similar experiences with their 
female colleagues.  Since there weren’t many women em-
ployed in the department, they may have felt their small 
numbers afforded them a protected or privileged status.  In 
their view, increasing numbers of female officers would 
increase competition for promotions.  In reference to this, 
Officer 10 states: 

“Women are not welcoming to other women, they 
are very competitive, and reserved towards one 
another.” 

 

Officer 10 is also in her late 50's and is retired. She worked 
for 4 years as a probation officer and 25 years in the Feder-



 

199 

Social Sciences 

al Bureau of Investigation (FBI).  She states: 

“I was denied one promotional opportunity be-
cause I was a woman, but I got along with the 
men.” 

 

When asked if her statement was her opinion, she said ad-
ministrators unapologetically told her she wasn’t a candi-
date for promotion because of gender. 

Intersections of Race and Gender 

Officer 9 is a retired NYPD sergeant in her late 50’s and 
did not have a consistently positive experience in her pre-
cinct throughout her professional career.  Her experience is 
similar to those reported by Officer 4 and Officer 8.  These 
three officers began their law enforcement careers in the 
1970s and 80s, when very few women were recruited into 
the field.  When asked, “Do you think that there are equal 
opportunities for all employees in your department?”, Of-
ficer 9 responded with: 

“No.  Nothing equal.  It is all a numbers game and 
perception.” 

 

Officer 9 believes that women were hired as “window 
dressing” to make departments appear progressive, when in 
reality opportunities were minimal and gender barriers 
were evident.  Her specific experience as a black female 
officer is also more nuanced than other participants because 
of her racial identity.  Officer 9 was promoted to sergeant, 
and she believes that her race combined with her gender 
made her an exceptional female which stood out as a desir-
able candidate.  During this time period, white female of-
ficers were not being promoted as often as minority female 
officers because the NYPD was obligated to make their 
departments racially diverse. 

 

Officer 3 and Officer 5 are minority women and interest-
ingly had contrasting experiences in their respective depart-
ments. Officer 3 is a 50-year-old woman who is currently 
employed as a patrol officer, has been in the workforce for 
18 years and earned one promotion.  She states: 

“My work environment is changing because I was 
the only female in my department…they just hired 
two others and for about ten years I was the only 
female with 74 men.” 

 

Officer 5, a current state trooper in her early 30’s with 10 
years of experience, reported a positive experience overall, 
but states: 

“It’s definitely tough for women because I feel that 
this is a man’s game… a lot of people now still 
think that women shouldn’t be in law enforce-
ment.” 

 

Officer 6 and Officer 7 are both in their mid 20’s and were 
the youngest of the participants. Their interviews revealed 
that younger officers have not had the same difficulties in 
law enforcement as their experiences differed greatly in 
comparison to retired officers.  Officer 6, an employed state 
trooper with 5 years of experience, discussed her passion 
for her work and the community she protects. Officer 7 
works for the Department of Homeland Security and plans 
to earn advanced degrees in the near future. She believes 
that her job has given her excellent opportunities and looks 
forward to more advancement.  Officer 7 states: 

“Although I haven’t been on the job for too long, 
I’m thankful for the opportunities that I have been 
given within such a short period of time.” 

 

An important theme throughout the interviews was the in-
tersection of gender and race.  Interestingly, Officer 8 and 
Officer 9 discussed race as either an impediment or a step-
ping-stone to receiving a higher position within the NYPD.  
Officer 9 was promoted to sergeant, an advancement she 
attributes to the fact that the NYPD wanted to hire a candi-
date who reflected the race of the community.  In contrast, 
Officer 8, a white woman, believes that she did not make 
sergeant because the community was predominantly His-
panic and black.  As a result of her denial for promotion, 
she remained on the patrol for 20 years. 

 

It is important to note that Officer 2 was the only partici-
pant who addressed the current socio-political climate.  She 
was emotional as she recalled the police shootings that 
drew widespread media attention and subsequent anti-
police movements, protests, and rallies in response to po-
lice brutality.  She discussed how she felt unsafe and acute-
ly aware of negative community sentiment. Officer 2 said 
her family was concerned for her safety and that she had to 
assure them she would be OK on the job. She felt it was 
important to stand with her fellow officers, but also knew 
her community was collectively hurting.  Officer 2 was 
disappointed when her lieutenant said it was nearly impos-
sible to hire female officers during these volatile periods 
because they were not coming to their scheduled interviews 
or returning calls from the police department. 

 

Discussion 

The research in this study was conducted to explore gender 
disparities in law enforcement and the gaps in scholarly and 
empirical literature noted by the 2019 NIJ report with re-
spect to the experiences of women in law enforcement. The 
interview responses provide useful data to explain how 
negative and positive experiences can encourage or deter 
women from pursuing law enforcement as a career. The 
participants told both positive and negative stories when 
they reflected on their daily experiences in their communi-
ties and workplaces, as well as their interactions with male 
and female colleagues or administrators.  There are notable 
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similarities and differences between the participants.  In 
general, the 3 retired officers shared similar experiences 
and their comments capture decades when there was wide-
ly practiced and rarely punished gender-based discrimina-
tion in law enforcement.  On the contrary, the currently 
employed officers shared unique experiences that were dif-
ferent from similarly situated female officers. Their experi-
ences appear to be dependent on other factors such as their 
community, their job title and rank, and their relationship 
with colleagues. 

 

The work environment for currently employed women is 
more welcoming. They have greater opportunities, and 
work experience ranging from 4 to 25 years.  Retired offic-
ers’ work experience ranged from 20 to 25 years.  In the 
late 1970’s and 80’s, women in law enforcement experi-
enced additional adversity and did not have equal opportu-
nities in comparison to women who are currently employed 
in law enforcement. Both categories experienced sexual 
discrimination while retired officers experienced both sex-
ual discrimination and sexual harassment. In addition, the 
retired officers stated that they knew multiple women who 
were sexually harassed but chose to stay silent for fear of 
losing their jobs. 

 

Participants’ responses indicate that gender disparity is still 
present in law enforcement, but in terms of equality and 
opportunities, departments have shifted for the better and 
women have been exposed to improved work environ-
ments. We could see how the precedent established by the 
experiences of former generations of female officers have 
influenced the experiences of current ones.  In addition, 
findings imply that half of the female police officers inter-
viewed encountered adverse experiences while the other 
half did not.  The participants who did not characterize 
their work environment as negative stated that the male 
officers treated them fairly and with respect.  On the other 
hand, the majority stated that women in the field were 
more likely to be unfriendly because of fears of increased 
competition. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

While valuable information has been provided by partici-
pants, it is important to note that there are four major limi-
tations in this project: validity of responses, generalizabil-
ity of results, omission of race considerations, and partici-
pant access. 

 

First, with respect to response validity, it may be difficult 
to know if the respondents recall events and characterize 
their experiences accurately.  For example, if a respondent 
says gender discrimination prevented her promotion, it’s 
impossible to know whether or not there were other cir-
cumstances at play.  Second, the results cannot be general-
ized because the sample size is too small.  Third, while 

race is an important consideration in law enforcement, I 
wasn’t confident that using a snowball sample of partici-
pants would yield a diverse subject pool.  I made the deci-
sion to focus solely on gender and found it interesting that 
for the most part, the participants prioritized their gender 
identity while minimizing their racial identity.  Finally, in 
the early stages of this project, I proposed to interview five 
employed and five retired females in law enforcement.  
However, it was difficult to locate and get commitments 
from retired female police officers. This could be because 
some of the contacts for retired officers, which were pro-
vided by registered participants, may have been outdated. 
Therefore, the majority of the data came from female offic-
ers who are currently employed. Another limitation is that 
there was an overrepresentation of women who worked 
locally, especially among currently employed participants. 

Future research should specifically explore the impact of 
political events, police brutality incidents, and negative 
media portrayals on low female participation.  In addition, 
research should explore the intersectionality of race and 
gender in law enforcement to better understand how wom-
en face or fear double marginalization in the workplace. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the results of the interviews with women in 
law enforcement highlight the diverse work experiences 
that punctuate the participants’ careers.  The women shared 
personal reflections and interpretations about their interac-
tions with male and female colleagues, access to promotion 
or denied opportunities, and overall job satisfaction.  The 
socio-cultural events that I anticipated would dominate the 
conversation were only mentioned by one participant, Of-
ficer 2.  Initially, I intended to include an additional group 
to the study–aspiring law enforcement officers–to gauge 
their perceptions of anti-police sentiment and job safety.  
Young women may also find that parents discourage them 
from embarking on a potentially dangerous career.  The 
presence or absence of children and being married or single 
may also impact a woman’s decision to be a police officer. 

 

Policing needs more women because they are capable of 
handling a variety of situations and possess excellent com-
munication skills. Broadly speaking, women can better 
handle sexual victimization cases and are viewed as more 
approachable by women and children who are the most 
vulnerable victims in the Criminal Justice System.  Positive 
representations of women in a variety of jurisdictions and 
rank levels can serve as ambassadors for recruitment and 
undoubtedly inspire more women to enter the police force.  
Furthermore, NYPD Commissioner Sewell’s appointment 
is an unequivocal milestone that is sure to highlight the 
visibility of women in law enforcement and promote the 
desirability of policing as a viable and rewarding career to 
all women across the country.  The future looks bright for 
women seeking to enter a career in policing or advance 
their rank in law enforcement. 
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Introduction 

A s one of the most researched psychological reac-
tions in the field of Second Language Acquisition 
(SLA), Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety (FLCA) 
is the challenge to language learners’ learning success 
(Botes, Dewaele & Greiff, 2020; MacIntyre, 2017; Tei-
mouri, Goetze & Plonsky, 2019; Woodrow, 2006; 
Zhang, 2019). As distance education has been on the 
rise in post-secondary institutions, the use of online edu-
cational tools, platforms, and pre-recorded classes was 
found to have anxiety-alleviating effects on language 
students (Coryell & Clark, 2009; Liaw, 2019; Thrasher, 
2021; Xie, Ryder & Chen, 2019). Especially since the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, online language clas-
ses, both asynchronous and synchronous modalities, 
have become the necessary alternative to in-person clas-
ses to ensure student access to continual education. 
However, an evident gap in research was found regard-
ing learner’s FLCA in interactive synchronous online 
class modalities. In order to better understand the com-
plexity of FLCA in the two learning modalities, the cur-
rent study will quantitatively investigate how online 
synchronous language classes influence learners’ for-
eign language anxiety compared to traditional in-person 
language classes.  

 

Literature Review 

Anxiety is defined by Brown (2000) as “…associated 
with feelings of uneasiness, frustration, self-doubt, ap-
prehension and worry”. In the sphere of academia, 
scholars classified anxiety into three categories: Trait 
Anxiety, State Anxiety, and Situation Anxiety (Mesri, 
2012; Sanaei, Zafarghandi & Sabet, 2015). Trait Anxie-
ty is defined as a stable state of being anxious in a range 
of situations. State Anxiety is time-specific, it’s a feel-
ing of anxiety that only exists in short moments. Situa-
tion Anxiety is situation-specific, anxiety can only be 
induced in a certain kind of setting (Sanaei et al., 2015). 
In terms of Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety may 
also be situation specific, meaning it happens recurrent-
ly in a definite situation, which in this instance would be 
the language classroom, regardless of the educational 
modality (Maclntyre & Gardner 1991b; Horwitz, 2001). 

 

Anxiety reactions can be characterized as the display of 
worry and emotionality. Emotionality includes behav-
ioral (e.g., Stammering and fidgeting) and physiological 
(e.g., blushing, increasing heart rate) reactions. The 
sense of worry could give rise to self-deprecating 
thoughts and distraction from tasks. Clinically, people 
experiencing foreign language anxiety display similar 
symptoms as other anxious people. Common symptoms 
include being worried, having difficulty concentrating, 

The Impact of Learning Modalities on Foreign Language 
Classroom: A Comparative Study 
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Bentley University  
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Abstract:  Foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA) has impeding effects on student performance in language learning. General-

ly, the online learning environment is said to alleviate student anxiety levels (Coryell & Clark, 2009), but the comparison between 

the online and in-person learning modalities has not been fully explored. This study aimed to investigate the differences in FLCA 
levels in the traditional in-person and online synchronous classrooms among foreign language students. Using an adapted version of 

the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) (Horwitz et al., 1986), answers from forty-five participants were analyzed 

using quantitative methods. Results showed that students display statistically significant lower levels of FLCA in online synchronous 

learning environments than in-person classroom settings. In addition, a negative relationship was found between students  FLCA 
levels in the two learning modalities. In other words, students who experience the lowest FLCA levels in the online modality suffer 

the highest levels of FLCA in the in-person modality, and vice versa. The results demonstrate the complexity of the FLCA study in 

the context of various learning modalities and personal traits, and the research findings suggest that it is advisable to implement 

online components in language classes as a mechanism to alleviate student FLCA.   
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becoming stressed, forgetful, and sensing palpitations. Stu-
dents could either exhibit avoidance behaviors such as 
missing classes, and submitting late homework, or over-
work themselves because they care too much about their 
performance but still do poorly in class (Horwitz, Horwitz 
& Cope, 1986). 

 

In a foreign language classroom setting, students may dis-
play uneasiness in an improvised situation, while experi-
encing less anxiety using the target language with prepara-
tion, such as delivering a prepared speech. Furthermore, 
students may complain of having difficulties grasping the 
meaning of the verbal message and recognizing the struc-
ture of the target language in a conversation. More evident-
ly in a testing situation, students reported forgetting gram-
matical rules that they know normally, and making careless 
mistakes that they realized after the exam ended. These are 
all phenomena of experiencing anxiety in a foreign lan-
guage classroom under pressure (Horwitz et al., 1986). 

 

Certain erroneous beliefs also lead to foreign language 
anxiety, such as the belief that “nothing could be said in a 
foreign language class unless it could be said correctly and 
that it’s not okay to guess an unknown foreign language 
word” (Horwitz et al., 1986, p.127). An anxious student 
also may try to avoid using the language fluency that has 
been acquired, thus preventing the student from progress-
ing. A limited means of evaluation, poor test scores and 
low participation in class lead to teachers’ inaccurate eval-
uation of students’ real language ability (Horwitz et al., 
1986). 

 

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety (FLCA) and Its 
Variables 

In the past decades, foreign language anxiety has been one 
of the most researched psychological reactions in the field 
of Second Language Acquisition (SLA). Foreign Language 
Classroom Anxiety (FLCA) is one of the most influential 
factors in a second language classroom setting. It is defined 
as “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, 
and behaviors related to classroom language learning aris-
ing from the uniqueness of the language learning pro-
cess” (Horwitz et al., 1986). According to recent studies, it 
is argued to have degrading effects on students’ perfor-
mance in foreign language learning (Botes et al., 2020; 
MacIntyre et al., 2017; Teimouri et al., 2019; Woodrow, 
2006; Zhang, 2019).  

 

The occurrence of FLCA stems from various variables. 
Past research has found that the formation of FLCA is re-
lated to age, gender, personality traits, cultural and disci-
pline background, previous contact with FLs, abroad learn-
ing/traveling experience, self-efficacy, learning motiva-
tions, willingness to communicate, learning strategies, 
teachers’ teaching styles, teachers’ characteristics, and 

classroom environment (Dewaele, 2013; Oxford, 1999; 
Teimouri et al., 2019). Young (1991) categorized variables 
and sources of anxiety to FLCA into six categories: person-
al and interpersonal anxieties (e.g., self-esteem, communi-
cation apprehension); learner beliefs about language learn-
ing; instructor beliefs about language teaching; instructor-
learner interactions (e.g., teachers' harsh manner of correct-
ing student mistakes); classroom procedures (e.g., speaking 
in front of peers); and testing.  

 

The relationship between FLCA and several other variables 
are complex and disputed across studies. Regarding gen-
der, research shows that generally, gender has no relation-
ship with FLCA (Dewaele, 2007a; Matsuda & Gobel, 
2004; Woodrow, 2006). However, results regarding differ-
ences between males and females remain inconclusive 
(Dewaele, 2007a; Dewaele, 2007b; Dewaele, Petrides & 
Furnham, 2008; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Lu & Liu, 2015; Mac-
Intyre, Baker, Clément & Donovan, 2003). Additionally, in 
terms of cultural background, several studies found that 
levels of FLCA strongly differ among cultural groups. 
Learners from Confucian Heritage Cultures (Chinese, Ko-
rean, and Japanese) show higher anxiety levels than west-
ern ethnic groups (Baran-Łucarz, 2014; Dewaele & Mac-
Intyre, 2014; Woodrow, 2006).  

 

When it comes to personal and interpersonal anxieties, re-
garded as the most influential factors of FLCA (Young, 
1991), low self-confidence is found to be prevalent among 
anxious language students. Self-confidence is understood 
as an important determinant of FLCA (Baran-Łucarz, 
2014; Cheng, Horwitz & Schallert, 1999; Gardner, Day & 
MacIntyre, 1992; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey & Daley, 1999, 
2000). According to Cheng et al. (1999), low self-esteemed 
students tend to underestimate their capability in the target 
language, which could be reflected in their classroom per-
formance. Student low self-confidence results in self-
underestimation, peer pressure, and low teacher recogni-
tion further exacerbates the level of anxiety (Dewaele et 
al., 2014). Regarding anxiety caused by interpersonal inter-
actions, studies report that interacting with a native speaker 
is another foreign language anxiety-inducing factor, re-
gardless of the student relationship with the native speaker 
(Baran-Łucarz, 2014; Woodrow, 2006). In addition, Cheng 
et al. (1999) found that students’ general classroom perfor-
mance anxiety is strongly correlated and is a strong predic-
tive factor of students’ foreign language writing achieve-
ment. Thus, this study will investigate FLCA concerning 
personal and interpersonal anxiety, specifically low self-
esteem and classroom performance. Furthermore, it will 
explore how FLCA is impacted by other factors such as 
different learning environments. More specifically, it will 
focus on online learning vs in-person learning.  

 

Virtual Language Learning Environment 

With the development of technology, online learning has 
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been integrated more and more often as a preferred instruc-
tional method in post-secondary institutions (Reynard, 
2003). In the last decade, nearly 80% of the US public post-
secondary four-year institutions and 60% of public two-
year programs offered distance learning.  Among different 
ways of online course delivery, the two-way interactive 
video instruction mode has attracted the greatest interest 
among educators (Moore & Shin, 2000). Among other 
methods, asynchronous has been raising great concerns 
over the effectiveness of language learning as it focuses 
more on the delivery of content rather than focusing on the 
practicality from the student side. Though content could be 
well processed by the learners, the formation of a language 
system could only be acquired in meaningful learning envi-
ronments (Krashen, 1985). Language learning is regarded 
as a highly interactive and dynamic process that requires 
the active participation of students to achieve the greatest 
individual learning outcomes and be able to use the lan-
guage authentically (Ellis, 1996; Krashen, 1982). Conse-
quently, according to Breen (2000), language learning re-
quires a process-based orientation that engages the students 
in finding a framework to achieve their individual learning 
goals.  To counteract the negative effects and outcomes 
accompanied by online language learning, Reynard (2003) 
proposed that distance language learning should focus more 
on learners’ self-direction, additional learner-instructor in-
teraction, extra instructor intervention, dialogue, and au-
thentic language production. 

 

Furthermore, research has found that learning environments 
play an important role in the formation of foreign language 
anxiety (Coryell & Clark, 2009; Liaw, 2019; Moore & 
Shin, 2000; Reynard, 2003; Thrasher, 2021; Xie et al., 
2019). Several studies found that the use of online educa-
tional tools or online class formats has an alleviating effect 
on student anxiety levels (Liaw, 2019; Thrasher, 2021; Xie 
et al., 2019). As a simulation of online classroom experi-
ence, Virtual Reality (VR) has been widely used as an edu-
cational tool in the language classroom. In Liaw et al.’s 
(2019) study, they found that students report less anxiety 
when interacting online with a VR social networking site 
with native speakers using a foreign language. Similarly, 
Thrasher (2021) found that intermediate french learners 
studying in a VR mode had better comprehensibility than 
students learning in a classroom. Furthermore, Thrasher 
found that based on their salivary cortisol level French 
learners were less anxious about completing tasks in VR 
learning modes than in a traditional classroom.  

 

Overall, past research has established the benefits of using 
technology tools and online class formats in reducing learn-
ers’ anxiety in the context of language learning. Concern-
ing the various forms of online language learning, the cur-
rent study focused on the synchronous interactive online 
classroom, which is a subject that has hardly been explored 
in the field of online language learning. 

 

Use of FLCAS as a Measurement Tool 

Overall, in academia, the most used tool to measure the 
correlation between language achievement and anxiety is 
The Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS). 
Horwitz et al. (1986) concluded in their pioneering study 
that Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) could be categorized 
as three performance constructs: Communication Appre-
hension, Fear of Negative Evaluation, and Test Anxiety. 
Building upon these three constructs, they created the 33-
item Foreign Language Classroom Scale (FLCAS). Hor-
witz et al. (1986) defined the first construct, Communica-
tion Apprehension (CA), as “a type of shyness character-
ized by fear of anxiety about communicating with peo-
ple” (p.127). The researchers defined the second construct, 
Fear of Negative Evaluation, as "apprehension about others' 
evaluations, avoidance of evaluative situations, and the ex-
pectation that others would evaluate oneself negative-
ly” (p.128). Finally, the third construct, Test Anxiety, is 
defined as “a type of anxiety stemming from a fear of fail-
ure” (p.127) (Horwitz et al., 1986). Most notably, oral ex-
ams are said to trigger both communication apprehension 
and test anxiety. Based on the gap in research regarding the 
synchronous online language learning modality and its 
comparison with the in-person language learning modality. 
This study will compare levels of anxiety within the two 
learning modalities, namely online synchronous vs in-
person, to determine the effect of such modalities on gen-
eral foreign language classroom anxiety, FLCA caused by 
low self-esteem, and classroom performance induced 
FLCA. This project aimed to answer the following research 
question: 

 

To what extent did the learning modality (synchronous 
online or in-person) have an effect on a) participants’ gen-
eral foreign language anxiety, b) anxiety caused by partici-
pants’ low self-esteem, and c) participants’ classroom per-
formance anxiety? 
 

Methodology 

Recruitment  

This study aimed to investigate participant anxiety levels in 
online and traditional language classrooms using quantita-
tive analysis. All participants were recruited by email vol-
untarily using the organization’s address from a private 
institution on the East Coast of the United States. Partici-
pants were undergraduate students who took modern lan-
guage courses (Chinese, French, Spanish, and Italian) in the 
Fall 2021 semester at beginner, intermediate or advanced 
levels.  

 

Participants  

Out of the 78 language students invited to participate in the 
study, 45 language students (N = 45; 29 females, 14 males, 
and 2 non-binary) consented to participate in the question-
naire. Participants were on average in their Junior year (M 
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= 2.69, SD = 1.04), pursuing an undergraduate degree in 
the target four-year system institution. More than half of 
the participants self-identified as Caucasian (55.1%), fol-
lowed by 24.5% of Latino or Hispanic, 12.2% of Asian, 
4.1% of African American, and 4% of other ethnicities.  

 

Data collection procedure 

The current study employed an adjusted three-part ques-
tionnaire asking participants to self-reflect on their lan-
guage learning experience in both online and in-person set-
tings. After receiving the consent of each language instruc-
tor to help with the current study and cooperate with the 
recruitment process of participants, the questionnaire was 
sent to the target population through email by each lan-
guage course instructor at the target institution. Then, the 
questionnaire was sent out again to all language students 
directly as a reminder. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
fall 2021 was the first semester for colleges to return to in-
person learning. Thus, the questionnaire was sent out in 
November of that semester so that students had enough 
familiarity with learning in the two modalities to compare 
their experience in online synchronous and in-person learn-
ing respectively. 

 

Instrument  

In this study, a thirteen item survey was created (see Ap-
pendix A). The survey contained a) a background question-
naire, b) a modified Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety 
Scale (FLCAS) focusing on online classroom studying, and 
c) a modified Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale 
(FLCAS) focusing on in-person classroom studying.  

 

Part b) and c) of the questionnaire included two identical 
sets of questions with wording pointing to the two modali-
ties: online synchronous (part b) and in-person (part c). 
This study was adapted from the Foreign Language Class-
room Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) created by Horwitz et al. 
(1986). The original FLCAS contained 33 items with con-
sideration to control for the length and duration of the sur-
vey, the current modified version was reduced to 17 items. 
The answers to the statements were rated on one dimen-
sion, the four-point Likert Scale (SA = strongly agree; A = 
agree; D = disagree, SD = strongly disagree). In the data 
analysis stage, the four possible answers were numericized, 
ranging from 1 (SA) to 4 (SD). All the negatively oriented 
statements, such as “I start to panic when I have to speak 
without preparation in my language class” and “Even if I 
am well prepared for my Language class, I feel anxious 
about it,” were scored reversely to maintain the consistency 
of the analysis (i.e., SA was marked as 4, A was marked as 
3, D was marked as 2, and SD was marked as 1).  

 

Following the model outlined in Cheng et al. (1999), the 
selected items were then grouped into two subcategories of 

FLCA: FLCA1 and FLCA2. FLCA1 gathered items per-
taining to low self-Confidence in speaking foreign lan-
guages. FLCA2 gathered items pertaining to general for-
eign language anxiety and classroom performance anxiety. 
The current study modified the scope of the model from 
English-focused only to foreign languages in general. The 
first category (FLCA1 – Anxiety Caused by Low Self-
Confidence in Speaking Foreign Languages) included six 
FLCA items. Most of these items represent a common 
theme of low self-esteem in terms of speaking the foreign 
language (items 1, 2, and 7) and low self-assessment of 
language ability in comparison with others (items 4, 5, and 
10) (See Appendix A).  

 

The second category (FLCA2 – General Foreign Language 
Classroom Performance Anxiety) was composed of 11 
FLCAS items. This category focused on the negative feel-
ings participants have regarding language classroom expe-
rience. It differentiated itself from FLCA1 by emphasizing 
not only the use of foreign languages itself but also targeted 
participants’ responses to the classroom learning experi-
ence. Items 3, 6, 8, 9, and 13 focused on participants’ anxi-
ety regarding class participation. Items 11, 16, and 17 de-
picted participants’ feelings over the nature of learning for-
eign languages, and items 12, 14, and 15 represented par-
ticipants’ worries about potential academic failures in 
learning foreign languages.  

 

The order of the items was randomized so the positive-
oriented statements and negative-oriented statements ap-
peared in a random sequence. This design of the survey is 
important because the orientation of the statement might 
have negative or positive priming effects on participants’ 
answers, thus lowering the accuracy of the data.  

 

Data analysis 

After the survey data was collected, it was compiled in Mi-
crosoft Excel to identify testing variables and to refine the 
data. Then, data was analyzed with the aid of the computer 
program SPSS to find relationships between cross varia-
bles.  

 

To find answers to the research question regarding partici-
pants' manifestation of FLCA and its sub-categories, a 
Friedman Test was performed to find out whether there 
were statistically significant differences between partici-
pants’ experience of anxiety in the two learning modalities. 
In addition, Spearman's rank-order correlation was run to 
detect the correlation of the FLCA levels online and in per-
son. 

 

Results 

The research question aimed to investigate the learning mo-
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dality’s (online synchronous or in-person) impact on a) par-
ticipants’ general foreign language anxiety, b) anxiety 
caused by participants’ low self-esteem, and c) partici-
pants’ classroom performance anxiety. 45 participants (N = 
45) submitted answers to the online questions and 40 par-
ticipants (N = 40) answered the in-person questions. A 
Friedman test and a descriptive test were used to compare 
the difference in the self-reported anxiety level in the two 
modalities. Secondly, Spearman's rank-order correlation 
was run to assess the relationship between FLCA levels in 
the two modalities. 

 

General Foreign Language Anxiety 

Regarding general FLCA, the null hypothesis of the Fried-
man test was that the median of differences between online 
general FLCA and in-person general FLCA equals 0. How-
ever, since the p-value was significantly smaller (< .001) 
than 0.05, we can reject the hypothesis.  

 

Participants exhibited statistically significantly higher anxi-
ety levels in the in-person modality than in the online syn-

chronous modality ( (1) = 820.00, p < .001). Additional-
ly, descriptive analysis revealed differences in overall 
FLCA between online learning (M = 1.71, SD = .26) and in
-person learning (M = 3.30, SD = .29), with a mean differ-
ence of 1.59. Among the 45 participants, all participants 
expressed a higher anxiety level in the in-person modality.  

Furthermore, the null hypothesis of the Spearman's rank-
order correlation was that the correlation coefficient (ρ) 
between online general FLCA and in-person general FLCA 
equals 0. Preliminary analysis of Spearman's rank-order 
correlation showed the relationship to be monotonic, as 
assessed by visual inspection of a scatterplot as seen in Fig-
ure 1. There was a statistically significant, strong negative 
correlation between participants’ general FLCA level in 
online synchronous and in-person modalities, (rs (38) = -

.816, p < .001). Therefore, we can reject the null hypothe-
sis. 

 

Anxiety Caused by Low Self-esteem in Speaking the 
Language 

Regarding the anxiety caused by participants’ low self-
confidence in speaking the Language, the null hypothesis 
of the Friedman test was that the median of differences be-
tween online general FLCA1 and in-person general FLCA1 
equals 0. However, since the p-value was significantly 
smaller (p < .001) than 0.05, we can reject the hypothesis.  

Participants exhibited statistically significantly higher anxi-
ety levels in the in-person modality than in the online syn-

chronous modality (1) = 820.000, p < .001). In addi-
tion, descriptive analysis revealed differences in FLCA1 
online learning (M = 1.71, SD = .31) and in-person learning 
(M = 3.30, SD = .32), with a mean difference of 1.59. 
Among the 45 participants, all participants expressed a 
higher anxiety level in the in-person modality.  

 

Furthermore, the null hypothesis of the Spearman's rank-
order correlation was that the correlation coefficient (ρ) 
between online general FLCA1 and in-person general 
FLCA1 equals 0. Preliminary analysis of Spearman's rank-
order correlation showed the relationship to be monotonic, 
as assessed by visual inspection of a scatterplot as seen in 
Figure 2. There was a statistically significant, strong nega-
tive correlation between participants’ FLCA1 levels in 
online synchronous and in-person modalities, (rs (38) = -
.718, p < .001). Therefore, we can reject the null hypothe-
sis.   

 
Foreign Language Classroom performance anxiety 

Regarding the general foreign language classroom perfor-
mance anxiety, the null hypothesis of the Friedman test was 
that the median of differences between online general 
FLCA2 and in-person general FLCA2 equals 0. However, 

Figure 1. Scatter Plot of Online Average FLCA by In-person Average FLCA 

Figure 2. Scatter Plot of Online Anxiety Caused by Low Self-esteem by In-
person Anxiety Caused by Low Self-esteem  
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since the p-value was significantly smaller (p < .001) than 
0.05, we can reject the hypothesis.  

Participants exhibit statistically significantly higher anxiety 
levels in the in-person modality than in the online synchro-

nous modality ( (1) = 820.000, p < .001). In addition, 
descriptive analysis revealed significant differences in 
FLCA2 from online learning (M = 1.71, SD = .27) to in-
person learning (M = 3.30, SD = .30), with a mean differ-

ence of 1.59. Among the 45 participants, all participants 
expressed a higher anxiety level in the in-person modality.  

Furthermore, the null hypothesis of the Spearman's rank-
order correlation was that the correlation coefficient (ρ) 
between online general FLCA2 and in-person general 
FLCA2 equals 0. Preliminary analysis of Spearman's rank-
order correlation showed the relationship to be monotonic, 
as assessed by visual inspection of a scatter plot, as seen in 
Figure 3. There was a statistically significant, strong nega-
tive correlation between participants’ FLCA2 levels in 
online synchronous and in-person modalities, rs (38) = -
.791, p < .001. Therefore, we can reject the null hypothesis. 

 

Overall, similar trends were found across all three subcate-
gories: general foreign language classroom anxiety 
(Overall FLCA), anxiety caused by low self-esteem in 
speaking the foreign language (FLCA1), and foreign lan-
guage classroom performance anxiety (FLCA2) (Figure 4). 
More specifically, Table 1 shows that students exhibited 
significantly higher Overall FLCA, FLCA1, and FLCA2 in 
the in-person modality than in the online synchronous mo-
dality. Finally, the results from the Spearman correlations 
indicated that students who experienced the highest anxiety 
level in the online synchronous modality experienced the 
least amount of anxiety in the in-person modality, and vice 
versa. 

 

Discussion 

The goal of this study was to compare foreign language 
learners’ experience of FLCAs in online synchronous and 
in-person classroom modalities. From the collected results, 
there were interesting findings regarding learners’ experi-
ence of FLCAs in the two learning modalities. The results 
show a statistically significant difference in participants’ 
self-rated FLCAs online and in-person, and all participants 
experienced and rated higher FLCAs in the in-person mo-
dality than in the online synchronous modality. In addition, 
it is intriguing to see that participants experienced signifi-
cantly higher FLCA levels in the two sub-categories as 
well, namely, the anxiety caused by low self-confidence in 
speaking the foreign language (FLCA1) and foreign lan-
guage classroom performance anxiety (FLCA2). These 
results signify that the online learning modality had anxiety
-alleviating effects on the personal and interpersonal anxie-
ties, the first category of FLCA sources modeled by Young 
(1991).  

 

This finding adds to the body of research on the effect of 
online platforms usage in reducing students’ anxiety and 
confirms previous study results that the use of online teach-
ing platforms, including online synchronous classroom 
platforms, can indeed reduce learners’ FLCA levels (Liaw, 
2019; Thrasher, 2021; Xie et al., 2019). Specifically, this 
study offers endorsement to Thrasher (2021)’s study that 
identified the anxiety-alleviating effect of the use of virtual 
reality in completing tasks in language classrooms com-
pared to face-to-face classrooms, indicating that not only 
can the use of virtual learning tools help decrease students’ 
FLCA, but the use of the synchronous online platform can 
help students combat their anxious mentality in foreign 
language classes. Pedagogically, this finding provides lan-
guage instructors with an idea for class design that better 
treats students’ FLCA concerning low self-esteem, class-
room performance and helps them achieve better language 
learning outcomes.  

 

Furthermore, though this study was exploratory in its na-
ture due to the small sample size, learners FLCAs in the 
two learning modalities were also found to be inversely 

Figure 3. Scatter Plot of Online Classroom Performance Anxiety by In-
person Classroom Performance Anxiety  

Figure 4. Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety (FLCA) Levels in Online and In
-person Modalities 
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correlated with one another. In other words, learners who 
had the lowest anxiety levels in online classes had the high-
est anxiety levels in in-person classes, and vice versa. This 
result indicates that while learners experience significantly 
lower FLCA online, individual learners display different 
patterns in terms of FLCA in the two learning modalities. 
Didactically, this finding poses challenges to language in-
structors in adjusting their approaches to students with dif-
ferent patterns of FLCA in the two modalities. As sugges-
tions for language instruction facing these challenges, in-
structors could apply individualized activities to students, 
or instructors could provide students with more flexibility 
in the choice of class activities to meet individual needs 
and thresholds regarding FLCA. 

 

Overall, it was found that the synchronous online class for-
mat alleviated student FLCA levels and individual learners 
demonstrated distinct patterns regarding their FLCA in the 
two modalities. The findings suggest that online education-
al tools and online platforms should be used more often in 
language classrooms, and that a hybrid model might be 
beneficial to reduce foreign language classroom anxiety. 
Practically, language instructors should incorporate more 
online-based activities in their in-person language classes 
to reduce learners’ FLCA.  

 

Future Research 

Concerning venues for future research, as the current study 
topic concerns personal experience and emotions, the quali-
tative investigation route could be considered under the 
current subject. A qualitative analysis could be performed 
to investigate the causes of FLCA difference exhibited in 
the two modalities, such as online features that make low 
self-esteem learners feel less anxious, and features that 
make learners feel less pressured by their classroom perfor-
mance. Moreover, it would also be interesting for future 
investigators to explore learner differences (or lack thereof) 
in FLCA in the two modalities based on the literacy and 
oral production aspects of language learning. Additionally, 
it would be worthwhile comparing the language learning 
outcomes between in-person learning and online synchro-
nous learning with a larger sample size. An investigation 
could be performed on whether students achieve better 
learning results when experiencing lower FLCA levels in 
online synchronous classes, building upon the negative cor-
relation established between FLCA and language learning 

outcomes (Botes et al., 
2020; Teimouri et al., 
2019). 

 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrated 
that language learners ex-
hibit lower Foreign Lan-
guage Classroom Anxiety 
levels (FLCA) in online 

synchronous classes than in in-person live classes and ex-
plaining and adding to previous research on the FLCA-
easing effects of online educational tools and platforms 
(Liaw, 2019; Thrasher, 2021; Xie et al., 2019). When faced 
with the challenge of FLCA as explained in the current 
study, namely individual FLCA patterns in different learn-
ing modalities, it is important for language instructors to 
reassess their methods in approaching students with differ-
ent anxiety levels. As a general rule of thumb, though with 
great complexity in the matter, instructors should strive to 
create a low threat, encouraging class environment where 
anxious students are encouraged to participate with positive 
reinforcement from both the instructor and their classmates. 
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Appendix A 

Survey Questions 

Demographic questions  

What is your gender? 
· Man 
· Women 
· Transgender 
· Cisgender 
· Agender 
· Genderqueer 
· Gender Fluid 
· Gender non-conforming  
· Non-binary 
· Two-spirit 
· Preferred Response Not Listed (Please specify): 

 
Please specify your ethnicity. 

A. Caucasian 
B. African American 
C. Latino or Hispanic 
D. Asian 
E. Native American 
F. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
G. Two or More 
H. Other/Unknown 
I. Prefer not to say 
 

Which year are you at Bentley? 
· Freshman 
· Sophomore 
· Junior 
· Senior  

 
Which languages are you capable of speaking fluently? (Check 
all that apply) 

A. English 
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B. Spanish 
C. Portuguese 
D. French 
E. Mandarin 
F. Arabic 
G. Other (Please specify) ____________________ 
H. Prefer not to say 
 

What language course are you currently taking? 
[short answer] 
 

How long have you taken the language(s) that you’ve been study-
ing? 

[short answer] 
 

How much time (how many classes) do you spent on language 
learning remotely in the past year (Sept. 2020 – Oct. 2021)? 

 
How much time (how many classes) do you spent on language 
learning in-person (in a classroom even if it’s a hybrid class) in 
the past year (Sept. 2020 – Oct. 2021)? 
 

On a scale of 1 to 5, what level of anxiety do you experience in 
your everyday life over the past year? 
 
Remote Learning Questions 

On a scale of 1 to 5, how well will you rate your remote lan-
guage learning academic achievement in terms of remote lan-
guage learning? (1: below expectations; 5: above expectations) 

 
Note: listed below are statements regarding your experience with 
anxiety in an ONLINE foreign language class. For each one, 
please indicate whether you strongly agree (SA), agree (A), mild-
ly agree (MA), disagree (D), or strongly disagree (SD) with it. 
· I never feel quite sure of myself when I am speaking in my 

foreign language class.  
· I feel confident when I speak the target language in my lan-

guage class. 
· I can feel my heart pounding when I'm going to be called on 

in language class.  
· I keep thinking that the other students are better at the target 

language than I am. 
· I do not worry about making mistakes in language class.  
· I start to panic when I have to speak without preparation in 

my language class. 
· I would not be nervous speaking the foreign language with 

native speakers.  
· It does not embarrass me to volunteer answers in my lan-

guage class.  
· I don't feel pressure to prepare very well for language class.  
· I feel very self-conscious about speaking the foreign lan-

guage in front of other students.  
· I feel overwhelmed by the number of rules you have to learn 

to speak a foreign language. 
· It wouldn't bother me at all to take more foreign language 

classes  
· Even if I am well prepared for my language class, I feel anx-

ious about it.  
· I get nervous when I don't understand every word the teach-

er says.  
· My language class moves so quickly I worry about getting 

left behind.  
· The more I study for a language test, the more confused I 

get.  
· I feel more tense and nervous in my language class than in 

my other classes.  
 

In-person Learning Questions 

On a scale of 1 to 5, how well will you rate your in-person lan-
guage learning academic achievement in terms of remote lan-
guage learning? (1: below expectations; 5: above expectations) 

 
Note: listed below are statements regarding your experience with 
anxiety in an IN-PERSON foreign language class. For each one, 
please indicate whether you strongly agree (SA), agree (A), mild-
ly agree (MA), disagree (D), or strongly disagree (SD) with it. 
· I never feel quite sure of myself when I am speaking in my 

foreign language class.  
· I feel confident when I speak the target language in my lan-

guage class. 
· I can feel my heart pounding when I'm going to be called on 

in language class.  
· I keep thinking that the other students are better at the target 

language than I am. 
· I do not worry about making mistakes in language class.  
· I start to panic when I have to speak without preparation in 

my language class. 
· I would not be nervous speaking the foreign language with 

native speakers.  
· It does not embarrass me to volunteer answers in my lan-

guage class.  
· I don't feel pressure to prepare very well for language class.  
· I feel very self-conscious about speaking the foreign lan-

guage in front of other students.  
· I feel overwhelmed by the number of rules you have to learn 

to speak a foreign language. 
· It wouldn't bother me at all to take more foreign language 

classes  
· Even if I am well prepared for my language class, I feel anx-

ious about it.  
· I get nervous when I don't understand every word the teach-

er says.  
· My language class moves so quickly I worry about getting 

left behind.  
· The more I study for a language test, the more confused I 

get.  
· I feel more tense and nervous in my language class than in 

my other classes. 
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Alexis Bennett is a recent graduate of William Paterson University (WPU) where she received a BS in Management with a minor in 
Global Public Health. Alexis was a student in the Honors College at WPU and worked as a Senior Writing Consultant at the univer-
sity’s writing center. Currently, she is a Literacy Coach at Boxwood Learning Center, a non-profit aimed to improve the lives of at-
risk youth. She will be entering her Peace Corps service in January 2023 and will ultimately pursue a career that allows her to nur-
ture neglected communities and make positive, sustainable changes in the world. 

 

Ishmael Cadet is a junior science major at Pennsylvania State University Berks Campus. He engages in his school’s honors club/
program and enjoys volunteering. After his undergraduate education, Ishmael plans to attend graduate school to become a Physi-
cian’s assistant. 

 

Gina Calo graduated from the University of Saint Joseph in CT in May 2022, earning a bachelor’s degree in nursing and obtaining 
her RN license. She is currently completing her master’s degree at Yale University and will graduate in 2024 as a nurse practitioner 
specializing in Women’s Health. Gina is currently working as a vaccine and summer camp nurse. In her free time, Gina enjoys fish-
ing and all things outdoors. 

 

Mark Crisci is a third-year student who transferred to New College of Florida in Fall 2022 from SUNY Orange studying Data Sci-
ence. As a SUNY Orange Honors Program student, his thesis argues that Neoliberalist economic theories hijack capitalism to pro-
mote a system where opportunity is perpetually distributed unequally to a small portion of citizens. At the same time, the vast major-
ity bequeath a boot-strap mentality to their children to navigate unlevel economic landscapes that rely on a large portion of the popu-
lation to be socially, economically, and politically poor. In his spare time, he volunteers with The Alzheimer’s Association and is the 
Team Retention Chair on the board of the Orange/Sullivan chapter in Orange County, New York. Mark is determined to achieve his 
Master’s in Data Science to work with non-profit organizations. 

 

Shannon DiCristina is a student at Fairleigh Dickinson University and a member of the University's Honors Program and Honors 
Academy. She is a senior passionately studying Literature and Education; she plans on becoming an English teacher post-graduation. 
At Fairleigh Dickinson University, Shannon is the president of the English Honors Society Sigma Tau Delta and an executive board 
member for the Greek Order of Omega Honors Society. She is also a collegiate cross-country athlete and publicity cochair for the 
Honors Department. 

 

Misti Ellinger attends SUNY Buffalo State, where she is a student in the Muriel A. Howard Honors Program studying Biobehavior-
al Health Science. She is a recent graduate of SUNY Erie with an A.A. In Social Science, a member of Phi Theta Kappa, a Certified 
Lactation Counselor, and is employed in the medical field. Misti volunteers in her community as a Mentor for the Priscilla Project 
serving refugee and immigrant women, and also serves as a Youth Public Speaking Evaluator for the Erie County 4-H program. Her 
main goal is to be an outstanding role model for her two children. She plans to attend Graduate school in 2023 to become a Physician 
Assistant. Her future intentions are to focus on Women's Healthcare in underserved regions of Western New York, and the Northern 
Appalachian region she was raised in. 

 

Jill Evans is a teen mother and honors student at Mount Wachusett Community College where she studies Human Services. In her 
first year, she has won multiple academic awards, including 1st place in her school’s Best of College Research contest. Upon her 
graduation, she plans to complete her Bachelor’s degree in Social Work, and later complete her Master’s degree in the same subject. 
She is presently employed as a Recovery Support Specialist where she works with individuals with substance use disorder on their 
journey through addiction recovery. In her free time, she enjoys walks with her daughter, improving her embroidery skills, and read-
ing trashy romance novels. 

 

Caitlyn Ferrecchia is a senior who is majoring in History and minoring in Criminal Justice at Worcester State University where she 
is a member of the Honors Program, Phi Eta Sigma, and Phi Alpha Theta. Caitlyn is engaged in the campus community, where she 
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served as a research assistant over the summer conducting criminal justice research for a professor’s upcoming book chapter. She has 
completed independent honors projects across various disciplines and is in the process of completing her Commonwealth Honors 
Project. Caitlyn currently works as an ABA therapist for children with Autism, but hopes to pursue a career in Law after completing 
her undergraduate degree. 

 

Livia Fontana is a student at Bergen Community College. She is a member of the JKW Honors school and Phi Theta Kappa Honors 
society. Livia also serves as president of the Math Club and actively participates in the community at Bergen. Livia plans to transfer 
to a four year university to major in mathematics and minor in chemistry. While working in the Supplemental Instruction program 
and tutoring, Livia discovered her passion for teaching and plans to become a teacher post-graduation.    

 

Marilyn Green was born in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania, native to the Hill District. She holds a Bachelor’s Degree in Psychology and 
an Associate’s Degree in Computer Information Systems. She is exploring graduate school. She currently works at a social agency 
with the senior population helping them with community resources. In her spare time, Marilyn likes to try new recipes, read and 
watch movies. She is a dedicated walker, walking no less than 2 miles per day. Marilyn also serves in The Sharing and Caring Minis-
try at her church providing home cooked meals to the underserved. 

 

Leah Harrigan is a recent graduate of the Macaulay Honors College at the City College of New York, where she earned a Bache-
lor’s degree in Biology. She is a medical assistant at an urgent care clinic in New York City and a research assistant in the depart-
ment of Psychiatry at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai. She aspires to become a physician and is currently applying to 
medical school. 

 

Daniel Heberle is a recent graduate from Monroe Community College with an Associate's degree in English. While in the Honors 
Institute, Daniel developed his academic research and writing skills by researching artwork from the medieval and early modern pe-
riods to street art of the present day. With essays published in the MCC literary magazine Cabbages and Kings and in the 2022 Bea-
con Conference, Daniel's passion lies in talking and writing about artwork that challenges conventions of visual representation. He is 
currently a junior at the University of Rochester working towards his Bachelor's degree in art history. After graduate school, Daniel 
intends to become a professor of art history earning his PhD with focuses in Southern Renaissance and Baroque painting. 

 

Isabella Hoffer is a second-year student at the University of Pittsburgh. She spent her first year of college at Salisbury University, 
where she was a member of the Clarke Honors College and the women’s soccer team. She recently transferred to the University of 
Pittsburgh, where she is pursuing a degree in business administration, as well as participating in club soccer. After graduating, she 
aspires to be an innovative business leader. 

 

Kaléi Kowalchik, BSN, RN is a third-year student BSN-PhD student at The Pennsylvania State University, Ross and Carol Nese 
College of Nursing. She currently works as a graduate assistant and as a registered nurse in the hospice setting. Kaléi aspires to com-
plete her PhD and obtain a job in academia. Her research interests are bettering undergraduate nursing students knowledge and atti-
tudes providing hospice and end of life care, she hopes to continue to conduct research in the future relevant to her interests 

 

Emily Lamie is a rising sophomore at Fairleigh Dickinson University. She is a Biology / Pre-Medicine major with Lake Erie’s Col-
lege of Osteopathic Medicine (LECOM) 3 + 4 program. She is a member of the FDU Honors Program, Graphic Design club and 
Coptic club. Due to her love for art, she recently traveled abroad to England this summer to discover the art and beauty of other life-
styles and cultures. In her free time, she draws, plays piano, runs an Etsy account, and writes for fun. Following her three years of 
undergrad, Emily plans to attend LECOM and complete her medical degree as a Physician in Osteopathic Medicine.  

 

AnnaMaria Leal is a graduate student, in her final year, at St. Francis College. She is completing a BA/MA in Applied Behavioral 
Psychology and is double minoring in Spanish and Women & Gender Studies. While at SFC she was a member of the Swimming & 
Diving team for four years and a thrower on the Track & Field team for five years. She has served her campus as a student leader 
through a variety of different clubs, honors societies, and campus organizations. She recently took on the position of Career Advising 
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Graduate Assistant in the Center for Career Exploration, where she helps her fellow peers navigate their career journeys. One of her 
proudest accomplishments from her time at St. Francis College is that after five years as a Senator in the Student Government Asso-
ciation she was selected to serve the student body as their SGA President for the 2022-2023 school year.  When she's not at school 
AnnaMaria can usually be found doing her two favorite things, going to concerts and taking photos. 

 

Alexandra Lipinski is a sophomore at Salisbury University studying biology on the environmental biology track with a minor in 
chemistry. She is a member of the Clarke Honors College where she is an Honors Ambassador. She is involved on campus and is 
president of the BioEnvirons Club, vice-president of the Quidditch Club, and a member of the club field hockey team. After complet-
ing her undergraduate degree, Alexandra plans to pursue a PhD to study ornithology. 

 

Erin Maida is a fourth-year honors student at Fitchburg State University. She will be graduating in May 2023 with her Bachelor of 
Science degree in Special Education with a concentration in Severe Disabilities K-12. Last semester, Erin completed her Honors 
Thesis on Assistive Technology which has greatly increased her passion for teaching students using augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC). Erin is the Volunteer Coordinator of Kappa Delta Pi at her university, secretary of Falcon Friends which is 
similar to a Best Buddies program, and member of the Education Club. Outside of school, she works with individuals with disabili-
ties as a Registered Behavior Technician and as a Community Support Professional. Post graduation, Erin will be pursuing a master's 
degree at Southern Connecticut State University before she applies to be a special educator in New England.  

 

Matthew Matsulavage is a graduate of Buffalo State College with degrees in History and Business Administration. He was a mem-
ber of the Muriel A. Howard Honors Program, President of Buffalo State’s chapter of the Phi Alpha Theta Honor Society, and a 
member of Buffalo State’s Club Hockey Club. In addition to history, he has also studied French and served as Buffalo State’s French 
tutor. After graduation he will be attending SUNY University at Buffalo to study Archaeology and pursue a Masters in History. 

 

Addyson Miner is a student pursuing an associate degree at the Community College of Rhode Island and is part of the College Hon-
ors program. She is a sophomore studying Fine Arts and has a passion for photography. After graduating she plans on pursuing a 
bachelor’s degree in Photography and Film.  

 

Gabriella Parrella is a third-year Honors Academy student at Fairleigh Dickson University studying Business Management with a 
concentration in Human Resources and a minor in Psychology. She is currently working as a Marketing Coordinator at Opera at 
Florham and as a Communications Associate at the League of Women Voters of the Morristown Area. She also is the President of 
the University’s Women in Business Club, which mentors business students and prepares them for their professional careers. In the 
future, she plans on getting her MBA and implementing sustainability within business. 

 

Kristina Pickering is a recent graduate of Notre Dame of Maryland University with two Bachelor of Arts degrees in Biology and 
Philosophy on a Pre-Medical Pathway. She plans to pursue her interests in biology and philosophy by attaining a Master’s in bioeth-
ics in the coming year. At Notre Dame, she served, led, and participated in various programs and projects. A few of her most notable 
roles at Notre Dame have included: being a Bonner service student working in the city, at hospitals, and wherever she could serve 
her community and an intern to research the last forty years of her honors program and its impact on women’s education, a student 
researcher who investigated the genome of the Madagascar Hissing Cockroach, a student liaison and leader in the Public Safety De-
partment, and member of the first team to be taken to nationals for the APPE Intercollegiate Ethics Bowl. Outside of Notre Dame, 
she serves as one of two two-year student representatives for the National Collegiate Honors Council Board, a role she takes great 
pride in. She loves every opportunity to meet and network with honors students, staff, and faculty as she continues to engage, partici-
pate, and mentor in the honors community. You can contact her via email at kpickering1@live.ndm.edu. 
 

 

Anna Pinder is an international student from the fishing capital of The Bahamas, the small settlement of Spanish Wells. She was an 
honors student at Monroe College as she completed her Bachelor’s in Hospitality Management, with a minor in Tourism and Desti-
nation Management. At the completion of her degree, she was awarded the Honors Excellence Award for the New Rochelle campus, 
as well as receiving the 2022 Dean’s Award on behalf of the School of Hospitality Management and the Culinary Institute of New 
York. In response for her love for learning, she is now pursuing a Master’s in Business Administration with a minor in Human Re-
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sources. Anna is actively involved on the New Rochelle campus as serving as both a Resident Assistant and a Welcome Center 
Counselor within the Admissions department. 

 

Alyssa Politi is a sophomore honors student at Mercy College majoring in journalism and minoring in business aspiring to attend 
journalism school in New York City for her master's degree after she graduates. When not in school, she can be found writing for her 
blog entitled The Beauty Times and working with beauty products. Her main goal as a writer seeks to find the truth and share it to be 
understandable to people everywhere. 

 

Lizbeth Quiroga Lluizupa will be a junior at Dominican University New York this upcoming semester. She will have completed 
the requirements for her bachelor's degree in Criminal Justice while also pursuing a minor in psychology within 2 1/2 years. She is 
also a part of the honors program and is an active member of the Honors Student Association. She is also a member of the Alpha 
Lambda Delta Honor Society, the International Honor Society in Social Sciences- Pi Gamma Mu, and the Criminal Justice Honor 
Society-Alpha Phi Sigma. After graduation, Lizbeth plans to attend graduate school to earn a master's degree. In the future, Lizbeth 
hopes to pursue a career closely connected to victimization services.  

 

Mariel Ravel is a student in the Honors Program at Dominican University in New York studying Criminal Justice with a minor in 
Psychology. She has received the Rockland Country Club Scholarship and during her time at Dominican, Mariel has been inducted 
into the Alpha Phi Sigma Criminal Justice Honors Society and the Pi Gamma Mu International Honors Society in Social Sciences. 
She will complete her BA a full year early in the Spring of 2023 and has secured an internship at a local Sheriff's Department. Mariel 
plans on continuing her studies to pursue a legal profession. 

 

 

Aodhán Ridenour is a Sophomore at Community College of Allegheny County studying Art and Creative Writing. In the Honors 
Program, Aodhán works as a Leadership Assistant and has helped to found the Creative Writing Club, Workout Wednesdays, and 
will serve as Editor of The Phoenix Creative Arts Journal. In his free time he loves to ride his bicycle, go wilderness backpacking, 
and eat bananas. 

 

Brittany Siegel recently graduated with honors from SUNY Orange Community College with an Associates degree in Public Health 
and Liberal Arts. She completed the college's Honors Program and belongs to the college's Phi Theta Kappa Honors Society chapter. 
Brittany served as the secretary for the Student Senate and as a mentor for the honors program. Brittany represented both the student 
senate and the honors program on the Academic Policy Committee as well as the Middle States Committee. Additionally, Brittany 
was the recipient of the Christopher J. Basta Memorial Scholarship and the Faculty/Staff Graduating Scholarship. Currently, she is 
serving as an alumni representative for the SUNY Orange Middle States committee. Brittany has a strong interest in medical re-
search analysis. She will be attending the College of St. Rose in 2023 to earn a BS in public health then go on to earn a Master of 
Public Health (MPH) with a concentration in Applied Epidemiology through The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  

 

Elizabeth A. Wash is a rising junior with a major in Biomedical Biology and a double minor in Chemistry and Deaf Studies, on the 
Pre-Medical track at Salisbury University’s Clarke Honor’s College. An active member of the campus community, she serves as 
President for Delta Alpha Pi, a Presidential Citizens Scholar, an Honors Student Ambassador, Director of Campus Enhancement for 
SGA, and the managing editor for Laridae. She is also a member of Honors Student Association, Medical Careers Society, American 
Sign Language Club, Mental Health Committee, and she is an editor of The Saunterer. Elizabeth advocates for students with disabili-
ties, like herself, through providing education about disabilities and raising awareness. After completing her undergraduate degree, 
Elizabeth plans to pursue her MD in Pediatrics.    

 

Annie (Xuehan) Xie recently graduated Summa Cum Laude from Bentley University, earning a double major in Language, Culture 
and Business (French) and Business Studies, and a minor in International Affairs. Coming from a multicultural and multilingual 
background, Annie has always been passionate about foreign language acquisition and education. She has been working in the field 
of language education since 2018, and she is currently working as a trilingual instructor both in the United States and internationally 
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Zachary Aidala, Ph.D. is an Associate Professor of Psychology at Bloomfield College, and has served as Honors Program Director 
since 2018. He earned a B.S. in Psychobiology from Binghamton University (SUNY), an M.A. in Psychology from Hunter College 
(CUNY), and a Ph.D. in Biopsychology and Behavioral Neuroscience from The Graduate Center (CUNY). His area of expertise is in 
neuroethology and sensory ecology. His research focuses on the coevolution of host-parasite interactions between avian brood para-
sites and their hosts, specifically the visual sensory processes mediating parasitic egg ejection in hosts of obligate brood parasites. In 
addition to coordinating Bloomfield College’s Honors Program, he regularly teaches Statistics, Research Methods, Biopsychology, 
Sensation and Perception, Drugs and Behavior, and Animal Behavior. Dr. Aidala has recently served as Faculty Representative and 
now holds the position of Vice President on the NRHC Executive Board. 

*** 
Autumn Barszczowski is a public relations graduate from Point Park University. She is currently the Personnel & Finance Analyst 
at the City of Pittsburgh's Department of Permits, Licenses, and Inspections. During her time as a student, she filled multiple roles 
within her honors program and Honors Student Organization including serving as a mentor, board member, and eventually as Presi-
dent. She was also an active participant in the national and regional honors councils, where she acted as a moderator and presenter at 
conferences. She even served for one year as Student Representative for NRHC and helped to plan the 2018 conference in Provi-
dence, Rhode Island. She loves having the opportunity to continue playing an active role in honors education and seeing the work 
that students are producing.  

*** 
Matt Baran is the Assistant Director of the Muriel A. Howard Honors Program at SUNY Buffalo State College. He teaches the in-
troductory seminar course to all first-year Honors students each fall, plans weekly Honors events, and coordinates leadership oppor-
tunities for students among other tasks related to building a robust Honors community. In Fall 2022, he launched a new peer mentor-
ing program matching upper-level Honors students with first-year Honors students to aide in their transition to college. Matt earned a 
B.S. in Architecture at the University of Maryland, College Park (2017), and an M.A. in Higher Education & Student Affairs at The 
Ohio State University (2019).  

*** 
Xarielle Blanchette completed her undergrad studies at Monroe College in 2020, where she majored in Business Management with 
a minor in Marketing.  During her time at college, she was very involved as an honors student. She is passionate about all things that 
allow her to express herself creatively. She also enjoys learning new things about Marketing and Human Behaviors. Xarielle was one 
of the first ever students to have research published in Illuminate. Now, she works as a Marketing Strategist and is the founder of 
The Rhadika Brand, a Motivation, Marketing and Branding agency.   

*** 
Chris Brittain is an Admissions Officer at the University of Rutgers-Camden. He graduated from Lock Haven University of Penn-
sylvania in 2010 with a Bachelor’s degree in English and Communication Media and in 2012 with a Master’s degree in Liberal Arts 
with a concentration in Higher Education Administration. He has been working with Honors Programs in the Northeast Region for 
twelve years, and served as the NRHC Web Coordinator from 2016-2019. He founded the Lock Haven University Honors Coalition 
and co-created the Pennsylvania Honors Development Conference in 2012. In addition to his involvement with the Northeast Re-
gional Honors Council, he spends much of his time pursuing interests in photography and event-planning. Chris’s email address 
is cbrittainnrhc@gmail.com. 

*** 
AnnMarie DelliPizzi is an Associate Professor of Biology, the Coordinator of the Health Sciences Program, the Health Professions 
Advisor and the Director of the Honors Program at Dominican College, where she has worked for the past 18 years.  She also holds 
adjunct positions in the Department of Pharmacology at New York Medical College and the Department of Nursing at Lehman Col-
lege, where she teaches pharmacology to both undergraduate and graduate nursing students.  From 2019-2021, she served as the Fac-
ulty Representative on the NRHC Executive Board.  
 
Dr. DelliPizzi earned a BS in Biology from Manhattan College and an MS and PhD in Pharmacology from New York Medical Col-
lege.  Her doctoral researched focused on the role of constrictor eicosanoids in the implementation of calcium-dependent basal tone 
in models of angiotensin II-dependent hypertension.  She has co-authored two anatomy and physiology lab manuals and has pub-
lished many peer-reviewed articles in journals such as the American Journal of Physiology, Journal of Pharmacology and Experi-

before pursuing a Master's degree in Second Language Acquisition. Fascinated by the unique behaviors students exhibit in language 
classrooms and her own language learning experience, Annie has combined her two interests in her featured article: "The Impact of 
Learning Modalities on Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety: A Comparative Study." 
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mental Therapeutics and Hypertension.  
 
When she’s not in the lab or in a classroom with her students, Dr. DelliPizzi loves traveling the world and exploring new plac-
es.  She also enjoys baking delicious treats with her daughter and dabbles in cake decorating. 

*** 
Kyle Dineen is a pre-med kinesiology major from the University of Maryland, College Park. Kyle works as a research and teaching 
assistant in the Biological Sciences Undergraduate Program, as well as being a teaching assistant and course designer in the Depart-
ment of Kinesiology. He serves on the executive leadership teams of the University System of Maryland Student Council, The Mar-
yland Higher Education Commission Student Advisory Council, Omicron Delta Kappa National Leadership Society, and the Service 
Learning Certificate Program. He is also an alumni ambassador and member of the Student Alumni Leadership Council, Phi Kappa 
Phi, the Tau Sigma Transfer Honors Society, and is an athlete in UMD triathlon.  

*** 
Kyle previously attended Frederick Community College. He graduated with High Honors and a full-tuition scholarship to the Uni-
versity of Maryland, College Park. Prior to graduation, he served as the SGA President, authored the FCC Honors College hand-
book, and was the recipient of the John and Ethel Portz Award for honors research. He was also awarded the Coca-Cola New Centu-
ry Maryland Transfer Scholarship, and was selected to the Phi Theta Kappa All-Maryland 1st Academic Team. Kyle is both an edi-
tor and author for the Illuminate journal and has presented research at the 2019 Northeast Regional Honors Conference and the 2018 
Maryland Collegiate Honors Conference. 

*** 
Helen Fallon, professor emeritus and former director of Point Park's Honors Program, has taught and served as an administrator at 
Point Park University since 1986. She was chair of the Department of Journalism and Mass Communication from 1999 to 2008 and 
was the acting dean of the School of Communication from 2008 to 2009. She then became director of the Honors Program until 
2020. 
 
Fallon remains an active journalist, working as a copy editor for the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, where she's been gathering real-world 
materials for her classes since 1990. Earlier in her career, Fallon worked as a reporter, copy editor and editor for several papers in 
the Pittsburgh area for six years and did public relations for a university and a community hospital for five years. 
 
She is active in journalism professional organizations, serving currently as the president of the Press Club of Western Pennsylvania, 
and on the board of the Pennsylvania NewsMedia Foundation.  Fallon has been a member, officer and board member of the Wom-
en’s Press Club of Pittsburgh as well.   
 
Service has been an important to her, as it is to all who love honors, and Fallon became a member of the Jefferson Regional Founda-
tion’s board.  The grantmaking foundation is dedicated to investing in the health and vitality of the communities served by Jefferson 
Hospital in the South Hills and lower Mon Valley of Pittsburgh. 

*** 
Irina V. Ellison, Ph.D. is the Associate Dean of the School of Health and Natural Sciences and Co-Director of the college-wide 
Global Honors Program at Mercy College. At Mercy,  Dr. Ellison serves as an Activity Director on the ACCESS grant, a Title V 
grant aimed at improving student outcomes in Anatomy and Physiology I. She is also the Project Director of the NEA Big Read - 
Mercy College (2022-2023), a program of the National Endowment for the Arts in partnership with Arts Midwest designed to 
broaden our understanding of our world, our communities, and ourselves through the joy of sharing a good book.  Dr. Ellison has 
led the Supplemental Instruction Learning Fellows program at Mercy College since 2018 and serves as the co-chair of the college-
wide Committee on Student Success and Engagement (CSSE) and co-chair of the Inter-Professional Education (IPE) Commit-
tee.  Dr. Ellison co-founded and co-directs the Art in the Lab Workshops, which give scientists and artists the opportunity to collab-
orate to create art based on active laboratory experiences. Dr. Ellison is actively involved in the Northeast Regional Honors Council 
where she served as President from 2020-2021 and currently co-chairs the Diversity Equity Inclusion Justice (DEIJ) Committee.    

 
Kat MacDonald is the Coordinator of the Honors Program and a faculty member in the English Department at Monroe College. She 
holds a Master’s degree in Mass Media and Communication from Fordham University and bachelor’s degrees in English, Commu-
nication Arts, and Women’s Studies from the College of New Rochelle. Before coming to Monroe College as a full-time faculty 
member (she was an adjunct first) in 2010, she served on the editorial team of Reader’s Digest. Kat currently serves as the Execu-
tive Secretary of the Northeast Regional Honors Council (NRHC). Kat also completed a four-year stint on the Executive Board of 
NRHC (she rotated through Vice President, President-Elect, President, and Immediate Past President). Kat is also a member of the 
NCHC Publication Board. 
Serving the students in her college’s Honors Program has been most rewarding. She believes NRHC gives students the opportunity 
to present their research, collaborate with their peers, and become exposed to new ideas and places. She has had the pleasure of 
mentoring the Student Reps since 2013, when her first student served in Niagara Falls. Subsequently, two students from her institu-
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tion served at Cambridge in 2015. Her students also served as Student Representative in Pittsburgh in 2017, Baltimore in 2019, and 
Philadelphia in 2022. Watching the students grow and learn is extremely satisfying. 
 
Kat has been proud to serve as the Editor-in-Chief of Illuminate since its inception in 2019.  

*** 
Amy McMillan is the Director of the Muriel A. Howard Honors Program at SUNY Buffalo State College. Dr. McMillan has a B.S. 
in Zoology from North Dakota State University (1988) and an M.A. (1991) and Ph.D. (1998) from the University of Kansas, where 
she studied animal behavior and population genetics. After teaching at the University of Southern Maine and completing a postdoc 
at the U.S. EPA in Narragansett, RI and Cincinnati, OH, she started at Buffalo State in 2003 in the Biology Department. Here she 
taught Genetics, Population Genetics, and Evolution and conducted research that focused on species of conservation concern in-
cluding the Hellbender Salamander and Common Loon. At Buffalo State, Dr. McMillan has received awards for Excellence in Ad-
visement, Undergraduate Research Mentorship, Equity and Campus Diversity, and Service. She served on the College Senate for 
six years and as chair of the Senate for two years. She now is a Faculty Representative for NRHC.  

*** 
Darryl L. Peterkin is Director of the Clara I. Adams Honors College at Morgan State University (Baltimore, Maryland).  Dr. Pe-
terkin has a BA in American Studies from Yale University (1988) and a PhD in American history from Princeton University 
(1995). A specialist in the history of higher education in the Early Republic, Dr. Peterkin has taught history at the Community Col-
lege of Baltimore County (Essex, Maryland), Dillard University (New Orleans, Louisiana), the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, Morgan State University, Rowan University (Glassboro, New Jersey), Washington University in St. Louis, and Xavier 
University of Louisiana (New Orleans, Louisiana). He has served as Director of Studies for Butler College at Princeton University, 
Director of Faculty Recruitment and Development at The National Faculty (New Orleans, Louisiana), and Dean of Honors at 
Dillard University.  Prior to coming to Morgan in 2009, Dr. Peterkin was a Senior Program Officer and Director of the Center to 
Serve Historically Black Colleges and Universities at the Southern Education Foundation (Atlanta, Georgia).  
  
A proud Southerner, Dr. Peterkin has devoted much of the last thirty years to learning the intricacies of his grandmother’s biscuit 
recipe and the pursuit of Carolina-style barbecue.  He is also an enthusiastic baseball fan -- especially of the Atlanta Braves -- and a 
student of science fiction and its influence on literature, history, technology, and American popular culture.  Dr. Peterkin is an afi-
cionado all things Star Trek, but maintains good diplomatic relationships with visitors from the Star Wars universe.  
  
In the wee hours of the morning, Dr. Peterkin works on several nonfiction and fiction projects including a biography of Joseph 
Caldwell, the first president of the University of North Carolina, a play about President Harry S. Truman and the desegregation of 
the United States Armed Forces, a political thriller set during the Administration of President George Washington, and a retelling of 
the Sherlock Holmes origin story.  

*** 
Alyssa Politi is a sophomore honors student majoring in media studies: journalism and minoring in business administration at Mer-
cy College. She serves as Student Government’s Director of Communications for her student body as well as the Global Honors 
Program Assistant and an Honors Student Council Officer of her college. She was awarded by Mercy College in May of 2022 the 
Quill Award which honored her outstanding achievement in Radio Journalism, and was also published in their literary journal, Red 
Hyacinth. When not using her journalism skills for communicative leadership, Alyssa serves as Mercy College’s CEO Club Social 
Media Marketing Officer and interns at a renowned hospital in her city, St. John’s Riverside Hospital, in PR and Marketing, to uti-
lize her marketing skills from business administration. In her free time, Alyssa can be found taking up modeling, acting, and work-
ing as a makeup artist, which allowed her to start her own blog entitled, The Beauty Times. Alyssa’s time on the Illuminate Editori-
al Board has allowed her to strengthen other writers’ work as well as her own writing. She aspires to continue making Dean’s List 
as she graduates from Mercy College in 2025 and attend graduate school for journalism.   

*** 
Tanya Radford is an Assistant Professor of English and the Assistant Director of Honors at Dominican College, where she teaches 
beginning and advanced writing courses, early American literature, Enlightenment literature, and children’s and young adult litera-
ture.  She completed her BA and MA degrees at the University of Utah and then earned a PhD in English from the City University 
of New York’s Graduate Center. Her PhD research focused on affective response in 18th Century literature, and her current re-
search continues that work by considering the cognitive and social benefits of leisure reading and the representation of reading, 
books, and libraries in works for young readers.  

*** 
Jade Rhoads is a neuroscience and social psychology major from Theil College. She is involved in her sorority of Sigma Kappa, 
Lamda Sigma Honors Society, Psi Chi Honors Society Nu Rho Psi Honors Society, and a member of the cross country and softball 
teams. She also obtains two jobs on campus as a peer tutor and a tour guide for the Admissions Office. Jade plans to graduate with 
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a bachelor's degree in both neuroscience and social psychology in 2023, and further her education at a graduate program to get her 
PhD in Behavioral Neuroscience. Jade was also an editor-in-chief of Thiel's undergraduate research journal The Lectern, where she 
was a part of publishing their first and second editions.  

*** 
Briana Stephenson is a senior Marketing major with minors in Media and Finance in the Business and Liberal Arts Honors Pro-
grams at Molloy College. Briana completed her term as the Student Body President of Molloy College, and she remains an active 
student on her college campus as a Student Ambassador, Business Ambassador, New Student Orientation Leader, and President of 
the Molloy Business Association. She will graduate with her B.S. in December 2021 and continue to pursue her MBA in Marketing 
through December 2022.  

*** 
Bruce Wigutow earned his Bachelor’s degree in Telecommunication (Radio and Television) at Ohio University in 1986 and his 
Master’s degree in English/Education at Long Island University’s C.W. campus in the Spring of 1994. He then joined the Briarcliffe 
College faculty in the Fall of 1994 and continued as a full-time Associate Professor through to January of 2014.  Professor Wigutow 
also taught as an Adjunct Assistant Professor at Farmingdale State College (SUNY) from 2002 through 2015.  Professor Wigutow 
joined the adjunct staff of Monroe College’s English Department in September of 2014 and became a member of the full-time facul-
ty in September of 2015.  Professor Wigutow has been teaching in the Monroe College Honor’s Program since the Winter semester 
of 2015. 
  
While at Briarcliffe College, Professor Wigutow was named Outstanding Member of the Faculty on two occasions, 2000 and 
2008.  Since arriving at Monroe College, Professor Wigutow has taught several classes within the English curriculum.  Professor 
Wigutow received the Faculty of Distinction Award in the Spring of 2016.  In 2019 Professor Wigutow was named the Northeast 
Region Honors Council Honors Professional of the Year in the Faculty Category. Also in 2019, Professor Wigutow was named an 
Honorary Member of the National Society of Leadership and Success. Professor Wigutow resides in Lake Ronkonkoma, NY with 
his wife Dawn and daughter Katherine. 

 




