


2 ©2026 QSR Volume XXII Issue 3

QSR Qualitative 
Socilogy 
Review

©2026 QSR • ISSN: 1733-8077

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
Krzysztof T. Konecki, University of Lodz

EXECUTIVE EDITORS
Łukasz T. Marciniak, University of Lodz
Dagmara Tarasiuk, University of Lodz
Magdalena Wojciechowska, 
University of Lodz

ASSOCIATE EDITORS
Leon Anderson, Utah State University
Dominika Byczkowska-Owczarek, 
University of Lodz
Anna Kacperczyk, University of Lodz
Thaddeus Müller, Lancaster University
Robert Prus, University of Waterloo

APPROVING EDITORS
Steven Kleinknecht, 
Brescia University College
Geraldine Leydon, 
Southampton University
Antony J. Puddephatt, 
Lakehead University

BOOK REVIEWS EDITOR
Dominika Byczkowska-Owczarek, 
University of Lodz

ONLINE CONTENT EDITOR
Edyta Mianowska, Zielona Gora University

LINGUISTIC EDITOR 
Jonathan Lilly 

DESKTOP PUBLISHER
Piotr Świderek

COVER DESIGNER
Anna Kacperczyk, University of Lodz

QSR Editorial Office
University of Lodz
Faculty of Economics and Sociology
Institute of Sociology
The Sociology of Organization 
& Management Department
Rewolucji 1905 r. 41/43, 90-214 Lodz, 
Poland
tel. (4842) 635 52 63
email: office@qualitativesociologyreview.org
www.qualitativesociologyreview.org

Qualitative  
Sociology  
Review

Volume XXII
Issue 3

Note
The journal and all published articles are a contribution to the contemporary 
social sciences. They are available without special permission to everyone 
who would like to use them for non-commercial, scientific, educational, or 
other cognitive purposes. Making use of resources included in this journal 
for commercial or marketing aims requires a special permission from pub-
lisher. Possible commercial use of any published article will be consulted 
with the author beforehand.
It is forbidden to charge for access to this journal or to put any limitations on 
the accessibility of published papers. The authors are responsible for obtain-
ing the necessary permissions for publication of materials which are protect-
ed by a copyrights owned by other persons.

mailto:office@qualitativesociologyreview.org
https://www.qualitativesociologyreview.org


3Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org

EDITORIAL BOARD

Patricia A. Adler

Peter Adler

Mahbub Ahmed

Michael Atkinson

Kate Bacon

Howard S. Becker

Laura Bisaillon

Nicolette Bramley

Attila Bruni

Marie Buscatto

Tanya Cassidy

Kathy Charmaz †

Catherine A. Chesla

Cesar A. Cisneros Puebla

Adele E. Clarke

Jan K. Coetzee

Juliet Corbin

Michael Dellwing

Norman K. Denzin †

Robert Dingwall

Agata Dziuban

Rosalind Edwards

Peter Eglin

Gary Alan Fine

Silvia Gherardi

Barney Glaser †

Giampietro Gobo

Jaber F. Gubrium

Nina Veetnisha Gunnarsson

Tony Hak

Scott R. Harris

Paul ten Have

Judith Holton

Domenico Jervolino

Benjamin Kelly

Robert A. Kenedy

Steven Kleinknecht

Hubert Knoblauch

Joseph A. Kotarba

Ireneusz Krzemiński

Margarethe Kusenbach

Riitta Kyllonen

Staffan Larsson

Geraldine Leydon

Lyn H. Lofland

Jordi Lopez Sintas

Michael Lynch

Christoph Maeder

Barbara Misztal

Setsuo Mizuno

Lorenza Mondada

Janusz Mucha

Elena Neiterman

Peter Nugus

Tony O’Connor

Sandi Michele de Oliveira

Dorothy Pawluch

Eleni Petraki

Constantinos N. Phellas

Jason L. Powell

Andrea Press

Robert Prus

George Psathas †

Antony J. Puddephatt

Anne Warfield Rawls

Johanna Rendle-Short

Roberto Rodríguez-Gomez

Bernt Schnettler

William Shaffir

Phyllis N. Stern †

Antonio Strati

Joerg Struebing

Andrzej Szklarski

Massimiliano Tarozzi

Roland Terborg

Victor Thiessen

Jan Trost †

Jonathan H. Turner

Dennis D. Waskul

Shalva Weil

Fred Wester

Ingrid Westlund

Patrick Williams

Ruth Wodak

Kiyomitsu Yui



﻿

4 ©2026 QSR Volume XXII Issue 3

CONTENTS

Editorial:

Emotions, Interactions, Experiences: Educational Contexts	 6
Renata Góralska and Beata Pawłowska

Articles:

Engagement and Exhaustion as (Un)Expected Consequences of Academic Teachers’ 
Emotional Labor: Affective Injustice in Higher Education	 12
Renata Góralska

Acquiescence to Criticism: The Meaning of Emotions in the Multidimensional Evaluation 
of an Academic Teacher’s Work	 28
Beata Pawłowska

Between Enslavement and Empowerment. The Idea of ​​Empowerment in the Work 
of a Polish Academic Teacher	 50
Małgorzata Kosiorek

Manipulation from the Perspective of Academic Teachers	 66
Alina Wróbel

Emotions and Relationships in Polish Citizenship Education: Mapping Opportunities 
and Change Through an Analysis of Secondary School Core Curricula	 84
Violetta Kopińska





6 ©2026 QSR Volume XXII Issue 3

Emotions, Interactions, Experiences: 
Educational Contexts

Renata Góralska and Beata Pawłowska
University of Lodz, Poland

DOI: https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.22.3.01

© by the author, licensee Lodz University—Lodz University Press, Lodz, Poland. 
This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribu-
tion license CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Funding Information: This work was supported by the Interdisciplinary Research Grant, University of Lodz, 
under the “Initiative of Excellence—Research University” (IDUB-UŁ), Decision No. 3/IGB/2022, project “Engage-
ment and Exhaustion as (Un)Expected Outcomes of the Emotional Labour of Academic Teachers,” Project Code: 
B2311813000200.07. Conflicts of interest: None. Ethical Considerations: The author assures that no violations of 
publication ethics have occurred and takes full responsibility for the content of the publication. The percentage 
share of the author in the preparation of the work is: RG 50%, BP 50%. Declaration regarding the use of GAI 
tools: No GAI tools were used in the preparation of this work.
Received: 2026-07-10 Verified: 2026-07-11 Accepted: 2026-07-12

Renata Góralska is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Theory of Education at the Faculty of Educational Scienc-

es, University of Lodz. She has authored two monographs and numerous academic articles in the fields of education theory, 

higher education pedagogy, and pedeutology. She is a former Editor-in-Chief of the journal Studia Dydaktyczne. Her current 

research interests focus on the role of emotions and affect in education, with a particular emphasis on critical emotional edu-

cation, emotional competence, emotional capital, and affective injustice in educational institutions.

 renata.goralska@uni.lodz.pl

 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0794-8609

https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.22.3.01
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:renata.goralska@uni.lodz.pl
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0794-8609


7Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org

Emotions, Interactions, Experiences: Educational Contexts 

Contemporary research in the social sci-
ences and humanities demonstrates that 
education and socialization are inextri-
cably linked to the cultural and struc-

tural dimensions of human emotionality. For de-
cades, the sociology of emotions has examined the 
social conditions underlying the emergence of emo-
tions, as well as their dynamics and duration across 
interactional, individual, social, and organizational 
contexts. Emotional life, in turn, constitutes a fun-
damental dimension of society and culture (Stearns 
and Stearns 1985; Turner and Stets 2005). The acceler-
ating pace of social and technological development, 
together with the commercialization and commod-
ification of living conditions, generates tensions, 
stress, and uncertainty. At the relational level, social 
bonds are increasingly eroded and require continu-
ous reconstruction, contributing to heightened feel-
ings of alienation and estrangement. Consequently, 

managing one’s own emotions—as well as those of 
others—has become a crucial competence in both 
professional and everyday life. Against this back-
drop, the study of educational processes requires 
moving beyond traditional transmission-based and 
cognitivist theories of education.

This special issue responds to the need for a critical 
reflection on the emotional dimension of education. 
The articles collected here are grounded in interpre-
tive and critical approaches. From these perspec-
tives, emotions cease to be regarded as a margin-
al aspect of social life and instead emerge as a key 
driving force of institutional processes, shaping the 
subjectivities of social actors.

Our understanding of emotions is informed by phil-
osophical and sociological theories of emotion, par-
ticularly the scholarship of Arlie Russell Hochschild 
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(1983, 2024), Eva Illouz (2007, 2023), and Megan Bo-
ler (1999). Their work not only redefines emotions 
as social, relational, and discursive phenomena, but 
also demonstrates that emotions are inextricably in-
tertwined with sociopolitical conditions, structures 
of power, and ideological mechanisms of control 
and discipline. Arlie Russell Hochschild (1983) was 
among the first to demonstrate how, within a ser-
vice-based economy, emotions—once considered 
part of the private sphere—became commodified 
and incorporated into paid labor. She also identi-
fied the detrimental consequences of this process 
for workers, including alienation and burnout. 
Meanwhile, Eva Illouz (2007) argues that contem-
porary culture is characterized by a profound en-
tanglement of affective and economic relations, in 
which emotions become instruments of evaluation, 
self-regulation, and market productivity. She con-
ceptualizes this as “emotional capitalism” and de-
fines it as follows: “Emotional capitalism is a cul-
ture in which emotional and economic discourses 
and practices mutually shape each other, thus pro-
ducing what I view as a broad, sweeping move-
ment in which affect is made an essential aspect of 
economic behavior and in which emotional life—
especially that of the middle classes—follows the 
logic of economic relations and exchange” (Illouz 
2007:5). Within such a culture, emotional experienc-
es are alienated, commercialized, and subordinated 
to the institutional logic of efficiency. Likewise, in 
her foundational contribution to critical pedagogy, 
Feeling Power: Emotions and Education, Megan Boler 
(1999) demonstrates how educational systems and 
pedagogical theories throughout the past century 
have regulated, suppressed, and ignored human 
emotions. Boler argues that education is inherently 
political and that, to study emotions in education, 
one must expose the ways in which power—par-

ticularly in its neoliberal and bureaucratic forms—
colonizes individuals’ affective well-being by im-
posing institutionalized rules governing emotional 
experience and expression.

Focusing on the academic context is particularly 
timely given the continuing consolidation of the 
neoliberal agenda in higher education, character-
ized by an increasing emphasis on productivity, 
performance, excellence, and entrepreneurship (cf. 
Potulicka and Rutkowiak 2010; Giroux 2014; Kwiek 
2015; Szadkowski 2016; Bonfanti, Cannito and Nal-
dini 2025). Capitalist logics and practices have per-
meated the academic field to such an extent that the 
future of the public university appears increasingly 
uncertain (Shore 2008; Wright and Shore 2017), while 
academic staff are compelled to engage in emotional 
labor in order to align their feelings with the emo-
tional norms governing their workplaces (Gill 2018; 
Steen-Johnsen, Magnussen and Trysnes 2025).

Sociological and philosophical theories of emotion 
draw the attention of educators—and not only ed-
ucators—to the (non)presence of emotions within 
educational practices and institutions. They encour-
age critical inquiry into the ways in which power, 
particularly in its neoliberal and bureaucratic forms, 
appropriates individuals’ emotional well-being by 
imposing institutionalized norms regulating how 
emotions should be experienced and expressed. 
Such questions are especially pressing today, in an 
era marked by relentless metrics-driven evaluation, 
bureaucratization, and enforced competitiveness, 
where a market-oriented emotional discourse in-
creasingly permeates educational institutions and 
where experiences of uncertainty, anxiety, guilt, 
shame, and exhaustion have become ever more 
pervasive.
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The theoretical perspective outlined above provid-
ed the foundation for the Interdisciplinary IDUB 
Research Grant Engagement and Burnout as (Un)Ex-
pected Consequences of the Emotional Labor of Univer-
sity Teachers, conducted between 2023 and 2026 by 
a team of educational researchers and sociologists 
at the University of Lodz. The project’s primary ob-
jective was to reconstruct the emotional experiences 
of university teachers. It rested on the assumption 
that these emotional experiences serve as a distinc-
tive “mirror” that reflects the challenges of the con-
temporary corporate university, where emotions 
have become harnessed to the imperatives of insti-
tutional productivity and managerial control. One 
outcome of the project is the present issue: Emotions, 
Interactions, Experiences: Educational Contexts.

The issue opens with an article by Renata Góralska, 
who draws on Shiloh Whitney’s philosophical work 
and the theory of affective injustice to reconstruct 
the emotional experiences of university teachers, fo-
cusing on trajectories of engagement and burnout 
among academic staff. The article portrays the uni-
versity as an alienating environment and calls for 
renewed discussion of more equitable educational 
practices. It exposes the neoliberal university as a 
site of alienation and affective exploitation, arguing 
that academics’ emotional labor—as manifested in 
trajectories leading from engagement to exhaus-
tion—provides a compelling point of departure for 
reimagining more inclusive and just working condi-
tions within higher education.

The theme of institutional pressure and its emo-
tional consequences is further developed by Beata 
Pawłowska in her article, Acquiescence to Criticism: 
The Meaning of Emotions in the Multidimensional Eval-
uation of an Academic Teacher’s Work. Addressing the 

issues of performance evaluation and audit cul-
ture, she argues that the developmental purpose 
originally attributed to employee evaluation has 
gradually eroded under neoliberalism. Drawing 
on qualitative interview data, the article reveals the 
mechanisms through which emotions—from pride 
to anxiety and shame—are managed within an en-
vironment characterized by permanent competition.

This theme continues in the two subsequent arti-
cles. Małgorzata Kosiorek centers her analysis on 
the concept of empowerment in the work of uni-
versity teachers. Her article explores the dichotomy 
of emotional experiences associated with teaching 
and research, locating them along a continuum be-
tween subjective empowerment and institutional 
subjugation.

Alina Wróbel, in turn, examines the phenomenon of 
manipulation in academic practice. She conceptu-
alizes manipulation at three interconnected levels: 
the macro level, encompassing the consequences 
of top-down educational policies; the mezo level, 
involving hierarchical institutional relations and 
abuses of power within universities; and the micro 
level, referring to interpersonal interactions among 
academic staff. Proceeding from the premise that 
autonomy and agency constitute indispensable con-
ditions for the development of a thriving academic 
community, the author demonstrates the destruc-
tive effects of both micro- and macro-political prac-
tices of manipulation on university teachers’ profes-
sional identities.

The account of university teachers’ emotional expe-
riences is complemented by a curricular perspective 
in the fifth article, authored by Violetta Kopińska. 
She examines the extent to which affective and re-
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lational dimensions are incorporated into the pro-
cess of fostering young people’s civic identities. 
Through a comparative analysis of the Polish na-
tional core curricula for civic education introduced 
in 2018 and 2025—developed under markedly dif-
ferent political circumstances—the article recon-
structs the institutional potential for promoting cit-
izenship as a shared and relational experience. The 
analysis demonstrates that although both curricular 
documents provide space for affective categories, 
the 2025 reform offers a substantially more compre-
hensive and structurally integrated representation 
of concepts central to a relational and political un-
derstanding of civic subjectivity. In doing so, it re-
veals a continuum in which affect is systematically 

embedded within earlier stages of institutional so-
cialization.

Taken together, the articles assembled in this issue 
offer an interdisciplinary map of contemporary 
educational realities by exposing the mechanisms 
through which emotions are systematically gov-
erned within academic institutions. The findings 
and analyses not only diagnose the emotional costs 
of neoliberal audit culture in (Polish) higher edu-
cation but also contribute to broader debates on 
the humanization and democratization of the uni-
versity. At the same time, they offer an impetus for 
rethinking prevailing institutional practices toward 
greater agency, empathy, and affective justice.
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Abstract: The aim of this article is to reconstruct the emotional experiences of academic teachers, spe-
cifically how they relate to identity and power relations. I assume that the experience of emotions is 
embedded in the context of socio-political needs and interests. The theoretical background consists of 
research from the philosophy of emotions, specifically the conceptualizations of emotional labor by Shi-
loh Whitney, along with studies and analyses on affective injustice, such as those by Francisco Gallegos, 
Katie Stockdale, Alfred Archer, and Georgina Mills. Based on these concepts, I argue that working in 
contemporary, neoliberally managed academia has important consequences for the development of sub-
jectivity, both positive and constructive, as well as negative, destructive, and degrading. Emotional labor 
can serve as a tool for self(trans)formation and (self)reflection; at the same time, it can affectively margin-
alize teachers’ subjectivity and decrease their sense of agency. This provides the theoretical context for 
research grounded in a qualitative framework. The reconstruction of academic teachers’ experiences was 
based on qualitative semi-structured interviews. The research results indicate that the emotional labor of 
academics is a response to the emotional culture of a university governed by neoliberalism. The findings 
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Engagement and Exhaustion as (Un)Expected Consequences of Academic Teachers’ Emotional Labor 

Educational institutions are impregnated with 

feelings (…) Emotions contribute to the coherence of 

institutions, but they can also lead to their disintegra-

tion. They affect identity building and the develop-

ment of the individual’s personality. They produce 

well-being but also illness and suffering.  

[Karlsohn 2016:137]

Since the 1990s, there has been a growing 
interest in the emotional aspect of the hu-
man experience in the social sciences and 
humanities, referred to as the “affective 

turn” or “critical affect studies” (see, e.g., Clough 
2007, 2008; Amsler 2011; Leys 2011; Glosowitz 2013; 
Burzyńska 2015). The affective turn marked a turn-
ing point in the way emotions are conceptualized 
by scholars in the social and human sciences, as it 
brought to light previously unnoticed social, cultur-
al, and political dimensions, expanding research on 
emotions to include categories such as culture, pol-
itics, subjectivity, and identity. As Patricia Clough 
writes, “The affective turn invites a transdisciplinary 

approach to theory and method that necessarily in-
vites experimentation in capturing the changing 
co-functioning of the political, the economic, and 
the cultural, rendering it affectively as change in the 
deployment of affective capacity” (2007:3). 

Studies on affect draw inspiration from critics and 
theorists such as Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari 
(1999) and Brian Massumi (2013, 2015), who con-
ceptualize affect as pre-individual bodily forces 
that increase or decrease the organism’s capacity to 
act (Clough 2008). From this perspective, affects are 
understood not as psychological dispositions but as 
fields of emotional tensions that are created, emit-
ted, felt, and distributed by various communities, 
including institutional and educational communi-
ties. Affects thus have the power to shape both in-
dividuals and collectivities, as well as the potential 
to bind and divide them (Ahmed 2014). These stud-
ies reveal how individuals and social groups con-
struct their (embodied) emotional experiences and 
how these experiences are embedded in a broader 
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indicate that academia is an alienating and emotionally exploitative space for workers, where various 
manifestations of affective injustice are evident, primarily as a loss of emotional well-being and a dimin-
ishment of agency among academic teachers. By situating the emotional experiences of university staff in 
the context of affective injustice, the article proposes that educational research on academia should open 
up a space for discussion on more equitable and inclusive institutional practices in higher education.
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context of social and political forces, needs, and in-
terests. The affective turn examines the interdepen-
dencies and interrelations between discursive prac-
tices, human corporeality, cultural and social forces, 
and individually experienced, yet historically con-
ditioned emotions and affects. Affects are treated 
as social, cultural, and political practices that have 
the power to bind and divide, with the potential for 
creation and destruction (Ahmed 2004; Glosowitz 
2013).

The affective turn brings new perspectives to edu-
cation, directing educators’ attention to the (non)
presence of affects and emotions in educational 
spaces/institutions. The openness of educators to 
philosophical and social theories of affect creates 
new research perspectives by highlighting the po-
litical entanglement of the emotional experiences of 
individuals functioning within educational institu-
tions.

The purpose of this article is to reconstruct the emo-
tional experiences of academic teachers, specifically 
their work with emotions on both individual and 
organizational levels. Referencing the literature on 
the philosophy of emotions and critical university 
studies, I draw on the conceptualization of emotion-
al labor rooted in feminist studies and the critical 
tradition, as proposed by the feminist phenomenol-
ogist and philosopher Shiloh Whitney (2018a, 2018b, 
2021, 2023). By adopting Whitney’s definition of 
emotional labor, I similarly introduce issues related 
to affective injustice into the analysis.

Theoretical Framework: Emotional Labor 
and Affective Injustice

To analyze the emotional experiences of academic 
teachers, I draw on the category of emotional labor 

introduced to the social sciences by sociologist Arlie 
Russell Hochschild (1983), a proponent of the so-
cio-cultural theory of emotions. According to Hoch-
schild, emotions belong to the cultural system along 
with shared social knowledge about recognizing 
and expressing one’s own and others’ emotions. 
Hochschild argues that culture determines both 
how we experience emotions and how we express 
them. Emotional labor is associated with a profes-
sional role, which is closely linked to the emotional 
rules prevailing in educational institutions, i.e., so-
cially accepted norms and expectations placed on 
employees, which serve as disciplinary techniques.

Studies on immaterial labor—which in the con-
temporary global economy is work of fundamental 
importance, as its products are immaterial goods: 
knowledge and communication—are pivotal for re-
search on the concept coined by Hochschild (Laz-
zarato 1996; Hardt Negri 2000, 2012). From this per-
spective, emotional labor involves producing and 
manipulating emotions, and its products include 
well-being, engagement, satisfaction, passion, and a 
sense of connection or community. Emotional/affec-
tive labor is the most important link in immaterial 
labor, as it generates agency, subjectivity, sociality, 
and community, thus forming society (Hardt 2012).

Emotional labor can, therefore, have many positive 
consequences for the development of subjectivity, 
autonomy, and a sense of agency; it can contrib-
ute to building (self)reflection, self(trans)forma-
tion, and emotional understanding (Denzin 1984). 
Emotional labor concerns teachers at all levels of 
education, including academic teachers, and carries 
numerous consequences for the subjectivity of ac-
ademic teachers, both positive—constructive, and 
negative—destructive or degrading. If the emo-
tional rules organizing a teacher’s work are very 
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different from what they truly feel, daily emotional 
labor carries enormous costs, including emotional 
self-alienation, anxiety, shame, embarrassment, in-
authenticity, and a sense of being manipulated and 
exploited (Hochschild 1983; Szanto 2017). 

The emotions produced during the teacher’s work 
do not leave them even after the “production 
process” is completed; they constitute a lasting 

“by-product” (Whitney 2018b), marginalizing their 
subjectivity and impoverishing their agency. The 
teacher is forced to metabolize the “excesses” and 

“waste” produced, and to “absorb” them. The result 
of this “emotional metabolizing” is felt at the indi-
vidual level as anxiety, fear, stress, fatigue, humilia-
tion, contempt, guilt, a lack of engagement, and ex-
haustion. If structural, institutional conditions force 
the teacher to produce this kind of “surplus” for 
many years, and if such emotions are long-lasting, 
strongly shaped, and modulated from the outside 
(often without the individual’s consent and contrary 
to their value system), then the emotional rules 
prevailing in the workplace may lead to so-called 

“hacking” of the teacher’s subjectivity (Slaby 2016).

In this text, I draw on an expanded conceptualiza-
tion of emotional labor, rooted in feminist stud-
ies and the critical tradition, proposed by critical 
phenomenologist and feminist philosopher Shiloh 
Whitney (2018a, 2018b, 2021, 2023, 2025). Whitney 
expands the concept of emotional labor by incor-
porating issues related to affective injustice into the 
analysis. She argues that since emotions are regu-
lated primarily by institutions and structures of 
dominance, individuals or groups are systematical-
ly restricted or have emotional patterns imposed on 
them, leading to what she terms affective injustice. 
This phenomenon involves the systemic distortion, 
delegitimization, or limitation of emotional ex-

pression and credibility of individuals and groups. 
Whitney shows that emotions are simultaneously a 
tool of resistance, a site of oppression, and an ele-
ment of structural inequality. She contends that the 
source of affective injustice lies in socially recog-
nized and constructed emotional norms, systemic 
differences in the credibility of social actors, cultur-
al emotional scripts, and institutional sanctions for 
emotional “deviations.” Affective injustice is thus a 
form of dispersed oppression, embedded in social 
structures. Other researchers in the philosophy of 
emotions (Srinivasan 2018; Archer and Mills 2019; 
Archer and Matheson 2020; Gallegos 2022; Krueger 
2023; Stockdale 2023; Whitney 2018a, 2025) have 
also addressed affective injustice, like Whitney, us-
ing this term to describe situations where someone’s 
ways of experiencing emotions or their expression 
are ignored, distorted, marginalized, devalued, or 
otherwise depreciated.

Similarly, Canadian philosopher Katie Stockdale 
(2023) asserts that affective injustice is an element 
of a broader theory of “affective injury.” Stock-
dale clearly distinguishes affective injustice from 
psychological oppression. She claims that psycho-
logical oppression is a mental and emotional state, 
while affective injustice is a structural phenomenon, 
existing outside of the subject. Stockdale emphasiz-
es that affective injustice is a form of violence, the 
source of which lies in social structures and pow-
er relations that distort, disorganize, or delegiti-
mize the emotional lives of individuals and groups, 
weakening their ability to respond affectively in a 
morally just and politically effective manner. She 
states, “It operates primarily outside of us: in affec-
tive norms, practices, and relationships that are em-
bedded in social conditions of injustice” (Stockdale 
2023:113). This means that the source of affective 
injustice is located outside the subject: in emotional 
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rules prevailing in interpersonal relationships, insti-
tutions, and organizations.

Alfred Archer and Georgina Mills (2019) deepen the 
understanding of this phenomenon by analyzing it 
from the perspective of emotion regulation theory. 
They argue that affective injustice can be understood 
as a demand for effective emotion regulation. The 
latest work by Alfred Archer and Georgina Mills 
(2025) on affective injustice convincingly shows that 
many forms of this phenomenon are related to fear 
and anxiety. 

American philosopher Francisco Gallegos (2022) 
proposes a novel way of conceptualizing affective 
injustice, defining it as a state in which individuals 
or groups are deprived of “fundamental affective 
goods.” Affective injustice is a violation of funda-
mental affective goods, meaning that if someone’s 
emotions are systematically ignored or ridiculed, 
that person loses access to the good of “emotional 
credibility.” Gallegos argues that the consequences 
of affective injustice can be extensive for the subject’s 
individual experience and include emotions such as 
fear, anger, sadness, and despair. Affective injustice 
contributes to experiencing heightened stress and 
psychological suffering (2022:185). Another form 
of affective injustice involves privileged groups 
imposing their emotional norms and standards on 
weaker groups, demonstrating that injustice does 
not require open violence or discrimination; it can 
take a subtle form, in which the individuals’ emo-
tions are systematically devalued or presented as 
irrational. Alfred Archer and Benjamin Matheson 
(2022, 2023) call this form of injustice “emotional 
imperialism.”

The openness of educators to philosophical and so-
cial theories of affect creates new research perspec-

tives precisely because they highlight the political 
entanglement of the emotional experiences of indi-
viduals functioning within educational institutions. 
The theories of affect reconstructed above show that 
the emotional experiences of teachers are subject to 
ideological and political regulations that exert pow-
er over their emotionality.

In light of these considerations, investigating the 
emotional experiences of teachers working within 
contemporary academia is justified. Critical univer-
sity studies demonstrate that in modern academia, 
there is progressive neoliberalization and the relat-
ed transformation of the academic environment into 
a space of economic efficiency organized around 
the market model and instrumental rationality (Pot-
ulicka and Rutkowiak 2010; Giroux 2014; Kwaśnica 
2014). This has led to the development of an increas-
ingly prevalent “audit culture,” in which a range of 
disciplinary practices are employed to instill new 
behavioral norms (Shore 2008; Szadkowski 2015; 
Leszczyński 2018; Krzeski, Łojewska and Szadkow-
ski 2025). Audit culture transforms not only insti-
tutions but the entire work environment, inducing 
a sense of uncertainty and instability among aca-
demic staff. Working in such conditions is exhaust-
ing, diminishing agency and self-worth. The conse-
quence of the academic audit culture and the “soft” 
management of all aspects of life in contemporary 
late-capitalist universities is a “culture of fear” (Berg, 
Huijbens and Larsen 2016). Moreover, the negative 
effects of paternalism and manorial relations are re-
produced in Polish universities, which deepens so-
cial inequalities and results in the breakdown of the 
social fabric and trust in employees’ interpersonal 
relations (Hryniewicz 2004; Hryniewicz 2007; Led-
er 2017; Bohuszewicz 2019; Zawadzki 2019), there-
by reproducing affective injustice, which manifests 
primarily as a loss of emotional well-being and 
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emotional agency (Gallegos 2022). Marginalized in-
dividuals must perform emotional labor to adapt to 
these requirements, leading to exhaustion, sadness, 
and anger—in short, affective suffering.

This underscores the significance of studying the 
emotional experiences of academic teachers and 
what produces them. This article reconstructs the 
emotional experiences of academic teachers in a 
neoliberally governed university. Two research 
questions guided the study: What emotional ex-
periences do academic teachers have in neoliberal-
ly governed universities? What regimes resulting 
from neoliberal university governance constitute 
the sources of academic teachers’ emotional expe-
riences?

Methodological Framework

The text is the result of research carried out under 
the IDUB Interdisciplinary Research Grant entitled 
Engagement and exhaustion as (un)expected effects 
of an academic teacher’s emotional work (decision 
no.: 3/IGB/2022, project code: B2311813000200.07).

The research project is grounded in the framework 
of interpretive and critical research (Konecki 2005; 
Urbaniak-Zając 2008, 2019; Chomczyński 2012), 
with qualitative semi-structured interviews, also 
known as in-depth interviews, as the main research 
technique. This methodology enables direct contact 
with respondents and the creation of an appropriate 
atmosphere conducive to obtaining full, in-depth re-
sponses and emotional experiences (Konecki 2000; 
Babbie 2004; Niedbalski 2012). These encounters 
are called active qualitative interviews (Holstein, 
Gubrium 1997), where the interviewed teachers are 
also active participants co-creating the narrative, al-
lowing the conversation to be steered with flexibil-

ity depending on the situation. This type of inter-
view provides opportunities to reach the emotional 
dimension, “feelings and flowing depths of heart-
felt viewpoints and values” (Holstein and Gubrium 
1997:57). The interview is viewed here as a “social 
event during which the interviewer is a participat-
ing observer” (Hammersley and Atkinson 2000:161). 

The empirical material comes from online inter-
views conducted between April and July 2025 with 
ten women and seven men working at eight Polish 
public universities. The interviewees—who includ-
ed professors—work in the social sciences and had 
at least ten years’ experience at the time of the inter-
view. The respondents varied in terms of status and 
power; for example, some had previously held the 
positions of dean, vice-dean, and vice-rector, while 
others had never held such positions. 

In-depth interviews provide opportunities to access 
the private, intimate sphere of teachers’ emotional 
experiences related to work and interpersonal rela-
tionships in academic institutions, while also being 
an important element of projects in critical univer-
sity studies, especially when we want to investigate 
the relationship between the subjective and the in-
stitutional in academic practice (see, e.g., Holstein 
and Gubrium 1997; Niedbalski 2012; Konecki and 
Pawłowska 2013; Skórzyńska 2023).

The following analytical categories were used to 
survey academic teachers’ emotional experiences. 
First, the analysis focused on the types of emotions 
and emotional efforts (emotional labor) of academic 
teachers operating within a culture of surveillance 
and audit. Second, it examined the regimes result-
ing from neoliberal university governance to ex-
plain the sources of these emotions. These analytical 
categories provide tools for describing the emotion-
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al labor of academic teachers in a contemporary uni-
versity, where passion and commitment to the ed-
ucational process have become entangled with the 
neoliberal culture of academic governance. I argue 
that academics’ emotions are shaped by institutional 
dynamics and cultural and political norms and reg-
ulations. In other words, academics’ emotional labor 
is deeply intertwined with the emotional culture of 
a neoliberally governed university, which can gen-
erate various manifestations of affective injustice.

Research Analysis

Engagement and Exhaustion in the (Emotional) 
Work of Academic Teachers 

The interviews with the academic teachers provide 
a complex picture of emotional experiences related 
to academic work, revealing both satisfaction and 
frustration arising from interactions with students 
and colleagues. The greatest source of satisfaction 
for academic teachers is their relationships with 
students, an experience that evokes positive and 
profound emotions filled with enthusiasm and per-
sonal commitment.

Teachers view students as a source of inspiration, 
hope, and personal fulfillment, emphasizing the 
value of mutual respect, trust, and authenticity. 
These relationships inspire, motivate, and reinvig-
orate their own view of the world and are charac-
terized by a lively intellectual exchange. One partic-
ipant states:

For me, the value is that they (students) are not afraid 

to say certain things (…) they don’t just pretend to 

know that if they express their authentic opinion, it 

won’t affect their final grades. That is also very satis-

fying for me. And it allows me to reflect on myself (…) 

it’s invigorating for me. One feels that what they say 

sparks a fire in their eyes. [I3]

Another participant shares a more optimistic view:

I work very well, and I really enjoy working with stu-

dents. But quite recently, I had a moment… a thought 

that maybe I can’t handle it anymore, that this gen-

eration is different, that maybe we just can’t commu-

nicate anymore. But I noticed in the last two years 

a wave of improvement, and I would say that I feel 

we are getting along very well. We work well togeth-

er, and I also get feedback that people enjoy working 

with me. [I5]

Similarly, another respondent highlights the broad-
er societal value of teaching:

[Students] provide me with the greatest satisfaction— 

they engage me emotionally, and this often keeps me 

going. And that is hope (…) I also speak of hope in 

a social sense because these are young people, and 

soon they will be working in various places, replacing 

our generation, and somehow taking care of us if they 

already provide such positive emotions and concrete 

actions. So, it awakens hope and the conviction that it 

will be good to entrust them with responsibility. [I8]

For these respondents, teaching gives meaning to 
their lives; it is their passion and a source of ener-
gy, even personal fulfillment. This goes beyond per-
sonal feelings, as the latter statement shows that the 
teacher sees in students a “hope” for society. They 
regard them as a future, competent generation that 
will replace the current one and “take care” of the 
older generation. This reflects a deep trust in young 
people and faith in their positive impact on the fu-
ture. It indicates that the teacher has created an at-
mosphere of trust, openness, and safety.
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Conversely, many accounts describe conflicts and 
frustrations arising from interactions with students. 
The teachers note that their well-being and motiva-
tion depend on the quality of interactions with stu-
dents, particularly regarding student engagement, 
response, and authenticity. As one interviewee notes:

[A student] wrote that this grade was very unfair, and 

I could see from her facial expression and the way she 

communicated that she was quite dissatisfied with 

our cooperation (…) Sometimes I have the impression 

that classes are a punishment for students, that it’s 

something that disrupts their daily routines, and then 

one loses passion (…) because there is no response 

from the other side, I burn out, it makes me less will-

ing, and a growing frustration and dissatisfaction 

arise within me, and I even begin to think… I start… it 

sometimes scares me a bit, but I begin to see the world 

through such bitter… bitter glasses. [I3]

[Students] have a very entitled attitude, often those 

who give little of themselves but are very demanding 

of lecturers, with their demands often disproportion-

ate to the effort they put in. They want lecturers to be 

very tolerant, very indulgent, yet at the same time fair, 

so these expectations are inconsistent. [I3]

These statements from academics highlight the con-
flict between a passion for teaching and the realities 
of the academic system. They show how difficult 
conflict situations can be and how destructive it is 
for a teacher’s passion to feel that students are at-
tending classes out of obligation. A lack of student 
engagement leads to burnout, decreased motiva-
tion, and increasing frustration. The metaphor of 

“bitter glasses” illustrates how negative experiences 
can change one’s perception of the world and lead 
to cynicism. The respondents note that the time 
dedicated to students and teaching is sometimes 

seen as “wasted” in terms of career advancement 
and performance evaluation. This indicates a sys-
temic problem within universities, where the pas-
sion for teaching is undervalued, and work time is 
accounted for based on publication metrics, which 
frustrates dedicated educators and highlights a sig-
nificant issue present in universities: the academic 
system demotivates educators while primarily re-
warding publication activity.

Teaching has always been very important. I really en-

joy working with people, but unfortunately, it is not 

very significant today; in fact, it is a burden because 

good preparation for classes takes a lot of time, and 

that time could be used for writing articles, which 

translates into our performance evaluation and over-

all university performance metrics. [I3]

Several accounts focus directly on the negative im-
pact of student evaluation systems on academic 
culture, interpersonal relationships within the uni-
versity, and the sense of security for teaching staff. 
They discuss how the evaluation system under-
mines the academic ethos, turning education into a 
commercial relationship, which leads to frustration 
and restricts teaching freedom.

I have had unpleasant experiences with evaluations, 

of course—on the one hand, we are aware that we 

keep things in perspective, and if I have reasonably 

wise superiors whom I trust, I will approach the eval-

uation calmly (…), but it can be a tool that will be used 

against you. [I6]

The current evaluation system makes you feel like a 

servant, performing the role of a service provider in 

the eyes of students, where you must be very careful 

not to offend anyone’s tastes (…) it is somewhat con-

straining. [I3]
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We can be called in by the dean or the rector to dis-

cuss our behavior in meetings with students, which 

has created a huge precedent and a sort of communist, 

almost totalitarian system, where we have dirt on you. 

If necessary, we will pull it out… [I3]

These testimonies describe an atmosphere of fear 
and insecurity at universities, where student evalu-
ations become a tool for controlling academic staff. 
Although the existing evaluation system was intro-
duced to promote transparency, it instead intensi-
fies an atmosphere of fear, frustration, and lack of 
trust within the academic environment, becoming 
an instrument of control and potential abuse of 
power. Evaluation has become a tool for adminis-
trative power and is often used to discipline lectur-
ers rather than to constructively improve the quality 
of education. This leads to a loss of autonomy for 
lecturers, generating feelings of helplessness, uncer-
tainty, and alienation, as they feel that their efforts 
and work quality are devalued.

The teachers also express negative emotions when 
describing relationships with colleagues, both supe-
riors and subordinates. They talk about the conflicts 
and divisions present in the academic environment, 
expressing deep disappointment with the work at-
mosphere, which is far from the ideals professed by 
academics. The academic environment is seen as 
emotionally unhealthy, dominated by low motiva-
tion and a lack of trust. It is also where conflicts of 
values arise, requiring compromises with their own 
conscience, engaging in dishonest games, or accept-
ing unethical behaviors:

We cannot live without conflict, which is very de-

pressing. Considering that we are educators, we 

should strive to build community, to develop unity in 

diversity—and yet we go against that. The institute is 

very divided. It has always been divided. There have 

always been factions (…) we are dualistic, like our 

country (…) it is terrifying. [I3]

Holding a position is associated with dealing with 
various conflicts. Negative emotions are primarily 
rooted in malicious behaviors that cause tension, 
such as slander or gossip, which, unfortunately, is 
quite prevalent. The following respondent notes that 
the academic environment is not lacking in jealousy:

I resigned from this position due to the tensions that 

existed. At that point, I decided to step back, as it was 

more important for me to behave decently than to 

hold on to the position. I don’t want to elaborate on 

it, but it was quite a difficult—I would say a very dif-

ficult—experience, that resignation. (…) It was one of 

the toughest events I have experienced in my adult 

life. [I11]

One interview provides a critical diagnosis of the 
entire academic environment, where the teacher 
expresses pessimism regarding the possibility of 
changing an organizational culture that is chron-
ically divided and contradicts its own basic ethi-
cal values. These chronic divisions hinder effective 
collaboration and build an atmosphere of fear and 
distrust:

[At the university], we do not feel safe, and it is no 

longer a value in itself for us. It is very hierarchical 

(…), we do not treat employees with lower titles or 

lower academic degrees as equals. We do not want to 

treat them that way; we fear it will threaten our au-

thority. [I3]

There are no relationships… No, there aren’t… every-

thing is very superficial, and we just pass each other 

by. [I3]
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These accounts portray the academic environment 
as toxic, hierarchical, and oppressive, characterized 
by fear and superficial relationships, resulting in ex-
haustion and professional burnout. It undermines 
the traditional ethos of the university as a commu-
nity and signals a crisis in academia caused by the 
transformation of universities from communities 
into corporate organizations. This leads to the de-
humanization of relationships, a loss of a sense of 
security, neglect of specific employee needs, and a 
feeling of injustice.

The Neoliberalization of Academia as a Source of 
Affective Injustice

The neoliberalization and transformation of aca-
demia into a space of economic efficiency and in-
creasing competition have shaped all aspects of 
academic teachers’ work according to the market 
model. This has led to the development of an in-
creasingly prevalent “audit culture,” characterized 
by a range of disciplinary practices through which 
university administrators attempt to instill new 
norms of conduct within organizations (Shore 2008).

Market-inspired audit and evaluation systems in 
academia have been designed to create competi-
tion within and between academic staff. Changes 
concerning evaluation have been implemented, fo-
cused on indicators and procedures, overlooking 
the human factor. Audit culture transforms not just 
institutions but the entire work environment and, 
most importantly, alters the sense of self, impacting 
identity and a sense of agency. Academic teachers 
view these mechanisms negatively: 

It was done in a very technocratic way, which has 

dehumanized our relationships—that were not very 

good to begin with—and the job satisfaction and 

sense of security that should also be felt there have 

evaporated. [I3]

Academics critically assess the corporate system, 
which they describe as unjust and sometimes ruth-
less, particularly towards women, who often have 
to fulfill multiple significant social roles, such as 
motherhood: 

It’s simply the fault of a system that has become very 

corporate, which has stopped paying attention to the 

human side, where many women work, and women 

have to juggle many roles… [I3]

The teachers criticize the academic system, focusing 
on the lack of stability, unclear evaluation criteria, 
the oppressive nature of evaluations, and the sub-
jectivity of reviews. Their statements indicate that 
they are under constant pressure and uncertainty. 
The interviewees speak of unclear criteria, chaos, a 
lack of predictability, and the misalignment of eval-
uation criteria with the specifics of academic work, 
generating frustration and a sense of lacking a vi-
sion for academic development:

The evaluation changes like the wind; when we start 

the audit period, we have no idea what will happen in 

a year, and certainly not in four years. So, it is simply 

unacceptable for a person to be subject to evaluation 

without knowing the criteria. We constantly struggle 

with how we will be evaluated. An expert evaluation 

is about to be introduced, and I’m already scared be-

cause I don’t know who the expert doing the evaluat-

ing will be… [I6]

The introduction of soulless, technocratic metrics 
has destroyed the sense of community, security, 
and satisfaction, replacing it with fear of job loss. 
The result of this technocratization is the erosion of 
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interpersonal relationships. People cease to be part-
ners, which worsens the work atmosphere, generat-
ing continuous pressure and fear:

I can’t stand being evaluated. I get anxious and an-

gry when someone scrutinizes me. I feel a sense of in-

justice that someone wants to harm me, as it usually 

involves searching for faults rather than recognizing 

what has been done well. I really cannot stand evalu-

ations. I hate it… I can’t stand it… I can’t stand being 

evaluated. [I11]

Academic teachers view the parameterization sys-
tem as oppressive, opaque, and based on subjective 
assessments, forcing submission to arbitrary deci-
sions and causing continuous fear:

I am increasingly frustrated. I see that other things are 

becoming important to me; I have different criteria. 

Generally, I get less and less satisfaction from this work. 

Yes, unfortunately, I think it greatly contributes to pro-

fessional burnout. Fear arises… such uncertainty about 

whether I will manage to meet expectations… [I3]

Academic teachers uniformly criticize the ongoing 
commodification of the academic space, which they 
believe is characterized by continuous evaluation 
and reporting, a lack of stability, regulatory chaos, 
and subjectivity and injustice in the evaluation pro-
cess. The emotional costs of constant evaluation are 
highlighted in their statements, with teachers men-
tioning alienation, frustration, and helplessness in 
the face of the system, stress, a sense of injustice, 
and fear.

Conclusions

The research demonstrates how the emotional expe-
riences of teachers are embedded within the culture 

of educational institutions and how deeply they are 
entangled in the power relations that prevail in ac-
ademia. It shows how cultural factors—expressed 
in the rules governing academia, educational pro-
grams, and ministerial regulations—define what a 
teacher should feel and how they should express 
emotions while performing their professional du-
ties. The analyses confirm the growing number of 
research reports on the rising tensions, emotional 
burdens, and distress among academic teachers 
(see, e.g., Kwiek 2015; Szadkowski 2015; Gill 2018; 
Szwabowski 2019; Zawadzki 2019; Skórzyńska 
2023; Steen-Johnsen, Magnussen and Trysnes 2025; 
Zembylas 2026b).

The findings indicate that audit and evaluation sys-
tems in academia shape standards of behavior; they 
define norms and rules of conduct and influence the 
well-being and sense of agency of academic teach-
ers. Recently, work in higher education has become 
a source of uncertainty and fear, driven by job in-
security, high expectations regarding grant income, 
and the enforcement of academic mobility—mean-
ing the preference for short-term employment forms 
(e.g., project-based)—which results in frequent 
changes of affiliation, especially among younger 
university staff. This evokes feelings of uncertainty 
and instability among academic staff. Working in 
such conditions is exhausting, diminishing agency 
and self-worth. It can thus be said that a “culture of 
fear” has firmly taken root in academic institutions, 
as a consequence of the academic audit culture and 
arising within the framework of “soft” management 
of all aspects of life in contemporary late-capitalist 
universities (Berg, Huijbens and Larsen 2016).

The analysis demonstrates that academic teachers’ 
emotions are an adaptation to an academic culture 
in which passion and commitment to teaching and 
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research have become “entangled” with neoliberal 
trends in university management. Heightened anx-
iety, uncertainty, frustration, and a sense of injus-
tice lead to a state of profound exhaustion resulting 
from constant assessment, exposure to stress, and 
a lack of a support system. Exhaustion is a “struc-
tural emotion” that emerges and is shaped by po-
litical and institutional dynamics. It is also a form 
of affective survival shaped by constant exposure to 
volatility and uncertainty, which, most importantly, 
weakens teachers’ capacity for long-term engage-
ment in teaching and research.

The participants described academia as an alienat-
ing and emotionally exploitative space for work-
ers—one in which manifestations of affective in-
justice are evident. Affective injustice is a concept 
that adequately captures the emotional reactions 
verbalized by the respondents, as well as their foun-
dational character, situating them within structures 
larger than the individuals themselves. Affective 
injustice arises as a result of educational policies 
and privileged groups imposing emotional norms. 
As individuals working in academia must perform 
“emotional labor” to adapt to these requirements 
and rules, they experience exhaustion, sadness, and 
anger—in short, affective suffering.

The research highlights the political entanglement 
of emotions, feelings, and affects—a thread that 
has been marginalized in educational theory and 
research. Thus, it directs attention towards an ed-
ucational framework of empowerment (Biesta 2010, 
2013), and towards an approach centered on dia-
logue and tolerance that fosters individual devel-
opment, autonomy, and the ability to make inde-
pendent and critical judgments (Kwieciński 2019). I 
align myself with Krzysztof Maliszewski (2021) in 
advocating for “an idea of education that serves the 
work of awakening—it does not make us hostages 
of the here and now, nor reinforce the bubbles of 
fleeting collective imaginings, but helps us live with 
open eyes and cope—as much as we can—with our 
flawed, fractured condition and with social phan-
tasms” (2021:22; author’s translation). 

According to this framework, education involves 
building critical consciousness. The core of this ap-
proach is to evoke emotional engagement that will 
liberate learners from a “culture of silence,” allow-
ing them to view themselves as individuals capable 
of resistance and autonomous action (Szkudlarek 
2019:578). It also fosters agency and responsibility, 
especially regarding structural injustice (Boler 1999, 
2015; Boler and Zembylas 2003, 2016; Zembylas 
2026a).
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The work of an academic teacher is com-
monly recognized as highly demand-
ing and embedded in a complex set of 
professional expectations. It demands a 

broad range of competencies, understood as a con-
figuration of knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Król 
2006:86). These competencies cover subject-specif-
ic and general knowledge; behavioral competen-
cies concern effective conduct and communication; 
leadership competencies relate to managing staff or 
students. Emotional competencies are particularly 
wide-ranging, encompassing empathy, enthusiasm, 
forgiveness, optimism, self-confidence, educational 
authority, the ability to build interpersonal relation-
ships, a sense of social justice, trust, and familiari-
ty with student culture (Madalińska-Michalak and 
Góralska 2012:124-135). Together, these define de-
scribes as the full competency profile of the academ-
ic role. Academic work additionally requires cre-
ativity, the ability to make swift decisions, manage 

stress, withstand criticism, and effectively organize 
time, set goals, and pursue them.

Academic teachers in Poland, who are most often 
employed in combined research and teaching posi-
tions, are therefore expected to meet highly diverse 
and often competing criteria to function effectively. 
On the one hand, they act as educators who work 
with young adults and impart up-to-date knowl-
edge. On the other hand, they function as research-
ers who pursue their own research agendas, engage 
in analytical work, publish research results and re-
flections, and contribute to the development of new 
theoretical and methodological concepts. All of this 
is undertaken in a context of relatively low societal 
recognition, frequently accompanied by remunera-
tion that does not exceed the national average.

Academic work is also subject to continuous, 
multi-level evaluation. Academic teachers, like 
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most employees, undergo periodic performance 
assessments conducted at Polish universities every 
four years. In addition, both academics and the in-
stitutions in which they are employed are subject to 
a research audit, in which individual scholarly ac-
tivities may directly influence the scientific category 
assigned to a given organizational unit. Within this 
framework, scientific and creative achievements, re-
search potential, and the practical impact of research 
activities are taken into account (see Dz.U. 2018 poz. 
1668 Ustawa z dnia 20 lipca 2018 r. – Prawo o szkol-
nictwie wyższym i nauce [Journal of Laws of 2018, 
item 1668, Act of 20 July 2018 – Law on Higher Edu-
cation and Science]).

Beyond formal procedures, academic teachers are 
also continuously evaluated by students, colleagues, 
and superiors. The products of their work—such as 
articles, books, and textbooks—are assessed and mul-
tiple peer reviewed. By disseminating their research, 
academics are additionally exposed to secondary 
forms of evaluation, as each publication made avail-
able online may generate further commentary. Con-
ference presentations likewise involve not only the 
demands of public speaking but also critical feed-
back and assessment of their work. These evaluative 
pressures are further intensified during professional 
advancement, where a single review can decisively 
shape a career trajectory, all within a broader context 
of intensified competition and rivalry.

It is, therefore, unsurprising that repeated and 
multi-level evaluation can exert a strong influence 
on the looking glass self and, consequently, on 
self-evaluation. In order to deal with criticism, pro-
cess both minor and major failures, and adjust their 
aspirations to institutional requirements, academic 
teachers are required to manage their emotions ef-
fectively, engaging in emotional labor and develop-

ing emotional competencies. Emotions experienced 
and aroused in the course of their professional work 
shape interactions and patterns of cooperation. 
While they may foster work motivation and influ-
ence perceived job satisfaction and self-esteem, in-
cluding feelings of pride, they may also contribute 
to demotivation and burnout, evoking emotions 
such as shame, embarrassment, fear or anxiety1.

Numerous studies emphasize the role of employees’ 
emotions as a factor influencing job satisfaction, affec-
tive organizational commitment, burnout, and turn-
over intentions (Pawłowska 2013, 2020a, 2020b; Cho 
et al. 2017; Edgerton et al. 2024). In recent decades, ac-
ademics in Poland and elsewhere have experienced 
substantial changes in the nature of their work. These 
changes include an intensification of teaching and ad-
ministrative duties, growing publication pressure, in-
creased competition for research funding, and height-
ened job insecurity, particularly among those in the 
early stages of their academic careers (see Berlant 
2011; Barcan 2013; Halfman and Radder 2015; Gill 
2018). In the literature, these phenomena are com-
monly described as the intensification of academic 
work (Kinman 2014; Edgerton et al. 2024).

Moreover, engaging in invisible work may signifi-
cantly impact an individual’s emotional well-being, 
as while it is expected by university administrations, 
it is absent from formal employee evaluation sys-
tems and career advancement (Gordon, Willink and 

1	 Fear and anxiety are often treated as synonymous, but “fear 
is associated with a real, here-and-now threat, while anxiety is 
associated with one whose source lies in our mind” (Krzyszto-
fowicz 2017:113). Fear is always triggered by a specific threat 
here and now, while anxiety is not specific; it is formless. When 
experiencing anxiety, we know we are afraid of something, but 
we cannot define their essence or pinpoint its exact cause. Be-
cause this state is long-lasting and does not dissipate quickly 
like fear. Anxiety can impact our daily life.
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Hunter 2024). Thus, these institutional shifts have 
adverse consequences for academic well-being, with 
the literature documenting rising levels of occupa-
tional stress, a deterioration of work–life balance, and 
an increased risk of burnout. Burnout is understood 
as a constellation of symptoms encompassing emo-
tional exhaustion, cynicism (or depersonalization), 
and a reduced sense of professional accomplishment 
(Demerouti, Mostert and Bakker 2010:211).

The present article seeks to describe the emotional 
labor inherent in the work of academic teachers in 
the context of continuous and multifaceted evalu-
ation of their professional activities. It shows how 
events interpreted by individuals as success or fail-
ure shape the emergence of specific emotions, such 
as pride, satisfaction, and joy, as well as embarrass-
ment, shame, anger, frustration, fear, and anxiety. 
These emotions, in turn, may affect job satisfaction 
and the effectiveness of their work. The analysis 
also indicates that dealing with criticism is inherent 
to academic work, contributes to the construction 
of professional identity and self-identity, and is so-
cialized during the early stages of academic careers. 
The article examines emotions elicited in response to 
institutional demands, systemic requirements, and 
organizational frameworks, focusing specifically 
on the role of emotions when working in academia. 
Emotional labor serves as the analytical backdrop 
for the discussion of coping strategies, including 
the circumvention of institutional requirements as a 
means of maintaining congruence with the self.

Research Methodology

The analysis presented below is based on research 
conducted as part of the IDUB Interdisciplinary 
Research Grant implemented at the University of 
Lodz, entitled Engagement and Exhaustion as (Un)

Expected Effects of the Emotional Labour of Academ-
ic Teachers (decision no. 3/IGB/2022, project code: 
B2311813000200.07). The project aimed to recon-
struct the emotional experiences of academic teach-
ers, including their emotional labor in individual, 
interactional, communal, and organizational con-
texts. Underlying this exploration is the premise 
that emotional labor carries significant consequenc-
es for the development of academic teachers’ sub-
jectivity, both positive (constructive) and negative 
(destructive and degrading). Thus, while such labor 
can foster self(trans)formation and (self)reflection, 
it can simultaneously drive the affective marginal-
ization of the teacher’s subjectivity and the erosion 
of their agency (see Góralska 2022).

The research project was embedded within the tra-
dition of interpretative and critical research (Konec-
ki 2005; Urbaniak-Zając 2008) and was primarily 
oriented towards the exploration and reconstruc-
tion of academic teachers’ emotional experiences. 
The main empirical data collection technique in-
volved in-depth, semi-structured interviews, also 
referred to as “in-depth ethnographic interviews” 
(see Konecki 2000:169). The study was conducted 
with 17 academic teachers from the social sciences, 
comprising ten women and seven men employed 
at eight Polish universities. The respondents’ pro-
fessional tenure varied, ranging from 10 to 37 years. 
The interviews were carried out between April and 
July 2025 by four researchers (project team mem-
bers) in the form of online meetings via MS Teams. 
All interviews were recorded and transcribed, 
which enabled the “ordering of chaotic or overlapping 
statements” (Silverman 2012:187). Subsequently, ini-
tial coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding 
were applied (see Charmaz 2009:60-64), which re-
vealed patterns that emerged directly from the em-
pirical material (see Glaser and Strauss 1967).
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The qualitative approach adopted in the study 
made it possible to “address issues that go beyond what 
is objective and measurable, thus enabling engagement 
with problems related to evaluations, values, and lived 
experiences” (Bauman 1997:56), which is highly rel-
evant to this article. The semi-structured interview 
is characterized by a general and modifiable outline 
of thematic issues around which the conversation 
with the respondent is structured (cf. Przybyłows-
ka 1978:63; Babbie 2004:327). The questions focused 
on areas of knowledge in which respondents felt at 
ease. Crucially, all interviews fell within the scope 
of qualitative “active interviews” (Holstein and 
Gubrium 1997), in which the participating teachers 
were active contributors who co-constructed the 
narrative. The interview was understood as a “social 
event in which the interviewer is a participant observer” 
(Hammersley and Atkinson 2000:161), creating an 
open atmosphere conducive to obtaining compre-
hensive, in-depth responses and accounts of emo-
tional experiences (see Hammersley and Atkinson 
2000; Konecki 2000; Pawłowska 2013). The average 
interview lasted 1 hour and 26 minutes.

The analysis revealed several categories, including 
job satisfaction, subordination, empowerment, en-
gagement, emotional exhaustion, emotional com-
petencies, authority, pseudo-relationships, emotion 
management, and—of particular relevance to this 
article—emotional labour, acquiescence to criti-
cism, the employee as an instrument, and enforced 
competition. These categories were operationalized 
multidimensionally. With regard to the concept of 
receptivity to criticism examined in this article, four 
analytical dimensions were distinguished: accep-
tance of others’ legitimate right to express criticism, 
openness to receiving critical feedback, willingness 
to engage in reflexive consideration of critical re-
marks, and—most importantly—emotional toler-

ance of criticism, understood as the degree of emo-
tional discomfort experienced in response to critical 
evaluation. More generally, acquiescence to crit-
icism is conceptualized as the degree to which an 
individual accepts the possibility that their views, 
actions, or behaviors are being evaluated and cri-
tiqued by others, while remaining willing to listen 
to and reflect upon that feedback.

The second component of the research project was 
evocative autoethnography (Borowska-Beszta 2009; 
Bielecka-Prus 2014; Kacperczyk 2014). However, 
because this analysis is ongoing, this method was 
not utilized for this article.

The chosen data collection methods enabled access 
to the private, intimate, and often shielded emotion-
al experiences of teachers related to their work and 
interpersonal relations within academic institutions. 
The semi-structured interviews proved to be the 
most appropriate technique for collecting data on 
emotions in the workplace. The only difficulty en-
countered lay in coordinating the interview sched-
ules to ensure participants had sufficient time to 
provide detailed and in-depth accounts. These in-
terviews not only provide participants with an op-
portunity to recount their own experiences but also 
enable researchers to capture the nuanced ways in 
which individuals construct meaning around their 
work and the emotions associated with it, integrat-
ing these experiences into their identities and every-
day lives (see Bonfanti, Cannito and Naldini 2025).

Emotions in Professional Work

The study of emotions remains an important area of 
inquiry across many academic disciplines, includ-
ing sociology. Aristotle defined emotions as “those 
things that bring about a change in the human con-
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dition that impairs judgment” (2001); since then, 
they have been understood as states that regulate 
individuals’ actions, behaviors, and decisions. Con-
temporary cognitive approaches view emotions as 
processes arising from a specific interaction between 
an individual and their environment (Lazarus 1991), 
triggered by rewards or punishments, and their ac-
companying context (Rolls 1999). Emotions are de-
scribed as processes that “establish, maintain, change, 
or interrupt the relationship between the individual and 
the environment in matters of importance to the indi-
vidual” (Campos et al. 1994:285), and they serve to 
create and sustain social relationships (Pawłowska 
2013:14). In this article, emotions are understood 
as complex narrative structures comprising a story 
that includes somatic and affective events as well as 
plans of action (Shweder 2002:42).

To analyze emotions in professional work, it is im-
portant to examine how these emotions are inter-
preted and expressed through membership in the 
professional group of academic teachers. Conse-
quently, emotions are defined from the perspective 
of the interactional paradigm, which conceptualizes 
feelings as emergent experiences shaped by social 
factors (see Pawłowska 2013:49). Within this para-
digm, several theoretical approaches to emotions 
can be distinguished; for this analysis, the focus is 
restricted to three of them.

First, exchange theories conceptualize society not 
as a static structure, but as a dynamic network sus-
tained through ongoing transactions. Each individ-
ual is driven by the pursuit of profit, understood as 
the acquisition of greater or more valuable resourc-
es than those relinquished. When individuals suc-
ceed in this pursuit, positive affective states emerge; 
when they fail, negative affective states arise. Posi-
tive emotions are associated with increased motiva-

tion and a greater willingness to participate in social 
life, whereas negative emotions are linked to frus-
tration and apathy (see Pawłowska 2013:49, 2020a, 
2020b).

Second, dramaturgical theories emphasize the met-
aphor of the individual as an actor, others as an 
audience, and the social world as a theatre. Actors 
perform roles in accordance with a given script, di-
recting their behavior in ways that are shaped pri-
marily by the emotions they evoke and/or experi-
ence (see Goffman 2006, 2008).

Third, theoretical approaches focused on the con-
struction of individual identity and self-concepts 
conceptualize these as regulators of behavior. 
Through action, individuals strive to maintain a 
positive self-concept (Turner and Stets 2009:174-
176). Emotions thus belong to social interaction and 
activate processes of emotional role-taking. A dis-
tinction can be made between emotions that require 
role-taking, that is, the adoption of another person’s 
position and perspective, and emotions that do not 
require the presence of another (whether real or 
imagined, concrete or generalized). Emotions that 
do not involve role-taking include anger, fear, and 
joy, whereas emotions requiring the definition of 
another’s role include embarrassment, shame, guilt, 
pride, and vanity (see Shott 1979:1321-1324; Scheff 
1990, 2000).

The expression and suppression of emotions occur 
in culturally accepted and socially prescribed ways 
(see Wisecup, Robinson and Smith-Lovin 2006). As 
Kemper (2005:73; see also Kemper 1991) notes, it is 
the social setting of the individual that determines 
which emotions are expressed at a given time and 
place, on what basis and for what reasons, through 
which means of expression, and by whom. Emo-
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tions, although generally considered subjective 
states experienced by individuals, should therefore 
be reconstructed in relation to the actions and social 
processes in which actors are involved (cf. Pawłows-
ka 2013, 2020a, 2020b).

Emotional Labor

Originally introduced to sociological literature by 
Arlie Hochschild (1983, 2009), emotional labor func-
tions here primarily as a contextual framework for 
the analysis. This labor is closely linked to profes-
sional roles and institutional emotion rules, which 
are the socially accepted norms and expectations 
governing employees’ conduct. Individuals actively 
manage their emotions to align their demeanor with 
the demands of their professions. Emotional labor 
involves suppressing or evoking specific emotions 
to maintain the expressions and displays that elicit 
appropriate responses in others. As Turner and Stets 
note, “emotional labor will be most visible where 
people confront emotional ideologies that contra-
dict their actual feelings and where social rules 
require them to express emotions they do not feel” 
(2009:53). Emotional labor encompasses not only 
displaying (or feigning) emotions adapted to work-
place rules, but also altering emotional engagement, 
actions, and the management of experienced emo-
tions, understood as working with emotions.

It occurs at two levels. The first is surface acting, 
defined as using facial expressions to convey the 
emotions deemed suitable for a given situation, 
regardless of the individual’s actual feelings (see 
Hochschild 2009:7,41-42,54; Pawłowska 2013:68; 
Kępińska-Jasny 2014:54). This constitutes an exter-
nal action where the individual modifies emotional 
expression while concealing their genuine emotions. 
The second level is deep acting, understood as in-

tentionally altering one’s own feelings so that they 
become congruent with the appropriate emotion-
al expression (see Hochschild 2009:7, 42-47, 54-56; 
Pawłowska 2013:68; Kępińska-Jasny 2014:54). Deep 
acting occurs when an individual seeks to alter the 
feeling itself, its cognitive interpretation, or the eval-
uative process that gave rise to the emotion, as well 
as basic physiological elements such as muscle ten-
sion or heart rate (Kemper 2005:80). Deep emotional 
work involves “changing experienced emotions by 
adopting a specific way of interpreting a situation. 
This is internal work, in which the individual ulti-
mately comes to experience the desired emotions 
and expresses them. This expression is natural; it is 
not a mask worn for the purposes of a given interac-
tion, but an internally experienced emotional state” 
(Pawłowska 2013:68).

When discussing emotional labor below, the term 
is used in its broader sense to encompass both emo-
tional labor (within the organizational environment) 
and emotional work (relating to the private sphere) 
(Kępińska-Jasny 2014:54) and to work with emo-
tions.

Evaluation as a Source of Affective 
Practices

As indicated in the introduction, academic teachers 
experience both successes and failures in their pro-
fessional work. In managing their emotions, they 
engage in what are referred to here as affective 
practices (see Wetherell 2012; Nycz 2014:9-10). The 
concept of affective practice emphasizes human ac-
tivity and negotiation, intertwining subjective expe-
riences with the social organization of affect. It may 
be analyzed both in terms of individual feelings and 
emotions and as shared patterns of emotional action 
(Wetherell, McConville and McCreanor 2012:13-14).
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An integral dimension of academic work is the ex-
perience of ubiquitous criticism, which the analysis 
identified across several distinct areas. Emotions 
experienced in response to criticism across differ-
ent domains of academic activity form a continuum, 
shaping various defense mechanisms to protect the 
self. Acquiescence to criticism constitutes one of the 
analytical categories distinguished in this study. It 
is discussed here in relation to two areas of academ-
ic teachers’ professional activity: the publication of 
scholarly articles and employee evaluation, togeth-
er with the closely related parametric evaluation of 
universities. This acquiescence is a broader category 
that also encompasses the evaluation of conference 
presentations (with emotional labor beginning as 
early as conceptualizing the presentation and sub-
mitting a conference proposal), the evaluation of 
teaching by students (which is particularly salient 
given the relatively low weight accorded to teach-
ing in employee assessment), and the evaluation to 
which academic teachers are subjected when decid-
ing to undergo promotion procedures. In each of 
these cases, teachers—compelled by external regu-
lations as well as by personal beliefs, desires, and 
ambitions—submit to criticism, knowingly consent-
ing to the emotional and identity-related exposure 
of the self. A category closely related to this acqui-
escence and to the evaluation of academic teachers’ 
actions is that of “consent to exploitation” (under-
taking unpaid activities, heavy service workloads) 
(see Edgerton et al. 2024). Due to its complexity and 
its links to organizational-level practices, this issue 
is not addressed in this article.

Employee Evaluation – a Demotivating Motivator

In discussing the consent to criticism within the 
evaluation of academic work, it is necessary to refer 
to individual employee evaluation. In Polish uni-

versities, this assessment regime is closely linked 
to faculty publication output and institutional re-
search audits. Like other forms of employee evalu-
ation, it is intended to motivate action, intensify ef-
fort, and increase work efficiency. However, as one 
respondent noted:

The more they try to motivate us to act, the more they 

actually demotivate us. [R2]

The evaluation criteria, review procedures, and ad-
ministrative instruments trigger intense emotions, 
prompt informal “corridor” discussions, and shape 
various publication strategies. Academic teachers 
in Poland are formally assessed every four years 
across three main areas: research, teaching, and 
organizational activity. Organizational activity in-
cludes service to the university, institutional pro-
motion, committee participation, administrative 
roles, conference attendance, and outreach activi-
ties. The scope of these organizational criteria varies 
by university. Meanwhile, the primary criterion for 
teaching activity is fulfilling the minimum required 
teaching load2. The most significant element of the 
evaluation concerns research activity, including 
high-scoring publications (a phenomenon com-
monly referred to in the Polish academic commu-
nity as “punktoza” (“pointosis,” “points-mania”), 
the management of research projects, and securing 
research grants.

The sharp imbalances between these evaluated ar-
eas create significant complications. In practice, 

2	 The teaching load refers to the mandatory number of in-
structional hours a faculty member must deliver per academic 
year. At most Polish universities, these loads are tiered based 
on academic rank and title. For reaserch assistants and assis-
tant professors, the requirement is 230 hours per academic year, 
whereas for professors (associate profesors and full profesors), 
it is reduced to 200 hours.
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teaching is barely evaluated; course preparation, 
delivery, and individual mentorship remain largely 
irrelevant within the system. Organizational activi-
ty is similarly marginalized. Consequently, teaching 
and education—one of the university’s fundamen-
tal missions—is not reflected in the objectives and 
criteria of employee assessment. As one respondent 
observed:

Generally, this is precisely what is paradoxical. On 

the one hand, it’s fine, because we are in a research 

and teaching position, so this is in a sense the most 

important thing. It’s just that no one pays attention to 

the teaching aspect. It is also difficult to evaluate, and 

it is equally important. [R11]

The evaluation system shapes job satisfaction and 
entails emotional labor, while simultaneously gen-
erating opposition and provoking resistance among 
academic staff. It is not the evaluation itself that gen-
erates resistance, but rather the manner in which 
it is conducted and the criteria that govern it. The 
close connection between employee assessment and 
the requirement to produce publications valued at 
over 100 points3 leads to the perception of the re-
gime as oppressive and unreliable. One experienced 

3	 Journal articles published by Polish academic teachers are 
evaluated on the basis of a point system established by the 
Minister of Science in its list of academic journals and peer-re-
viewed international conference materials (Dz.U. 2020 poz. 
349, Rozporządzenie Ministra Nauki i Szkolnictwa Wyższego 
w sprawie sporządzania wykazów wydawnictw monografii 
naukowych oraz czasopism naukowych i recenzowanych ma-
teriałów z konferencji międzynarodowych [Journal of Laws 
of 2020: 349, Regulation of the Minister of Science and Higher 
Education on the preparation of lists of scientific monograph 
publishers and scientific journals and peer-reviewed materials 
from international conferences]. A journal’s rating ranges from 
0 to 200 points, with articles published in journals carrying 100, 
140, or 200 points considered the most desirable. The full annex 
to this list is available on the Ministry’s website: https://www.
gov.pl/attachment/62739f3a-6a1d-4659-98ad-59dd63108ee7).

academic with over 30 years of tenure described the 
current system as follows:

Well, when I started working at the university, there 

were three groups of employees: some focused pri-

marily on teaching, others focused primarily on re-

search—treating teaching as a necessary evil—and 

others focused primarily on organization, for exam-

ple, on fulfilling their functions and so on. What has 

changed since then is that today, what is expected, 

especially from research and teaching staff—because 

here too we would have to differentiate—is the sta-

tus of the individual groups and the resulting conse-

quences. But I’ll focus now only on the group of em-

ployees employed in research and teaching positions: 

that we are expected to be simultaneously excellent 

researchers, excellent teachers, and excellent orga-

nizers. And, of course, we are also expected to obtain 

funding for research activities. Yes, well, well, that’s 

part of this scholarly evaluation. And now, what’s 

easily observable is the greatest importance placed 

on research activities. That is, if you fill the slots, and 

those slots are still highly scored, then everything is 

fine. Yes, you can be there, I mean, you can meet the 

minimum requirements in terms of teaching and the 

minimum requirements in terms of organization. But 

what makes it okay is that there’s a tilt, you know, to-

wards an overemphasis on academic activity in this 

assessment, and I’m talking, of course, about the re-

search and teaching staff. Because the assessment of 

teaching staff is different. But let’s be clear: there are 

significantly fewer of those employees, right? Well, 

in Poland, we currently have probably 90% of peo-

ple employed in research and teaching positions and 

10% in teaching positions. This means, you know, it 

means that we immediately, you know, try to act ra-

tionally, that is, to put it briefly, we play the game 

according to the established rules, yes, and that, for 

example, is discouraging. And I’ll also add that in 

https://www.gov.pl/attachment/62739f3a-6a1d-4659-98ad-59dd63108ee7
https://www.gov.pl/attachment/62739f3a-6a1d-4659-98ad-59dd63108ee7
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this academic activity, again, not everything is, you 

know, equally important. For example, organizing 

a conference no longer counts at all. Yes, it doesn’t 

matter anymore. Just like if you publish a slot for 100 

points and organize a conference, even an interna-

tional one, only those 100 points will count. However, 

this conference will be noted somewhere, of course, 

but it won’t matter for the assessment, yes. In short, 

when we play this game, we act rationally, that is, we 

focus our efforts on what we are primarily assessed 

for. Of course, there are people—and I am one of 

them—who value teaching very much and will con-

tinue teaching regardless of whether it is appreciated 

or not. But when it comes to the mechanism itself, I 

see clearly that, you know, it doesn’t reward this type 

of activity; on the contrary, it marginalizes it […] So, 

you know, when I think about this assessment we are 

subjected to, I think it’s bad that it has reached such a 

tipping point that the other two types of activity don’t 

balance the first one. No. [R5]

This longer excerpt from the interview is included 
because, while addressing the lack of proportional-
ity in the evaluation of academic staff, the respon-
dent simultaneously points to numerous other ac-
tivities undertaken by faculty members that shape 
their academic identity. The employee is expected 
to be an all-rounder with extensive knowledge in 
many areas, including accounting. When submit-
ting grant and conference applications, academics 
are responsible for preparing cost estimates, settling 
received funds, and exercising financial oversight. 
At the same time, they are expected to fulfill the uni-
versity’s primary mission: educating future genera-
tions and imparting reliable knowledge. A growing 
body of scholarship has demonstrated that academ-
ics are required to undertake substantial amounts 
of unsatisfying and frequently invisible labor (Bel-
las 1999; Gill 2018). Moreover, the distribution of 

such tasks remains highly gendered, with women 
disproportionately responsible for what has been 
conceptualized as “academic housework”—forms 
of labor that tend to be accorded lower status and 
receive less institutional recognition and reward 
than other academic activities (Heijstra et al. 2017). 
These structural dynamics contribute to the repro-
duction and entrenchment of a neoliberal regime 
within higher education, characterized by the nor-
mative construction of the productive and competi-
tive “ideal academic” as the dominant institutional 
subject (see Thornton 2014).

The aforementioned “punktoza” (“pointosis” or 
“points-mania”), although intended to be motivat-
ing, may in fact lead to stagnation and limited pub-
lishing, transforming research into an unpleasant 
obligation and fostering an attitude of simply “wait-
ing for retirement”:

Especially since I’m starting to see [publishing – au-

thor’s note] as increasingly forced. You have to accu-

mulate these points somewhere, check them off, and 

so on. So, while a few years ago I could experience 

some excitement, let’s say. Now, I sometimes feel 

happy that I’ve written something cool, but that’s just 

a rare occurrence, and I treat it more as an unpleas-

ant obligation than a joy, yes, and that’s how it is. So, 

these are the main reasons why I probably won’t stay 

on too long beyond the time I have to retire. [R2]

Employees experience regret, but also fear and un-
certainty. Employee evaluation, which is intended 
to increase efficiency by emphasizing the impor-
tance of publishing valuable and reliable articles, 
does not translate into higher quality or enhance 
the university’s standing. In fact, excessive pressure 
generates a strong emotional burden, including 
stress that may become chronic and lead to burnout:
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Of course, I can’t get used to this—with this “grant-

oza” [“grantosis” or “grant-mania”] and “punktoza” 

[“pointosis” or “points-mania”]. And maybe it’s not 

even a matter of the “grantoza” or “punktoza”, but 

rather the importance assigned to these points, that 

some other activity, for example, is not important. Yes, 

it is, you know, it’s so unpleasant for me, for example, 

you could say unpleasant. [R10]

Unlike the emotions experienced during the pub-
lication process, the emotions associated with em-
ployee evaluation do not concern the very fact of 
undergoing the evaluation procedure, but rather 
its course and the perceived unfairness of the re-
distribution of outcomes. Although the evaluation 
is formally individual, it takes on the character of 
a collective assessment. The evaluation involves 
more than two entities (the evaluated person and 
the evaluator); instead, the evaluating body is col-
lective and spans multiple institutional layers. It 
ranges from the immediate superior up to the 
Rector, and includes separate evaluation commit-
tees at both the university and faculty levels. The 
evaluation also relies on administrative staff who 
oversee the submission of documents, signatures, 
and related procedures. Given this relatively com-
plex and multi-layered framework in Poland, there 
is no chance for anonymity. This not only triggers 
the emotional processes accompanying employees 
in many organizations, but also, and perhaps above 
all, renders the evaluation public.

Written evaluations of academic performance pass 
through several organizational levels until they are 
approved by the Rector, and because they are com-
municated openly, each involved entity—including 
administrative units—has access to the documen-
tation. Discretion is therefore difficult to maintain. 
Consequently, information about these assessments 

circulates informally within the Institute, and some-
times even at the Faculty level, stripping the indi-
vidual evaluation of privacy and giving it a distinct-
ly public character.

Therefore, when an employee’s evaluation is re-
viewed by dozens of individuals across these layers, 
the emotional impact is not limited to a private dis-
cussion of performance with the immediate superi-
or, as it should be. Instead, it inflicts a complex and 
intense emotional burden, directly impacting the 
employee’s scholarly identity. Many respondents 
pointed to the profound uncertainty and frustration 
associated with a total lack of control over an unpre-
dictable final outcome. Furthermore, this public ex-
posure can lead to severe social consequences, with 
some respondents referring to social ostracism and 
the stigmatization of those who do not publish or 
who publish less.

Emotional labor is closely linked here to Goffman’s 
framework on facework, understood as actions 
undertaken to protect the self (see Goffman 2000). 
Two strategies are evident in this respect. The first 
involves presenting oneself as a victim who, for var-
ious reasons, was unable to obtain a positive eval-
uation. Such individuals appeal to external factors, 
accusing others of a lack of understanding, forbear-
ance, or empathy. Although, as one interviewee 
notes, “it’s practically impossible to receive a nega-
tive evaluation based on such criteria” [R11], there 
are individuals who have not been able to publish 
a single article for four years. These are the indi-
viduals who present themselves as victims of the 
system’s actions. Emotional labor performed at a 
superficial level, in the case of the “I as a victim of 
the system” strategy, can quickly lead to emotional 
exhaustion and affective emptiness. The struggle to 
defend the self and the public enactment of such a 
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strategy involve a tremendous expenditure of ener-
gy in relation to the emotional costs incurred.

Work performed at a deeper level, in turn, may 
transform an individual’s self-image. For those who 
are evaluated negatively, such an assessment can 
extend to all areas of their activity, including the 
self. Consequently, employees may begin to evalu-
ate themselves negatively as a person. For those as-
sessed positively, the underlying emotional mech-
anism may be similar, but the affective outcome is 
the opposite. Moreover, an employee receiving a 
positive evaluation does not need to engage in face-
work practices, and the unintentional transparency 
of the assessment may further reinforce feelings of 
pride and satisfaction.

The situation is different regarding the institution-
al criticism leveled during the university’s research 
audit. Because the audit operates at the macro lev-
el and applies directly to the institution rather than 
the individual, it does not immediately threaten the 
employee’s self-image. Even if employees do not 
fill all their publication slots or if their publications 
receive low scores, their identity remains unthreat-
ened because audit findings are typically presented 
at a high level of generality. Consequently, employ-
ees participate in the auditing process from the pe-
riphery, shielding them from direct negative con-
sequences if their research outputs are insufficient. 
This structural distance is precisely what links the 
macro audit to the individual evaluation through 
the distinct category of acceptance of criticism; since 
the threat to the self is minimized, a baseline accep-
tance of institutional critique becomes possible.

However, this dynamic shifts when evaluation data 
is made public, moving the emotional focus from 
mitigating threats to generating collective or indi-

vidual validation. Feelings of satisfaction, pride, 
and contentment may emerge when superiors rec-
ognize an individual’s contribution to achieving 
a high scholarly category for the research unit. In 
some institutes, the names of the most highly pub-
lished employees are publicly disclosed, which may 
evoke personal pride and, at times, even hubris. 
Interestingly, even with a relatively small individ-
ual contribution to the audit, employees may expe-
rience pride simply by association, belonging to a 
university, faculty, or institute that holds the high-
est research category (A or A+).

As we have observed, the employee evaluation sys-
tem in its current form does not increase produc-
tivity and may even exert a demotivating effect, as 
excessive pressure deprives individuals of scholarly 
creativity. At the same time, at many universities, 
the evaluation criteria do not differentiate among 
faculty members and are not linked to any incentive 
system. Consequently, while the evaluation triggers 
the wide range of emotions discussed here—includ-
ing anger, frustration, envy, pride, and satisfaction—
it fails to directly account for the emotional labor 
performed. The situation is different in the case of 
criticism of publications. Although publishing con-
stitutes an element of the formal evaluation frame-
work, the acceptance of criticism described here is 
distinct and internalized.

Criticism of Publications: Playing the 
Game of Status Defense

As indicated above, the category of “acquiescence 
of criticism” also applies to the formal criticism of 
publications. Every academic is obliged to publish 
research results, reflections, opinions, and analyses. 
When writing an academic article or book, academ-
ics strive to ensure that their work is compelling and 
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robust. From the perspective of the respondents, 
they view their completed manuscript as a pol-
ished, definitive contribution, although the review 
process often undermines this belief in their work’s 
completeness and infallibility. Initially, this evokes 
frustration, anger, resentment, and even a desire 
for retaliation against the reviewer. Because peer 
reviews are anonymous, the desire for retaliation 
is redirected towards editors. However, the pres-
sure to publish in top-tier journals makes acting on 
this resentment impossible; antagonizing editors—
particularly those at journals valued at over 100 
points—would be counter-productive and amount 
to “publication suicide.” With only a handful of 
journals in pedagogy or sociology offering top-tier 
scores, authors cannot afford to take offense at neg-
ative reviews or extensive revision demands. Secur-
ing these high-scoring publications thus becomes 
the primary objective for an academic teacher. As 
demonstrated above, these metrics constitute a key 
element of formal employee evaluation, the univer-
sity’s research audit, and promotional procedures.

Consequently, staff members have developed 
mechanisms aimed at reducing the level of nega-
tive emotions. Academic teachers have learned to 
protect the self and to separate the self-as-employ-
ee from the product of their work. As interviewees 
noted, receiving a review with comments is never 
pleasant; however, authors view these critiques as 
constructive, and revising the article is intended to 
bring them closer to the goal of publication. Emo-
tion management is evident here, unfolding chrono-
logically. The journey begins with initial fear and 
anxiety (“Should I submit it? Will it be accepted?”), 
which briefly gives way to euphoria (“I can share 
my research results”), uncertainty and anticipation 
(“When will the review arrive and what will it be 
like?”). If the review is negative and the article is 

rejected, or when it contains numerous comments 
and suggestions for revision—especially those that 
the author disagrees with—it inevitably triggers 
anger and rage. Ultimately, however, this turmoil 
resolves into joy, satisfaction, and pride4 once the 
article is finally published. Pride may appear even 
earlier, when a fully positive review with few or 
no comments is received, although this is relatively 
rare. Interestingly, after publication, anger, frustra-
tion, stress, and shame subside, and the emotions 
accompanying the publication process are forgotten.

This raises the question of the extent to which the 
emotions described by respondents are actual-
ly experienced versus how much they constitute 
self-presentation. Do anger and shame indeed dis-
appear, leaving the author with only satisfaction 
and pride? Is this merely a strategy of self-manipu-
lation or self-deception? Does the academic teacher, 
experiencing joy after publication, truly no longer 
experience negative affective states, or are these 
emotions suppressed through surface acting as part 
of emotional labor aimed at protecting the self?

4	 Pride is most often described as a type of attitude or moti-
vation that emerges as an expression of self-evaluation. It is “a 
positive emotion that attunes individuals to one another’s re-
actions (through role-taking)” (see Turner and Stets 2009:174). 

“The emergence of pride depends on the quality of social rela-
tionships” (Pawłowska 2020a:103). Pride, like other social emo-
tions, is an element of the reflected self and constitutes a basis 
for social control. The consequence of experiencing pride is so-
cial conformity and a high degree of social stability (see, among 
others, Scheff 1990, 2000). Individuals experiencing pride focus 
on a specific behavior rather than on the self as a whole, eval-
uating their actions (behavior) as a success. The self remains 
separated from the object of evaluation (Lewis 2000). Pride is 
a relatively enduring emotion, centered on self-approval that 
inherently motivates individuals to experience it. By behaving 
in socially expected ways, individuals secure the approval of 
others, which in turn leads not only to the emergence of pride 
but also to group solidarity (Shott 1979). Ultimately, pride en-
hances professional efficacy and job satisfaction (see Pawłows-
ka 2013, 2020a).
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Furthermore, is criticism that is labeled as construc-
tive always constructive? Does the management of 
emotions when receiving a review that contains 
critical comments actually shield individuals from 
feelings of frustration and anger? The participants 
accept the right of others to criticize, and agree that 
everyone is entitled to express critical opinions. 
They are also open to addressing critical comments, 
which constitutes an indispensable element of the 
process of working on a manuscript and adapting 
it to publication requirements. Although reading a 
review “may at times be painful” [R5], and even at 
this stage requires emotional work, it nevertheless 
represents an internalized practice.

The next stage involves reflecting upon criticism, 
manifested in a declared willingness to analyze and 
consider the critical feedback received. This is a cru-
cial juncture, as reflection gives rise to emotional 
tolerance. Depending on how the author evaluates 
the feedback and on whether the reviewer’s com-
ments are recognized as constructive and legitimate, 
different levels of discomfort emerge following 
exposure to critical evaluation. The less accepting 
the author is of criticism at each of the preceding 
stages, the more intense and enduring the negative-
ly valenced emotions become. Such emotions may 
subsequently evolve into a mood state that inhibits 
further action.

Let us examine the transformation of frustration 
and anger into pride. Shame is deliberately omit-
ted here—although it may emerge in specific cir-
cumstances—because the rejection of an article or 
the receipt of numerous critical comments remains 
hidden from public view. Rejection usually remains 
unknown to others, as academics rarely share such 
information. This professional isolation may have 
negative consequences, as individuals are often 

unable to process negative affective states inde-
pendently and internally. Typically, as noted above, 
reviews are anonymous: the author of the article 
does not know the identity of the reviewer, and 
vice versa. This arrangement partially prevents the 
emergence of shame (see Scheff 1990), understood 
as a social emotion arising in externalized interac-
tions. A negative evaluation of the manuscript ini-
tially evokes anger, which is most often redirected 
outward. More experienced researchers have, there-
fore, developed self-protective mechanisms. They 
seek to prevent self-endangering cognitions, adopt-
ing the strategy: “It doesn’t matter, I’ll send it some-
where else.” This does not mean that the author of 
a rejected article does not experience negative emo-
tions; rather, it indicates the use of self-corrective 
(protective) strategies:

Recently, I had an article rejected by a journal I would 

say is highly ranked. I thought it was quite well writ-

ten, so it came as a surprise. I do not entirely agree 

with the review, but it was a rejection, [yet] there was 

no point in tearing up the manuscript […]. So I some-

how got through it. I really trusted that it was well 

written […]. I have already moved on, and now I am 

trying elsewhere […]. I hope everything will be all 

right, but, but it was just so unexpected. [R2]

Accustomed to criticism in many areas, and in order 
to achieve the ultimate goal of publication, academ-
ics transform anger into creative action by taking 
reviewers’ comments into account. This also consti-
tutes a deliberate action strategy: “achieve the goal.” 
The author and the reviewer engage in an interac-
tional game, which I term the “status defense game”. 
It is generally accepted in academic circles that “the 
reviewer’s role is to point out imperfections even 
where they do not exist” [R15]. Therefore, to pro-
tect their status, reviewers must demonstrate supe-
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riority and formulate critical remarks accordingly. 
The author is aware that addressing the reviewer’s 
comments ensures that the text will be published 
sooner and their status will increase relative to their 
colleagues. Consequently, the criticism received in 
this manner evokes emotions but does not lead to 
negative self-assessment. Only the author is aware 
of this emotional labor. They experience anger, sad-
ness, or even shame5, but in the privacy of their of-
fice, in front of their computer screen. Success in the 
form of publication, however, is public. Colleagues 
may become jealous, which can indirectly serve as 
a source of satisfaction for the author of multiple 
publications or as a source of fear and uncertainty.

One strategy employed by authors is “publication 
silence.” Faculty members do not discuss planned 
publications with one another, nor do they discuss 
those that have already appeared. On the one hand, 
this strategy aligns with the previously described 
defense mechanism against shame, for instance in 
the case of article rejection. On the other hand, it 
serves to protect against colleagues’ envy:

5	 Shame is an emotion, a feeling that is linked to thinking and, 
above all, to recognizing this emotion as one’s own. It oper-
ates through one’s belonging to a given social group, and its 
emergence requires an audience or the thought of one. The 
feeling may arise even when an individual merely thinks that 
they might be evaluated. Because it is an exceptionally strong 
and uncomfortable feeling, it makes it more difficult to violate 
certain norms and injunctions. Consequently, this emotion pos-
sesses remarkable power in social relations (see Krzysztofowicz 
2017:155-156). Shame is also a signal of a bond that is threat-
ened or in some way violated. If the idea of the social bond 
is suppressed, the emotion will likewise be suppressed (Scheff 
1990:15). As a social emotion, it is therefore dependent on the 
reflected self. However, individuals do not always need to be 
consciously aware of the process of self-evaluation for it to arise, 
as self-evaluation may occur outside of awareness (see Lewis 
2000). Finally, the experience involves the evaluation of the self 
as a whole; a person experiencing this evaluates themselves 
negatively as such—“I am a bad person” (Tangney 2002).

However, when it comes to peer relations, I know that 

our achievements would irritate some people. So, if 

there were no need to boast, we would not boast. And 

there is this evaluation, yes, —sometimes you apply 

for an award, so like it or not, there is some form of 

boasting. But I never boast about my publications be-

cause I have learned that it makes other people angry, 

irritated, jealous, and envious, so no, I definitely do 

not engage in talking about a published article worth 

100 points. [R11]

Consequently, publications in high-scoring jour-
nals are automatically considered excellent, and 
polemics, discussions, or critical debate within the 
academic community occur only rarely. Theorizing 
and engagement with theoretical thought are not 
required, nor is the scholarly rigor of the text subject 
to verification (see Banaszak 2025). There is a tacit 
assumption that if articles are published in journals 
valued at 100 points or more, they must be of high 
quality.

We are bidding on those proverbial points, and some-

one who publishes a paper worth 140 points feels 

better than someone who publishes for 70—or twice 

as good—although… well, that does not necessarily 

mean that the published paper is more valuable. [R5]

However, the moment of publication does not mark 
the end of the emotional process. Authors fear the 
subsequent evaluation of their publication. The un-
certainty accompanying the beginning of the pub-
lication process (whether to submit or not) and the 
period of waiting for the review continues as they 
await feedback from the academic community. This 
continuum of uncertainty can only be interrupt-
ed by comments from colleagues and the broader 
community, expressed face-to-face or through so-
cial media. When feedback is positive, uncertainty 
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dissipates and is replaced by pride and satisfaction. 
When feedback is unfavorable, uncertainty gives 
way to frustration, anger, despondency, and even 
shame. Fear fueled by shame may lead to even 
greater resistance to writing and submitting further 
articles:

I just broke down. For a year and a half, I did noth-

ing; I conducted no research. I decided that I was stu-

pid and not fit to continue, and I did not know what 

would truly become of me. I felt blocked—blocked 

from moving on. [R11]

Such experienses may subsequently lead not only 
to inhibiting further publication activity but also to 
significant consequences for the development of the 
author’s academic career. As the quotation above 
demonstrates, a single negative evaluation may 
come to encompass the individual’s sense of self as 
a whole. Intense negative emotions that remained 
unresolved had a clear impact on the participant’s 
self-concept and self-evaluation. Consequently, di-
minished self-esteem became a source of creative 
inhibition and constrained the participant’s ability 
to engage actively in academic work.

Summary

While the interviews were situated in the Polish 
context, the issues raised can be described as glob-
al in scope. Similar observations were made by 
Heiden-Rootes, SmithBattle, and Hankins (2024), 
who point out that although universities formally 
highlight goals related to their social mission and 
educational values, the everyday work practices of 
academic teachers are strongly shaped by neoliber-
al pressures in which efficiency, profitability, and 
competitive practices take precedence (Gill 2018; 
Lund 2025; Bonfanti Cannito and Naldini 2025). 

This results in a discrepancy between institutional 
declarations and actual practices. As a product of 
neoliberalism, service workload constitutes a re-
sponsibility that is frequently not adequately re-
flected in evaluation and promotion criteria, despite 
consuming substantial amounts of time and ener-
gy. Such organizational practices contribute to the 
production of work that remains invisible and un-
dervalued yet is essential to the functioning of the 
university. The imperative to produce high-scoring 
publications compels academic staff to act in a ra-
tionalized manner, directing their energy and com-
mitment towards activities that generate tangible 
returns, such as financial bonuses, faster promotion 
trajectories, or prestige within the academic com-
munity.

Academic teachers thus participate in the “game” 
according to predefined neoliberal rules. For some, 
this generates resentment and frustration; for others, 
it becomes a source of emotional energy accumu-
lation. In the latter case, this accumulation fosters 
pride, which translates into a positive self-image 
and increased job satisfaction. Some academics 
build their emotional capital through what I re-
ferred to in earlier publications as “sticking (attach-
ing) oneself to success” (see Pawłowska 2020).

As Rosalind Gill observes, academics’ growing 
complicity in the neoliberalization of the profession 
is troubling, particularly when manifested through 
the public display of affiliation with institutions 
associated with “success”: “I am always surprised 
when I see that otherwise apparently sane, critical, 
and smart colleagues have added little statements 
to the bottom of their emails, informing people how 
(well) their department scored in the Research Ex-
cellence Framework, or where they are located in 
some league table or other” (Gill 2018:206).
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Academics frequently experience pride derived 
from their affiliation with an organization that oc-
cupies a high position in rankings or holds an ex-
cellent institutional rating, despite having made no 
individual contribution to the institution’s success. 
In such cases, employees symbolically “stick them-
selves” to the organization’s success, becoming “in-
fected” with positive emotions, including pride.

The undervaluation of teaching and organizational 
activities by universities remains a source of con-
cern, particularly in relation to the mission of higher 
education institutions. A potential consequence is a 
decline in the quality of teaching, which in the long 
term may result in lower levels of education not 
only among future academic staff but also among 
the workforce in general.

The juxtaposition of employee evaluation and publi-
cation activity in the analysis of evaluation practices 
is not accidental but reflects the coexistence and in-
tersection of these processes. Academic evaluation 
is primarily based on publication output, which 
entails the management of emotions from the very 
early stages of selecting a research topic, choosing a 
journal, and adapting a manuscript to editorial re-
quirements.

The cyclical nature of the publication process-writ-
ing an article → submitting it to a journal (sending 
the manuscript to a journal) → waiting for a review → 
receiving reviews → rejection or critical comments → 
revising the text → resubmitting it either to the same 
or a different journal—can lead to emotional ex-
haustion. This exhaustion often manifests as somat-
ic symptoms, detachment from their own research, 
cynicism towards the publishing system, a decline 
in engagement, or even complete withdrawal. What 
is visible here is the concept of exchange, as well as 

the construction of identity and selfhood as regula-
tors of the participants’ actions.

At each stage of this process, authors can experience 
different emotions. For example, during the prepa-
ration and submission phase, hope and excitement 
might emerge in connection with the possibility of 
disseminating research results, expectations of rec-
ognition and acceptance within the scientific com-
munity, and prospects for career development. At 
the same time, however, anxiety and fear can also 
arise, particularly among those who have experi-
enced repeated failures, including the rejection of 
manuscripts. The period of waiting for peer review 
is often accompanied by uncertainty and a sense of 
helplessness6, linked to the perception that nothing 
can be done. This helplessness results from a lack 
of control over the review process and, although 
often experienced unconsciously, contributes to the 
formation of academic identity. A specific form of 
fear—referred to here as evaluation anxiety—also 
appears. It is associated with the arbitrariness of 
assessments and the unpredictability of editorial 
decisions, which can result in the manuscript be-
ing. This anxiety is particularly salient within the 
context of the university evaluation system, where 
publication productivity constitutes the primary 
criterion for assessing academic staff.

6	 Helplessness is also linked to anger, which may emerge in 
response to the experience of powerlessness. The energy gener-
ated by anger is often wasted. In the initial stage of helplessness, 
an intense desire appears, aimed at satisfying a particular need. 
This is followed by a stage in which signals of impending obsta-
cles become apparent. In the third phase, when the need cannot 
be fulfilled, anger arises and decisions are taken that result in 
subsequent actions failing to produce positive outcomes. Frus-
tration then emerges, prompting further actions undertaken 
in the belief that success will be achieved this time. Ultimately, 
helplessness signals the necessity of coming to terms with a fact 
that can no longer be changed (Krzysztofowicz 2017:196-197). 
Experiencing helplessness over a prolonged period may lead to 
stagnation and withdrawal.
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Immediately after receiving a positive review, au-
thors typically experience relief and joy, with relief 
often outweighing joy, especially when the review 
process has been prolonged. This feeling is indic-
ative of the oppressive character of the publishing 
system. Subsequently, satisfaction and pride emerge. 
A positive review accompanied by comments can 
strengthen commitment to refining the manuscript 
and motivate authors to pursue further publication, 
thereby reinforcing a sense of empowerment.

In contrast, the rejection of a paper is associated with 
disappointment, sadness, frustration, and some-
times a sense of injustice, particularly when reviews 
are perceived as inadequate, lacking substantive 
merit, biased, or contradictory. These emotions—
especially during the early stages of academic so-
cialization—are often suppressed due to prevailing 
norms and asymmetric power relations within the 
academic field. The resulting shame can, in turn, 
undermine self-esteem as a researcher. A negative 
review might also trigger anger and frustration, po-
tentially leading to anxiety, decreased motivation, 
and a blockage of further actions.

In sum, the publication process and the associated 
employee evaluation cannot be reduced to a mere-
ly technical procedure. By submitting their work to 
assessment, academic authors consciously subject 
themselves to criticism, implicitly accepting evalua-
tive anxiety and emotional labor. They expose their 
well-being and self to risk, which points to a deeply 

affective process in which emotions fulfill regulato-
ry, motivational, and identity-forming functions.

The acquiescence to criticism referred to in the ti-
tle is inherent in academic work. At the beginning 
of their careers, academics quickly internalize pat-
terns of criticism while developing their profession-
al identities. This occurs not only through accepting 
critique but also through criticizing others, for ex-
ample, in reviews or during conference discussions. 
Regardless of whether the criticism is constructive, 
it remains criticism, and the mechanisms for man-
aging emotions remain the same.

Although individuals generally dislike being crit-
icized, academic teachers consciously engage in 
practices that expose them to criticism, including 
publishing the results of research, giving presen-
tations at conferences, making media appearances, 
and conducting their teaching activities. Academic 
work requires accepting assessment and criticism 
and necessitates the use of self-protective strategies 
such as denial, “game of status defense,” “I as a vic-
tim of the system,” “it will be sent elsewhere,” and 
publication silence. In processing criticism, external 
support from significant others like family mem-
bers and, above all, colleagues, plays a crucial role. 
Mutual understanding, seeking sources of satisfac-
tion beyond professional work, engaging in hobbies, 
slowing down the pace of work, withdrawing from 
competition, and coming to terms with their posi-
tion and status are also of importance.
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The future must be created by a free,  

ethical, socialized, and complete person. 

[Grzegorzewska 1947:48]

The 21st-century human is viewed as an 
independent entity capable of deciding 
their own fate, taking conscious action, 
and achieving mental well-being. There-

fore, throughout the development process, it is 
crucial to support self-awareness while strengthen-
ing and developing an active and creative attitude 
(Freire 2000; Ryan and Deci 2000). Theoretical con-
siderations and research undertaken within these 
areas have led to the development of the empower-
ment approach, which aims to enable individuals to 
gradually take responsibility for the consequences 
of their actions in both individual and social matters. 
As empowerment is a multidimensional construct 
and is frequently built on individual value systems 
and beliefs, interest in its concept and practice con-
tinues to grow, both in science and in practice. The 
term is currently used in psychology, pedagogy, 
social work, sociology, economics, and feminist 
studies. It is also present in politics, business, and in 
the language of international organizations dealing 

with development issues and equal opportunities in 
various areas of life (Szarfenberg 2015). This article 
examines empowerment in the specific context of 
Polish higher education, with particular attention to 
academic teachers.

In pedagogy, empowerment is a process of devel-
oping critical thinking, a sense of competence and 
agency, and the ability to make conscious decisions 
in order to foster more independence and active 
participation in the educational process (Freire 2000; 
Czerepaniak-Walczak 2025). Empowerment under-
stood in this way is aimed primarily at strength-
ening an individual’s competencies, making them 
self-directed, independent, and responsible for 
themselves. This process is strongly anchored in the 
context of an individual’s life. It takes into account 
not only their personal deficits and barriers, but 
also the context of the groups in which they play 
specific roles, the context of institutions that out-
line the socio-legal framework of life, and the con-
text of the local environment that provides a broad 
perspective for social interactions (Rappaport 1987; 
Zimmerman 1995).  Therefore, within education 
management and frequent educational reforms, the 
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state teacher empowerment—including that of aca-
demic teachers—and the mechanisms for achieving 
it warrant careful examination. 

Polish legislation on higher education and science 
delineates the duties of an academic teacher by 
linking them to the employee’s appointment pro-
file: teaching-only, research-only, or combined re-
search-and-teaching. In statutory terms, the core 
responsibility of teaching staff is the education 
of students, whereas research staff are primarily 
tasked with conducting academic research. For re-
search-and-teaching staff, these responsibilities are 
integrated, encompassing both conducting research 
and educating students. One key organizational 
parameter that shapes academic work is the differ-
entiated teaching workload (known as the pensum) 
specified in the Law on Higher Education and Sci-
ence (Act of 20 July 2018 – Law on Higher Education 
and Science, Journal of Laws 2024, item 1571, Art. 
127). Depending on the position held, the annual 
teaching load amounts to a maximum of 240 hours 
for research-and-teaching staff, up to 180 hours for 
professors within this group, and up to 360 hours 
for teaching staff.  In addition, every academic 
teacher is required to undertake administrative du-
ties for the university and to engage in continuous 
professional competences (Act of 20 July 2018 – Law 
on Higher Education and Science, Journal of Laws 
2024, item 1571).

The Concept and Dimensions of 
Empowerment

The term  empowerment  derives from the English 
verb  empower, which emerged in the seventeenth 
century and originally meant to authorize, enable, 
or confer the capacity to act. The noun  empower-
ment was first recorded in the nineteenth century, 

and ultimately traces its roots to the word  pow-
er, itself derived through Old French from Vulgar 
Latin  potere  (“to be able”), carrying the sense of 
enabling someone or investing them with agen-
cy and capability. Although the term has a much 
longer history, its contemporary social and polit-
ical significance developed in the United States 
during the 1960s and expanded in the 1970s along-
side movements seeking to combat discrimination, 
reduce social inequalities, and improve access to 
education and healthcare (Twardowski 2012). In 
contemporary usage, empowerment generally re-
fers to  the ways in  which individuals or groups 
gain greater capacity to act, influence decisions, 
and shape the conditions affecting their lives. In 
Polish, the English term is often adopted directly 
or rendered through a range of expressions, in-
cluding  wzmocnienie/wzmacnianie  (strengthen-
ing),  upodmiotowienie  (recognition of autonomous 
agency),  upełnomocnienie  (authorization/enabling), 
and  uprawnienie  (enfranchisement or entitlement) 
(Szarfenberg 2015:1).

The aim of empowering, validating, and agen-
cy-building activities is to achieve a state in which 
individuals and groups regain control over their 
own lives, circumstances, objectives, rights, space, 
and language. At the same time, they become able 
to define their needs and goals, and also have a 
sense of influence over key life events (Jarczyńska 
2017). Empowerment is often seen as a process that 
awakens individuals’ strength and motivation to 
act, directing their efforts toward issues that they 
consider important. This approach is corroborated 
by Anna Emmanuele Calves, who notes that em-
powerment “assumes the ability of individuals and 
communities to take action to ensure their well-be-
ing or the right to participate in decisions that affect 
them” (2009:736).
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Meanwhile, Julian Rappaport (1987) posits that em-
powerment is a process through which individuals 
and groups gain control over their lives and partici-
pate in their communities on democratic principles. 
It is a dynamic process that manifests in everyday 
practices, institutional structures, and community 
life. From this perspective, what matters is not only 
the issue of individual agency, but also the extent 
to which the social and organizational environment 
creates conditions in which that agency can be en-
acted. Empowerment thus incorporates individual 
dimensions (a sense of influence and competence), 
collective dimensions (community, solidarity), and 
structural dimensions (rules, resources, hierarchies, 
and mechanisms of power).

For academic teachers, Rappaport’s definition takes 
on particular significance: a university is simultane-
ously a space of epistemic authority, autonomy, and 
academic freedom, while also being an organization 
subject to strong mechanisms of regulation, evalu-
ation, and oversight. In practice, this tension mani-
fests itself in a discrepancy between the idea of the 
university as a community and the everyday reali-
ty dominated by efficiency pressures, task overload, 
bureaucratic procedures, and a strong dependence 
on external evaluation criteria. In such a context, the 
resulting erosion of agency can translate into a per-
ceived lack of autonomy and influence over decisions, 
employment insecurity, and, consequently, doubts 
about the meaning and purpose of academic work.

These approaches show that empowerment is a 
multidimensional construct that includes elements 
such as a sense of efficacy, an individual’s ability 
to make decisions about themselves, the belief that 
their actions are valuable, and the ability to meet 
their own needs. It also encompasses the ability 
to utilize available resources, an understanding of 

the social environment, willingness and commit-
ment, and the ability to speak up for themselves 
(Twardowski 2006). Based on these dimensions, the 
following types can be distinguished (Blachows-
ka-Szmigiel 2017:203):

•	 societal empowerment, which involves in-
creasing citizens’ participation in democratic 
governance;

•	 the empowerment of communities and target 
groups, which reflects the dynamic interac-
tions between individuals and groups that 
ultimately improve their place within the 
broader social environment;

•	 individual empowerment, defined as third 
parties (such as community organizers, train-
ers, pedagogues, psychologists, coaches, or 
teachers) facilitating and expanding the per-
sonal efficacy of individuals or groups. The 
essence of this support is to foster self-esteem, 
self-trust, initiative, mastery, and control over 
their lives;

•	 self-empowerment, understood as autono-
mous actions taken by individuals to increase 
their own power.

Empowerment acts as both a process and an out-
come. As a process, it entails facilitating, enabling, 
and promoting the ability to function optimally and 
competently. In this sense, it serves as a goal in it-
self, allowing individuals and groups deprived of 
agency to overcome this state and become capable 
of establishing and rebuilding their status as equal, 
competent citizens. In this context, empowerment 
includes both individual and collective dimensions, 
as well as subjective and objective ones. 
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The individual dimension involves targeted activi-
ties aimed at increasing an individual’s autonomy, 
self-confidence, and belief in their own abilities, 
while enriching their knowledge, competencies, 
and skills. It is understood as an individual’s inter-
nal motivation, which encompasses four aspects: 
giving personal meaning to one’s work (meaning), 
awareness of one’s own abilities and skills (compe-
tence), belief in the possibility of making proactive 
choices (self-determination), and belief in the val-
ue of one’s own work. By contrast, the collective 
dimension refers to social structures, barriers, and 
power relations that sustain inequality and injustice, 
thereby reducing individuals’ chances of taking 
control of their own lives. 

The subjective dimension encompasses an individ-
ual’s sense of agency, while the objective dimension 
is characterized by a real expansion of the scope of 
that agency. The latter is understood as a sense of 
internal control, i.e., the awareness that subsequent 
events are directly related to a specific action of the 
individual participating in them (Jarczyńska 2017). 
When viewed as an outcome, empowerment rep-
resents the final state of acquiring the strength (pow-
er) and agency that enables individuals, groups, 
institutions, or communities to fight for wider sys-
temic change (Karwacki et al. 2017). 

The analysis demonstrates that the word empower-
ment has a positive connotation and is inherently 
relational. Granting, adding, or increasing strength, 
agency, and power for individuals who previously 
lacked them or faced severe restrictions inevitably 
reshapes established relationships and institution-
al dynamics (Jarczyńska 2017). It is the antithesis 
of powerlessness. At the core of empowerment lies 
the assumption that individuals possess the ability 
to take control of their own lives, the possibility of 

self-development, taking initiatives, and transform-
ing the social environment. Ultimately, empow-
erment is a process-oriented approach involving 
actions and outcomes aimed at strengthening an in-
dividual’s personal power to increase control over 
their own lives, foster active participation in social 
life, and enable them to shape their own circum-
stances and those of the entire community. 

Methodology of the Present Study

The study was conducted as part of an interdisci-
plinary research grant.1 The research is grounded 
in the interpretative paradigm, the fundamental 
concept of which is action taken by social actors 
(Wyka 1993; Hałas 2006; Chomczyński 2012). This 
approach made it possible to capture the social re-
ality under study from the perspective of the actors 
themselves. Within this paradigm, social reality is 
not hermetic or absolute; it is created by social ac-
tors and reflectively reproduced. Moreover, social 
roles and assumed statuses are constructs subject to 
negotiation, which makes them fluid and relative. 
Crucially, these mechanisms are mediated through 
communication (Hałas 2006; Blumer 2009). The em-
pirical findings presented in this article emerged 
from qualitative analyses conducted in accordance 
with the procedures of grounded theory methodol-
ogy (Glaser and Strauss 1967), utilizing focused cat-
egory coding (Konecki 2000, 2005).

In accordance with the adopted interpretive para-
digm, empowerment was treated as a socially con-
structed, relational, and processual phenomenon 
revealed in the narratives and practices of academic 

1	 IDUB Interdisciplinary Research Grant entitled “Engage-
ment and Exhaustion as (Un)Expected Outcomes of the Emo-
tional Labour of Academic Teachers” (no. 3/IGB/2022, project 
code: B2311813000200.07).
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teachers. Consequently, the analysis is anchored in 
grounded theory to reconstruct the meanings and 
mechanisms of strengthening and weakening agen-
cy in specific institutional conditions.

Within qualitative empirical research anchored in 
the interpretive paradigm, a distinction is made 
between the object of knowledge and the object of 
study. The object of knowledge in the present study 
is the empowerment of academic teachers, under-
stood as a socially constructed process of mean-
ing-making surrounding academic work from the 
perspective of social actors. The object of study, by 
contrast, comprises the professional experiences, 
narratives, and interpretations of academic teach-
ers elicited through in-depth individual interviews 
concerning factors that either build or undermine 
their empowerment.

The aim of this analysis is to reconstruct and criti-
cally examine the idea of empowerment in the work 
of academic teachers. Given the particular context 
of this research, the study prioritizes a cognitive 
(knowledge-generating) aim consistent with the 
interpretive paradigm and grounded theory meth-
odology, whereas practical aims are secondary and 
application-oriented. The epistemic aims include:

•	 identifying elements and experiences that 
build or strengthen the empowerment of ac-
ademic teachers;

•	 identifying elements and experiences that 
destroy or weaken the empowerment of aca-
demic teachers;

•	 explaining academic teachers’ professional 
experiences and their reflective engagements 
with institutional reality.

The operational aims are:

•	 providing knowledge that may serve as a ba-
sis for reflection on the working conditions of 
academic teachers at Polish universities;

•	 indicating areas of institutional action that 
foster either the strengthening or the weaken-
ing of academic teachers’ empowerment;

•	 supporting institutional change and the de-
velopment of organizational culture in higher 
education institutions by drawing on insights 
derived from the study.

The empirical data are derived from 17 in-depth in-
terviews conducted with ten women and seven men 
working as academic teachers at eight Polish univer-
sities. The participants represent the social sciences, 
with varying lengths of service, but no less than 10 
years. Before the interviews began, each participant 
provided written consent, which was subsequent-
ly digitized and archived. After the interviews, the 
material was initially analyzed, encrypted, and 
anonymized to ensure additional data protection. 
The anonymization process was coordinated by 
the project manager. To ensure strict compliance 
with personal data regulations and institutional 
data security, the data handling protocols adhered 
strictly to the University of Lodz guidelines; conse-
quently, all empirical material was encrypted and 
anonymized immediately following data collection. 
The semi-structured interviews, conducted online 
between April and July 2025, revolved around two 
central inquiries: what elements build the empow-
erment of academic teachers, and what elements 
destroy it. The participants were highly receptive 
to detailing their everyday professional experienc-
es. The supportive atmosphere established during 



Małgorzata Kosiorek

56 ©2026 QSR Volume XXII Issue 3

the interviews ensured participant comfort and se-
curity, thereby enhancing the depth and reflexivity 
of the gathered material. Significantly, several par-
ticipants noted post-interview that they found the 
session to be a deeply cathartic experience.

Elements that Foster a Sense of 
Empowerment Among Academic Teachers

Academic teachers today face rapid change and ed-
ucational uncertainty. New expectations and the 
need for professional transformation are emerging 
alongside shifting socio-political conditions. When 
analyzing the factors that contribute to a sense of 
empowerment among these academics, three areas 
can be distinguished: 

1.	 a sense of self-fulfillment and satisfaction 
with their profession, 

2.	 didactic work and cooperation with students, 

3.	 social relations and the need for recognition. 

With the development of science and technolo-
gy, the requirements for teachers are increasing, 
their qualifications are constantly expanding, and 
new professional tasks are being set. Consequent-
ly, there is a need for continuous training in how 
knowledge is transferred, applied, and produced. 
In the present study, this was noted by the narra-
tors, who stressed the importance of acting in ac-
cordance with their own interests and values, and 
the value of self-fulfillment and self-improvement 
in professional practice. One of the respondents 
puts it this way: “I am very grateful to be where I 
am, at university (...) I am passionate about the dis-
cipline itself, pedagogy; it allows me to develop my 
interests”. Undoubtedly, the opportunity for per-

sonal and professional development is a factor that 
supports the empowerment of academic teachers. 
The narrators believe that their profession requires 
openness to the world and people. They analyze 
and interpret many professional situations to con-
sciously introduce changes into their actions. This 
is accompanied by a sense of influencing others, so 
they try to encourage reflection and critical think-
ing both in themselves and in their students. In their 
statements, they highlight the constant pursuit of 
development through acquiring new knowledge 
and skills, developing creativity, and overcoming 
their own limitations. On the one hand, the abili-
ty for self-transcendence in overcoming individual 
barriers in professional work is very important, as 
it helps them keep up with a changing educational 
landscape. On the other hand, there is a need for 
self-actualisation, which manifests itself when one 
feels the imperative to improve one’s skills, unleash 
creative potential and constantly strive to “become” 
a teacher, because “a good educator is an erudite 
person, someone who is interested in the world, 
someone who is ready to work on themselves first 
and foremost, because then they are able to inspire 
others, so it is important to me that they (students) 
are independent thinkers.”

The dominant factor in the narrators’ stories regard-
ing empowerment was the area of didactic work 
and cooperation with students. The words “I like 
teaching; it is something that is important to me” 
were repeatedly mentioned in the conversations. 
At the same time, teaching often brings positive 
emotions and feelings, while successful classes and 
good relationships with student groups often gen-
erate a sense of satisfaction and professional fulfil-
ment: “(...) there is also joy. I mean, I really like it 
when it resonates. Yes, I also experience such emo-
tions of joy. When there is a good group. I need such 
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positive reinforcement.” The didactic aspect takes 
on particular significance when the results are vis-
ible in the form of students’ interest in the content 
and material: “It’s incredibly nice when you meet a 
student who is interested... You feel that what you 
say lights a fire in their eyes.” The described “fire in 
the eyes” of the students is a powerful expression of 
appreciation for the narrators, who receive a signal 
that their message is engaging and moving. The re-
inforcing mechanism is the feedback from students 
(interest, activity, “resonance”), which confirms the 
effectiveness of the teacher’s actions. This phenom-
enon can be described as relational dynamics. Some 
see the purpose of teaching as building a sense of 
security in students, encouraging them to share 
their views and opinions, which translates into the 
courage to express their position and motivation to 
continue studying. As one of the narrators points 
out, this safety is a necessary condition for achiev-
ing their goals and taking on new challenges: 

… they are not afraid during discussions that they will 

be criticized or that someone will tell them that their 

answer is wrong and that they will feel ridiculed in 

front of the group. It is also valuable to me that many 

people write, for example, that they dared to speak up 

for the first time, that they did not feel such freedom 

in other classes, and here they know that even if we 

disagree, or what they say is not quite the perfect an-

swer, there will still be space for it.

Safety and dialogue are key conditions. The teacher 
creates a space where students can speak up with-
out fear of ridicule, which increases their courage 
and motivation. Empowerment is relational and bi-
directional: the teacher empowers students (by val-
idating their voice) and simultaneously experiences 
empowerment (through meaning, satisfaction, and 
a sense of influence).

A key dimension of empowerment is a friendly work-
ing environment, which includes good relations 
and satisfaction with interactions with colleagues. 
An important factor in this regard is an organiza-
tional culture based on mutual respect, a positive 
atmosphere, and a sense of community. This theme 
appears in one of the statements: “Throughout my 
entire life here at the university, I have experienced 
a lot of kindness. (...) If I were to generate an average 
of these various relationships, I would say that this 
average would undoubtedly be 75%.” Good rela-
tionships in the workplace guarantee positive emo-
tions and improved well-being, while the goodwill 
and support of colleagues build a sense of security 
and satisfaction. They are a source of support, aid 
personal development, shape social attitudes and 
behaviors, and provide an essential basis for build-
ing self-esteem and self-worth. One of the narrators 
recalls the beginnings of their employment as fol-
lows: “I felt grateful for such a warm welcome from 
my older colleagues when I was hired. That’s when 
X and Y, the oldest members there, took me under 
their wing. (...) I remember that it was so nice that I 
felt so safe.” Among the elements related to build-
ing social relationships, the need for recognition is 
a very important component of the empowerment 
of academic teachers. This need is fulfilled when 
work is appreciated by superiors or students. The 
individual perceives their work as valued by others, 
earning their recognition. As one participant noted, 

“I also see the social impact of my work, which is ex-
pressed somewhat in building a network of such ac-
quaintances, relationships, bonds, and a certain rec-
ognition, through kind words, through invitations 
to various committees, [and] through invitations to 
give lectures.”

In the analyzed narratives, academic teacher em-
powerment emerges as a relational and affective 
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process embedded in teaching and collaboration 
with students. A key mechanism is feedback (in-
terest, “resonance”) and the creation of a safe space 
for dialogue, enabling students to speak up without 
fear – which strengthens both students and teach-
ers. Furthermore, academic teacher empowerment 
is deeply rooted in relationships and organization-
al culture: kindness, respect, a positive atmosphere, 
and a sense of community. Support from colleagues 
– especially at the beginning of the job (“being tak-
en under a colleague’s wing”) – fosters the need for 
belonging, which is crucial for well-being and the 
quality of motivation at work.

Factors Undermining the Empowerment 
of Academic Teachers

Among the factors that undermine empowerment, 
academic teachers identified elements that can be 
classified into the following areas: 

1.	 emotions associated with performing profes-
sional duties, 

2.	 didactic work and cooperation with students, 

3.	 social relations,

4.	 operating within a specific organization. 

Two areas—teaching and working with students, as 
well as social relations—played a dual role, func-
tioning as both constructive and undermining influ-
ences on empowerment.

Emotions play a special role in the educational pro-
cess because they influence the motivation, interest, 
and achievements of both teachers and students. A 
teacher’s emotions are central to their mental health 

and well-being, influencing their ability to impart 
knowledge and foster cooperation with and among 
students, while also contributing to their personal 
development and well-being. 

Today, the professional role of an academic teacher 
involves experiencing a variety of emotions, often 
including tension and ambivalence. One of the nar-
rators speaks directly about the emotions accom-
panying their professional activity: “Now there is 
this fear, this uncertainty about whether I can do it, 
whether I can meet these expectations in this profes-
sional situation, which is important to me because 
I am an ambitious person.” Another aspect related 
to negative emotions is the uncertainty and insta-
bility resulting from unpredictable situations and 
changing national education law and policy, which 
can lead to work overload and general discourage-
ment. This is evidenced by the following statement: 

“I would like—and I think that I am not being origi-
nal here at all—such stability. (...) I miss what I call 
vision, and I miss stability.”

Academic teachers often experience stressful sit-
uations and crises related to their teaching work. 
Stress often accompanies teaching, regardless of ex-
perience and seniority: 

The thing is, I’ve never been able to get rid of stress. Of 

course, there are classes that come easier to me, and 

there are those that are more difficult. I used to really 

enjoy theoretical classes, reading books, and delving 

into who wrote what and so on. Now, not so much, 

because it requires a bit more concentration.

Another narrator draws attention to a decline in mo-
tivation to work, a sense of dissatisfaction, and the 
risk of burnout, noting, “People are so demotivated. 
I generally feel less satisfaction from this work—yes, 
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unfortunately, I think this (work) is very conducive 
to burnout.” 

Another factor blocking the sense of empowerment 
among academic teachers is students’ attitudes to-
wards the learning process. This decline in motiva-
tion, reluctance, and feelings of helplessness stems 
from a lack of involvement in the teaching process, 
which in turn is linked to a decline in the quality 
of education: “Because there is no response from 
the other side, I also burn out, which makes me less 
willing to work and even increases my frustration 
and dissatisfaction.” The passive attitude of stu-
dents during classes often causes frustration and a 
sense of failure: 

I often feel such a profound sense of futility and emp-

tiness after leaving these classes—that we have all 

wasted our time. Them, because they were tired of sit-

ting with me, and me, pretending that I was imparting 

something wise and that I enjoyed it. It’s just a very, 

very unpleasant feeling of failure.

In today’s world, studying is no longer valued. In-
stead, it is often just one of many activities under-
taken by students, which, in their opinion, does not 
require effort or initiative.

And maybe if [the university] were more prestigious, 

in the sense that it was in a larger city, and even get-

ting onto our program were more difficult... maybe 

that student would also be more committed, because 

he’d care more, because he would have come a long 

way, and would have had to put a lot of effort into just 

getting into the program. But that’s not the case.

These stressful situations and moments of crisis, es-
pecially when they last for a long time and remain 
unresolved, can lead to a decline in commitment to 

teaching, discouragement, and falling into a rou-
tine. Consequently, classes with students become a 
source of weariness and chronic fatigue.

Another factor that undermines the empowerment 
of academic teachers is the relationship between 
faculty members. Teachers are subject to institution-
alized social norms, and the hierarchical structure 
inherent in universities is not conducive to building 
a sense of empowerment. As one narrator observed: 

“We are very hierarchical here, we do not treat col-
leagues who are in lower positions—who have low-
er titles or lower degrees—as our equals. We do not 
want to treat them that way because we are afraid 
that it will threaten our authority.” The hierarchy 
of positions at the university is intended to facili-
tate the organization of work, but personal favor-
itism overrides employees’ skills and resources, as 
one narrator noted: “I do not agree with this, and I 
will certainly not accept what is called ‘the structure’ 
in academia until the end of my career. (...) It’s not 
competence that counts, but connections.”

Conflicts and rivalry often arise between faculty 
members in the course of their various tasks. Mis-
understandings usually lead to a decline in mutual 
trust and social withdrawal, as one teacher explains: 

“I can see that there are various tensions at the In-
stitute, sometimes even conflicts. And I’m afraid I’ll 
have to take a stand. Well, you can’t be nice and po-
lite to everyone (...), but you have to be honest with 
yourself, just be honest with yourself.” The lack of 
agreement, understanding, and unanimity at one 
university was clear from the following account: 

“The institute is very divided. It has always been di-
vided. There have always been different camps; we 
are a bit dualistic, like our country. It’s terrifying!” 
Sometimes relationships are destroyed as a result 
of top-down actions and decisions: “We had to ac-
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cept that there was a strong desire for us to be at the 
same level as international universities, but it was 
done in such a technocratic way that it dehuman-
ized our relationships, which were not very good 
to begin with.” The same teacher later described 
an evident lack of relationships and bond building 
within the institution: 

I have the impression that there are no relationships 

between employees at our institute. There are no re-

lationships. It’s all very superficial, and we pass each 

other by. There is a lack of nice touches that would 

really create such openness. There has never been any 

of that, that is, an atmosphere that costs nothing, but 

at the same time builds bonds.

The undermining factors of empowerment present-
ed here can be described as relational and cultural 
dysfunctions within the institution. Strong hierar-
chies, cronyism, the favoring of connections over 
competence, increasing conflicts and rivalry, and 
divisions into opposing camps all contribute to a 
decline in mutual trust and lead to sham superficial 
relationships.

For some time now, market mechanisms have been 
introduced into higher education, posing new chal-
lenges for academic teachers, including the need to 
activate their “managerial competence resources” 
(Sajdak 2015:55). As a result, the most desirable ac-
ademic skills now include proficiency in preparing 
research project applications, the ability to secure 
funding, and financial accounting. The narrators 
commented extensively on these shifts: 

I believe that the university is also a place that should 

create space for learning, it should provide opportu-

nities for development, it should not be focused solely 

on generating research results, but we should also use 

these research results to develop future generations. 

However, this is a mission of sorts.

The respondents note that being a teacher is often 
considered secondary to the role of researcher, with 
teaching duties sometimes regarded as unneces-
sarily time-consuming and an obstacle to academ-
ic work. This is because the most important factor 
in faculty member evaluations is always academic 
activity, including scholarly publications, active 
participation in nationally or internationally fund-
ed research and projects, citation rates, scientific 
academic conferences, etc.). “Job satisfaction and 
the sense of security that should also be felt have 
evaporated. (...) There is no sense of security; we 
can be eliminated at any moment because we may 
stop producing good publications.” Academic work 
has become a field of competition for points, driven 
by the necessity to meet publication quotas. These 
requirements cause great resentment among aca-
demic staff, who feel the pressure to publish “for 
points,” and this structural shift demonstrates how 
utilitarianism and technocracy are overtaking the 
traditional mission of the university. As one narra-
tor observed: 

It is a space we do not identify with, which has no 

meaning for us. It is like a railway station or an airport, 

where we are only there to achieve a specific goal. In 

our case, that goal is to get paid and then reach re-

tirement age. Once we get our pension, we are happy. 

This is only an illusion, however, because very often 

people start to miss their workplace, as they have this 

syndrome where they don’t know what to do with 

themselves. But until that time, they hope that the 

magical moment will finally come when they will be 

free—freed from these shackles.
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The topic of “forced” publishing aroused a lot of 
emotion and often came up in conversations.

I’ve written quite a bit in my life, and it started to wear 

me out, quite simply. Especially since I’m starting to 

see it more and more as something forced upon me. 

You have to tick off those points accumulated some-

where and so on. A few years ago, I used to feel some 

excitement about it. And even now, I sometimes feel 

happy that I’ve written something interesting, but it 

rarely happens, and I treat it more as a rather unpleas-

ant duty than a joy.

Some people even describe the pressure to produce 
articles or publish scholarly books as oppression: 

“There have always been expectations to publish, 
but now it’s so normalized and described in all 
these criteria and parameters—which I can never 
understand anyway—that it’s exhausting. Yes, it’s 
exhausting, and I treat it as oppression, which I find 
harder to accept now.” 

In the contemporary university, publishing is expe-
rienced not as a creative practice but as an external-
ly enforced obligation subordinated to ”ticking off 
boxes,” leading to fatigue and a decline in teacher 
satisfaction. The compulsion to publish can be seen 
as a manifestation of an audit culture (governance 
by metrics), which alters the meaning of academic 
work, limits autonomy, and creates the risk of burn-
out.

Formal assessment of research and teaching perfor-
mance, alongside student evaluations of teaching, 
further compounds this pressure. Assessment is an 
integral part of the academic profession, regardless 
of position or seniority. Every aspect of professional 
life is subject to assessment, which does not have 

a positive or motivating effect on commitment and 
identification with the workplace.

Our work has always been related to evaluation, be-

cause we are evaluated by students and other col-

leagues, and there is career advancement in general 

[to think about]. We are always being assessed. Sub-

mitting a text to a journal is always an assessment. 

When I go to work, I constantly feel that someone is 

comparing me to someone else, that they are about to 

say that so-and-so has a text worth so many points, 

and you still don’t have any, or she is doing a project, 

and you don’t have one at all.

Assessment is associated with many negative emo-
tions, which one of the narrators describes as follows: 

“I hate being assessed. I feel anxious and angry that 
someone is scrutinizing me. I feel like someone is 
trying to hurt me, because it usually involves look-
ing for mistakes rather than looking for what has 
been done well.” The constant assessment process 
to which academic teachers are subjected creates a 
sense of pressure and constant accountability. This 
often comes with significant emotional costs, man-
ifesting as constant anxiety and a sense of injustice.

Another aspect directly related to assessment is the 
evaluation of teaching, which aims to improve the 
quality of instruction and quality of instruction and 
inform the university’s personnel decisions. The re-
sults of the evaluation are one of the elements of the 
periodic assessment of an academic teacher and are 
subject to detailed analysis by those responsible for 
the implementation of the teaching process within 
their department. These evaluations are another el-
ement that has a destructive impact on the well-be-
ing and empowerment of academic teachers, as one 
narrator observed: 
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What is still a burden on teaching is the evaluation 

system that is currently in place, which gives you the 

impression that you are at the service of others, that 

you are performing the function of a service provider 

from the student’s perspective, [and] that you have to 

be very careful about everything because you may not 

meet their expectations.

Building empowerment in the work of an academ-
ic teacher involves removing the fear of assessment 
and failure. Unfortunately, contemporary universi-
ties fail to foster such environments. 

Conclusions

If we accept the Cornell University Empowerment 
Group’s (1989) definition that empowerment is 
a dynamic phenomenon embedded in local com-
munities and grounded in mutual respect, critical 
reflection, social support, and group participation, 
then our research shows that this occurs to a very 
limited extent among academic teachers. In light of 
Julian Rappaport’s definition (1987), according to 
which empowerment is the means by which people 
gain control over their own lives and participate in 
their communities according to democratic prin-
ciples, it can also be seen that a sense of enslave-
ment dominates over a sense of empowerment in 
this professional group. The dominance of practices 
that centralize decisions, impose heavy bureaucrat-
ic burdens, and are shaped by pressure from exter-
nal performance indicators decreases motivation, 
removes influence over decisions, prompts doubts 
about the meaning of work, and weakens identifica-
tion with the academic community.

Empowerment presupposes the existence of a safe 
environment in which academic teachers can reflect 
on their work without fear of judgment. An envi-
ronment that is conducive to development focuses 
on feedback and constructive criticism rather than 
permanent assessment and evaluation. In the con-
text of empowerment strategies, it is important to 
support teachers’ motivation and create opportu-
nities for them to act, publish, and generate con-
ditions for creative confrontation. Individuals are 
empowered when they can participate in social 
relations with a personal sense of agency. If there 
is no opportunity for empowerment, participation, 
power sharing, or joint decision-making in higher 
education institutions, then empowerment will not 
be possible.

The findings reveal the complexity of empowerment 
as a phenomenon that spans the individual, social, 
and organizational aspects of academic teachers’ 
work. In all these areas, they are closer to enslave-
ment than to a sense of empowerment. The respon-
dents speak openly about being treated as objects 
and point to frequent abuse of power. Fostering em-
powerment requires a high level of professionalism 
on the part of management, which should provide 
employees with support and create conditions for 
the development of the competencies necessary to 
make decisions and implement them responsibly. 
It should also be guided by greater trust and a de-
liberate shift in hierarchical structures through the 
redistribution of power, control, and authority with 
subordinates. However, at present, transformations 
in higher education institutions seem unlikely, as 
they first require changes in underlying attitudes.



63Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org

Between Enslavement and Empowerment. The Idea of Empowerment in the Work of a Polish Academic Teacher 

References

Blachowska-Szmigiel, Marzena. 2017. “Wspieranie wzmacni-
ania pozycji w sytuacji zinstytucjonalizowanego nauczania 
języków obcych: możliwości, wyzwań i ograniczeń [Sup-
porting Empowerment in Institutionalized Language Learn-
ing: Opportunities, Constraints, and Limitations].” Neofilo-
log:199-211.

Blumer, Herbert. 2009. Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and 
Method. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Calves, Anne-Emmanuele. 2009. “Empowerment: genealogie 
d’un concept cle du discours contemporain sur le dévelop-
pement. [Empowerment: the Genealogy of a Key Concept 
in Contemporary Discourse on Development].” Revue Tiers 
Monde 200(4):735-749. Access:  
3 September 2025 r. (https://shs.cairn.info/revue-tiers-monde-
2009-4-page-735?lang=fr).

Chomczyński, Piotr. 2012. “Paradygmat interpretatywny [In-
terpretive Paradigm].” Pp. 211-214 in Słownik socjologii jakościo-
wej [Dictionary of Qualitative Sociology] edited by K. Konecki, 
P. Chomczyński. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Difin.

Cornell University Empowerment Group. 1989. “Empower-
ment and Family Support.” Networking Bulletin 1(1):1-23.

Czerepaniak-Walczak, Maria. 2025. “Nauczycielskie upełno-
mocnienie jako konstrukt pedagogiczny: Katalizator czy 
ograniczenie w procesie profesjonalnej emancypacji? [Teacher 
Empowerment as a Pedagogical Construct: Catalyst or Con-
straint in the Process of Professional Emancipation?].” Forum 
Oświatowe 38(1):11-22.

Freire, Paulo. 2000. Pedagogy of Freedom: Ethics, Democracy, and 
Civic Courage. London: Rowman & Littlefield.

Glaser, Barney and Anselm Strauss. 1967. The Discovery of 
Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. Mill Valley, 
CA: Sociology Press.

Grzegorzewska, Maria. 1947. Listy do młodego nauczyciela 
[Letters to a Young Teacher]. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Nasza 
Księgarnia.

Hałas, Elżbieta. 2006. Interakcjonizm symboliczny: społeczny 
kontekst znaczeń [Symbolic Interactionism: The Social Context of 
Meaning]. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN.

Jarczyńska, Jolanta. 2017. “Empowerment w pracy socjalnej jako 
skuteczne podejście stosowane w rozwiązywaniu problemów 
społecznych [Empowerment in Social Work as an Effective 
Approach to Solving Social Problems].” Acta Universitatis Nico-
lai Copernici Pedagogika 34(2):121-122.

Karwacki, Arkadiusz, Marek Rymsza, Barbara Gąciarz, et al. 
2017. Niezatrudnieniowe wymiary aktywizacji. W stronę modelu 
empowerment? [Non-employment Dimensions of Activation. To-
wards an Empowerment Model?]. Toruń: Wydawnictwo Nau-
kowe Uniwersytetu Mikołaja Kopernika.

Konecki, Krzysztof T. 2000. Studia z metodologii badań jakościo-
wych. Teoria ugruntowana [Studies in Qualitative Research Meth-
odology. Grounded Theory]. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Naukowe 
PWN.

Konecki, Krzysztof T. 2005. “Analiza danych jakościowych: 
procesy i procedury [Qualitative Data Analysis: Processes and 
Procedures].” Przegląd Socjologiczny 54(1/2):267-282. 

Rappaport, Julian. 1987. “Terms of empowerment/exemplars 
of prevention: Toward a theory for community psychology.” 
American Journal of Community Psychology 15(2):121-148.

Ryan, Richard. M. and Edward L. Deci. (2000). “Self-determina-
tion theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social de-
velopment, and well-being.” American Psychologist 55(1):68-78.

Sajdak, Anna. 2015. “Nauczyciel akademicki – dylematy, 
napięcia, ambiwalencja roli [Academic Teacher – Dilemmas, 
Tensions, Role Ambivalence].” Pedagogika Szkoły Wyższej 
2(10):49-65.

Szarfenberg, Ryszard. 2015. “Empowerment – krótkie wprowadze-
nie [Empowerment – ​​A Brief Introduction].” Access: 10 Semptem-
ber 2025 r. (http://rszarf.ips.uw.edu.pl/pdf/Empowerment2.
pdf). 

Twardowski, Andrzej. 2006. “Rola upełnomocnienia rodziców 
w procesie wczesnego wspomagania rozwoju dzieci z 
niepełnosprawnościami [The Role of Parental Empowerment 
in the Process of Early Development Support for Children 
with Disabilities].” Niepełnosprawność. Dyskursy Pedagogiki 
Specjalnej 2:200-210.

Twardowski, Andrzej. 2012. Wczesne wspomaganie rozwoju 
dzieci z niepełnosprawnościami w środowisku rodzinnym [Early 

https://shs.cairn.info/revue-tiers-monde-2009-4-page-735?lang=fr
https://shs.cairn.info/revue-tiers-monde-2009-4-page-735?lang=fr
http://rszarf.ips.uw.edu.pl/pdf/Empowerment2.pdf
http://rszarf.ips.uw.edu.pl/pdf/Empowerment2.pdf


Małgorzata Kosiorek

64 ©2026 QSR Volume XXII Issue 3

Development Support for Children with Disabilities in a Family 
Environment]. Poznan: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu 
Adama Mickiewicza.

Ustawa z dnia 20 lipca 2018 r. – Prawo o szkolnictwie 
wyższym i nauce (Dz.U. 2024 poz. 1571). [Act of 20 July 2018 – 
Law on Higher Education and Science (Journal of Laws of 
2024, item 1571)].

Wyka, Anna. 1993. Badacz społeczny wobec doświadczenia [The 
Social Researcher and Experience]. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Insty-
tutu Filozofii i Socjologii PAN.

Zimmerman, Marc. 1995. “Psychological Empowerment: 
Issues and Illustrations.” American Journal of Community Psy-
chology 23(5):581-599.

Citation

Kosiorek, Małgorzata. 2026. “Between Enslavement and Empowerment. The Idea of Empowerment in the Work of a Polish 
Academic Teacher.” Qualitative Sociology Review 22(3):50-64. Retrieved Month, Year (http://www.qualitativesociologyreview.
org/ENG/archive_eng.php). DOI: https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.22.3.04

http://www.qualitativesociologyreview.org/ENG/archive_eng.php
http://www.qualitativesociologyreview.org/ENG/archive_eng.php
https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.22.3.04




66 ©2026 QSR Volume XXII Issue 3

Keywords: 
Academic Teachers’ 
Experiences; 
Manipulation; 
Symbolic Violence; 
Academic Practice

Manipulation from the Perspective of 
Academic Teachers

Alina Wróbel
University of Lodz, Poland

DOI: https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.22.3.05

Abstract: The following text concerns manifestations of manipulation that occur within academic prac-
tice. Here, manipulation is understood as forms of influence grounded in a complex mechanism that un-
derlies a covert method of influencing and controlling people. The study was situated within the interpre-
tive-critical paradigm, and the article is based on the findings of qualitative research conducted through 
unstructured interviews with academic teachers. Manipulative mechanisms were conceptualized based 
on descriptions of academic teachers’ experiences, and analysis of the interview data identified examples 
of phenomena and procedures whose characteristics correspond to those of manipulation understood as 
a method of exerting influence on individuals. These findings are discussed from three perspectives: the 
macro perspective, encompassing decisions and procedures implemented within educational policy and 
their consequences; the meso perspective, referring to the university as an institution with hierarchical 
relationships based on the abuse of power; and the micro perspective, concerning interpersonal relations 
among academic teachers. These considerations are grounded in an understanding of the academic com-
munity that treats the autonomy and agency of all members of this community as essential conditions for 
the community’s authentic development and for strengthening academic teachers’ professional identity.

© by the author, licensee Lodz University—Lodz University Press, Lodz, Poland.
This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribu-
tion license CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Funding Information: This work was supported by the Interdisciplinary Research Grant, University of Lodz, 
under the “Initiative of Excellence—Research University” (IDUB-UŁ), Decision No. 3/IGB/2022, project “Engage-
ment and Exhaustion as (Un)Expected Outcomes of the Emotional Labour of Academic Teachers”, Project Code: 
B2311813000200.07. Conflicts of interest: None. Ethical Considerations: The author assures that no violations of 
publication ethics have occurred and takes full responsibility for the content of the publication. The percentage 
share of the author in the preparation of the work is: AW 100%. Declaration regarding the use of GAI tools: No 
GAI tools were used in the preparation of this work.
Received: 2026-02-05 Verified: 2026-04-20 Accepted: 2026-06-15

https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.22.3.05
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


67Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org

Manipulation from the Perspective of Academic Teachers 

The following text concerns manifestations 
of manipulation that occur within the ac-
ademic sphere. This study aimed to ana-
lyze the personal experiences of academic 

teachers as described in the interviews they partic-
ipated in. I proceed from the premise that concepts 
carry interpretative assumptions that shape the re-
search process, which is why, before analyzing ac-
ademic teachers’ experiences, the meaning of ma-
nipulation itself must first be addressed. For this 
reason, the most important theoretical context for 
this study was the understanding of manipulation 
adopted here and the characteristics of this mode of 
exerting influence on people. The theoretical frame-
work presented here was developed based on an 
interdisciplinary review of the relevant literature, 
with the framework’s fundamental assumptions 
drawn primarily from research in political science. 

The article is based on the findings of qualitative re-
search conducted through unstructured interviews 
with academic teachers. While my understanding of 
manipulation fundamentally shapes the interpreta-
tion of the experiences described by the interviewees, 
analysis of their experiences identified examples of 
phenomena and procedures whose characteristics 

correspond to those of manipulation understood as 
a method of exerting influence on individuals. This 
is understood as forms of influence grounded in 
complex mechanisms that underly covert methods 
of influencing and controlling people (see Karwat 
2022:67-97; Metelski 2024:115-117). These examples 
were identified from the participants’ descriptions 
of the states they experienced, accompanied by a 
sense of objectification, restrictions imposed on 
their capacity for action and self-determination, and 
the resulting violation of their right to self-realiza-
tion. The procedures described by the participants 
constitute manifestations of such mechanisms of 
influence. They involve manipulative, deceptive, 
and dependency-producing practices, often based 
on covert mechanisms concealed behind the formal 
and legal frameworks governing higher education 
institutions. This situation leads to the “deprecia-
tion of European traditions of understanding the 
academic community, its cognitive and institutional 
autonomy, and its independence from political and 
ideological contingencies” (Karwat and Pierzchalski 
2022:8).

The analysis presented here is situated within the 
interpretive-critical paradigm and, more specifi-
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cally, within the perspective of the construction of 
meanings and identities through social interaction. 
In this context, the dynamic transformations taking 
place within social, cultural, political, and economic 
life acquire particular significance, as they generate 
numerous phenomena within academic practice it-
self, and more precisely within the functioning of 
the university. The vision of the university as an 
ivory tower (Soley 1995) has long since faded into 
the past, while the pace of contemporary change 
directly affects higher education institutions, the 
status of academic teachers, and the possibilities for 
them to develop autonomously.

Theoretical Framework of the Study: The 
Nature of Manipulation

The analysis of manipulation presented in this 
study is grounded in theoretical perspectives that 
conceptualize manipulation as a form of exerting 
influence on others that simultaneously constitutes 
a form of violence. Violence is understood here as 
a mode of influencing people—their thinking pro-
cesses, behavior, or conduct—to obtain resources or 
achieve objectives while restricting their rights and 
freedoms (see Pratkanis and Aronson 2003:VII-VIII). 
In characterizing various forms of social influence, 
Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson distinguish 
manipulation from other modes of communication, 
such as persuasion. In their view, persuasion is a 
communicative act, a form of argumentation, de-
bate, and discussion—that is, a type of discourse 
aimed at supporting or opposing a particular stand-
point. It is oriented toward reaching an understand-
ing and preserving the target’s freedom of choice. 
Manipulation, by contrast, is identified as a strate-
gic action with concealed aims, intended to control 
the target’s behavior, often against their will. This 
is precisely how it is interpreted in the humanities 

and social sciences (cf. Hołówka 1993; Siemieniecki 
2007; Rogaliński 2012; Fleischer 2023; Hannon 2023; 
Metelski 2024). 

Social psychologists further argue that there are 
only two ways of inducing someone to act in accor-
dance with another person’s wishes: through the 
use of power (or relationships based on force) and 
through manipulation (Joule and Beauvois 2006:16). 
The former is typically interpreted as natural, social-
ly accepted, and deriving from the social order or 
from the established principles governing an insti-
tution. The essence of the latter lies in its covertness 
and in the restriction it imposes on the autonomy 
and freedom of action of the target.

The concept of manipulation appears in the human-
ities and social sciences in a variety of meanings. 
These range from denoting precise manual oper-
ations, through sequences of activities associated 
with specific procedures—for example, administra-
tive procedures—to the covert influencing and con-
trolling of other people. The negative connotation of 
the term dates back to the eighteenth century, when 
it began to refer to actions aimed at exerting an in-
fluence over another person (d’Almeida 2005:24-27). 

While the concept continues to function across mul-
tiple semantic fields (see Wróbel 2006:17-19), its 
broadest meaning concerns ways of influencing the 
behavior of others. Manipulating an individual’s 
consciousness, mind, or behavior—as opposed to 
manipulating objects—is generally associated with 
dishonest practices or scheming (see Winn 2003). 
Understood in this way, manipulation refers to co-
vert, backstage, and deceptive actions (d’Almeida 
2005:10-23). It denotes a form of influence whose 
mechanisms remain hidden from the target (see Łu-
kaszewski et al. 2009:20-24). It is not only the ma-
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nipulative procedures that tend to be concealed but 
also the goals. The concealment of purpose is often 
linked to the assumption that if the method of in-
fluence must remain hidden, the intended goal is 
somehow unworthy or harmful to the target. This 
assumption, however, is not universally accepted.

The etymology of the term manipulation directs 
attention toward the objectification of the target. 
Depriving an individual of subjectivity has con-
sequences for personal freedom as it restricts the 
space available for autonomous choice and reduces 
freedom beyond what is necessary. In such circum-
stances, the target mistakenly believes that they are 
independently deciding upon their actions, when in 
reality, they serve merely as an instrument of the 
manipulator, advancing that individual’s goals. This 
situation often grows more complex when the ma-
nipulator creates an illusory sense of agency in the 
target. The manipulator can be understood as seek-
ing to outwit others in such a way as not to alienate 
them—indeed, sometimes even to gain their appre-
ciation and gratitude—while simultaneously pursu-
ing personal objectives. The manipulator’s welfare 
or interests are neither identical to nor necessarily 
compatible with those of the target. Thus, manipula-
tion involves exploiting an advantage—not through 
force or legal authority, but through psychological, 
situational, or tactical superiority. It involves tak-
ing advantage of any favorable circumstances, an 
advantage that frequently emerges through the cre-
ation of confusion and the use of deception.

Manipulation may, therefore, be characterized as an 
activity that is:

•	 deceptive,

•	 based on exploiting tactical advantage,

•	 undertaken intentionally in pursuit of goals 
the manipulator defines and regards as valu-
able,

•	 objectifying towards the target,

•	 founded on concealing its actual aims and 
mechanisms,

•	 generating and/or sustaining false conscious-
ness in the target,

•	 resulting in a temporary or permanent loss 
of the target’s capacity to act according to 
their own intentions, knowledge, and rational 
judgment,

•	 undermining resistance to such influence (see 
Wróbel 2010:9-16).

One form of manipulation, which constitutes a 
narrower and more stereotypical understanding 
of the concept (see Karwat 2022:251-274), involves 
actions undertaken with the explicit aim of instru-
mentalizing the target. According to the theoretical 
assumptions adopted here, classifying a form of 
influence as manipulation depends primarily on 
intentionality, the goals pursued, and the calculat-
ed nature of the action. The mechanisms employed, 
their characteristics, and the circumstances in which 
they occur do not, in themselves, constitute defining 
attributes of manipulation. Within this perspective, 
manipulation is understood as a form of influence 
in which the manipulator, drawing upon knowl-
edge of human behavioral patterns, seeks to exert a 
desired effect on another person or group without 
their awareness that they are being deliberately in-
fluenced. The manipulator’s goals represent the en-
visioned states of affairs they intend to bring about.
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Based on definitions of manipulation in the liter-
ature, it can be argued that manipulation occurs 
when the primary motive of the manipulator is 
maximizing their own interests, or those of a group 
or institution with which they identify. Two essen-
tial characteristics emerge from this understanding: 
manipulation is always planned and concealed. Its 
planned nature follows directly from its purpose. 
If manipulation is undertaken to achieve a desired 
objective, that objective must first be recognized 
and specified by the manipulator. The intended 
goal subsequently determines the procedures em-
ployed in the manipulative process. Targets gener-
ally enact the manipulator’s objectives unwittingly. 
However, the degree to which their awareness is 
suspended may vary—from complete unaware-
ness of external control, through forms of appar-
ent participation, to fully conscious involvement in 
manipulative activities. 

Once again, concealment—already defined as a de-
fining characteristic—becomes evident: the goals of 
the action remain outside the awareness of the ma-
nipulated individual. As participants in social life, 
people are constantly exposed to influences that 
they either recognize and interpret in their own way 
or perceive without identifying their true purposes. 
Manipulation is, therefore, a form of intentional in-
fluence exerted upon an individual or group in such 
a way that, without realizing it, they undertake ac-
tions that satisfy the manipulator’s needs (Marusze-
wski and Ścigała 1999:14). 

Given the understanding of manipulation adopt-
ed here, disclosing its aims to the target effectively 
renders it ineffective, since the individual can then 
resist. The subtlety and precision involved in se-
lecting manipulative methods make this a form of 

influence whose interpretation requires careful at-
tention to context.

Taking into account the nature of manipulation 
described above, forms of interpersonal influence 
constitute an integral part of social reality and are 
enacted across diverse social contexts, groups, and 
institutions. Consequently, manipulation as a form 
of influence will be analyzed from three different 
perspectives:

•	 macro level – social life and its structures, in-
cluding educational policy;

•	 meso level – the university as an institution 
with hierarchical relationships based on the 
abuse of power;

•	 micro level – interpersonal relationships 
among employees within an academic insti-
tution.

Although different mechanisms of manipulation 
may operate within each of these three perspectives, 
they are united by the essence of the phenomenon 
and its consequences—namely, objectification (and 
at times instrumentalization), as well as the false 
sense of agency experienced by the manipulated 
person (see Wróbel 2006:37-39). Mirosław Karwat 
(2022) argues that: 

(…) a valid intuition, and consequently a rational 

premise in attempts to grasp the specificity of de-

ceptive actions referred to as manipulation, lies in 

recognizing the clear opposition between forms of 

influencing others that are based on equality, reci-

procity, partnership, and respect for people’s right to 

make independent decisions regarding matters that 
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concern them, and forms of influence characterized 

by arbitrariness. The latter involves ignoring anoth-

er person’s will or preventing them from exercising 

self-determination, making decisions about another 

person’s situation or behavior, and even determining 

someone’s fate by acting in their name without their 

consent or deciding behind their backs and over the 

heads of entire communities. (p. 275)

For the present study, manipulation is understood 
as a form of influence that is:

•	 intentional and subordinated to goals defined 
by the manipulator,

•	 objectifying toward the target,

•	 restrictive of the target’s autonomous action,

•	 based on exploiting an advantage over the tar-
get and using deception.

Finally, I wish to emphasize that I do not equate 
workplace harassment with bullying. These con-
cepts refer to other forms of violence that fall out-
side the scope of the analysis presented in this arti-
cle (see Helios and Jedlecka 2017).

Methodological Framework

This article presents findings from research con-
ducted as part of the Interdisciplinary Research 
Grant (IDUB) entitled Engagement and Exhaustion 
as (Un)Expected Outcomes of the Emotional Labour 
of Academic Teachers (Decision No. 3/IGB/2022; 
Project Code: B2311813000200.07).

The research project was situated within the inter-
pretive and critical research paradigms (Konec-

ki 2005; Urbaniak-Zając 2008, 2019; Chomczyński 
2012). The principal research technique employed 
was the unstructured in-depth interview, which 
enabled direct contact with the participants and 
created an atmosphere conducive to obtaining in-
depth accounts (Konecki 2000; Babbie 2008; Nied-
balski 2012). The interviews took the form of active 
qualitative interviews (Holstein and Gubriu 1997), 
in which the participating academic teachers ac-
tively co-constructed the narratives. This approach 
allowed the conversation to be guided flexibly in re-
sponse to the circumstances and the unfolding dy-
namics of each interview.

The empirical material analyzed in this article de-
rives from 17 interviews conducted with ten women 
and seven men employed at eight Polish universi-
ties. The participants came from the social sciences 
and varied in terms of professional experience, al-
though each had at least ten years of academic ex-
perience. The interviews were carried out between 
April and July 2025 as online meetings via MS Teams. 
The in-depth interview provides access to the aca-
demic teachers’ private experiences of their work 
and interpersonal relationships within universities, 
particularly relationships that take the form of ma-
nipulation. This mode of inquiry becomes especial-
ly valuable for examining the relationship between 
individuals’ subjective experiences and the institu-
tional—and at times even violent—dimensions of 
academic practice (see, among others, Konecki and 
Pawłowska 2013; Nowak 2023; Skórzyńska 2023; 
Rakowski 2023). 

Manipulation was conceptualized through analysis 
from three perspectives: systemic (macro), institu-
tional (meso), and interpersonal (micro), which also 
constitute the analytical categories applied to the 
empirical material.
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An analysis of the interview material reveals that 
the narratives contain numerous references to expe-
riences that either originated from, or continue to 
be shaped by, manipulative practices. In recount-
ing their pathways into and through academia, the 
participants referred to three principal areas of ac-
ademic activity: research, teaching, and organiza-
tional work. Their personal accounts were embed-
ded within the broader context of their academic 
trajectories, ranging from the factors that initially 
motivated them to pursue careers in higher educa-
tion, through the successive stages of becoming ac-
ademic teachers, to identity-related choices and the 
institutional and systemic transformations affect-
ing science and higher education in Poland. These 
interviews reveal how the participants’ personal 
experiences and choices intertwine with changes 
taking place within academia and the broader so-
cio-cultural environment.

The following discussion concerns manifestations 
of manipulation within academic practice, analyzed 
through the interrelationships among three per-
spectives: macro, meso, and micro. The analysis of 
the empirical material suggests that these perspec-
tives are interconnected and continually influence 
one another. However, the micro perspective was 
least evident in the interview data as participant re-
flections were dominated by the systemic embed-
dedness of academic practice and the institutional 
frameworks shaping their professional activities. 
Consequently, this article focuses primarily on the 
macro and meso perspectives, recognizing the par-
ticularly strong interdependence between them. 
Nonetheless, the findings demonstrate that trans-
formations at the systemic and institutional levels 

also affect interpersonal relations among academic 
teachers—that is, the micro level.

The Macro Perspective: The Evaluation of 
Academic Disciplines and the Changes It Entails

An important experience shared by all the partic-
ipants was finding their place in the world of re-
search. In describing their entry into academic life, 
participants frequently referred to personal aspira-
tions and a fascination with the academic commu-
nity, which sometimes emerged as early as their 
student days. Over time, however, this fascination 
often diminished over time, and becoming an aca-
demic increasingly involved difficult experiences.

Reflecting on the changes that have occurred with-
in academia in recent years, the participants em-
phasized that the introduction of current rules and 
criteria governing the evaluation of academic dis-
ciplines has significantly altered the meaning of re-
search engagement. Academic activity and personal 
passion for one’s field of inquiry have gradually lost 
their significance. Research has become an obliga-
tion whose rationale no longer aligns with individ-
ual ambitions and intellectual interests. One partici-
pant described this situation as follows:

You simply have to accumulate those points and tick 

the boxes. Whereas a few years ago, I could still feel 

some excitement about it. And even now, sometimes 

I am pleased that I’ve written something worthwhile, 

but that happens only occasionally. Most of the time, I 

treat it more as an unpleasant obligation than a source 

of joy. [I2]

The attitude reflected in this statement suggests that 
motivation to engage in academic work is no longer 
driven by personal choice, intellectual passion, or 
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the need for self-realization. Instead, the principal 
motivating factor becomes compliance with formal 
requirements resulting from evaluation criteria. 
This example illustrates how personal interests and 
choices are pushed to the margins, while rigid sys-
temic demands, which constitute forms of institu-
tional violence, come to determine the quality and 
character of academic practice.

Participants also reflected on broader institutional 
transformations and their consequences. Referring 
to earlier experiences in academia, one interviewee 
described the situation in the following terms:

Of course, there have always been expectations that 

we should publish. But nowadays everything has be-

come so formalized and described through all these 

criteria and parameters, which, to be honest, I never 

fully understand. It’s exhausting. Yes, it is exhausting, 

and I experience it as a form of oppression—one that 

I find increasingly difficult to accept because I am be-

coming less and less willing to consent to such exten-

sive oppression. [I3]

This excerpt reflects a sense of systemic entrapment, 
or what the participant herself describes as oppres-
sion—a form of symbolic violence that restricts 
freedom of action. In consequence, it undermines 
individuals’ agency in designing and pursuing their 
own professional development, while being masked 
by regulations governing evaluation procedures. 
This example demonstrates that research is not nec-
essarily motivated by authentic personal choice but 
by systemically imposed evaluation requirements. 
Academic teachers are further objectified: their in-
tellectual interests become secondary to institution-
al goals, for example, achieving higher positions in 
academic rankings. In this environment, they find it 

difficult to operate autonomously; instead, they are 
required to operate within systemic frameworks.

The obligation to publish, obtain research funding, 
and increase the internationalization of universities 
has also generated a growing sense of insecurity 
regarding professional stability and future career 
prospects. One participant described this experi-
ence as follows:

[…] We had to accept that there was a strong desire 

for us to be at the same level as international universi-

ties, but this was done in such a technocratic way. As a 

result, our relationships became dehumanized—even 

though they had never been particularly good—and 

the satisfaction we derived from our work, as well 

as the sense of security one ought to feel in such a 

place, simply evaporated. [There is this feeling that 

we could be] let go at any moment because we might 

stop producing the “right” publications. [I1]

Participants associated these experiences with de-
humanization, being fired, and oppression. Such 
experiences were also accompanied by fear:

There is now this fear, this uncertainty: will I manage? 

Will I be able to meet these expectations? My career 

matters a great deal to me because I am an ambitious 

person, and I have become accustomed to doing well 

in my work. I would still like to continue succeeding, 

but perhaps that will no longer be possible. My pro-

ductivity may no longer be what it once was, and I 

will have to come to terms with the fact that I may no 

longer be one of the top performers but somewhere in 

the background. I will have to find fulfillment in other 

areas as well, and this is something I still have ahead 

of me. […] I think that job satisfaction has declined. 

[I1]
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The persistent sense of threat and continuous com-
petition deprive interpersonal relationships of their 
fundamental humanistic dimension, transforming 
them into arenas where achievements are constantly 
compared. The pressure described above becomes a 
source of experiences that, in the participant’s view, 
require emotional processing and may contribute to 
declining job satisfaction and professional burnout.

Another participant highlighted the risks these on-
going transformations pose to universities:

I can also see numerous dangers in moving towards 

turning universities into corporations. Universities 

can then be controlled very easily and lose their inde-

pendence when all financial resources depend solely 

on parameters and on whether decision-makers—put 

simply—approve of something or not. Those deci-

sion-makers are outside academia. We have already 

experienced several educational reforms that demon-

strated just how easily everything can be manipulated, 

overturned, and transformed. Suddenly, predatory 

journals receive a hundred points for virtually noth-

ing because they correspond to a particular philoso-

phy or worldview. It becomes very easy when gov-

ernance is effectively externalized, because ministries 

ultimately decide on all these indicators and param-

eters. […] Perhaps this is also connected with the fact 

that academia is looking less like academia and more 

like a corporation. [I2]

Continuous and often antagonistic competition 
contributes to the erosion of university autonomy 
as institutions become permanently engaged in se-
curing resources for research. Academic freedom in 
its traditional sense—associated with intellectual 
independence and the pursuit of truth—loses sig-
nificance under pressure from those governing the 

higher education system. Indicators of academic 
achievement become instruments through which 
power is exercised over universities, particularly in 
contexts shaped by ideological differences and the 
concealed interests of those holding authority.

Relationships became dehumanized under evalua-
tion pressures—a recurring theme throughout the 
interviews—undermining the fundamental norms 
and principles that have traditionally underpinned 
the academic community. This transformation af-
fects the principles governing the formation of re-
search teams and the evaluation of their achieve-
ments, for example. At present, collaboration with 
colleagues from one’s own academic unit may no 
longer be regarded as advantageous, even when 
individuals share a common scholarly tradition or 
research school.

The Meso Perspective:Hierarchy, Informal 
Networks, Divisions, and Factions

According to the participants, one of the most dif-
ficult experiences was—and continues to be—find-
ing their place within the hierarchical structures of 
the university, which do not foster community. On 
the contrary, they often give rise to domination and 
symbolic violence, including abuses of power root-
ed in formal authority and organizational hierarchy. 
As one participant noted:

The university is certainly a relic of authority. The so-

called Act 2.0 has, unfortunately, granted His Magnif-

icence [the Rector] absolute power, and that is very 

harmful. [I4]

One characteristic aspect of everyday life in aca-
demia is that:
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…there is still a very hierarchical culture here… we 

do not treat employees who occupy lower posi-

tions—who hold lower academic titles or have lower 

academic degrees—as our equals. We do not want to 

treat them as equals because we are afraid that this 

would threaten our authority. [I1]

Among younger faculty members, this hierarchical 
structure is often accompanied by the conviction 
that:

One is not regarded as a significant element, but […] 

as a tool for achieving a particular goal. Unfortunately, 

because of this, the university is increasingly becom-

ing a non-place for us. We do not become attached to 

it; it feels very temporary, and people simply think 

about when they will retire. [I1]

An individual’s work is valued more when, for ex-
ample, their publications generate points that con-
tribute positively to the evaluation of the discipline. 
As a result, the implicit message becomes: I matter 
when I bring in points. Hierarchical relationships 
are experienced particularly acutely by early-career 
researchers. One participant described this experi-
ence as follows:

I can say straight away that this is something visible in 

our academic environment: many young doctors, ear-

ly-career academics, experience what I would quite 

literally call humiliation, simply because we occupy a 

lower rank. It is extremely painful. For a long time, it 

caused me to withdraw and left me with a profound 

sense of inferiority. And I can honestly say that with-

out support—both from a professor at the university 

and from my family—I would not have managed to 

cope with it, because it really clips your wings. […] 

We are human beings, yet someone deprives us of our 

subjectivity. [I5]

These accounts describe situations of humiliation 
and the calculated exploitation of professional 
dependency and organizational position, both of 
which ultimately restrict subjectivity and individ-
uals’ right to self-realization. Here, manipulation 
manifests itself through the instrumental treatment 
of younger colleagues, whose commitment and ef-
forts are used to serve their superiors’ goals and 
personal interests.

Participants also described the hierarchy as sus-
tained by informal systems of influence:

I simply cannot accept—and I probably never will 

accept throughout my academic career—what in ac-

ademia is referred to as “the system.” You know very 

well what I mean: competencies do not matter; con-

nections do. And that is disastrous. Until this chang-

es, Polish education will not make significant prog-

ress. Competence must matter. Individual academic 

achievements and teaching accomplishments must 

matter, not who knows whom or who has coffee with 

whom. [I4]

Similarly, another participant observed:

Cliques and resentments continue to operate and play 

an important role, instead of substantive values. For 

someone in their thirties, for example, this could have 

serious consequences—they might simply become 

discouraged from pursuing this kind of activity. [I6]

The abuse of power relations also extends to interac-
tions involving students and can be used as a means 
of harming colleagues within the workplace. One 
participant recounted:

These are very difficult issues. For me, it is completely 

incomprehensible that a lecturer—even one holding 
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a habilitated doctorate—would use students in order 

to spite another lecturer. […] These are painful ex-

periences because I simply cannot understand such 

behavior. How can someone avoid speaking directly 

to a colleague from the faculty and instead question 

students during lectures, portraying another lecturer 

as strict, critical, or saying that “he will make your life 

difficult”? Students then form this opinion of a lectur-

er without having experienced any of it themselves. 

And because students talk, these kinds of stories inev-

itably spread. [I5]

Another particularly distressing experience con-
cerns navigating divisions and competing “camps” 
within a university environment, as illustrated by 
the following statement:

The institute is deeply divided. It has always been di-

vided. There have always been different camps. We 

are a bit dualistic, much like our country as a whole—

there always has to be an enemy. It is frightening. 

First, there was the former dean’s camp, and now two 

new camps have emerged once again. [I1]

These experiences of navigating this complex insti-
tutional environment the individuals’. As one par-
ticipant explained:

Whenever I take on a new role, I know that this also 

involves forming various relationships. And I can see 

that there are tensions within the Institute, sometimes 

even conflicts. Sooner or later, I will have to take a 

stand. […] It is impossible to be pleasant and agree-

able to everyone—not only because you cannot sat-

isfy everybody, but because you must remain honest 

with yourself. To give an example, there is one per-

son in whose presence I genuinely felt what Hegel 

described: when you encounter them, the principle 

immediately comes into play that “I am the master, 

the other is the servant;” these roles become instantly 

established. [I7]

The divisions described above, fueled by conflicts 
of interest and competition among faculty, generate 
attitudes characterized by calculation and deception 
aimed at exploiting others in pursuit of personal 
objectives—strengthening their own achievements 
and consolidating their own position within the in-
stitution. Another participant commented:

We seem incapable of living without conflict, and that 

is deeply depressing. Considering that we are educa-

tors, we should strive to build community and foster 

unity in diversity. Instead, we go against that. [I1]

The conflicts that emerge reinforce existing divi-
sions and shape interpersonal relations within aca-
demic institutions. Participants noted:

Some people undermine others, but they do so in a 

more calculated way because they are simply more 

intelligent about it. [I1]

The strategies employed in such situations rely on 
psychological and sociological mechanisms that en-
sure effectiveness by exploiting a tactical advantage. 
In these circumstances, the common good recedes 
into the background, while personal success be-
comes the dominant priority—often achieved at the 
expense of ethical principles.

The Micro Perspective: Alienation and Loneliness 
in Academia

The quality of interpersonal relationships and the 
divisions that exist within academic institutions 
contribute to feelings of alienation and loneliness 
among academic teachers. Many of the interviews 
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contained accounts of negative experiences result-
ing from competition among academic teachers, a 
lack of mutual goodwill, and increasingly competi-
tive attitudes. One participant described this state of 
affairs as follows:

There are people with whom I simply work well, and 

whenever I lead a project, I invite those individuals 

regardless of which department they belong to, be-

cause I have the feeling that there is also a kind of 

competition between departments here. [I8]

Some participants attributed the origins of these 
conflicts to the legal frameworks governing higher 
education and science. One interviewee explained:

The changes introduced through the legislation meant 

that we had to accept that there was a strong desire 

for us to be at the same level as international universi-

ties, but this was done in such a technocratic way. As a 

result, our relationships became dehumanized—even 

though they had not been particularly good—and 

the satisfaction we derived from our work, as well as 

the sense of security one ought to feel in such a place, 

simply evaporated. I myself lack that sense of security, 

because at any moment we may be let go if we stop 

producing the ‘right’ publications. […] So, you have 

to do something about yourself, because otherwise 

you become a disgrace to our Institute. This deforms 

people; generally speaking, it diminishes job satisfac-

tion and strongly contributes to professional burnout. 

Being there no longer provides satisfaction for its own 

sake; instead, one becomes merely a tool for achiev-

ing some external objective. Unfortunately, because 

of this, the university is increasingly becoming a non-

place for us. We do not become attached to it; it feels 

very temporary space, and people simply think about 

when they will retire. […] Yes, a non-place—a space 

with which we do not identify and which no longer 

holds any significance for us. [I1]

This account illustrates how the macro, meso, and 
micro perspectives intersect: systemic solutions 
reshape institutional frameworks, which in turn 
negatively affect the quality of interpersonal rela-
tionships, contribute to their dehumanization, and 
foster feelings of alienation. The participants de-
scribed experiencing a lack of security, constant 
competition, and anxiety about failing to meet 
publication expectations. This situation becomes a 
source of frustration and a sense of instrumental-
ization. The individual—their needs, personal moti-
vations, and intellectual interests—ceases to matter. 
What becomes important is their achievements, but 
only insofar as they serve the institution’s objec-
tives. Hence, the participants repeatedly described 
themselves as “a tool for achieving some external 
objective”—an objective disconnected from their 
own aspirations and values.

Teaching is another important sphere of academic 
teachers’ experiences. The quality of the teaching 
and relationships with students can also become 
sources of negative experiences. Although the par-
ticipants frequently mentioned the importance they 
attach to teaching and to their interactions with stu-
dents, teaching itself was likewise described as gen-
erating feelings of objectification and instrumental-
ization. When reflecting upon the beginnings of their 
academic careers, the participants often associated 
teaching with satisfaction and fulfilment. Howev-
er, when discussing their current experiences, they 
noted significant changes in academic practice and 
the adverse consequences that have followed. One 
such consequence concerns the status assigned to 
teaching within evaluation systems and the result-
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ing decline in motivation to maintain teaching qual-
ity. Participants described these changes as follows:

I increasingly have the impression that the current 

system for evaluating teaching means that we are 

essentially providing a service, acting as service pro-

viders from the students’ perspective. We have to be 

extremely careful in everything we do because other-

wise we might fail to meet students’ expectations. [I1]

The contemporary student is increasingly posi-
tioned as a customer, whose satisfaction with the 
quality of the “service” provided becomes para-
mount:

We are expected to be available during holidays; stu-

dents can email us even on Christmas Eve. I remem-

ber one student who sent me five emails on Christmas 

Eve because he demanded an answer. That was when 

I realized that we genuinely have no boundaries—or 

perhaps we fail to establish them—in terms of our 

availability and our constant readiness to be there 

for others: for university authorities and for students. 

And in all of this, where is the space for being there 

for ourselves? [I5]

Matters are further complicated because teaching 
evaluation systems are sometimes experienced as 
instruments of control and repression directed to-
wards academic teachers. One participant described 
this issue in the following terms:

We are not allowed to know exactly what is written in 

those surveys, yet we can be summoned to the dean’s 

or rector’s office to discuss our behavior during inter-

actions with students. This has created an enormous 

precedent, almost a communist or even totalitarian 

system, where we have dirt on you and can bring it 

out whenever necessary. I find this deeply disturbing 

because, first of all, it establishes a dangerous prec-

edent and reinforces students’ mistaken belief that 

anonymity previously did not exist, and secondly, it 

fundamentally undermines the original purpose of 

these surveys. […] The survey has become a tool—a 

genuine instrument in the hands of superiors. [I3]

The sense of objectification and subordination to 
students’ opinions leaves participants feeling pres-
sured by their institutions, diminishing their sense of 
agency and weakening their personal engagement 
in teaching. Such pressure runs contrary to treating 
academic teachers as active and autonomous agents 
(see Archer 2013), marginalizing their autonomous 
capacities—the right to make reflexive choices and 
pursue activities they themselves deem meaningful 
within their social and institutional settings.

Concluding Remarks

The analysis presented above shows that objectifi-
cation and instrumentalization are experiences that 
accompany contemporary academic practice. From 
the macro perspective, systemic solutions—includ-
ing laws and regulations—generate feelings of 
fear, uncertainty, and a lack of professional stabil-
ity among the participants. These experiences have 
fundamental implications for both individual de-
velopment and the quality of academic work under-
taken by university teachers. Here, one may speak 
of a form of “large-scale manipulation” operating 
at the systemic level. Academic teachers become 
subjects of manipulation enacted through political 
decisions concerning science and higher education.

This macro-level perspective shapes what happens 
at the meso level, determining the institutional 
frameworks within which academic teachers op-
erate. The hierarchical structures of the university, 
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together with the abuse of power and forms of vi-
olence, do not foster the development of communi-
ty; instead, they become sources of objectification. 
These patterns of interpersonal relations, reinforced 
by existing divisions, contribute to experiences of 
alienation and loneliness.

At the micro level, manipulation becomes partic-
ularly evident in academic teachers’ experiences 
when participants recall the hopes, aspirations, and 
commitment that accompanied the beginning of 
their academic careers. The stronger the personal 
investment in the ideals of academic work at the 
outset, the more pronounced the experience of ma-
nipulation appears in retrospect. Within the con-
temporary university, there seems to be increasing-
ly limited space for academic teachers’ genuinely 
autonomous development.

Here, important questions emerge concerning 
the academic ethos—a set of fundamental values, 
norms, and attitudes that shape both the scholarly 
community’s identity and the principles governing 
academic practice. The manifestations of manipula-
tion identified in academic life challenge the foun-
dations of this ethos as an ethical category. Ethos—
the ethical substance of our community—is both 
given to us and entrusted to us. It constitutes the 
core of our identity and our most important point 
of reference. If we accept this, then we should insist 
that humanity, both within ourselves and in every 
other person, always be treated as an end in itself 
and never merely as a means (see Kant 1953).

This orientation constitutes a counterweight to the 
forms of manipulation described by the participants 
in this study. These manipulative practices restrict 
autonomous action, subordinate academic work to 
objectives that conflict with academic teachers’ per-

sonal motivations and needs, and objectify them in 
the service of systemically imposed interests. Per-
sistent uncertainty and competition intensify rela-
tionships of dependency, facilitating the exploita-
tion of power asymmetries to the detriment of the 
targets.

These dynamics reflect the logic of symbolic and 
structural violence, as evidenced by the interpen-
etration of the three perspectives of influence dis-
cussed throughout this article: the macro, meso, and 
micro levels. Revealing these interconnections con-
stitutes the essence of the analysis undertaken here 
and provides an important impetus for further re-
search into academic teachers’ experiences and the 
factors shaping contemporary academic practice. 

Researching the manifestations of manipulation in 
academic settings and disseminating knowledge on 
this topic is one way to strengthen academic free-
dom and academic teachers’ right to autonomous 
development and agency. Analysis of manipulation 
from systemic, institutional, and interpersonal per-
spectives revealed examples of decisions and pro-
cedures made at the ministerial level (formalized 
in laws and regulations), power relations based on 
abuse, and relationships within academic environ-
ments that bear the hallmarks of manipulation and 
limit the scope of academic teachers’ autonomous 
action. These actions and decisions are manipula-
tive precisely because they are not communicat-
ed directly but are pursued behind the scenes to 
achieve hidden goals. 

Therefore, knowledge of this issue and the ability 
to accurately identify manipulative phenomena 
should be a core competency of the modern ac-
ademic teacher. In today’s world, manipulation 
continues to take new forms and presents academ-
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ic teachers with new challenges. Consequently, to 
effectively combat manipulation, its contemporary 
aspects should be examined and practical conclu-
sions drawn from the research. Academic teachers 
can take the following practical steps:

•	 develop and implement ethical principles to 
prevent manipulation;

•	 develop critical thinking skills;

•	 organize training to recognize manipulation.

In summary, researching manipulation and analyz-
ing the social spaces in which it occurs, apart from 
its cognitive value, offers specific recommenda-
tions. Disseminating knowledge on this topic raises 
awareness, counteracts the spread of such behavior, 
and helps prepare academic teachers to cope with 
manipulation and the violence it brings to educa-
tional institutions.
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Citizenship education (hereafter: CE) re-
mains at the forefront of national edu-
cation policy agendas. In light of demo-
cratic crises, armed conflicts, migration, 

and the resurgence of far-right movements, CE is 
considered an essential imperative, with the culti-
vation of an understanding of democratic principles, 
critical thinking, and civic engagement being wide-
ly advocated. This raises the question of whether 
there is space within this framework for shaping 
citizenship identity as an emotional and relational 
experience of community membership, and wheth-
er school education is capable of capturing citizen-
ship in specific contexts. Indeed, for more than two 
decades, the importance of emotions and relation-
ships as integral parts of citizenship and CE has 
grown (Zembylas 2009; Wood and Black 2018; Kal-
lio, Wood and Häkli 2020; Góralska 2023; Keegan 
2023). The question is whether this is reflected in the 
curricula in any way.

This article aims to identify potential opportunities 
created by the text of the core curriculum for CE to 
include the affective dimension and, in doing so, to 
recognise changes in this area resulting from the re-
form of the core curricula in Poland. 

The research presented in this article contributes 
to curriculum studies. While it contributes to the 
study of CE among children and youth in the con-
text of the critique of citizenship universalism, the 
focus is not on examining the effects of implement-
ing specific programmes or student experiences. In-
stead, this article pursues a different approach. Giv-
en the central role of school core curricula in many 
European countries (including Poland), the study 
analyses core curricula through the lens of the con-
cept of lived citizenship. This task is challenging not 
only because of the nature and genre of the research 
material, but also because of the purpose of the na-
tional core curricula. The study also contributes to a 
strand of curriculum research that focuses on com-
parative analyses of curricular change. 

Dimensions of Lived Citizenship

The concept of lived citizenship is the starting point 
for the analyses presented in this article. This con-
cept has been present in citizenship research for 
over two decades and developed in part from the 
growing focus on everyday life that has character-
ised critical theories since the 1960s (Kallio, Wood 
and Häkli 2020:713-715). Unlike the universalist un-
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derstanding of citizenship as status and associated 
rights and obligations (Marshall 1950), it is the expe-
rience of being a citizen and citizenship recognised 
in those experiences and relationships with others 
that shapes belonging (Wood and Black 2018; Kallio 
et al. 2020). Kallio et al. (2020) identify four inter-
twining core dimensions of lived citizenship drawn 
from research in this area. 

The first dimension—spatiality—holds that citi-
zenship is always linked to a time and place. It is 
and has been classically identified with the idea of 
nation and state. Social and political changes have 
scaled this thinking both ‘up’ and ‘down’ (Kallio et 
al. 2020:717). However, citizenship can also be un-
derstood in local terms, close to everyday life. This 
understanding is part of a critique of the traditional 
conception of citizenship as being closely tied to the 
political actor and the public sphere (Lister 1997:42).  
Furthermore, it can also be understood as a trans-
national concept linked to political unions, such as 
the European Union (Kallio et al. 2020:717), whether 
global or glocal (Abu El-Haj 2015:56). While political 
and economic migration does not appear to weaken 
the concept of national citizenship, it certainly alters 
the way people think about citizenship, both in terms 
of how migrants function in their new countries and 
in terms of their relationship with their countries of 
origin (Abu El-Haj 2015:54; Nunn et al. 2016:388). 

The second dimension—intersubjectivity—is a con-
sequence of the reconceived understanding of spa-
tiality. Citizenship does not emerge in isolation, but 
at the intersection of interpersonal relationships 
(Kallio et al. 2020:717). These interpersonal relation-
ships can occur in physical, but also metaphorical, 
places (Staeheli 2010:394), and, therefore, attention 
is drawn to the combination of both dimensions 
(Wood and Black 2018:192). 

Performed dimension of lived citizenship (the third 
one) refers to practices and actions that signify the 
realisation of citizenship (Kallio et al. 2020:718). Fi-
nally, the fourth dimension—affective—focuses on 
the emotions and feelings associated with being a 
citizen, especially in the context of belonging or not 
belonging to a group, community, or country, and 
of deeper engagement and responsibility (Wood 
and Black 2018:191; Kallio et al. 2020:718).

It is the affective dimension that is central to this ar-
ticle, although its connection with the other dimen-
sions cannot be ignored, as lived citizenship arises 
at the intersection of these dimensions. Distinguish-
ing between them serves primarily to organise ar-
eas of research and illustrate that studies of lived 
citizenship can focus more on one dimension than 
on the others (Kallio et al. 2020) without render-
ing the remaining dimensions irrelevant or simply 

“switching them off.” 

I take the view that emotions and feelings are an 
integral part of citizenship, allowing it to be expe-
rienced in different spaces—physical or metaphor-
ical—(spatiality), during different activities (per-
formed dimension) and in relationships with others 
(intersubjectivity). If children and youth are seen 
as a group that is somehow excluded from citizen-
ship (due to age and the resulting lack of, or incom-
plete, legal capacity), if they are seen as “half-citi-
zens” (Lister 2007), who are only preparing for the 
role of adult citizen, then the feeling of what it is 
like to be a citizen and the experience of what that 
citizenship entails challenges the abstract sense of 
belonging that is embedded in the concept of the 
universal citizen. CE that takes into account the af-
fective dimension of citizenship is relevant not only 
because of the diversity of national, cultural, ethnic, 
socio-economic, and ideological backgrounds (par-
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ticularly in highly politically polarised countries) of 
children and their families of origin, but also for in-
cluding children and youth and empowering them 
as citizens. 

Research Questions and Key 
Assumptions

The aims outlined in the article give rise to the fol-
lowing research questions:

What opportunities are provided by the core cur-
ricula (CCs) for CE in Poland in terms of lived citi-
zenship, especially its affective dimension? In other 
words: How is the concept of lived citizenship – par-
ticularly in its affective dimension – represented in 
the CCs to CE? Or, how do the texts of the analysed 
CCs legitimise this concept? Is it possible to capture 
changes in this area following the reform of CC in 
2025, and if so, what do they involve? 

These questions rest on two assumptions:

1.	 The CCs can provide opportunities to capture 
citizenship in the affective dimension;

2.	 Changes in the CCs brought about by succes-
sive government reforms may also lead to fur-
ther changes in this area. 

These two assumptions are at least partly related. As 
Schmidt (2008) argues, ideas are formed at different 
levels, and translating them from the institutional 
level to the programmatic level and then to the level 
of political solutions is not linear (Schmidt 2008:306-
308; Steiner-Khamsi 2014). Furthermore, Wahlström 
and Sundberg (2017) point to the usefulness of these 
levels of idea formation for analysing the CCs. The 
shape of the CCs is the result of various intertwining 

influences, including directions and trends at the 
international level (Nordin and Sundberg 2018:822). 
These influences themselves result from the trans-
lation of ideas into programmatic and concrete 
solutions, and are further interpreted in interaction 
with state policies and the cultural, historical, and 
socio-political context. In the case of changes to CCs, 
this means that political ideas are translated into spe-
cific party programmes, including those concerning 
education. These programmes, in turn, undergo 
specific modifications and are then to some extent 
translated into particular core curricula (Kopińska 
2022). Consequently, the effect of such a blend is not 
entirely predictable, which makes studying it an in-
teresting endeavour. These assumptions imply that 
analysing changes in the core curriculum is worth-
while, and this becomes even more significant when 
connected to a country’s political change (Kopińska 
2022). In addition, this also means that certain ideas 
and concepts regarding CE that are recognised at 
the international level may also permeate national 
curricula to some extent (Steiner-Khamsi 2014). As 
criticism of the universalist figure of the citizen has 
been present in the academic literature for several 
decades, and the concept of lived citizenship itself 
has also already generated a substantial body of re-
search, some elements may be discernible in nation-
al approaches in school CE. 

Returning to assumption (1), however, it is import-
ant to temper expectations regarding what the CCs 
can realistically deliver. Every state, regardless of 
its political system, is invested in “making” citi-
zens (Pinar et al. 1995; Tröhler 2016). Therefore, any 
national CC should exhibit a universal, normative 
conception of citizenship constructed across differ-
ences and, therefore, often insensitive to the diversi-
ty of social experiences. Furthermore, the CC itself, 
which frames learning objectives and outcomes, is 
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a document devoid of emotion and feeling. This is 
partly because the CC is a legal act that operates in 
formal language, and partly because its learning 
objectives and outcomes follow a specific linguistic 
formula. The focus on knowledge and skills–and 
rarely on attitudes—further hinders the search for 
anything relating to the experience of citizenship. 

Therefore, the question arises: How can one inter-
pret lived citizenship from CCs? The research ques-
tion guiding the analyses focuses on opportunities. 
The term opportunities here encompasses all parts 
of the CCs—general subject descriptions, objectives, 
learning outcomes, conditions, and the way of im-
plementation—that relate to knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes or the way of implementation that, at the 
textual level, enable the identification of lived citi-
zenship, particularly in the affective dimension.  The 
essence is that the text of the analysed documents 
points to categories, or combinations of categories, 
which are essential for lived citizenship. I, therefore, 
identified seven main codes: locality, citizenship ac-
tivities, relationships with others, social sensitivity, 
sense of belonging, responsibility, and engagement. 

The codes were derived from the relevant literature 
and, in particular, from the characteristics of the 
various dimensions of lived citizenship described 
in the previous section of the article. The first three 
codes emerged at the intersection of the affective di-
mension with: 

•	 the spatial dimension (locality), or 

•	 the performed dimension (citizenship activi-
ties), or 

•	 the intersubjective dimension (relationships 
with others).

The next four codes result from combining the af-
fective dimension of lived citizenship with two oth-
er dimensions: “sense of belonging” combines the 
affective, spatial, and intersubjective dimensions. 
The codes “social sensitivity”, “responsibility”, and 
“engagement” combine the affective dimension 
with the intersubjective and performative dimen-
sions. Table 1 lists the definitions of the codes and 
provides sample guidelines on how to assign them. 

Table 1. The main codes used in the analysis

THE MAIN CODES 

Locality: The code is assigned to all passages of the CCs that relate to the local context and how a student navigates everyday life 
in society, i.e. those environments that are spatially accessible or close to them (e.g. school, family, local community, municipality) 
or relevant in terms of everyday problems (e.g. young people’s problems, their legal situation, and their entitlements). In spatial 
terms, the code does not primarily refer to the place itself, but to those passages of the CCs text that concern the student’s rela-
tionship with that place. The code is applied to passages that contain references to, for example, everyday situations or matters of 
importance to a student. It also includes those requirements that explicitly indicate that a learner should address (by expressing an 
opinion, entering into a discussion, or drawing on their own experience) certain issues. 

Citizenship activities: The code includes all requirements in the CCs for forms of individual and collective student activity that 
serve to develop citizenship skills in the environments accessible to the student. This includes both knowledge and cognitive skills 
(e.g. the ability to critically analyse and evaluate, the ability to design specific solutions, and knowledge of available options for 
dealing with a situation or the procedures in place) and actual engagement. The code goes beyond standard forms of citizenship 
activity; for example, acting to solve a problem in the school community counts as citizenship activity. The code is assigned to 
those passages in which the student acts as an active agent (e.g. initiates, reacts, plans, or defends their opinion in a public forum).
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THE MAIN CODES 

Relationships with others: The code is assigned to all passages in the CCs concerning relationships formed at the intersection of 
“me” and “others” (both familiar and unfamiliar people). This includes knowledge of these relationships and the problems they in-
volve (e.g. conflicts, discrimination), as well as attitudes (e.g. respect and openness to different views). The coding of passages relat-
ing to the knowledge and attitudes described above assumes that they indirectly reflect the affective dimension on which they are 
based. The code primarily includes relationships of various kinds and forms (e.g. relationships with peers at school, cooperation 
on tasks, as well as official contacts or interactions with people or representatives of organisations in the local environment—for 
example, to obtain specific information or become involved in particular activities). The code therefore applies to those passages 
that concern the student’s interactions with other people.

Social sensitivity: The code refers to those passages in the CCs that relate to recognising, diagnosing, understanding, or respond-
ing to social and ethical problems, or rights violations perceived especially in the immediate environment. This may involve the use 
of knowledge to assess a given situation, the development of empathy, and the cultivation of specific skills related to the student’s 
response to identified problems or violations. The code is assigned to those passages of text that concern not only knowledge of a 
given problem, but also sensitivity expressed through a reaction or a readiness to react.

Sense of belonging: The code refers to those passages in the CCs that concern patriotism, and belonging to different social groups 
and to the country. It can include both the knowledge relating to different social identifications and requirements concerning the 
development of the ability to use knowledge to evaluate certain phenomena, to take action as an expression of these identifications, 
and above all to develop relevant attitudes. Those passages of the CCs that provide students with the opportunity to express their 
own opinions and feelings, engage in discussion, or present their own interpretation of an issue related to their social identities are 
particularly important in this regard. The code is applied in those passages where the student is expected to relate to the commu-
nity in a value-laden and emotional way, and where they are expected to assess their relationships with social groups.

Responsibility: The code includes all requirements in the CCs that relate directly to students’ responsibility, as well as those that 
require them to act responsibly by taking action for the common good, responding when someone else’s well-being or the common 
good is threatened, or fulfilling their responsibilities in a collaborative team activity. This code can refer to the requirements of 
knowing how to react, how to behave, or how to act, but it is particularly concerned with acting responsibly and the student’s abil-
ity to articulate their own emotions, feelings, and point of view in relation to such actions. The code is assigned to those passages of 
the text where the student is expected to carry out a task or consider the consequences of making specific decisions; crucially, this 
must be done with consideration for others, the group, and the wider community.

Engagement: The code refers to an engagement that is understood not as the mechanical following of procedures, but as is-
sue-driven agency. The code is assigned to those passages of the CCs that relate directly to student engagement, as well as those 
that involve cognitive engagement (understood as an interest in social issues and problems, especially in environments close to the 
student, and identifying opportunities to participate in related activities) and/or behavioural engagement (participation in these ac-
tivities). Particularly important are those passages of the CCs that provide students with an opportunity to express their emotional 
involvement—that is, to express their emotions and feelings associated with these activities. 

Source: Self-elaboration. 

Analysed Material and Methods

The analysed material comprised two CCs for sec-
ondary schools: the 2018 core curriculum for the 
subject of Wiedza o Społeczeństwie [Knowledge about 
Society] (hereafter: CC 2018) (MNE 2018) and the 
2025 core curriculum for the subject Edukacja Oby-
watelska [Citizenship Education] (hereafter: CC 2025) 
(ME 2025). The preparation and publication of CC 

2025, which has been in use since the 2025/2026 
school year, is linked to a political change in Po-
land. CC 2018 was implemented in connection with 
the 2017–2018 education reform under the govern-
ment formed by the eurosceptic, right-wing Prawo 
i Sprawiedliwość [Law and Justice] party. The Knowl-
edge about Society curriculum, which was compulso-
ry for all secondary school students, was abolished 
and replaced by Historia i Teraźniejszość [History 
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and Present Time] (HiT) in 2022. While this subject 
contained elements of the earlier Knowledge about 
Society, it was oriented more toward recent history 
than citizenship education. After the 2023 elections, 
the new government formed by the more liberal 
Civic Coalition announced that it would abolish the 
subject and begin work on preparing CC for citizen-
ship education. Comparing CC 2018 and CC 2025, 
therefore, means comparing CCs of analogous sub-
jects implemented under different political circum-
stances, which, as argued above, may translate to 
some extent into their final form.

The analysis compares documents relating to the 
basic scope of the subject, as it is this part of CC 
that all students follow. Content analysis (Hsieh 
and Shannon 2005) was employed, with all analy-
ses performed in Atlas.ti. The coding units varied 
depending on which part of the CCs was analysed:

1.	 For the parts defined as Learning objectives (gen-
eral requirements) and Learning content (specific 
requirements) (for CC 2018) or Specific require-

ments for knowledge and skills and Specific re-
quirements for citizenship activities (for CC 2025), 
separate points were used as the coding unit;

2.	 For the other parts written in continuous 
text, the coding unit was a single sentence, or 
groups of several sentences that related the-
matically to the same objective, activity, meth-
od, set of methods, or organisational form.  

In line with these differences in coding units, com-
parisons based on the number of code occurrences 
and co-occurrences refer only to those parts of the 
CCs described in point 1. Although general and spe-
cific requirements constitute the largest and most 
essential part of the CCs in Poland in terms of quan-
tity, they do not represent the entirety of the CCs. 
The analyses were, therefore, intended to support 
the main argumentation, which focuses on the in-
terpretive analysis of the documents.  

The different steps performed during the analysis 
are shown in Figure 1.



91Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org

Emotions and Relationships in Polish Citizenship Education: Mapping Opportunities and Change 

Figure 1. Steps of the analysis

Source: Self-elaboration.

Findings

There are several differences in the structure of CC 
2018 and CC 2025 that are relevant to the analysis. 
Table 2 presents a comparison of the structural com-
ponents of the two core curricula. 
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Table 2. Comparison of CC 2018 and CC 2025 designs

CC 2018 CC 2025

•	 Course description
•	 General requirements: 19 learning objectives
•	 Specific requirements: 64 learning outcomes
•	 Conditions and the way of implementation, which include: 

4 educational objectives, methods, forms of achieving ob-
jectives and learning outcomes, including the implementa-
tion of at least two student educational projects.

•	 Total: 23 learning objectives, 64 learning outcomes and 
two student learning projects

•	 Course description including 3 learning objectives
•	 General requirements: 6 learning objectives + 6 skills
•	 Specific knowledge and skills requirements: 45 learning 

outcomes
•	 Optional requirements: 37 additional learning outcomes 

assigned to each thematic unit of which at least seven 
should be selected (one from each section)

•	 Specific requirements for citizenship activities and citizen-
ship projects, including: one educational goal, a list of 18 
citizenship activities, from which at least four must be 
selected for individual or team implementation, and an 
obligation to implement at least one team student project.

•	 Conditions and the way of implementation

•	 Total: 10 learning objectives and 6 skills, 45 learning out-
comes +7 selected from the optional list, 4 citizenship ac-
tivities, 1 team-based student project

 Source: Self-elaboration. 

The comparison shows that, in terms of the number 
of individual requirements, the two CCs are com-
parable, although CC 2025 contains fewer general 
and specific requirements. In addition, CC 2025 
includes catalogues of optional requirements and 
citizenship activities, although it remains unclear 
which of these will ultimately be selected for im-
plementation during school classes. For this reason, 
the comparison of the two CCs focused primarily 
on mandatory elements. After comparing the two 
CCs, the analysis was extended to selected elements. 
Accordingly, the comparison of code occurrences in 
the two CCs was limited to general and specific re-
quirements (see the previous section). 

The results show that despite fewer general and 
specific requirements in CC 2025, the codes listed 
and defined in Table 1 were assigned a higher num-
ber of quotations, as illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Distribution of main codes in CC 2018 and CC 2025 across general and specific requirements

Note: The width of the bands in the diagram shows the representation of each selected code that was assigned to the goals and 
learning outcomes of CC 2018 and CC 2025. A thick band indicates a higher prevalence of the code within the text, whereas a thin 
band indicates that the code appeared only occasionally in the document. The coding comprised the general and specific require-
ments presented as bullet points. The diagram was generated using Atlas.ti 25.

Source: Self-elaboration. 

However, these findings provide only a preliminary 
basis for concluding that there is a difference in the 
representation of the affective dimension of the con-
cept of lived citizenship in both documents. A more 
detailed analysis is presented below.

Lived Citizenship in CC 2018

The best represented main codes in CC 2018 are citi-
zenship activities and locality, which were often iden-
tified together (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Network of relationships among the main codes in CC 2018 for general and specific requirements

Note: The height of the nodes at the ends of the bands indicates the extent to which a specific code is connected with other codes in 
the co-occurrence network. The diagram illustrates textual proximity, indicating that two or more codes are assigned to individual 
goals and learning outcomes. The coding units comprised the general and specific requirements presented as bullet points. The 
diagram was generated using Atlas.ti 25.

Source: Self-elaboration. 

This means that goals and learning outcomes basi-
cally combine a spatial and a performative dimen-
sion. But what do they actually refer to? 

The local aspect of lived citizenship in CC 2018 is 
revealed primarily in the fact that the knowledge 
and skills addressed by the objectives and learning 
outcomes are related to:

1.	 the student’s own situation, including:

a)	 his/her legal situation, entitlements, and 
ability to exercise these rights, as well as 
to recognise mechanisms for asserting his/
her own and others’ rights and protecting 
these rights;

b)	 evaluating his/her own decisions and ac-
tions in society;

c)	 recognising and seeking solutions to every-
day problems, local social issues, or prob-
lems specific to the student’s age group;

2.	 the student’s daily experience at school, espe-
cially in the classroom, including:

a)	 discussing social issues, which also re-
quires student to formulate, justify and de-
fend one’s own position while respecting 
views different from their own;

b)	 cooperating in a group, which in turn trans-
lates into developing the ability to commu-
nicate, to take on different roles, distribute 
tasks, take account of conflicting opinions, 
and establish a framework for reaching the 
consensus necessary to complete a task.

The spatial dimension involves shifting the focus 
from the formal-legal status of citizenship to what 
is available to students both in terms of their legal 
situation and entitlements (1.a.), the social experi-
ences that are close to them (at the spatial or prob-
lem level) (1.b-c; 2.a-b). It is closely related to the 
performed dimension of citizenship, i.e. the specific 
practices and activities through which citizenship is 
actively constructed. However, not all learning ob-
jectives and outcomes correlating with the spatial 
dimension and lived citizenship provide the same 
opportunities to capture the intersubjective dimen-
sion. Relationships with others are particularly ev-
ident in the objectives and learning outcomes re-
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ferred to in points 2a and 2b, which concern local 
citizenship experiences associated with interacting 
within a class group. The analysis revealed only 
four passages in CC 2018 in which the codes locality, 
citizenship activities, and relationships with others ap-
peared together. Two of these passages are learning 
objectives:

1.	 [the student] develops discussion skills—for-
mulates, justifies and defends his or her own 
position in a public forum, respecting dissent-
ing views.

2.	 [the student] cooperates in a group, taking 
into account the division of tasks and the val-
ues of society.

The other two passages are situated in the conditions 
and the way of implementation section and deal with 
the methods and forms of implementation of the 
learning outcomes. More specifically, they address 
the organisation of educational excursions designed 
to establish contact with people or organisations 
that may serve as sources of specific information, as 
well as the use of various forms of discussion to im-
plement specific requirements. In addition, the need 
for each student to participate in a minimum of two 
student learning projects is indicated. This means 
experiencing citizenship in relationship with oth-
ers, not just side by side. Collaborating, performing 
tasks in a project, and participating in discussions 
on political, social, and legal issues are definitely 
also conducive to grasping the affective dimension 
of citizenship. Thus, the affective dimension is evi-
dent in those parts of the CC 2018 text that concern 
the group process and are oriented towards achiev-
ing a common goal. Affect can also be discerned in 
those parts of the document that refer to dialogue 
and respect in matters of dispute. 

The emotions and feelings associated with being a 
citizen can also be inferred from an analysis of the 
goals and learning outcomes coded as social sensitiv-
ity. The analysis of CC 2018 revealed that this code 
includes learning outcomes related to recognis-
ing violations of the law (human rights violations, 
discrimination, corruption) and recognising social 
problems (divisions in society, stigmatisation, intol-
erance, unethical behaviour, and systemic miscon-
duct in public life). To a much lesser extent, it also 
encompasses knowledge about “others” and for-
eign nationals, seeking solutions to social problems, 
and understanding the need to oppose discrimina-
tion. However, none of the passages coded as social 
sensitivity refer to actions taken in relation to diag-
nosed violations or problems. It may, therefore, be 
inferred that sensitivity is represented here merely 
as the observer’s attentiveness, while the scale of the 
issues is fundamentally macro-social. 

Regarding the passages assigned the codes engage-
ment, responsibility, and sense of belonging, there are 
only a few examples present in the text. In the case 
of engagement, only one general objective relating to 
the formation of pro-community attitudes is formu-
lated in CC 2018; furthermore, the subject descrip-
tion states: 

3.	 The learning content is formulated in such a 
way that the student is aware of the influence 
of citizens on public life, but at the same time 
understands the need to take responsibility 
for their own choices and decisions. 

Affect is here linked to an understanding of the need 
to take responsibility for one’s own choices. Con-
sequently, the motivation for engagement derives 
from a sense of duty and a reasoned evaluation of 
the consequences of one’s actions. The implicit focus 
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on responsibility found in the passage quoted above 
is also evident (although not articulated explicitly) 
in the case of general objectives relating to the pro-
tection of human rights and freedoms. In contrast, a 
sense of belonging is only evident in two passages of 
CC 2018—specifically at the level of the general ob-
jective related to shaping attitudes (4) and at the lev-
el of the learning outcome related to knowledge (5):

4.	 This education is also intended to lead to the 
fostering of attitudes of respect for the nation-
al and world heritage as well as cognitive cu-
riosity, open-mindedness and tolerance. 

5.	 [the student] characterises human social roles 
in relation to their membership of different 
social groups; analyses the principles of rec-
iprocity, trust and assistance.

Passage 4, while relevant to the state, exhibits a 
highly limited affective dimension, which can only 
be inferred indirectly from an attitude of respect 

for heritage and openness. As regards Example 5, 
there is an absence of reference to the specific social 
groups to which the student belongs. Such a formu-
lation suggests that the focus is predominantly on 
the cognitive aspects of a sense of belonging.

Lived Citizenship in CC 2025

For CC 2025, the best represented main codes are 
citizenship activities, locality, relationships with oth-
ers, and social sensitivity, respectively. In this sense, 
the two documents are similar. However, the dif-
ference between the two core curricula at this level 
(restricted to general and specific requirements; see 
the ‘Analysed material and methods’ section) is that 
all the main codes are significantly more robustly 
grounded in CC 2025 (Fig. 2). This remains true even 
though CC 2025 contains fewer general and specif-
ic requirements than CC 2018. The corresponding 
co-occurrence network (Fig. 4) also reveals that the 
requirements contained in CC 2025 have a different 
structure from those in CC 2018.

Figure 4. Network of relationships among the main codes in CC 2025 for general and specific requirements

Note: The height of the nodes at the ends of the bands indicates the extent to which a specific code is connected with other codes in 
the co-occurrence network. The diagram illustrates textual proximity, indicating that two or more codes are assigned to individual 
goals and learning outcomes. The coding units comprised the general and specific requirements presented as bullet points. The 
diagram was generated using Atlas.ti 25. 

Source: Self-elaboration. 
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The spatial dimension of lived citizenship in CC 
2025 is, as in CC 2018, related both to the student’s 
general situation—including: his/her legal situa-
tion, his/her own entitlements, the recognition of 
mechanisms for asserting his/her own and others’ 
rights, and the identification of solutions to every-
day and local social problems—and to his/her daily 
experiences within the school environment. Nota-
bly, a comparison of the two core curricula reveals 
a clear shift in emphasis towards an active perfor-
mative and affective attitude. This shift is evident 
in learning outcomes related to taking action to 
protect human rights, responding to violations, or 
working to solve social problems, especially at the 
local level.

The co-occurrence analysis of CC 2025 indicates that 
citizenship activities and relationships with others are 
the most closely linked codes. Significantly, the ma-
jority of the goals and learning outcomes that were 
coded simultaneously with these two codes relate 
to discussing social, political, and school issues in 
the classroom. Citizenship activities outlined in 
these requirements—such as presenting and de-
fending one’s own position in the classroom—high-
light the performative and affective dimensions of 
citizenship. This means the performative construc-
tion of oneself as a political agent, which is inher-
ently linked to affective engagement. The emotion-
al and ethical dimensions of dialogue are strongly 
emphasised; students are expected to respect the 
perspectives and opinions of others and to engage 
in dialogue on contentious issues with respect for 
differing views. This approach views intersubjectiv-
ity as a process of mutual recognition of subjectivity, 
rather than merely the resolution of disputes. This 
is illustrated by an excerpt from the description of 
the subject: 

6.	 School should be a place where students seek 
to understand what unites and what divides 
Polish society, as well as a place where they 
learn to verify information on these issues, be-
come acquainted with a variety of positions, 
try to form their own opinions, justify them, 
present them with respect for others and enter 
into dialogue with those whose views may be 
different. 

As with CC 2018, the high potential for the affective 
dimension of citizenship to emerge in CC 2025 is 
provided by those passages assigned the code so-
cial sensitivity. Among the objectives and learning 
outcomes that relate to social sensitivity are both 
those confined to the cognitive sphere—with a pos-
sible performed dimension limited to undertaking a 
discussion on the topic (7)—and those that involve 
taking specific actions in response to diagnosed vio-
lations or problems (8, 9).

7.	 [the student] identifies and describes the spe-
cific characteristics of his or her local commu-
nity and the heritage that builds local identity 
and local patriotism; forms an opinion and 
engages in discussion about the major chal-
lenges facing the community;

8.	 [the student] recognises examples of xenopho-
bia, stereotyping and prejudice and discrimi-
nation, including hate speech, and responds 
to their manifestations in their environment;

9.	 [the student] describes the meaning of school 
rules set out in the statutes or other intra-school 
documents as well as students’ rights and du-
ties, knows their sources and justification, and 
reacts in situations of rule violation.
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Such learning outcomes, especially those that simul-
taneously relate to the codes of citizenship activities 
and relationships with others, provide an opportuni-
ty to capture the affective dimension of citizenship. 
The point is that such learning outcomes not only 
emphasise the importance of being attentive to var-
ious issues that can affect group dynamics or to vi-
olations of human rights, but also explicitly call for 
a response. At the heart of such a response lies af-
fect: a sense of injustice, or being affected by specific 
problems or the plight of others.

The affective dimension of citizenship is also related 
to the emotions and feelings connected to being a 
citizen, the sense of belonging, and the care associ-
ated with acts of citizenship, which in turn implies 
a deeper engagement and responsibility. Regarding 
engagement, the importance of a “commitment to 
the common good” is already emphasised in the de-
scription of the subject (10), which is also evident at 
the level of objectives and related skills (11).

10.	 The main objective of the core curriculum for 
the subject of citizenship education is to pre-
pare students for informed and responsible 
citizenship engagement in a democratic soci-
ety.

11.	 The student identifies social problems and 
seeks solutions to them, and engages individ-
ually or in cooperation with others in activi-
ties for the common good and the homeland.

Learning outcomes assigned the code engagement 
primarily focus on taking action for the school com-
munity (12), the local community, but also taking 
action at the state level (13). In the case of the state, 
the affective dimension of citizenship is definitely 
more limited, yet it is present, albeit indirectly. The 

use of forms of citizen engagement in the lawmak-
ing process (e.g. participating in a public hearing 
or preparing a petition) signifies a performative 
presence in the public sphere and entails a sense of 
responsibility for the common good; whilst this is 
embedded within a procedural framework, it is also 
linked to the affective dimension of citizenship. 

12.	 [the student] diagnoses the problems and 
needs of the school community, proposes 
constructive solutions and, where possible 
(independently or as a team) takes action on 
the issue;

13.	 [the student], using a selected law as an ex-
ample, presents the course of the legislative 
process in Poland; explains possible conven-
tional and unconventional forms of citizen en-
gagement in the law-making process and uses 
them where possible.

Half of the passages coded engagement in CC 2025 
also refer to responsibility. In addition, the code re-
sponsibility has been assigned to those passages in 
CC 2025 where reference is made to identifying spe-
cific social problems and finding ways to solve them 
(14) or taking specific actions in that direction (8), 
but also when recognising and responding to viola-
tions of the law.

14.	 [the student] explains the causes and conse-
quences of the climate crisis; analyses global 
and local initiatives to stop climate change 
and identifies actions that citizens can take 
and, where possible, engages in selected ac-
tivities. 

Regarding the sense of belonging, references to dif-
ferent identification groups are evident in CC 2025, 
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reflecting a shift in the structure of the learning out-
comes. This is illustrated by the following learning 
outcome:

15.	 [the student] identifies different social groups 
and communities (from the family, to the local 
and national community, to the global com-
munity); evaluates the relationships between 
components of identity related to member-
ship of specific groups and communities.

As with CC 2018, this outcome falls within the do-
main of knowledge without any clear reference to 
the student’s personal circumstances, which reduc-
es the affective dimension.

When identifying passages from which the feelings 
and emotions present in CC 2025 can be inferred, 
one should point to explicitly articulated pride on 
the one hand (16) and concern for the “small and 
large homeland” on the other (7), both of which are 
intrinsically linked to responsibility.

16.	 [the student, using the results of research, 
identifies what unites and what divides Pol-
ish society; indicates what we can be proud of 
as a country, and formulates an opinion and 
undertakes a discussion on this.

Both learning outcomes, by referring to discussions 
on these topics, shift the focus to the emotional 
foundation of citizenship. 

Regarding the optional learning outcomes (see Table 
2), the analysis showed that every section contains 
outcomes coded citizenship activities, locality and re-
lationships with others, providing an opportunity to 
support the spatial, performed, and intersubjective 
dimensions of lived citizenship. Learning outcomes 

relating to social sensitivity are present in six of the 
seven sections, followed by engagement, sense of be-
longing and responsibility. The additional learning 
outcomes are dominated by the recognition of so-
cial problems. The learning outcomes for develop-
ing openness to different views, recognising one’s 
legal situation and rights, and finding solutions to 
everyday problems are also well represented. In 
summary, each section reveals additional learning 
outcomes that incorporate the affective dimension 
of lived citizenship.

Such potential can also be seen in the required citi-
zenship activities. Many of the citizenship activities 
listed in the document demand a deeper engage-
ment, which in turn is linked to responsibility and 
social sensitivity. The selection of four of these ac-
tivities (see Table 2) may therefore further support 
the affective dimension of citizenship in CC 2025. In 
addition, as in CC 2018, a team project (at least one) 
is mandatory. CC 2025 indicates that this can be a 
community or research project. This requirement 
can be interpreted as the intersection of the perfor-
mative, intersubjective, and affective dimensions of 
lived citizenship, matching the dynamics discussed 
regarding CC 2018. Such a task necessitates deep-
er involvement, responsibility for the task at hand, 
collaboration, and communication between team 
members. Furthermore, if the project is communi-
ty-oriented and responds to a specific social prob-
lem, the importance of the affective dimension in-
creases, as the actions taken reflect a concern for the 
common good or the well-being of a specific group.

Conclusions

Assessing the potential for capturing emotions and 
relationships in citizenship education, the basics 
of which are laid down in the core curricula, is a 



Violetta Kopińska

100 ©2026 QSR Volume XXII Issue 3

challenging task. This article argues that this poten-
tial can emerge at the intersection of the different 
dimensions of citizenship, defined here as lived cit-
izenship, and can be read mainly from the learning 
objectives and learning outcomes defined in the core 
curricula. The affective dimension of citizenship is 
only one of several dimensions intersecting with the 
spatial, intersubjective, and performed dimensions; 
therefore, in seeking the potential to capture the af-
fective dimension in the core curricula, the analysis 
examined the presence of all the codes associated 
with the different dimensions of lived citizenship.

The analysis showed that both CC 2018 and CC 2025, 
although created under different political condi-
tions in the country, reveal such potential. Howev-
er, the 2025 curriculum revision introduced general 
and specific requirements with a different structure 
compared to CC 2018, whereby:

•	 despite a smaller overall number, all the main 
codes identified in the research are better rep-
resented; and

•	 an analysis of the co-occurrence of these codes 
indicates that individual learning objectives 
and outcomes combine the main codes to a 
greater extent.

The conclusions regarding the frequency and co-oc-
currence of codes are only preliminary in nature. 
The findings of detailed qualitative analyses of the 
texts of both CCs are of crucial importance.

In spatial terms, CC 2025 shows a clear downscal-
ing of citizenship. Whilst the objectives and specific 
requirements that enable students to consider citi-
zenship in local terms—both in spatial terms (local 
community, school community) and in terms of 

issues (matters affecting young people, their legal 
status, and their entitlements)—are present in both 
documents, in CC 2025, the school becomes a key 
element of locality as a micro-scale of public space. 
The emphasis also shifts to what is important to stu-
dents and their community. Even interactions with 
institutions and issues of a macro-social scale—such 
as human rights, environmental concerns, and glob-
al issues—are related to everyday situations and stu-
dent engagement. In this way, a stronger foundation 
is built for the affective dimension of citizenship. 

CC 2025 also shifts the emphasis towards active 
agency. In the formulation of learning objectives 
and outcomes, civic activities intersect with rela-
tionships with others. Even if these predominantly 
concern members of the class group, they nonethe-
less reinforce the affective dimension of citizenship 
present in the document. A highly conspicuous 
change in CC 2025 is that social sensitivity—which 
serves as a booster for the affective dimension of 
citizenship—includes not only goals and learning 
outcomes relating to the cognitive area, but also in-
volves taking specific activities, action in response to 
diagnosed social problems and violations of the law. 
This change is crucial and, at the same time, linked 
to the significantly reinforced performed dimension 
of citizenship in CC 2025. Additional opportunities 
for capturing the affective dimension of citizenship 
exist in the elective requirements and citizenship 
activities. Nevertheless, it should be emphasised 
that, although these are elective elements—viewed 
positively from the perspective of educational au-
tonomy—they weaken the overall assessment of CC 
2025 in terms of its representation of the concept of 
lived citizenship.

The above analysis suggests that changing the core 
curricula regarding citizenship education represents 
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a decisive step towards a concept based on more 
active citizenship experienced locally by students. 
And it is this change that seems to be most import-
ant for being able to grasp the affective dimension 
of citizenship. Nevertheless, it is important to note 
that this study addresses only opportunities, not the 

differences between what is assumed and what is 
implemented in schools. The scope of this article is 
strictly confined to the interpretative potential of 
what is written in the core curricula, which ultimate-
ly means that the affective dimension of citizenship 
is poorly represented in both CC 2018 and CC 2025.
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