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Abstract

The present study aimed to examine the potential indirect effect of spiritual well-being on the relationship between
interaction with persons with disabilities and negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities. The research was
conducted on a sample of 352 participants from Romania, aged between 18 and 70 years (M = 27.51, SD = 8.90).
Participants completed psychological instruments assessing the main constructs of interest, along with a series of
socio-demographic measures. The findings indicated significant associations between the key variables and further
revealed that spiritual well-being had a significant indirect effect on the relationship between interaction with
individuals with disabilities and negative attitudes toward them. The results are discussed in relation to existing
theoretical frameworks, and both theoretical and practical implications are outlined.
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Introduction

An attitude is a general and relatively stable evaluation of an object, person, or situation, through
which an individual appraises them positively or negatively, thereby providing a synthesis of
previous experiences, beliefs, or behaviors related to the evaluated aspect (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013). Rosenberg and his colleagues (1960) proposed a tridimensional model of
attitudes, emphasizing affective, cognitive, and behavioral components. The affective component
reflects positive or negative feelings toward an object or situation, the cognitive component refers
to beliefs, expectations, and knowledge that shape perception, and the behavioral component is
expressed through concrete reactions and actions (Rosenberg et al., 1960). In the case of disability,
attitudes can be divided into positive—acceptance, tolerance, and understanding—or negative—
indifference, rejection, and irritability (Freer, 2023). These components interact to shape how
individuals perceive and respond to disability in everyday life, reflecting both personal experiences
and broader cultural narratives.
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Negative attitudes and stereotypes toward people with disabilities have existed since Ancient
Greece and Rome, when individuals with disabilities were often believed to be possessed or
punished by the gods for their ancestors’ sins (Stamm, 2004). Although historical, these beliefs
have left a legacy of negative connotations that still persists today, often influencing young people
and shaping social behaviors in subtle but powerful ways (Stamm, 2004). In contemporary society,
attitudes toward individuals with disabilities are generally categorized into two broad orientations:
(I) positive—characterized by acceptance, tolerance, and understanding, and (II) negative—
marked by indifference, rejection, and irritability (Freer, 2023). This duality highlights how
societal perceptions are still divided, despite legal and social efforts aimed at promoting inclusion.
It should not be overlooked that we live in a world where the social inclusion of people with
disabilities often faces negative or ambivalent attitudes. Identifying the personal and situational
factors that underlie these perceptions is essential for understanding how they are formed and
maintained (Himmelberger et al., 2023). One of the most influential factors in shaping attitudes is
the lack of frequent contact with people with disabilities. Studies have consistently shown that
individuals who have more opportunities for interaction tend to express more accepting and
empathetic attitudes, often replacing negative stereotypes with feelings of compassion and
familiarity (Himmelberger et al., 2023; Phillips et al., 2019). This pattern aligns with contact
theory, which suggests that interpersonal interaction can reduce prejudice and foster positive
attitudes.

Attitudes toward persons with disabilities have recently become a major topic of interest, both
socially and psychologically, as inclusion is increasingly recognized as a key element of equity
and quality of life (Ghergut, 2005, 2013). Despite institutional and legal efforts, including the
involvement of state structures, NGOs, and various advocacy groups, cultural and attitudinal
barriers toward persons with disabilities continue to persist in Romania. These barriers are often
subtle and deeply ingrained, shaping not only public discourse but also everyday interactions and
opportunities for social participation. Research across different contexts has consistently shown
that frequent contact with persons with disabilities tends to be associated with more positive
attitudes (Bellanca & Pote, 2013; De Laat et al., 2013; Hellmich & Loper, 2018; Hutul et al., 2022;
Karner-Hutuleac & Hutul, 2023; Phillips et al., 2019; Shalev et al., 2016; Sheridan & Scior, 2013).
For example, De Laat (2013) emphasized that the more contact an individual has with a person
with a disability, the more positive their attitudes tend to be. Similarly, Al-Kandari (2015)
ighlighted the importance of both long- and short-term encounters in shaping perceptions. At the
same time, other studies point out that not all forms of contact are beneficial, as negative or
superficial interactions can sometimes reinforce prejudices rather than reduce them (Alnahdi,
2019; Coles & Scior, 2012; Georgiadi et al., 2012). This ambivalence underlines the complexity
of the relationship between contact and attitudes.

According to Nowicki (2006) and Yazbeck et al. (2004), both the type of disability and the level
of familiarity with individuals with disabilities significantly influence societal attitudes. These
findings emphasize that attitudes are not static; they depend on personal experiences, cultural
context, and the quality of interpersonal interactions. Therefore, investigating negative attitudes
toward persons with disabilities is essential for designing effective educational, social, and
psychotherapeutic interventions that promote inclusion and reduce barriers in society.

On another note, interaction refers to any process that involves mutual stimulation between two or
more individuals (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Several studies have highlighted that
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the quality, frequency, and context of these interactions are key in determining whether attitudes
toward disability will be positive or negative (Barr & Bracchitta, 2012).

The number of students with disabilities included in mainstream schools began to increase once
the law aimed at improving the educational process for individuals with disabilities and special
needs was adopted in 2004 (Laird, 2016). In Romania, according to the Constitution, all children
have the right to education regardless of disability or learning difficulties, with inclusion being
determined by the School Orientation issued by the County Centers for Educational Resources and
Assistance (CJRAE), in accordance with the Methodology of Order No. 6552/2011 (ORDIN
ADMINISTRATIE PUBLICA 6552/2011). Although the educational system has thereby created
opportunities for the development of positive attitudes toward disability through various group
activities with students, it has also led to an increase in negative attitudes and behaviors among
typically developing children toward their peers with disabilities, such as social isolation and
negative labeling within the classroom (Laird, 2016). However, contact does not operate in
isolation. Individual psychological factors can shape how people interpret these interactions. One
such factor is spiritual well-being, which may provide a framework for acceptance, empathy, and
meaning-making.

Spiritual well-being as a potential mediator

Spirituality can be viewed as a coping mechanism in the face of challenges, and within the context
of disability, it reflects the need for acceptance and adaptation by both individuals and society in
order to achieve social integration (Treloar, 2002). The same author emphasizes the importance of
community involvement, including places of worship, in promoting understanding of disability
and offering examples of good practice and acceptance.

A study conducted by Hodge and Reynolds (2019) highlights that persons with different types of
disabilities can develop distinct spiritual profiles, suggesting that spirituality may serve as a coping
mechanism that can be integrated into therapy to enhance support. Similarly, Maggi (2012) argued
that spirituality plays an important role in individuals’ emotional balance and the development of
a sense of acceptance.

Recent findings also show that spirituality functions as a resource for caregivers of persons with
disabilities, who report that it reduces fatigue, lowers perceived demands, and fosters a more
positive outlook on life (Xavier & Esperandio, 2023). Along the same lines, McWhirter and
Mclntyre (2021) emphasized that religion and spirituality are associated with lower levels of stress,
pointing to their role as emotional coping strategies in facing daily challenges. The authors
recommend incorporating spiritual beliefs into therapeutic processes to support both individuals
with disabilities and those around them.

Overall, the literature highlights the interaction between spirituality and psychological well-being,
underlining its role in reducing psychological distress, anxiety, and social segregation, while
fostering social cohesion and cooperation (Aydogdu, 2019).

Taken together, these findings suggest that spiritual well-being contributes to emotional balance,
social cohesion, and more positive relational dynamics. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that
higher levels of spiritual well-being may facilitate the development of more accepting perspectives
following interactions with persons with disabilities, thereby reducing negative attitudes. In this
context, spiritual well-being may function as a mediator in the relationship between interaction
with persons with disabilities and negative attitudes toward them.
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The present study

These findings highlight the complexity of attitudes toward persons with disabilities and
underscore the importance of further research. Building on this literature, the present study aims
to investigate the role of spiritual well-being as a potential mediator in the relationship between
interaction with persons with disabilities and negative attitudes toward them, within the Romanian
context.

The novelty of this research lies in two main aspects. First, while previous studies have
documented the role of contact and familiarity in shaping attitudes, few have examined spiritual
well-being as a psychological mechanism that may explain why some interactions foster
acceptance whereas others do not. Second, this study extends the existing literature to Romania,
where cultural and attitudinal barriers toward disability remain persistent despite efforts toward
inclusion.

By testing these relationships, we seek to achieve a better understanding of the mechanisms that
support or hinder the development of positive attitudes. Ultimately, these insights may inform the
design of educational, social, and psychotherapeutic interventions that promote social inclusion
and reduce barriers faced by persons with disabilities.

Hypotheses

H1. There are significant associations between spiritual well-being, interaction with persons with
disabilities, and negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities.

H2. There is an indirect effect of spiritual well-being on the relationship between interaction with
persons with disabilities and negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities.

Method

Participants and procedure

Data was collected between May 15 and May 25, 2025. Participation in the study was voluntary,
and respondents were not compensated in any way for their involvement.

The current study included 352 participants (22.4% male and 77.4% female) from Romania, aged
between 18 and 70 years (M = 27.51; SD = 8.90). Regarding relationship status, 150 participants
(42.6%) were in a relationship, 101 (28.7%) were single, 85 (24.1%) were married, 11 (3.1%)
preferred not to disclose, 3 (0.9%) were divorced, and 2 (0.6%) were widowed. Concerning place
of residence, 183 participants (52%) were from rural areas, while 169 (48%) were from urban
areas. The majority of respondents, 204 (58%), reported having a university degree. Regarding the
number of children, 29 participants (8.2%) had one child, 34 (9.7%) had two children, 6 (1.7%)
had three children, and 283 participants reported having no children. The participants’
characteristics are detailed in Table 1.

The questionnaire used in this study was distributed via the online platform Google Forms. A
convenience sampling strategy was employed, complemented by a snowball approach, as the link
was disseminated on social media and participants could further share it with others. To ensure a
balanced representation of the Romanian population, the questionnaire was distributed on social
media within online groups, while efforts were made to avoid targeting specific communities, such
as student groups, as previously recommended in the literature (Hutul & Karner-Hutuleac, 2024a,
2024b).
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Before completing the questionnaire, participants were informed about the informed consent
process. They were explicitly told that participation was voluntary, that they could discontinue
completion at any time without consequences, and that they could request additional information.
To this end, the principal investigator’s email address was provided. The average time for
completing the questionnaire was approximately 10—15 minutes.

Eligibility criteria for participation included a minimum age of 18 years.
The study was conducted in accordance with the ethical standards established by the American
Psychological Association (APA). Furthermore, the research adhered to the Declaration of
Helsinki (1995), as revised in Edinburgh in 2000. The study was approved by the Ethics
Committee of the faculty with which the authors are affiliated.

Table 1. The characteristics of the participants

N %
Female 272 77.5
Sex Male 79 22.5
Non-binary 0 0
. Rural 183 52
Residence Urban 169 48
Pre-university education 50 14.2
Education level In-progress university studies 98 27.8
Postgraduate studies 204 58
Married 85 24.2
Divorced (not currently in a 3 0.9
relationship) ’
. Single (never married, not in a
Marital status ) . 111 31.7
relationship)
In a relationship (not married) 150 42.6
Widowed (not currently in a
. . 2 0.6
relationship)

Measures

The tools were translated from English into Romanian using the Backward method.
Recommendations for translation and adaptation of the scales were made according to protocol
(Maneesriwongul & Dixon, 2004; Sousa & Rojjanasrirat, 2011).

The instruments used in this study were translated from English into Romanian using the backward
translation method. The translation and adaptation process of the scales was carried out in
accordance with recommendations from the specialized literature. The use of backward translation
ensured that the conceptual meaning of the original items was faithfully preserved. This translation
method has also been previously used in studies involving the Romanian population (Ciobanu et
al., 2025; Hutul et al., 2025; Maftei et al., 2023).

Interaction with disabled persons. To assess this construct, the Interaction with Disabled Persons
Scale (IDP; Gething & Wheeler, 1992) was utilized. This instrument comprises 20 items (e.g., “/
feel overwhelmed with discomfort about my lack of disability”), with respondents indicating their
agreement on a six-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The
scale has been previously employed in research involving Romanian populations (Hutul et al.,
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2022). In the present study, the scale demonstrated good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s
alpha of a = .86.

Spiritual well-being scale. To measure this concept, the Spiritual Well-Being Scale (SWBS;
Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982) was used. The scale consists of 20 items (e.g., “I feel a sense of well-
being about the direction my life is headed in’’). Responses were recorded on a 6-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). This scale has previously demonstrated
sound psychometric properties in studies involving the Romanian population (Rusu et al., 2015).
In the present study, the scale showed good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of a =
.86.

Negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities. To measure negative attitudes, the
Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS; Power & Green, 2010) was used. The instrument consists of
16 items (e.g., “People with a disability have less to look forward to than others”), rated on a 7-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). This instrument has
previously been used with the Romanian population (Maftei & Ghergut, 2023), demonstrating
adequate psychometric properties. In the present study, the scale showed good internal
consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of a = .70.

Socio-demographic data. Participants provided their sex, age, place of residence, relationship
status, level of education, and whether or not they had children.

Overview of the statistical analysis

First, we assessed the normality of the data distribution using the Skewness and Kurtosis
coefficients. Subsequently, we examined the associations among the study variables through
Pearson’s correlation. Finally, we tested the potential indirect effect of spiritual well-being on the
relationship between interaction with persons with disabilities and negative attitudes toward
individuals with disabilities, using PROCESS macro in SPSS 26 (George & Mallery, 2019) —
Model 4 (Hayes, 2017). The statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS software, Version 26
(George & Mallery, 2019).

Results

Preliminary data analyses

We assessed the normality of the data distribution through the Skewness and Kurtosis coefficients.
All the values were within the 2/-2 limits suggested by George & Mallery (2010). The values are
presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and the association between research variables

Skewness Kurtosis

disabilities

Variables M SD (SE) (SE) 1 2
Interaction with disabled persons 11.94 5.69 .76 (.13) .18 (.26) -

Spiritual well-being 23.39 8.72 49 (.13) -42 (.26) A1% -
Negative attitudes toward individuals with 70.60 11.48 -39 (13) 53(.26) _ogEE g
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Note: *p <.05; **p <.001

Association between variables

The results of the Pearson correlation analysis suggest that there are significant negative
associations between negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities and both interaction
with persons with disabilities and spiritual well-being. Moreover, a significant positive association
was found between interaction with persons with disabilities and spiritual well-being. The Pearson
correlation coefficients are presented in Table 2.

Testing the indirect effect

We used the PROCESS macro in SPSS 26 — Model 4 (Hayes, 2017) to investigate the potential
indirect effect of spiritual well being on the relationship between interaction with disabled persons
and negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities (see Figure 1). The results suggest that
the total effect of interaction with disabled persons on negative attitudes toward individuals with
disabilities was significant, b =-.57; SE = .10; p <.001; 95% CI [-.77; -.36]. The direct effect was
significant, b = -.56; SE = .10; p <.001; 95% CI [-.73; .33]. Moreover, spiritual well being had a
significant indirect effect on the relationship between interaction with disabled persons and
negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities, b = -.03; SE =.02; 95% CI [-.08; -.002].

Spiritual well being

e - 16"

-.26*
5| Megative attitudes toward individuals with
- disabilities

Interaction with disabled persons

Figure 1. The indirect effect of spiritual well-being on the relationship between interaction with persons with
disabilities and negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities

Note: *p < .05; **p <.001; The reported coefficients represent standardized coefficients

Findings and discussion

The present study identified several important findings. First, our results suggest that there are
significant negative associations between negative attitudes toward individuals with disabilities
and both interaction with persons with disabilities and spiritual well-being. This result aligns with
a substantial body of literature (Freer, 2023; Himmelberger et al., 2023; Hogberg et al., 2012;
Nowicki, 2006; Yazbeck et al., 2004), which has shown that the attitudes individuals develop
toward persons with disabilities are shaped by the level of familiarity they have with them and the
quality of previous contact. Moreover, it is important to highlight that Allport’s theory (1954)
underlines that interpersonal interactions with members of an outgroup can reduce prejudice,
preconceived ideas, and stereotypical beliefs, ultimately fostering more positive evaluations. In
addition to these theoretical foundations, several empirical studies have demonstrated that
individuals who report higher levels of interaction with persons with disabilities tend to show
greater acceptance and, consequently, more positive attitudes toward this group (Bellanca & Pote,
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2013; De Laat et al., 2013; Hellmich & Loper, 2018; Phillips et al., 2019; Shalev et al., 2016;
Sheridan & Scior, 2013). At the same time, our findings are consistent with previous evidence
suggesting that past experiences of discomfort in interactions with individuals with disabilities can
predict more negative attitudes and lower support for their social inclusion (Brandes & Crowson,
2009). In this line, the present results reinforce existing interpretations in literature, indicating that
both previous contact and interaction, as well as spiritual well-being, may act as protective factors
against the development of negative attitudes.

Moreover, the results revealed a significant positive association between interaction with persons
with disabilities and spiritual well-being. This finding observed among our participants may
suggest that interpersonal contact with individuals with disabilities not only has the potential to
reduce prejudice and stereotypes but may also be associated with personal psychological resources
such as spiritual well-being. In this sense, previous research has shown that spirituality and religion
can serve as emotional coping mechanisms, helping individuals regulate their own levels of stress
and cultivate empathy in challenging social contexts, such as interactions with persons with
disabilities (McWhirter & Mclntyre, 2021). Furthermore, spirituality has been linked in the
literature to intrinsic emotional balance and increased acceptance (Maggi et al., 2012), as well as
to a reduction in psychological distress (Aydogdu, 2019). Taken together, these findings support
the idea that interpersonal interactions with persons with disabilities can stimulate reflection,
empathy, and even meaning-making, thereby strengthening spiritual well-being.

Furthermore, the findings indicated that spiritual well-being had a significant indirect effect on the
relationship between interaction with individuals with disabilities and negative attitudes toward
them. This result suggests that spiritual well-being may serve as a psychological resource that
amplifies the impact of interpersonal contact by fostering empathy, acceptance, and meaning-
making. Previous studies have emphasized its role in promoting emotional balance, reducing
stress, and facilitating social cohesion and cooperation (Aydogdu, 2019; Maggi et al., 2012;
McWhirter & Mclntyre, 2021). By integrating these perspectives with the current findings, it
becomes evident that spiritual well-being may buffer negative responses to previous interactions
with persons with disabilities and transform these experiences into opportunities for attitudinal
change. This finding also expands the existing literature by introducing spiritual well-being as a
mediating factor in a Romanian context, where cultural and attitudinal barriers toward disability
remain deeply rooted despite formal inclusion efforts.

Overall, these findings underscore the complex interplay between interpersonal contact, spiritual
well-being, and attitudinal change. By revealing the mediating role of spirituality, this study
contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how social interactions can foster more inclusive
perspectives. These insights may inform the design of educational, social, and psychotherapeutic
programs aimed at promoting inclusion and reducing stigma toward persons with disabilities.

In conclusion, the current study provides empirical support for the theoretical assumption that
interpersonal contact and spiritual well-being are interrelated and jointly contribute to shaping
attitudes toward individuals with disabilities.

Limitations and future directions

Despite the strengths and positive aspects of the present study, several important limitations should
be acknowledged. First, we must address the gender imbalance in our sample, as the number of
female participants was considerably higher than that of male participants. Future research should
make efforts to achieve a more balanced gender ratio, which could provide a more nuanced and
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generalizable understanding of the phenomena under investigation. Second, the study employed a
cross-sectional design, which limits the ability to infer causality and reduces the generalizability
of the results. Future studies may benefit from adopting longitudinal research designs to examine
how these relationships evolve over time. Third, the measurement tools used in this research were
based on self-report instruments, which are inherently vulnerable to biases such as social
desirability and subjective interpretation. Subsequent research could incorporate complementary
methods, such as behavioral observations or experimental designs, to gain a deeper and more
objective understanding of the processes involved.

Additionally, an important future research direction could involve statistical analyses that account
for participants’ religious affiliation. In our sample, the majority of participants identified as
Christian Orthodox, which may have influenced the results, particularly given the central role of
spiritual well-being in this study. Exploring potential differences across religious groups could
provide valuable insights into how spiritual beliefs shape attitudes toward individuals with
disabilities.

Conclusion

Theoretical and practical implications

From a theoretical perspective, the findings of the present study may contribute to extending the
existing literature on attitudes toward individuals with disabilities and represent an expansion of
current theoretical frameworks in this field. Examining spiritual well-being within this context
may serve as an important starting point for future research and the development of more
comprehensive theoretical models that address the psychological mechanisms underlying
attitudinal change.

From a practical perspective, the present findings may be applied in psychotherapeutic and clinical
practice by psychologists, clinicians, and other mental health professionals who work with
individuals facing challenges related to disability and inclusion. Moreover, these insights may
inform the development and refinement of social public policies aimed at promoting social
inclusion and reducing stigma toward persons with disabilities.

Educational implications

The findings of this study have several important implications for inclusive education and
educational practice. First, they highlight the importance of fostering positive attitudes toward
individuals with disabilities from an early age through structured educational programs. Teacher
training and professional development initiatives could incorporate modules on disability
awareness, empathy development, and the role of interpersonal contact in reducing prejudice.
Additionally, schools and universities can organize awareness workshops, experiential learning
activities, and service-learning programs that provide opportunities for direct interaction with
individuals with disabilities in supportive contexts. Such initiatives have the potential to not only
reduce stigma but also promote social cohesion and the development of inclusive classroom
environments. Furthermore, integrating content related to disability, inclusion, and spiritual well-
being into the curricula of education and psychology faculties could better prepare future
educators, psychologists, and other professionals to address diversity in their future practice. These
educational strategies may play a key role in shaping attitudes, fostering empathy, and supporting
the development of inclusive schools in the Romanian educational system.
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