
Frontiers in Psychology 01 frontiersin.org

TYPE  Hypothesis and Theory
PUBLISHED  23 April 2026
DOI  10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Salvador Ortiz De Montellano Del 
Puerto,  
Sistemas Integrales de Cómputo 
Montellano, Mexico

REVIEWED BY

Niklas Lidströmer,  
Karolinska Institutet, Sweden
Haley Toll,  
St Stephen’s College, University of 
Alberta, Canada

*CORRESPONDENCE

José Víctor Orón Semper  
 josevictor.oron@ufv.es

RECEIVED 01 August 2025
REVISED 22 February 2026
ACCEPTED 18 March 2026
PUBLISHED 23 April 2026

CITATION

Orón Semper JV and Antón 
Rodríguez C (2026) Systematic review 
and conceptualisation of disaffection for 
its accompaniment.
Front. Psychol. 17:1677767.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767

COPYRIGHT

© 2026 Orón Semper and Antón 
Rodríguez. This is an open-access article 
distributed under the terms of the 
Creative Commons Attribution License 
(CC BY). The use, distribution or 
reproduction in other forums is 
permitted, provided the original 
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are 
credited and that the original publication 
in this journal is cited, in accordance 
with accepted academic practice. No 
use, distribution or reproduction is 
permitted which does not comply with 
these terms.

Systematic review and 
conceptualisation of disaffection 
for its accompaniment

José Víctor Orón Semper 1* and Cristina Antón Rodríguez 2

1Facultad de Ciencias de la Salud, Universidad Francisco de Vitoria, Madrid, Spain, 2Facultad de 
Medicina, Universidad Francisco de Vitoria, Madrid, Spain

Introduction: Disaffection is increasingly recognised as a psychological and 
relational process marked by the gradual loss of meaning in initially significant 
purposes, leading to relational deterioration and emotional distress. Although 
disaffection has been studied in fields such as education, political engagement, 
and healthcare, it remains poorly conceptualised as a distinct construct.
Methods: This study addresses the definitional and disciplinary fragmentation 
surrounding disaffection by integrating a systematic review conducted in accor-
dance with PRISMA 2020 guidelines with a theory-driven conceptual analysis. 
The review systematically identified and critically appraised empirical and theo-
retical uses of the term across three databases (Web of Science, Scopus, and 
PubMed) up to June 26, 2025, applying predefined inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria regarding conceptual focus and study design, along with exclusion crite-
ria related to methodological quality, assessed through Joanna Briggs Institute 
appraisal tools. The subsequent conceptual analysis, grounded in Erich Fromm’s 
theoretical framework, delineates defining attributes, underlying psychological 
processes, and relational dimensions in order to provide an operational frame-
work for research and accompaniment. To further ensure methodological rigour 
and minimise potential bias, additional safeguards were implemented throughout 
the review process. The two-stage screening procedure (titles/abstracts followed 
by full-text assessment) strengthened selection consistency, while the applica-
tion of JBI critical appraisal tools ensured design-appropriate quality evaluation. 
Structured data extraction procedures enhanced transparency and reduced the 
risk of reporting distortions. Regarding the conceptual component, the adop-
tion of Fromm’s theoretical framework entails an interpretative positioning; this 
is explicitly acknowledged and theoretically justified to delimit the scope and 
implications of the analysis.
Results: Sixty-seven studies were included, most from European contexts and 
covering political disaffection, disengagement in education, relational estrange-
ment, and burnout in healthcare professions. Disaffection emerged as a multidi-
mensional process with emotional (e.g., frustration, cynicism), behavioural (e.g., 
withdrawal, detachment, automatism), and cognitive (e.g., distrust, disidentifica-
tion) components. The analysis highlights disaffection as distinct from related 
conditions such as depression, anxiety, or burnout, emphasising its specific rela-
tional and existential dimensions.
Discussion: This review and conceptual analysis propose that disaffection is a 
progressive relational deterioration stemming from the perceived loss of mean-
ing in commitments and interpersonal bonds, often leading to withdrawal into 
individualistic self-protection. The study provides an operationalisation of disaf-
fection that may guide the development of instruments to detect early signs 
and inform preventive and reparative interventions. Limitations include reliance 
on Fromm’s theoretical perspective and the absence of validated empirical 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-04-23
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767
mailto:josevictor.oron@ufv.es
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767/full


Orón Semper and Antón Rodríguez� 10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1677767

Frontiers in Psychology 02 frontiersin.org

measures. Further empirical research is needed to test the proposed conceptu-
alisation and its applicability in clinical and educational contexts. In conclusion, 
this study conceptualises disaffection as a distinct relational–existential process 
and provides an operational framework to guide early detection and humanising 
accompaniment across clinical, educational and organisational contexts.
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1 Introduction and methods

Accompaniment – which may take diverse forms – seeks to offer 
help to the person in their individual, relational and work processes 
(Vasan et al., 2017; Serrano García et al., 2024). The nature of this help 
will depend on the person’s circumstances and the challenges they are 
facing. At times, accompaniment might be required to deal with a 
specific event and as such will be temporary; addressing an identified 
challenge or relational issue. At other times, there are cases when per-
sons require a long-term accompaniment, which does not refer to a 
specific event but rather to a more complex ongoing situation. It is the 
latter type of case which we will deal with in this paper.

Disaffection is approached here as a transversal phenomenon that 
unfolds across diverse life domains and developmental stages, charac-
terised by the progressive deterioration of initially meaningful rela-
tional commitments. Examining this trajectory clarifies the need for 
a unified conceptual framework capable of guiding appropriate forms 
of accompaniment.

We focus on situations in which individuals begin with enthusi-
asm and confidence in participating in a project experienced as valu-
able and meaningful, yet progressively encounter repeated and 
disappointing contrasts with reality that undermine their capacity to 
generate novelty. As this process unfolds, the relationships that once 
sustained the initial sense of purpose become reshaped by short-term, 
individualistic, and conformist orientations aimed merely at adapting 
to environmental demands. Clarifying this phenomenon is therefore 
essential in order to understand its internal dynamics and to deter-
mine how accompaniment can respond in a theoretically grounded 
and practically effective manner.

The phenomenon of “disaffection” is a complex one which per-
vades all areas of life and could be considered an “umbrella term.” The 
experience of disaffection can be recognised in the student who starts 
school with enthusiasm before demotivation takes its toll (Asensio et 
al., 2023). Similarly, it can be recognised in a person who starts a pro-
fessional career with dreams of doing great things and then feels 
deflated when these great aspirations are at odds with reality (Díaz et 
al., 2010; Manzano, 2002; Pascual Jimeno and Conejero López, 2015; 
Sánchez Llull et al., 2015). Political corruption and unfulfilled prom-
ises generate citizen disaffection and discourage adherents, thus erod-
ing democratic trust (Jennings et al., 2016; Rivers, 2021; Clarke et al., 
2018; Ahmad et al., 2024). Employees experience initial enthusiasm, 
followed by disillusionment and job cynicism as they regulate emo-
tions and cope with organisational reality (Lee et al., 2020; Boswell et 
al., 2005), a similar process occurs in public administration 
(Marsollier, 2019).

Progressive disillusionment is a phenomenon documented in 
multiple fields where initial motivation diminishes or disappears due 
to psychological and structural factors. In scientific and academic 

research, performance pressure and emotional overload lead to burn-
out and cynicism towards one’s work (Heo et al., 2020). In artistic 
creativity and production, initial enthusiasm is affected by social con-
straints and external expectations, leading to loss of motivation (Lee 
and Cho, 2019). In sports, high demand and competitive stress con-
tribute to burnout syndrome, affecting the performance and well-
being of athletes (Li et al., 2022). In the religious and vocational 
context, emotional burnout and faith crisis lead to a progressive loss 
of initial commitment (Fulmer 2023; Upenieks 2024). Finally, in inter-
personal relationships and marriage, burnout and adjustment to living 
together can reduce marital satisfaction over time (Lavner et al., 2018). 
The areas to which this extends can be many and varied, and have 
been explored in disciplines ranging from philosophy to sociology 
(e.g., Le Bretón, 2023).

The above enables us to appreciate the relevance of disaffection 
because of both its impact across different areas of life and its “transi-
tional” character. It involves an experience through which individuals 
move from the initial states, where the problem has not fully appeared, 
to situations which may already be pathological. Therefore, the term 
disaffection refers more to a process than to a static state. Elucidating 
the psychological processes that constitute this phenomenon could be 
helpful for accompaniment. Its early detection would enable practitio-
ners to accompany individuals in the initial stages of disaffection, 
when the condition is still not severe and more resources are available 
for intervention.

Besides its usefulness for accompaniment, the identification of 
disaffection also concerns health. If it is not addressed, it could lead to 
either pathological outcomes or to a condition of helplessness or ego-
weakness that diminishes the person’s resilience when faced with 
stress. Early intervention would thus have both a preventive dimen-
sion and a restorative potential. We hypothesise that a disaffected 
person, in comparison with someone who has developed a meaning-
ful life purpose, has fewer psychological resources to confront stress. 
This might partially explain why the same stressful experience may be 
perceived as tolerable by one individual and as toxic by another.

The objective of this article is to offer a comprehensive conceptual 
characterisation of disaffection that may serve both as a framework 
for accompanying disaffected individuals and as a foundation for the 
future development of psychometric instruments to identify and 
assess this phenomenon. Similar conceptual efforts have been under-
taken in psychology and psychiatry to understand how individuals 
position themselves in relation to certain experiential states in order 
to enable effective accompaniment and to anticipate trajectories that 
may culminate in psychopathology. In such approaches, an initial 
experiential condition—whether episodic or constitutive of a broader 
life orientation—may evolve negatively when integration fails. A rel-
evant example is the concept of “embitterment,” introduced by Michael 
Linden to describe the psychological processes that arise when indi-
viduals are unable to creatively integrate experiences of perceived 
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injustice, thereby developing specific maladaptive patterns (Linden, 
2011; Linden et al., 2008; Linden and Muschalla, 2011). In a compa-
rable yet distinct manner, the present study seeks to delineate the psy-
chological processes that emerge when a person undergoes a 
progressive shift from an initially meaningful life purpose—experi-
enced as valuable and orienting—to a condition in which that value is 
perceived as lost, and engagement becomes reduced to the manage-
ment of external or internal demands centred on mere well-being or 
self-centred pursuits.

To achieve our purpose, the following itinerary was followed:
First, a description of the term disaffection was sought in the 

existing academic literature. To this end, a systematic review (Higgins, 
2019) was carried out and the results were ordered according to a 
classification typical of the social sciences into emotional, behavioural, 
and cognitive components about the term (Allport, 1935; Rosenberg 
and Hovland, 1960; Briñol and Petty, 2006). This made it possible to 
arrive at a phenomenological description of disaffection.

Secondly, a definition of the term was sought that emphasises the 
relational character of disaffection. Although disaffection is a process 
experienced by an individual, it simultaneously reflects something 
that is happening in interpersonal relationships. The relation of this 
term with other terms such as stress, anxiety, burnout or depression is 
studied, at the same time as the novelty it brings to the research area.

Thirdly, a characterisation of the process of disaffection was 
sought, indicating the starting point, and how two alternative paths 
open up. One alternative, the healthy one, consists of a path of creative 
integration that helps growth. The other alternative, the one that leads 
to pathology, is that generated by the process of disaffection, regarding 
which causes, indicators, and possible pathological outcomes can be 
identified. At this point we have used the studies of Fromm, justifying 
their relevance for this purpose. This initial characterisation will need 
to be completed with more theoretical and empirical studies.

Finally, we presented the operational dimensions of the concept 
which can be useful for the two objectives of the article: to elaborate a 
tool for accompaniment and to take the first step towards the creation 
of a psychometric scale of disaffection.

2 Systematic review

2.1 Methodology

To identify, classify, and analyse academic production addressing 
the phenomenon of disaffection, we conducted a systematic review 
which was carried out following the PRISMA 2020 Statement 
(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analysis) 
available in the Supplementary material, accessible via the journal’s 
online submission platform (Page et al., 2021). Given the study’s aim 
to delimit definitional attributes and extract analytically robust con-
ceptual components capable of supporting operationalisation, a sys-
tematic review design was selected over a scoping review, as it allowed 
formal methodological appraisal alongside structured evidence syn-
thesis. For this purpose, the databases Web of Science Scopus, and 
PubMed were consulted, with the last search conducted on June 26, 
2025. The main term in the search was disaffection, and the search 
strategies are detailed in the Supplementary material. After removing 
duplicates, the selection of records (articles) was carried out in two 

phases. In the first phase, titles and abstracts were screened, and all the 
records were required to include the term disaffection in the title. In 
the second phase, full texts were assessed, and articles that did not 
meet the Joanna Briggs Institute quality criteria (JBI) based on study 
type were excluded (Joana Briggs Institute, 2017).

Both authors were actively involved in the screening, data extrac-
tion, and conceptual synthesis stages. Study screening and quality 
appraisal were conducted independently by each author, with discrep-
ancies discussed until consensus was reached. The first author has a 
background in relational psychology and has previously developed 
theoretical work on accompaniment and meaning, while the second 
author has expertise in clinical and medical research contexts. The 
conceptual analysis is informed by a relational and humanistic psy-
chological framework, particularly drawing on Fromm’s work; this 
theoretical positioning is explicitly acknowledged in order to delimit 
the interpretative scope of the analysis and to enhance transparency 
regarding potential conceptual biases. Throughout the review and 
synthesis process, reflexive discussion was maintained to critically 
examine whether interpretative inferences were grounded in the 
reviewed literature rather than solely in prior theoretical 
commitments.

To enhance analytic validity and reliability, preliminary categori-
sation of findings (including the emotional, behavioural, and cognitive 
components, as well as the identification of underlying psychological 
processes) was conducted independently by both authors. The result-
ing classifications were compared and refined through iterative discus-
sion until full conceptual agreement was reached. Given the 
interpretative and theory-informed nature of the synthesis, formal 
inter-rater reliability coefficients were not calculated; instead, reliabil-
ity was ensured through independent coding, transparent criteria for 
category assignment, and consensus-based consolidation grounded in 
the extracted data.

2.2 Results

A total of 89 records were retrieved from the three databases 
consulted. Of these, 15 were duplicated and two were deemed ineli-
gible by automated tools. During the initial screening, 2 records 
were excluded for not including the term disaffection in the title. 
Following the full-text assessment with the JBI critical appraisal 
tools, 3 additional articles were excluded, these being analytical 
cross-sectional studies with lack of methodological transparency 
(Avandeaño and Sandoval, 2016; Flowers et al., 2000; Herrington 
et al., 2008). Ultimately, 67 studies were included in the review. The 
results of the search process are presented in the PRISMA flow 
diagram (Figure 1).

The studies included in this review span multiple geographic 
regions, with a clear predominance of research conducted in Europe 
(n = 40). A smaller but significant number of studies originate from 
Central and South America (n = 12) and North America (n = 9). 
Other regions are less represented, with only a few studies conducted 
in Australia (n = 3), Asia (n = 1), Africa (n = 1) and one study with a 
global focus.

The thematic or social setting in which the phenomenon of 
disaffection is studied is diverse, with a strong concentration in 
the domain of politics, society, and citizens (n = 30), including 
studies such as Núñez Lira et al. (2020), Otalora (2017), Ramos 
(2024), and others. Education represents the second most frequent 
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context (n  = 24) as reflected in works by Henry and Thorsen 
(2020), Allan and Duckworth (2018), Poteat et al. (2025), Harber 
(2008), and several more. A smaller number of studies address 
disaffection in the field of health and professions (n = 6), such as 
Curran et al. (2015) and Garrett and Danziger (2008), while per-
sonal relationships appear as the focus in only two studies (Prus 
and Camara, 2010; Furrer, 2010). Lastly, religion is examined as a 
context for disaffection in just one study (Snape and 
Atkinson, 2015).

In terms of methodological design, the majority of the included 
studies were classified as Analytical Cross-Sectional Studies (n = 29) 
and Qualitative Research (n = 15), indicating a strong reliance on 
descriptive and interpretive approaches in the exploration of disaf-
fection. A smaller proportion of studies fell under categories such as 
Text and Opinion (n  = 8), including Expert Opinion (n  = 4), 
Narrative (n = 2), and General Opinion (n = 2). Less frequently rep-
resented were Cohort Studies (n = 2), Quasi-Experimental Studies 
(n = 2), Cross-Sectional Studies (n = 1), Diagnostic Test Accuracy 
Studies (n  = 1), and Systematic Reviews and Research Syntheses 
(n = 1).

The characteristics of the included studies and the quality assess-
ment of the studies can be seen in Supplementary material.

2.3 Discussion

The discussion of the review findings proceeds in three steps. 
First, we provide a descriptive account of how disaffection has been 
characterised within the social sciences, organised according to the 
classical emotional, behavioural, and cognitive taxonomy. Second, we 
identify the underlying psychological processes that emerge from this 
literature. Finally, we synthesise these elements to offer an integrative 
characterisation of disaffection that prepares the ground for subse-
quent conceptual development.

2.3.1 Social science description

The description of phenomena in the social sciences has typically 
followed a tripartite classification into cognitive, affective, and behav-
ioural (Allport, 1935; Rosenberg and Hovland, 1960) which continues 
to be the case today (Briñol and Petty, 2006).

FIGURE 1

Flow search results diagram according to Page et al. (2021). No automation tools were used.
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In general, all the articles are limited to a phenomenological 
description of emotions, behaviours, and understanding (cognition) 
of the phenomenon with superficial and descriptive analysis the psy-
chological processes that unify and give meaning to the experience.

They describe emotions of: frustration, boredom, anxiety, sadness, 
irritability, and hostility without aggressiveness, emotional alienation, 
cynicism, demotivation, resentment, weariness or boredom, disap-
pointment, disengagement, emotional exhaustion, apathy, lack of 
meaning, fatigue, absence of emotional contact, pain, and 
indifference.

The behaviours described are: withdrawal, avoidance of tasks or 
participation, academic or professional passivity, absenteeism, insti-
tutional disengagement, protest or political withdrawal, communica-
tion breakdown, work automation, evasive or impersonal behaviours, 
rejection of ritual practices, task abandonment, mechanical compli-
ance without involvement, reduction of effort or performance, physi-
cal or symbolic detachment.

The understanding (cognition) of the phenomenon is focused on 
describing the attitudes stemming from the disappointment and the 
withdrawal response: distrust, detachment, sustained criticism of the 
system, lack of identification with the institution, scepticism towards 
change, perception of ineffectiveness, devaluation of the role of the 
other, disinterest in improvement or bonding, loss of meaning in the 
institution, resistance to involvement, ideological or affective 
ambivalence.

2.3.2 Psychological processes involved in 
disaffection

The psychological phenomenon of disaffection emerges as a com-
plex and gradual process, rather than as a discrete state, and is char-
acterised by a series of interrelated emotional, cognitive, and 
behaviuoral transformations. Based on the detailed analysis of the 
literature, six core psychological processes can be described:

2.3.2.1 Initial emotional engagement followed by 
disillusionment

Disaffection typically originates from an initial phase of engage-
ment characterised by enthusiasm and a strong emotional investment 
in a project, relationship, vocation, or institutional commitment. This 
engagement is often rooted in personal ideals or expectations of fulfil-
ment. However, the encounter with frustrating or dissonant realities, 
such as perceived institutional corruption, rigid educational demands, 
relational betrayals, or professional disenchantment, triggers an affec-
tive shift. Disappointment, sadness, and feelings of betrayal supplant 
the initial positive emotions, marking the inception of the disaffection 
process.

2.3.2.2 Cognitive reinterpretation and progressive loss of 
meaning

The affective disillusionment catalyses a restructuring of cognitive 
appraisals. The individual begins to reinterpret the context through a 
progressively negative lens, generalising isolated frustrations into a 
more global distrust of the relationship, institution, or domain. This 
entails the emergence of cynical cognitions and disidentification pro-
cesses whereby the individual distances their self-concept from the 

previously valued entity. At this stage, meaning structures become 
fragmented and no longer serve to orient action or sustain 
commitment.

2.3.2.3 Behavioural withdrawal and attenuation of 
involvement

As cognitive and emotional processes evolve, behavioural changes 
ensue. These are manifested in various forms, ranging from passive 
withdrawal (reduced participation, apathy, indifference) to active 
opposition (criticism, obstruction, disengaged resistance). The observ-
able attenuation of involvement is accompanied by a perceptible ero-
sion of motivation and effort, signalling the progression from 
disaffection as an internal process to disaffection as a socially evident 
phenomenon.

2.3.2.4 Relational erosion and identity destabilisation

Beyond disengagement from specific tasks or settings, disaffection 
involves the erosion of relational bonds that anchor the individual’s 
identity. This relational degradation is not limited to the focal object 
of disaffection but often generalises to broader interpersonal or insti-
tutional contexts. The person’s capacity to trust and invest relationally 
diminishes, leading to social withdrawal and a reduced sense of 
belonging, with negative repercussions on self-perception and per-
sonal agency.

2.3.2.5 Failure of creative integration and polarisation 
towards defensive trajectories

A critical feature of disaffection is the failure to creatively integrate 
dissonant or frustrating experiences. Rather than adapting construc-
tively, individuals entrenched in disaffection adopt defensive psycho-
logical strategies characterised by rigid self-protection and the 
suppression of vulnerability. This psychological polarisation limits 
flexibility, reinforces distancing behaviuors, and may foster rigid ideo-
logical stances or pervasive scepticism. Over time, this process may 
culminate in maladaptive patterns such as chronic cynicism or 
burnout.

2.3.2.6 Underlying existential loss of purpose

At its deepest level, disaffection entails an existential crisis marked 
by the perceived loss of meaningful purpose in the relationship or 
project that initially served as a significant axis of orientation. This loss 
of purpose undermines the individual’s experiential coherence and 
impairs their capacity to derive satisfaction or fulfilment from engage-
ment. The erosion of purpose thus acts as a background condition that 
sustains and reinforces the preceding emotional, cognitive, and behav-
ioural changes.

2.3.2.7 Conclusion of the systematic review

These six interconnected processes illuminate disaffection as a 
multidimensional psychological phenomenon with profound existen-
tial and relational implications. The trajectory from initial engagement 
to disaffection reflects not only the subjective impact of external frus-
trations but also internal transformations in the individual’s emotional 
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life, cognitive frames, behaviour, relational orientation, and existential 
stance. Recognising and understanding these processes is critical for 
developing nuanced strategies of accompaniment, both preventive and 
therapeutic, aimed at intercepting the progression of disaffection 
before it culminates in pathological outcomes.

It can be seen that disaffection is a possible response by a person 
to a specific situation in which he or she discovers the absence of a 
valuable purpose or meaning where initially he or she thought that 
there was one.

3 Proposed definition, attributes of the 
concept and comparison with other 
terms

3.1 Proposed definition

We propose to understand disaffection as a psychological response 
to the loss of meaning of a purpose initially considered valuable, in 
which a progressive deterioration of interpersonal relationships is 
experienced. Unable to creatively integrate this loss, disaffection takes 
an adaptive self-protective form which is focused on individual 
satisfaction.

The meaning of the terms used here will subsequently be 
explained.

The process of disaffection is related to a loss of value of an 
initially meaningful purpose which does not necessarily involve a 
rupture of the interpersonal relationship and coexistence. We are 
not referring to the already known phenomenon in which the rup-
ture of an affective relationship may result in the appearance of 
materialistic or egoistic psychological processes, compensations, 
superficiality of life, a search for immediate gratification, frustration 
and existential emptiness (Dunkel and Harbke, 2017; Kashdan and 
Breen, 2007; Park and Gutierrez, 2013). Indeed, in the phenomenon 
of disaffection, relationships can be, and often are, maintained. We 
are not referring to cases in which there has been an aggression 
and/or sentimental breakup, but rather to those in which the rela-
tionship no longer offers the meaningful purpose of value which 
was initially present. That which is broken is the purpose of value, 
and the person suffering this loss does not know how to overcome 
this. When going through disaffection, the person enters into adap-
tive, self-protective processes where he or she no longer aspires to 
great things, but rather merely seeks individual satisfaction. For 
example, the medical student who begins his or her studies with a 
desire to do great things and then encounters the reality in which 
they see the purpose of value denied, does not necessarily abandon 
work and relationships, but does not know how to position himself 
or herself creatively in the face of that situation (Rotenstein et al., 
2016; Almutairi et al., 2022; Esquerda et al., 2023). As medical stu-
dents advance, they face stress, distress, and a progressive loss of 
empathy stemming from the “hidden curriculum,” e.g., mistreat-
ment by superiors, unrealistic expectations, and exposure to inap-
propriate role models (Neumann et al., 2011; Lamothe et al., 2014).

When such a loss of value of the initially meaningful purpose is 
experienced, the person could initiate processes of creativity and 
overcoming – “creative integration” – and not enter into disaffec-
tion. We will rely on Fromm to understand such creative integration 

in his way of understanding love. The term “integration” refers to 
the improvement of the interpersonal relationship and the term 
“creative” refers to the fact that it is not something that happens by 
inertia, but rather by a free intervention of the person.

Alternatively, if the person enters into disaffection, he or she 
starts a path that can lead to pathological processes. In order to 
accompany the person experiencing such a process, we seek to char-
acterise the term disaffection and describe its causes, indicators or 
symptoms and pathological results. This is the only way to help the 
person understand how they are ascribing meaning to what they are 
experiencing and to be able to make decisions on how to position 
themselves in the face of this reality.

3.2 Disaffection, an individual and 
relational process

We propose to understand that disaffection is simultaneously 
an individual and relational process. Although the disaffected 
person is one, we believe that the experience of disaffection is rela-
tional from its root, i.e., that which happens within oneself, is a 
reflection of what is happening in the relationship.

This position is in line with an axiom of anthropological nature: 
what is relational in the person does not seem to be something 
accidental, but constitutive of who one is (A review of this proposal 
can be found in Akrivou et al., 2018 and its neuroscientific refer-
ences. Luis et al., 2022). This anthropological presupposition need 
not be shared by everyone, but pointing it out gives transparency to 
the options we present and at the same time indicates their scope.

The understanding of disaffection as a process that is both indi-
vidual and relational is arrived at by the following argumentation, 
which is stated here and then developed and justified (Orón 
Semper, 2019):

	1)	 To understand the stress experienced by a person, it is more 
important to understand how the person ascribes meaning 
to the event than the event itself.

	2)	 The process of ascribing meaning to an event is always an 
interpersonal social issue because events are understood by 
the way they affect interpersonal relationships.

	3)	 The quality of the interpersonal relationship is the major 
reference used by the person in his or her evaluations, since 
this quality is the major predictor of both the success and 
the life expectancy of the person.

To this end, we point out below how the purpose of meaning in 
life – what is considered valuable by the person – and the process 
of ascribing meaning to reality are essentially relational (Orón 
Semper, 2023).

That the person needs orientation, and orients his or her life, 
following a purpose of meaning has been well developed (among 
others) by Frankl, the relevance of whose work is evident, for exam-
ple, in explaining the situation of the student and the teacher 
(Cachón Zagalaz, 2021; Frankl, 1959; Gabrys and Langdale, 2011). 
In Frankl’s proposal for the search for meaning, he articulates the 
relations between work, interpersonal relationships, and suffering. 
Given Frankl’s transcendental anthropology (Selles, 2015), all these 
relations end up pivoting on the interpersonal relationships.

The stress commonly associated with the experience of disaffec-
tion is also relational since it is not possible to understand the stress 
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experienced without the meaning being ascribed by the person to 
the event, this meaning being intrinsically relational. Studies on 
stress show that, to understand its existence, one must focus more 
on the understanding and significance that the person makes of the 
event, rather than on the event itself (Boals, 2018; Espinoza Ortíz 
et al., 2018; García et al., 2018; Lería Dulčić and Salgado Roa, 2016; 
Pacheco, 2021).

But reality is not experienced in isolation; rather, its meaning is 
constructed within the framework of interpersonal relationships. 
Saaty (2023) shows how the expression of feelings in personal nar-
ratives is influenced by the social environment. Dong and Li (2024) 
show that the perception of work stress depends on psychosocial 
support rather than on the event itself. García-Santos et al. (2024) 
emphasise that a sense of purpose arises from interaction with 
others. Leal Riquelme and Herrera Guerrero (2009) also assert that 
the personal act only acquires meaning within an intersubjective 
structure.

In addition, it is known that the quality of interpersonal rela-
tionships is the factor most valued by the person, this quality being 
the greatest predictor of both the success and death of the person 
(Orón Semper, 2019: 19). It therefore makes sense to connect the 
loss of a purpose of value with the deterioration of the quality of 
interpersonal relationships, since this quality is the fundamental 
purpose of value for the person.

This does not negate the individual dimension of disaffection 
given that the process of ascribing meaning, the search for meaning 
and the experience of stress all occur within the person whilst 
simultaneously occurring within the context of the interpersonal 
relationship.

3.3 Comparison with other terms

When a specific term is proposed, it must be shown that it has 
its own semantic field, distinct from other similar terms. Other 
terms such as crisis, stress, burnout, anxiety or depression have 
different semantic fields. Crisis, referring to a person’s psychologi-
cal experience, indicates that certain ways of understanding reality 
no longer serve to position oneself accordingly and can be part of 
a perfectly healthy process such as the formation of one’s own 
identity (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980; Marcia et al., 2012). Stress 
refers to the tension experienced by the person and can be divided 
into three categories. It can be normative when it is sought for the 
healthy development of the person; it can be tolerable, when it is 
not sought but presents an opportunity for personal growth; and 
it can be toxic, when stress is experienced in a harmful way. The 
dividing line between the tolerable and the toxic is not easy to 
recognise a priori (Lupien et al., 2018; McEwen, 2017; Shonkoff et 
al., 2012). Burnout is not a disease, a diagnosis or a syndrome, but 
rather a recognition on the part of the person of having reached 
their limit, acknowledging feeling broken, exhausted, depleted, 
unresourced, and disconnected (Bianchi et al., 2022; Hillert et al., 
2020; Salvagioni et al., 2017). Anxiety and depression share a 
negative affect base, which explains their high co-morbidity. 
Nonetheless, they present key differences in their manifestation. 
While anxiety is characterised by hypervigilance and anticipatory 
response to danger, depression is associated with anhedonia and 
hopelessness, affecting motivation and pleasure. Furthermore, in 
neurobiological terms, anxiety is related to hyperactivity in the 
amygdala, while depression is more related to the prefrontal and 

reward system. However, both situations share symptoms such as 
fatigue, sleep disturbances, and difficulties in concentration, 
which indicates an important area of overlap between them 
(Eysenck and Fajkowska, 2022; Gaspersz et al., 2023; Shaw and 
Starr, 2024).

The terms crisis, stress, burnout, anxiety or depression refer to 
what a subject experiences in a descriptive way, without referring 
to a specific cause or process, whereas disaffection refers to a spe-
cific process, which, depending on how it is experienced, may or 
may not lead to crisis, stress, burnout, anxiety or depression. 
Disaffection refers to the response that appears in a specific context, 
which allows us to identify the psychological processes to accom-
pany with more precision and specificity. Moreover, disaffection can 
occur without an obvious manifestation and can be easily concealed 
by a person with social and personal management resources. In 
such a case, crises, stress, burnout, anxiety or depression would not 
initially appear, but a need for accompaniment could be detected.

4 Toward an understanding of the 
process of disaffection

4.1 Appropriateness of Erich Fromm’s 
studies for an initial characterisation of 
disaffection

The theoretical discussion grounded in Fromm’s work does not 
precede the empirical analysis but serves as an interpretative frame-
work through which the psychological processes identified in the 
systematic review can be structurally organised and further 
articulated.

To be able to provide accompaniment, it is necessary to go 
beyond the phenomenological description and to know the psycho-
logical processes so that the person can understand his or her per-
sonal dynamics and make decisions. To characterise the 
psychological processes of disaffection we have turned to the works 
of the psychoanalyst Fromm, given that he carried out a deep inves-
tigation into the rupture of primary bonds, showing that, after this 
rupture, the person can follow two different paths. On one path, the 
healthy one, the person grows in a free act, which improves their 
way of relating to the experience of love, in such a way that the 
person affirms his or her individuality and freedom by affirming the 
individuality and freedom of the other. On the other path, the 
unhealthy one, the person goes through psychological processes 
that lead to pathological situations consisting of a false affirmation 
of individuality which Fromm calls secondary bonds. The way 
Fromm understands love enables us to unify (within the person) 
the processes of individualisation and the relational processes.

Although Fromm does not use the term disaffection and the 
scope of his work is much broader, this does not negate the term’s 
usefulness in this context. Disaffection can be understood as a pas-
sage from primary to secondary bonds, which does not mean that 
every such transition is exclusively due to disaffection. The descrip-
tion of this transition is a good starting point for understanding 
disaffection because the deterioration of bonds is because there is 
no longer a meaningful purpose of value, which for Fromm would 
be “to work and to love”.
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Love and work “affirm the individuality of the self and at the 
same time unite the individual with others and nature” (Fromm, 
1972:299). “His spontaneous activity, work and love, capable of 
re-uniting him with the world, no longer by means of primary 
bonds, but by saving his character as a free and independent indi-
vidual” (Fromm, 1972: 62) Love is not a mere affective state, but 
the process of personal affirmation that results from affirming the 
individuality of another (Fromm, 1972: 146–148). Working is 
what we might call humanising the world in the sense of trans-
forming it into a resource for love (Fromm, 1972: 198–199). The 
effects of love and work are an increase in individuation and inte-
gration (Fromm, 1972: 62, 172, 299). The sequence of breaking 
bonds – the person either growing in love and work, or regressing 
by establishing secondary bonds – is constantly repeated through-
out life. Each increase in freedom and individuation again pro-
duces the dilemma of whether to enter into love and work or 
processes of arrest or regression. “Man can only choose between 
two possibilities: regression or progression.” “There is only the 
regressive and the progressive solution” (Fromm, 1982:65). There 
is no neutrality possible, stagnation is already pathological 
(Fromm, 1972, 189–190).

After the evidence that the primary bonds need to be reinter-
preted, the person can move in a creative and a free way towards 
work and love, or towards secondary bonds, which are false forms 
of affirming individuality, and thus pathological.

4.2 Causes, indicators and pathological 
outflow according to Erich Fromm

To enhance analytical clarity and to facilitate the systematic 
identification of the elements that may later inform conceptual 
operationalisation, the contributions derived from Fromm’s frame-
work are presented below in a structured format. For Fromm, the 
annulment of the person’s interiority is a common factor in all the 
educational beliefs and practices that favour the transition towards 
pathological bonds. This annulment leads to the person placing 
himself or herself alone in the face of external demands. These edu-
cational issues are:

	1)	 Understanding the educational process as disapproval and 
annulment of the original thought results in killing the per-
son’s curiosity and inner desires to know the truth (Fromm, 
1972: 283).

	2)	 Threats and punishments eliminate the child’s originality, 
his or her inner self, and “the child starts with giving up the 
expression of his feelings, and eventually gives up the very 
feeling itself ” (Fromm, 1972: 278–279).

	3)	 Educating in certain fictitious ideals (Fromm, 1972: 303) 
permits a rationalisation of the different actions to build an 
idealism which justifies the degradation by dressing it up as 
something great (Fromm, 1972: 269, 272).

	4)	 Focusing on introducing data by rote learning, i. e, teaching 
data disconnected from any meaning and relationship 
with life.

	5)	 Educating in a positivist perspective, in which only that 
which is empirically demonstrable exists. This dissociates 
reality (which is associated with something external and 
given) and the subject’s intention, and leads to the interior 
being regarded as an issue exclusive to the subject, thus 

giving rise to relativism and absurdity. For Fromm, the 
healthy search for truth is since that the individual having 
interests that arise from his process of individuation. When 
the educational interest is separated from the individuation 
process, the stimulus to search for truth disappears – every-
thing is mere data to be stored.

	6)	 Learning everything as if it were extremely simple, which 
goes against the complexity of life itself. This perspective 
assumes a very reductive cause-and-effect mechanism. 
According to Fromm, it favours scepticism, cynicism, a 
childish way of accepting authority, and irresponsibility.

	7)	 Seeking no order and therefore serving no end. The term 
order does not refer to an organisation of things, but to the 
fact that the means are “ordered” in the service of the ends. 
When order disappears, one lives superficially without 
reflection, looking for satisfaction without knowing the 
origin of one’s desires.

	8)	 Accepting instrumentalisation as the means of relating to 
reality. Everything becomes an instrument. Even oneself is 
an instrument, one more cog in the wheel, which results in 
a loss of identity. This loss of identity leads to 
“conformism.”

	9)	 Following desires without knowing their origin. One simply 
desires and follows one’s desires without knowing how they 
are organised or integrated with other aspects of the person. 
Desires, even if they are one’s own, are experienced as explo-
sions unrelated to other processes of the person.

	10)	Idolising one’s successes, which are understood as achieve-
ments connected with idealised images rather than with the 
experience of love and work.

Items 4 to 10 are listed in (Fromm, 1972: 284–294).
This educational environment does not necessarily lead to the 

person forming secondary bonds, given that the person could, despite 
this environment, creatively place himself or herself by loving and 
working. However, if this is not the case, the person moves towards 
secondary bonds. There are some symptoms which indicate that the 
person is moving in a pathological direction:

	1)	 Loss of meaning of life (Fromm, 1972: 314, 1955: 61–64, 85, 
1947: 11, 145).

	2)	 Non-formation or deterioration of personal identity (Fromm, 
1972: 188–189, 220, 240, 291, 1955: 59–61).

	3)	 Deterioration of the quality of personal relationships and 
lack of empathy coupled with a fall into symbiosis of 
mutual dependence (Fromm, 1972: 193, 213; 1982: 55–61, 
1955: 152).

	4)	 Search for security, possession and control. The person wants 
to be someone because of what they have rather than who they 
are (Fromm, 1972: 55, 206, 1982: 13–18).

	5)	 Moral disengagement resulting from rationalisations in which 
apparent reason and the appearance of love are used to justify 
decisions, combined with a lack of responsibility concerning 
the effects of one’s actions on others (Fromm, 1982: 22, 70–73; 
1955: 61–63; 1972: 224, 229, 266).

	6)	 Compensatory mechanisms to alleviate frustration when the 
person does not receive the required help from the “magic 
helpers” (that coincide with secondary bonds) (Fromm, 1972: 
211, 212).
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	7)	 The emergence of a new motivational system: utilitarian, indi-
vidualistic, short-term, fixed, materialistic, non-integrated 
and so on.

And when a person reaches pathology, we discover different ways 
of falsely affirming individuality through secondary bonds. Although 
the person is always oriented towards transcendence, these are false 
ways of achieving this. Healthy transcendence is love and work by 
which one affirms oneself by affirming the other. The unhealthy ways 
of transcending oneself in search of individuality are to do so in the 
service of some things:

	1)	 Oedipus complex. One wants to go back to where one came 
from, i.e., going back to the mother. Fromm distances himself 
from Freud in that he does not regard this complex as having 
sexual connotations (Fromm, 1972: 211, 1982, 50–54). One 
characterises the aspirations of one’s parents, in particular the 
mother, and seeks to adjust to and satisfy such aspirations in 
an attempt to maintain the initial healthy bond, but now, in an 
unhealthy way, with a secondary pathological bond.

	2)	 Selfishness. While selfishness might seem to stem from a high 
valuation of oneself, in reality this stems from a self-dislike 
which leads to a need to adorn oneself with things. One can 
also fall into a servitude to one’s successes (Fromm, 1947: 22, 
1972: 147–149). The person feels of value due to the posses-
sion of things and as such, a pathological individuation is 
reached.

	3)	 Narcissism. Similar to selfishness, there is an underlying self-
dislikeness that one seeks to overcome through a constant 
anxiety concerning one’s image and how one is perceived by 
Fromm (1972: 148; 1982: 32–49, 1955: 28–34). The interiority 
of the person is thus annulled and the person is reduced to a 
series of characteristics (idealised and/or imagined) that the 
person seeks to achieve and/or maintain.

	4)	 Masochism. This addresses the need to transcend oneself by 
annulling one’s individuality through submission to another – 
be it a person or an institution –that gives apparent weight and 
value to oneself. It does not necessarily involve causing harm 
to oneself, although this may occur in more extreme cases 
(Fromm, 1955: 28–34, 1972: chap V). One’s individuality is 
sought by associating with and placing oneself under the influ-
ence of another positively valued individuality (personal or 
institutional).

	5)	 Sadism. This appears when one believes to find the solution to 
the individuality that one does not achieve healthily through 
control over others. It does not have to involve causing pain to 
another, sometimes taking an almost opposite form, such as 
putting the other in a “golden cage” for the exercise of power 
(Fromm, 1955: 28–34, 1972: chap V). One is what one is under 
who or what one succeeds in subduing or controlling.

	6)	 Destructiveness. The person is a kind of non-revolutionary 
rebel who seeks to be different without being original. This 
way of solving the conflict consists of affirming oneself by a no 
rather than by a yes. It is a movement contrary to love. The 
person also seeks to transcend him or herself by annulling that 
which it cannot love (Fromm 1982: 12–13, 1955: 33–35: 2022).

Fromm states that all these negative ways of resolving individua-
tion have initial forms that are not pathological, but simply generate a 

disruption that has to be attended to. In other words, a transit from 
health to illness is generated (Fromm, 1982: 15, 22, 40, 46, 54, 56, 61). 
This idea of “transit” is very important to understand how the term 
disaffection participates in both healthy and pathological dynamics.

4.3 Dimensions of the concept of 
disaffection for accompaniment

For the work to be useful for accompaniment in cases of disaffec-
tion, a phenomenological description is not enough, but it is necessary 
to offer the person clues as to what personal processes (or causes) lead 
him or her to initiate a process of disaffection, and how to recognise 
its intensity (indicators or symptoms) and what the pathological out-
flows are, which may have an initial social approval. To this end, to 
facilitate accompaniment in disaffection, we can rewrite Fromm’s con-
tributions in a way that better suits our purposes. Thus, instead of 
speaking of causes, indicators, and pathologies, we will refer to beliefs, 
attitudes, and pathologies.

The causes of disaffection do not necessarily operate in the sub-
ject; it is the person who can either initiate processes of love and 
work, or internalise the principles of the educational environment 
which fosters disaffection and initiate a process leading to second-
ary bonds. In the latter case, it is not simply a question of a person 
experiencing an educational environment which favours disaffec-
tion, but rather that the person has internalised the underlying 
principles of this educational environment. Because these princi-
ples need to be adopted in some way to operate, it makes sense to 
reformulate them as beliefs rather than causes. In addition, re-
understanding causes as beliefs makes it possible to identify 
whether or not the process of disaffection is taking place in a spe-
cific subject.

Understanding causes as beliefs also aids accompaniment. 
Discovering the extent and intensity of these beliefs in a person not 
only makes it possible to know the risk of him or her going through 
the process of disaffection, but also allows accompaniment to focus on 
studying how and why these beliefs were generated and how they can 
be re-signified by healing relationships and having new experiences. 
The common denominator of the different beliefs which we list here 
is that they isolate the person from his or her interiority and meaning-
ful personal relationships. In addition, each belief explicitly or implic-
itly entails a specific affirmation and a specific negation:

	1)	 I believe that life is about responding to what is expected of 
one, with no need for initiative or purpose beyond meeting 
external demands.

	2)	 I believe that decisions should be made based on the benefits 
or otherwise that they may bring, given that what matters is to 
avoid punishment and seek reward.

	3)	 I believe that learning means retaining the information needed 
to make things work or to succeed, without any need to ques-
tion its meaning or purpose.

	4)	 I believe that only that which is empirically demonstrable is 
objective and true; the subjective and individual intentions 
belong to the private sphere and are not relevant to knowing 
reality.

	5)	 I believe that life has no specific meaning, but is merely a chain 
of causes and effects.

	6)	 I believe that events happen in temporal order without any 
deep connection between them; life is simply a sequence of 
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events governed by the agenda and the calendar and not by the 
realisation of a purpose of value.

	7)	 I believe that relationships with others have value to the extent 
that they are useful or effective in achieving individual goals 
that one has set for oneself.

	8)	 I believe that thoughts, desires, and feelings arise spontane-
ously in one, with an uncertain origin. The important thing is 
to act following these thoughts, desires, and feelings without 
needing to know their origin.

	9)	 I believe that success – understood as the achievement of the 
goals one sets – is the key to peace of mind and satisfaction 
in life.

	10)	I believe that it is best to organise one’s life following one’s own 
tastes, with how one thinks that things should be or with an 
ideal version of a successful life, as opposed to being open to 
the surprise and novelty of the people one meets.

As with causes and beliefs, the indicators of disaffection can be 
usefully reformulated as existential attitudes or ways of facing reality. 
Formulating them as existential attitudes makes it possible to discover 
to what extent the person has already organised his or her life accord-
ing to the beliefs (causes) of disaffection and can enable a more objec-
tive assessment of the person’s situation, which is crucial to 
accompaniment. The common denominator of these attitudes is that 
the person experiences mere functional adaptive processes, taking 
their well-being as a reference.

	1)	 In my daily life, I do not experience a clear orientation. I nei-
ther project myself beyond day-to-day affairs nor do I articu-
late a meaning that transcends these.

	2)	 In my daily life, my identity is diluted in the multiplicity of 
tasks and commitments; I adapt to each environment without 
questioning my place in it.

	3)	 In my daily life, I perceive that my interpersonal relation-
ships lack depth and do not generate authentic 
satisfaction.

	4)	 In my daily life, I recurrently focus on how to control situa-
tions and ensure that my goals are achieved.

	5)	 In my daily life, I justify my actions to avoid questioning what 
is happening to me and thus, escape responsibility for my 
decisions.

	6)	 In my daily life, I relate to others by how situations affect me, 
without considering what the other person is going through.

	7)	 In my daily life, my usual way of dealing with suffering con-
sists of seeking immediate compensation through pleasure 
(food, sex, shopping or other gratifications).

	8)	 In my daily life, my motivations tend to be marked by materi-
alism, individualism and short-term orientation.

To identify pathological manifestations, it is useful to recognise 
false forms of affirming individuality. Given that such forms can lead 
to situations which become problems in themselves, recognising them 
is helpful for accompaniment. Furthermore, these forms are not easily 
identified because they may initially be socially accepted:

	1)	 Return to the familiar: The person seeks security in familiar 
patterns or childhood experiences, such as those related to the 
Oedipus complex. The individual believes to be finding their 
individuality in the connection with their origin, but the 

person is diluting their uniqueness by adopting characteristics 
or behaviours that imitate their parents. The person thus nul-
lifies their ability to define a self of their own.

	2)	 Hoarding: In this manifestation, the individual confuses their 
identity with what they own. A false appearance of individual-
ity is constructed by the accumulation of material objects, in 
the belief that having determines being. However, this strategy 
detaches the self from its essence, reducing it to a superfi-
cial image.

	3)	 Self-absorption: Here, the person identifies themselves with 
certain individual characteristics that they consider valuable 
or perfect, such as physical, intellectual or emotional attri-
butes. This narcissism generates a false perception of unique-
ness by reducing identity to a set of specific traits, 
disconnected from the complexity and depth that define the 
authentic self.

	4)	 Subordination to others: In this case, the individual seeks to 
assert their uniqueness and sense of self through submission 
to other people or institutions. Similar to masochism, they 
mistakenly perceive the individuality of the one who domi-
nates them as the guarantor of their own identity.

	5)	 Subordination of others: The person attempts to assert their 
individuality and sense of self by exercising control or domi-
nation over others. Similarly to sadism, they mistakenly 
believe that the ability to subjugate others validates their 
uniqueness and individuality.

	6)	 Destructiveness: The individual finds a false affirmation of the 
self in the denial or destruction of that which they cannot 
either integrate into their identity or understand, which can 
include themselves.

4.4 Limitations and future research 
directions

Several limitations should be acknowledged. Although the sys-
tematic review followed PRISMA 2020 guidelines and included criti-
cal appraisal of study quality, the proposed conceptualisation of 
disaffection has not yet undergone empirical validation. As is charac-
teristic of theory-driven and concept-oriented reviews, the contribu-
tion lies primarily in analytical clarification rather than empirical 
testing (Page et al., 2021). Accordingly, its predictive capacity and 
discriminant validity remain to be examined.

The conceptual synthesis is predominantly grounded in Erich 
Fromm’s theoretical framework. While this provides depth and coher-
ence in understanding disaffection as an individual and relational 
process, it also circumscribes the interpretative scope. This anchoring 
represents a deliberate and transparent positioning rather than an 
exhaustive integration of psychological perspectives. Future work may 
benefit from incorporating complementary approaches within psy-
choanalytic traditions, clinical and developmental psychology, sociol-
ogy, neuropsychology, and social psychology, thereby refining or 
extending the present model.

As with any systematic review, the results are contingent upon the 
quality, distribution, and conceptual consistency of the available litera-
ture. Despite rigorous inclusion criteria and methodological appraisal, 
relevant dimensions of disaffection may remain underrepresented due 
to disciplinary fragmentation or publication patterns, a recognised 
limitation in systematic syntheses of complex psychosocial phenom-
ena (Munn et al., 2018).
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Building on these considerations, empirical research is required 
to test the conceptual specificity of disaffection and its discriminant 
validity in relation to constructs such as burnout, anxiety, depression, 
demotivation, and life crisis. The development and validation of reli-
able psychometric instruments and diagnostic scales would enable 
identification of different stages and manifestations across populations 
and relational contexts, facilitating early detection and preventive 
intervention.

Longitudinal designs may clarify developmental trajectories and 
examine whether disaffection functions as a transitional process between 
well-being, stress, and psychopathological outcomes. Experimental and 
applied studies are also needed to evaluate evidence-based interventions 
capable of mitigating or reversing disaffection processes in educational, 
clinical, and organisational settings. Integration of the construct into 
professional training programs and interdisciplinary research will fur-
ther contribute to consolidating its academic and practical relevance.

Finally, given the centrality of relational space in accompaniment 
practices, the growing incorporation of artificial intelligence in clinical 
and psychological contexts warrants careful scrutiny. While AI may 
serve as a supportive tool, its uncritical use risks reinforcing instrumen-
talisation unless embedded within explicitly human-centered relational 
frameworks (Lidströmer et al., 2022a,b). Future research should there-
fore examine the conditions under which technological mediation 
enhances or undermines relational depth in addressing disaffection.

5 Conclusion

The concept of disaffection presented here seeks to contribute to 
personal accompaniment by offering a specific theoretical construct 
applicable across multiple fields. Unlike terms such as demotivation, 
burnout, anxiety, and depression, which operate within broader and 
less specific conceptual contexts, disaffection is defined as a psycho-
logical response of self-protection in the face of a progressive loss of 
value of an initially meaningful purpose. Since the value of this pur-
pose is embedded within relational contexts, its erosion entails either 
the rupture of bonds or their emptying of transcendent significance. 
This definition allows for a more precise and theoretically grounded 
intervention framework.

The proposed tripartite structure (causes, indicators, and patho-
logical outflows) provides a coherent schema for early detection and 
progressive accompaniment. By reformulating causes as dysfunctional 
beliefs, the model facilitates both preventive and corrective cognitive 
work, enabling intervention during incipient phases before external 
manifestations become consolidated.

Disaffection is conceptualised as a simultaneously individual and 
relational process. The relational dimension, illuminated through 
Fromm’s contributions, expands the scope of intervention beyond 
intrapsychic work to include the qualitative transformation of bonds. 
This perspective makes it possible to address group and institutional 
relational dynamics that may either foster or mitigate disaffection.

The systematisation of beliefs (causes), existential attitudes (indi-
cators), and false assertions of individuality provides a structured 
framework for identifying different phases of the process, promoting 
earlier action, and encouraging creative responses before pathological 
manifestations arise. Together, these elements offer an articulated con-
ceptual foundation for understanding and accompanying disaffection 
as a distinct psychological and relational phenomenon.
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