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 The application of free market principles to higher education has introduced a 
transactional dimension to faculty-student pedagogy. Students now grapple with 
the financial cost of higher education, in addition to the stress known to associate 
with academic performance and attainment. An established link exists between 
financial stress and mental health, and bullying perpetration and mental health. This 
link suggests fee indebtedness may assist to explain the rise of academic 
contrapower harassment (ACPH). Self-compassion shapes a cognitive frame of 
reference, correlative with enhanced mental health, through self-kindness, 
connection with common humanity and present moment awareness. This paper 
conceptualises self-compassion as a pedagogy-inclusive practice to assist a fall in 
ACPH incidence and a rise in personal and professional transformation, as 
transaction complement. The authors conclude with a conceptualisation of self-
compassion as a pedagogical strategy for mental health in higher education.  
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Introduction 

Academic contrapower harassment (ACPH) is the assertion of power over those, on whom it is 

traditionally conferred, by those subordinate (De Souza, 2011; Lampman, Phelps, Bancroft, & 

Beneke, 2009). In the higher education context, ACPH strongly correlates with the assertion of 

power by higher education students over faculty (Epps, 2016; May & Tenzek, 2018). ACPH 

characteristically encompasses student uncivility, bullying and or sexual harassment, manifests in 

verbal attacks, threats and non-verbal displays of aggression, intentions to disempower, and 

initiates in faculty workplaces (Lampman et al., 2009; May & Tenzek, 2018). The description of 

ACPH fits that of workplace bullying, in that it can be prolonged, escalating incivility towards one 

or more by one or more, such that on exposure, those towards whom it is directed are rendered 

powerless (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003a). Psychosocial, mental health and behavioural 

impacts of workplace bullying can include self-hatred, anger, depression, and suicidal thoughts 

(Hogh, Mikkelsen, & Hansen, 2011; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). ACPH potentialises indefinite 

negative impacts on professoriate psyche, pedagogy and engagement, as bullying can leave a feeling 

of being ‘marked for life’ (Hallberg & Strandmark, 2006; May and Tenzek, 2016). 

Faculty peer workplace bullying has conventionally manifested under the guise of ‘cut and thrust’ 

academic rigour, intentioned to disempower through attack on intellectual credibility (Keashly & 

Neuman, 2010; Nelson & Lambert, 2001). While ACPH has co-existed with faculty peer workplace 

bullying, its growing prevalence, attributed to factors such as consumer-oriented trends in 

education, and consumer entitlement expectations, is attracting more interest in its impacts on 

faculty mental health, and higher education pedagogy as an individually and socially transformative 

experience for the social good (Epps, 2016; Hughes, 2017; Morris, 2015). Zabrodska, Linnell, 

Laws, and Davies (2011) claim the application of neoliberal economic theory to higher education 

has necessitated both a higher education institution (HEI) and higher education student consumer 

orientation, and created poor faculty mental health environments. Academics in such 

environments, now portrayed as performativity-managed producers of knowledge assets, are 

variously described as ninjas, zombies or nervous wrecks (Barker, 2017; Kenny, 2018; Ryan, 2012). 

Higher education students, now portrayed as possessing consumer sense of entitlement, 

narcissism, and aggression, are ascribed characteristics concomitant with bullying perpetration 

(Houghton, 2017; Laing & Laing, 2016; Nixon, Scullion, & Hearn, 2018). However, the incidence 

of student academic entitlement appears more prevalent in HEI Schools with recruitment and 
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admission practices that emphasise performance and cognitive intelligence, and de-emphasise 

emotional intelligence development (Cain, Romanelli, & Smith, 2012; Jeffres, Barclay, & Stolte, 

2014).  

Baez and Sanchez (2017) note the contradictory nature of neoliberalism in higher education. 

Zabrodska et al., (2011) draw association with ACPH. Hill (2007) argues neoliberal opportunity 

for transformative egalitarian education, due to lowering the traditional faculty-student power 

differential. For example, an approach to teaching and learning as partnership between students 

and faculty promotes strong social relationships for mutual social and academic benefit (Bryson & 

Hardy, 2016; Healey, Flint & Harrington, 2014).   

The contradictory nature of neoliberalism in higher education highlights the importance of 

addressing barriers to the opportunity it may afford. The manifestation of ACPH and observations 

of student behaviour akin to bullying perpetration, allude to student mental health issues, and or 

rational instrumental behaviour to satisfy gratification (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017; Swearer & 

Hymel, 2015). Both mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression, and rationalised 

entitlement to behave uncivilly, associate with psychosocial and behavioural characteristics of 

bullying perpetrators (Hong, Kral, & Sterzing, 2015; Swearer & Hymel, 2015). 

The bullying nature of ACPH, mental health risks to those targeted, and performativity oriented 

teaching and learning, indicate the dehumanising impacts of higher education consumerism on 

both faculty and students. These detrimental effects thus direct attention to seeking new ways for 

faculty to apprehend and address ACPH prevalence, its effects on mental health, and its impacts 

on pedagogy, for faculty and student mental health. New ways call for approaches to humanising 

faculty-student reconnection with each other and to pedagogy, for the mental health and good of 

individual, faculty, HEI and society (Hughes, 2017; Morris, 2015).   

In response  

This call leads to the authors’ conceptual exploration of self-compassion as a student-faculty 

reconnector, through humanising pedagogy, and as a contribution to mental health in higher 

education. As such, the authors seek to present this important body of work as an avenue for 

furthering understanding of how ACPH effects on faculty and student mental health can be 

mitigated. Self-compassion practice facilitates compassion for self and others, in adversity, and 
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engenders perceived coping ability as exceeding situational demands (Kross et al., 2014; Nielsen, 

Notelaers, and Einarsen, 2011). 

The authors commence with factors that assist workplace bullying manifestation and maintenance, 

and their application in a neoliberal HEI environment. Next is the examination of higher education 

student mental health, along with factors that may trigger ACPH behaviour. The authors then go 

on to argue the benefits of humanising higher education pedagogy, before introducing self-

compassion as a humanising strategy for faculty and higher education student mental health, and 

as a transformational value add to students’ higher education purchase. The case is then made for 

self-compassion as a practical, humanising pedagogical strategy for faculty-student reconnection 

and mental health, which offers a transformative complement to the higher education transaction. 

Workplace Bullying  

Manifestation and Maintenance 

The manifestation and maintenance of workplace bullying generates in sociostructures and or 

sociorelations (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004; Baillien, Neyens, De Witte, & De Cuyper, 2009; D’Cruz, 

2014). Sociostructural workplace bullying occurs where organisational structures, systems and 

processes, which may be shaped by industry specific demands, determine impersonal dyadic 

relations based on reporting lines (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004; D’Cruz, 2014). Sociorelational 

workplace bullying, which occurs when either stress within oneself, and or tension between oneself 

and others, associates with interpersonal incivility escalation (Baillien et al., 2009; D’Cruz, 2014). 

Salin (2013) identifies three sociostructural sources of workplace bullying. These sources are 

described as enablers or antecedents, for example policies and or human experience of negative 

affect; motivators or incentives, such as performance-based reward schemes that potentialise 

human experience of positive affect; and precipitators or triggers, such as acquisitions, downsizing 

and mergers (Salin, 2013). Einarsen et al., (2011) and Keashly and Harvey (2006) ascertain that a 

combination of such sociostructural enablers, motivators and precipitators, conducive to 

workplace bullying, constitutes the phenomenon of ‘organisation-as-bully’ and resulting potential 

negative consequences. 
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Identification of the enabler-motivator-precipitator group dynamic captures the sociostructural  

and sociorelational dimensions of workplace bullying that, in combination, constitute 

compounded bullying (D’Cruz, Noronha, & Beale, 2014; Mageroy, Lau, Riise, & Moen, 2008; 

Salin, 2013). Typical triggers of workplace bullying can include job insecurity, due to precipitating 

organisational change, role ambiguity and high workloads (Baillien & De Witte, 2009; Salin, 2013). 

Organisational climates and cultures wherein incivility is akin to the ‘cut and thrust’ of academia, 

are especially prone to workplace bullying manifestation and maintenance (Einarsen, Skogstad, 

Rorvik, Lande, & Nielsen, 2016). 

HEIs and workplace bullying 

Neoliberalism has necessitated HEIs adapt to the privatised, competitive, global and deregulated 

business of higher education (Ball, 2012; Patrick, 2013). The application of enabler-motivator-

precipitator grouping to neoliberal higher education can be conceived of as neoliberal acquisition 

and deregulation of higher education as a corporatised private, rather than social good (Naidoo & 

Williams, 2015). Such acquisition can enable market driven policies on accountability and 

performance to motivate human adoption of business-like approaches to individualised 

competitive advantage, known to drive destructive behaviour (Gilbert, 2009; Kromydis, 2017). 

The description of academics as ninjas, zombies and nervous wrecks alludes to the provocative 

and submissive victim behaviours synonymous with workplace bullying behaviour, to which 

capitalist based employment is prone (Akella, 2016; Beale & Hoel, 2011; Kim & Glomb, 2010). 

An example by Zabrodska et al., (2011), in the neoliberal higher education context, contends 

correlation between motivation to repute as academic talent and faculty peer workplace bullying.  

ACPH, in the student-as-consumer context, suggests a ‘value for money’ insistence associated with 

consumer sovereignty or customer rule (Ingleby, 2015; Redmond, 2010). The coincidence of 

ACPH, the neoliberal higher education student-as-consumer, and ‘value for money’ oriented 

depictions of higher education students as gratification entitled, indicate fee responsibility for 

higher education may be a driver of ACPH (Houghton, 2017; Nixon et al., 2018; Williams, 2016). 

This observation merits exploring the notion that descriptions akin to conveying consumer 

sovereignty, and the rise of ACPH, may be symptomatic of mental health impacts of student 

financial responsibility for and the academic stress of higher education, rather than illustrations of 
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narcissism (Bunce, Baird, & Jones, 2017; Pozos-Radillo, Preciado-Serrano, Acosta-Fernandez, 

Aguilera-Velasco, & Delgado-Garcia, 2014). 

Higher Education Student Mental Health 

Students enrolled in higher education institutions have been identified as an at risk sub-population 

for experiencing mental health issues (Fong & Loi, 2016). The mental health of higher education 

students can be impacted by factors such as financial issues, fear of performance failure, 

overidentification with stress, depression, burnout, sense of isolation and suicidal ideation (Neff, 

Hsieh, & Dejitterat, 2005; Pozos-Radillo et al., 2014; Rabon, Sirois, & Hirsch, 2017). Fee 

responsibility is noted for being a critical source of higher education student vulnerability to stress 

and mental health challenges, with some students perceiving their debt as a form of entrapment 

(Benson-Egglenton, 2017; Clark, Hordosy, & Vickers, 2017; Robson, Farquhar, & Hindle, 2017). 

The neoliberal oriented, human capital correlation between education investment and future 

productivity, places higher education student as human capital investor in the knowledge capital 

asset (Bunce et al., 2017; Laing & Laing, 2016). This placement occurs in the backdrop of the 

Fourth Industrial Revolution, a world of work unprecedented in exponential interoperability, 

connectivity and convergence, wherein any job subject to algorithmic formulation may be subject 

to automation (Doucet, Evers, Guerra, Lopez, Soskil, & Timmers, 2018; Whitmore, Agarwal, & 

Xu, 2015; Xu, David, & Kim, 2018;). Digital omniscience may instil little student consumer 

confidence in human capital investment return, and little perception of academic attainment as 

vocational, especially where subject allegiance is low (Naidoo & Williams, 2015; McGregor, 2011).  

The juxtaposition of higher education student as fee-indebted, human capital investor, the digital 

nature of the fourth industrial revolution workforce, and the intangibility of higher education 

student return on human capital investment expenditure, points to higher education students as 

powerless relative to exponential digitisation (Lemoine, Hackett, & Richardson, 2017; Levidow, 

2002). This relative powerlessness facilitates understanding of student self-interest prioritisation, 

and ACPH, as behaviours akin to the provocative rather than submissive bullying victim (Giroux, 

2015; Kim & Glomb, 2010). 

Descriptions of academics as ninjas, zombies and nervous wrecks, and higher education students 

as narcissists, exemplify the dehumanising influence of organisation-as-bully sociostructures on 
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workplace sociorelations. In the neoliberal HEI and ACHPH environment, the dehumanising 

effect of compounded bullying can impede faculty’s facilitation of pedagogy as an individually and 

socially transformational higher education experience, conducive to faculty-student reconnection 

and mental health (Kempenaar & Murray, 2016). Therefore, the transactional rather than 

transformational nature of learning and teaching points to the need for humanising pedagogy. 

Humanising higher education pedagogy 

Contemplative practices may offer an approach to humanising pedagogy for faculty-student 

reconnection with the transformational higher education experience, and support faculty and 

student mental health (Barbezat & Bush, 2014). Contemplative practices are designed to facilitate 

individually and socially transformative experiences that engage oneself in one’s humanity and 

consciousness development (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Hammerle, 2015). Practices include 

mindfulness and open communication, deep listening, and learning to facilitate heart and mind 

human connection within oneself and between oneself and others, for emotional intelligence 

development and cognitive flexibility (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Flores, 2017). 

Contemplative pedagogical practices, in developing human consciousness, can help students meet 

projected Fourth Industrial Revolution core competency demands. These projections focus on 

human competence in complex problem solving, creativity, emotional intelligence, negotiation and 

cognitive flexibility, to complement technological omniscience (World Economic Forum (WEF), 

2016). These essentially human core competencies are recognised as a Fourth Industrial 

Revolution Conceptual Age demand for human consciousness, spirituality and capacity for 

relationships that enhance communication, connection and belonging (Aburdene, 2005; Pink, 

2005).   

The development of these core competencies may both mitigate impact of skills instability, where 

technological disruption creates competency obsolescence and unemployment, which in itself, is 

associated mental health deterioration (Pharr, Moonie, & Bungum, 2012; Wilkinson & Pickett, 

2011). Therefore, humanising pedagogy may engage student-as-human-capital-investor due to its 

utilitarian value to workforce participation sustainability and so, reduce uncertainty of higher 

education investment return. In addition, engagement in humanising pedagogy may help mitigate 
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myriad, earlier cited mental health risks with which higher education students and faculty may be 

challenged (Fong & Loi, 2016; Neff et al., 2005; Rabon et al., 2017).  

Self-compassion for humanising pedagogy 

Self-compassion - An overview 

Self-compassion is a cognitive approach to non self-evaluative self-kindness that promotes 

identification with common humanity, rather than sense of isolation, and mindful acceptance of 

experience (Neff, 2003, 2009). As compassion for oneself, self-compassion helps to mitigate 

feelings of shame, self-blame, self-hatred and self-criticism, commonly associated with negative 

attribution, and has been found effective for general stress reduction and relationship maintenance 

(Allen & Leary, 2010; Baker & McNulty, 2011; Goss & Allan, 2014; Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 

2007). In addition, self-compassion promotes resilience in adversity due to developing capability 

for psychological distancing, down regulating fight-freeze-flight reactivity, and facilitating 

equanimity (Neff, 2003, 2009). 

Self-compassion and higher education students 

The impacts of self-compassion practice on transgressed, higher education students include 

decrease in catastrophic thinking and increase in taking an impersonal perspective (Leary et al., 

2007). These impacts reflect thought and behavioural equanimity correlative with self-

compassionate non-judgement, together with realistic positive perceptions of oneself, 

relationships and responsibility taking (Leary et al., 2007; Neff, 2003, 2009). More recent studies 

reaffirm positive association between higher education students’ self-compassion practice and 

emotion focused, coping strategies’ mastery (Neff et al., 2005). This mastery is conducive to 

mitigating the mental health issues commonly associated with higher education students, including 

stress, depression and burnout, fear of failure, sense of isolation, and overidentification with 

perceived adversity, and may offer protection against suicide ideation (Fong & Loi, 2016; 

Manavipour & Saeedian, 2016; Neff et al., 2005; Rabon et al., 2017). 

Self-compassion as a contemplative pedagogical practice 

Self-compassion is well poised as a contemplative pedagogical practice for human consciousness 

development through practices such as mindfulness, open communication and deep listening that 
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engages heart and mind (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Flores, 2017).  Student-faculty practice of self-

compassionate self-kindness can develop shame-free, cognitive flexibility conducive to 

communication, connection and compassion (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Barry, Loflin, & Doucette, 

2015). Shame-free cognitive flexibility can enable student and faculty to develop compassionate 

curiosity about one and others’ perceived inadequacies, and perceive the human frailty of common 

humanity (Neff & Germer, 2013). 

Self-compassionate practices enhance individuals’ emotional intelligence (Heffernan, Quinn 

Griffin, McNulty, & Fitzpatrick, 2010). Impacts of self-kindness practices, such as positive, 

realistic self-perception, contribute to intrapersonal or self-relationship development (Dahm, 

Meyer, Neff, Kimbrel, Gulliver, & Morissette, 2015; Gardner, 1983; Stellar, Cohen, Oveis, & 

Keltner, 2015). Identification with common humanity and compassionate curiosity contributes to 

interpersonal or social intelligence, while mindful acceptance helps transcendence of present 

moment adversity and reinterpretation of experience (Dahm et al., 2015; Gardner, 1983; Stellar, 

Cohen et al., 2015). The combination of emotional intelligence and contemplative pedagogy may 

facilitate a transformative student-faculty reconnection conducive to mental health (Flores, 2017; 

Pizutto, 2018; Zajonc, 2013).  

Enacting contemplative pedagogical practice 

In the HEI context, contemplative pedagogy can be enacted through practices prior to 

commencement of, during or on close of lectures, facilitated face-to-face or online. An example, 

prior to lecture commencement, is several minutes of silence with eyes closed, during which each 

wishes oneself and all others in attendance well. The practice of well-wishing can assist embrace 

of common humanity, downregulate reactivity and enable attentive engagement in teaching and 

learning. In addition or alternatively, journaling reflection on lecture content and personalising 

meaning of the learning experience, on lecture close, can deepen appreciation of pedagogy as a 

vehicle for professional and personal growth. While the range of contemplative pedagogical 

practices is vast, the foregoing evidence suggests those orienting towards self-compassion 

potentialise opportunity to reduce ACPH and enhance mental health. 

Future directions 
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This paper has centred on self-compassionate contemplative pedagogy as a way for faculty to 

apprehend and address the prevalence of ACPH, effects on mental health and impacts on 

pedagogy, in the interests of faculty and student mental health. The authors have argued ACPH as 

a form of workplace bullying requiring intervention to support higher education student mental 

health and that of HEI faculty. Higher education students’ practice of self-compassion 

demonstrates capability to enhance student mental health. This demonstration merits further 

research on student-faculty self-compassion practice, including potential to create a fall in ACPH 

and rise in higher education mental health. Self-compassion, as a contemplative pedagogical 

practice, potentialises individual and social transformation that leaves a positive mark for life.  
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