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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Clinical observations suggest that haptotherapy in water improves clients’ capacity to 
experience positive affect. Water is considered an affective affordance (Fuchs 2013); it is used to fa-
cilitate bodily awareness, and thus enhances awareness of embodied affectivity. As a result, touch can 
be used more subtly and sparingly in therapy, which may be beneficial for clients who have difficulties 
experiencing safety in closeness and with affective touch. The current study constructs and explores 
a method to make these observations researchable.

Methods: We hypothesized that improving sensory awareness will lead to experiencing more positive 
affect. We constructed a questionnaire to link base embodiment and field of affective resonance to 
experiencing specific affects such as vitality and existential feelings. Forty students of the STH Water 
completed this questionnaire before and after a learning event.

Results: The results indicate that the questionnaire was highly reliable, and that sensory awareness 
and positive affect had improved.

Discussion: The approach seems feasible for a subsequent research step using the questionnaire with 
different subjects, testing the model underlying the questionnaire, comparing the effects of hapto-
therapy in water with the effects of other haptotherapeutic interventions, and adding a therapy effect 
measurement.

Appendix: questionnaire (QWAM-22).

Keywords: sensory awareness, affect, haptotherapy in water
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n the Netherlands, a new therapeutic con-
cept emerged in the 1950s: haptonomy. 
Theoretically, it was based on the work of 
Merleau-Ponty, Buytendijk, Prick, Calon, 

Duynstee, and Terruwe, among others (Verhoeven, 
2013). The concept originated from Frans Veldman, 
who researched the principles of touch and feeling 
phenomenologically. He developed affective touch 
to appeal to our bodies-as-subjects (to be discrim-
inated from our bodies-as-objects). He considered 
our tactile sense as closely connected to our capac-
ity to feel and connect – to experience affect and 
share emotions (International Journal of Haptono-
my and Haptotherapy (IJHH),  (WIH), website July 
2021). 
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Haptonomy developed into a specific form of body 
and touch or contact-oriented therapy, called 
haptotherapy. It is based on the idea that develop-
ing awareness of bodily experienced affects, con-
nectedness, attachment, and autonomy allows 
for change, growth, and an increase of feelings of 
wellbeing (Klabbers, 2018, 2022; Wibbels-Pancras, 
2021). Its tools are conversation, affective touch, 
and experiential exercises as means to appeal to a 
client’s embodied, affective abilities.

In the context of haptotherapy, affective touch is 
a way of touching during which the therapist ex-
presses the intention to acknowledge, accept, and 
appreciate clients and their affects. Thus, clients 
are invited to acknowledge and experience affects 
in their body in a constructive manner. Touch may 
be used to improve awareness of how clients relate 
to others. It may help change patterns of respond-
ing to fear or stress, and, as a resource for further-
ing bodily awareness and connection, help improve 
resilience (Elbers, 2021).

A promising new approach within haptotherapy 
is haptotherapy in water. Water facilitates bodily 
awareness and thus enhances awareness of em-
bodied affectivity. As a result, touch can be used 
more subtly and sparingly. This may be especially 
beneficial for clients with control issues, trauma, 
and attachment problems, who have difficulty ex-
periencing safety in closeness and affective touch. 
Haptotherapy in water may help trigger and heal 
early childhood trauma. Being carried by, and in, 
warm water may invoke and address perinatal 
bodily memories.

There is currently extensive interest in embodi-
ment and affective touch within the fields of phe-
nomenology, empirical research, and therapeutic 
work. Our body provides us with a sense of self, 
other, and reality (Fuchs, 2013; Rathcliffe, 2012; 
Fugali, 2016; Körner, Topalinski, & Strack, 2015; 
Bekrater-Bodmann, Azevedo, Ainley, & Tsakiris, 
2020). Research shows that interoception code-
termines our capacity for homeostasis (Neto, Bi-
calho, & Bortolazzo, 2021). Touch influences our 
bonding with others (Ellingsen, 2014), our per-
formance and judgment of social situations, our 
hormonal balance, sleep, immune response, and 
experience of pain – in other words, our health and 
feelings of wellbeing. Additionally, touch can com-
municate intentions in a basic, direct way (Lin-
den, 2016; McGlone, Wessberg, & Olausson, 2014; 

Kraus, Huang, & Keltner, 2010; Ackerman, Nocera, 
& Bargh, 2010, as cited in Linden, 2016). According 
to Field et al. (2005), touch therapy has been not-
ed to have immediate and long-term effects on the 
body’s biochemistry, including decreased levels of 
the stress hormone cortisol, and increased levels 
of the neurotransmitters serotonin and dopamine, 
which play roles in mood regulation, movement, 
impulse control, and more.

As the subject of touch and its connection with the 
limbic and vagal systems became more widely re-
searched, touch also found its way into the treat-
ment of both physical and psychiatric conditions, 
cancer, psychological trauma, and autism spec-
trum disorders (Porges, 2009; Geller & Porges, 
2014; Ogden, 2006; Gene-Cos et al., 2016; Levine, 
2010; Brom et al., 2017; Van der Kolk, 2014; Field 
et. al, 2005; Krieger et al., 1979; Weze et al., 2007).

Research question
Experimental quantitative research in haptother-
apy is still relatively new (IJHH website July 2021), 
and has yet to be developed for haptotherapy in 
water. In this study, we aim to take a first step in 
this direction.

As within other body-oriented therapeutic ap-
proaches, awareness of sensory information and 
affect are considered linked (Price & Hooven, 
2018). Enhancing sensory awareness is thus con-
sidered one of the basic working mechanisms in 
body-oriented therapy (Tarsha, Park, & Tortura, 
2019). Haptotherapy in water operates from the 
same assumption, and our research question based 
on this link asks: Does haptotherapy in water en-
hance sensory awareness and the experiencing of 
more positive affect?

To assess our research question, we construct-
ed a questionnaire in which we specified sensory 
awareness and positive affect. Below we illustrate 
how we derived this questionnaire from relevant 
literature and clinical observation. 

Constructing the questionnaire – 
affects 
The way affects are understood in haptotherapy 
appears closely related to the work of Fuchs (2013, 
2016), who explains that affects are not to be re-
garded only as inner individual states. Rather, they 
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are considered to be primarily shared states that 
we experience through inter-bodily affection; they 
are felt from the inside, but also visible in expres-
sion and behavior. For example, we feel our vi-
tality in our posture and movement, our anger in 
our body arousal. The resonance of affects in our 
bodies – in arousal, posture, and movement – is 
a simultaneous expression of affect. As such, our 
affects become externally perceivable and their 
expression produces an impression, by triggering 
corresponding or complementary bodily feelings in 
our interaction partners. Likewise, our interaction 
partners’ affects cause bodily feelings in our bod-
ies, and so on (after Fuchs 2013, also see Figure 1). 

Fuchs states: 

“We do not live in a merely physical world. 
The experiential space around us is always 
charged with affective qualities. We sense an 
interpersonal climate of atmosphere. Feelings 
emerge from situations, persons, and objects. 
Affective space is essentially felt through the 
medium of the body, which widens, tightens, 
weakens, trembles, shakes, etc.” (Fuchs, 2013)

According to Fuchs, the word affects denotes five 
different phenomena that differ from each other in 
qualities like directedness, propositional content, 
polarity, manner of awareness, duration, and per-
ceived distinctive cause, to name a few:

1) Vitality feelings

2) Existential feelings

3) Affective atmospheres

4) Moods

5) Emotions

Not only does phenomenology direct our attention 
to the inherently social character of affects, but 

experimental neuroscience suggests that mirror 
neurons are involved in understanding emotions 
(Motluk, 2008; Rizolatti & Caruana, 2017). Shared 
representations enable vicarious pain and vicarious 
touch (Gallese, 2018, 2005; de Vignemont, 2014).

From a body-oriented therapy perspective, posi-
tive affect may contribute to our ability to engage 
in processes of change (Stalikas & Fitzpatrick, 
2008; Coombs, Jones, & Coleman, 2002). In our 
study, we focus on vitality and existential feelings, 
which seem to be the most basic affects that color 
the way we experience ourselves in the world, as 
well as the way we experience the other affects. 

Vitality feelings

We consider feelings of vitality as non-intention-
al – they are not “about” anything. Here we agree 
with Fuchs (2013) that vitality seems related to fit-
ness and feeling healthy (de Jong-Bouwmeester, 
2016). It relates to experiencing internal vital pro-
cesses – and as such may be both sustained and 
periodic, but does not entirely coincide. Vitality is 
also associated with mental attitudes, like lust for 
life, motivation, and resilience (Strijk et al., 2015; 
De Jong-Bouwmeester, 2016). We agree with Fuchs 
(2013) that vitality appears as a continuum be-
tween two poles. 

We constructed “vitality” partly on Fuchs (2013), 
and partly on Vita-16 (Strijk et al., 2015), and the 
Subjective Vitality Scale (Ryan & Frederick, 1997) as 
found in De Jong-Bouwmeester (2016). These two 
questionnaires are reasonably well-researched. 
We thus considered vitality as a concept that can 
be measured on three dimensions, and added these 
ten questions to the instrument:

Figure 1:	Inter-affectivity

From Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 11(2), 2012, pp. 205-236, “The Extended Body:  
A case study in the neurophenomenology of social interaction,” by T. Froese and T. Fuchs.
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 ◼ Energy: the extent to which someone is feeling 
fit, energetic, calm, or tired.

 — I feel fit and energized

 — I feel active and purposeful

 — I am tired

 — I feel calm and relaxed

 ◼ Resilience: the degree of pain or discomfort, of 
feeling able to handle unexpected events well, 
of feeling that you can take on the world.

 — I suffer from pain or discomfort

 — I feel like I can take on the world

 — I now feel that every experience in life will 
make me stronger

 — I now feel I can handle unexpected events 
well

 ◼ Motivation: the extent of feeling motivated to 
take on challenges and feeling energized by 
plans for the future.

 — Next week I will immediately take on a new 
challenge

 — I get energized by my plans for the future

Existential feelings

The term existential feelings was first used in 2005 
by Ratcliffe, who was concerned with making sense 
of altered experiences of reality in states of depres-
sion. He used the concept to name feelings that are 
not intentional, like emotions or moods; feelings 
that are somehow related to our felt sense of be-
longing to the world, to our sense of reality; and 
affective experiences that constitute how we locate 
ourselves in the world and with other people. As 
such, these feelings permeate all our experienc-
es, thoughts, and activities. They are essentially 
feelings of possibility – what can possibly be felt, 
and how one can be in the world with oneself and 
others, etc. (Ratcliffe, 2012).  For our purposes. and 
loosely following Fuchs (2013), we measure exis-
tential feelings on the following dimensions, add-
ing nine items to the questionnaire:

 ◼ Affectability or affective potential: the degree to 
which you are capable of experiencing affects 
and to what extent you feel present, open, and 
lively

 — I feel present

 — I feel a lot of space (openness, freedom) in 
myself

 — I feel lively

 ◼ Connectedness with self / feeling in harmony with 
self: the degree to which you have faith in your-
self, feel good about yourself and your life

 — I have faith in myself

 — I feel good about myself and my life

 ◼ Connectedness with the world (others) / feel-
ing in harmony with others: the degree to which 
you feel involved and at home with others, or 
in need of control of your environment and the 
opinions of others

 — I now feel involved in my environment

 — I feel at home in this company

 — I leave nothing to chance

 — I wonder what others will think of me

Constructing the questionnaire – 
bodily awareness 

Field of affective resonance

Water contact can be both a physical and affective 
means of being in contact with ourselves and with 
others. Water becomes an affective medium both 
through the intrinsic qualities of the warm water 
itself and through explicit guidance. 

According to Scharstuhl, specific qualities of water 
appeal to us: 

“Water, especially warm water, can bring us 
in contact with our bodies: it encloses us like 
a second skin. The touch of water is so com-
plete that the connection with our tactile 
senses and our feelings is made instantly. The 
body softens and becomes receptive. There is 
also a physiological impact; pleasantly warm 
water has a subduing effect on the involun-
tary vegetative nervous system, rendering us 
calm. The buoyancy of water makes us feel 
lighter and thus float. The amount of air we 
have in our lungs strengthens our buoyancy 
further. The water carries us (and also enables 
you to be carried by others quite easily).  Due 
to the hydrostatic pressure,  water also has a 
supportive quality. Because of this pressure, 
which causes the pressure of the water to be 
equally divided over all parts of our bodies, 
we feel the water very evenly and uniformly. 
Water supports and surrounds us and keeps us 
balanced.” (Scharstuhl 2020a: Scharstuhl, van 
Banning, 2020b) 

Eleonore ten Thij, Moniek van Slagmaat, Truus Scharstuhl
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Typically, a haptotherapy session in water starts 
with specific basic guidance that aims to further 
two types of sensory awareness: awareness of the 
field of affective resonance, and base embodiment. 
It generally includes four steps:

1. Direct the client’s interoception, and the affects 
that are conveyed.

2. Enhance the client’s proprioception and exter-
oceptive awareness of the qualities of the space 
surrounding them and the feelings these de-
note.

3. Direct the client’s awareness of the inter-af-
fectivity that the qualities of this surrounding 
space facilitate, and how this contributes to the 
client’s (inner) movements and the meaning 
they attribute to the interaction. Therapists also 
activate their field of affective resonance. As a 
result, clients are also, by means of embodied 
inter-affectivity, implicitly guided to activate 
their affective field of resonance (See Figures 1 
and 2).

4. Help the client get awareness of base embodi-
ment (see below).

Fuchs (2013, 2016) argues that the body serves as 
the medium of our affective engagement in a given 
situation. Actions, feelings, and emotions are visi-
ble through our bodily expressions. Intercorporal-
ity and interaffectivity emerge when the bodies of 
several individuals are intertwined in a process of 
bodily resonance. 

Similarly, neuroscientific research assumes that 
mirror neurons help us to experience and under-
stand other people’s actions, emotions, and sen-

sations. Innamorati, Gallese, Ebisch, and Saggino 
(2019) show that vicarious experience – the phe-
nomenon of intersubjective emotion, which con-
sists of participating in the emotion of another 
through affective responses to the other’s emo-
tional state – describes a fundamental quality of 
empathy and social understanding. Keysers, Kaas, 
and Gazolla (2010) show that similarly, soma-
tosensory input is probably linked to our visual and 
auditory social perception. 

In haptotherapy, when participating fully and au-
tonomously in this interaffectivity, it is important 
to discern between sensing and feeling our own ac-
tions, sensations, emotions, and those of the peo-
ple surrounding us. Therefore, we help clients de-
velop an awareness of sensations stemming from 
their own experiences, and those stemming from 
others’ experiences – their vicarious sensations. 
Grouped together, we call interoception, extero-
ception, proprioception, and vicarious sensations 
the field of affective resonance (FAR). Originally the 
technical term ‘transsensus’ was used in hapto-
therapy meaning the haptic capacity to be percep-
tively and affectively aware of others in the space 
around you (Veldman, 2007). We instead use field 
of affective resonance to align with the terminology 
borrowed from Fuchs to denote these three modes 
of sensory awareness, together with the peri-per-
sonal space in which people are aware of their mu-
tual vicarious feelings. 

The basic guidance aims to raise awareness of wa-
ter as an affective affordance (Fuchs, 2016, see Fig-
ure 2) that furthers a client’s FAR. 

“They become aware of the warm water en-
hancing their sense of boundaries. On the one 

Figure 2:	Water	as	an	affective	affordance	for	embodied	inter-affectivity
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hand, this results in elucidating and inten-
sifying their interoception, more than what 
they sense in themselves outside the water. 
They tend to feel more ‘collected’, more as a 
whole, or more complete. On the other hand, 
this results in being more aware of the wa-
ter that envelops them. They are more aware 
of their skin, and thus of how they move. The 
more they are aware of the water space envel-
oping them, the less they feel hindered by the 
counter pressure of the water, and the more 
the hydrostatic pressure allows them to move 
smoothly; they move ‘with’ the water, instead 
of against it.” (Scharstuhl, 2020a)

Additionally, the movement of the water contrib-
utes to the awareness of how they experience oth-
ers in their water space. They experience the water 
physically and inter-affectively embedding them 
(see Figure 2). As a result, they get a better sense of 
where other people are in relation to themselves, 
and how they could attune themselves to others. 
We assume that this enhanced sense of FAR in 
water (or aquatic field of affective resonance) will 
help further the awareness of the FAR outside the 
water.

With the help of an interview group of experienced 
haptotherapy in water instructors, we formulated 
eight items that query FAR.

 ◼ Interoception: the degree to which you can feel 
the surrounding space

 — I can sense my skin

 — I feel a little skittish

 ◼ Exteroception: the degree to which you are at-
tuned to the physical world outside yourself.

 — I can sense the space around me

 ◼ Proprioception: the degree to which you are 
aware of your position in space

 — I can sense the position of my body in this 
space

 — (I sense) I have clenched my jaws somewhat

 ◼ Vicarious sensations: the degree to which you are 
attuned to others in your peri-personal space.

 — I can sense where others are around me

 — I can sense how I can tune in to others

Constructing the questionnaire – 
base embodiment
Another point of attention in the basic instruction 
is invoking a feeling of being well-balanced phys-
ically, mentally, and emotionally. This experience 
of being well-balanced can invoke feelings of being 
at home with yourself, feeling secure, and being 
present in the moment. 

According to haptotherapists, feeling well-bal-
anced depends on how aware you are of the 
sub-abdominal and lower back area of your body, 
specifically the pelvic, iliac and hypogastric re-
gions. We call this base embodiment (Figure 3).

Veldman, the founder of haptonomy, stresses the 
importance of basic presence for representing au-
thenticity in relating to others. He describes it as 
expressing the way a person is present with the 
experience of the authentic fundamentals of one’s 
being in the world.

“Being present in one’s basis can be observed 
in muscle tone that allows for a coordinated, 
effective and smooth pattern of moving. Feel-
ing complete in one’s base corresponds to a 
person feeling secure, open and aware of her-
self.” (Veldman, Soler, 2013, p. 15) 

Since this research tries to differentiate between 
sensory information and affect – to examine 
whether they are indeed linked – we use the term 

Figure 3: Base embodiment through awareness of pelvic, 
iliac, and hypogastric regions

Eleonore ten Thij, Moniek van Slagmaat, Truus Scharstuhl
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base embodiment. We adhere to the technical defi-
nition of embodiment based on Niedenthal (2007): 
the perceptual, somatovisceral, and motoric expe-
riencing of feelings, emotions, and actions. 

In the basic guidance, helping clients become aware 
of how they embody their base consists largely in: 

 ◼ Directing client awareness to the buoyancy of 
water 

 ◼ Helping clients balance posture in water in such 
a way that clients are optimally aware of this 
area of their body

 ◼ Breathwork combined with movement from the 
lumbar regions

With the help of our interview group, we oper-
ationalized the notion of base embodiment by 
asking what it means to embody one’s base. Sub-
sequently, we compared our findings with those 
found in the literature.

The haptotherapists agreed about seven base em-
bodiment characteristics that could be categorized 
into three dimensions, with seven questions to add 
to the questionnaire. 

 ◼ Support: the degree to which you feels yourself, 
literally, supported

 — I feel close to myself

 — I can sense the chair / the earth supporting 
me

 — I am firmly standing on my legs

 ◼ Movement: the degree of moving smoothly, and 
as a whole

 — I am moving as a whole

 — I am moving smoothly

 ◼ Interoception base: the degree of awareness of 
one’s physicality as a subject, and calm breath-
ing

 — I am breathing calmly

 — I can sense my body (physical reactions) 
clearly

Methods

Participants

In this study, we focus on the effect of the basic 
sensory awareness and affect guidance. When a 
client engages in a water haptotherapy session, the 

therapist usually starts with a specific basic guid-
ance. Mastering basic guidance is an important 
part of the curriculum a haptotherapist must com-
plete to become competent in counseling in water. 
Both the first therapy session and the first module 
in the therapy curriculum are mainly dedicated to 
this basic guidance. Later sessions and modules 
generally begin with a shortened version of this 
guidance. We invited forty-two students from the 
Scholingscentrum voor Toegepaste Haptonomie in 
Water (STH Water) / School of Applied Haptonomy 
in Water to participate in this study. Students were 
at varying stages of training. Two students turned 
in incomplete questionnaires, which were excluded 
from the analysis.

The curriculum of the STH Water consists of six 
modules. The first module provides an extensive 
program on the basic guidance. Advanced modules 
follow human developmental phases of attach-
ment and autonomy, providing some specific pro-
cess work on these subjects. More extensive learn-
ing takes place in therapy sessions, and in applied 
collaborative learning within a network of thera-
pists. However, the basic guidance is part of every 
course and learning session.

Sixteen students (40%) came from the first module, 
eight (20%) from the second, nine (22.5%) from 
the fifth module, and seven students (17.5%) from 
the learning network. Most students, 95% (38), 
were female, the mean age was 57.6 (SD  =  6.26), 
and all had at least a degree in higher vocational 
education. All students were haptotherapists.

Instruments

We operationalized our key concepts by construct-
ing a 33-item questionnaire consisting of sev-
en-point Likert scales. The items were phrased as 
propositions. The Likert scales ranged from “I do 
not agree at all” to “I agree completely.” The ques-
tionnaire was randomized, avoiding a response 
bias by placing questions belonging to a specific 
concept together. The questions were based on lit-
erature study wherever possible, and clinical ob-
servations, as described above. For clinical obser-
vations, we interviewed two very experienced and 
two beginning haptotherapy-in-water instructors, 
all of them experienced haptotherapists. For the 
actual questionnaire, please refer to the appendi-
ces.

Water As An Affective Medium
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Procedure

At the beginning of the course / learning session, 
students were asked to participate in a research 
study on haptotherapy in water. Students were 
asked to complete a questionnaire before and af-
ter a course / learning session. The researcher was 
not present during these courses / learning ses-
sions. The questionnaire provided a short expla-
nation stating the objective of the study in general 
terms, and how to complete the questionnaire. Age 
and level of education were asked, but not names.  
Students participated voluntarily, and received no 
reward for participating

Data Analysis

We used the open source and cross-platform JASP 
Team (2022) to conduct statistical analysis. Ques-
tions containing a negation were recoded before 
entering the statistical analysis.

For reliability analysis, we used Cronbach’s Alpha, 
McDonald’s Omega, and Guttman’s Lambda-2. Al-
though Cronbach’s Alpha is quite commonly used 
in research, methodological literature criticizes it 
as a measure of reliability (Sijtsma, 2009; Crutzen 
& Peters, 2015; Mcneish, 2017). Therefore, we offer 
all three scales here.

We then used the paired samples t-test, which 
compares the mean values of two measurements, 
to examine the relationships between pre- and 
post-session values of the variables.  

Consecutively, we used Spearman’s correlations 
test to examine coherence within and between the 
two measurements, or, in other words, the link 
between awareness of sensory information and af-
fect. 

Results

Reliability

As we can see in Table 1, the reliability of the ques-
tionnaire was very good.

Hypothesized effect of 
haptotherapy in water 

We hypothesized that the basic instruction of hap-
totherapy in water increases clients’ vitality, pos-
itive existential feelings, base embodiment, and 
field of affective resonance.

To test this hypothesis, we first added up the val-
ues of the variables (answers to the questions) of 
each concept (or subscale) and compared pre- and 
post-session values:

We then used the paired samples t-test, which 
compares the mean values of two measurements, 
to examine the significance of the relationships 
between pre- and post-session values of the var-
iables. 

Table 2 shows the general tendency of the data. Ta-
ble 3 shows that our tentative hypothesis appears 
confirmed.

Link between awareness of  
sensory information and affect

As we can see in Table 4, there is a strong positive, 
highly significant correlation between:

 ◼ Base Embodiment and Existential  
(rS = 0.77, p < 0.001);

 ◼ Base Embodiment-2 and Existential-2 
(rS = 0.812, p < 0.001);

 ◼ Base Embodiment-2 and FAR-2  
(rS = 0.734, p < 0.001). 

Estimate McDonald’s ω Cronbach’s α Guttman’s λ2

Point estimate 0.912 0.912 0.919

95% CI lower bound 0.873 0.864 0.872

95% CI upper bound 0.952 0.946 0.949

Note: Of the observations, pairwise complete cases were used. CI = confidence interval

Table 1.	Frequentist	Scale	Reliability	Statistics

Eleonore ten Thij, Moniek van Slagmaat, Truus Scharstuhl
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There was a mediocre positive, strongly significant 
relationship between:

 ◼ Existential and Vitality (rS = 0.664, p < 0.001);

 ◼ Base Embodiment and Vitality  
(rS = 0.505, p < 0.001);

 ◼ FAR and Existential (rS = 0.587, p < 0.001); 

 ◼ FAR and Base Embodiment (rS = 0.587, p < 0.001);

 ◼ Existential-2 and Vitality-2 (rS = 0.648, p < 0.01);

 ◼ Base Embodiment 2 and Vitality-2  
(rS = 0.559, p < 0.001);

 ◼ FAR-2 and Existential-2 (rS = 586, p < 0.001).

There was a weak positive significant relationship 
between FAR and Vitality (rS = 0.447, p = 0.004) and 
between FAR-2 and Vitality-2 (rS = 0.315, p = 0.048). 
There are no significant correlations between the 
pre-and post-session values of the variables; the 
two measurements are clearly distinguished. This 
indicates that there indeed might be a relationship 
between sensing your body and experiencing af-
fect, as is supposed in haptotherapy in water.      

Discussion
Our aim with this study was to make the effect of 
haptotherapy in water researchable; does hapto-
therapy in water improve the capacity to feel – to 
expand sensory awareness – and to experience 
positive affect?

Our approach indeed seems promising. It seems to 
confirm that sensory awareness is linked to experi-

encing affect, one of the basic assumptions of hap-
totherapy and other body psychotherapy approach-
es, which is already confirmed in previous research 
(Ciofi, 1991; Kitayama, 1991; Mehling et al., 2009; 
Price & Hooven 2018; Linzarini et al., 2021). More 
specifically, it indicates that base embodiment and 
field of affective resonance are linked to feelings of 
vitality and positive existential affect. It also sug-
gests that the basic instruction of haptotherapy in 
water helps ameliorate both affects. This is relevant 
to both haptotherapists and their clients. The bet-
ter the haptotherapist’s capacity to feel, the better 
they may help clients become aware of what they 
feel. If enhanced awareness of sensory information 
increases positive affect, clients may thus be more 
able to engage in processes of change (Fitzpatrick & 
Stalikas, 2008; Coombs, Jones, & Coleman, 2002).

However, it is too early to draw this conclusion, 
since the sample was too small to test the model 
contained in the questionnaire. Moreover, the re-
sults of this study may have been affected by some 
bias. Although the basic instruction is part of every 
course, the courses also differ from each other. We 
used a sample of convenience, instead of a random 
one. We constructed a questionnaire to operation-
alize specific ways of feeling and specific affects. 
The questionnaire turned out to be highly reliable, 
in relation to the sample of haptotherapists. Al-
though we did not use specific jargon, haptother-
apists are schooled to ask and answer questions 
about feeling and affect. Future research is neces-
sary to investigate if the questionnaire is also reli-

N Mean SD SE

Vitality 40 46.025 7.213 1.140

Vitality-2 40 54.200 7.680 1.214

Existential 40 45.375 6.997 1.106

Existential-2 40 54.000 5.542 0.876

Base embodiment 40 35.825 5.602 0.886

Base embodiment-2 40 43.725 3.883 0.614

FAR 40 38.075 4.281 0.677

FAR-2 40 45.175 3.734 0.590

Table 2. Descriptives
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Measure 1 Measure 2 t df p Mean SE Cohen’s d 

Vitality – Vitality-2 –5.213 39 < .001 –8.175 1.568 –0.824

Existential – Existential-2 –6.320 39 < .001 –8.625 1.365 –0.999

Base embodiment – Base embodiment-2 –7.906 39 < .001 –7.900 0.999 –1.250

FAR – FAR-2 –7.189 39 < .001 –7.100 0.988 –1.137

Note:  Student’s t-test.

Table 3.	Paired	Samples	T-Test:	significant	differences	pre-test	and	post-session	conditions

Variable Vi
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lit
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t
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R
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ta
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2

Ex
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2
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2

FA
R

-2

1. Vitality rS —

p —    

2. Existential rS 0.664 *** —

p < .001 —    

3. Base embodiment rS 0.505 *** 0.777 *** —

p < .001 < .001 —   

4. FAR rS 0.447 ** 0.558 *** 0.587 *** —

p 0.004 < .001 < .001 —   

5. Vitality-2 rS 0.038 –5.179e4 –0.010 –0.062 —

p 0.818 0.997 0.953 0.703 —  

6. Existential-2 rS –0.032 0.237 0.134 –0.117 0.648 *** —

p 0.845 0.141 0.410 0.472 < .001 —  

7. Base embodiment-2 rS 0.125 0.288 0.202 –0.217 0.559 *** 0.812 *** —

p 0.443 0.071 0.212 0.178 < .001 < .001 —

8. FAR-2 rS 0.215 0.243 0.168 –0.120 0.315 * 0.586 *** 0.734 *** —

p 0.183 0.130 0.299 0.460 0.048 < .001 < .001 —

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; p = p-value, rS = Spearman’s ρ

Table 4. Spearman’s Correlations: link between sensory awareness and affect
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able in random (client) samples. Further research 
may show whether parts of the questionnaires can 
be used to guide clients in their awareness of base 
embodiment and field of affective resonance, and 
to assess treatment effect. Other body awareness 
questionnaires seem either too general for our 
purposes (Shields, Mallory, & Simon, 1989) or not 
adapted to specific capacities to feel, relevant to 
haptotherapy and haptotherapy in water (Mehling 
et al., 2009).

When we look at the outcome of the correlation 
analysis, the results seem almost perfect. The re-
sults may have been partially influenced by a com-
bined recall and expectancy bias. The time between 
the first and second completion of the question-
naire was about four and a half hours on average. 
Students may have had some memory of how they 

had answered some of the questions earlier. How-
ever, since the instrument contained 33 questions, 
we expect this effect to be limited.

Nevertheless, we think we are justified to consid-
er our approach adequate to use in an experimen-
tal design that allows us to compare the effects of 
the basic instruction of haptotherapy in water with 
the effect of other haptotherapeutic interventions, 
or of other activities in water. Further research 
should thus assess a causal relationship between 
haptotherapy in water, enhanced sensory aware-
ness, and experiencing more positive affect. Also, 
it should assess whether this form of therapy con-
tributes to a more lasting improvement of the ca-
pacity to feel, or the extent to which it brings about 
positive outcomes in the treatment of specific cli-
ent groups.
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Appendix

Questionnaire water as affective medium (QWAM-22). In our research, the Dutch version was used.

1. I feel fit and am energized

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

2. I have faith in myself

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

3. I am moving as a whole

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

4. I can sense the space around me

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

5. I feel active and purposeful

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

6. I (now) feel involved in my surroundings

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

7. I am firmly standing on my legs

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

8. I suffer from pain or discomfort

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely
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9. I feel present

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

10. I feel close to myself

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

11. I can sense my skin

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

12. I feel I can take on the world

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

13. I am tired

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

14. I can sense where the others around me are

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

15. I feel a lot of space (openness, freedom) in myself

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

16. Next week I will immediately take on a new challenge

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

17. I feel at home in this company

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely
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18. I am breathing calmly

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

19. I feel a little skittish

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

20. I leave nothing to chance

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

21. I now feel that every experience in life will make me stronger 

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

22. I am moving smoothly

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

23. I can sense the position of my body in this space

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

24. (I sense) I have clenched my jaws somewhat

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

25. I feel calm and relaxed

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

26. I feel lively

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely
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27. I can sense how I can tune in to others

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

28. I can sense the chair / the earth supporting me

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

29. I can sense my body (physical reactions) clearly

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

30. I wonder what the others will think of me

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

31.  I feel good about myself and my life

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

32. I get energized by my plans for the future

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

33. I now feel I can handle unexpected events well

|________|________|________|________|________|________|________|

I do not agree at all I agree completely

Water As An Affective Medium


