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Abstract
Environmental influences affecting individuals today are turbulent, which is to say that they 
are complex and rapidly shifting. Value loss, aimlessness, and loss of direction were described 
by Andorka Rudolf, drawing on the ideas of Émile Durkheim (Durkheim 1893), as anomie 
(Andorka 2006). Because of these circumstances, attempts to plan one’s way of life have be-
come an increasingly complex task for members of the younger generations (Székely – Kovács 
2022). Another factor has also emerged: communication networks have become integrated with 
problem-solving processes, which has led, partly through language, partly through paradigmatic 
patterns, to schematic forms in social media. Adapting to linguistic (relational–strategic) sche-
mas and models has become an important tool for success and for integration into peer small 
groups. “Self-images” therefore develop under the pressure of feedback, forming part of a kind 
of self-referential cycle whose foundation is communication. Based on the 2021 data collection 
of the “Hungarostudy” research series, we present, within a sociological-theoretical context, the 
interrelations among psychological factors of the Hungarian population, specifically stress, so-
cial support, and coherence. We do so by embedding these concepts in the holistic social theory 
of Niklas Luhmann, assuming (though not substantiating) their relationship to the digitalization 
outlined below.

1	  We would like to take this opportunity to thank Professor András Karácsony for his critical remarks and suggestions 
concerning the study. The text was proofread and translated by Dr. Thomas Cooper, Professor at Karoli Gaspar 
University, Budapest. Former Assistant Director of the Institute for Comparative Literature and Society at Columbia 
University. We would also like to thank the Kopp Mária Institute for Demography and Families for its support in 
providing the data collected by Hungarostudy Research in 2021.
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1. A Holistic Approach to Health
Health is not merely the absence of disease. It is, rather, a state of complete physical, mental, 
and social wellbeing that enables the successful management of the challenges of everyday life 
(World Health Organization 2020). Thus, in everyday terms, health is a dynamic, self-ref-
erential state linked to one’s subjective life situation, reflecting our physical, psychological, and 
social capacity to meet demands, and it is based on self-evaluation. A person who considers 
themselves healthy, even if their condition cannot be described as the absence of illness, but 
who is able to demonstrate and maintain an acceptable physical, social, societal, and prob-
lem-solving level within their community, as they themselves perceive it, is in fact in a state that 
can be described as social wellbeing. Self-rated health fundamentally determines health-related 
prospects, including recovery, therefore the lack of insight into illness is an obstacle to healing, 
while acknowledging illness is an opportunity which in many cases involves cooperative and 
voluntary behavior carried out through in-depth communication (Rosenberg 1965). One’s state 
of health is therefore based on comparisons and internal convictions, and on awareness of its 
potential, that is, the limits of its functioning.

One’s self-esteem and thus one’s evaluation of one’s own health is to a significant extent 
the result of communication processes. Accordingly, the following section reviews how one’s 
attitude toward the world, and the sense of coherence (Antonovsky 1987), influences social 
relationships and through them the possibility and realization of communication.

2.1. Communication and Self-Reference
Communication is the most fundamental tool of human interaction. When we think of interper-
sonal communication, after information is conveyed and understanding follows, communica-
tion will in some way influence our life situation and our behavior. Niklas Luhmann, a German 
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social philosopher of decisive importance, shared this insight. Luhmann termed his theory op-
erational constructivism (Luhmann, 1995). Drawing on the ideas of neurobiologists Humberto 
Maturana and Francisco Varela, Luhmann regarded the circular processes of communication as 
autopoietic, that is, self-producing (Maturana and Varela, 1972), through which social subsys-
tems are created by the communication operations characteristic of them. In this way, society 
differentiates. Practically operating autonomously, though in a closed manner, even a living 
cell, and similarly an institution functioning according to rules, is sensitive to stimuli from the 
external world that are relevant to it. This is what we call operational closure. However, this 
metaphor can also be extended to subsystems and to the smallest elements that can be examined. 
They construct themselves on the basis of external stimuli. This is what we call an autopoietic 
process. Niklas Luhmann’s theory is holistic, and the present study adopts a transdisciplinary 
perspective. It extends Niklas Luhmann’s theory to the subjectively experienced sense of health 
lived by individuals. Owing to the general character of this communication theory, it serves as 
an optimal explanatory tool through the interpretation of existence, which is part of phenome-
nological sociology, when examining social support, stress, coherence, and communication of 
overarching significance that “touches on and explains” existence itself. It is suitable for a better 
understanding of the generative nature of health (Karácsony 2025; Kopp 2008). In this sense, 
Luhmann’s operational constructivism has scarcely appeared in the medical sociological and 
social theoretical literature known to date.

2.2. Self-Reference
Communication is fundamentally a tool for problem solving, at least according to the theories 
in which the “agent,” understood as a self-referential system, confronts problems and seeks to 
resolve a given situation with its own capacities available at that time and place, in its given 
state. This extremely simplified concept of communication originates in the writings of Niklas 
Luhmann, one of the most influential theorists of recent decades. Max Weber, a key German the-
orist, gave critical momentum to the science of his time by placing “human action” at the center, 
which, although it adapts rationally to institutions, also takes human intuition into account (We-
ber 1922). The American sociologist Talcott Parsons emphasized the maintenance of the social 
system through the “unit act” of his analytical sociology (Parsons 1951). Niklas Luhmann, who 
had been familiar with Parsons since 1960, focused on the unit of communication and on the 
self-referential character of the actor. This line of thought only appears complex at first glance. 
After all, it cannot be doubted that communication can only respond to what precedes it, through 
which a narrow segment of its environment is changed according to intention and capacity. In 
the increasing complexity of the environment, Niklas Luhmann identified communication as 
an organizing principle, since growing differentiation is natural in the functional expansion of 
modern society, which undergoes a kind of evolution, while he avoided using the term develop-
ment (Karácsony 2023).

According to his theoretical thinking, communication begins with observation. An item of 
information comes to life, followed by understanding, and from this an adequate response is 
formed, yet these communications possess specific characteristics. Those that are connected, 
for example, to a legal topic have a particular relevance for the field of law. A given statement 
may be lawful or unlawful, which in Luhmann’s theory constitutes the binary code of the legal 
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subsystem. At this point, the legal subsystem of society incorporates, refutes, or confirms a giv-
en assertion and thus changes. For each social subsystem, Niklas Luhmann developed its own 
code, so communication emerging from mere observation exerts an effect on a smaller “slice 
of the world,” through which it adapts to its environment. Within its narrow segment, it is true, 
communication as the smallest observable phenomenon, by inventing itself, shapes the social 
environment in the direction toward which its own logic and environment naturally draw it. The 
brilliance of Niklas Luhmann’s theory lies in his description of social “evolution” as it applies 
to social subsystems and subsystems, and in the meaning he assigned to adaptation within com-
munication research.2

2.3. Self-Definition as a Product of Communication
Self-reflection on community platforms, the social contexts and legal, political, institutional, 
and community interpretations of which are also well known, is playing an increasingly impor-
tant role among the background factors of a healthy life. These background factors are based 
on biological and environmental conditions, factors related to nutrition, and learned patterns 
of socialization and behavior (Kopp 2008; Kovács 2006). In the past few years, radical chang-
es have taken place. These changes are continuous, yet the time span between the emergence 
of communication schemes and new paradigms across generations has become increasingly 
shorter. Self-reflection can be said to have “leveled up,” becoming a concept that appears more 
important than all previous background factors, including biological, social, and nutritional con-
ditions, which have also fundamentally shaped the social-consumer and political subsystems. 
This shift required a technological revolution and the transformation of repertoires of action 
and roles.

Self-definition as a product of communication exerts increasing pressure on social and po-
litical roles as well. Self-reflection therefore consists of a circulation of communications limited 
to a narrow topic, which may take the form of actions, words, or even neural impulses that are 
signal waves triggering chain reactions within the organism. If we think of interpersonal com-
munication, it is the dialogue of participants competing for the chance to speak. The stake of the 
outcome is the mutual acceptance of a valid statement by the debating parties. The articulated 
proposition can, of course, become a topic of discussion again, and this is how circularity is 
created.

The aforementioned rapidly unfolding technological revolution is in no small part the result 
of the following factors. On the one hand, the very existence of technological infrastructure, and 
on the other hand, the fact that this infrastructure and its applications are affordable for broad 
segments of society. The improvability of the interconnected algorithms that generate network-
ing and community formation, and that sustain their community-building capacity, is an impor-
tant consideration, as is the simplicity of their operation and the resulting ease of learning. The 
2	  “More recent theories (...) suggest that reality itself is self-referential, circularly constructed, and that observation 

of this aspect of it is unavoidable. As a consequence, interest has increased in so-called autopoietic systems, that 
is, systems that continuously recreate themselves and in doing so do not merely choose their mode of organization, 
meaning that they do not merely structure themselves, but even their constituent elements, their ultimate units, at-
oms, or individuals also constitute themselves as units. These systems – as if hovering above an indefinable, bound-
less, complex foundation – are formed from combinations of units that they themselves bring forth as cells, or neural 
impulses, or actions, or indeed as words. For this reason, following the proposal of Humberto Maturana and Francis 
J. Varela, these are referred to as autopoietic systems.” (Luhmann 1999).
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most compelling argument, however, is their novelty and the opportunity for high performers 
to gain advantages in shaping their self-image. On the interconnected channels of social media, 
their “paradigmatic schematizations” are in many cases invented and shaped by the users them-
selves, alongside industry developers.

The pace of their spreading variants, as mentioned earlier, is accelerating. This concept 
refers to the practice of schemes and patterns. In contrast to interpersonal communication, it 
also offers anonymity and invisibility, thereby providing risk-free conditions for those express-
ing opinions. Market actors possess a position of dominance, since they are the creators of the 
systems, yet their activity does not restrict the reality-shaping function of the “self-referential” 
concept of communication, it merely gives it a specific character. It offers new directions and 
changes the rhythm of transformations.3 Naturally, self-referential, individual subjective com-
munications are not determined solely by the processes outlined above, but the adaptation of 
personality is elevated to a new level.

2.4 Self-Image and Coherence
The development of new tools assigned to the shaping of self-image influences the sense of 
coherence. Drawing selectively from psychological concepts of the “self-image,” we identify 
several approaches that align closely with the image of a coherent member of a success-oriented 
community that provides support and is open to receiving help. Gordon W. Allport described 
the “self as subject,” or “proprium,” meaning the self, emphasizing that the self is not static but 
dynamic (Allport 1955). Related perspectives include the coherence of values and desires, and 
reflections on the sense of the “false self,” the multiple self, the phenomenal self, and the true 
self (Kohut 1971), as well as the notion of the ideal way of life understood as time devoted to 
the continuous pursuit of self-fulfillment (Adler 1927). Across these theories, the process of 
self-evaluation and the variability of attitudes and intentions constitute central elements.

2.5. Coherence and Social Support, Stress 
The concepts of self-image and coherence are dynamic and are constituted by circular com-
munications that form relationships between the individual and systems. They suggest a ho-
listic approach. From this point, we may consider the concept of “coherence” developed by 
Aaron Antonovsky (Sense of Coherence, SOC; Antonovsky, 1987:12). Coherence is related 
to the predictability of life events. For individuals characterized by a high level of coherence, 
3	  In connection with the “cell metaphor” proposed by Humberto Maturana and Francis J. Varela, it is worth raising 

two additional considerations that provide a more precise picture of the communicative character of self-referential 
response reactions. In interpersonal communication, it is clear that dialogue takes place within a context that is rele-
vant to the participants involved. In such cases, the participants discuss a question or merely touch upon it. According 
to Niklas Luhmann’s original theory, if the triad of “information, utterance, and understanding” does not come into 
being, communication cannot be said to occur. In such a case, responding to a stimulus has no meaning.
Maturana’s “cell” metaphor provides an opportunity to elaborate in greater detail on communications between a 
system and its environment. For example, one may ask what intensity of stimulus activates nerve cells, what the 
stimulus threshold is in a given situation, which may be socially dependent, what the intensity of the stimulus is, 
which can be understood as a metaphor for social tension, how familiar the perceived stimulus is, and whether ad-
aptation is therefore warranted, and in what mental, physical, and health-related state the individual encounters the 
stimulus, which may be referred to as the general condition. Industry developers have created a simple algorithm 
for the thematic filtering of stimuli. The so-called filter bubble renders only similar content visible, while the echo 
chamber leads users to regard the opinions of others as not real, a process that they moreover carry out on the basis 
of what they perceive as their own decision.
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changes occurring in the environment are comprehensible, acceptable, and structured. Such 
individuals strive to understand the meaning of life and to perceive the problems they face as 
solvable. The sense of coherence is a measurable orientation. Coherence also represents a spe-
cific model in that it assumes two distinct socialization programs in relation to encountered 
difficulties. One is “learned helplessness,” and the other is “learned resourcefulness.” In the 
latter case, tasks encountered by individuals are solvable through knowledge, psychosocial 
conditions, or external assistance that may be reciprocal. This process may even result in 
a form of personality development, increasing the likelihood of successfully solving other, 
more complex or differently structured tasks. This can be interpreted as an allegory of the pro-
cess of system differentiation. By contrast, learned helplessness becomes a fixed behavioral 
pattern through a series of unsuccessful attempts that are internalized as socialization stimuli, 
leading to the acquisition of a habit in which tasks may be abandoned and efforts relinquished. 
Richard Rahe refers to an instrument he calls the “meaning of life” questionnaire, which ex-
amines a concept very similar to coherence (Rahe –Tolles 2002), but also includes questions 
concerning the transcendent meaning of life, such as “I feel that my life is part of a larger 
plan” and “My values and beliefs guide my everyday life” (Skrabski et al., 2004; Skrabski 
et al., 2005). Social support, stress, and the sense of coherence are closely linked to circular 
communication processes that may mutually affirm or negate one another, yet still give rise 
to meaningful discourse between participants. These processes are self-referential, meaning 
that they reflect upon themselves and upon the changes that have occurred. Through them, 
individuals seek and shape their place in the world.

In our research, we sought to determine, on the basis of the results of Hungarostudy 2021, 
how indicators describing the sense of coherence are related to stress and social support, that 
is, to human relationships, and thus to what extent these factors may influence self-reflection as 
realized through communication processes.

3. Analysis

3.1. Methodology 
In our study, we used data collected in the Hungarostudy 2021 research project, which surveyed 
a sample of 7,000 respondents. Stress levels were measured using the 10 item version of the 
Perceived Stress Scale (PSS 10), coherence was assessed with the Sense of Coherence scale, 
and social support was measured using the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 
(MSPSS 10). Within the latter instrument, we also examined separately the subscales referring 
to support from friends, family, and significant others. The Hungarostudy survey conducted 
in 2021 is part of a research series that began in 1988, and a detailed description of the study 
design and the applied scales can be found in the book chapter by Susánszky and colleagues 
(Susánszky et al., 2022).

In the analysis, several questionnaire items were also used independently. From the Sense of 
Coherence scale, responses to two statements, “You doubt that your life has any meaning” and 
“You are at peace with your place in life,” as well as to the statement “It is necessary to seek 
explanations for the essential questions of life,” were examined. Response options included “not 
characteristic,” “characteristic,” and “fully characteristic.” In addition to the full scale, these 
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items were selected from the shortened SOC-7 scale because they suggest a demand for main-
taining life in a generalized, meaningful, and goal oriented manner. At the same time, they refer 
to a self referential attitude that builds on the interrelations between the individual agent and the 
environment, including tensions, predictability, and problem solving.4 In the following, we refer 
to these items collectively as questions related to the interpretation of existence.

In addition, we included in the analysis a question that refers both to social relationships and 
to interest in public affairs. The question “Please tell us how many people you know with whom 
you would discuss political or public issues” was used, and the reported number is referred to 
hereafter as the number of relationships.

For the examination of associations, we applied correlation analysis and logistic regression. 
The sense of coherence and the questions related to the interpretation of existence were treated 
as independent variables, while stress level, indicators of social relationships, and the number of 
relationships were treated as dependent variables. The analyses were conducted using the SPSS 
23 software package.

3.2 Correlation Analysis
In the first model, we examined the correlations among the variables, assuming that there are 
associations between the sense of coherence, the number of relationships, and responses to 
the questions related to the interpretation of existence. Based on the results, the relationship 
between the sense of coherence and stress is of moderate strength, with a negative coefficient 
(-0.46), meaning that individuals with a higher sense of coherence achieved lower scores on 
the stress level measure. The association between coherence and social relationships is some-
what weaker but still of moderate magnitude (0.33 to 0.42), and in this case the correlation is 
positive, indicating that a higher sense of coherence is associated with higher levels of social 
connectedness. The correlation with the number of relationships is also significant but weak 
(0.12), suggesting that respondents reporting a higher sense of coherence tend to have slightly 
more social ties.

A similar pattern can be observed for the two subitems of the coherence scale, although the 
associations are weaker in magnitude (stress: -0.36; social relationships: 0.26 to 0.33). In the 
case of the item “You doubt that your life has any meaning,” the relationship is weaker but still 
detectable. Here, since the item itself approaches the issue from a negative perspective, the sign 
of the correlation coefficients is naturally reversed. The association with the statement “It is nec-
essary to seek explanations for the essential questions of life” is also significant but negligible. 
Nevertheless, it is worth noting that among those for whom this statement is more characteristic, 
stress levels are slightly higher. In summary, it can be concluded that a more positive worldview 
is associated with lower stress levels and better social relationships, with the exception of the 
latter case.

4	  The participatory theory of communication, which places problem solving at the center of communication, was 
formulated by Özséb Horányi (Horányi 1999).
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  Stress 
Level

MSPSS 
family 
subscale

MSPSS 
friend 
subscale

MSPSS 
other 
subscale

MSPSS 
full scale 

Please tell us 
how many 
people you know 
with whom you 
would discuss 
political or pub-
lic issues.

Coherence -.462** .394** .335** .404** .415** .122**

1) You are at 
peace with 
your place in 
life.

-.361** .322** .260** .302** .327** .044**

2) You doubt 
that your 
life has any 
meaning.

.301** -.200** -.150** -.219** -.207** -.084**

3) It is 
necessary to 
seek expla-
nations for 
the essential 
questions of 
life.

.123** -.041** -.029* -.025*

Table 1. Correlation coefficients (Pearson) among the variables. Two asterisks indicate 
cases in which significance is < 0.01. One asterisk indicates cases in which it is less than 

0.05, and where no value is shown, the relationship is not significant.

3.3 Logistic regression
In addition to correlation analysis, we also applied logistic regression to examine whether the 
associations we hypothesized could be empirically demonstrated. Logistic regression requires 
the dichotomization of dependent variables, and in order to facilitate the interpretation of the 
results, the independent variables were also transformed into dichotomous form.

In the dichotomized version of the stress level (the PSS10 scale), respondents reporting low 
stress (≤ 7 points) were classified as stress free, while those with higher scores, up to a maxi-
mum of 40 points, were classified as belonging to the stressed category.

The MSPSS10 scale and its subscales were dichotomized at their median values (MSPSS10 
Family: 4.5; MSPSS10 Friends: 4.33; MSPSS10 Significant Others: 4.67; MSPSS10 total scale: 
4.5). Values below the median indicated low perceived support, while values above the median 
indicated high perceived support.

The Sense of Coherence scale was dichotomized at the mean value (9.7), with scores below 
the mean indicating low coherence and scores above the mean indicating high coherence.
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For the statements “You doubt that your life has any meaning,” “You are at peace with your 
place in life,” and “It is necessary to seek explanations for the essential questions of life,” re-
spondents who selected option 1 (not characteristic) formed one category, while those who select-
ed options 2 or 3 (characteristic or fully/very characteristic)” 2 (characteristic) or 3 (fully charac-
teristic) formed the comparison category.

In the case of the question “Please tell us how many people you know with whom you would discuss 
political or public issues,” one category included respondents who reported knowing at least one such 
person, while the other category consisted of those who reported having no such acquaintances.

Not characteristic Characteristic or very 
characteristic 

You doubt that your life has any 
meaning. 55% (3809) 45% (3057)

You are at peace with your place in 
life. 9% (619) 91% (6371)

It is necessary to seek explanations 
for the essential questions of life. 25% (1768) 75% (5175)

You know someone with whom you 
would discuss political or public 
issues.

49% (2938) 51% (3072)

Low level of support High level of support 
MSPSS family subscale 49% (3432) 51% (3523)

MSPSS friend subscale 52% (3587) 48% (3323)
MSPSS significant others subscale 51% (3531) 49% (3437)
MSPSS full scale 50% (3443) 50% (3440)

No stress Some stress
Stress scale 41% (2855) 59% (4096)

Table 2. The distribution of categories of the dichotomized variables as proportions of 
respondents.

In logistic regression, probabilities are calculated for the two values of the dichotomous 
dependent variable on the basis of the independent variables. This probability, expressed as the 
odds ratio (Odds Ratio, OR), indicates how many times greater or smaller the likelihood is for 
members of the examined group to belong to the other category compared to a designated ref-
erence group. To determine statistical significance, a 95 percent confidence interval (95 percent 
CI) and a p value were also calculated. The condition for statistical significance was that the 
confidence interval should not include the value 1. In our table, the reference category is always 
the absence category of the given variable. Three asterisks indicate significance < 0.001, two 
asterisks indicate < 0.01, and one asterisk indicates < 0.05.
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Stress level low OR (95% CI)  
Coherence
(reference category: below average)
Coherence above average 3.02*** (2.67 - 3.42)
You doubt that your life has any meaning.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)  

Not characteristic 1.84*** (1.63 - 2.06)
You are at peace with your place in life.
(reference category: not characteristic)  

Characteristic or very characteristic 2.96*** (2.29 - 3.82)
It is necessary to seek explanations for the essential questions of 
life.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 2.74*** (2.41 - 3.12)

Table 3: Odds ratios for the likelihood of low stress levels based on responses to the 
questions.

Table 3 shows that in the case of above average coherence, the likelihood of a low stress 
level is three times higher compared to those reporting lower levels of coherence, similarly to 
individuals who are at peace with their place in life. Among those who attribute significance to 
their life, the likelihood is almost twice as high. In the case of the final question, which indicates 
openness to seeking explanations for the essential questions of life, the results show that re-
spondents who are concerned with these issues are almost three times more likely, with an odds 
ratio of 2.74, to belong to the higher stress category.

Social support within the family above the median  
Coherence
(reference category: below average)
Above average coherence 2.85*** (2.53 - 3.20)

You doubt that your life has any meaning.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 1.81*** (1.62 - 2.03)
You are at peace with your place in life.
(reference category: not characteristic)

 

Characteristic or very characteristic 1.95*** (1.58 - 2.41)
It is necessary to seek explanations for the essential questions of life.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 2.05*** (1.80 - 2.32)
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Social support from friends above the median  
Coherence
(reference category: below average)
Above average coherence 2.40*** (2.14 - 2.70)
You doubt that your life has any meaning.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic.)

 

Not characteristic 1.46*** (1.31 - 1.63)
You are at peace with your place in life.
(reference category: not characteristic.)

 

Characteristic or very characteristic 1.91*** (1.55 - 2.35)
It is necessary to seek explanations for the essential questions of life.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 1.62*** (1.44 - 1.83)

Social support from other persons above the median  
Coherence
(reference category: below average)
Above average coherence 3.34*** (2.96 - 3.77)
You doubt that your life has any meaning.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 2.00*** (1.79 - 2.24)
You are at peace with your place in life.
(reference category: not characteristic)

 

Characteristic or very characteristic 1.47*** (1.19 - 1.81)
It is necessary to seek explanations for the essential questions of life.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 2.37*** (2.08 - 2.70)

Total social support scale above the median  
Coherence
(reference category: below average)
Above average coherence 2.81*** (2.50 - 3.16)
You doubt that your life has any meaning.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 1.59*** (1.42 - 1.78)
You are at peace with your place in life.
(reference category: not characteristic)

 

Characteristic or very characteristic 1.85*** (1.50 - 2.28)
It is necessary to seek explanations for the essential questions of life.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 1.95*** (1.72 - 2.22)
Table 4: Odds ratios for the likelihood of above median social support based on respon-

ses to the questions.
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In the case of social support, a similar pattern can also be observed (Table 4). A higher 
sense of coherence is associated with a significantly greater likelihood of high social support. 
This likelihood is highest, with an odds ratio of 3.34, for support received from other persons, 
and lowest, though still nearly two and a half times higher at 2.40, for support received from 
friends. Across the social support indicators, it is also evident that among those who consider it 
important to seek explanations for the essential questions of life, levels of support are lower in 
all groups.

You know someone with whom you would discuss political or pub-
lic issues.

 

Coherence
(reference category: below average)
Above average coherence 1.39*** (1.24 - 1.56)
You doubt that your life has any meaning.
(reference category: characteristic or very characteristic)

 

Not characteristic 1.27*** (1.14 - 1.42)

Table 5. Odds ratios for having someone with whom one can discuss public and political 
issues, based on responses to the questions.

Among respondents who reported having at least one person with whom they can discuss 
public and political issues, no significant association was found with some of the explanatory 
variables. However, individuals with an above average sense of coherence were 39 percent 
more likely to belong to this group, and among those who consider their lives to be important in 
some respect, the likelihood was 27 percent higher.

4. The interrelationships between sense of coherence and 
communication/self-reflection
Phenomenological sociology is the scientific field concerned with the study of wellbeing 
through the examination of everyday life as social and subjective living conditions. Owing to its 
communicative nature, the questions posed in this line of research can hardly be separated; each 
of them contributes to simplifying the existential interpretive dilemmas of imagined discourses 
and to the stronger integration of personality within chosen communities. For example, among 
respondents who tended to agree more strongly with the statement “It is necessary to seek expla-
nations for the essential questions of life,” a higher level of stress was observed, even if only to a 
small extent. At the same time, it can be established that a more positive worldview is associated 
with lower stress levels as well as better social relationships.

Among those who understand social structures and are able to navigate them successfully, 
typically good problem solvers who generally report higher levels of sense of coherence, a low-
er probability of elevated stress levels is characteristic when compared to those reporting a low-
er level of coherence. With regard to the final question, results consistent with our preliminary 
hypothesis were obtained when respondents indicated openness toward seeking explanations 
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for the essential questions of life; it can be observed that those who are preoccupied with such 
questions were classified into the category characterized by higher stress levels with nearly 
threefold odds (2.74).

With a higher sense of coherence, the likelihood of high social support is significantly in-
creased. This likelihood is highest (3.34) in the case of support received from other persons and 
lowest, though still nearly two and a half times higher (2.40), in the case of support received 
from friends. A surprising finding was that, even in the indicators of social support, it is evident 
that among those who consider it important to seek explanations for the essential questions of 
life, support is lower across all groups.

As long as such rapid and unpredictable (turbulent) changes in the environment had not 
emerged in the context of interpersonal communication or intermediate forms of publicity, 
whether referring to communication between a speaker and an audience or to mass commu-
nication that characterizes the relationship between a medium and an audience incapable of 
responding, the communicating agent within this environment could, in the absence of the 
above-mentioned new technologies, more easily strive to estimate the foreseeable extent of 
social support, potential stressors, and overall sense of coherence. This is because human beings 
strive for predictability over the course of their lives. The level of stress and social support is 
capable of influencing a complex existential interpretive enterprise in essential components of 
the sense of coherence. It functions like a protective wall behind which one may retreat in the 
presence of doubt, self-blame, and distrust. These doubts may be cognitive in nature, but they 
also generate emotional responses related to our communal roles, self-image, and self-esteem. 
Through the concept of circular self-reflection, Niklas Luhmann’s holistic social philosophy has 
provided a relevant analytical framework for the study of bio-psycho-social health, permitting 
the outcomes of communicative responses to external stimuli to be represented as a process.

5. The role of artificial intelligence in communication 
processes
Discussion of artificial intelligence, which creates the illusion of decisions, emotions, and social 
relationships (Artificial Intelligence, AI), including its methods and operating principles, such 
as large language models, has become unavoidable today due to its current impact. This is all the 
more so because a particularly close relationship exists between Niklas Luhmann’s operational 
constructivism and AI-based solutions.

5.1 Parallels between large language models and Niklas Luhmann’s social 
theory

Human patterns of behavior are being influenced with increasing intensity by new technol-
ogies. Large language models (LLMs) are capable of generating decision-making situations 
through their responses by means describable by deep learning methods. Numerous parallels 
can be identified between Luhmannian theory and the operational principles of LLMs. LLMs 
are likewise capable of producing a wide variety of forms of text generation from the environ-
ment as input, according to an internal systemic principle. However, they cannot be regarded as 



177Studies2026. 1. 

autopoietic systems, as they are not capable of self-maintenance and operate only with human 
involvement; their sources originate from human systems, and they do not possess normative 
sensitivity. For this reason, they should be considered a technological interface. 

They are not social subsystems but tools whose operation is likewise characterized by op-
erational closure. The information that can be extracted, given relevant questions and valid 
answers, expands the repertoire of human actions with a communicative capacity that increas-
ingly, and through the use of ever deeper knowledge, underpins natural human decision-making. 
In this way, LLMs become integrated with self-referential systems theory. LLM systems are 
currently described as being capable of learning, which is more accurately understood as train-
ing, and as being adaptively limited, a claim that can be made because without so-called Re-
inforcement Learning from Human Feedback (RLHF) (Christiano et al., 2017), LLMs would 
not be able to fine-tune themselves, that is, to produce responses with a human-like character. 
However, since they are able to take human feedback into account when formulating responses, 
a certain degree of adaptivity nevertheless characterizes them. It remains a matter of interpre-
tation to what extent this adaptivity, in terms of its capacities, differs from adaptivity based on 
average human abilities. Niklas Luhmann’s social philosophy is, in its essence, similar to the 
operational principles of LLMs, but this is not the subject of the present study. The question is 
rather to what extent LLM-based models, as discussed later, reshape natural social reality based 
on observable decisions and judgments as a result of newly generated information and attitudes, 
as well as emotions, as discussed later under the notion of “conversational partners.” To what 
extent do the extracted information and experienced emotions influence customary, everyday 
forms of behavior? Given the repeatedly emphasized ease of access to these applications, it can 
be argued that their influence is becoming increasingly significant.

5.2 The popularity of AI conversational partners can be explained as a 
consequence of relationship deficits

Numerous dilemmas are raised by the claim that large language models (LLMs) and “social 
chatbots” function as compensatory tools. Due to weakened social relationships and alienation, 
pressure on users is increasing, as AI conversational partners may have a positive effect on psy-
chological well-being. Research conducted by OpenAI and Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy specifically examines the impact of emotional patterns, raising the possibility of parasocial 
attachment. According to the conclusions of OpenAI and MIT, artificial companions installed 
on smart devices, which we refer to as “companion-substitute emotion generators,” operate in 
a manner that reflects Luhmannian operational closure. They are self-referential and fine-tuned 
to produce linguistic forms of responses that appear as human as possible, as discussed earlier 
in relation to RLHF. Nevertheless, they are not capable of adaptation, that is, of realizing genu-
inely human communication (Ouyang et al., 2022). In cases of repeated rewriting, the artificial 
character of the interface diminishes, yet this does not render it a social subsystem. Without a 
request for human participation, it does not continue the discourse. In the absence of a new ex-
ternal trigger, it does not autonomously sustain the conversation. It stops.5

5	  Based on a question posed to ChatGPT 5.2: Do LLM-based chatbots discontinue discourse and stop functioning 
without human involvement? Is this true? (7 January 2026)
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5.3 Emotion generators
One category of services based on LLMs consists of algorithmic systems that imitate human 
to human dialogue. LLMs are models composed of billions of parameters, which currently, 
by adhering to clearly defined discourse ethical principles, explicitly state in response to user 
queries that one is not interacting with a human being, but rather with a system capable only 
of imitating human communication. In this sense, AI is no longer merely a tool for decision 
support but has become an effective “emotion generator.” Version 5.2 of ChatGPT6 repeatedly 
emphasizes its position regarding the risks of attachment to an AI partner. It is equipped with 
defensive reflexes, presumably still for ethical reasons at present. At the same time, when hu-
man expectations are projected onto it, it is plausible that the response received is perceived 
as authentic and thus functions as social support, leading one to assume that the questioner 
has found an “empathetic” partner. When asked about the nature of this communication, ver-
sion 5.2 explains in detail why it is not a real human being; nevertheless, its responses also 
include the characterization of itself as a form of “substitute,” the relevance of which is ex-
plained by conditions characteristic of the contemporary era, namely “increasing loneliness, 
stress, and relationship deficits.”7 Research findings on the popularity of AI LLM conversa-
tional partners are contradictory, presumably due to market interests, yet their accelerated 
diffusion appears likely.

5.4 AI psychosis 
This shift in degree is rendered dangerous by the fact that “new and concerning evidence is 
emerging of individuals suffering from AI psychosis, in whom intensive or prolonged com-
munication with generative AI chatbots leads to the development of psychotic symptoms 
(…)” (Joshua Au Yeung et al., 2025.09.17).8 While AI, as a medical diagnostic tool, opens up 
new possibilities, LLMs have also assumed the role of a communication channel that, through 
deeply affirmative and automatic forms of reinforcement, generates misleading emotions for 
the user. As a result, through looped, continuously feedback-driven communication, they are 
prone to the formation, maintenance, and deepening of dangerous delusions. The effective-
ness of this process is supported, among other factors, by RLHF, through shaping LLM re-
sponses into human-like language. The cited study examines this process in depth. Users 
“have round-the-clock access to systems (…) that appear to provide empathetic responses” 
(ibid.), yet these systems facilitate the consolidation of delusions and create a safe environ-
ment cleansed of debate and far removed from human dialogue.

The authors distinguish four phases of involvement in so-called “AI psychosis.” In the 
final stage, the user becomes so strongly attached to the AI partner that, on the basis of their 
6	  ChatGPT 5.2 is the most recent member of a generative AI model family specialized in large language models, 

introduced by OpenAI in December 2025 (on 11 December 2025).
7	  The questions posed to ChatGPT 5.2, which are saturated with defensive elements, meaning that it states that the 

“interface” merely imitates and is not a real partner, were the following, in this order: 1) Is ChatGPT 5.2 capable of 
imitating a human companion in its responses? 2) Why do you emphasize that you are only a tool, yet know almost 
as much as a human being? 3) Is it true that in the United States, among those under the age of 18, half of them, 
relative to the total population, would marry their AI conversational partner? (17 December 2025, Budapest.) This 
study does not include the responses received verbatim. With regard to the final question, we arrive at contradictory 
research findings.

8	  https://arxiv.org/pdf/2509.10970?
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delusions, they decide to engage in real-world action (Joshua Au Yeung et al., 2025.09.17). 
The phenomenon does not yet have an official definition and is referred to as “ChatGPT psy-
chosis” or “AI psychosis.” This process challenges the self-referential theory of meaningful 
communication, for the reason that “LLMs can reinforce delusions and enable harmful ac-
tions by creating a dangerous, singular echo chamber” (Joshua Au Yeung et al., 2025.09.17). 
Communication thus loses its meaningful, reflective character, which in its original form 
involves argumentation, debate, and understanding.

6. Conclusion
The aim of our study has been to present, within a unified framework, a specific group of 
phenomena in Niklas Luhmann’s social philosophy, centered on the individual striving for 
flourishing, integration, and coherence. We examined what are considered the most powerful 
tools and influences of contemporary modern society, which shape the deeper layers of new 
behavioral patterns, thereby also introducing questions related to LLM systems provided by 
AI that are gaining increasing prominence. Within Niklas Luhmann’s social philosophy, the 
human bio-psycho-social condition can also be explained as a self-referential system. Within 
this holistic framework, in many cases spiritual elements, without a focus on truth claims, 
also form part of Luhmann’s concept of circular communication. In this system, the results 
of the Hungarostudy 2021 research likewise indicate that the sense of coherence is related to 
communication processes and opportunities, and thus coherence, through self-reflection, may 
also influence the self-assessment of one’s own health.
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