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Background: Despite promising emerging evidence on the protective properties 
and interrelationships of posttraumatic growth, career adaptability and 
psychological flexibility, no studies have reported interventions that promote 
these positive personal resources among higher education students. Nurturing 
these positive personal resources in future interventions is recommended to 
holistically address students’ developmental, academic and career-related 
challenges associated with major transitions. This paper describes (a) the 
rationale for and development of a tailored growth-based career construction 
psychosocial intervention, ‘Sailing through Life and My Career Path’ (SLCP) for 
higher education students; and (b) a mixed-method non-randomised pre-post 
study to evaluate the effectiveness of the proposed psychosocial intervention in 
achieving positive participant outcomes.

Methods and analysis: Over a 12-week period, higher education students will 
be recruited to take part in group and independent learning activities that are 
tailored to nurture positive personal resources to overcome challenges related 
to developmental, academic and career-related transitions. Quantitative data 
will be collected before and after the intervention and will be analysed using 
SPSS v26. Follow-up semi-structured interviews with participants (students), 
interventionists (group facilitators), and administrators will be  conducted to 
explore perceptions of the intervention, to understand its process of change, 
and to determine its feasibility and acceptability in the higher education setting. 
All interviews will be transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis.

Discussion: By filling in a gap in existing intervention research and practice, the 
proposed study serves to generate new knowledge and insights by evaluating 
the effectiveness of a tailored psychosocial intervention that responds to the 
complex needs associated with major life transitions of higher education 
students.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Transitions into, during and beyond 
higher education

Life transitions involve significant changes in one’s physical, social, 
and/or economic environments that often require them to make 
adjustments in their roles, responsibilities, and routines. Described as 
a distinct period of profound change and importance, emerging adults 
(aged 18–25) constantly explore academic, social and career 
possibilities that suit their interests, values, personality traits, strengths 
and worldviews, gradually moving towards enduring choices and 
decisions (Arnett, 2000).

Although gaining entry to college or university offers students 
opportunities for personal and professional growth and development, 
the transition from high school to higher education can be a highly 
psychologically demanding experience that has been described as a 
‘mental health crisis’ (Kadison and DiGeronimo, 2004), with heightened 
psychological distress levels that some students may not rebound from 
(Bewick et al., 2008; Conley et al., 2020). The transition has also been 
described as a ‘loss experience’ (van Herpen et al., 2020), where students 
undergo identity changes and significant adjustment in personal, social, 
academic, and finanical responsibilities (Christiaens et al., 2021), with 
previous studies having reported academic underperformance and 
increased dropout rates (Pascoe et al., 2020), and mental-health related 
issues and lower levels of wellbeing (Bruffaerts et al., 2018; Choi, 2018). 
The higher education experience itself has been described as a risk factor 
associated with suicide in this student population (Lageborn et al., 2017).

Whether going into employment or further study, transitions 
continue after graduation as students navigate a new identity beyond 
their prior university life (Grosemans et al., 2020). The experience of 
transition from student to employee involves the navigation of new 
identities which is psychologically demanding, irrespective of existing 
mental health conditions (Cage et al., 2021). Transitions continue to 
occur during one’s career, with individuals undergoing several career-
related transitions throughout their lives, whether planned or 
unplanned (Masdonati et al., 2022). Life transitions are thus lifelong, 
impacting both personal and professional development.

1.2 The paradox of the impact of lifetime 
trauma

As higher education students face a variety of transition-related 
stress, research indicates that having a history of traumatic life event is 
common in this student population, estimating the prevalence to range 
between 67 and 84% (Read et  al., 2011). also Having a history of 
traumatic life events was a significant risk factor for a number of mental 
health issues among higher education students, most notably, increased 
anxiety and depression (Cámara and Calvete, 2021), posttraumatic 
disorder symptoms (Read et al., 2011), and suicidal ideation (Macalli 
et al., 2020). Trauma has been shown to be adversely associated with one’s 
educational and employment outcomes (Hardcastle et al., 2018), such as 
negative thoughts and beliefs about one’s career outcomes (Chronister 

et al., 2012), risk of burnout (Mather et al., 2014), developmental work 
personality and vocational identity (Strauser et al., 2006; Zeligman et al., 
2020), and overall life opportunities (Metzler et al., 2017).

Although traumatic experiences are commonly linked to poor 
psychological outcomes, or even irreversible functional damage, 
considerable studies suggest symptom severity and duration vary 
significantly among respondents from minimal or no adverse effects 
to brief or chronic symptomatology (Kessler et  al., 2005; Breslau, 
2009). Such inconsistent findings have generated growing research 
efforts to examine resilience after trauma, nevertheless, most research 
on resilience has focused on returning to baseline functioning and 
preserving mental health after a traumatic experience (Bos et  al., 
2016). More recently, the possibility of transformative positive 
changes, beyond mere recovery, namely, posttraumatic growth (PTG; 
Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1995, 1996, 2004), following psychological 
trauma has attracted considerable attention. Similar to other concepts 
within positive psychology such as hope, optimism, and gratitude, 
PTG has been recognised as a buffer for the detrimental effects of life 
adversities (Nik Jaafar et al., 2022; Confino et al., 2023).

PTG is a multidimensional concept that has been widely used to 
describe the subjective experience of transformative psychological 
change resulting from the struggle with a highly challenging 
experience that overwhelms one’s coping resources and contradicts 
one’s worldview (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1995, 1996, 2004). PTG is 
generally understood to be manifested in five major domains – (1) 
greater appreciation of life with changed philosophies and priorities, 
(2) greater awareness and utilisation of personal strengths, (3) 
strengthening of close relationships, (4) openness to new possibilities, 
and (5) a deeper spiritual and existential sense. The rates of positive 
changes following life crises typically outnumber reports of psychiatric 
disorders, ranging from 29.0 to 97.6% (Linley and Joseph, 2004). Since 
the introduction of the PTG concept, previous studies have 
consistently shown that the phenomenon has been experienced by 
higher education students worldwide (Taku et al., 2007; Brooks et al., 
2016; Young and Yujeong, 2018; Oshiro et al., 2023), with one study 
reporting the rates as 55% (Yanez et al., 2011).

1.3 Posttraumatic growth, career 
adaptability and psychological flexibility: 
positive psychological resources

A growing literature has shown that adaptability is a key source of 
internal resources that is positively linked to psychological wellbeing 
(Holliman et  al., 2021), academic (Holliman et  al., 2020) and 
occupational outcomes (Collie and Martin, 2017), and life satisfaction 
(Zhou and Lin, 2016). Adaptability is a construct that broadly refers 
to a personal attribute (a relatively stable, trait-like cluster of 
characteristics) and a performance construct (cognitive, behavioural 
and affective adaptation to situations of change) that influence an 
individual’s ability and willingness to cope with circumstances 
characterised by novelty and uncertainty (Martin et al., 2013; Zhang 
et al., 2020). Parallels have been drawn between adaptability and a 
related construct, psychological flexibility (PF), which refers to the 
extent to which an individual “adapts to fluctuating situational 
demands, reconfigures mental resources, shifts perspective, and balances 
competing desires, needs, and life domains” (Kashdan and Rottenberg, 
2010, p. 866). Emerging evidence shows that PF is associated with a 

Abbreviations: CA, Career adaptability; PF, Psychological flexibility; PTG, 

Posttraumatic growth; SLCP, Sailing through life and my career path.
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number of positive outcomes among higher education students such 
as smooth integration and progression into studies and better 
academic progress (Asikainen, 2018), greater self-efficacy (Jeffords 
et  al., 2020), less task avoidance (Hailikari et  al., 2022), more 
psychological flow (Abu Asa’d, 2016), weaker negative emotions 
(Marshall and Brockman, 2016; Uğur et  al., 2021), and better 
relationship quality (Twiselton et al., 2020). Waldeck et al. (2021) 
conducted a confirmatory factor analysis and found that there was an 
overlap between adaptability and PF. However, adaptability was found 
to predict psychological wellbeing, but not a significant predictor of 
psychological distress after accounting for the effects of PF, suggesting 
adaptability and PF are related but distinct constructs.

Adaptability has been contextualised to career construction and 
vocational contexts, and the related concept of career adaptability 
(CA) has attracted increasing attention from researchers in the last 
decade (see Johnston, 2018 for the see first qualitative systematic 
review and Rudolph et al. (2017) for the first quantitative meta-
analytic review). The career construction theory (CCT; Savickas, 1997; 
Savickas, 2005; Savickas and Porfeli, 2012) is a modern approach to 
career development that provides a holistic framework to understand 
what, how, and why individuals make sense of their work and life 
experiences in order to develop a cohesive identity that empowers 
them to effectively adapt to the changing environment and achieve 
positive outcomes. Grounded in this approach, CA is a 
multidimensional psychosocial construct that represents an 
“individual’s readiness and resources for coping with current and 
imminent vocational development tasks, occupational transitions, and 
personal traumas” (Savickas, 2005, p. 51). As a valuable recourse that 
is not limited to their career development but also all aspects of their 
lives, CA consists of four dimensions, including concern (preparation 
and planning for one’s future), control (awareness and behaviour 
exerted to control one’s future), curiosity (the willingness to explore 
one’s identity and options), and confidence (self-efficacy to overcome 
obstacles to pursuing desired goals). Research shows that CA is related 
to wellbeing (Savickas et al., 2009; Ramos and Lopez, 2018), positive 
attitude toward the future (Öztemel, 2021), quality of life (Soresi et al., 
2012), flourishing (Lodi et al., 2020), and meaning and purpose in life 
satisfaction (Santilli et al., 2014).

Emerging evidence suggests that PTG, CA and PF may 
be valuable psychological resources that interact to facilitate positive 
outcomes for higher education students. A recent study found that 
adaptability bolstered PTG in higher education students, enabling 
students to feel actively involved in their own education, and to 
positively reinterpret novel and unexpected situations (including 
those that are considered stressful), as opportunities for positive 
personal growth (Feraco et  al., 2022). Although there is limited 
research that has linked PTG to career development, one study found 
that PTG moderated the relationship between trauma and CA among 
university students, suggesting growth after trauma may play an 
important role that enables individuals to become more adaptive in 
their careers (Prescod and Zeligman, 2018). The empowering 
property of CA was also found in a more recent study where CA 
mediated the relationship between personality traits (openness, 
neuroticism and conscientiousness) and PTG among adolescents 
coping with trauma (Salimi et  al., 2022). In a recent study that 
explored the relationship between PF, CA and wellbeing among 
adults (mean age = 26.43 with 45.58% being students), PF was a 
significant predictor of CA, and CA mediated the relationship 

between PF and well-being (Russo et  al., 2023). The emerging 
evidence on the interrelated positive effects of PTG, CA and PF 
therefore suggests that nurturing these qualities may strengthen 
higher education students’ capacity to adapt, change, or even thrive, 
during major life challenges and beyond. Together, the psycho-
social–emotional, academic and career-related needs of higher 
education students are complex and cannot be  seperated. While 
trauma remains to be one of the most common presentation of issues 
in counselling (Mailloux, 2014), and higher education students have 
the tendency to discuss mental health issues and career when they 
seek counselling support (Hinkelman and Luzzo, 2007), the literature 
in this area is sparse. Career is a lifelong process, and higher education 
plays a critical role in preparing students for their future careers. As 
the risk-oriented paradigm is shifting towards a more resilience-
oriented perspective, the application of positive psychology, which 
embraces human strengths and potential, positive aspects of 
functioning, and the importance of purpose and meaning (Seligman 
and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), may have a promising role to play in 
enhancing the welfare and growth of higher education students, and 
fostering long-term optimal functioning, wellbeing, and flourishing 
in their future life and career.

1.4 Psychosocial interventions and 
socioemotional support in higher 
education

Higher education is a critical life stage where students set the 
foundation for their future career and life while managing a range of 
interrelated psycho-social–emotional academic, and career-related 
challenges that go beyond the study years. Appreciating the unique 
developmental challenges faced by this student population is an 
important step to nurture students’ resources holistically that address 
their complex needs and solidly prepare them for an increasingly 
unsettled and unpredictable future world. Not long ago, researchers 
have criticised that there has been less attention paid to the specific 
needs and issues of higher education students compared to high 
school students, both locally and globally. As Wong (2011) criticised, 
there is an ‘abundance of universal adolescent prevention and positive 
youth development programmes specifically designed for high school 
students, similar programs are grossly lacking in the university 
educational context’ (p. 353). Nevertheless, increasingly noticeable 
efforts have been made by higher institutions worldwide to develop 
and evaluate interventions and initiatives that address the complex 
needs of students in recent years (see Worsley et  al., 2022, for a 
systematic review of review-level evidence of interventions). Some 
examples include strengths-based initiatives and positive education 
(Lefevor et  al., 2018; Williams et  al., 2018), psychological 
interventions (Barnett et al., 2021; Franzoi et al., 2022), interventions 
that promote social and emotional competencies (Conley, 2015), 
mental health-related programmes (Conley et  al., 2015), social 
support interventions (Mattanah et  al., 2010), career-related 
interventions (van der Horst et al., 2021; Soares et al., 2022), self-help 
interventions (Charbonnier et  al., 2022), curriculum-embedded 
interventions (Shek and Sun, 2012; Upsher et al., 2022), assessment 
design and practice (Chan, 2022), and recreation and extracurricular 
activities (Finnerty et al., 2021). Collectively, the significant efforts 
demonstrate the pressing need to respond to the interrelated 
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psycho-social–emotional aspects of personal and professional 
development of higher education students in the rapidly changing 
21st century.

1.5 The current study

To contribute to the growing research base on the value of holistic 
student learning and support in higher education, this study details a 
growth-based career-construction psychosocial intervention for 
higher education students which is underpinned by the conceptual 
and empirical foundations of the PTG model (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 
1995, 1996, 2004) and the Career Construction Theory (Savickas, 
1997; Savickas, 2005). To the best of the authors’ knowledge, no 
studies have reported interventions that promote PTG, CA, and PF as 
personal resources among higher education students. Kou et al. (2021) 
conducted a bibliometric analysis on the research trends of PTG from 
1996 to 2020 and found only a small number of intervention studies, 
with cancer and natural disasters being the focus of trauma. For CA, 
a recent systematic review on studies (k = 26) focusing on career 
interventions for higher education students revealed that CA was 
assessed in one study only (Soares et al., 2022). PF has been studied 
less in higher education than in workplace settings (Asikainen and 
Katajavuori, 2023). Nevertheless, evidence has emerged that PF can 
be enhanced through psychotherapy-based group intervention among 
higher education students (Levin et al., 2016; Katajavuori et al., 2023).

To address limitations of previous research and inform practice, 
this paper outlines a mixed-methods study that evaluates the 
effectiveness of the tailored growth-based career construction 
psychosocial intervention aimed at addressing the developmental, 
academic and career-related needs associated with major transitions 
of higher education students. The primary outcomes of the study are 
PTG, CA, and PF. These variables are considered valuable personal 
resources with promising potential for preparing higher education 
students for developmental, academic and career-related challenges 
related to major life transitions. We hypothesise that the intervention 
will lead to greater levels of self-reported PTG, CA, and PF in the 
post-intervention period than those in the pre-intervention period.

2 Methods and design

2.1 Study design and setting

This study uses a mixed methods non-randomised pre-post 
design to (i) evaluate the effectiveness of the growth-based career 
construction psychosocial intervention in achieving positive changes 
in its desired participant outcomes (ii) understand the process of 
change during the intervention (iii) determine the feasibility and 
acceptability of implementing the proposed intervention in the higher 
education setting. Participants will be full-time students at an urban 
community college in Hong Kong. An opportunity sample of students 
who sign up to take part in the proposed intervention, ‘Sailing through 
Life and My Career Path’, will be  recruited. A priori sample size 
calculation indicated that 90 participants are required to detect an 
effect size of 0.3, using an α of 0.05, single group with 80% power 
(Kadam and Bhalerao, 2010). Thus, 100 participants will be recruited 
to participant in the proposed intervention study.

2.2 Participant recruitment and eligibility

Participants will be recruited via either classroom promotion 
or the use of recruitment materials such as flyers sent to all 
students’ e-mail via the Student Affairs Office. To be eligible to 
participate, students will need to (i) be aged 17 years or above, (ii) 
be a current full-time higher diploma student, (iii) have registered 
for the SLCP intervention, and (iv) be  proficient in English 
language. Individuals who consider themselves to be  in a 
psychologically unstable state (i.e., currently receiving 
psychological treatment) will be excluded.

Participant Information Sheet will be given to all students who 
choose to take part in the SLCP intervention as an invitation to 
participate in this research. They are allowed at least 24 h to 
consider whether to take part in the present study. Participation 
will be entirely voluntary. For students who do not wish to take 
part in the study, they have the right to decline research 
participation. Such an agreement is incorporated into the 
Participant Consent Form for students who are 18 years or above, 
or Parental Consent Form for those who are aged 17. Most 
importantly, those students will still be eligible to complete the 
SLCP intervention even if they do not choose to participate in 
this study.

2.3 The intervention

The content of the intervention protocol is developed based on the 
theoretical and empirical underpinnings of the PTG model (Tedeschi 
and Calhoun, 1995, 1996, 2004) and the Career Construction Theory 
(Savickas, 1997; Savickas, 2005), incorporating their respective 
evidence-based intervention activities, i.e., the Posttraumatic Growth 
Workbook (Tedeschi and Moore, 2016) and My Career Story Workbook 
(Savickas and Hartung, 2012). Theories and research evidence that 
have contextualised their applications in overcoming major challenges 
in life and career transitions will also be used. The finalised protocol 
covers five consecutive intervention stages and are explicitly designed 
and formulated to increase participants’ positive personal resources, 
i.e., PTG, CA, and PF. A set of skills and techniques are recommended 
to create a nurturing learning atmosphere and to guide and facilitate 
group processes effectively throughout the intervention. Figure  1 
shows the framework and process of the proposed growth-based 
career construction psychosocial intervention.

2.3.1 Stage 1: strengthen self-esteem and 
facilitate readiness for personal growth

The sequence of an individual’s adaptation starts with his/her 
adaptive readiness, “flexibility of willingness to change” (Savickas and 
Porfeli, 2012, p. 662). By signing up for the intervention, it indicates 
participates are willing to change. To maximise their adaptation 
outcomes, they will be first guided to identify their individual barriers 
to successful life transitions and identify how the intervention may 
prepare them for positive coping of transitions and optimal self-
development. Based on self-directed learning theory, this initial 
reflective process will help participants gain control and autonomy in 
the intervention activities and increase their intrinsic motivation to 
work towards their personalised choices and goals (Knowles, 1975; 
Geng et al., 2019).
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2.3.2 Stage 2: explore authentic interests and 
values to buffer against familial and societal 
influences

Self-understanding has been evident as a crucial predictor of 
resilience (Beardslee, 1989). In face of external demands during life 
transitions, when participants can translate a normative or prescriptive 
life task to an individual action that is personally meaningful, they 
would find the goal more rewarding to work on, although not 
altogether easy to solve (Cantor et  al., 1987). Hence, the current 
intervention will enhance participants’ awareness on their personal 
goals, interests, and most importantly, their cognitive appraisal of 
underlying values and meanings (Savickas and Hartung, 2012). 
Participants will also be guided to explore the influences of familial 
influence, market pressures, and societal expectations (Savickas et al., 
2009), and to reexplore their goals based on enhanced understanding 
and ownership of personal strengths, needs, and wants. They are 
believed to be more independent and less likely to please others when 
they reformulate their goals. Such regulation process of increasing 
students’ career concern, control, curiosity, and confidence also lies at 
the foundation of psycho-socioemotional development in 
higher education.

2.3.3 Stage 3: unleash inner strengths and skills to 
set free from emotional bondage

Apart from one’s cognitive appraisal, emotional reactions to 
traumatic events are also considered a barrier to successful transitions 
(London, 1997). The heightened negative feelings (despair, anxiety, 
fear, lack of security) about the world and one’s own future often acts 
as an emotional bondage that interrupts their interpretation processes 
(internal maps) and so affects their academic and career choices 
(Bulut and Sülük, 2021). Ironically, when these emotions are 

externalised, reorganised in a state of “psychological disequilibrium,” 
and restructured to reach new synthesis of meanings (Mahoney, 
1982), the individuals can achieve PTG (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1995). 
The current intervention, therefore, will accompany participants to go 
through such change processing, and most importantly, to recognise 
the role of their strengths (e.g., character strengths) in setting 
themselves free from the emotional bondage (Tedeschi and Moore, 
2016). When this occurs, it provides a basis for an individual’s new 
understanding of the personal strengths and perceived self-efficacy 
that serves as a springboard for self-actualisation, self-compassion, 
and hope (Jerusalem and Mittag, 1995).

2.3.4 Stage 4: nurturing decision-making 
self-efficacy to overcome stagnations

Participants’ general belief of self-efficacy during transitions 
will be further reinforced to target at academic or career-related 
stagnations. Reasons for the stagnations can be manifold (Abele 
et al., 2012). A major individual factor is a person’s lack of career 
decision self-efficacy, “degree of belief that he or she can successfully 
complete tasks necessary to making career decisions” (Betz et al., 
1996, p.  46), which results in indecisions and dilemmas that 
reduce his or her security, satisfaction, and quality of life. To 
nurture participants’ confidence in capabilities and motivation to 
overcome their stagnations, the current intervention will guide 
participants to explore their decision-making strategies (e.g., 
rational, intuitive, dependent) (Argyropoulou and Kaliris, 2018) 
and their relations to self-concepts, goals and career choices. They 
will also construct successful stories of how they have used their 
strategies to solve previous life and career tasks (Savickas, 2005). 
After the contemplative discussion, participants will not only 
develop their career decision-making adaptability, but also begin 
to construct their identity, i.e., a personal narrative of who they are 

FIGURE 1

Framework and process of the proposed intervention.

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1328711
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Chim and Lai 10.3389/feduc.2024.1328711

Frontiers in Education 06 frontiersin.org

(Newark, 2014). Becoming an identity-bound decision maker 
(March, 1994) will help them endure and feel confident and 
content to cope with future transitions and uncertainties 
with integrity.

2.3.5 Stage 5: rehearse personal and career 
identities for the way forward

The final intervention stage will facilitate participants to weave 
together disparate life stories unfolding their internal resources (i.e., 
self-concepts, unique strengths, PTG, and CA) into broader life 
themes, and use them to construct their personal and career identities. 
According to Alvesson (2010), this identity work allows participants 
to metaphorically understand their holistic values and motivation and 
produces a sense of coherence and distinctiveness. Doing so, 
participants will build their own “compass” (Fugate et al., 2004) or 
“career anchor” (Schein, 1978) which helps navigate themselves 
through uncertainties in the increasingly protean and boundaryless 
career environment (Arthur and Rousseau, 2001; Hall, 2004), yet still 
stay true to a sense of self. Additionally, participants will be introduced 
the future time perspective in career development (Husman and Shell, 
2008). By forming a mental representation of their future, as well as 
having a better understanding of how their current behaviour serves 
a direct role in attaining future goals, the participants will be more 
inspired and confident to take the necessary steps to achieve their 
desired life and career outcomes (Savickas and Lent, 1994).

Taken together, the five-stage intervention process focuses on 
increasing participants’ connection with their inner world (e.g., self-
concepts, strengths, interests and goals), in addition to the external 
world (e.g., others’ influences and expectations, career opportunities 
and limitations). Through this emerging connection, they begin to 
think beyond their past life stories and to adapt to the continuously 
changing developmental path using their PTG and CA. The ultimate 
desired goal of the entire process is to nurture participants’ PTG, CA, 
and PF, enabling them to take self-motivated, task-focused, and 
sustained actions towards future success.

2.4 Facilitation skills and techniques

To promote the expected process of change in the proposed 
intervention stages, the following facilitation skills and techniques are 
incorporated in the implementation of intervention activities:

2.4.1 Technique 1: reflective dialogue
Reflection has been seen as a crucial cognitive practice that 

enables individuals to turn back onto the self, to actively observe and 
to be observed (Steier, 1995), and to gain an awake stance about their 
lived experience (Mortari, 2015). Specifically, reflectivity regarding life 
and career tasks allows the individuals to explore their identity aspects 
in the past, the present and the future. By doing so, they can identify 
authentic aspects and make life and career choices by clarity (Di Fabio 
et al., 2019). Reflectivity, hence, is increasingly recognised as a good 
predictor of students’ career adaptability (Ran et al., 2023). Viewing 
this, several of our intervention strategies will engage participants in 
reflective dialogues to uncover their authenticity and aspirations. 
Examples of these strategies include Socratic questioning, structured 
and scaffolded journal writing, and reflective career dialogue (Ryan 
and Ryan, 2013; Meijers and Lengelle, 2016).

2.4.2 Technique 2: character strength-based 
empowerment

Character strengths is referred to as positive virtues for thinking, 
feeling, and behaving (Park et al., 2006). According to Peterson and 
Seligman (2004), they compose personality and identity. Everyone has 
a unique combination or constellation of strengths, creating a sense of 
who we are. Notably, character strengths also have a buffering role in 
adversity and suffering (Niemiec, 2020) and predict resilience, self-
efficacy, and optimism (Martínez-Martí and Ruch, 2016). They also 
help individuals to make more meaningful career decisions (Luthans 
et al., 2007). To achieve this, facilitators will first help participants 
increase awareness on personal strengths they were previously 
unaware of, and then explore and grow them toward positive action, 
i.e., by applying their character strengths to overcome challenges and 
achieve their personal and career goals. Facilitators themselves will 
also embody and exhibit their own character strengths as they interact 
with participants. Overall, the process is empowering, energising, and 
connecting (Niemiec and Pearce, 2021), and provides a supportive 
vibe to cultivate change among participants.

2.4.3 Technique 3: narrative work for change
In many of the intervention activities, participants will be guided 

to tell multilayered narratives to deepen their self-understanding, to 
make sense of their life transitions, and to formulate their directions 
and desired strategies. From a constructivist perspective, narrative 
refers to a form of self-construction of meaning, knowledge, and 
experience. Its focus is not about the series of events, but how a person 
interprets the course of the events within and outside oneself (Kelly, 
1955). Most importantly, the interpretation is not fixed once and for 
all time. Through collaborating with the facilitators, it is possible for 
participants to change their narratives, i.e., to refine or reconstruct 
their interpretation, and discover alternatives that they can synthesis 
in their new life directions (Neimeyer, 1995). This narrative change 
work allows students to locate their personal and career concerns in 
the bigger pattern of lived meaning, and therefore strengthening their 
self-confidence, independence, and autonomy to develop themselves 
in their expanded world (Savickas et al., 2009).

2.4.4 Technique 4: emotion-focused 
meaning-making

During the intervention activities, facilitators will frequently 
encourage participants to recognise and express their emotions and 
initiate dialogues to obtain timely and meaningful understanding of 
their presence. Emotion words in individuals’ narratives often indicate 
the presence of a boundary experience, i.e., a significant life theme that 
forms the foundation of their self-directedness (Savickas et al., 2009). 
Rather than ignoring or denying the emotions due to uncomfortable 
feelings, facilitators will demonstrate how the emotions can be valued 
and understood. Only by paying concentrated attention to illuminate 
their underlying messages, the strong motives for a behaviour, choice 
or decision of participants can be revealed and constructed to become 
an integral part of their personal and career identities.

2.4.5 Implementation of the intervention
This study will translate its five major intervention stages into five 

respective face-to-face group sessions. The first session will take the 
format of an interactive seminar. It aligns with the theme of stage 1 
and includes provision of psychoeducation and information about the 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1328711
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Chim and Lai 10.3389/feduc.2024.1328711

Frontiers in Education 07 frontiersin.org

intervention content. Experiential activities will also be used to help 
them develop readiness to participate in the intervention activities. 
Participants will be  divided into small groups. For each group, 
participants will receive four face-to-face group sessions in the theme 
of stages 2 to 5. All sessions will include ice-breaking games, signature 
activities using specific facilitation skills and techniques based on its 
intervention stage and targeted themes, and session conclusions and 
debriefings which focus on consolidating participants’ intervention 
experience and progress. All face-to-face sessions will be  led by 
trained professionals with a background in Psychology, Counselling 
Psychology and Career Counselling. Throughout the intervention, the 
above-described facilitation skills and techniques will be used by the 
trained professionals to achieve the desired learning outcomes.

After each of the second, third and fourth face-to-face group 
sessions, an independent learning session will be arranged to invite 
participants to complete a worksheet tailored to strengthen the 
introduced attributes. In total, three worksheets will be distributed. 
Participants will be invited to continue their self-discovery outside the 
classroom setting, symbolising the expansion of reflective practices 
from classrooms to daily living, and from a one-off intervention to a 
lifelong practice. In addition, intended learning outcomes (ILOs) 
based on the intervention stages and themes will be  specifically 
designed for each session. The group facilitators will align the content 
of activities and materials to the ILOs, to assure the quality and 
effectiveness of the intervention. The total duration of the entire 
intervention will be 12 h over 8 weeks. Table 1 shows a summary of the 
session themes, learning model, duration, and intended 
learning outcomes.

2.5 Data collection

Questionnaire data will be collected from participants at baseline, 
i.e., the first session and 1 week after the last session of the intervention 
to evaluate its effectiveness. In addition, semi-structured interviews 
with the participants (students), interventionists (group facilitators), 
and administrators (intervention coordinators) will be conducted to 
supplement the quantitative findings with insights obtained from 
interviewee’s experiences. Approximately 10% of intervention 
participants will be recruited.

2.5.1 Questionnaires
The participant outcome measures will be change from baseline 

in intervention participants’ positive personal resources to be collected 
at baseline and after participating in the intervention using the 
following questionnaires:

2.5.1.1 Post-traumatic growth inventory
Participants’ PTG will be assessed by the post-traumatic growth 

inventory (PTGI) developed by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996), a 
21-item scale which measures the extent to which individuals report 
positive life changes in the aftermath of a major life crisis. Items assess 
each of the five domains of PTG, while total scores are also reported. 
Example items of each of the five domains are “I have a greater feeling 
of self-reliance” (personal strength), “I more clearly see that I can 
count on people in times of trouble” (improved relationships), “I have 
developed new interests (new possibilities), “I changed my priorities 
about what is important in life” (appreciation of life), and “I have a 

better understanding of spiritual matters” (spiritual growth). Item 
ratings can range from 0 (I did not experience this change as a result 
of the event) to 5 (I experienced this change to a very great degree as 
a result of the event). The inventory has good internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.90) and test– retest reliability (r = 0.71; Tedeschi 
and Calhoun, 1996).

2.5.1.2 Career adapt-abilities scale
Participants’ overall career adaptability and career adaptability 

dimensions were measured with the 24-item international version of 
the career adapt-abilities scale (CAAS) (Savickas and Porfeli, 2012). 
The CAAS is composed of four subscales, each containing six items. 
These subscales assess concern, control, curiosity, and confidence, 
which are considered psychosocial resources that contribute to 
individuals’ career development. Example items for each of the 
subscales are “Thinking about what my future will be like” (concern), 
“Making decisions by myself ” (control), “Exploring my surroundings” 
(curiosity), and “Performing tasks efficiently” (confidence). 
Participants will be asked to rate how strongly they have developed 
each of the above abilities on 5-point scales ranging from 1 (not 
strong) to 5 (strongest). The overall scale has been shown to have good 
internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.95; Zacher, 2014).

2.5.1.3 Psychological flexibility measure
Participants’ process of psychological flexibility will be assessed 

using the 6-item self-reported psychological flexibility measure 
(PsyFlex) questionnaire developed by Gloster et al. (2021). It focuses 
on assessing psychological flexibility in a state form, capturing 
experiences from the past week with high temporal specificity. Sample 
items include “I engage thoroughly in things that are important, 
useful, or meaningful to me.” Each item is rated on a 5-point scale, 
ranging from 1 (very often) to 5 (very seldom). The total score can 
range from 6 to 30, with higher scores indicating greater psychological 
flexibility. The questionnaire demonstrates a one-factor structure and 
exhibits excellent reliability (r = 0.91; Gloster et al., 2021), as well as 
validity (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87; Browne et  al., 2022) in 
previous studies.

At baseline, socio-demographics such as age, gender, marital 
status, religion, level of education, work experience, and socio-
economic status will be collected. In addition, due to the nature of the 
current project which examines the positive aspects of challenging life 
experiences (PTG), participants will be asked to complete to additional 
measures to evaluate their level of psychological distress. The 
collection of such research data will provide a better understanding of 
the trauma profile of our target group. The two questionnaires include:

2.5.1.4 Life stressor checklist-revised
The life stressor checklist-revised (LSC-R) developed by Wolfe 

et al. (1997) will be included as a measure of exposure to major life 
crises to allow a wider range of possible highly stressful life events that 
may have been experienced by the participants before attending the 
intervention programme. The LSC-R is a self-report measure that 
assesses exposure to 30 highly stressful life events during the course 
of life, in particular, a focus on events relevant to women such as 
abortion and miscarriage is included. The LSC-R was chosen to assess 
a wide range of events rather than decide a priori that certain events 
were or were not perceived traumatic. No events were excluded, even 
though some events might not be  considered traumatic by most 
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TABLE 1 Session summary of the proposed intervention.

Session Learning mode Duration (Hr) Intervention stage Session theme Intended learning outcome (ILOs)

1. Face-to-Face 1 Stage 1: Strengthen self-

esteem and facilitate 

readiness for personal 

growth

Introduction and Orientation  a. Aware and reflect on the psychosocial support needed to cope with life transitions

 b. Develop readiness to satisfy personal needs through participating in the intervention

2. Face-to-Face 2 Stage 2: Explore authentic 

interests and values to buffer 

against familial and societal 

influences

Start My inner journey: aware of my 

career interests and values

 a. Identify personal and career interests, desired goals, and the underlying values and meanings

 b. Demonstrate how personal goals are affected by familial and societal expectations, and how to set 

healthy boundaries from them

 c. Set authentic and realistic goals based on self-awareness, self-understanding, and self-acceptance

3. Independent Learning 1 Self-reflection exercise

Me-time: share and say my piece

 1. Strengthened self-concepts from hobbies and interests in everyday life

 2. Enhanced sense of individual uniqueness, self-worth, and motivation for further self-exploration

4. Face-to-Face 2 Stage 3: Unleash inner 

strengths and skills to set free 

from emotional bondage

Uncover my resources: activate my 

personal strengths

 a. Reflect on own inner resources (e.g., character strengths) and their role in processing 

emotional bondages

 b. Reflect on the impact of the negative emotions experienced during life transitions

 c. Reflect on the role of courage in dealing with pain and suffering and develop self-compassion

5. Independent Learning 1 Self-reflection exercise

Spot and use my character strengths

 1. Strengthened self-understanding of personal strengths and their application

 2. Enhanced sense of ownership of positive qualities and general self-efficacy

6. Face-to-Face 2 Stage 4: Nurturing decision-

making self-efficacy to 

overcome stagnations

Make my decisions: Nurture my 

decision-making efficacy

 a. Develop reflectivity and sense of control over personal ups and downs and the overall life journey

 b. Analyse how inner resources have played a role in facing adversities in previous life stories, and 

develop a sense of decision-making self-efficacy and hope

 c. Reflect and make responsible academic and/or career decisions that lead to unique self-

actualisation goals

7. Independent Learning 1 Self-Reflection Exercise

Notes to self

 1. Strengthened self-understanding of personal strengths and their application

 2. Enhanced sense of ownership of positive qualities and general self-efficacy

8. Face-to-Face 2 Stage 5: Rehearse personal 

and career identities for the 

way forward

Use myself: construct my career 

identity and the way forward

 a. Construct personal and career identities through consolidating personal attributes, experiences, 

and insights

 b. Review and summarise a desired direction that participants wish to apply their academic and 

career interests and goals

 c. Create meaning in life to sustain courage, hope, and life-long adaptability to overcome changes 

and challenges in future
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people who have experienced them (e.g., abortion). Participants will 
be required to answer yes or no to the items. To recognise the diversity 
range of life stressors individuals can experience during their life time, 
item number 29 was included to allow respondents to report an event 
that is not included in the measure. For endorsed events, participants 
will be asked to provide further details. A sample item includes ‘Were 
you ever put in foster care or put up for adoption?’ (item 6). The 
LSC-R can be used for clinical or research purposes. Permission was 
granted by the by National Center for PTSD at www.ptsd.va.gov to use 
the measure in this study for research purposes.

2.5.1.5 Short form of posttraumatic stress disorder 
checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5)

The PCL-5 is a brief self-report assessment tool used to evaluate 
the severity of symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD). It originally consists of 20 items that are divided into 
four major clusters representing different symptom categories of 
PTSD: intrusion, avoidance, negative alterations in cognition and 
mood, and alterations in arousal and reactivity (Blevins et al., 2015). 
The current study will use its abbreviated version which is 4-item 
integer-scored short-form developed by Zuromski et  al. (2019). 
Sample items include “Suddenly feeling or acting as if stressful 
experience were actually happening again (as if you were actually back 
there reliving it)?” Each item is rated on a 5-point scale, ranging from 
1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). The total score can range from 4 to 20, 
with higher scores indicating higher risk of suffering from PTSD. The 
4-item short-form can generate diagnoses that closely align with those 
obtained from the full PCL-5 and exhibits similar psychometric 
properties than the original version (Zuromski et al., 2019).

The estimated total completion time of the pre-and post-
intervention questionnaire sets will be  about 30 and 20 min, 
respectively. All instruments will adopt English version and be used 
with permission from the authors.

2.5.2 Interviews
At the end of the intervention period, semi-structured group 

interviews will be  conducted with the participants (students), 
interventionists (group facilitators), and administrators (intervention 
coordinators). Interviewees will be  invited to share (i) their 
experiences on the process of change during the SLCP intervention, 
and (ii) the feasibility and acceptability of implementing the SLCP 
intervention in the higher education setting.

An interview guide will be  drafted in advance to provide a 
structure to the interview process, to facilitate a natural flow of 
conversation, and to anticipate and prepare for possible difficulties in 
eliciting information and addressing sensitive issues. Each group 
interview, including a briefing and a debriefing session, is expected to 
take approximately 60 min, and will be  conducted in Chinese via 
zoom. The qualitative data will be audio-recorded and subsequently 
transcribed to provide insights.

2.6 Data analysis

Quantitative data will be analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics v.26 
software to first perform a range of descriptive analysis tests to report 
the socio-demographic information of the intended sample and to 

investigate participant outcomes led by the intervention. To further 
examine the efficacy of taking the proposed intervention programme, 
paired-sample t-tests will be used to evaluate changes in participants’ 
post-traumatic growth, career adaptability and psychological 
flexibility before and after the intervention within group, with p < 0.05 
to be considered significant.

Qualitative data will be audio-recorded and analysed according to 
the principles of thematic analysis, in addition to the criteria of 
feasibility and acceptability of an intervention as suggested by Eldridge 
et  al. (2016). To illustrate, examination of the feasibility of the 
proposed intervention will encompass various aspects of intervention 
delivery. These aspects will include determining whether there is a 
demand for the intervention, assessing whether it can be implemented 
as planned, evaluating its practicality in light of resource and time 
limitations. The acceptability of the intervention will be examined by 
understanding how the recipients of the intervention, as well as those 
delivering it, perceive and respond to it.

Using a mixed methods design, quantitative and qualitative results 
will be  integrated for analysis and interpretation to generate 
confirmed, discordant, or expanded findings. The combination of the 
two analytical methods will help to generate a research report that 
illuminates insight into a more holistic understanding of the 
effectiveness, feasibility, and acceptability of the proposed intervention.

2.7 Ethical issues and dissemination

This research study was approved by the Hong Kong Metropolitan 
University Research Ethics Committee (approval code: 
HE-SOL2022/02). Study participants will be  asked for informed 
written consent before data collection. Although it is normal and not 
necessarily harmful that some participants may feel upset during and/
or after research and intervention participation, the process may 
naturally cause some level of psychological discomfort to participants 
and such foreseeable risks and discomforts are clearly explained in the 
Participant Information Sheets. Contact details of local psychological 
support services are also provided at the end of the Participant 
Information Sheet in case if participants may wish to seek support 
following the sharing of such information. Participants who consider 
themselves to be psychologically unstable will be advised not to take 
part in the study.

Participants will be  offered full anonymity and the rights to 
withdraw at any time. In the Participant Information Sheets, 
participants will be advised that they can choose to withdraw from the 
study for any reason at any time and they will not be penalised in any 
way. This message will be reiterated at the start and the end of the 
collection of both quantitative (questionnaires) and qualitative (semi-
structured group interviews) data.

All data collected will remain confidential and protected according 
to the university guidelines. Only the research team will have access 
to study data. All research participants will be provided with a research 
code, known only to the principal investigator, to ensure that their 
identity remains anonymous and confidential. Hard paper copies of 
data, including the consent forms, will be stored in a locked filing 
cabinet accessed only by the principal investigator. All publications of 
data will be written in a way to disguise the identity of the research 
participants involved.
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3 Discussion

To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first protocol created for a 
psychosocial intervention specifically tailored to promote PTG, CA 
and PF for higher education students. The findings of this study will 
provide preliminary empirical evidence for creating growth-based 
career construction psychosocial interventions that specifically 
address the identified needs of higher education students, and this 
initiative will encourage knowledge and experience exchange for 
student services administrators, educators, psychologists, counsellors, 
and specialists on career-related interventions and student learning 
and support in the higher education sector.

Individuals use work and other life roles to construct, experiment 
and implement a stable self, enabling them to become who they are, 
people that they themselves like and that others value, and live the 
lives they have desired (Savickas, 2005). A career is a lifelong journey 
of self-exploration, and emerging adulthood is an important period 
that sets its foundation while students face a wide range of past, 
present, and anticipated stressors. Higher education students tend to 
discuss career and mental health issues when seeking support services 
(Hinkelman and Luzzo, 2007); nevertheless, as two related but 
distinctive disciplines, mental health and career counselling are often 
discussed as separate entities (Prescod and Zeligman, 2018). With the 
tailored focus of the SLCP intervention described in this protocol, it 
is expected that the interconnected psycho-social–emotional, 
academic and career-related needs of higher education students can 
be  addressed more holistically. The suggested SLCP intervention 
therefore serves to fill a research gap in the literature and other existing 
psychosocial interventions developed for higher education students. 
The findings of this study will provide directions for future growth-and 
career-related research and practice in higher education settings.

The authors adopted a pragmatic approach in the design (e.g., 
broad inclusion criteria) to allow its potential applicability to other 
higher education settings. Given the widespread mental health and 
lifetime trauma associated with this life stage, nurturing students’ 
capability to recognise and gain inner strengths through life struggles 
may enable them to become more adaptable about their career and life 
in general. The higher education setting provides different 
opportunities for intervention, and the education environment is a 
powerful place for the acquisition of enduring learning and thinking 
skills, influencing students’ academic, career and life outcomes. In 
wider applications, integrating trauma and PTG with adaptability 
resources such as CA and PF into the curriculum and pedagogy can 
benefit students going through this pivotal life stage. A wide-scale, 
preventative approach to the provision of tailored student support can 
also help alleviate the enormous pressure placed on teaching staff who, 
whether before or after the pandemic, feel ill-equipped to deal with 
student mental health issues (Gulliver et al., 2018; Payne, 2022). The 
seamless approach may also be helpful when mental health stigma can 
inhibit help-seeking behaviour and disclosure (voluntary sharing of 
personal information), both for staff and students (Payne, 2022).

The proposed SLCP intervention recognises the nature and 
potentialities of being human. The intervention adopts the humanistic 
psychological perspective which focuses on recognising and 
maximising positive human potentialities (Sutich and Vich, 1969), 
while acknowledging the importance of understanding a balance 
between positives and negatives and how the negatives and the 
positives are related, a perspective now commonly known as positive 
psychology 2.0 (Wong, 2011; Joseph, 2021). This balanced, holistic 

approach in the SLCP intervention acknowledges shared 
vulnerabilities, respects individuality and diversity, embraces lifelong 
changes and challenges, and appreciates the power and purpose of 
human suffering and strengths, thus contributing to the shifting 
paradigm of a primary focus on risk mitigation toward personal 
development and growth. Future research should investigate the 
implementation of multifaceted interventions that focus on nurturing 
positive personal resources to understand and respond to the 
interrelated developmental, academic and career-related challenges 
associated with major life transitions of higher education students.
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