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Joshua D. Smith, Neal D. Gray

Lifetime Achievement in Counseling Series 
An Interview With David Capuzzi

This interview is the third in the Lifetime Achievement in Counseling Series at TPC that presents an annual interview 
with a seminal figure who has attained outstanding achievement in counseling over a career. Many people are deserving 
of this recognition, but I am happy that Josh Smith and Dr. Neal Gray have interviewed a visionary in the counseling 
profession. I first became aware of Dr. Capuzzi over 30 years ago when I was reading his vast research and scholarship 
as I prepared to teach my first classes as a counselor educator. Over the years, I have been amazed at Dr. Capuzzi’s 
contribution to the profession and his impact on countless educators, clinicians, and supervisors. I appreciate Josh Smith 
and Neal Gray for accepting my editorial assignment to interview Dr. Capuzzi. What follows are thought-provoking 
reflections from a counseling icon and leader.  
 

—J. Scott Hinkle, Editor

   David Capuzzi, PhD, NCC, LPC, is past President of the American Counseling 
Association (ACA), and past Chair of both the ACA Foundation and the ACA 
Insurance Trust. Currently, Dr. Capuzzi is a member of the senior core faculty 
in community mental health counseling at Walden University and professor 
emeritus at Portland State University. Previously, he served as an affiliate 
professor in the Department of Counselor Education, Counseling Psychology, 
and Rehabilitation Services at Pennsylvania State University, and as Scholar in 
Residence in counselor education at Johns Hopkins University.

     From 1980 to 1984, Dr. Capuzzi was editor of The School Counselor. He has authored several 
textbook chapters and monographs on the topic of preventing adolescent suicide and is coeditor and 
author with Dr. Larry Golden of Helping Families Help Children: Family Interventions with School-Related 
Problems (1986) and Preventing Adolescent Suicide (1988). He coauthored and edited with Douglas R. 
Gross numerous editions of Introduction to Group Work (2010); Counseling and Psychotherapy: Theories 
and Interventions (2011); Introduction to the Counseling Profession (2013); and Youth at Risk: A Prevention 
Resource for Counselors, Teachers, and Parents (2019).

     In addition to several editions of Foundations of Addictions Counseling with Dr. Mark Stauffer, he and 
Dr. Stauffer have published Foundations of Couples, Marriage and Family Counseling (2015); Human Growth 
and Development Across the Life Span: Applications for Counselors (2016); and Counseling and Psychotherapy: 
Theories and Interventions (2016). Other texts include Approaches to Group Work: A Handbook for Practitioners 
(2003), Suicide Across the Life Span (2006), and Sexuality Counseling (2002), the last coauthored and edited 
with Larry Burlew. Additionally, Dr. Capuzzi has authored or coauthored articles in a number of ACA 
division journals.

     A frequent speaker at professional conferences and institutes, Dr. Capuzzi has consulted with a 
variety of school districts and community agencies interested in initiating prevention and intervention 
strategies for adolescents at risk for suicide. He has facilitated the development of suicide prevention, 
crisis management, and postvention programs in communities throughout the United States; provided 
training on the topics of at-risk youth, grief, and loss; and served as an invited adjunct faculty member 
at other universities as time permits.
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     An ACA Fellow, Dr. Capuzzi is the first recipient of ACA’s Kitty Cole Human Rights Award 
and also is a recipient of the Leona Tyler Award in Oregon. In 2010, he received ACA’s Gilbert 
and Kathleen Wrenn Award for a Humanitarian and Caring Person. In 2011, he was named to the 
Distinguished Alumni of the College of Education at Florida State University and, in 2016, he received 
the Locke/Paisley Mentorship Award from the Association for Counselor Education and Supervision. 
In 2018 he received the Mary Smith Arnold Anti-Oppression Award from the Counselors for Social 
Justice, a division of ACA, as well as the U.S. President’s Lifetime Achievement Award.

     In this interview, Dr. Capuzzi responded to six questions about his career, his impact on the 
counseling profession, and his thoughts about the current state and future of the counseling 
profession.

     1. Counseling has made substantial progress during the time you have been a member of the  
         profession. In your opinion, what are the three major accomplishments of the profession?

     I joined ACA in 1965, when it was known as the American Personnel and Guidance Association, 
and there was no such thing as counselor licensure. Although there were many excellent master’s 
and doctoral programs, there also were many that did not require much coursework to practice 
as a counselor. There were some university programs that only required 15 or so semester credits 
as part of a master’s degree in education to be able to seek employment as a counselor. Master’s 
degrees in counseling were one-year programs requiring 36 to 39 semester credits. There was little 
standardization of coursework requirements until licensure requirements were gradually adopted 
state by state. Today, all 50 states have counselor licensure, which has been instrumental in the 
progression of the counseling profession, and I see this as a major accomplishment. 

     The development of the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs 
(CACREP) has provided the profession with assurances that graduates of CACREP-accredited 
programs meet standards that elevate best practices when working with clients. CACREP accreditation 
has assisted universities by providing them with support for curriculum revision and improvement 
and impacted the requirements of the state professional counselor licensing boards.

     There was little interest or emphasis on the importance of the inclusion of diverse populations, 
personalities, lifestyles, and cultures through most of the 1980s, even though the United States has 
always been a melting pot for immigrants from around the world. The affirmation of differences and 
the richness that diverse points of view add to our country’s tapestry has been slow to develop, and 
ACA has made major contributions in this area.

     2. Which of these major accomplishments was the most difficult to achieve for the counseling  
         profession and why?

     The acceptance of diverse populations, personalities, lifestyles, and cultures was the most difficult 
to achieve. Quite often, over the years, members of diverse populations have not been at the forefront 
of the profession, not because of lack of astuteness or competence, but because they have not been 
able to assume elected leadership positions. I am thankful that this is changing and affirm that this 
development is an asset-based characteristic of the counseling profession. I am so thankful that 
individuals such as Thelma T. Daley, Beverly O’Bryant, Courtland Lee, Marie Wakefield, Patricia 
Arredondo, Thelma Duffey, Cirecie West-Olatunji, and Marcheta Evans (and others I am probably 
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forgetting to mention) have been willing to run for and serve in the ACA presidency position because 
their contributions have been stellar and essential to the maturation of the profession of counseling.

     3. What do you consider to be your major contribution to the development of the counseling  
         profession and why?

    I am relatively certain that I was the first ACA President to establish a diversity theme for the year 
that I was ACA President. My theme for 1986–1987 was Human Rights and Responsibilities: Developing 
Human Potential, even though colleagues and friends advised me against naming it in this manner as 
part of my platform for fear I would lose the election. I decided I should identify a diversity agenda 
as part of my pre-election platform statement because I wanted members to understand what I stood 
for in advance of the voting process. During my ACA presidency, I contacted all the editors of our 
counseling journals and requested that they consider developing special editions focused on some 
aspect of diversity. I think there were 16 special issues of division journals during my year as immediate 
past president that were diversity focused. Additionally, the opening session of the annual conference 
focused on diversity and human rights vignettes (presented by actors) to set the tone for the conference.

     Few people know that my early years living in a mining town in Western Pennsylvania provided 
the backdrop for my interest in diversity and its importance. Many immigrants from other countries 
settled in Western Pennsylvania, and I spent the first 10 years of my life hearing three or four languages 
being spoken daily (newcomers could get jobs in the mines and mills, prior to learning much English, 
and therefore support their families). When my family left the region and moved south, I was surprised 
to learn that the America I experienced early in life was not typical of the rest of our country. I also 
was shocked when some of my classmates told me their parents wanted them to check to make sure 
I was not Jewish (if I was, they could not be my friends), and I was questioned about why I looked so 
different. When I asked what that meant I was told that most people they knew were tall, blond, and 
tanned. This early set of life experiences made an indelible impression, precipitated my ACA theme for 
1986–87, and has stayed with me to this day.

     4. What three challenges to the counseling profession as it exists today concern you most, and  
         what needs to change for these three concerns to be successfully resolved?

     First, there is a lack of grassroots input to the ACA President and membership of the ACA 
Governing Council. During recent years, the membership in the state branches and divisions of ACA 
has declined and there has not been the amount of input and suggestions for agenda items at meetings 
of the Governing Council as in the past. For a variety of reasons and from time to time, ACA staff 
and leaders have not always been able to garner needed input and suggestions. Every effort needs 
to be made to reach out to grassroots members and identify and affirm their concerns based on the 
philosophy that the role of an elected leader or ACA staff member is to serve the wishes of those who 
are depending on their leadership.

     Second, there is a lack of membership growth in ACA. In 1986, there were 55,000 members of 
ACA and our battle cry was “60,000—yes we can.” Currently, the association still has about the same 
number of members. I think grassroots members need to be re-engaged and encouraged to participate 
in local projects as well as ACA leadership and governance so that interest and involvement, and 
subsequently membership, can be reinvigorated.

     Lastly, the composition of the Governing Council needs changing. Currently, there are more 
members of ACA who do not belong to ACA divisions than members who do belong to divisions. 
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Yet, the composition of the Governing Council is still based on a model developed several decades 
ago when divisional membership was very strong and those seated “around the table,” so to speak, 
were primarily divisional representatives. Now that the composition of the membership has changed, 
I think there should be a large proportion of seated representatives for the membership at large. 
Granted, divisions would still need to be represented and seated, but possibly several divisions could 
be represented by a single member of the Governing Council if collaboration could occur.

     5. Assuming some challenges will get resolved and others will not, what do you think the  
         counseling profession will look like 20 years from now?

     I believe a revised governance structure of ACA, including membership on the Governing Council, 
will emerge. Perhaps the structure comprised of state branches, regions, and divisions will no 
longer exist as we now know it, and another way of organizing to insure input and renewed interest 
in grassroots participation will replace it to increase ACA membership numbers. The continued 
development of licensure portability and reciprocity across states could enhance the unification of the 
profession and encourage more interdisciplinary collaboration.

     Accreditation and CACREP standards will continue, but hopefully with more tolerance and 
affirmation options for adult learners seeking specialization options. Currently, there is not much 
leeway in decision making regarding coursework. Also related, the increased acceptance of online 
counselor education programs will occur, as well as more clearly articulated requirements and 
expectations for online counseling.

     Lastly, there is increased interest in the importance of advocacy and social justice on the part of 
ACA and its members. Universal acceptance and affirmation of the importance of diverse populations, 
personalities, lifestyles, and cultures as they contribute, not only to the profession, but also to the fabric 
and strength of democracy in the United States, will continue to be at the forefront of what we do.

      6. If you were advising current counseling leaders, what advice would you give them about  
          moving the counseling profession forward?

     First, never forget that your role is to listen to those who elected or appointed you, because your 
role is to serve members of the counseling profession and advocate for their best interests. Second, 
even though those elected to represent divisions on the Governing Council have the responsibility to 
articulate and explain the wishes of their division, in the end, the outcome of decisions made by the 
Governing Council must reflect what is best for ACA and the counseling profession. Third, although it 
is always appropriate for those serving in elected positions within ACA to put forward their ideas for 
changes, initiatives, or innovations, it is never reasonable to expect such agendas to be adopted unless 
they truly reflect the interests and wishes of those being served through the leadership position.

This concludes the third interview for the annual Lifetime Achievement in Counseling Series. TPC is grateful 
to Joshua Smith, NCC, and Dr. Neal Gray for providing this interview. Joshua Smith is a doctoral student 
in counselor education and supervision at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte. Neal D. Gray is a 
professor and Chair of the School of Counseling at Lenoir-Rhyne University. Correspondence can be emailed to 
Joshua Smith at jsmit643@uncc.edu.

®
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Michael T. Kalkbrenner, Edward S. Neukrug

Identifying Barriers to Attendance in 
Counseling Among Adults in the United States: 
Confirming the Factor Structure of the Revised 
Fit, Stigma, & Value Scale

The primary aim of this study was to cross-validate the Revised Fit, Stigma, & Value (FSV) Scale, a 
questionnaire for measuring barriers to counseling, using a stratified random sample of adults in the 
United States. Researchers also investigated the percentage of adults living in the United States that had 
previously attended counseling and examined demographic differences in participants’ sensitivity to 
barriers to counseling. The results of a confirmatory factor analysis supported the factorial validity of 
the three-dimensional FSV model. Results also revealed that close to one-third of adults in the United 
States have attended counseling, with women attending counseling at higher rates (35%) than men (28%). 
Implications for practice, including how professional counselors, counseling agencies, and counseling 
professional organizations can use the FSV Scale to appraise and reduce barriers to counseling among 
prospective clients are discussed.

Keywords: barriers to counseling, FSV Scale, confirmatory factor analysis, attendance in counseling, 
factorial validity

     According to the World Health Organization (WHO), mental health disorders are widespread, 
with over 300 million people struggling with depressive disorders, 260 million living with anxiety 
disorders, and hundreds of millions having any of a number of other mental health disorders (WHO, 
2017, 2018). The symptoms of anxiety and depressive disorders can be dire and include hopelessness, 
sadness, sleep disturbances, motivational impairment, relationship difficulties, and suicide in the 
most severe cases (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Worldwide, one in four individuals will 
be impacted by a mental health disorder in their lifetime, which leads to over a trillion dollars in lost 
job productivity each year (WHO, 2018). In the United States, approximately one in five adults has 
a diagnosable mental illness each year, and about 20% of children and teens will develop a mental 
disorder that is disabling (Centers for Disease Control, 2018).

     Substantial increases in mental health distress among the U.S. and global populations have impacted 
the clinical practice of counseling practitioners who work in a wide range of settings, including schools, 
social service agencies, and colleges (National Institute of Mental Health, 2017; Twenge, Joiner, Rogers, 
& Martin, 2017). Identifying the percentage of adults in the United States who attend counseling, as well 
as the reasons why many do not, can help counselors develop strategies that can make counseling more 
inviting and, ultimately, relieve struggles that people face. Although perceived stigma and not having 
health insurance have been associated with reticence to seek counseling (Han, Hedden, Lipari, Copello, 
& Kroutil, 2014; Norcross, 2010; University of Phoenix, 2013), the literature on barriers to counseling 
among people in the United States is sparse. Appraising barriers to counseling using a psychometrically 
sound instrument is the first step toward counteracting such barriers and making counseling more 
inviting for prospective clients. Evaluating barriers to counseling, with special attention to cultural 

Michael T. Kalkbrenner, NCC, is an assistant professor at New Mexico State University. Edward S. Neukrug, NCC, is a professor at Old 
Dominion University. Correspondence can be addressed to Michael Kalkbrenner, 1224 Stewart St., Las Cruces, NM 88003, 
mkalk001@nmsu.edu.
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differences, has the potential to help understand differences in attendance to counseling and can help 
develop mechanisms that promote counseling for all individuals. This is particularly important as 
research has shown that there are differences in help-seeking behavior as a function of gender identity 
and ethnicity (Hatzenbuehler, Keyes, Narrow, Grant, & Hasin, 2008).

Attendance in Counseling by Gender and Ethnicity
     Previous investigations on attendance in counseling indicated that 15–38% of adults in the United 
States had sought counseling at some point in their lives (Han et al., 2014; University of Phoenix, 2013), 
with discrepancies in counselor-seeking behavior found as a function of gender and ethnicity (Han et 
al., 2014; Lindinger-Sternart, 2015). For instance, women are more likely to seek counseling compared 
to men (Abrams, 2014; J. Kim, 2017). In addition, individuals who identify as White tend to seek 
personal counseling at higher rates compared to those who identify with other ethnic backgrounds 
(Hatzenbuehler et al., 2008; Seidler, Rice, River, Oliffe, & Dhillon, 2017). Parent, Hammer, Bradstreet, 
Schwartz, and Jobe (2018) examined the intersection of gender, race, ethnicity, and poverty with help-
seeking behavior and found the income-to-poverty ratio to be positively related to help-seeking for 
White males and negatively associated for African American males. In other words, as White males 
gained in income, they were more likely to seek counseling, whereas the opposite was true for males 
who identified as African American (Parent et al., 2018).

Barriers to Mental Health Treatment and Attendance in Counseling
     Despite the fact that large numbers of individuals in the United States and worldwide will develop 
a mental disorder in their lifetime, two-thirds of them will avoid or do not have access to mental health 
treatment (WHO, 2018). In wealthier countries, there is one mental health worker per 2,000 people 
(WHO, 2015); however, in poorer countries, this drops to 1 in 100,000, and such disparities need to 
be addressed (Hinkle, 2014; WHO, 2015). Although the lack of attendance in counseling and related 
services in poorer countries is explained by lack of services, in the United States and other wealthy 
countries, the availability of mental health services is relatively high, and the lack of attendance is 
usually explained by other reasons (Neukrug, Kalkbrenner, & Griffith, 2017; WHO, 2015). Research 
on the lack of attendance in counseling by the general public shows adults in the United States might 
be reticent to seek counseling because of perceived stigma, financial burden, lack of health insurance, 
uncertainty about how to find a counselor, and suspicion that counseling will not be helpful (Han et 
al., 2014; Norcross, 2010; University of Phoenix, 2013).

Appraising Barriers to Counseling
     The quantification and appraisal of barriers to counseling is a nuanced and complex construct 
to measure and has been previously assessed with populations of mental health professionals and 
with counseling students (Kalkbrenner & Neukrug, 2018; Kalkbrenner, Neukrug, & Griffith, in press; 
Neukrug et al., 2017). Knowing that personal counseling is a valuable self-care strategy for mental 
health professionals (Whitfield & Kanter, 2014), Neukrug et al. (2017) developed the original version 
of the Fit, Stigma, & Value (FSV) Scale, which is comprised of three latent variables, or subscales, of 
barriers to counseling for human service professionals: fit (the degree to which one trusts the process 
of counseling), stigma (hesitation to seek counseling because of feelings of embarrassment), and 
value (the extent to which a respondent thinks that attending personal counseling will be beneficial). 
Kalkbrenner et al. (in press) extended and validated a revised version of the FSV Scale with a sample 
of professional counselors, and Kalkbrenner and Neukrug (2018) validated the Revised FSV Scale 
with a sample of counselor trainees. Although the FSV Scale appears to have utility for appraising 
barriers to counseling among mental health professionals (Neukrug et al., 2017; Kalkbrenner et al., 
in press) the factorial validity of the measure has only been tested with helping professionals and 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Hatzenbuehler%20ML%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18517286
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counseling students. The appraisal of barriers to seeking counseling among adults in the United States 
is an essential first step in understanding why prospective clients do, or do not, seek counseling. If 
validated, researchers and practitioners can potentially use the results of the Revised FSV Scale to aid 
in the early identification of specific barriers and to inform the development of interventions geared 
toward reducing barriers to counseling among adults in the United States. Thus, we sought to answer 
the following research questions (RQs): RQ 1: Is the three-dimensional hypothesized model of the 
Revised FSV scale confirmed with a stratified random sample of adults in the United States? RQ 2: To 
what extent do adults in the United States attend counseling? RQ 3: Are there demographic differences 
to the FSV barriers among adults in the United States?

Method

     The psychometric properties of the Revised FSV Scale were tested with a confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) based on structural equation modeling (RQ 1). Descriptive statistics were used to compute 
participants’ frequency of attendance in counseling (RQ 2). A factorial multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) was computed to investigate demographic differences in respondents’ sensitivity to the 
FSV barriers (RQ 3). A minimum sample size of 320 (10 participants for each estimated parameter) was 
determined to be sufficient for computing a CFA (Mvududu & Sink, 2013). An a priori power analysis 
was conducted using G*Power to determine the sample size for the factorial MANOVA (Faul, Erdfelder, 
Lang, & Buchner, 2007). Results revealed that a minimum sample size of 269 would provide an 80% 
power estimate (α = .05), with a moderate effect size, f 2 = 0.25 (Cohen, 1988).

Participants and Procedures
     After obtaining IRB approval, an online sampling service (Qualtrics, 2018) was contracted to survey a 
stratified random sample (stratified by age, gender, and ethnicity) of the general U.S. population based 
on the 2016–2017 census data. A Qualtrics project management team generated a list of parameters 
and sample quota constraints for data collection. Once the researchers reviewed and confirmed these 
parameters, a project manager initiated the stratified random sampling procedure and data collection by 
sending an electronic link to the questionnaire to prospective participants. A pilot study was conducted 
using 41 participants and no formatting or imputation errors were found. Data collection for the main 
study was initiated and was completed in less than one week.

     A total of 431 individuals responded to the survey. Of these, 21 responses were omitted because of 
missing data, yielding a useable sample of 410. Participants ranged in ages from 18 to 84 (M = 45,  
SD = 15). The demographic profile included the following: 52% (n = 213) identified as female, 44%  
(n = 181) as male, 0.5% (n = 2) as transgender, and 3.4% (n = 14) did not specify their gender. For ethnicity, 
63% (n = 258) identified as White, 17% (n = 69) as Hispanic/Latinx, 12% (n = 49) as African American, 5% 
(n = 21) as Asian, 1% (n = 5) as American Indian or Alaska Native, 0.5% (n = 2) as Native Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander, and 1.5% (n = 6) did not specify their ethnicity. For highest degree completed, 1% (n = 5) 
held a doctoral degree, 7% (n = 29) held a master’s degree, 24% (n = 98) held a bachelor’s degree, 16% (n = 
65) had completed an associate degree, 49% (n = 199) had a high school diploma, and 3% (n = 14) did not 
specify their highest level of education. Eighty-four percent (n = 343) of participants had health insurance 
at the time of data collection. The demographic profile of our sample is consistent with those found in 
recent surveys of the general U.S. population (Lumina Foundation, 2017; U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).
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Instrumentation
     Using the Qualtrics e-survey platform (Qualtrics, 2018), participants were asked to respond to a 
series of demographic questions as well as the Revised FSV Scale.

     Demographic questionnaire. Participants responded to a series of demographic items about their 
age, ethnicity, gender, highest level of education completed, and if they had health insurance. They 
also were asked to indicate if they had ever recommended counseling to another person and if they 
had ever participated in at least one session of counseling as defined by the American Counseling 
Association (ACA) in the 20/20: Consensus Definition of Counseling: “counseling is a professional 
relationship that empowers diverse individuals, families, and groups to accomplish mental health, 
wellness, education, and career goals” (2010, para. 2).

     The FSV Scale. The original version of the FSV Scale contained 32 items that comprise three 
subscales (Fit, Stigma, and Value) for appraising barriers to counselor seeking behavior (Neukrug et 
al., 2017). Kalkbrenner et al. (in press) developed and validated the Revised FSV Scale by reducing 
the number of items to 14 (of the original 32) and confirmed the same 3-factor structure of the scale. 
The Revised FSV Scale (see Table 1) was used in the present study for temporal validity, as it is more 
current and because it is likely to reduce respondent fatigue, because it is shorter than the original. 
The Fit subscale appraises the degree to which one trusts the process of counseling (e.g., item 11: “I 
couldn’t find a counselor who would understand me.”). The Stigma subscale measures respondents’ 
hesitation to seek counseling because of feelings of embarrassment (e.g., item 1: “My friends would 
think negatively of me.”). The Value scale reflects the extent to which a respondent thinks that 
attending personal counseling will be beneficial (e.g., item 8: “It is not an effective use of my time.”). 
For each item, respondents were prompted with the stem, “I am less likely to attend counseling 
because . . . ” and asked to rate each item on a Likert-type scale: 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 
(neither agree or disagree), 4 (agree), or 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores designate a greater sensitivity to 
each barrier. Previous investigators demonstrated adequate to strong internal consistency reliability 
coefficients for the Revised FSV Scale: α = .82, α = .91, and α = .78, respectively (Kalkbrenner et al., 
in press) and α = .81, α = .87, and α = .77 (Kalkbrenner & Neukrug, 2018). Past investigators found 
validity evidence for the 3-dimensional factor structure of the original and revised versions of the 
FSV Scale through rigorous psychometric testing (factor analysis) with populations of human services 
professionals (Neukrug et al., 2017), professional counselors (Kalkbrenner et al., in press), and 
counseling students (Kalkbrenner & Neukrug, 2018).

Results

CFA
     A review of skewness and kurtosis values (see Table 1) indicated that the 14 items on the revised 
FSV scale were largely within the acceptable range of a normal distribution (absolute value < 1; Field, 
2013). Mahalanobis d2 indices showed no extreme multivariate outliers. An inter-item correlation 
matrix (see Table 2) was computed to investigate the suitability of the data for factor analysis. Inter-
item correlations were favorable and ranged from r = 0.42 to r = 0.82 (see Table 2).
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics: The Revised Version of the FSV Scale (N = 410) 

Items M SD Skew Kurtosis
1. My friends would think negatively of me. (Stigma) 2.27 1.18 0.63 -0.50
2. It would suggest I am unstable. (Stigma) 2.55 1.25 0.29 -0.97
3. I would feel embarrassed. (Stigma) 2.72 1.20 -0.02 -1.00
4. It would damage my reputation. (Stigma) 2.43 1.20 0.41 -0.78
5. It would be of no benefit. (Value) 2.46 1.20 0.39 -0.71
6. I would feel badly about myself if I saw a counselor. (Stigma) 2.35 1.13 0.45 -0.61
7. The financial cost of participating is not worth the personal 

benefits. (Value) 2.61 1.18 0.25 -0.68
8. It is not an effective use of my time. (Value) 2.40 1.16 0.45 -0.57
9. I couldn’t find a counselor with my theoretical orientation  

(personal style of counseling). (Fit)
 

2.42
 

1.12
 

0.62
 

-0.68
10. I couldn’t find a counselor competent enough to work with me. 

(Fit)
 

2.31
 

1.12
 

0.50
 

-0.47
11. I couldn’t find a counselor who would understand me. (Fit) 2.41 1.20 0.48 -0.66
12. I don’t trust a counselor to keep my matters just between us. 

(Fit)
 

2.50
 

1.21
 

0.33
 

-0.82
13. Counseling is unnecessary because my problems will resolve 

naturally. (Value)
 

2.56
 

1.31
 

0.22
 

-0.61
14. I have had a bad experience with a previous counselor in the 

past. (Fit)
 

2.34
 

1.17
 

0.44
 

-0.71

Table 2

Inter-Item Correlation Matrix

   Q1     Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14
Q1 1   0.70 0.64 0.72 0.54 0.63 0.53 0.57 0.57 0.60 0.60 0.53 0.47  0.53
Q2    1 0.76 0.72 0.51 0.61 0.52 0.54 0.55 0.58 0.60 0.57 0.42  0.46
Q3 1 0.68 0.51 0.64 0.54 0.53 0.53 0.55 0.58 0.57 0.50 0.43
Q4 1 0.62 0.68 0.55 0.59 0.58 0.61 0.63 0.61 0.51 0.53
Q5 1 0.67 0.58 0.69 0.52 0.59 0.59 0.48 0.57 0.49
Q6 1 0.58 0.68 0.59 0.68 0.69 0.60 0.56 0.48
Q7 1 0.72 0.60 0.60 0.57 0.58 0.59 0.53
Q8 1 0.64 0.66 0.68 0.61 0.64 0.54
Q9 1 0.71 0.71 0.61 0.56 0.57
Q10 1 0.82 0.65 0.56 0.56
Q11 1 0.65 0.52 0.58
Q12 1 0.57 0.52
Q13 1 0.44
Q14 1
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     A CFA based on structural equation modeling was computed using IBM SPSS Amos version 25 to 
test the psychometric properties of the revised 14-item scale with adults in the United States (RQ1). A 
number of goodness-of-fit (GOF) indices recommended by Byrne (2016) were investigated to determine 
model fit. The Chi Square CMIN absolute fit index was statistically significant: χ2 (74) = 3.54, p < 0.001. 
More suitable GOF indices for large sample sizes (N > 200) were examined and revealed adequate 
model fit: comparative fit index (CFI = .96); root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA = .07); 
90% confidence interval [.06, .08]; standardized root mean square residual (SRMR = .038); incremental 
fit index (IFI = .96); and normed fit index (NFI = .94). Collectively, the GOF indices above demonstrated 
adequate model fit based on the guidelines provided by Byrne. The path model with standardized 
coefficients is displayed in Figure 1. Tests of internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) revealed 
strong reliability coefficients for all three FSV subscales: α = .90, α = .91, and α = .87, respectively. An 
investigation of the path model coefficients (see Figure 1) revealed a moderate to strong association 
between the FSV barriers. Consequently, researchers computed a follow-up CFA to test if a single-factor 
model solution for the FSV Scale was a better fit with the data. Results revealed a poor model fit for the 
single-factor solution, suggesting that retaining the 3-factor model was appropriate for the data.

Figure 1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis Path Model (N = 410) 
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Frequency and Multivariate Analyses
     Of the 374 participants who responded to the item regarding whether they had previously 
attended counseling, 32% (n = 121) indicated they had. A total of 362 participants specified both their 
gender and past attendance in counseling. Females’ (n = 199) rate of attendance in counseling was 
35% (n = 70) and males’ (n = 163) rate of attendance in counseling was 28% (n = 45). Eleven percent  
(n = 45) of participants were attending counseling at the time of data collection.

     A factorial 2 (gender) X 2 (attendance in counseling) X 2 (ethnicity) MANOVA was computed 
to examine demographic differences in participants’ sensitivity to barriers to counseling. All three 
independent variables had two levels: gender (male or female), attendance in counseling (no previous 
attendance in counseling or previous attendance in counseling), and ethnicity (White or non-White). 
Based on the recommendations of Kaneshiro, Geling, Gellert, and Millar (2011), the second level of the 
ethnicity independent variable, non-White, was aggregated by merging all participants who did not 
identify as White; this ensured comparable groups for statistical analyses. The dependent variables 
consisted of respondents’ composite scores on each of the three FSV barriers. Because we were 
interested in investigating all significant main effects and interaction effects across the univariate and 
multivariate nature of the data, both MANOVA and follow-up univariate ANOVAs were computed 
(Field, 2013). Bonferroni corrections were applied to control for the familywise error rate.

     A significant main effect emerged for gender: F = (7, 354) = 4.73, p = 0.003, Wilks’ Λ = 0.96, η2
p = 0.04. 

The univariate ANOVAs (see Table 3) revealed significant main effects for all three FSV barriers:  
Fit: [F = (7, 354) = 6.26, p = 0.013, η2

p  = 0.02]; Stigma: [F = (7, 354) = 13.71, p < 0.001, η2
p = .04]; and  

Value: [F = (7, 354) = 5.52, p = 0.02, η2
p = .02]. Males (M = 2.56, M = 2.73, M = 2.60) scored higher than 

females (M = 2.25, M = 2.24, M = 2.23) on Fit, Stigma, and Value, respectively. A significant multivariate 
main effect also emerged for attendance in counseling: F = (7, 354) = 3.80, p = 0.01, Wilks’ Λ = 0.97, 
η2

p = 0.031. The univariate ANOVA revealed that participants who had not attended counseling (M 
= 2.60) scored higher than participants who had attended counseling (M = 2.30) on the Value barrier: 
F = (7, 354) = 4.65, p = 0.03, η2

p  = 0.01. There were no other statistically significant main effects or 
any interaction effects (see Table 3). That is, there were no other significant group differences in 
respondents’ sensitivity to the FSV barriers by gender, attendance in counseling, or ethnicity.

Discussion

     The primary aim of the present study was to validate the revised version of the FSV Scale 
with adults in the United States. Researchers also investigated the percentage of adults that have 
attended counseling and examined demographic differences in participants’ sensitivity to barriers 
to counseling. Frequency analyses revealed that 32% of our sample had attended at least one session 
of personal counseling, and among those who did, females reported a higher rate of attendance 
(35%) than males (28%). At the time of data collection, 11% of participants were seeing a counselor. 
Our findings are largely consistent with previous investigations that suggested 15–38% of adults in 
the United States had sought counseling at some point in their lives (Hann et al., 2014; University of 
Phoenix, 2013).
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Table 3 

Demographic Differences in Sensitivity to Barriers to Counseling
2 (gender) X 2 (attendance in counseling) X 2 (ethnicity) Analysis of Variance 

Independent Variable                               Barrier        F     Sig.
Partial Eta 
Squared

Gender *Fit 6.26 0.01    0.02

**Stigma 13.71 0.00 0.04

*Value 5.52 0.02 0.02

Ethnicity   Fit 0.34 0.56 0.00

  Stigma 0.00 0.96 0.00

  Value 0.11 0.74 0.00

Attendance in Counseling   Fit 0.69 0.41 0.00

  Stigma 0.01 0.93 0.00

*Value 4.65 0.03 0.01

Gender X Ethnicity   Fit 0.00 0.96 0.00

  Stigma 0.12 0.73 0.00

  Value 0.14 0.71 0.01

Gender X Counseling   Fit 1.38 0.24 0.01

  Stigma 3.00 0.08 0.01

  Value 1.32 0.25 0.00

Ethnicity X Counseling   Fit 0.07 0.79 0.00

  Stigma 0.00 0.98 0.00

  Value 0.21 0.65 0.00

Gender X Ethnicity X Counseling   Fit 0.81 0.37 0.00

  Stigma 1.19 0.28 0.00

  Value 0.24 0.62 0.00

df = (1, 354) Note: 0.00 denotes values < 0.01. *Indicates statistical significance at the p < 0.05 level (2-tailed). ** Indicates 
statistical significance at the p < 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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     Similar to previous literature on attendance in counseling and congruent with gender theory 
(Levant, Wimer, & Williams, 2011; Seidler et al., 2017; Vogel, Heimerdinger-Edwards, Hammer, 
& Hubbard, 2011), we found that males were less likely to seek counseling and were particularly 
susceptible to the Stigma, Fit, and Value barriers when compared to females. Susceptibility to the 
Stigma barrier suggests that men might be less likely to attend counseling because of feelings of 
shame or embarrassment (Cheng, Kwan, & Sevig, 2013; Cheng, Wang, McDermott, Kridel, & Rislin, 
2018; J. E. Kim, Saw, & Zane, 2015). Males also reported a higher sensitivity to the Fit and Value 
barriers as compared to women, suggesting they might place less worth on the anticipated benefits 
of counseling, and if they were to enter counseling, they may be particularly concerned about finding 
a counselor with whom they are compatible. It is possible that men’s sensitivity to all FSV barriers 
may simply be related to their underutilization of counseling services when compared to women, 
although other explanations also might be plausible.

     Consistent with Kalkbrenner et al. (in press), we found that independent of gender, participants 
who had not attended at least one session of personal counseling placed less value on its potential 
benefits as compared to those who had attended counseling. This finding suggests that to some 
extent, attendance in personal counseling might moderate the aforementioned gender differences in 
participants’ sensitivity to the Value barrier. It is possible that attendance in counseling accounts for a 
more meaningful amount of the variance in sensitivity to the Value barrier to counseling than gender. 
Also, consistent with the findings of Kalkbrenner et al. (in press) and Kalkbrenner and Neukrug (2018), 
we found psychometric support for the factorial validity of the revised version of the FSV scale. Similar 
to these previous investigations (Kalkbrenner & Neukrug, 2018; Kalkbrenner et al., in press), tests of 
internal consistency revealed strong reliability coefficients for all three FSV scales. The findings of the 
present investigators add to the growing body of literature on Fit, Stigma, and Value as three primary 
barriers to seeking counseling among a variety of populations, including human services professionals 
(Neukrug et al., 2017), professional counselors (Kalkbrenner et al., in press), counselor trainees 
(Kalkbrenner & Neukrug, 2018), and now with members of the general U.S. population.

     An investigation of the path model coefficients (see Figure 1) revealed moderate to strong associations 
between the FSV barriers, higher compared to past investigations (Kalkbrenner & Neukrug, 2018; 
Kalkbrenner et al., in press). A follow-up CFA was computed to test if a single-factor model (aggregated 
FSV barriers into a single scale) was a better factor solution for the data. However, the follow-up CFA 
revealed poor model fit for the single factor solution, suggesting that Fit, Stigma, and Value comprise 
three separate dimensions of a related construct. The differences in the strength of association between 
the FSV scales in the present study and in the studies by Kalkbrenner et al. (in press) and Kalkbrenner 
and Neukrug (2018) might be explained by differences between the samples. These investigators 
validated the FSV barriers with populations of professional counselors and counseling students. It is 
possible that professional counselors and counseling students were better able to discriminate between 
different types of barriers to counseling compared to members of the general U.S. population because of 
the clinical nature of their training. In addition, minor discrepancies are expected in any psychometric 
study in which authors are attempting to confirm the dimensionality of an attitudinal measure with a 
new sample (Hendrick, Fischer, Tobi, & Frewer, 2013).

     To summarize, the results of internal consistency reliability and CFA indicated that the Revised 
FSV Scale and its dimensions were estimated adequately with a stratified random sample of adults 
in the United States. We found close to one-third of our sample had attended counseling, 11% were 
in counseling at the time of data collection, and there were demographic differences in participants’ 
sensitivity to barriers to counseling by gender and past attendance in counseling. A number of 
implications for enhancing counseling practice have emerged from these findings.
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Implications for Counseling Practice

     With 20% of individuals in the general U.S. population living with a mental disorder, 11% in 
counseling, 32% having attended counseling, and others wanting counseling but wary of attending, 
counselors, counseling programs, and counseling organizations can all play a part in reducing 
the barriers that the public faces when deciding whether or not they should attend counseling. 
Professional counselors can become leaders in reducing barriers to attending counseling among the 
general U.S. population through outreach and advocacy. The implications of the following strategies 
for outreach and advocacy are discussed in the subsequent sub-sections: connecting prospective 
clients with counselors, interprofessional communication, mobile health, and reducing stigma toward 
seeking counseling.

Connecting Prospective Clients With Counselors
     Nationally, counseling organizations can operate campaigns aimed at reducing the stigma 
associated with counseling and speaking to its value. The National Board for Certified Counselors 
(NBCC) advocates for the development and implementation of grassroots community mental health 
approaches for supporting the accessibility of mental health services on both national and international 
levels (Hinkle, 2014). Like NBCC, other professional organizations (e.g., ACA and the American 
Mental Health Counselors Association) might include a directory of professional counselors on their 
website, along with their specialty areas, who work in a variety of geographic locations to help connect 
prospective clients with services. On a local level, it is recommended that professional counselors 
engage in outreach with members of their community to identify the potential unique mental health 
needs of people in their community and learn about potential barriers to counseling in their local area. 
Specifically, professional counselors can attend town board meetings and other public events to briefly 
introduce themselves and use their active listening skills to better understand the needs of the local 
community. The Revised FSV Scale is one potential tool that professional counselors might use when 
engaging in outreach with members of their community to gain a better understanding about local 
barriers to counseling.

     We found that participants who had previously attended at least one session of personal 
counseling reported a higher perceived value of the benefits of counseling compared to those who 
did not attend counseling. It is possible that individuals’ attendance in counseling is related to their 
attributing a higher value to the anticipated benefits of counseling. Thus, we suggest community 
mental health counselors consider offering one free counseling session to promote prospective clients’ 
attendance in counseling. Just one free session might have the benefit of adding value to a client’s 
perceived worth of the counseling relationship and increase the likelihood of continued attendance 
in counseling. Offering one free session may be particularly important for men and minorities, who 
have traditionally attended counseling at lower rates (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2008; Seidler et al., 2017).

Interprofessional Communication
     The flourishing of integrated behavioral health and interprofessional practice across the health 
care system might provide professional counselors with an opportunity to identify and reduce 
barriers to seeking counseling among the general U.S. population. In particular, integrated behavioral 
health involves infusing the delivery of physical and mental health care through interprofessional 
collaborations or teamwork among a variety of different professionals, thus providing a more holistic 
model for the patient (Johnson, Sparkman-Key, & Kalkbrenner, 2017). Professional counselors can 
collaborate with primary care physicians and consider the utility of administering the FSV Scale 
to patients while they are in the waiting room, as the FSV Scale can be accessed electronically via a 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Hatzenbuehler%20ML%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18517286
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tablet or smart phone. We recommend that counseling practitioners reach out to local primary care 
physicians to discuss the utility of integrated behavioral health and make themselves available to 
physicians for consultation on how to recognize and refer patients to counseling.

Mobile Health (mHealth)
     mHealth refers to the delivery of interventions geared toward promoting physical or mental health 
by means of a cellular phone (Johnson & Kalkbrenner, 2017). Professional counselors can use mHealth to 
provide prospective clients with a brief overview of counseling, address prominent barriers to counseling 
faced by students, and provide mental health resources that are available to students. mHealth might 
be particularly useful for college and school counselors as academic institutions typically have access 
to students’ cell phone numbers, and students “appear to be open and responsive to the utilization of 
mHealth” (Johnson & Kalkbrenner, 2017, p. 323). The campus counseling center is underutilized on 
some college campuses because of stigma (Rosenthal & Wilson, 2016) and students’ unawareness of 
the services that are available at the counseling center (Dobmeier, Kalkbrenner, Hill, & Hernández, 
2013). College counselors might consider using mHealth as a platform for both reducing stigma toward 
counselor-seeking behavior and for spreading students’ awareness of the services that are available to 
them for reduced or no fees at the counseling center.

Reducing Stigma Toward Seeking Counseling
     Our results are consistent with the body of evidence indicating that when compared to women, 
men are less likely to attend counseling, more susceptible to barriers to attending counseling, and more 
likely to terminate counseling early (Levant et al., 2011; Seidler et al., 2017). Consistent with Vogel et 
al. (2011), we found that stigma was a predominant barrier to counseling among male participants. It 
is recommended that counseling practitioners focus on normalizing common presenting concerns that 
men are facing and find venues (e.g., barber shops, sports arenas) where they can reach out to men and 
lessen their concerns about attending counseling (Neukrug, Britton, & Crews, 2013).

     Professional counselors can become leaders in reducing stigma toward help-seeking among men 
by normalizing common presenting concerns. As one example, the stress, anxiety, and depression 
men face when given a diagnosis of prostate cancer can potentially be reduced by counselors and 
their professional associations. By developing ways for the public to understand prostate cancer 
and its related mental health concerns, counselors and their professional associations can lessen 
the stigma of the disease. Promoting public awareness also can increase men’s likelihood of talking 
about a diagnosis of prostate cancer with friends, loved ones, and counselors, in a similar way that a 
diagnosis of breast cancer has been destigmatized over the past few decades. Professional counselors 
should consider other strategies that can be utilized to enhance the likelihood for men to attend 
counseling, such as group counseling or an informal setting.

Limitations and Future Research

     Because causal attributions cannot be inferred from a cross-sectional survey research design, 
future researchers can extend the line of research on the FSV barriers using an experimental design 
by administering the scale to clients prior to and following attendance in counseling. Results might 
provide evidence of how counseling lessens one’s sensitivity to some barriers. Consistent with the 
U.S. Census Bureau (2017), the ethnic identity of the majority of participants in our sample was 
White. Thus, future research should replicate the present study using a more ethnically diverse 
sample, especially because individuals who identify with ethnicities other than White tend to seek 
counseling at lower rates (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2008; Vogel et al., 2011). In addition, despite having 
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used a rigorous stratified random sampling procedure, it is possible that because of the sample 
size, this sample is not representative of adults in the United States. In addition, self-report bias is a 
limitation of the present study.

     Our findings, coupled with existing findings in the literature (Kalkbrenner & Neukrug, 2018; 
Kalkbrenner et al., in press), suggest that the psychometric properties of the revised version of 
the FSV Scale are adequate for appraising barriers to seeking counseling among mental health 
professionals and adults in the United States. The next step in this line of research is to confirm the 
3-factor structure of the FSV Scale with populations that are susceptible to mental health disorders 
and who might be reticent to seek counseling (e.g., veterans, high school students, non-White 
populations, and the older adult population; Akanwa, 2015; American Public Health Association, 
2014; Bartels et al., 2003). Because we did not place any restrictions on sampling based on prospective 
participants’ history of mental illness, it is possible that the mean differences between participants’ 
sensitivity to the FSV barriers were influenced by the extent to which they were living with clinical 
problems at the time of data collection. Thus, future researchers should validate the FSV barriers with 
participants who are living with psychiatric conditions. Future researchers might also investigate the 
extent to which there might be differences in participants’ sensitivity to the FSV barriers based on the 
amount of time they have been in counseling (e.g., the number of sessions).

     Because of the global increase in mental distress (WHO, 2018), future researchers should consider 
confirming the psychometric properties of the FSV Scale with international populations. In addition, 
we found that when gender, ethnicity, and previous attendance in counseling were entered into 
the MANOVA as independent variables, significant differences in the Value barrier only emerged 
for attendance in counseling. Therefore, previous attendance in counseling might account for a 
more substantial portion of the variance in barriers to counseling than gender and ethnicity. Future 
researchers can test this hypothesis using a path analysis.

Summary and Conclusion

     Attendance in counseling among members of the general U.S. population has become increasingly 
important because of the frequency and complexity of mental disorders within the U.S. and global 
populations (WHO, 2017). The primary aim of the present study was to test the psychometric properties 
of the Revised FSV Scale, a questionnaire for measuring barriers to counseling using a stratified random 
sample of U.S. adults. The results of a CFA indicated that the Revised FSV Scale and its dimensions 
were estimated adequately with a stratified random sample of adults in the United States. The appraisal 
of barriers to seeking counseling is an essential first step in understanding why prospective clients do 
or do not seek counseling. At this stage of development, the Revised FSV Scale appears to have utility 
for screening sensitivity to three primary barriers (Fit, Stigma, and Value) to seeking counseling among 
mental health professionals and adults in the United States. Further, the Revised FSV Scale can be used 
tentatively by counseling practitioners who work in a variety of settings as one way to measure and 
potentially reduce barriers associated with counseling among prospective clients.
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Multicultural Competence and the Working 
Alliance as Predictors of Client Outcomes

Exploring client outcomes is a primary goal for counselors; however, gaps in empirical research exist related 
to the relationship between client outcomes, the working alliance, and counselor characteristics. Thus, the 
purpose of this investigation was to explore the relationship between the effects of multicultural competence 
and the working alliance on client outcomes from both client (n = 119) and counselor-in-training (n = 72) 
perspectives, while controlling for social desirability. Hierarchical regression results indicated counselors-
in-training’s perceptions of multicultural competence and client outcome pretest scores were a significant 
predictor of client outcomes, after controlling for social desirability. Linear mixed effects modeling indicated 
significant differences in perceptions between both clients and counselors on the working alliance and 
multicultural competence. Findings highlight the importance of exploring what has already been working 
for clients before coming to counseling. Additionally, counselors are encouraged to self-reflect and explore 
how their clients view the relationship between the working alliance and multicultural competence.

Keywords: client outcomes, multicultural competence, working alliance, social desirability, client perspective

     The past three decades of research have identified the therapeutic relationship between client and 
counselor as the most important predictor of change in counseling for clients (Ardito & Rabellino, 2011; 
Horvath & Bedi, 2002; Norcross, 2002); however, there is limited research on the associations between 
the working alliance and multicultural competence. Cultivating multicultural competence for counselor 
trainees has been the focus of considerable empirical research (Horvath & Bedi, 2002), yet the majority 
of studies have focused on trainees’ self-report of multicultural competence, failing to account for 
clients’ perceptions of trainees’ competencies (Constantine, 2001; Fuertes et al., 2006). Specifically, more 
research is needed exploring the influence of multicultural competence as perceived by both clients and 
counselors-in-training (CITs) on client outcomes (Hays & Erford, 2017; Katz & Hoyt, 2014).

Working Alliance and Client Outcomes

     The working alliance is a collaborative approach that refers to the extent of agreement between clients 
and counselors on the goals, tasks (how to accomplish goals), and bond (development of personal bond 
between client and counselor) in counseling (Horvath & Greenberg, 1989). The working alliance has been 
identified as a key factor in positive client outcomes, despite choice of treatment modality or counseling 
setting (Bachelor, 2013; Baldwin, Wampold, & Imel, 2007). Considerable research has been conducted 
on the working alliance in relation to clients’ and CITs’ perceptions and client outcomes. Research has 
shown consistent similarities and differences between clients’ and counselors’ perceptions of the working 
alliance (Bachelor, 2013; Fitzpatrick, Iwakabe, & Stalikas, 2005; Hatcher & Barends, 1996). For example, 
Huppert et al. (2014) looked at the effect of counselor characteristics and the therapeutic alliance on 
client outcomes for clients receiving cognitive behavioral therapy for panic disorder with agoraphobia. 
The working alliance was measured in Sessions 3 and 9. Multilevel modeling indicated that counselors’ 
involvement in the alliance predicted attrition. However, client perspective of the working alliance 
predicted both client outcomes and attrition in counseling.
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     Studies such as Huppert et al. (2014) highlight the important role that the working alliance has in 
client outcomes in counseling. However, Drisko (2013) acknowledged that the therapeutic relationship 
is not the sole predictor of client outcomes and highlighted that additional factors in counseling, 
combined with a strong therapeutic relationship, can influence outcomes. Other common factors can 
include client motivation and counselor characteristics such as multicultural competence. Collins 
and Arthur (2010) described the working alliance as the cornerstone in the counseling process that 
facilitates a transformative collaborative approach in helping clients explore and understand their 
cultural self-awareness.

Multicultural Competence and Client Outcomes

     In 1992, Sue, Arredondo, and McDavis developed the Multicultural Counseling Competencies, and 
in 1996 Arredondo and colleagues presented a paper outlining the Tripartite Model of Multicultural 
Counseling that categorized multicultural competence into three factors: awareness, knowledge, and 
skills. More recently, the Association for Multicultural Counseling and Development and the American 
Counseling Association (ACA) have endorsed a set of updated competencies, including a social justice 
framework entitled the Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies (MSJCC; Ratts, 
Singh, Nassar-McMillan, Butler, & McCullough, 2015). Research supports positive associations between 
clients’ perceptions of their counselors’ multicultural competence and (a) client outcomes (Owen, Leach, 
Wampold, & Rodolfa, 2011); (b) the counseling relationship (Fuertes & Brobst, 2002; Fuertes et al., 
2006; Li & Kim, 2004; Pope-Davis et al., 2002); and (c) satisfaction with counseling (Constantine, 2002; 
Fuertes & Brobst, 2002). These associations show how influential clients’ perceptions of their counselors’ 
multicultural competence are based on a variety of aspects of the counseling process. However, the 
majority of studies have focused on exploring counselors’ multicultural competence from only the 
counselor’s perspective (Worthington, Soth-McNett, & Moreno, 2007).

     Self-report multicultural measures have been criticized for being prone to participants responding 
in a socially desirable manner and having a tendency to measure anticipated behaviors of multicultural 
competence rather than actual behaviors and attitudes of multicultural competence (Constantine & 
Ladany, 2000; Worthington, Mobley, Franks, & Tan, 2000). In addition, counselors’ ratings of their 
multicultural competence can differ from ratings from an observer (e.g., supervisor; Worthington et 
al., 2000) or their client (Smith & Trimble, 2016). Social desirability is a response bias in which research 
participants attempt to make a good impression when completing research studies by answering in an 
overly positive manner (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). One way researchers can minimize the potential 
threat of social desirability is to input a social desirability scale (Drisko, 2013) and to control for social 
desirability, which can improve the accuracy of the research design (McKibben & Silvia, 2016).

     In addition to the majority of studies only looking at counselors’ perspectives, there is a need for 
further research on how CITs’ multicultural competence associates with client outcomes (D’Andrea 
& Heckman, 2008). For example, Soto, Smith, Griner, Rodríguez, and Bernal (2018) conducted a 
meta-analysis looking at how many studies have explored how client outcomes are related to their 
counselors’ level of multicultural competence. Only 15 studies were found that explored client 
outcomes and counselors’ multicultural competence. From the 15 studies, 73% appeared since 2010, 
including several unpublished dissertations (40%). The fact that only 15 studies were identified that met 
inclusion criteria for this study and were found several decades after the multicultural competencies 
have emerged suggests the need for further investigation on this topic (Soto et al., 2018). Two specific 
studies, Owen et al. (2011) and Tao, Owen, Pace, and Imel (2015), explored the relationships between 
multicultural competence and the counseling process. Owen and colleagues’ findings indicated a   
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positive association between clients’ ratings of their counselors’ multicultural competence and client 
outcomes. Tao and colleagues’ meta-analysis comparing the correlations and effect sizes between 
quantitative studies (between the years of 2002–2014) of multicultural competence and other measures 
of the clinical process indicated that clients ratings of their counselors’ multicultural competence 
accounted for 37% of the variance in the working alliance. Owen et al.’s and Tao et al.’s findings 
highlight the need to further explore the dynamics between clients’ and counselors’ perceptions of 
multicultural competence and the working alliance.

     Overall, the lack of multicultural competence outcome research may be a hindrance to counselors 
being able to fulfill the ACA Code of Ethics because of a lack of empirical justification (D’Andrea & 
Heckman, 2008). In order for multicultural competence scholarship to further advance, professional 
counseling organizations and scholars (ACA, 2014; Bachelor, 2013; Council for Accreditation of 
Counseling and Related Educational Programs, 2016; Owen et al., 2011) recommend exploring how 
multicultural competence may influence client outcomes. Additionally, research is needed exploring 
the similarities and differences between clients’ and counselors’ views on the working alliance and 
multicultural competence. Further, in self-report counseling investigations, researchers can minimize 
potential threat to the study by using a social desirability scale as a control variable (Drisko, 2013; 
McKibben & Silvia, 2016). Thus, the purpose of this investigation was to explore the relationship 
between the effects of multicultural competence and the working alliance on client outcomes from 
both client and CIT perspectives, while controlling for social desirability.

     As such, we aimed to answer three research questions: (a) Do CITs’ multicultural competence and 
the working alliance (as perceived by clients) predict client outcomes, while controlling for social 
desirability from the client’s perspective? (b) Do CITs’ multicultural competence and the working 
alliance (as perceived by counselors) predict client outcomes, while controlling for social desirability 
from the CIT’s perspective? and (c) What differences exist between clients’ and CITs’ perceptions of 
CITs’ multicultural competence and the working alliance, while controlling for social desirability?

Method 

Participants
     This investigation was conducted at a university-based community counseling research center 
located in the southeastern region of the United States. The primary investigator worked in the clinic 
in which the research study was conducted; thus, convenience sampling was used. CITs’ criteria to 
participate in this study was that the student had to be enrolled in their first or second semester of 
practicum in a master’s-level counselor education program. In addition, client criteria to participate 
was that they had to be an adult (over the age of 18) receiving counseling services from the CITs at 
the counseling research center. A total of 146 adult clients and 85 CITs participated in this study. 
Missing values and clients who completed the assessments more than twice were removed, yielding a 
response rate of 82% for clients and 84% for CITs.

     Client participants self-identified as female (n = 71, 59.7%) and male (n = 48, 40.3%). The number  
of clients by age range was: 18–30 (n = 56, 47.1%), 31–40 (n = 27, 47.1%), 41–50 (n = 22, 18.5%), 51–60  
(n = 12, 10.1%), and 61–65 (n = 2, 1.7%). Lastly, clients identified as White (n = 64, 53.8%), African 
American/Black (non-Hispanic, n = 21, 17.6%), Hispanic/Latino (n = 20, 16.8%), Biracial/Multiracial  
(n = 7, 5.9%), American Indian (n = 2, 1.7%), Asian (n = 1, 8%), and Other (n = 4, 3.4%). 
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     CIT participants self-identified as female (n = 61, 84.7%) and as male (n = 11, 15.3%). A majority 
of counselors were between the ages of 21–26 (n = 54, 75%), followed by 27–37 (n = 18, 25%). CITs 
identified as White (n = 48, 66.7%), African American/Black (non-Hispanic, n = 7, 9.7%), Hispanic/
Latino (n = 7, 9.7%), Biracial/Multiracial (n = 8, 11.1%), Asian (n = 1, 1.4%), and Other (n = 1, 1.4%).

Procedure
     Approval to conduct the study was obtained from the university’s institutional review board and 
the clinical director of the counseling research center. First, the researcher administered the consent 
for research during CITs’ practicum orientation and explained the purpose and voluntary nature of 
the study. CITs received instructions on how to administer consent for research to clients. Counselors 
received small tokens (a mechanical pencil and a small piece of candy) from the researcher during 
the practicum orientation as an incentive to complete the surveys and provide them to clients. Clinic 
services where the research was conducted include free counseling. Clients were already receiving 
free counseling services, and if they chose not to participate in this study, they would still continue to 
receive free counseling.

     The researcher instructed CITs to provide clients with the explanation of research at the start of their 
first counseling session. If clients chose to participate, the CIT administered the Outcome Questionnaire 
45.2 (OQ45.2; Lambert et al., 1996) assessment at the end of their first and third sessions in the counseling 
room. In addition, clients and CITs were instructed to complete the demographic questionnaire, the 
Cross-Cultural Counseling Inventory-Revised (CCCI-R; LaFromboise, Coleman, & Hernandez, 1991), the 
Working Alliance Inventory-Short Form (WAI-S; Horvath & Greenberg, 1989; Tracey & Kokotovic, 1989), 
and the Reynolds Marlowe-Crown Social Desirability Scale-Short Form A (SDS; Reynolds, 1982) after 
their third session was completed. Data were collected after completion of the third counseling session 
based on preliminary analysis on adult client retention rates at the counseling research center indicating 
that after the fourth counseling session, client retention rate drops by 60%. In addition, the working 
alliance is generally measured between the first and fifth sessions (Horvath & Bedi, 2002; Norcross, 2002).

     Data were entered and then analyzed by SPSS. Prior to beginning analysis, several preliminary 
analyses were conducted to explore relationships among variables. Assumptions for normality, 
homogeneity of variance, linearity, and multicollinearity were met. To reduce the likelihood of violating 
the assumption of independence, clients were used as a static variable, or a variable that only has one 
independent observation. Utilizing static variables was important due to the possibility for the same 
client to have received counseling services during the two semesters in which the researcher collected 
the data, increasing the potential violation for the assumption of independence. Thus, if the same client 
had multiple ratings on assessments, they were removed from the data set, resulting in the removal of 
three clients. Researchers used correlation analysis, hierarchical regression, and linear mixed-effects 
modeling to explore their research questions.

Measures
     The CCCI-R (LaFromboise et al., 1991) was used to measure client and counselor perceptions of 
CIT multicultural counseling competence in this investigation. The CCCI-R was developed based on 
the multicultural competencies defined by the Education and Training Committee of Division 17 of 
the American Psychological Association (Sue et al., 1982). The CCCI-R is a 20-item assessment, rated 
on a 6-point Likert scale intended for observer report of a counselor’s level of cultural awareness, 
knowledge, and skill. LaFromboise and colleagues (1991) reported an overall internal consistency 
coefficient alpha of .95, with an inter-item correlation between .18 and .73. Although the CCCI-R was 
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developed to be completed by supervisors, it has been adapted for use with counselors and clients 
(e.g., Client: My counselor is aware of his or her own cultural heritage; Counselor: I am aware of my 
own cultural heritage; Fuertes et al., 2006; Owen et al., 2011). The CCCI-R is scored utilizing total 
scores, with higher scores indicating more perceived multicultural competence. Cronbach’s alpha 
results for this study were .92 for clients and .85 for CITs (Lafromboise et al., 1991).

     The WAI-S (Horvath & Greenberg, 1989; Tracey & Kokotovic, 1989) was used to measure client 
and CIT perceptions about the strength of the working alliance relationship in counseling. The WAI-S 
is a 12-item assessment rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7 (1 = never to 7 = always), 
intended to measure the strength of the therapeutic relationship as perceived by client and counselor 
(e.g., Client: I am confident in my counselor’s ability to help me; Counselor: I am confident in my 
ability to help my client; Bachelor, 2013; Fitzpatrick et al., 2005; Hatcher & Barends, 1996). Tracey and 
Kokotovic (1989) indicated strong internal consistency for both the client version (α = .98) and the 
counselor version (α = .95) of the WAI-S. The WAI-S total score is the summation of three subscales 
(task, bond, and goal), with higher scores indicating a stronger therapeutic relationship. Cronbach’s 
alpha results for this study were .82 for clients and .81 for CITs.

     The SDS (Reynolds,1982) was used to measure social desirability in this study. The SDS is a shortened 
version of the original Marlow Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSDS; Crowne & Marlow, 1960). The 
SDS is an 11-item dichotomous (i.e., 0 = True, 1 = False) scale designed to assess whether participants are 
responding truthfully in response to assessments or answering in a biased way to put forward a more 
socially desirable self-image (e.g., I’m always willing to admit when I make a mistake). Scoring ranges 
from 0–11, with a higher score indicating participant likelihood of answering in a socially desirable 
manner to avoid disapproval from others. Reliability for the shortened social desirability scales has been 
adequate (Reynolds, 1982). Cronbach’s alpha results for this study were .68 for clients and .73 for CITs. 
Clients’ SDS Cronbach’s alpha levels were slightly lower than the CITs’ levels; however, some authors, 
such as Aiken (2000), have indicated that a Cronbach’s alpha between .60 and .70 is adequate, and 
Streiner (2003) has indicated that the reliability on a scale of clinical samples such as the clients in this 
study can be different than those measured on the general population.

     The OQ 45.2 (Lambert et al., 1996) contains 45 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 
0–4 (0 = almost always to 4 = never) and intended to measure clients’ distress status (e.g., I feel blue; I feel 
lonely). The OQ 45.2 has been used in various settings, including community clinics in a university 
setting similar to the one in this investigation (e.g., Wolgast, Lambert, & Puschner, 2004). The OQ 45.2 
total score consists of the sum of scores of three subscales (i.e., symptomatic distress, interpersonal 
relationships, and social roles) and the reverse scores of nine items, with higher scores indicating more 
distress among clients. The total score cut off is set at 63, indicating that scores above 63 are of clinical 
significance (Lambert et al., 1996). Reported overall internal consistency for OQ total score (α = 93) and 
three subscales (α = .70) is strong (Lambert et al., 1996). Cronbach’s alpha results for this study were .82 
for the OQ 45.2 pretest and .83 for the OQ 45.2 posttest.

Results
     Average total scores for clients on the OQ 45.2 pretest, completed on the first session, were M = 
69.37 and SD = 25.009. Average OQ 45.2 posttest scores, completed on the third session, were M = 
63.73 and SD = 27.56. Average total SDS scores for clients were M = 5.74 and SD = 2.27, and average 
scores for CITs were M = 5.71 and SD = 2.66. Average total score of clients’ CCCI-R ratings of their 
CITs’ multicultural competence after completion of the third counseling session were M = 102.81 
and SD = 10.42. CITs’ ratings of their own multicultural competence were M = 96.98 and SD = 7.66. 
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Lastly, average total WAI-S scores for clients were M = 64.63 and SD = 8.0, and CITs’ scores were M 
= 59.40 and SD = 7.61.

     A Pearson product two-tailed correlation identified four significant relationships between 
the variables with effect sizes ranging from small to large (Cohen, 1992). Positive relationships 
were indicated between clients’ perceptions of CITs’ multicultural competence and the working 
alliance (r =.571, p <.05), as well as CITs’ perceptions of their multicultural competence and the 
working alliance (r = .623, p < .05), and between the OQ 45.2 pre- and posttest scores (r = .884, p 
< .05). Further, a positive relationship was found between clients’ and counselors’ perceptions 
of the working alliance (r = .199, p < .05) and between social desirability scores on CITs’ CCCI-R 
responses (r = .233, p < .05); however, the effect sizes were small. The positive relationships indicate 
that the direction of one construct is associated with the direction of the other. For example, how 
a client rates their CIT’s multicultural competence is associated with the strength (high or low) of 
the working alliance. Lastly, a negative relationship was found between clients’ social desirability 
scores with both client outcome OQ 45.2 pretest scores (r = -.233, p < .05) and OQ 45.2 posttest 
scores (r = -.277, p < .05). This negative relationship means that higher scores on one instrument are 
associated with lower scores on another.

Predictors of Client Outcomes
     In order to assess whether multicultural competence or the working alliance predicted client 
outcomes, the third-session OQ 45.2 posttest score was the dependent variable and the pretest score 
of the OQ 45.2 was the control variable. A hierarchical regression is used when the researcher has a 
theoretical basis to specify the order in which the independent variables are entered into the model 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). In the following analyses, social desirability and OQ 45.2 first-session 
scores were used as control variables. It is common practice within social sciences to use pretest scores 
as a control variable and posttest scores as a dependent measure in order to reduce error variance and 
create more powerful tests for data analysis (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Also, social desirability was 
used as a control variable because of the relationships indicated in the correlation analysis with SDS, 
OQ 45.2, and CITs’ CCCI-R responses. Further, SDS scores were used as a control variable to minimize 
potential threat to the study (Drisko, 2013), which can improve the accuracy of the research design 
(McKibben & Silvia, 2016), because self-report measures have been shown to have a strong likelihood 
of participants responding in a socially desirable manner (DeVellis, 2003; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).

     Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was used to explore whether CITs’ multicultural competence 
(CCCI-R) and working alliance (WAI-S; as perceived by clients) predicted client outcome (OQ 45.2 
pretest), while controlling for social desirability (SDS) from clients’ perspective and clients’ outcome 
pretest scores (OQ 45.2 posttest). Client outcome OQ 45.2 pretest scores and SDS scores were entered 
in the first block, explaining 78.6% [F (2, 116) = 213.3, p < .05] of the variance in client outcome OQ 45.2 
posttest scores. After entry of clients’ CCCI-R and WAI-S total scores in the second block, the total 
variance explained by the model as a whole was 78.9%, [F (4, 114) = 106.80 p < .05]. The introduction of 
clients’ CCCI-R and WAI-S scores only explained an additional variance of 0.3%, after controlling for 
client pretest scores and social desirability [R2 change = .003, F (2, 114) = .851, p > .05]. In the final model, 
only one of the four predictor variables was statistically significant, client outcome pretest score (b = .859, 
p < .05; see Table 1). The final model indicated a large effect size (R2 = .789; Cohen, 1992). Close to 79% of 
the variance in posttest scores was accounted for by OQ 45.2 first-session scores on client outcomes, after 
controlling for social desirability response.
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Table 1

Hierarchical Regression Client Perspective 

B SE b β         R2       ΔR2

Step 1: Control Variables
Client Outcome Pretest 
Client Social Desirability 

  .954
 -.913

.049         

.534
 .866*
-.076

.786 .786*

Step 2: Client Perspective
Client Outcome Pretest
Client Social Desirability 
Client CCCI-R 
Client WAI-S

   .947 
 -.991
  .183
 -.119

.049

.547

.140

.152

  .859*
-.082
 .069
-.041

.789 .003

Note. N = 119 clients; CCCI-R Counselor Multicultural Competence; WAI-S Working Alliance. *p < .05.  
Dependent Variable: Client Outcome Posttest.

     Another hierarchical multiple regression analysis was used to explore whether CITs’ multicultural 
competence (CCCI-R) and working alliance (WAI-S; as perceived by counselors) predicted client 
outcomes (OQ 45.2 pretest), while controlling for social desirability (SDS) from the CITs’ perspective 
(OQ 45.2 posttest). Client outcome pretest score and CITs’ SDS total scores were entered in the first 
block, explaining 78.1% of the variance [F (2,116) = 206.60, p < .05] in client outcome OQ 45.2 posttest 
scores. After entry of counselors’ CCCI-R and WAI-S total scores in the second block, the total 
variance explained by the model as a whole was 79.6% [F (4,114) = 111.38, p < .05]. The introduction 
of counselors’ CCCI-R and WAI-S scores explained an additional variance of 1.5%, after controlling 
for client pretest score and social desirability [R2 change = .015, F (2, 114) = 4.32, p < .05]. In the final 
model, two of the four predictor variables were statistically significant: client outcome pretest score 
(b = .894, p < .05) and counselors’ CCCI-R (b = -.157, p < .05; see Table 2). The final model indicated 
a large effect size (R2 =.796; Cohen, 1992). In this model, 80% of the variance in posttest scores was 
accounted for by OQ 45.2 first session scores on client outcomes and CITs’ multicultural competence, 
after controlling for social desirability response.

     The final research question explored the differences that exist between clients’ and counselors’ 
perceptions of CITs’ multicultural competence and the working alliance, while controlling for social 
desirability. In order to resolve the possibility of non-independence in this data set (West, Welch, & 
Galecki, 2007), a linear mixed-effects model was used to compare clients and counselors (fixed effect) 
for the dependent variables of multicultural competence and the working alliance. Thus, accounting 
for client observations nested within counselors (i.e., some CITs had several clients). There was a 
significant difference between counselor and client perceptions of CITs’ multicultural competence 
while controlling for social desirability: [F (1,174.38) = 30.43, p < 0.05]. The average CCCI-R score for 
clients was 5.91 more than the average for CITs, after controlling for social desirability. Similarly, 
there was a significant difference between counselor and client perceptions of the working alliance 
(WAI-S): [F (1, 176.20) = 79.98, p < 0.05]. The average WAI-S score for clients was 9.85 more than the 
average for CITs, controlling for social desirability. Thus, clients rated CITs’ multicultural competence 
and the working alliance higher than CITs rated themselves.
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Table 2

Hierarchical Regression Counselor Perspective 

B SE b β R2 ΔR2

Step 1: Control Variables
Client Outcome Pretest 
Counselor Social Desirability 

 .974
 .012

 .048
 .450

 .884
 .001

.781 .781*

Step 2: Counselor Perspective
Client Outcome Pretest
Counselor Social Desirability 
Counselor CCCI-R 
Counselor WAI-S

 .985
 .282 
-.563
 .192

 .047
 .451
 .198
 .167

 .894*
 .027
-.157*
 .062

.796 .015*

Note. N = 72 clients; CCCI-R Counselor Multicultural Competence; WAI-S Working Alliance. *p <.05.  
Dependent Variable: Client Outcome Posttest.

Discussion

     The aim of this investigation was to explore the relationship between client outcomes, 
counselors’ multicultural competence, the working alliance, and social desirability from both 
clients’ and CITs’ perspectives. Hierarchical regression results indicated that clients’ perspectives 
of their CITs’ multicultural competence and the working alliance did not predict client outcomes, 
although CITs’ perceptions of their multicultural competence did, modestly, after controlling 
for counselors’ social desirability scores. In a related investigation, Owen et al. (2011) compared 
differences in perceptions of counselors’ multicultural competence between clients and CITs. 
Results from their intra-class correlation (ICC) analysis indicated that CITs’ perceptions accounted 
for 8.5% (ICC = .085) of the variance in client outcomes, although clients’ perceptions of CITs’ 
multicultural competence were not related to clients’ counseling outcomes, which is consistent 
with the findings from this investigation. In contrast, results from this investigation on the working 
alliance and lack of predictive ability on client outcomes are incongruent with previous research 
that indicates a strong association between the working alliance and client outcomes (Horvath, Del 
Re, Flückiger, & Symonds, 2011; Norcross, 2011). Although results from one hierarchical regression 
did not indicate significant predictability of the working alliance on client outcomes, a Pearson 
product correlation conducted before regression analysis supported the positive associations 
between clients’ perceptions of CITs’ multicultural competence and the working alliance, as well as 
CITs’ perceptions of their multicultural competence and the working alliance. Further, correlational 
results indicated a small association between clients’ and CITs’ perceptions of the working alliance, 
and between CITs’ social desirability scores and CCCI-R responses.

     Potential explanations for some of the insignificant findings in this investigation include the cross-
sectional research design on the constructs of multicultural competence and the working alliance. In 
a cross-sectional research design, the researcher looks at a snapshot of constructs at one point in time 
(Gall et al., 2007). In this investigation, multicultural competence and the working alliance were assessed 
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after the third session for both clients and counselors. Thus, assessing multicultural competence and 
the working alliance after the third session may not have been enough time for clients to evaluate their 
counseling relationship or their CITs’ multicultural competence. For example, Fitzpatrick et al. (2005) 
explored clients’ perceptions of the working alliance utilizing the WAI-S over three phases of counseling 
(e.g., early: 2–4 sessions; middle: midpoint; late: fourth, third, or second to last). Fitzpatrick and 
colleagues (2005) conducted a MANOVA with two within-subject design factors. The two factors were 
phases of counseling (i.e., early, middle, late) and WAI subscales (i.e., task, bond, goal). Results indicated 
as a whole, client-rated alliance increased over time. Therefore, results of this analysis may have been 
different if multicultural competence and the working alliance were measured over time.

     Linear modeling results indicated significant differences between client and CIT perceptions of the 
working alliance and counselors’ multicultural competence after controlling for social desirability. 
In addition, upon inspection of the mean scores between clients and CITs, clients rated their CITs’ 
multicultural competence and the working alliance higher than CITs rated their multicultural 
competence and the working alliance. Similar to this investigation, Depue, Lambie, Liu, and Gonzalez 
(2016) found significant differences on client and CIT ratings of the working alliance, with clients 
rating the working alliance higher than counselors. Contrastingly, Fuertes and colleagues (2006) 
found no significant differences between the working alliance for clients or CITs and significant 
differences between perceptions of counselors’ multicultural competence, with CITs’ ratings being 
higher than clients, highlighting mixed research findings.

     A factor that may influence the perceptions of clients and CITs is the way clients and counselors 
would define counseling terms. First, clients and CITs may differ in their definition of what a quality 
therapeutic relationship or what a culturally responsive CIT looks like. For example, counselors may 
view the strength of the therapeutic relationship based on client progress (Bachelor & Horvath, 1999), 
while clients may view the quality of the relationship based on how much unconditional positive 
regard they sense from their counselors (Norcross, 2011). Similarly, with multicultural competence, 
Pope-Davis et al. (2002) suggested that clients may not perceive multicultural competence in the same 
way as counselors. A common theme found in Pope-Davis et al.’s (2002) qualitative investigation 
on client perceptions of culturally relevant components in counseling indicated that the need for 
integration of culture in counseling was only relevant if the client self-identified their culture as a core 
value in their life. On the other hand, counselors may view their level of multicultural competence 
based on how much knowledge they have about their clients’ cultures.

     Second, counselors’ level of experience might influence the way they rate themselves. For example, 
novice counselors, such as the participants in this investigation, often have anxiety that can negatively 
influence their beliefs about their counseling performance (Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003; Stoltenberg 
& McNeill, 2010). Barden and Greene (2015) explored the relationship between counselor education 
students’ levels of self-reported multicultural counseling competence and multicultural counseling self-
efficacy, with results indicating that students who had been in graduate education longer had higher self-
reported multicultural counseling competence and higher levels of multicultural knowledge, highlighting 
a potential explanation for lower multicultural competence ratings in the current investigation.

Implications for Counselors

     In this investigation, results highlighted that clients and CITs perceive the working alliance and 
counselors’ multicultural competence differently. Counselors might want to give assessments such 
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as the CCCI-R (LaFromboise et al., 1991) or the WAI-S (Tracey & Kokotovic, 1989) in session to 
facilitate discussions with clients. For example, if counselors see that their client strongly disagrees 
with the CCCI-R assessment question 20, “My counselor acknowledges and is comfortable with 
cultural differences,” counselors can utilize this as a discussion point to address any cultural 
differences that may be interfering with the counseling process. Furthermore, in this study, positive 
relationships were shown between clients’ and counselors’ perceptions of counselors’ multicultural 
competence and the working alliance. Given these associations, counselors are encouraged to 
self-reflect and explore how their clients view the relationship between the working alliance and 
multicultural competence. Slone and Owen (2015) explored the relationship between the effects 
of the therapeutic relationship, counselors’ level of comfort in session, and the systematic alliance 
on client outcomes between counselors and clients. Multilevel model analysis revealed that client 
outcome improved when counselors checked in with clients about how the therapeutic relationship 
was going, when counselors had a high comfort level in session, and when clients had perceived 
interpersonal networks that aligned with the goals and tasks in counseling. Thus, counselors are 
encouraged to check in with clients about their views at multiple times throughout the counseling 
process. For example, CITs can ask clients probing points early on to promote discussion on the 
working alliance and multicultural competence, such as, “What are you looking for in a counseling 
relationship?” or “Please tell me a little bit about your culture.” Moreover, counselors can check in 
with a client mid-session and ask, “How has our counseling relationship been going?” or “What 
would improve our counseling relationship?”

     This study also highlighted the importance of exploring what has already been working for clients 
before coming to counseling. The therapeutic relationship has been shown to have the most explained 
variance in client outcomes (Norcross, 2011; Wampold & Imel, 2015); however, in this investigation, 
it was found that 80% of the variance in client outcomes after the third session was predetermined. 
Given that close to 80% of the variance in posttest scores were accounted for by OQ 45.2 first-session 
scores on client outcomes after controlling for social desirability responses, counselors are encouraged 
to explore what coping strategies clients are already using that have been helpful with their clients’ 
presenting issues during the first session. In addition, counselor educators can consider that three 
weeks of counseling may not be enough time to show clinically significant change in client outcomes. 
Furthermore, three weeks in counseling may not be enough time to show how the working alliance 
and CITs’ multicultural competence may influence client outcomes. Lastly, given that there was a 
positive relationship between CITs’ social desirability scores and their ratings of their multicultural 
competence, counselor educators who supervise CITs are encouraged to explore their supervisees’ 
expectations and comfort in discussing developing multicultural competence.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

     The first limitation is that the multicultural competence and working alliance assessments were 
collected in a cross-sectional manner, limiting the results to a singular time point. Second, the 
generalizability to populations other than novice counselors or clients within a university setting is 
low. Third, at the time data collection for this investigation was completed, there was not a validated 
formative assessment developed to explore the updated social justice framework based on the 
new MSJCC competencies, so the instrument used was based on the Multicultural Competence 
Tripartite Model. Despite the limitations from this investigation, the use of a social desirability scale, 
an emphasis on both clients’ and CITs’ perceptions, and the study’s implications contribute to the 
empirical research on multicultural competence and the working alliance.
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     There are several implications for future research that are suggested from this study. First, researchers 
can conduct a longitudinal design and increase data collection points for assessing client outcome (e.g., 
first, fifth, tenth, and fifteenth sessions) to determine if and when clinically significant change in client 
outcomes occurs. Second, further exploration is needed of the perceptions of counselors who have 
completed their training programs to see how results may differ. Third, researchers are encouraged to 
develop a formative assessment tool to explore the new MSJCCs (Ratts et al., 2015) and replicate a similar 
study. Researchers are encouraged to explore, from the clients’ perspectives, how their counselors are 
implementing multicultural and social justice competencies. Fourth, investigators can implement a 
mixed method design (e.g., qualitative and quantitative) to explore factors that influence client outcomes 
for brief therapy. Utilizing a qualitative component may help counselors and counselor educators 
gain insight into what clients perceive a culturally sensitive counselor to be or what a strong working 
alliance looks like. Lastly, counselor educators can continue to investigate how social desirability, if at all, 
influences participants’ responses on counseling assessments.
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This study explored the relationships between parenting beliefs, authoritative parenting style, and student 
achievement. Data were gathered from 49 parents who had school-aged children enrolled in grades K–12 
regarding the manner in which they parent and their child’s school performance. Pearson product-moment 
correlation coefficients and multiple regression modeling were used to analyze the data. Findings suggested 
that parent involvement, suspension, and homework completion significantly accounted for the variance 
explained in grade point average. Authoritativeness was positively and significantly related to both rational 
and irrational parenting beliefs. Irrational parenting beliefs were positively and significantly related to 
homework completion. School counselors are encouraged to consider the impact of parenting on student 
success when developing comprehensive programming.

Keywords: student achievement, homework completion, irrational parenting beliefs, authoritative 
parenting, school counseling

     There are many indicators of success as students matriculate through elementary, middle, and 
high school. Student success is generally defined by the degree to which students meet or exceed a 
predetermined set of competencies (York, Gibson, & Rankin, 2015). These competencies are often 
academic in nature and align with state curriculum. Data collected at numerous points (i.e., formal 
and informal assessment) throughout an academic year are used to monitor student performance. 
Student achievement data, including end-of-grade tests and grade point average (GPA), are key 
determinants of student outcomes such as promotion or retention (Schwerdt, West, & Winters, 2017). 
Although both are distal data points that measure achievement, GPA is a cumulative measure of 
student performance based on mental ability, motivation, and personality demonstrated throughout 
the course of a school year (Imose & Barber, 2015; Spengler, Brunner, Martin, & Lüdtke, 2016).

     Numerous factors are related to and impact student achievement. According to Hatch (2014), these 
factors include discipline referrals, suspension, homework completion, and parental involvement. 
Research suggests that these factors are good indicators of distal or long-term academic success 
(Kalenkoski & Pabilonia, 2017; LeFevre & Shaw, 2012; Noltemeyer, Ward, & Mcloughlin, 2015; Roby, 
2004). Although it is a challenge to determine student progress based on GPA alone, these variables 
can be monitored across the school year for a real-time snapshot of student success (Hatch, 2014).

     The American School Counselor Association (ASCA; 2012) has suggested that school counselors 
work to promote student success by operating across three distinct areas or domains: academic, 
social and emotional, and career development. As such, school counselors play an integral role 
in developing, delivering, and evaluating programs that promote academic achievement. School 
counselors are challenged to determine the direct impact of services on student achievement. 

The Professional Counselor 
Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 328–340

http://tpcjournal.nbcc.org
© 2018 NBCC, Inc. and Affiliates

doi:10.15241/jmw.8.4.328

Jeffrey M. Warren, Leslie A. Locklear, Nicholas A. Watson

The Role of Parenting in Predicting Student 
Achievement: Considerations for
School Counseling Practice and Research

Jeffrey M. Warren, NCC, is an associate professor and Chair of the Counseling Department at the University of North Carolina at 
Pembroke. Leslie A. Locklear is the FATE Director at the University of North Carolina at Pembroke. Nicholas A. Watson is a graduate 
student at the University of North Carolina at Pembroke. Correspondence can be addressed to Jeffrey Warren, 1 University Drive, 
Pembroke, NC 28372, jeffrey.warren@uncp.edu.

mailto:jeffrey.warren%40uncp.edu?subject=


The Professional Counselor | Volume 8, Issue 4

329

Student achievement–related data can be measured to understand the impact of school counseling 
interventions. For example, a study skills curriculum such as SOAR® (SOAR Learning Inc., 2018) may 
increase homework completion by 20%. School counselors can infer that the intervention will lead to 
increases in student achievement; literature suggests homework completion is positively correlated 
with GPA (Kalenkoski & Pabilonia, 2017).

     Although school counselors often work directly with students, they also can engage in efforts to 
promote student achievement through work with parents and families. For example, Ray, Lambie, 
and Curry (2007) suggested school counselors can offer parenting skills training to promote positive 
parenting practices. Other authors have advocated to strengthen the partnerships with and involvement 
of parents, which are factors related to student achievement (Bryan & Henry, 2012; Epstein, 2018). In 
developing interventions that aim to build partnership and increase involvement, it is important for 
school counselors to understand the values, assumptions, beliefs, and behaviors of parents (Bryan & 
Henry, 2012). During the initial stages of partnering with families, school counselors should address 
any biases and assumptions that may impede the partnership (Warren, 2017). Furthermore, strategies 
and interventions should be data-driven and aim to promote student achievement (Hatch, 2014). In the 
current study, researchers examined the relationships between parenting beliefs, authoritative parenting 
style, and student achievement. School counselors who understand the relationships between these 
factors are best positioned to meet the needs of all students.

Parenting Beliefs
     The beliefs parents maintain are especially pertinent to the overall wellness and success of their 
children (Warren, 2017). At times, parents may place unreasonable demands on themselves, their 
children, or the practice of parenting in general. For example, a parent may think, “My child should 
always do what I say, and I cannot stand it otherwise.” This belief can have a detrimental impact on 
the parent–child relationship and family unit as well as the psychosocial development of the child 
(Bernard, 1990).

     Rational emotive behavior therapy (REBT), developed by Ellis (1962), emphasizes two main 
types of thoughts pertinent to the beliefs of parents: rational and irrational. Rational thoughts are 
flexible and preferential in nature. These thoughts lead to healthy emotions and functional behaviors. 
Alternatively, irrational beliefs are rigid and dogmatic and stem from demands placed on the self, 
others, and life. “Life should always treat me fairly and it is horrible when it does not,” is an example 
of an irrational belief. This belief can lead to unhealthy emotions (e.g., anger, depression) and result 
in unhelpful or dysfunctional behavior.

     A central goal of REBT is to advance acceptance of the self, others, and life in general. In turn, 
individuals are encouraged to abstain from global evaluations or rating the self, others, or life as totally 
bad. When striving toward acceptance, individuals are happier and more successful in life (Dryden, 
2014). Researchers have studied REBT and associated constructs among various populations, including 
children (Gonzalez et al., 2004; Sapp, 1996; Sapp, Farrell, & Durand, 1995; Warren & Hale, 2016), teachers 
(Warren & Dowden, 2012; Warren & Gerler, 2013), college students (McCown, Blake, & Keiser, 2012; 
Warren & Hale, in press), and parents (Terjesen & Kurasaki, 2009; Warren, 2017). Literature suggests a 
strong correlation between irrational beliefs and dysfunction, regardless of the measure used or sample 
under investigation.

     Findings from Hamamci and Bağci (2017) have suggested that a relationship exists between 
family functioning and the degree to which parents hold irrational expectations about their children. 
Emotional support and responsiveness of parents deteriorate with an increase in irrational beliefs. 
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Additionally, child behavior issues are more prevalent when parents think irrationally. Hojjat et 
al. (2016) found that children are more susceptible to substance abuse when their parents maintain 
irrational beliefs and unrealistic expectations. Parenting styles that advance unrealistic or irrational 
academic expectations may stifle academic success and promote the development of irrational beliefs 
and unhealthy negative emotions (e.g., anxiety) in children (Kufakunesu, 2015).

Parenting Styles
     Parenting style is most often used to broadly describe how parents interact with their children. In 
1966, Diana Baumrind presented three major parenting styles: authoritarian, authoritative, and 
permissive. Later, Maccoby and Martin (1983) identified a fourth style of parenting: neglectful. 
Parenting styles are defined by collections of attitudes and behaviors expressed to children by their 
parents (Darling & Steinberg, 1993) and are often based upon the degree of demandingness/control 
and responsiveness. Parents who maintain an authoritarian parenting style are highly demanding, yet 
emotionally unresponsive, while authoritative parents exude high demands, but are communicative 
and responsive (Baumrind, 1991). Permissive parents, on the other hand, are responsive, yet lack firm 
control of their children; neglectful parenting involves a lack of emotional support as well as little 
control (Pinquart, 2016).

     The manner in which parents parent can impact their child’s success in school. Of the four parenting 
styles described, research findings suggested that models of parenting aligning with the authoritative 
parenting style are most closely linked to student achievement (Carlo, White, Streit, Knight, & Zeiders, 
2018; Castro et al., 2015; Kenney, Lac, Hummer, Grimaldi, & LaBrie, 2015; Masud, Thurasamy, & Ahmad, 
2015). Additionally, the impact of parenting style on student success seems to vary little across culture. 
A meta-analysis conducted by Pinquart and Kauser (2018) suggested that children across the world 
may benefit academically from authoritative parents. Although a plethora of evidence supporting this 
relationship exists, a meta-analysis conducted by Pinquart (2016) found a small effect size, suggesting 
the relationship between authoritative parenting and student achievement is minimal. Regardless, 
the manner in which parents interact with their children impacts many aspects of child development, 
including their ability to succeed in school.

Purpose of the Study

     This article explores the relationships between parenting beliefs, styles, and student achievement. 
Ellis, Wolfe, and Moseley (1981) suggested parents’ behaviors stem from their thoughts and emotions. 
These beliefs impact the manner in which parents interact with their children. For example, parents 
who hold rigid or extreme beliefs may respond to their children more negatively than parents who 
maintain a flexible belief system. As such, parenting beliefs may impact parenting style, and therefore 
the success of students. However, the literature is scant when exploring the relationships between 
parenting beliefs, parenting style, and student achievement.

     In order to work effectively with parents, it is important that school counselors understand 
parenting beliefs and styles and their impact on student achievement. Several research questions 
guided this study, including: (a) Is there a relationship between student achievement and 
parental involvement, homework completion, discipline referrals, and suspensions?; (b) Is 
authoritative parenting related to student achievement?; and (c) Are parenting beliefs related to 
student achievement? Based on these research questions and existing literature, the following 
hypotheses were generated: Hypothesis #1: A significant relationship exists between GPA and 
student achievement–related variables. Hypothesis #2: Rational, irrational, and global evaluation 
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parenting beliefs are predictive of authoritative parenting. Hypothesis #3: Authoritative parenting 
is significantly positively related to student achievement. Hypothesis #4: Parenting beliefs are 
significantly related to student achievement–related variables.

Method

Participants
     This study included parents living in the southeastern United States (N = 49) who self-reported 
having children enrolled in elementary, middle, or high school. Of the participants, 96% (n = 47) were 
mothers, while 4% (n = 2) were fathers. Regarding race and ethnicity, 45% (n = 22) identified as White, 
41% (n = 20) identified as American Indian, 8% (n = 4) identified as African American, and 6% (n = 3) 
identified as Hispanic/Latino. The mean age of the participants’ children was 11 years old; ages ranged 
from 5 to 18. All grade levels (K–12) across elementary (n = 28), middle (n = 6), and high school (n = 15) 
were represented, with second grade represented most frequently.

     G*Power 3.1, developed by Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, and Bucher (2007), was utilized during an a 
priori power analysis. The author conducted the power analysis to ascertain the minimum number 
of participants needed to reach statistical significance, should it exist among the variables under 
investigation. With statistical power set at .80 and alpha level set at .05, the analysis produced a 
minimum sample size of 40. This sample size was large enough to detect a medium effect size  
(f2 = .35). As a result, the sample size was sufficient to explain the relationships between the predictor 
and criterion variables.

Instruments
     The parents who participated in this study completed a demographic questionnaire and two surveys. 
The demographic questionnaire, developed by the first author, captured race/ethnicity and gender of 
the parent in addition to the level of involvement in their child’s schooling. Student achievement–related 
questions also were asked to capture the age of the participant’s child, grade level, GPA, homework 
completion percentage, and number of discipline referrals and suspensions. Participants responded to 
questions such as, “What percentage of your child’s homework is completed on a weekly basis?” Other 
surveys utilized in this study include the following.

     Parental Authority Questionnaire–Revised (PAQ-R; Reitman, Rhode, Hupp, & Altobello, 2002). 
The PAQ-R is a 30-item self-report measure of parenting style. The PAQ-R is a revision of the Parental 
Authority Questionnaire (PAR; Buri, 1991) and is grounded in the work of Baumrind (1971). Three 
subscales, Authoritarian, Authoritative, and Permissive, comprising 10 items each, assess the degree 
to which parents exhibit control, demand maturity, and are responsive and communicative with their 
child. Participants indicate their level of agreement with statements such as, “I tell my children what 
they should do, but I explain why I want them to do it” using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).

     Findings from a study conducted by Reitman et al. (2002) suggested that the PAQ-R is a 
reliable measure of authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive parenting styles when considering 
respondents’ demographic characteristics such as socioeconomic status or race. The Authoritarian 
(r = .87), Authoritative, (r = .61), and Permissive (r = .67) subscales of the PAQ-R have good test-
retest reliability at one month. The Authoritarian (r = .25) and Authoritative (r = .34) subscales were 
positively correlated with the Communication subscale of the Parent-Child Relationship Inventory 
(Gerard, 1994), suggesting convergent validity. Across three distinct samples of parents, coefficient 
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alphas ranged from .72 to .76 for Authoritarian, .56 to .77 for Authoritative, and .73 to .74 for 
Permissive, demonstrating internal consistency (Reitman et al., 2002).

     In the current study, only the Authoritative subscale was used. The demographic characteristics of 
participants in Sample A in a study conducted by Reitman et al. (2002) most closely aligned with the 
sample in the present study. Factor loadings for Sample A were identical to the Authoritative subscale 
of the original PAR and therefore used in this study. For the present study, the Authoritative subscale 
has an internal consistency of .69.

     Parent Rational and Irrational Belief Scale (PRIBS; Gavita, David, DiGiuseppe, & DelVecchio, 
2011). The PRIBS was used in this study to assess participants’ beliefs related to their child’s behavior 
and parenting roles. The self-report instrument contains a total of 24 items; four are control items. 
Three subscales, Rational Beliefs (RB), Irrational Beliefs (IB), and Global Evaluation (GE), comprise the 
remaining 20 items. The RB subscale contains 10 items and assesses the degree to which preferential 
and realistic thoughts related to parenting are maintained. The IB subscale includes six items and 
evaluates the demands parents place on themselves and their child. The GE subscale comprises four 
items and assesses the degree to which parents globally rate themselves or their children.

     A 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) is used to respond 
to items such as, “My child must absolutely respect and obey me.” Scores on the PRIBS generally range 
from 39 (very low) to 60 (very high). The PRIBS and its subscales are significantly correlated with other 
measures of irrationality and negative emotion, including the General Attitudes and Beliefs Scale-Short 
Form (Lindner, Kirkby, Wertheim, & Birch, 1999) and the Parental Stress Scale (Berry & Jones, 1995). 
Gavita et al. (2011) suggested the PRIBS is a reliable measure of parent irrationality; test-retest reliability 
(r = .78) for the full scale was acceptable after two months. Internal consistency for the PRIBS was .73. 
The coefficient alphas for RB, IB, and GE were .83, .78, and .71, respectively. For the current study, an 
internal consistency coefficient of .46 was found for the PRIBS. Additionally, coefficient alphas for the 
subscales are .62 (RB), .80 (IB), and .43 (GE). All PRIBS subscales were used in this study.

Procedure
     A review of literature was conducted in an effort to identify the measures for use in this study. 
Additionally, a brief demographic instrument was developed to obtain relevant parent and child 
demographic information. Qualtrics survey software was utilized to prepare the survey packet 
(i.e., informed consent, demographic questionnaire, and surveys) for electronic dissemination. An 
application to complete the study then was submitted for review to the institutional review board 
(IRB) at the researchers’ university. Upon IRB approval, the researchers disseminated an electronic 
message containing a link to the research packet via a graduate counseling student listserv. An email 
also was distributed to staff who worked in the School of Education at the researchers’ university. 
The email contained a request for parents of K–12 students to participate in the study; recipients also 
were asked to forward the email to family, friends, and colleagues. The email was disseminated on 
three occasions across two weeks. Participants who completed the study were entered into a drawing 
for a chance to win $50.

Results

Preliminary Analyses
     In order to gain a better understanding of the student achievement–related data collected during 
this study, initial analyses were conducted. Prior to analysis, GPA was calculated using a letter 



The Professional Counselor | Volume 8, Issue 4

333

grade–GPA conversion table; parents reported letter grades on the survey. As such, grades of A+, A, 
and A- equated to GPAs of 4.33, 4.0, and 3.67, respectively. The student achievement–related variables 
included in the initial analyses were parental involvement, discipline referrals, suspensions, and 
homework completion.

     Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients and multiple regression analyses were used 
to test the hypothesis that GPA is related to and predicted by these student achievement–related 
variables. The degree of parental involvement and homework completion were positively and 
significantly related to GPA. Suspensions were negatively and significantly related to GPA. Discipline 
referrals were not significantly related to GPA. The descriptive statistics and correlations for these 
variables are offered in Table 1.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Alpha Coefficients for Student Achievement Variables
______________________________________________________________________________
                                                                                              Range                       Correlation
Variable       M            SD           Min  Max         with GPA
_____________________________________________________________________________________
GPA       3.67            .59    2                   4.33
Parent Involvement  96.58        13.51  15   100   .37*
Discipline Referrals      .31            .55    0       2  -.22
Suspensions       .23            .52    0       2  -.52**
Homework   97.65          5.27  75   100   .50**
______________________________________________________________________________
Note. *p < .05; **p < .001

     Prior to additional analysis, basic assumptions of multiple regression analysis were tested and 
satisfied. Standardized residual plots and Q-Q plots were inspected; bivariate correlations also were 
examined. Next, a multiple regression analysis including parent involvement, suspensions, and 
homework completion as predictors was conducted with GPA as the criterion variable. Discipline 
referrals were not included in the regression analysis. A significant regression equation was found: 
F(3, 45) = 11.539, p < .001. The model with these three predictors explained a significant amount of 
the variance in GPA (R2 = .435). Significant contributions were made to the model by each of the 
three predictor variables: parent involvement (β = .284, p < .05), suspensions (β = -.369, p < .05), and 
homework completion (β = .273, p < .05).

Main Analyses
     A multiple linear regression was used to test the hypothesis that authoritative parenting is 
predicted by parenting beliefs. Authoritative parenting served as the criterion variable. RB, IB, and GE 
were predictor variables. A combination of these predictor variables yielded a significant regression 
equation: F(3, 38) = 14.536, p < .000. The model explained a significant portion of variance (53%) in 
authoritative parenting (see Table 2). Additionally, RB (β = .38, p < .05) was positively and significantly 
related to authoritative parenting. IB (β = .46, p < .001) also was positively and significantly correlated 
with authoritative parenting. GE did not contribute significantly to the model (β = -.25 p > .05).
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Table 2

Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Authoritative Parenting Style

Variable               B   SE(B)     β        T  Sig. (p)            

Rational Beliefs  .26   .10   .38   2.84    .01

Irrational Beliefs  .41   .10   .46   4.12   .00

Global Evaluation -.56   .30  -.25  -1.84    .07

     A simple linear regression was performed to test the hypothesis that authoritative parenting 
predicts student achievement. Based on prior research findings that suggest authoritative parenting 
is related to positive student achievement, authoritative parenting served as a predictor variable; the 
criterion variable was GPA. Output from the analysis revealed that authoritative parenting did not 
predict GPA for this sample of parents: F(1, 40) = .642, p > .05.

     Finally, the hypothesis that parenting beliefs predict student achievement–related variables was 
tested using multiple linear regression modeling. IB, RB, and GE were predictor variables and parent 
involvement, suspension, and homework completion were criterion variables. A combination of these 
predictor variables yielded a non-significant regression equation when parental involvement was the 
criterion variable: F(3, 37) = 1.773, p = .169. Suspensions were not predicted by RB, IB, or GE: F(3, 37) = 
1.232, p = .312. Finally, a combination of these predictor variables yielded a non-significant regression 
equation when homework completion was the criterion variable: F(3, 37) = 2.382, p = .085. Although 
this model did not explain variance in homework completion, IB was positively and significantly 
related to homework completion: t(39) = 2.34, p = .025; β = .357.

Discussion

     The hypotheses put forth based on previous research and literature were supported and refuted in 
various instances based on the analyses of the data collected. In regard to the first hypothesis, all student 
achievement–related factors except discipline referrals were significantly related to GPA. This finding is 
consistent with research that explores the relationships of proximal student achievement–related factors 
and distal student achievement outcomes. Parental involvement in their child’s schooling, homework 
completion, and suspensions are predictors of GPA. Each of these variables contributed to the overall 
model for predicting student achievement. This finding demonstrates the value of parental involvement 
and homework completion in the success of students. Additionally, the negative impact of suspension on 
the academic achievement of students is highlighted. This outcome signals the importance of fostering 
safe and inviting schools and establishing policies that offer alternatives to suspension unless absolutely 
necessary.

     The second hypothesis purported that authoritative parenting is significantly related to RB, IB, 
and GE. This hypothesis was supported; combined, RB, IB, and GE predicted authoritative parenting. 
Research findings suggest that authoritative parenting is related to student achievement, so it is 
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counterintuitive that both RB and IB are positively related to authoritativeness. IB typically lead to 
dysfunction rather than positive outcomes such as student achievement (Terjesen & Kurasaki, 2009). 
However, according to Reitman et al. (2002) and others, authoritative parents are demanding, yet 
supportive of their children. The demandingness described in this parenting style may be a derivative 
of irrational thinking, as evidenced by the significant contribution of IB to the model. As suggested by 
Bernard (1990), parents who place rigid demands on their children may be less supportive; effective 
communication also may fluctuate. It is likely that an acceptable balance of demands, free of unrealistic, 
rigid expectations, coupled with support, is most effective when considering the role of authoritative 
parenting on student achievement. Excessive or unrealistic demands may lead to increases in student 
achievement, but at the expense of the parent–child relationship as well as mental health. In turn, these 
demands may serve as a barrier to home and school success (Terjesen & Kurasaki, 2009; Warren, 2017).

     Closely tied to the second hypothesis, the third hypothesis suggested that authoritative parenting 
is significantly positively related to student achievement. Based on the data set analyzed, this 
hypothesis was not supported. This finding is inconsistent with previous research, which stated that the 
authoritative parenting style correlates to positive student achievement. In a meta-analysis conducted 
by Pinquart (2016), a small effect size was found in the relationship between authoritativeness and 
student achievement. It is possible that a significant relationship exists, yet was not found in this 
study because of a small sample size. Alternatively, authoritative parenting was not related to student 
achievement, a finding contrary to Pinquart (2016). Demographic variables such as race/ethnicity of 
participants (e.g., 40.8% American Indian) were not accounted for in this study and also may have 
implications for the findings.

     The final hypothesis indicated that parenting beliefs are significantly related to student achievement–
related variables; this hypothesis was partially supported. Although parenting beliefs were not predictive 
of parental involvement or suspensions, IB were significantly related to homework completion. 
Students who consistently complete their homework appear to have parents who maintain IB. Although 
homework completion is important and leads to academic achievement (Kalenkoski & Pabilonia, 2017), 
according to REBT, irrational thinking is unproductive and leads to unhealthy negative emotion and 
dysfunctional behaviors (Dryden, 2014). In some instances, it is possible that parents model unhelpful 
psychosocial processes (e.g., irrational thinking, anger, yelling) when facilitating the completion of their 
child’s homework. This may lead to rifts in the parent–child relationship and a general disdain for doing 
homework, especially that which is difficult or challenging. As such, it is important for parents to set 
realistic, high expectations for homework completion. These expectations should be based on the child’s 
strengths and weaknesses, clearly communicated, and consistently followed. Parents are encouraged to 
hold their children accountable without placing demands on themselves, their child, or the homework 
process in general (Warren, 2017).

     Overall the data from this study presented interesting findings related to authoritative parenting 
style, beliefs, and student achievement. Certain factors such as homework completion and parental 
involvement were positively related to GPA; school suspension had a negative impact on GPA. 
Although these findings are not novel, consideration for the relationships between authoritativeness, 
parent beliefs, and student achievement in this investigation is noteworthy. Although homework 
completion was positively related to GPA, it also was correlated with IB. In combination, these findings 
provide an interesting perspective on the ways in which authoritativeness is related to parenting 
beliefs, which, in turn, appear to influence homework completion, a key determinant of positive 
distal student achievement outcomes. Although limitations exist, this study can help to facilitate the 
development of additional research and offers practical implications for school counselors.
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Limitations
     As suggested, there are several limitations of this study. When considering the generalizability of 
these results and potential implications for practice, readers should account for the method of data 
collection and the sample used in this study. First, data were gathered using self-report measures. 
Because of the nature of the questions asked on the survey, parents participating in this study may 
have provided socially desirable responses rather than indicating their actual parenting beliefs and 
behaviors. Additionally, the sample size was small, yet it was sufficiently sized to detect moderate 
effects. A convenience sample was used and likely is not representative of the general population. 
Students and faculty affiliated with a university listserv were contacted and asked to participate 
and disseminate the study information to their family and friends. A larger sample size would have 
increased the generalizability of these results and yielded greater power, including the ability to 
detect smaller effect sizes among the variables.

Future Research
     Research investigating parenting styles, beliefs, and student achievement variables such as discipline 
referrals, suspension, and homework completion is sparse. This study offers a foundation for future 
empirical and action-based research in this area. Researchers initially are encouraged to replicate this 
study using a larger, more representative sample of parents with school-aged children. Replication may 
shed additional light on the strengths of the relationships of the variables explored in this study. Given 
the achievement gap, including the disproportionate suspension rates that exist in K–12 schools among 
students of color, it is especially important for researchers to explore the impact of parenting styles and 
beliefs on the achievement of students from historically underrepresented backgrounds. The American 
Indian population, specifically, is largely absent in research that explores factors of K–12 student success, 
yet over 500,000 American Indian students are enrolled in schools across the nation (Snyder, de Brey, 
& Dillow, 2018). This lack of research is a barrier for school counselors and other educators who seek 
to better support and understand American Indian families and students. Research that explores these 
relationships within and across specific racial/ethnic groups, including African American, Hispanic/
Latino, and American Indian, can serve as a catalyst for school counselors to enhance service delivery 
and meet the needs of all students.

     Researchers also are encouraged to explore the effects of targeted parenting interventions, 
such as rational emotive-social behavioral (RE-SB) consultation (Warren, 2017) on parenting and 
student achievement. School counselors can implement large group, small group, or individual 
RE-SB consultation with parents to address IB and promote student success (Warren, 2017). School 
counselors, in collaboration with researchers, can play a central role in the development, delivery, 
and evaluation of parenting interventions that aim to promote student success; these efforts also can 
further establish evidence-based practice in school counseling.

Implications for School Counselors
     According to the ASCA National Model (ASCA, 2012), school counselors play an integral role in 
supporting the academic, social-emotional, and career development of all students through work 
with various stakeholders, including students, teachers, and parents. The findings of this study 
offer insight into the connection between parenting and student success. Operating in the academic 
domain, school counselors can deliver direct and indirect services to support the success of all 
students. The recommendations provided below serve to guide school counselors in identifying and 
delivering targeted programming that yields positive student outcomes.
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     A broad strategy for promoting academic success involves the establishment of a comprehensive 
school counseling program that includes interventions that aim to increase homework completion, 
decrease suspension rates, and increase parental involvement. As the findings of this study suggest, 
these factors have a direct impact on student achievement. Therefore, school counselors should 
leverage their roles as leaders, advocates, and consultants to ensure students are adequately 
supported by parents and positioned by their teachers to meet the daily expectations of school.

     As educational leaders, school counselors are encouraged to engage parents, teachers, administrators, 
and students in ongoing, critical discussion about the relationships between student achievement–related 
factors and GPA. Classroom guidance, staff development sessions, and parent workshops are viable 
opportunities to disseminate this information and engage stakeholders. School counselors can involve 
teachers and administrators in discussions surrounding classroom and school policies and procedures 
that impact homework completion, suspension, and parent involvement. Leveraging student and school 
data during these conversations are more likely to lead to classroom and school policy revisions that 
accommodate all students and their families. When school counselors collaborate with teachers and 
administrators, innovative strategies and support structures to promote homework completion and 
alternatives to suspension will emerge.

     School counselors also can use the findings of this study to increase their awareness of the values 
and beliefs of parents. Used within the context of culture, these findings can offer school counselors 
additional insights that may be useful when working with parents. For instance, when working with 
American Indian families, school counselors should consider how customs and traditions impact the 
manner in which parents engage with their children (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008). By understanding 
the culture of students and families while considering parenting styles and beliefs, school counselors 
can partner with parents in intentional ways in an effort to promote student achievement. It is 
especially important to consider strategies to engage parents who may experience barriers to visiting 
school. School counselors can seek community resources and partnerships that can be leveraged to 
increase parental involvement. Using asset mapping as promoted by Griffin and Farris (2010), school 
counselors can help parents connect to school via the workplace, church, or community centers.

     School counselors are encouraged to work closely with parents to establish programming that best 
supports parents’ efforts to help their children succeed. RE-SB consultation, as described by Warren 
(2017), is a viable service to educate parents about parenting styles and the impact of their thoughts 
on emotions and behaviors. For example, school counselors can hold a workshop for parents during 
a PTA event to promote rational thinking. “Rational reminders” disseminated via the school’s social 
media account also can be useful for parents not familiar with REBT who are attempting to set realistic 
expectations and provide optimal support to their children. Interventions such as these can increase 
parents’ self-awareness of the influence they have on their children and lead to positive student 
outcomes.

     Finally, school counselors should explore strategies that foster social-emotional development for 
all students and especially those with little parental support. Establishing support systems among 
students can increase their academic success (Sedlacek, 2017). Mentoring programs that resemble 
or simulate the parent–child relationship and model rational thinking may yield academic success, 
given the findings of this study. School counselors also can develop programming that aligns with 
non-cognitive factors as promoted by Warren and Hale (2016). Students who have a positive self-
concept, realistically appraise themselves, are involved in the community, take on leadership roles, 
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have experience in a specific field, and have a support network are better positioned to succeed 
in school and in life (Sedlacek, 2017). These efforts may position students for school success by 
neutralizing or reducing the negative impact a lack of parental involvement has on achievement.

Conclusion

     School counselors play a critical role in today’s schools. Serving as leaders, advocates, collaborators, 
and consultants with an aim of promoting student success, school counselors work with many 
stakeholders, including teachers, administrators, and students and their parents. This study sheds 
light on the impact of suspension, homework completion, and parental involvement on student 
achievement. The relationships between parent beliefs and authoritativeness and student achievement 
also are explored. The authors hope the findings of this study foster awareness and lead school 
counselors to further consider the impact parents have on student achievement. An understanding 
of parenting style and beliefs and their impact on student achievement affords school counselors the 
opportunity to develop targeted programs that increase parent involvement, strengthen the school–
parent partnership, and promote academic success.
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Empathy plays an integral role in the facilitation of therapeutic relationships and promotion of positive 
client outcomes. Researchers and scholars agree that some components of empathy might be dispositional 
in nature and that empathy can be developed through empathy training. However, although empathy is 
an essential part of the counseling process, literature reviewing the development of counseling students’ 
empathy is limited. Thus, we examined empathy and sympathy scores in counselors-in-training (CITs) 
in comparison to students from other academic disciplines (N = 868) to determine if CITs possess greater 
levels of empathy than their non-counseling academic peers. We conducted a MANOVA and failed to 
identify differences in levels of empathy or sympathy across participants regardless of academic discipline, 
potentially indicating that counselor education programs might be missing opportunities to further 
develop empathy in their CITs. We call for counselor education training programs to promote empathy 
development in their CITs.

Keywords: empathy, sympathy, counselor education, counselors-in-training, therapeutic relationships

     Empathy is considered an essential component of the human experience as it relates to how 
individuals socially and emotionally connect to one another (Goleman, 1995; Szalavitz & Perry, 2010). 
Although empathy can be difficult to define (Konrath, O’Brien, & Hsing, 2011; Spreng, McKinnon, 
Mar, & Levine, 2009), within the counseling profession there is agreement that empathy includes both 
cognitive and affective components (Clark, 2004; Davis, 1980, 1983). When discussing the difference 
between affective and cognitive empathy, Vossen, Piotrowski, and Valkenburg (2015) described that 
“whereas the affective component pertains to the experience of another person’s emotional state, the 
cognitive component refers to the comprehension of another person’s emotions” (p. 66). Regardless 
of specific nuances among researchers’ definitions of empathy, most appear to agree that “empathy-
related responding is believed to influence whether or not, as well as whom, individuals help or hurt” 
(Eisenberg, Eggum, & Di Giunta, 2010, p. 144). Furthermore, empathy can be viewed as a motivating 
factor of altruistic behavior (Batson & Shaw, 1991) and is essential to clients’ experiences of care (Flasch 
et al., in press). As such, empathy is foundational to interpersonal relationships (Siegel, 2010; Szalavitz & 
Perry, 2010), including the relationships facilitated in a counseling setting (Norcross, 2011; Rogers, 1957).

     Rogers (1957) intuitively understood the necessity of empathy in a counseling relationship, which 
has been verified by the understanding of the physiology of the brain (Badenoch, 2008; Decety & Ickes, 
2009; Siegel, 2010) and validated in the counseling literature (Elliott, Bohart, Watson, & Greenberg, 
2011). In a clinical context, empathy can be described as both a personal characteristic and a clinical skill 
(Clark, 2010; Elliott et al., 2011; Rogers, 1957) that contributes to positive client outcomes (Norcross, 2011; 
Watson, Steckley, & McMullen, 2014). For example, empathy has been identified as a factor that leads to 
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changes in clients’ attachment styles, treatment of self (Watson et al., 2014), and self-esteem development 
(McWhirter, Besett-Alesch, Horibata, & Gat, 2002). Moreover, researchers regularly identify empathy as 
a fundamental component of helpful responses to clients’ experiences (Beder, 2004; Flasch et al., in press; 
Kirchberg, Neimeyer, & James, 1998).

     Although empathy is lauded and encouraged in the counseling profession, empathy development 
is not necessarily an explicit focus or even a mandated component of clinical training programs. The 
Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP; 2016) identifies 
diverse training standards for content knowledge and practice among master’s-level and doctoral-level 
counselors-in-training (CITs), but does not mention the word empathy in its manual for counseling 
programs. One of the reasons for this could be that empathy is often understood and taught as a 
microskill (e.g., reflection of feeling and meaning) rather than as its own construct (Bayne & Jangha, 
2016). Yet empathy is more than a component of a skillset, and CITs might benefit from a programmatic 
development of empathy to enhance their work with future clients (DePue & Lambie, 2014).

     The application of empathy, or a counselor’s use of empathy-based responses in a therapeutic 
relationship, requires skill and practice (Barrett-Lennard, 1986; Truax & Carkhuff, 1967). Clark (2010) 
cautioned, for example, that counselors’ empathic responses need to be congruent with the client’s 
experience, and that the misapplication of sympathetic responses as empathic responses can interfere 
in the counseling relationship. In regard to sympathy, Eisenberg and colleagues (2010) explained, 
“sympathy, like empathy, involves an understanding of another’s emotion and includes an emotional 
response, but it consists of feelings of sorrow or concern for the distressed or needy other rather than 
merely feeling the same emotion” (p. 145). Thus, researchers call for counselor educators to do more 
than increase CITs’ affective or cognitive understanding of another’s experience, and to assist them 
in differentiating between empathic responses and sympathetic responses in order to better convey 
empathic understanding and relating (Bloom & Lambie, in press; Clark, 2010).

     With the understanding that a counselor’s misuse of sympathetic responses might interrupt a 
therapeutic dialogue and that empathy is vital to the therapeutic alliance, researchers call for counselor 
educators to promote empathy development in CITs (Bloom & Lambie, in press; DePue & Lambie, 
2014). Although there is evidence that some aspects of empathy are dispositional in nature (Badenoch, 
2008; Konrath et al., 2011), which might make the counseling profession a strong fit for empathic 
individuals, empathy training in counseling programs can increase students’ levels of empathy (Ivey, 
1971). However, the specific empathy-promoting components of empathy training are less understood 
(Teding van Berkhout & Malouff, 2016). Overall, empathy is an essential component of the counseling 
relationship, counselor competency, and the promotion of client outcomes (DePue & Lambie, 2014; 
Norcross, 2011). However, little is known about the training aspect of empathy and whether or not 
counselor training programs are effective in enhancing empathy or reducing sympathy among CITs. 
Thus, the following question guided this research investigation: Are CITs’ levels of empathy or 
sympathy different from their academic peers? Specifically, do CITs possess greater levels of empathy 
or sympathy than students from other academic majors?

Empathy in Counseling

     Researchers have established continuous support for the importance of the therapeutic 
relationship in the facilitation of positive client outcomes (Lambert & Bergin, 1994; Norcross, 2011; 
Norcross & Lambert, 2011). In fact, the therapeutic relationship is predictive of positive client 
outcomes (Connors, Carroll, DiClemente, Longabaugh, & Donovan, 1997; Krupnick et al., 1996), 
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accounting for about 30% of the variance (Lambert & Barley, 2001). That is, clients who perceive 
the counseling relationship to be meaningful will have more positive treatment outcomes (Bell, 
Hagedorn, & Robinson, 2016; Norcross & Lambert, 2011). One of the key factors in the establishment 
of a strong therapeutic relationship is a counselor’s ability to experience and communicate empathy. 
Researchers estimate that empathy alone may account for as much as 7–10% of overall treatment 
outcomes (Bohart, Elliott, Greenberg, & Watson, 2002; Sachse & Elliott, 2002), making it an important 
construct to foster in counselors.

     Despite the importance of empathy in the counseling process, much of the literature on empathy 
training in counseling is outdated. Thus, little is known about the training aspect of empathy; that is, 
how is empathy taught to and learned by counselors? Nevertheless, early scholars (Barrett-Lennard, 
1986; Ivey, 1971; Ivey, Normington, Miller, Morrill, & Haase, 1968; Truax & Carkhuff, 1967) posited 
that counselor empathy is a clinical skill that may be practiced and learned, and there is supporting 
evidence that empathy training may be efficacious.

     In one seminal study, Truax and Lister (1971) conducted a 40-hour empathy training program 
with 12 counselor participants and identified statistically significant increases in participants’ levels of 
empathy. In their investigation, the researchers employed methods in which (a) the facilitator modeled 
empathy, warmth, and genuineness throughout the training program; (b) therapeutic groups were 
used to integrate empathy skills with personal values; and (c) researchers coded three of participants’ 
4-minute counseling clips using scales of accurate empathy and non-possessive warmth (Truax & 
Carkhuff, 1967). Despite identifying statistically significant changes in participants’ scores of empathy, it 
is necessary to note that participants who initially demonstrated low levels of empathy remained lower 
than participants who initially scored high on the empathy measures. In a later study modeled after 
the Truax and Lister study, Silva (2001) utilized a combination of didactic, experiential, and practice 
components in her empathy training program, and found that counselor trainee participants (N = 45) 
improved their overall empathy scores on Truax’s Accurate Empathy Scale (Truax & Carkhuff, 1967). 
These findings contribute to the idea that empathy increases as a result of empathy training.

     More recent researchers (Lam, Kolomitro, & Alamparambil, 2011; Ridley, Kelly, & Mollen, 2011) have 
identified the most common methods in empathy training programs as experiential training, didactic 
(lecture), skills training, and other mixed methods such as role play and reflection. In their meta-
analysis, Teding van Berkhout and Malouff (2016) examined the effect of empathy training programs 
across various populations (e.g., university students, health professionals, patients, other adults, teens, 
and children) using the training methods identified above. The researchers investigated the effect of 
cognitive, affective, and behavioral empathy training and found a statistically significant medium effect 
size overall (g ranged from 0.51 to 0.73). The effect size was larger in health professionals and university 
students compared to other groups such as teenagers and adult community members. Though empathy 
increased as a result of empathy training studies, the specific mechanisms that facilitated positive 
outcomes remain largely unknown.

     Although research indicates that empathy training can be effective, specific empathy-fostering skills 
are still not fully understood. Programmatically, empathy is taught to counselors within basic counseling 
skills (Bayne & Jangha, 2016), specifically because empathy is believed to lie in the accurate reflection of 
feeling and meaning (Truax & Carkhuff, 1967). But scholars argue that there is more to empathy than 
the verbal communication of understanding (Davis, 1980; Vossen et al., 2015). For example, in a more 
recent study, DePue and Lambie (2014) reported that counselor trainees’ scores on the Empathic Concern 
subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; Davis, 1980) increased as a result of engaging in 
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counseling practicum experience under live supervision in a university-based clinical counseling and 
research center. In their study, the researchers did not actively engage in empathy training. Rather, they 
measured counseling students’ pre- and post-scores on an empathy measure as a result of students’ 
engagement in supervised counseling work to foster general counseling skills. Implications of these 
findings mirror those described by Teding van Berkhout and Malouff (2016), namely that it is difficult 
to identify specific empathy-promoting mechanisms. In other words, it appears that empathy training, 
when employed, produces successful outcomes in CITs. However, counseling students’ empathy also 
increases in the absence of specific empathy-promoting programs. This begs the question: Are counseling 
programs successfully training their counselors to be empathic, and is there a difference between CITs’ 
empathy or sympathy levels compared to students in other academic majors? Thus, the purpose of the 
present study was to (a) examine differences in empathy (i.e., affective empathy and cognitive empathy) 
and sympathy levels among emerging adult college students, and (b) determine whether CITs had 
different levels of empathy and sympathy when compared to their academic peers.

Methods

Participants
     We identified master’s-level CITs as the population of interest in this investigation. We intended 
to compare CITs to other graduate and undergraduate college student populations. Thus, we utilized 
a convenience sample from a larger data set that included emerging adult college students between 
the ages of 18 and 29 who were enrolled in at least one undergraduate- or graduate-level course at 
nine colleges and universities throughout the United States. Participants were included regardless of 
demographic variables (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity).

     Participants were recruited from three sources: online survey distribution (n = 448; 51.6%), face-
to-face data collection (n = 361; 41.6%), and email solicitation (n = 34; 3.9%). In total, 10,157 potential 
participants had access to participate in the investigation by online survey distribution through the 
psychology department at a large Southeastern university; however, the automated system limited 
responses to 999 participants. We and our contacts (i.e., faculty at other institutions) distributed an 
additional 800 physical data collection packets to potential participants, and 105 additional potential 
participants were solicited by email. Overall, 1,713 data packets were completed, resulting in a sample 
of 1,598 participants after data cleaning. However, in order to conduct the analyses for this study, 
it was necessary to limit our sample to groups of approximately equal sizes (Hair, Black, Babin, & 
Anderson, 2010). Therefore, we were limited to the use of a subsample of 868 participants. Our sample 
appeared similar to other samples included in investigations exploring empathy with emerging adult 
college students (e.g., White, heterosexual, female; Konrath et al., 2011).

     The participants included in this investigation were enrolled in one of six majors and programs 
of study, including Athletic Training/Health Sciences (n = 115; 13.2%); Biology/Biomedical Sciences/
Preclinical Health Sciences (n = 167; 19.2%); Communication (n = 163; 18.8%); Counseling (n = 153; 
17.6%); Nursing (n = 128; 14.7%); and Psychology (n = 142; 16.4%). It is necessary to note that students 
self-identified their major rather than selecting it from a preexisting prompt. Therefore, the researchers 
examined responses and categorized similar responses to one uniform title. For example, responses of 
psych were included with psychology. Further, in order to attain homogeneity among group sizes, we 
included multiple tracks within one program. For example, counseling included participants enrolled 
in either clinical mental health counseling (n = 115), marriage and family counseling (n = 24), or school 
counseling (n = 14) tracks. Table 1 presents additional demographic information (e.g., age, race, 
ethnicity, graduate-level status). It is necessary to note that, because of the constraints of the dataset, 
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counseling students consisted of master’s-level graduate students, whereas all other groups consisted 
of undergraduate students.

Table 1

Participants’ Demographic Characteristics

Characteristic n Total %
Age 18–19 460  52.4

20–21 155 17.9
22–23 130 15.0
24–25 58 6.7
26–27 36 4.1
28–29 27 3.1

Gender Female 692 79.7
Male 167 19.2
Other 8 0.9

Racial Caucasian 624 71.9
Background African American/African/Black 101 11.6

Biracial/Multiracial 65 7.5
Asian/Asian American 40 4.6
Native American 3 0.3
Other 25 2.9

Ethnicity Hispanic 172 19.8
Non-Hispanic 689 79.4

Academic Undergraduate 709 81.7
Enrollment Graduate 152 17.5

Other 5 0.6
Academic Major Athletic Training/Health Sciences 115 13.2

Biology/Biomedical Sciences/
Preclinical Health Sciences 167 19.2
Counseling 153 17.6
Communication 163 18.8
Nursing 128 14.7
Psychology 142 16.4

Note. N = 868.       

Procedure
     The data utilized in this study were collected as part of a larger study that was approved by 
the authors’ institutional review board (IRB) as well as additional university IRBs where data was 
collected, as requested. We followed the Tailored Design Method (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009), 
a series of recommendations for conducting survey research to increase participant motivation and 
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decrease attrition, throughout the data collection process for both web-based survey and face-to-face 
administration. Participants received informed consent, assuring potential participants that their 
responses would be confidential and their anonymity would be protected. We also made the survey 
convenient and accessible to potential participants by making it available either in person or online, 
and by avoiding the use of technical language (Dillman et al., 2009).

     We received approval from the authors of the Adolescent Measure of Empathy and Sympathy 
(AMES; Vossen et al., 2015; personal communication with H. G. M. Vossen, July 10, 2015) to use the 
instrument and converted the data collection packet (e.g., demographic questionnaire, AMES) into 
Qualtrics (2013) for survey distribution. We solicited feedback from 10 colleagues regarding the 
legibility and parsimony of the physical data collection packets and the accuracy of the survey links. 
We implemented all recommendations and changes (e.g., clarifying directions on the demographic 
questionnaire) prior to data collection.

     All completed data collection packets were assigned a unique ID, and we entered the data into 
the IBM SPSS software package for Windows, Version 22. No identifying information was collected 
(e.g., participants’ names). Having collected data both in person and online via web-based survey, we 
applied rigorous data collection procedures to increase response rates, reduce attrition, and to mitigate 
the potential influence of external confounding factors that might contribute to measurement error.

Data Instrumentation
     Demographics profile. We included a general demographic questionnaire to facilitate a 
comprehensive understanding of the participants in our study. We included items related to various 
demographic variables (e.g., age, race, ethnicity). Regarding participants’ identified academic 
program, participants were prompted to respond to an open-ended question asking “What is your 
major area of study?”

     AMES. Multiple assessments exist to measure empathy (e.g., the IRI, Davis, 1980, 1983; The Basic 
Empathy Scale [BES], Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006), but each is limited by several shortcomings (Carré, 
Stefaniak, D’Ambrosio, Bensalah, & Besche-Richard, 2013). First, many scales measure empathy as a 
single construct without distinguishing cognitive empathy from affective empathy (Vossen et al., 2015). 
Moreover, the wording used in most scales is ambiguous, such as items from other assessments that 
use words like “swept up” or “touched by” (Vossen et al., 2015), and few scales differentiate empathy 
from sympathy. Therefore, Vossen and colleagues designed the AMES as an empathy assessment that 
addresses problems related to ambiguous wording and differentiates empathy from sympathy.

     The AMES is a 12-item empathy assessment with three factors: (a) Cognitive Empathy, (b) Affective 
Empathy, and (c) Sympathy. Each factor consists of four items rated on a 5-point Likert scale with 
ratings of 1 (never), 2 (almost never), 3 (sometimes), 4 (often), and 5 (always). Higher AMES scores indicate 
greater levels of cognitive empathy (e.g., “I can tell when someone acts happy, when they actually 
are not”), affective empathy (e.g., “When my friend is sad, I become sad too”), and sympathy (e.g., “I 
feel concerned for other people who are sick”). The AMES was developed in two studies with Dutch 
adolescents (Vossen et al., 2015). The researchers identified a 3-factor model with acceptable to good 
internal consistency per factor: (a) Cognitive Empathy (α = 0.86), (b) Affective Empathy (α = 0.75), 
and (c) Sympathy (α = 0.76). Further, Vossen et al. (2015) established evidence of strong test-retest 
reliability, construct validity, and discriminant validity when using the AMES to measure scores of 
empathy and sympathy with their samples. Despite being normed with samples of Dutch adolescents, 
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Vossen and colleagues suggested the AMES might be an effective measure of empathy and sympathy 
with alternate samples as well.

     Bloom and Lambie (in press) examined the factor structure and internal consistency of the AMES 
with a sample of emerging adult college students in the United States (N = 1,598) and identified a 
3-factor model fitted to nine items that demonstrated strong psychometric properties and accounted 
for over 60% of the variance explained (Hair et al., 2010). The modified 3-factor model included the 
same three factors as the original AMES. Therefore, we followed Bloom and Lambie’s modifications 
for our use of the instrument.

Data Screening
     Before running the main analysis on the variables of interest, we assessed the data for meeting 
the assumptions necessary to conduct a one-way between-subjects MANOVA. First, we conducted 
a series of tests to evaluate the presence of patterns in missing data and determined that data were 
missing completely at random (MCAR) and ignorable (e.g., < 5%; Kline, 2011). Because of the robust 
size of these data (e.g., > 20 observations per cell) and the minimal amount of missing data, we 
determined listwise deletion to be best practice to conduct a MANOVA and to maintain fidelity to the 
data (Hair et al., 2010; Osborne, 2013).

     Next, we utilized histograms, Q-Q plots, and boxplots to assess for normality and identified non-
normal data patterns. However, MANOVA is considered “robust” to violations of normality with 
a sample size of at least 20 in each cell (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Thus, with our smallest cell size 
possessing a sample size of 115, we considered our data robust to this violation. Following this, we 
assumed our data violated the assumption for multivariate normality. However, Hair et al. (2010) stated 
“violations of this assumption have little impact with larger sample sizes” (p. 366) and cautioned that 
our data might have problems achieving a non-significant score for Box’s M Test. Indeed, our data 
violated the assumption of homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices (p < .01). However, this was not 
a concern with these data because “a violation of this assumption has minimal impact if the groups are of 
approximately equal size (i.e., largest group size ÷ smallest group size < 1.5)” (Hair et al., 2010, p. 365).

     It is necessary to note that MANOVA is sensitive to outlier values. To mitigate against the negative 
effects of extreme scores, we removed values (n = 3) with standardized z-scores greater than +4 or less 
than -4 (Hair et al., 2010). This resulted in a final sample size of 868 participants.

     We also utilized scatterplots to detect the patterns of non-linear relationships between the dependent 
variables and failed to identify evidence of non-linearity. Therefore, we proceeded with the assumption 
that our data shared linear relationships. We also evaluated the data for multicollinearity. Participants’ 
scores of Affective Empathy shared statistically significant and appropriate relationships with 
their scores of Cognitive Empathy (r = .24) and Sympathy (r = .43). Similarly, participants’ scores of 
Cognitive Empathy were appropriately related to their scores of Sympathy (r = .36; p < .01). Overall, we 
determined these data to be appropriate to conduct a MANOVA. Table 2 presents participants’ scores 
by academic discipline.
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Table 2 
 
AMES Scores by Academic Major

Scale Mean (M) SD Range
Athletic Training

Affective Empathy 3.20 0.80 4.00
Cognitive Empathy 3.80 0.62 3.33

Sympathy 4.34 0.55 2.67
Biomedical Sciences

Affective Empathy 3.12 0.76 4.00
Cognitive Empathy 3.66 0.59 3.00

Sympathy 4.30 0.61 2.00
Communication

Affective Empathy 3.18 0.87 4.00
Cognitive Empathy 3.80 0.62 2.67

Sympathy 4.27 0.69 3.00
Counseling

Affective Empathy 3.32 0.60 3.33
Cognitive Empathy 3.83 0.48 4.00

Sympathy 4.32 0.54 2.00
Nursing

Affective Empathy 3.37 0.71 3.67
Cognitive Empathy 3.80 0.59 2.67

Sympathy 4.46 0.49 2.00
Psychology

Affective Empathy 3.28 0.78 4.00
Cognitive Empathy 3.86 0.59 2.67

Sympathy 4.35 0.65 2.67
Note. N = 868. 

Results

     Participants’ scores on the AMES were used to measure participants’ levels of empathy and 
sympathy. Descriptive statistics were used to compare empathy and sympathy levels between 
counseling students and emerging college students from other disciplines. CITs recorded the second 
highest levels of affective empathy (M = 3.32, SD = .60) and cognitive empathy (M = 3.83, SD = 0.48), 
and the fourth highest levels of sympathy (M = 4.32, SD = 0.54) when compared to students from 
other disciplines. Nursing students demonstrated the highest levels of affective empathy (M = 3.37, 
SD = .71) and sympathy (M = 4.46, SD = .49), and psychology students recorded the highest levels 
of cognitive empathy (M = 3.86, SD = 0.59) when compared to students from other disciplines. The 
internal consistency values for each empathy and sympathy subscale on the AMES were as follows: 
Cognitive Empathy (α = 0.86), Affective Empathy (α = 0.75), and Sympathy (α = 0.76).
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     We performed a MANOVA to examine differences in empathy and sympathy in emerging adult 
college students by academic major, including counseling. Three dependent variables were included: 
affective empathy, cognitive empathy, and sympathy. The predictor for the MANOVA was the 6-level 
categorical “academic major” variable. The criterion variables for the MANOVA were the levels of 
affective empathy (M = 3.24, SD = .76), cognitive empathy (M = 3.80, SD = .58), and sympathy  
(M = 4.34, SD = .60), respectively. The multivariate effect of major was statistically non-significant: 
 p = .062, Wilks’s lambda = .972, F (15, 2374.483) = 1.615, η2 = .009. Furthermore, the univariate F scores 
for affective empathy (p = .139), cognitive empathy (p = .074), and sympathy (p = .113) were statistically 
non-significant. That is, there was no difference in levels of affective empathy, cognitive empathy, or 
sympathy based on academic major, including counseling. Thus, these data indicated that CITs were 
no more empathic or sympathetic than students in other majors, as measured by the AMES.

     We also examined these data for differences in affective empathy, cognitive empathy, and sympathy 
based on data collection method and educational level. However, we failed to identify a statistically 
significant difference between groups in empathy or sympathy based on data collection method 
(e.g., online survey distribution, face-to-face data collection, email solicitation) or by educational level 
(e.g., master’s level or undergraduate status). Thus, these data indicate that data collection methods 
and participants’ educational level did not influence our results.

Discussion

     The purpose of the present study was to (a) examine differences in empathy (i.e., affective empathy 
and cognitive empathy) and sympathy levels among emerging adult college students, and (b) determine 
whether CITs demonstrate different levels of empathy and sympathy when compared to their academic 
peers. We hypothesized that CITs would record greater levels of empathy and lower levels of sympathy 
when compared to their non-counseling peers, because of either their clinical training from their 
counselor education program or the possibility that the counseling profession might attract individuals 
with strong levels of dispositional empathy. Participants’ scores on the AMES were used to measure 
participants’ levels of empathy and sympathy. We conducted a MANOVA to determine if participants’ 
levels of empathy and sympathy differed when grouped by academic majors. CITs did not exhibit 
statistically significant differences in levels of empathy or sympathy when compared to students from 
other academic programs. In fact, CITs recorded levels of empathy that appeared comparable to students 
from other academic disciplines. This finding is consistent with literature indicating that even if empathy 
training is effective, counselor education programs might not be emphasizing empathy development 
in CITs or employing empathy training sufficiently. We also failed to identify statistically significant 
differences in participants’ AMES scores when grouping data by collection method or participants’ 
educational level. Thus, we believe our results were not influenced by our data collection method or by 
participants’ educational level.

Implications for Counselor Educators
     The results from this investigation indicated that there was not a statistically significant difference 
in participants’ levels of cognitive or affective empathy or sympathy regardless of academic program, 
suggesting that CITs do not possess more or less empathy or sympathy than their academic peers. 
This was true for students in all majors under investigation (i.e., athletic training/health sciences, 
biology/biomedical sciences/preclinical health sciences, communication, counseling, nursing, and 
psychology), regardless of age and whether or not they belonged to professions considered helping 
professions (i.e., counseling, nursing, psychology). Although students in helping professions tended to 
have higher scores on the AMES than their peers, these differences were not statistically significant.



350

The Professional Counselor | Volume 8, Issue  4

     One might hypothesize that students in helping professions (especially in professions in which 
individuals have direct contact with clients or patients, such as counseling) would have significantly 
higher levels of empathy. However, counseling programs may not attract individuals who possess 
greater levels of trait empathy, or training programs might not be as effective in training their students as 
previously thought. Although microskills are taught in counselor preparation programs (e.g., reflection 
of content, reflection of feeling), microskill training might not overlap with material that is taught as 
part of an empathy training or enhance such training. Thus, microskill training might not be any more 
impactful for CITs’ development of empathy and sympathy than material included in training programs 
of other academic disciplines (e.g., athletic training, nursing).

     Another potential reason for the lack of recorded differences between CITs and their non-
counseling peers could be that counseling students are inherently anxious, skill-focused, self-focused, 
or have limited self-other awareness (Stoltenberg, 1981; Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2010). We wonder 
if CITs might not be focused on utilizing relationship-building approaches as much as they are on 
doing work that promotes introspection and reflection. Another inquiry for consideration is whether 
CITs potentially possess a greater understanding of empathy as a construct that inadvertently leads 
CITs to rate themselves lower in empathy than their non-counseling peers. Further, it is possible 
that CITs potentially minimize their own levels of empathy in an effort to demonstrate modesty, 
a phenomenon related to altruism and understood as the modesty bias (McGuire, 2003). Future 
research would be helpful to better understand various mitigating factors. Nevertheless, we suggest 
that counseling programs might be able to do more to foster empathy-facilitating experiences in 
counselors by being more proactive and effective in promoting empathy development in CITs. 
Through a review of the literature, we found support that empathy training is possible, and we 
wonder if there is a missed opportunity to effectively train counselors if counselor education 
programs do not intentionally facilitate empathy development in their CITs.

     Counselor training programs are not charged to develop empathy in CITs; however, given the 
importance of empathy in the formation and maintenance of a therapeutic relationship, we propose 
that counseling training programs consider ways in which empathy is or is not being developed in 
their specific program. As such, we urge counselor educators to consider strategies to emphasize 
empathy development in their CITs. For example, reviewing developmental aspects of empathy in 
children, adolescents, and adults might fit well in a human development course, and the subject can 
be used to facilitate a conversation with CITs regarding their experiences of empathy development.

     Similarly, because empathy consists of cognitive and affective components, CITs might benefit 
from work that assists them in gaining insight into areas of strengths and limitations in regard 
to both cognitive and affective aspects of empathy. Students who appear stronger in one area of 
empathy might benefit from practicing skills related to the other aspect of empathy. For example, if a 
student has a strong awareness of a client’s experience (i.e., cognitive empathy) but appears to have 
limitations in their felt sense of a client’s experience (i.e., affective empathy), a counselor educator 
might utilize live supervision opportunities to assist the student in recognizing present emotions 
or sensations in their body when working with the client or in a role play. Alternatively, to assist a 
student with developing a greater intellectual understanding of their client’s experience, a counselor 
educator might employ interpersonal process recall when reviewing their clinical work to help the 
student identify what their client might be experiencing as a result of their lived experience. To echo 
recommendations made by Bayne and Jangha (2016), we encourage counselor educators to move 
away from an exclusive focus on microskills for teaching empathy and to provide opportunities to 
teach CITs how to foster a connecting experience through creative means (e.g., improvisational skills).
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     Furthermore, the results from this study indicated that CITs possess higher levels of sympathy than of 
both cognitive and affective components of empathy. We recommend that counselor educators facilitate 
CITs’ understanding of the differences between empathy and sympathy and bring awareness to their use 
of sympathetic responses rather than empathic responses. It is our hope that CITs will possess a strong 
enough understanding between empathy and sympathy to be able to choose to use either response 
as it fits within a counseling context (Clark, 2010). We also encourage counselor educators to consider 
recommendations made by Bloom and Lambie (in press) to employ the AMES with CITs. The AMES 
could be a valuable and accessible tool to assist counselor educators in evaluating CITs’ levels of empathy 
and sympathy in regard to course assignments, in response to clinical situations, or as a wholesale 
measure of empathy development. As Bloom and Lambie encouraged, clinical training programs might 
benefit from using the AMES as a tool to programmatically measure CITs’ levels of empathy throughout 
their experience in their training program (i.e., transition points) as a way to collect programmatic data.

Limitations
     Although this study produced important findings, some limitations exist. It is noted that the majority 
of participants from this study attended universities located within the Southeastern United States. 
As a result, the sample might not be representative of students nationwide. Similarly, demographic 
characteristics of the present study including the race, age, and gender composition of the sample limit 
the generalizability of the findings.

     This study also is limited in that the instrument used to assess empathy and sympathy was a self-
report measure. Although self-report measures have been shown to be reliable and are widely used 
within research, these measures might result in the under- or over-reporting of the variables of interest 
(Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). It is necessary to note that we employed the AMES, which was normed 
with adolescents and not undergraduate or graduate students. Although we recognize that inherent 
differences exist between adolescent and emerging adult populations, we believed the AMES was an 
effective choice to measure empathy because of Vossen and colleagues’ (2015) intentional development 
of the instrument to address existing weaknesses in other empathy assessment instruments. 
Nonetheless, it is necessary to interpret our results with caution.

Recommendations for Future Research
     We recommend future researchers address some of the limitations of this study. Specifically, 
we recommend continuing to compare CITs’ levels of empathy with students from other academic 
disciplines, but to include a more diverse array of academic backgrounds. Similarly, we suggest 
future researchers not limit themselves to an emerging adult population, as both undergraduate 
and graduate populations include individuals over the age of 29. Further, researchers should aim to 
collect data from students across the country and to include a more demographically diverse sample 
in their research designs.

     Additionally, it is necessary to note that limitations exist to using self-report measures (Gall et al., 
2007), and measures of empathy are vulnerable to a myriad of complications (Bloom & Lambie, in press; 
Vossen et al., 2015). Thus, we encourage future researchers to consider using different measures of 
empathy that move away from a self-report format (e.g., clients’ perceptions of cognitive and affective 
empathy within a therapeutic relationship; Flasch et al., in press). Another area for future research is to 
track counseling students’ levels of empathy as they enter the counseling profession after graduation. It 
is possible that as they become more comfortable and competent as counselors, and as anxiety and self-
focus decrease, their ability to empathize increases.
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     There is agreement in the counseling profession that empathy is an important characteristic for 
counselors to embody in order to facilitate positive client outcomes and to meet counselor competency 
standards (DePue & Lambie, 2014). Yet scholars have grappled with how to identify the necessary 
skills to foster empathy in counselor trainees and remain torn on which approaches to use. Although 
empathy training programs seem effective, little is known about which aspects of such programs are 
the effective ingredients that promote empathy-building, and we lack understanding about whether 
such programs are more effective than simply engaging in clinical work or having life experiences. 
Thus, we encourage researchers to explore if counseling programs are effective at teaching empathy to 
CITs and to further explore mechanisms that may or may not be valuable in empathy development.
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The purpose of this grounded theory study was to understand and explain how training and work setting 
experiences influence readiness of professional school counselors for serving gang members in schools. A 
purposeful sample consisted of secondary school counselors (n = 5) and school leaders (n = 7) in a southeastern 
metropolitan school district. Blended themes from the counselors and leaders were: (a) professional 
development attitudes, (b) actual and potential roles when working with students in gangs, and (c) counselors’ 
collaborative role in discipline process. The Collaborative C.A.R.E. theory that emerged from the thematic 
analysis highlighted the absence of collaboration between school counselors and leaders. Specific findings 
identified reasons for the lack of collaboration and led to recommendations for practice and further research.

Keywords: gang members, school counselors, grounded theory, Collaborative C.A.R.E, discipline

     On a daily basis, professional school counselors (PSCs) are expected to engage in a variety of functions 
in order to enhance the academic, career, personal, and social development of all students (American 
School Counselor Association [ASCA], 2012b, 2014). Serving all students can be very challenging given 
the disproportionate number of PSCs to students in the United States and the number of non-counseling 
functions often imposed on PSCs (Lambie & Williamson, 2004). ASCA (2012a) recommends a counselor-
to-student ratio of 1:250. Despite this recommendation, findings have indicated that the accurate ratio 
is closer to 1:491 (ASCA, n.d.). Responding to the “serve all students” expectation can be even more 
challenging when attempting to serve gang members, who are considered members of marginalized 
populations that are excluded from the social, economic, cultural, and political mainstream (McCluskey, 
Baker, & McCluskey, 2005).

     Research on the PSC’s role was conducted in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and much of the research 
is generalized to include the role of the PSC (both perceived and actual) with little consideration for 
the contextual differences in jobs (e.g., elementary, middle, high school; Brott & Myers, 1999; Lambie & 
Williamson, 2004). A paucity of data exists in recent research examining the role of PSCs with specific 
groups of students based on cultural and environmental contexts, and their role since the introduction 
of the ASCA National Model. Gang members are students with norms related to language, rituals, and 
membership (Gibbs, 2000). The presence of gangs in schools reflects a need to examine the role of the 
PSC in serving this culturally marginalized population.

     Gang members are often viewed as outsiders associated with “outlaw organizations” engaged in 
deviant behaviors (Gibbs, 2000, p. 73). On the other hand, from the inside, members find structure, 
ritual, and norms specific to their gang structure. This study was designed to attempt to fill these gaps 
by examining the role of the PSC with a contemporary, marginalized population.
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     According to the National Gang Intelligence Center (2011), there are approximately 1.4 million 
active gang members representing more than 33,000 gangs in the United States. This represents a 
40% increase compared to data collected in 2009. The data support an assumption that there is an 
increasing presence of gangs in both rural and urban communities (Brinson, Kottler, & Fisher, 2004). 
Unfortunately, there are several negative outcomes associated with the presence of gang members 
in the schools, including harassment, vandalism, aggressive recruitment of new members, irregular 
attendance, decreased motivation to succeed in school, and criminal activities. Consequently, gang 
presence can adversely affect the school environment, lower levels of academic achievement, and 
negatively influence perceptions of safety (Brinson et al., 2004). In and of itself, gang membership is 
not a crime, and gang members who are enrolled in public schools are eligible for all of the services 
that other students are receiving, including those offered by PSCs (Kizer, 2012).

     As gang membership increases nationally, the presence of gang members will continue to expand in 
the schools and surrounding communities (Coggeshall & Kingery, 2001; Kingery, Coggeshall, & Alford, 
1998). A recent survey of 12- to 18-year-old students indicated that 18% stated there were gangs in their 
schools (Robers, Kemp, Truman, & Snyder, 2013). This phenomenon will increase the exposure of PSCs 
to gang activity (Gündüz, 2012; Skovholt & McCarthy, 1988). Because of their training, PSCs appear to 
be in a unique position conceptually to offer services to gang members and to the schools where gang 
members are present. Potential resources include individual and group counseling competencies; core 
curriculum programming knowledge and skills; availability for providing helpful consultations; and 
the overlying quest to enhance the academic, career, personal, and social development of all students 
(ASCA, 2012b, 2014).

     The first author’s exposure to gangs increased in her role as a PSC. Perceived lack of training and 
preparation to work with gang members and an absence of professional literature on the role of PSCs 
with gangs motivated the first author to conduct a preliminary investigation. Participants in the pilot 
study were PSCs in a southeastern urban public school setting. The pilot study consisted of two phases 
of inquiry consistent with the grounded theory methodology. Grounded theory generates data based 
on “participant experiences” (Hays & Singh, 2012, p. 288).

     The first phase of the pilot study was a focus group of PSC participants with data being transcribed 
by the researcher, hand-coded, and analyzed. The second phase consisted of individual interviews 
completed at the respective job sites of three practicing PSCs. The interviews and observations from 
the second phase provided further evidence, more variation, and a greater understanding of the role 
of the PSC working with students in gangs across elementary, middle, and high school settings.

     The preliminary investigation suggested further research in the school counseling domain. The 
participating PSCs appeared to experience ambiguity and lack of decision-making authority related to 
working with students who are gang members. Decisions on professional development opportunities 
and the PSC’s role were influenced by school-based leaders, such as principals, whose views tended to 
focus on disciplinary issues rather than academic, career, personal, and social development with regard 
to gang members. Consequently, the pilot study revealed a need to further explore the PSC’s role in 
working with gang members based on perceived and ideal roles, their professional development needs, 
and the influence of their educational administrators and supervisors.

     Although uniquely positioned to offer something of value, there are impediments to fulfilling that 
role. Developing and defining the role for PSCs continues to be a challenge for PSCs, their school 
leaders (SLs), and national professional organizations that offer recommended roles for PSCs (Foxx, 
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Baker, & Gerler, 2017; Griffin & Farris, 2010; Shoffner & Williamson, 2000). Some SLs determine 
the tasks that define the role of their PSCs with little to no input from counselors (Zalaquett & 
Chatters, 2012). These decisions are not aligned with ASCA’s PSC role recommendations and indicate 
misunderstandings about how their counselors were trained and failure to collaborate on PSC role 
definitions (Kirchner & Setchfield, 2005). Collaboration between PSCs and SLs is essential in the 
development of comprehensive counseling programs designed to support the academic goals of the 
school (Armstrong, MacDonald, & Stillo, 2010; Foxx et al., 2017; Zalaquett & Chatters, 2012).

     An additional challenge is a lack of professional development related to working with gang 
members after one’s graduate training program. Caldarella, Sharpnack, Loosli, and Merrell (1996) 
found that many PSCs do not feel adequately trained or equipped to deal with gang activity and 
gang members in their schools, and almost half of the sample had no training related to gangs. 
Relatedly, our preliminary investigation found PSCs were trained to recognize the presence of gangs 
yet knew very little about how to engage with gang members and offer their services. Believing that 
one is unprepared and not competent to deliver counseling services to gang members may cause 
feelings of helplessness, apathy, and little or no desire to serve them (Ibrahim, Helms, & Thompson, 
1983). As a marginalized population, students in gangs compound the unique challenges PSCs 
face, including role ambiguity (Burnham & Jackson, 2000), constant changes in student and school 
characteristics and needs (Reising & Daniels, 1983), and disconnects between training and practice 
(Brott & Myers, 1999; Lambie & Williamson, 2004).

     The purpose of the present grounded theory study was to further understand and explain how 
training, perceived roles, and work setting experiences (e.g., professional development, working with 
students in gangs) influenced the readiness of PSCs in a large urban school district to serve gang 
members. Given the challenges PSCs experience related to serving gang members, the following 
research questions were derived in order to attempt to explain a conceptual linkage via a grounded 
theory based on understanding perspectives of a sample of PSCs and SLs via the interplay of context, 
conditions, and the PSC’s role (Hays & Singh, 2012): How do PSCs and SLs describe perceived and 
actual roles of PSCs regarding services to gang members? How do PSCs and SLs describe previous 
training related to working with gang members? and How do PSCs and SLs describe circumstances 
that influence opportunities PSCs have for serving gang members?

Method

Participants
     A total of 12 participants were included in this study. Five participants were PSCs and seven were SLs. 
Of the PSCs, four were female and one was male; four were White and one was African American. All of 
the PSCs had master’s degrees and school counseling licenses. The mean age of the PSCs was 52 (SD = 
8.57), and the mean years of counseling experience was 14.8 (SD = 7.69). All of the seven SLs were male. 
Six were White and one was African American. Four had master’s degrees in educational leadership, one 
had a bachelor’s degree in science, and two had doctoral degrees in education. Two of the seven SLs were 
based in the school district’s central office. The mean age of the SLs was 42 (SD = 7.23), and the average 
years of experience was 10.4 (SD = 3.26). Each participant is represented by a pseudonym in the findings.

     Consistent with grounded theory, stratified purposeful sampling was used to identify PSCs and 
SLs serving at the same school to voluntarily participate (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Hays & Singh, 2012). 
PSCs possessed state professional licenses in their fields and were employed in secondary school 
settings. Specific criteria for the SLs were that they be assistant principals, principals, or central office 
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staff members. SLs possessed state professional licenses in their fields. An additional advantage of this 
approach was being able to triangulate data sources by acquiring data from different perspectives, 
including central school office members.

Instrumentation
     Demographic questionnaire. Information related to age, ethnicity, education, and experience was 
collected from PSC and SL participants via a brief demographic questionnaire that asked identical 
questions.

     Interview questions for participants. Two sets of open-ended questions were developed for 
semi-structured individual interviews. Topical areas addressed in the current study included role 
perception, professional development, and barriers to serving students in gangs. The following 
questions were presented to the PSC participants: (a) What factors determine the role you play in 
your school? (b) Who is involved in determining your professional role? (c) In your opinion, what 
role do professional school counselors currently play in identifying gang presence and providing 
intervention in your school? (d) Tell me what role you think counselors may play in identifying and 
providing interventions for students currently involved in a gang or considering gang membership. 
(e) What role has the school or school district played in providing professional school counselors 
with training specific to gang activity in the schools? (f) During your graduate school training, were 
you provided any opportunities to learn about gangs in schools? (g) Since graduate school, have you 
been provided or sought out opportunities to learn about gangs in schools? (h) In your own words, 
describe your work with students in gangs. (i) What barriers exist impacting your effectiveness in 
working with students in gangs? (j) In what ways do you seek out information to inform your work 
as a professional school counselor? (k) How might the ASCA National Model support your efforts to 
prevent or intervene with students in gangs? and (i) Is there anything you care to add?

     The following questions were presented to the SL participants: (a) What factors determine the role 
school counselors play in your school? (b) Who is involved in determining their professional role? (c) In 
your opinion, what role do professional school counselors currently play in identifying gang presence 
and providing intervention in your school? (d) Tell me what role you think counselors may play in 
identifying and providing interventions for students currently involved in a gang or considering gang 
membership. (e) What role has the school or school district played in providing professional school 
counselors and school faculty with training specific to gang activity in the schools? (f) During your 
graduate school training, were you provided any opportunities to learn about the role of the school 
counselor? (g) Since graduate school, has your perception of the role of the school counselor changed? 
How so? (h) In your own words, describe your work with students in gangs. (i) How might the ASCA 
National Model support your school’s efforts to prevent or intervene with students in gangs? and (j) Is 
there anything you care to add?

     Interviewer/Investigator. The first author was an insider who worked for the school district 
as a PSC. At the time of the study, she was working full-time and was a doctoral student in a 
counselor education program accredited by the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related 
Educational Programs. She was a 37-year-old White female with nine years of school counseling 
experience. She is a licensed school counselor, licensed professional counselor, and a National 
Certified Counselor (NCC). She had access to data that would not be available to an outsider. An 
advantage was her familiarity with the participants.
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     Subjectivity statement. On the one hand, the first author lacked personal gang awareness and 
was sensitive to the participants’ lack of knowledge (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). On the other hand, 
she had observed disruptive incidents created by gang members in her schools and was conflicted 
about how to deal with gang members as a professional. This led to a preliminary literature review 
that suggested ideas about how PSCs may serve gang members in their schools via both responsive 
services and core curriculum responses. The potential biases were role ambiguity and professional 
development. These biases were addressed during the data collection and analysis through the use of 
a journal to record immediate reactions to completed interviews.

     Reflectivity during data collection is a valuable tool and is “considered essential to the research 
process” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 31). A journal housed field notes after each interview regarding 
participants’ body language, physical environment, and interviewer’s immediate thoughts and 
impressions. Journaling allowed for the constant comparison of data, looking for more data, and 
initial coding of collected data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

Procedure
     Data collection. Established university research policies for the protection of human subjects 
and the research policies of the school district were followed in order to gain access to schools and 
participants. After receiving institutional review board approval from the first author’s affiliated 
university and the school district’s research department, data collection was completed via 
interviewing participants, journaling, and reviewing documents. The primary source of data was 
individual semi-structured interviews using an open-ended questions approach and an interview 
guide (Patton, 2002). Observations of the school setting, participants, and reflections of each interview 
were noted by the first author/researcher in her journal (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In addition to 
journaling, policy manuals and public relations documents were accessed from the school district’s 
website for the triangulation process (Patton, 2002). The school district’s documents informed the 
researcher of existing procedures and policies and potential access to related training opportunities.

     Participants were provided the interview questions in the moments immediately preceding the 
beginning of the interviews, giving them the opportunity to view questions and consider answers or 
emerging thoughts as needed. They were offered an opportunity to answer all questions. In order to 
enhance the analysis of the role of the PSC, interviews were conducted with SLs and PSCs working 
at the same schools. The interviews were conducted at the jobsites of the PSCs and SLs or at mutually 
agreeable locations. A digital voice recorder was used to record all interviews.

     Data analysis. The recorded interviews were played and reviewed immediately after face-to-face 
interviews, allowing for constant comparisons (Schwandt, 2001). Each individual audio-recorded 
interview was transcribed by a professional transcriptionist. Following transcription, the interviews 
were read twice by the first author before themes were highlighted and noted in the margins. Interview 
data were individually read for all PSCs with themes noted in the margins. Then, interview data were 
individually read for all SLs with themes noted in the journal. Finally, interview data were reviewed 
for each PSC and their corresponding SL with themes of each pairing noted by the researcher. Hand-
coding was used to analyze data gathered from transcribed interviews with a focus on capturing 
essential concepts (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The process of hand-coding involved deriving codes and 
the emerging themes to be organized into discrete categories leading to theory development (Corbin 
& Strauss, 2008). In the first or open coding stage, large general conceptual domains were identified in 
the reflective journal. Then, the researcher searched for relationships among the domains during the 
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axial coding stage. Finally, the selective coding stage involved: (a) explaining story lines, (b) relating 
subsidiary categories around the core categories by means of paradigms, (c) relating categories at the 
dimensional levels, (d) validating the relationships against the raw data, and (e) filling in the categories 
that may need further development (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

     Triangulation was used as a means to increase the trustworthiness in the present study (Creswell & 
Miller, 2000; Patton, 2002). Four data sources were used to inform theory development: interviews with 
PSCs, interviews with SLs, a reflective journal, and related school district documents (e.g., discipline 
policies, in-service training programs). Grounded theory is built upon the cyclical and constant analysis 
of data (Hays & Singh, 2012). The use of multiple data sources in this study enhanced the development 
of codes, categories, and theory, and strengthened the trustworthiness of the study’s findings (Merriam, 
2002). The transcribed interviews were reviewed by the researcher to ensure that professional jargon 
was accurate. A reflective research journal was kept throughout the entire study. Each participant was 
offered an opportunity to member check the transcribed data (Creswell & Miller, 2000). In addition, 
an audit was conducted to attempt to reduce the potential for personal biases influencing the data 
analysis. The auditor was a White female with a doctorate in educational leadership and previous work 
experience as a PSC. The auditing process consisted of quality control: (a) assuring ethical concerns 
were addressed, including the use of pseudonyms to protect participants; (b) reviewing the data to 
insure the study proposed and conducted matched data reported; and (c) proofreading, including 
clarifying professional jargon. Data saturation was achieved after the eighth interview; however, to 
affirm category development, complete interview pairings, and ensure triangulation of data sources, the 
interviews continued through 12 participants. As stated in the introduction, the purpose of the present 
study was to construct a grounded theory based on the data.

Findings

     Grounded theory study data analyses provide central categories that bring all of the codes together 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The central thematic categories in the present study were: (a) professional 
development attitudes, (b) actual and potential roles when working with students in gangs, and (c) 
PSCs’ collaborative role in the discipline process. An integration of the three central categories caused 
a Collaborative C.A.R.E. theory to emerge. Collaboration was the category both present and notably 
absent in the stories of the PSCs and the SLs. The C.A.R.E. acronym emerged out of the categories 
that developed during the axial coding process. The categories revealed a lack, or the presence, 
of communication with community stakeholders. The data suggested a need for PSCs working 
in secondary school settings to advocate for policies, procedures, programming, and educational 
opportunities to clarify their role in providing responsive services for students in gangs. What follows are 
excerpts of the data in the voices of the participants presented via the three central themes.

Professional Development Attitudes
     PSCs are increasingly overwhelmed by their day-to-day responsibilities, leading them often to 
not engage in professional development that may take them away from campus. In addition, the 
interview data revealed that PSCs were not engaging in professional development related to working 
with gang members because of a lack of interest in working with this population, a concern for 
personal safety, unclear counseling roles, and the cost of professional development.

     Beth (PSC) noted in her time as a PSC that different initiatives drive the training offered in the local 
district. She recalled a “push” four or five years previously to identify the presence of gangs at her 
school, but since that training she noted, “It’s not an interest of mine” and she will look to other staff 
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members to “handle that stuff.” Beth’s response demonstrated a lack of engagement as a result of a 
lack of interest.

     As noted, Beth expected other staff members, primarily SLs, to address the needs of students in 
gangs. In contrast, Sasha’s (PSC) gang awareness training at the school level had occurred in other 
counties. She noted that the school district in the present study “maybe has had something,” but “I 
don’t think the school has provided anything.” She went on to say, “I don’t think I’ve done anything 
in this district.” Sasha added that possessing knowledge of gangs in schools is “just not the highest on 
the list of priorities.”

     Sasha’s supervising SL, Joe, noted the training from the district is “probably limited, to be honest.” 
Joe stated as an SL: “I don’t receive training for gangs or gang-related activity. Most of what I know 
is either self-taught or stuff that we pick up along the way because we’re placed into that position as 
administrators.” Joe elaborated that much of what he had picked up was reactive: “Unfortunately it’s 
reactive, but that’s also predicated upon the levels that we deal with here, which is not very much . . . 
so some of that [training] is from our SRO [school resource officer].”

     Beyond having experienced awareness training, the PSCs expressed repeated concerns about their 
lack of intervention tools. Sasha said she was in need of “strategies” to work with gangs. She asked, 
“Are you working on trying to get them out of a gang or are you working on how do you cope with 
being part of a gang?” She followed with an insight: “it’s . . . how it’s affecting them in the school and 
so, generally, it leads to academics and attendance and if there are discipline issues or . . . . But it still 
has to have the school slant to . . . work with them.” Judy (PSC) concurred that training had “been 
mostly awareness and information,” and a lack of urgency to learn more left her deficient in skills 
and techniques to intervene.

     Although awareness training appeared to be somewhat useful, specific prevention and intervention 
strategies were lacking in any of the training in which PSCs had previously participated. Stacey (PSC) 
stated that the limited training she received had been “one or two instances” consisting of “signs or 
signals.” Sasha noted she had not been trained to intervene, and she believed part of the problem was 
the nature of gangs because they may be “generational, and I don’t think anybody really knows how 
exactly [to] intervene. ” When speaking about the role of training, Judy quite frankly stated, “If you’re 
going to provide . . . training, does that imply that I then own the problem . . . if you’re training me, 
you’re giving me the problem and how am I supposed to solve it?”

Actual and Potential Roles When Working With Students in Gangs
     The perceived and actual role of working PSCs has been studied extensively. Recommendations 
for serving students representing specific populations may vary (e.g., different ethnic groups, 
various exceptional populations, sexual minorities). On the other hand, ASCA (2014) is explicit in 
its petitioning provision of services to all students to address long-term goals and “demonstrate 
personal safety skills” (p. 2). The findings in this study suggest a possible actual role and provide 
ideas for a potential role for serving gang members.

     Beth’s SL, Stan, said, “I would say they [PSCs] don’t really have a specific role in identifying 
gang presence” and “it wouldn’t be something that I would put under their job description.” Beth 
also noted that interactions with students in gangs were limited to an awareness that students may 
be involved with a gang because any intervention or interaction was something “that the assistant 
principals work with.” Stan’s comments mirrored those of his PSC. He stated, “If it’s a discipline 



362

The Professional Counselor | Volume 8, Issue  4

issue, then it [the student issue] would stick with the administration.” Stan’s PSCs would be involved 
if the student needed “more of a counseling-type component where the student needs assistance or is 
seeking help from . . . the school.”

     Sasha said she worked with students in gangs, but their gang affiliation was “not what we’re 
working on.” Beth agreed: “The thing is . . . if a kid is coming to you with a specific problem, you 
help them with that specific problem whether he’s a gang member or not.” Beth stated her actual role 
as a PSC limited her ability to interact because in her opinion, “if a kid was deeply entrenched in a 
gang, we’re not going to be able to get them out of that gang.” Derek (SL) agreed that the degree of 
involvement complicates the intervention because “once they reach a certain point, it is going to be 
very difficult—I’m not going to say impossible—but it’s going to be very difficult to get [them] back.”

     Because the immediate need for a student to seek a PSC’s assistance was rarely, if ever, gang-related, 
Beth noted her form of intervention was about helping the students obtain their diplomas. Beth went 
on to say, “If he is here and attempting to get an education, behaving himself and not fighting . . . then 
my role would be to help him get what he needs from the school system as long as he is playing by our 
rules.” Her view of services for gang members seemed focused primarily on academic counseling.

PSCs’ Collaborative Role in Discipline Processes
     Jake (SL) identified collaboration as a function in the PSC’s role when working with students 
in gangs, although he noted that the level of collaboration would be limited by the degree of the 
student’s gang involvement and its impact on the school environment. Jake stated, “I don’t know that 
they play a role in identifying gang issues unless somebody comes to them with a situation.”

     Stacey, a PSC at Jake’s school, concurred with his assessment when she noted, “We don’t do 
a lot in identifying the gang presence . . . administration and the resource officer tend to be the 
ones dealing with that.” Stacey went on to say that addressing students in gangs was handled by 
administrators, and there was no communication with the PSCs about those students that may be 
involved in gangs. Communications related to students in gangs among SLs, PSCs, and teachers did 
not exist at Stacey’s school. She explained, “I can’t remember anyone here ever talking about making 
that kind of referral.”

     Like Stacey, Trevor (PSC) did not expect referrals related to gang membership coming to him from 
teachers. The PSC participants reported that those students violating school policy were referred to 
administrators. Most referrals for confirmed concerns related to gang members based on attire or 
language were directed to the administrative teams if they came to the counseling office first. As a 
counterpoint, Trevor’s SL, Frank, stated, “I can’t say I’ve ever met a counselor I would trust to even 
give me that type of information.” He went on to say, “So I’m not very trusting of that [information 
coming from PSCs] at this point. I don’t think they’re [PSCs] involved.”

     The degree of collaboration in the actual role of PSCs was mentioned frequently. There seemed to 
be a lack of collaboration and shortage of referrals from SLs to PSCs, especially when the student gang 
members had committed infractions leading to disciplinary consequences. When SLs disciplined gang 
members, there often was no follow-up with PSCs. The SLs in this sample seemed not to view PSCs 
as contributors to their disciplinary and safety maintenance functions. Because of their focus on safety 
and discipline issues when thinking about gang members, it seemed not to occur to the SLs that PSCs 
could contribute to the academic, career, personal, and social development of gang members via their 
traditional professional functions.
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Limitations

     Given the impact of the school calendar and its restricted timeline on data collection, it is possible the 
researcher was dependent upon acquiring participants from a limited population of busy professionals. 
Rather than relying on power analyses to determine the sample, qualitative researchers rely on evidence 
of data saturation, which may not have occurred in this study, to ensure sample sizes are sufficient. 
Further, qualitative researchers continue interviewing if repeated themes or codes are not present in the 
interviewing and follow emerging themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Marshall, 
Cardon, Poddar, & Fontenot, 2013). In the present study, the sample size was smaller than some sources 
recommend for grounded theory studies. Fortunately, obvious signs of saturation were noted after the 
eighth participant was interviewed.

     Racial diversity was limited to one African American in each sub-sample. Gender diversity was not 
achieved in the SL sub-sample. Consequently, the voice of a female SL’s perspective was not present 
in this study because there were only five female site-based SLs in a district with 25 high schools. 
The lack of diversity might have impacted the lens by which they led or worked with marginalized 
populations. Meeting the age diversity selection criterion also was a challenge. The average age of 
the PSCs indicated that the views and experiences of younger professionals were understated. The 
extent of the participating PSCs’ exposure to the ASCA National Model (2012a) was not assessed in 
the demographic questionnaire. Consequently, recommendations promoted in the National Model 
such as serving all students; offering comprehensive school counseling programs; enhancing the 
academic, career, and personal/social development of students; and collaboration with stakeholders, 
may have been limited, therefore impacting their perceived and actual roles accordingly. Participants 
may have self-censored responses as a result of being interviewed by a school system colleague or 
by knowing that a colleague in their school with more power was also being interviewed. Utilizing a 
researcher without ties to the school district might have enhanced the responses. Having colleagues 
from the same school participate was an important component of the study, a limitation that had to 
be accepted in addition to the population and sample being limited to one school district.

Discussion

     The perceived and ideal role of PSCs has been extensively studied; however, a search of the 
professional literature demonstrated a paucity of research on the role of PSCs with specific, marginalized 
student populations (e.g., exceptional children, homeless), and the present study was designed to address 
the work of PSCs with one such group (i.e., students in gangs). The researcher attempted to understand 
the participants’ perspectives related to how participating PSCs and SLs described their actual roles, their 
previous training, and opportunities for further training with regard to serving gang members.

     Consistent with previous research (Burnham & Jackson, 2000; Ibrahim et al., 1983; Lambie & 
Williamson, 2004), the findings revealed a perceived role for the PSCs’ work with students in gangs as 
academically focused and reactive. PSC participants noted not knowing what counseling strategies to 
employ in order to assist students in gangs, implying there is no ideal role for PSCs within that domain. 
A lack of engagement in professional development, concerns for personal safety, unclear or absent roles 
for working with students in gangs, and, notably, a limited role imposed by SLs, negatively impacted 
their potential for working with gang members constructively.

Insights Based on the Circumstances That Led to the Study
     As stated in the introduction, motivation to conduct the study was based on the first author’s 
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limited previous professional experience with gang members, suggestions from a literature search, 
and results of a pilot study. The first author reported having observed the influence of disruptive 
gang members in her schools, leading to conflicted thoughts about how to serve them. Consistent 
with previous literature on role confusion (Burnham & Jackson, 2000; Lambie & Williamson, 2004), 
PSCs in the present study also seemed conflicted about serving student gang members, and SLs 
seemed to consider the role of PSCs from a limited perspective. The perspectives of the two sets of 
professionals were somewhat different because their respective broad professional goals differed. 
Although SLs were more likely to focus on maintaining order and ensuring safety for all students, 
PSCs were more likely to focus primarily on their own safety and secondarily on providing limited 
responsive services to gang members (Sindhi, 2013).

     Consequently, when SLs considered the role of PSCs, their perspectives were narrowly focused 
on safety and disciplinary issues, and PSCs were not viewed as being expected or able to contribute 
to those goals. They were not prompted to consider the PSC’s role from a broader professional 
perspective, nor did they think of it (Cobb, 2014). It seemed as if most of the PSCs also responded from 
a safety perspective, feeling unprepared and unwilling to be involved in that kind of role, especially 
if it would involve discipline or attempting to get students to leave their gangs. Two PSCs (Sasha and 
Beth) mentioned providing limited responsive services if requested (i.e., personal issues and academic 
counseling) and if the students were behaving themselves. This finding also mirrored those of the pilot 
investigation that prompted this study.

     Related contributions to the professional literature indicated dissonance about the perceived and 
actual roles of PSCs (Brott & Myers, 1999; Burnham & Jackson, 2000; Ibrahim et al., 1983; Lambie & 
Williamson, 2004). The findings in the present study were quite similar to those of Caldarella et al. 
(1996) almost two decades ago—that is, the PSCs did not feel adequately trained to work with gang 
members. And the attitudes expressed by the PSC participants in the findings mirrored the apathy 
about and disinterest in serving gang members reported by Ibrahim et al. (1983) over 30 years ago. 
Unfortunately, the findings highlighted apparently limited potential for PSCs to address the academic, 
career, personal, and social development needs of students in gangs in the targeted school district 
because of their current settings and frames of mind.

Implications for Professional School Counseling
     Limited range of counselor services. Implementation of the ASCA National Model (2012b)throughout 
the school system represented in the present study apparently had little influence on the role PSCs played 
in serving gang members. Considerable interview content from PSCs and SLs seemed focused on safety 
and discipline issues rather than on the academic, career, personal, and social development of student 
gang members. Mention of providing academic services came from two of the PSCs. Limiting counseling 
services to academics alone does not fit into the proactive, "serve all students" framework supported by 
ASCA (2012b). The perception that PSCs are solely academic counselors may cause them to feel boxed 
in professionally, therefore limiting their ability to advocate for counseling services for students in gangs 
and causing them to determine over the course of their professional careers that their role is fixed and 
rigidly academically focused (Lambie & Williamson, 2004).

     Insufficient training. Three of the PSCs reported lacking sufficient training as a barrier to their 
working with students in gangs. Four of the five PSCs had not received training related to working 
with students in gangs during their master’s degree programs. Two of the five reported attending 
workshops after graduate school, and the remaining three had not sought training. Training provided 
by the school district on gangs in schools was limited to enhancing awareness, and there was no 
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coverage of counseling-based techniques designed to reach students in gangs. A significant obstacle to 
training was time away from work and the cost of attending training. Although obstacles to training 
were reported, there seemed to be an underlying sense of frustration about the training that had been 
offered. The training from the district and from professional conferences was designed to make school 
personnel aware of the presence of gangs in the schools. This perceived lack of training designed 
to intervene and engage in counseling services for students in gangs is consistent with Brott and 
Myers’ (1999) work noting the need for experiential learning to enhance professional autonomy. The 
participants reported not knowing what to do with students in gangs and wondering what the goals 
of the counseling relationships would be if students were involved with gangs. This limited response 
model appears to have negatively impacted the way that PSCs viewed gang members. Neither the 
PSCs nor the SLs wanted PSCs involved in a discipline-focused mode.

     PSC collaboration and advocacy. The Collaborative C.A.R.E. grounded theory presented at the 
beginning of the findings section suggests that PSCs respond to the challenges presented above via 
collaborating with others in their educational communities to advocate for policies, procedures, 
programs, and educational opportunities designed to clarify their role in providing responsive services 
to students in gangs. Although PSCs will benefit from more informed policies and richer educational 
opportunities, they also have advocacy competencies acquired in their training programs that should 
be of value when serving all students, including gang members. It appears as if the best way to serve 
students in gangs is through targeted responsive services designed to remove barriers and promote 
equitable access to counseling services (Trusty & Brown, 2005). Fortunately, most PSCs will not have to 
work differently in order to work with students in gangs via these approaches. Therefore, it appears as 
if the major changes needed are attitudinal. Believing that students in gangs deserve their services and 
advocacy efforts and can be served through existing services and competencies is essential. Overcoming 
safety concerns seems to be a very important goal. Students in gangs are members of a unique cultural 
group and equally worthy of positive regard and empathy. Becoming familiar with the nuances of this 
culture also seems to be an important goal for PSCs.

     PSCs are challenged to be able to approach counseling sessions with student gang members in the 
same way as any other student client. Sasha noted she had not been trained to intervene with gang 
members; however, she likely is capable of building empathic relationships and aiding in goal setting 
and future planning for all student clients. The challenge might be to accept gang members as they 
are and attempt to help them focus on something of value that they want to be in their future and 
attempt to help them achieve those goals.

Recommendations for Practice and Research
     Training preparation recommendations. The role of the PSC is continuously evolving via numerous 
influences, such as changing school policies and new initiatives at the local, state, and federal levels. 
Over their professional careers, PSCs may see a shift in the issues their students bring to the counseling 
relationship. For example, 15 years ago, PSCs were not dealing with cyberbullying. Cultural and 
economic shifts lead to changes in the issues students are forced to address, and changes in the lives of 
the students challenge PSCs to expand their expertise in order to be more effective practitioners. PSCs 
should be offered and encouraged to attend training based on a variety of issues impacting their work 
with 21st-century students, including enhancing the academic, career, personal, and social development 
of gang members.

     As PSCs prepare to respond to evolving issues and shifting demographics, graduate training 
programs are challenged to provide instruction to prepare future PSCs for the realities of school 
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settings and the diverse populations served. By no means can graduate training programs prepare 
graduate-level students for all of the nuances of practicing in a school; however, a careful review of 
the populations being served in 21st-century schools may guide the development of training modules 
designed to work with unique populations, including students in gangs. A training module of this 
type also can be developed and implemented in school districts in order to provide professional 
development for practicing PSCs.

     Research recommendations. The paucity of research related to students in gangs and school 
counseling provides rich opportunities for future studies that might include examining the professional 
development needs of PSCs, addressing personal safety concerns, and exploring the impact of school-
based stakeholders on the self-efficacy of PSCs. Until PSCs feel secure in the role they were trained 
to fill, they may continue to accept the non-counseling roles often expected by SLs and experience 
low levels of self-efficacy in working with diverse populations, including students in gangs (Dahir, 
Burnham, & Stone, 2009).

     Responsive services address the immediate needs and concerns of students and incorporate both 
direct and indirect service modes (ASCA, 2012b). Further research involving responsive services 
may address the following questions: How is role development impacted by existing procedures 
and policies? How is the role of PSCs different in districts with procedures for addressing the needs 
of students in gangs versus districts lacking the same procedures? How effective are PSCs who 
collaborate with their communities when working with gang members?

     Of all the research needs regarding students in gangs, knowledge acquired from the gang 
member’s perspective seems most needed. Without gang members as participants, the voice of 
students in gangs will continue to be silent. Studying students in gangs in order to understand how 
school staff can enhance their development may provide valuable information for both responsive 
and core curriculum services that can be provided by PSCs.

Conclusion

     ASCA’s National Model (2012b) advocates for comprehensive school counseling programs 
designed to serve all students. Gang members are a unique student culture to be included within the 
"all students" framework and can benefit from school-based counseling services designed to enhance 
their academic, career, personal, and social development. Unfortunately, the findings in the present 
study revealed that there are impediments preventing PSCs from serving gang members. It seems as 
if the PSCs in the present study lacked role clarity in working with students in gangs, and there was 
a lack of intervention-based professional development. Not serving students in gangs led PSCs to 
believe they have nothing to offer those students through traditional counseling services, and this lack 
of efficacy may impact their role as advocates. Although this study was limited to one school district, 
the experiences and perceptions of PSCs and SLs in this study might not be unique. PSCs are uniquely 
trained and strategically located in school settings to provide valuable services to gang members that 
can help them feel accepted for who they are at the moment, while also helping them to focus on 
finding a meaningful pathway to their futures.
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This study utilized a qualitative dominant crossover mixed analysis that examined why school counselors 
(N = 38) choose or do not choose to use Naviance—an online college, career, and financial planning tool. The 
study further explored whether school counselors’ acceptance and use of Naviance enhances counseling 
practices, job productivity, and efficiency. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) was used for the 
theoretical framework. TAM is comprised of four constructs: perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness, 
attitudes, and actual behaviors. Bandwidth, training, and connectivity influenced some counselors’ attitudes 
toward usage and productivity; however, overall attitudes toward Naviance were positive. Future research 
should explore the connection between counselor usage and the number of hours trained on Naviance.

Keywords: school counselors, Technology Acceptance Model, TAM, Naviance, qualitative dominant 
crossover mixed analysis

     New technologies are pervasive in the counseling profession. School counselors are experiencing 
a growing field of technologies that include virtual counseling platforms, smartphone applications, 
and learning management systems that provide the ability to see students face-to-face, quickly access 
information through an application, and offer high school students resources and information, 
ultimately assisting in the school-to-work transition. Additionally, the value of integrating new 
technologies into practice to support counselor growth as well as student outcomes is recognized in 
the education field. Many researchers believe that online technologies are effective educational tools 
(Serdyukov, 2017; Sung, Chang, & Liu, 2016; Tarhini, Hone, & Liu, 2015; Teo, 2011).

     According to the Condition of Education 2017 report, in 2013–2014, K–12 schools spent $634 billion 
integrating technology to support academic achievement (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). 
The bulk of the cost has been on purchasing equipment, integrating hardware and software, and training 
staff personnel. Despite the promise and financials spent, the lack of user acceptance is a barrier to the 
success of integrating new technologies (Blanchard, Prior, Barton, & Dawson, 2016; Davis, 1993; Tarhini 
et al., 2015; Teo, 2011). Without user acceptance, the value of the technology diminishes. Alternatively, 
increased technology acceptance can enable educators, including school counselors, to become effective 
with transferring knowledge, preparing and advancing student outcomes (Hu, Clark, & Ma, 2003), and 
enhancing counseling practices (Hayden, Poynton, & Sabella, 2008; Steele, Jacokes, & Stone, 2014). 

     Numerous theoretical models have been developed to investigate users’ acceptance of new 
technologies. The most widely researched model on user acceptance that investigates why a user 
chooses to use or not to use technology is the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM; Davis, 1993; Nair 
& Das, 2011; Tarhini et al., 2015; Teo, 2011). TAM predicts the level of technology acceptance and 
usage. Few studies exist on TAM within the context of K–12 schools and even fewer on the school 
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counseling profession (Tri Anni, Sunawan, & Haryono, 2018). Utilizing TAM as a guiding framework, 
this research extends and advances knowledge on factors that influence school counselors’ acceptance 
and use of technologies, specifically Naviance, an online college, career, and financial planning 
counseling platform. 

School Counselors’ Technology Acceptance 
 
Perceived Ease of Use 
     Research has indicated that individuals are more likely to accept and use new technology if they 
perceive the technology as easy to use (Davis, 1993; Nair & Das, 2011; Saade & Bahli, 2005). Perceived 
ease of use is determined when a user believes that using a system is free of effort (Nair & Das, 2011; 
Tarhini et al., 2015). Previous studies reveal common themes of perceived ease of use of certain 
technologies in the school counseling profession. For example, many school counselors perceive 
that sending email communication, creating multimedia presentations and webpages, developing 
newsletters, and retrieving information from schools’ student information systems are relatively 
easy functions (Carey & Dimmitt, 2004; Carlson, Portman, & Bartlett, 2006; Kozlowski, Mikesina, & 
Genova, 2015; Loague, Alexander, & Reynolds, 2010; Steele et al., 2014; Van Horn & Myrick, 2001). 
Today, many school counselors find it easy to retrieve counseling-related information from the 
internet and create targeted presentations for students. Further, school counselors perceive that 
delivering counseling curriculum, disseminating information, and administering needs and career 
assessments require minimal effort (Hayden et al., 2008; Holcomb-McCoy, Gonzalez, & Johnston, 
2009; Loague et al., 2010; Millsom & Bryant, 2006; Steele et al., 2014).

     School counselors have found certain types of technology easier to use. For example, in a 
quantitative study, Carlson et al. (2006) investigated how school counselors use technology and their 
comfort level. The results indicated that counselors felt comfortable or somewhat comfortable (92.7%) 
utilizing certain types of technology and software, such as desktop computers, VCRs and monitors, 
overhead projectors to create visual presentations, and Microsoft Word and Microsoft PowerPoint, as 
additional resources. However, most school counselors (76.9%) experienced low comfort levels and 
felt anxious or somewhat anxious using new software.

Perceived Technology Usefulness
     Technology acceptance also is influenced by perceived usefulness. Perceived usefulness is determined 
by a user’s belief that a type of technology enhances job performance (Tarhini et al., 2015). Although a  
reasonable amount of literature exists on how school counselors use technology in the counseling 
profession (Carlson et al., 2006; Hayden et al., 2008; Steele et al., 2014), little exists on perceived usefulness 
(Tri Anni et al., 2018). Tri Anni et al. (2018) surveyed school counselors in Indonesia and found that 
counselors who perceived that technology was easy to use were more likely to determine that the 
technology was useful. However, Tri Anni et al.’s study did not focus on a specific type of technology 
such as Naviance to determine whether such a tool enhances job effectiveness.

     In another study, Steele et al. (2014) surveyed school counselors and found that many (45%) 
remained neutral when asked whether the advantages of online communication in their counseling 
practice outweighed the disadvantages. Furthermore, 61% felt slightly or not comfortable at all 
using online technology to perform counseling duties. When asked specifically about using Skype 
and other synchronous online communication technologies, researchers found a positive correlation 
among counselors’ level of training and comfort.



The Professional Counselor | Volume 8, Issue 4

371

Attitudes Toward Technology Use
     Guzman and Nussbaum (2009) argued that merely acquiring the hardware or software is insufficient 
to integrate technologies and therefore stressed the importance of the user’s attitude. The more positive 
the attitude about technology, the higher the actual usage (Teo, 2011). Several researchers have found 
school counselors’ attitudes toward the use of technology to be mostly positive, but lower when new 
technologies are introduced (Carlson et al., 2006; Rainey, Mcglothlin, & Miller, 2008; Steele et al., 2014). 

     It is important to note that there are external forces that shape a person’s perceived ease of use 
and usefulness of technology, and these forces may negatively affect attitudes. Such barriers include 
limited training on new software, age of the user, bandwidth challenges, slow data access, time delays 
in downloading content, and limited equipment (Carlson et al., 2006; Guzman & Nussbaum, 2009; 
Hu et al., 2003; Lederer, Maupin, Sena, & Zhuang, 2000; Steele et al., 2014). Moreover, large counselor 
caseloads might be a barrier to perceived ease of use and usefulness. For example, counselors working 
in states with higher caseloads may perceive that learning new technological software while managing 
higher caseloads and trying to capture large amounts of student information can be difficult.

Naviance: An Online College Career and Financial Planning Tool 
     Although many school counselors and students have used Naviance for more than a decade, 
a Google Scholar search revealed only one study in which the authors explored the relationship 
between the number of times that students visit Naviance and increased college application rates 
(Christian, Lawrence, & Dampman, 2017). Naviance is an online college and career readiness tool 
developed by Hobsons (Hobsons, 2017). According to Hobsons’ website, “more than 10 million 
students rely on Naviance to achieve key readiness milestones and answer critical questions such as: 
Who am I? What do I want to be? How will I get there? and Will I be successful?” (Hobsons, 2017). 
From a college and career counseling perspective, Naviance is used by middle and high school 
counselors and personnel to support and track student progress. Some of the features in Naviance 
include course planning; postsecondary planning; career inventories; career and college searches; 
college majors; college applications; test preparation (SAT, ACT, and Advanced Placement); college 
enrollment; and 28 curriculum lessons in college, career, and financial planning. 

TAM 
 
     Technology acceptance and adoption is well documented in the literature. Although several factors 
influence the acceptance and use of technologies, TAM, grounded in Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) 
research on beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors, indicates that perceived usefulness and perceived ease of 
use predict attitudes and actual behaviors (Davis, 1993; Nair & Das, 2011). Essentially, TAM captures 
the user’s overall attitude toward online technologies.

     Davis (1993) hypothesized that one’s attitude toward using technology is a function of two beliefs: 
perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness. Perceived ease of use is the degree to which a person 
believes that using the system would require minimal effort, whereas perceived usefulness is the extent 
to which the information system enhances job performance (Lederer et al., 2000). Two other constructs 
of TAM are a person’s attitude toward the use of the system (which is the user’s desire to employ the 
system) and behavioral intention (which is the likelihood that a person will use the system; Davis, 1993; 
Lederer et al., 2000). Scholars have argued that perceived ease of use of the technology and perceived 
usefulness determines one’s attitude toward a new technology (Davis, 1993; Padmavathi, 2016; Teo, 
2011), such as Naviance.
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Purpose of the Study
     The purpose of this study was two-fold. First we sought to investigate if school counselors utilized 
Naviance. Second, we examined how Naviance usage enhances middle and high school counselors’ 
practices, productivity, and efficiency. Although many school counselors integrate technology into 
their practice (Kozlowski et al., 2015; Reljic, Harper, & Crethar, 2013; Steele et al., 2014), few studies 
address whether school counselors accept new technologies, as well as examine attitudes and actual 
usage. TAM provides the theoretical framework to understand school counselors’ acceptance and use 
of Naviance. To shed light onto the phenomenon, the following research questions guided this study: 
(a) Do school counselors choose to use or not choose to use Naviance; and (b) how does Naviance 
acceptance and usage enhance school counseling practices in terms of productivity and efficiency?

Methods

     Data sources collected for this qualitative dominant crossover mixed analysis study included 
a survey questionnaire, face-to-face semi-structured interviews, and Naviance staff usage and 
engagement reports. According to Onwuegbuzie and Teddlie (2003), the benefits of a crossover mixed 
analysis include the ability to compare, correlate, and integrate quantitative and qualitative findings 
to describe the phenomenon. This type of qualitative dominant crossover mixed analysis takes into 
consideration a qualitative stance with quantitative data that provides additional detail to the study 
(Frels & Onwuegbuzie, 2013; Onwuegbuzie, Leech, & Collins, 2011). Ross and Onwuegbuzie (2010) 
grouped quantitative analyses according to difficulty, starting at the basic, descriptive level 1, and 
reaching as high as level 8, which includes multidirectional and multilevel analyses like multilevel 
structural equation modeling. In this study, the researchers used a level 1 quantitative analysis, 
which includes descriptive data taken from usage and engagement reports, and percentages from the 
questionnaire to determine productivity and efficiency.

Participants
     A purposeful and convenience sample was utilized for this study. Purposeful sampling is used to 
identify and select individuals who are knowledgeable about a phenomenon (Palinkas et al., 2015), 
whereas convenience sampling is beneficial when participants are easily accessible and in close 
geographic proximity (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). The first researcher purposefully sought 
out middle and high school counselors who worked in close proximity and use Naviance in their 
role, from 14 public schools within the southwestern part of the United States. The first researcher 
sent an email to 48 potential participants. Of the 48 participants contacted, 38 school counselors 
agreed to participate, of which 10 were male and 28 were female. Twelve counselors worked at the 
middle school level and 26 at the high school level. All participants held a master’s degree and Pupil 
Personnel Service credential. Counselors ranged in age from 25 to 51. The age range for 55% of the 
school counselors was 25–44 years, whereas the remaining 45% age range was 45–51 years.

School District and Research Team
     The school district implemented Naviance in 2014. The Naviance technology was given a low 
to medium priority, with the expectation that school counselors would at least minimally use the 
technology. The Naviance implementation occurred over a 3-year period. In the first year, two middle 
and two high schools implemented Naviance. In the second year, three additional high schools, two 
alternative high schools, and two additional middle schools launched Naviance, and during the 
final year, the remaining three middle schools rolled out the technology tool. Also in the third year, 
all Advanced Placement (AP) teachers were trained on Naviance AP test prep at each high school. 
Counselors and select school personnel received two full-day trainings on Naviance during each 
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implementation year and Webex trainings were offered quarterly to those who needed a refresher on 
Naviance features and functionalities. In addition, professional development was offered to counselor 
groups upon request.

     The first researcher works at the district office and provides monthly professional development to 
school counselors; however, the first researcher does not supervise the school counselors. Further, there 
are multiple layers of supervision that remove the first researcher from the day-to-day interactions of 
school counselors; the first researcher does not sign the performance evaluations of counselors, thereby 
preventing the first researcher from being able to use knowledge obtained from this study to negatively 
affect the participants. The second researcher works at a university in Texas as an adjunct faculty 
member. The first researcher identifies as African American and the second as Afro-Latino, with a mean 
age of 45. The first researcher is female and the second is male. Neither researcher has received financial 
assistance to conduct this study from Hobsons or its affiliates.

Instruments
     Survey questionnaire. The TAM electronic questionnaire, first developed by Davis (1993) and 
validated in different contexts by several researchers (Nair & Das, 2011), consisted of 17 questions, of 
which 13 were on a 5-point Likert-type scale questionnaire, with the scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). Also included in the survey questionnaire was demographic information 
(questions 1–3). To explore the research question, survey questions 4–15 asked about the extent to 
which Naviance was easy to use (4 questions); whether Naviance enhanced middle and high school 
counselors’ counseling practices, job productivity, and efficiency (4 questions); if Naviance was useful 
(2 questions); and attitudes toward using Naviance (2 questions). Question 16 was open-ended and 
regarded counselors’ overall attitude toward using Naviance, and the last question asked participants to 
indicate the frequency that they use Naviance (1 = daily, 2 = weekly, 3 = monthly, 4 = at least every other 
month, or 5 = not at all). Validation of the survey questions was established through a school counseling 
professional, who is a researcher, university faculty, and a retired school counselor of 30 years. Both 
researchers had combined experience of more than 30 years in counseling.

     Interviews. Face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were another source of data for this study 
to help answer both research questions. The researchers used TAM and the survey questionnaire 
to construct 10 interview questions. The 10 interview questions centered on usefulness, ease of use, 
attitudes, and whether Naviance helped to enhance school counseling practices, job productivity, 
and efficiency. To ascertain ease of use, the first two interview questions focused on which of the 
functionalities in Naviance were the easiest to navigate and which data visualization features 
were easy to decipher. Questions 3 and 4 investigated how Naviance enhanced the role of school 
counselors and the benefits of using Naviance to engage multiple stakeholders. Interview questions 
5–8 examined the ways that Naviance increases job effectiveness, efficiency, and productivity. The 
remaining questions explored whether Naviance was worthwhile and integration challenges. 
 
     Validation of the interview questions were by an expert panel of doctoral-level professionals in the 
fields of education and school counseling. Two members of the panel have been school principals and 
district personnel for more than 20 years combined. The third expert panelist is a university faculty 
member and retired school counselor. The first researcher sent the interview questions to the expert 
panel via email and requested feedback. One of the experts suggested that the researchers add a 
definition for perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness for the participants as part of interview 
questions two and three, which the first researcher subsequently incorporated. The second expert 
suggested that the researchers incorporate the language middle and high school counselor as part of the 
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purpose of the study in the interview script rather than school counselor, which the first researcher 
included. The third expert did not offer additional suggestions. 
 
     Archival materials. To further help address the second research question, the researchers used 
the Naviance staff usage and engagement reports as a secondary data source. Specifically, the staff 
usage report showed the number of times that school counselors had accessed Naviance since 
implementation. In addition, the engagement reports showed the features in Naviance school 
counselors use to support the academic, college, and career development of students. 

Procedure
     The first researcher sent an email invitation along with a Qualtrics link for the TAM questionnaire 
to 48 middle and high school counselors to participate in this study. The survey remained open for 10 
business days. Within that timeframe, 38 middle and high school counselors consented to participate 
in this study. After the survey closed, the first researcher sent an email to all 48 counselors inviting 
those who completed the survey to participate in face-to-face interviews. Of the 38 counselors who 
completed the study, 10 consented (three middle and seven high school counselors) to participate in 
the face-to-face interviews. The first researcher told participants that the interviews would be digitally 
recorded, they could withdraw any time, and their demographic information and personal identities 
would remain confidential. The first researcher conducted 10 separate interviews, which lasted on 
average 33 minutes.
 
     After transcription of the interviews by rev.com, an online transcription company, each participant 
received a copy of the transcript to review and offer feedback within five business days. At the 
close of the five business days and with no changes suggested from participants, the first researcher 
deleted information that could identify participants and emailed the interview and Naviance staff 
and engagement data, which was retrieved at the district level, to the second researcher. The use 
of video conference calls as a virtual workspace was useful in collectively reading over transcripts, 
developing and comparing coding, and discussing themes.

Trustworthiness Procedures
     To ensure trustworthiness and credibility of the study, the researchers used the process of 
triangulation and member checking to strengthen construct validity during the data collection process. 
The selection of triangulation allowed the researchers to collect data using a combination of sources 
to incorporate multiple perspectives on technology use and integration. Although archival materials 
(e.g., school counselor usage and engagement reports) did not require insight from the participants to 
increase the researchers’ understanding because of their pre-existing nature (Yin, 2014), the materials 
were instrumental in authenticating information from the interviews and were determined to be a 
valued data source. Another method used to strengthen trustworthiness was member checking. The 
first researcher separately emailed each participant, asking them to review the interview transcriptions 
to check for accuracy and offer feedback. Each participant replied within the 5-day timeframe 
indicating no corrections or feedback were necessary.

Data Analysis
     The process of thematic analysis guided this study, which involved identifying patterns, insights, 
or concepts in the data that help to explain why those patterns are there (Bernard & Ryan, 2010). 
Both researchers used the process of open and axial coding, which involved breaking apart each data 
source, and deductive coding, which uses a top-down approach making connections and categorizing 
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themes under TAM (i.e., perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness, attitudes, and actual usage). After 
reviewing themes from both researchers, there was absolute agreement about themes and codes.

     The researchers followed the six phases of thematic analysis described by Clarke and Braun 
(2013), which included (a) familiarization of the data; (b) generation of initial codes; (c) identification 
of themes; (d) review themes; (e) define and name themes; and (f) produce the report. First, the 
researchers read through each line of the transcript several times to become familiar with content 
and understand perceptions regarding the usefulness, ease of use in using Naviance, and attitudes. 
Second, the researchers generated initial codes. Open coding allowed the researchers to break apart 
and group the data, and axial coding allowed the researchers to make connections to the data once it 
was categorized (Bernard & Ryan, 2010).

     Next, the researchers categorized themes according to TAM from the transcribed interviews. TAM 
served as a priori themes, which related to the research questions as well. Themes capture important data 
about the research questions (Clarke & Braun, 2013) and explore patterns (Alhojailan, 2012). To help sort 
through the data to identify potential themes and the relationship between the codes, the first researcher 
established a codebook to assist in analyzing the data. Then, the researchers defined and named the 
themes based on TAM. Next, the researchers connected the narrative to the themes, named each theme 
according to the model, and generated themes. The last step of the data analysis process was to produce 
a concise, non-repetitive account of the story related to the research questions (Clarke & Braun, 2013).

Results

Perceived Ease of Use
     Drawing from the survey questionnaire, 79% of the middle and high school counselors (n = 30) 
strongly or somewhat agreed that Naviance has a friendly interface for students and counselors, 
requires minimal effort, and was easy to use, while 5% (n = 2) neither agreed nor disagreed and 16% 
(n = 6) somewhat disagreed. Similarly, when asked whether Naviance was clear and understandable, 
79% (n = 30) strongly or somewhat agreed, while 3% (n = 1) neither agreed nor disagreed, and 18% (n 
= 7) somewhat or strongly disagreed.

     During the interviews, the counselors reported that the Naviance data platform layout made it 
easy to view and use all the pertinent data required for advising students on academic performance, 
college readiness, and social and emotional development. Specifically, some of the layout features 
discussed by counselors included Quick Links (i.e., application manager, transcript manager, journal 
dashboard, curriculum, and test prep) and counseling tabs (i.e., students, planner to help assign tasks 
and discuss goals, course planner, scholarships, colleges, careers, and a new feature, analytics). Other 
areas described by counselors that contributed to the ease of use of Naviance was data visualization 
of college applications submitted by students on the home page, and outcome images (i.e., overall 
percentage of students that applied and were accepted to at least one college and overall percentage 
that applied to and were accepted to a 4-year college).

     Another feature reported by middle and high school counselors that they believed was easy to use was 
the reports and analytics functionality. At the middle school level, counselors indicated that they were 
able to run reports on whether students completed their career inventories or curriculum assignments. If 
a student failed to complete an assignment, counselors mentioned that sending an electronic reminder to 
their student via Naviance was seamless. One middle school counselor stated, “I run various queries in 
Naviance, which are extremely helpful. I like the feature where it allows me to automatically generate a 
weekly status report on all of my students.”
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     One high school counselor described Naviance’s academic, college, and career online resources: 
“Naviance is the best setup I’ve seen in my 20-plus years of being a counselor. It’s a one-stop shop and 
really simple to use.” Two other high school counselors described the ability to cross-share information 
with other Naviance counselors nationwide. For instance, a male high school counselor stated, “I no 
longer need to create student surveys! Other counselors who use Naviance in other states have created a 
battery of surveys across entire grade levels that I can export and electronically use with my students.”

     Overall, most of the middle and high school counselors reported that Naviance was easy to use; 
however, some school counselors somewhat disagreed. For example, one high school counselor 
mentioned, “When Naviance is working correctly and the students can complete the activities, Naviance 
is easy to use. As a counselor, Naviance feels like busy work [record keeping, student follow-up, having 
groups of students logging in to a system], especially when there are issues with connectivity.” Another 
counselor reported, “Naviance is not user-friendly at the high school level. It’s too cumbersome and 
time consuming.”

Perceived Usefulness
     On the survey questionnaire, when asked whether Naviance increases job-related effectiveness 
and productivity, in both instances most school counselors (79%, n = 30) strongly or somewhat 
agreed, while some were neutral (5%, n = 2) or somewhat disagreed (16%, n = 6). When asked 
whether Naviance enhances counseling practices, 84% of school counselors (n = 32) strongly or 
somewhat agreed, while 16% somewhat disagreed (n = 6). When asked whether Naviance was useful 
92% of school counselors agreed (n = 35), while 8% (n = 3) somewhat or strongly disagreed.

     During the interviews, eight of the 10 middle and high school counselors reported that the Naviance 
system is a comprehensive counseling solution that allows for the collection and quick retrieval of 
information that shows measurable results of their work, which increases their job effectiveness and 
productivity. For instance, school counselors identified the ability to retrieve overall assessment results, 
graduation status, academic progress, individual and small group tracking, pre- and post-outcomes, 
analysis on college application and acceptance rates (i.e., 2- and 4-year acceptances), field trip numbers, 
PSAT/SAT/ACT historical data, and more. The collection, analysis, and reporting of data from Naviance 
was perceived by school counselors as a useful strategy that supported their effort in becoming more 
data-driven, with data needed for school counselors to establish credibility in their role, evaluate their 
impact, and demonstrate program accountability that promotes student outcomes. The perception 
by many middle and high school counselors was that the Naviance system facilitated evidence-based 
practices. One high school counselor put it this way, “administrators understand data, and if we want 
to demonstrate our value to stakeholders, we must show how our work impacts student outcomes.” 
A middle school counselor stated, “Presenting survey data and responses from students after each 
presentation or field trip shows teachers, administrators, and parents the effect of our efforts.”

     When asked whether Naviance enhances their counseling practice, one middle school counselor 
stated, “I think that Naviance makes our jobs a lot easier. . . . Naviance has helped to streamline the 
college, career, and academic process and make it very clear. Everything about our job as counselors 
is more fluid.” Another middle school counselor stated, “I think Naviance is very beneficial to my 
role. I can track student progress, communicate to teachers about relevant meetings, quickly deliver 
services, and actively engage to find digital resources to address needs.” A counselor at the high 
school level stated, “The more I used Naviance, the more I saw the many benefits, possibilities, and 
connections to the work that I do every day. Naviance has become a really important tool in my 
arsenal.” A high school counselor commented that Naviance helps capture whether students are 
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on or off track to graduate and is a source to share electronic resources for students needing Tier 2 
supports. Another high school counselor reported that Naviance was helpful in saving time when 
completing tasks and gathering student information. She stated, “Using Naviance makes me a better 
counselor; I’m more productive throughout my day, and I can tackle other more pressing issues 
students might have instead of working late to update my Excel spreadsheet.”

     Although there were more counselors who found Naviance useful in their role, one middle school 
counselor and one high school counselor did not agree that Naviance enhanced their counseling practice. 
The high school counselor stated, “Naviance is yet again another system to use to support students that 
might go away when there is no more funding, so why learn it.” The same counselor went on to add 
that she has students who are “dealing with anger, drug addiction, pregnancy, suicide, and anxiety, and 
Naviance does not offer curriculum on those topics.” She further stated, “I can upload resources into 
Naviance, but it’s not useful because my role also includes helping students in the areas of social and 
emotional development.”

     The middle school counselor described her experience using Naviance and added, “Naviance 
is good for kids, but I honestly do not see how it makes me a better counselor or my job more 
efficient or productive.” The same counselor added, “My job is about building trust, establishing 
relationships, advocating, and guiding students through middle school. Naviance is a tool that can 
help facilitate that process, but it does not enhance my counseling skills.”

Attitudes
     When asked whether counselors like using Naviance and whether they have a generally favorable 
attitude toward it, in both instances the results were mixed. Twenty-eight (72%) of the 38 school 
counselors strongly or somewhat agreed that they liked using Naviance, four counselors (10%) 
neither agreed nor disagreed, and seven (18%) somewhat disagreed or strongly disagreed. When 
asked about having a favorable attitude toward Naviance, 23 (61%) strongly or somewhat agreed, 
5 (13%) neither agreed nor disagreed, and 10 (26%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. Twenty-three 
school counselors (61%) reported on the open-ended survey question that Naviance was desirable to 
use for academic and related counseling purposes. Several counselors indicated that multiple training 
opportunities contributed to comfort level and positive attitudes. However, one high school counselor 
whose attitude was less than positive stated, “I would prefer to use Californiacolleges.edu, which is a 
free program that essentially offers the same activities for our students instead of Naviance. Plus, the 
system specifically caters to counselors and students in California, unlike Naviance.”

     Two challenges identified by several school counselors that interfered with having a positive 
attitude about Naviance related to bandwidth issues and access to schools’ computer labs. Counselors 
expressed frustration by the slow internet connection at their schools, which they reported was due 
to limited bandwidth capacity. One counselor commented, “due to bandwidth limitations, Naviance 
does not always work.” Another challenge identified that interfered with overall satisfaction of 
Naviance was limited access to computer labs. One high school counselor stated, “Computer labs are 
scarce and accessibility to use Naviance with students is difficult.”

Actual Usage
     Drawing from the Naviance usage and engagement reports, actual Naviance usage and engagement 
among school counselors was high. Since the implementation of Naviance, school counselor usage has 
increased each year (see Table 1). Counselor-supported engagement within Naviance is highest among 
high school counselors (see Table 2).
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Table 1

Actual Usage of Naviance Since Implementation

Descriptors Year 1 
(2014–2015)

Year 2 
(2015–2016)

Year 3 
(2016–2017)

Middle and High School 1,295 3,277 5,574

Note. Number of times school counselors used or accessed Naviance from 2014–2017.

Table 2

Counselor Engagement Support Provided to Students 

Descriptors
Naviance 
Guidance 

Curriculum

ACT/SAT/ AP 
Study Plans

College 
Planning

Career 
Planning

Academic 
Planning

Middle School 12,887            0     599 10,735   32

High School 22,366 153,000 11,623      508 497

Note. Number of times Naviance was used to engage students in 2016–2017.

     On the survey, middle and high school counselors were asked the frequency of Naviance usage. Most 
school counselors used Naviance daily, followed by weekly usage. Sixty-six percent (n = 25) reported 
using Naviance daily, whereas 24% (n = 9) indicated using Naviance weekly, and 5% (n = 2) reported 
monthly use. Finally, 5% (n = 2) reported not using Naviance at all. Table 3 shows the frequency of 
Naviance usage.

Table 3

Naviance Frequency of Use by School Counselors

Descriptors Daily Weekly Monthly At Least Every 
Other Month Not At All

Middle School 10 2 0 0 1

High School 15 7 2 0 1

Note. Frequency in which school counselors used Naviance during the 2016–2017 academic year. 
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Discussion

     Implementing technology in school counseling is a call to action from past counseling researchers 
(Casey, Bloom, & Moan, 1994; Creamer, 2000; Dahir, 2009; Granello, 2000) to move the profession into 
the future (Dahir, 2009). When school counselors adopt and integrate technology into their practices, 
they can be effective in their role (Hu et al., 2003). The first research question, whether school counselors 
choose to use or not use Naviance, was answered by most of the counselors, who indicated that the ease 
of use and the overall usefulness influenced their decision to use the Naviance platform or not. Barriers 
identified that interfered with ease of use and usefulness were bandwidth issues within schools and 
school counselors’ ability to connect to the resource tool.

     The second research question, how Naviance acceptance and usage enhance school counseling 
practices, productivity, and efficiency, was answered by most of the school counselors in this study, 
who stated that the use of Naviance positively enhanced their job productivity, efficiency, and 
counseling practices. Particularly, the ability to introduce college-related material to help students 
develop individual education plans, identify courses, provide social and emotional resources, and 
advise on graduation status and college eligibility, was positive. In addition, more school counselors 
used Naviance as a vehicle to share information with teachers, administrators, and parents.

Limitations
     There were several limitations. The results of this study indicated that school counselors had positive 
attitudes toward the integration and usage of Naviance; however, the findings were limited to middle 
and high school counselors who work in a specific public school district located in the southwestern 
part of the United States, which prevented the inclusion of experiences and expertise of other public and 
private school counselors throughout the country. The addition of other Naviance users in small public 
and private schools might have produced other results. Another limitation was that the first researcher 
has used Naviance for the past 10 years in various roles as a district administrator. To prevent bias, 
the first researcher did not make assumptions based on what participants chose to share or attempt 
to present answers. In contrast, the second researcher has never used Naviance, which allowed for an 
unbiased viewpoint when writing the analysis. Further, a school counselor educator, familiar with 
Naviance, reviewed and read over this study prior to publication to minimize researcher technology bias.

     Finally, Naviance generally provides district offices and schools with reports on engagement 
activities and staff and student usage. Although researchers used the Naviance engagement reports 
to speak to overall usage in subcategories such as college planning, career planning, guidance 
curriculum, and test preparation, multiple school engagement reports were combined to differentiate 
middle and high school engagement activities. In addition, Naviance provides reports on staff usage; 
therefore, the first researcher retrieved data at the school site level to determine counselor usage 
rather than usage by staff, such as teachers and administrators, during data analysis.

Implications for Counselors
     One of the benefits of using an online platform such as Naviance is that it can bring value to 
the practices of school counselors when helping to introduce and prepare students for college. For 
instance, such a tool can support dissemination of critical student-related information, data collection, 
tracking and analysis, customization of 4-year graduation plans, and communication between 
multiple stakeholders, to name a few.
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     The knowledge generated from this study is useful to school counselors in several ways. First, 
understanding the intricacies and impact of Naviance could offer school counselors additional ways 
to support their students’ academic development, college preparedness, and readiness efforts, and 
to share and provide social and emotional resources to students. Second, knowing which features 
in Naviance influence career and college-related outcomes at the middle and high school level can 
improve engagement and communication efforts between school counselors, parents, and teachers. 
Third, exposing students early to the numerous college readiness features and functionalities in 
Naviance can increase graduation and college application rates of high school students, which 
is consistent with literature findings. Fourth, capturing college- and career-related data can help 
school counselors communicate, gather, analyze, and synthesize information required to meet state 
accountability standards and evaluate the effectiveness of counseling programs.

Recommendations and Future Research

     Given the benefits of integrating Naviance into the daily practice of school counselors, two 
recommendations for future practice include leveraging the reports and analytic features to 
emphasize programmatic effectiveness and student outcomes, and infusing the college-related 
curriculum into subject matter classes. Although the high school counselor is the primary interpreter 
of the college preparation, application, and enrollment sources, incorporating college-related 
information into classroom instruction could be used as a springboard to deliver information on 
college and career readiness and support the understanding of the relationship between academic 
performance and college eligibility. This practice could free up time for the high school counselor to 
have more meaningful and deliberate conversations with students to support their understanding of 
college norms and expectations and effectively facilitate the college enrollment process.

     The findings indicate a need to extend TAM by exploring other external factors that influence 
user acceptance of Naviance. For example, future research could explore the connection between 
counselor usage and the number of hours trained on Naviance. Low counselor usage could be the 
result of insufficient training or differences in age. In addition, as many schools, particularly those 
located in urban settings, focus on increasing college eligibility, future studies should be conducted 
on Naviance test prep (i.e., ACT, SAT, AP) and student outcomes.

Conclusion

     Research into school counselors’ technology integration and usage has been a focus in the counseling 
profession since the 1980s and continues to be an important area for investigation today. Most school 
counselors suggested that Naviance was useful in their role as a school counselor in providing 
academic, career, college, and personal counseling to students and that actual usage enhanced their job 
performance, productivity, and proficiency. In addition, many expressed that Naviance was a tool that 
required minimal effort, if usage was ongoing. Lastly, perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use 
was connected to school counselors’ positive attitude regarding Naviance.
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