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Abstract

:

Transition from the academic setting to the turbulent labour market requires more personal resources than ever before. In order to successfully enter and perform in professional life one must be ready to respond adequately to conditions of uncertainty and complexity. The concept of planned happenstance skills presents a set of competencies to deal effectively with unplanned events generated by chaotic environment. These career-related resources are extremely important for students pursuing successful adaption to professional environments and seeking to prepare for personal career management. The present article aims to analyze the role of planned happenstance skills when predicting psychological wellbeing and academic adjustment. Lithuania was chosen as a case study since there is a high percentage of people with higher education. The study was conducted using the quantitative method of questionnaire survey. Data of the survey were analyzed using correlation and multiple regression analyses. It was found that planned happenstance skills had a significant positive relationship with study variables and were a significant predictor of academic achievement and psychological wellbeing.
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1. Introduction


In the contemporary world of work, an individual seeking to pursue a successful and meaningful career must adapt to a variety of continuous changes and complex environments. Unpredictable events are an important component influencing individual career development [1]. However, traditional career counselling theories (person–profession fit theories) have focused on the control process rather than trying to include the concept of change in career counselling, which is usually considered to be a service provided for students by higher education institutions. Nowadays, possessing a set of professional competencies may no longer be sufficient for successful career development, additional resources are needed in order to flourish in the turbulent labour market [2]. The theory of planned happenstance [3,4,5] is a comprehensive framework offering an explanation and solution of how to manage a career in conditions of unpredictability and to benefit from unexpected events. The role of chance events in an individual career has been proven by various empirical studies [6,7,8,9,10]. According to authors [1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11], unpredictable events can turn into learning experience which leads to positive consequences in career development. Furthermore, pursuant to the concept of planned happenstance, there is a set of skills which enable individuals to recognize, create and use unplanned events as their career opportunities. These competencies are particularly important to students since apart from developing their professional qualifications, they should also seek to acquire the resources which facilitate a successful adaptation to the academic environment, and even more, to prepare for their career management in this rapidly changing world. In addition, gaining career-related resources stimulates positive outcomes already while studying which can create a good basement for starting off students’ careers with strong human and psychological capital [2]. The planned happenstance skills help survival and ensure success in the contemporary world of work, the issues which higher education institutions are preparing students for. In recent years there has been growing interest in the concept’s relationship with other career-related variables. Planned happenstance skills have been found to be associated with occupational engagement, career decision self-efficacy [12,13], intrinsic work values, career networking [5], life adjustment [4], career decision self-efficacy and decrease in dysfunctional career thoughts [14]. The utilization of planned happenstance skills may not only be beneficial with regard to career-related challenges but also to managing students’ daily life issues.



Psychological wellbeing and quality of life of human beings is central to psychology of sustainable development and sustainability. With reference to Di Fabio [15], psychological wellbeing can be achieved by building resources and strengths, thus preventing negative outcomes in the future. Utilizing planned happenstance skills may be perceived as a preventive individual strength which helps to cope with the challenges posed by the turbulent reality of 21st century. In other words, having resources and knowledge of positive functioning in today’s modern society may be a great facilitator for individuals to create and lead meaningful lives and careers and, in general, to promote their wellbeing in different contexts and environments. Hence, we believe planned happenstance skills may stimulate students’ psychological wellbeing and an easier adjustment to academic settings. However, too little attention has been paid to comprehensive investigation into the relationship of planned happenstance skills with psychological wellbeing and with academic adjustment.



The aim of the present study is to examine whether planned happenstance skills affect psychological wellbeing and academic adjustment.



The paper consists of five parts. Section 2, i.e., the literature analysis section, provides a brief theoretical overview of the happenstance learning theory and explains the conception of planned happenstance skills, together with formulating the hypothesis of the research. The methodology of the research is outlined in Section 3. In Section 4, analysis results are examined, and conclusions are drawn in the final part.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Planned Happenstance Concept


Career management, as the process of only making rational decisions based on logics is increasingly becoming difficult to perceive in the modern world. Many researchers agree upon the existence of chance events in career path, thus almost nobody tried to integrate them in the career decision making process [1]. The concept of planned happenstance, first introduced by Mitchell et al. [1], treats unplanned events as “inevitable and desirable” in everyone‘s career. Interpreting the existence of chance events within a career, we may resort to the chaos theory of careers which explains the mechanism of individual adaptation to modern changes [16]. This theory treats an individual as a complex dynamic system being in a constant interaction with other systems of this kind (employers, labour market, national and global economy, etc.). The interaction of these systems creates, at one time or another, events unplanned beforehand since an individual is a limited creature disposing of a limited quantity of information and as a result, the complete career control becomes impossible [16]. Therefore, chance events should be considered as a normal phenomenon in every individual‘s career and life in general [17]. Likewise, the results of empirical studies confirm the importance of chance events to an individual’s personal career. In accordance with the research data [6,7,8,9], more than half of the respondents participating in various research (60%, 65%, 69%, 82% respectively) have indicated that unplanned, chance events had an impact on their careers or career decisions. The planned happenstance theory [1] or otherwise the happenstance learning theory [3,18], unlike other career counselling theories eliminating the existence of unplanned events in a person’s career path, treats such events as a learning experience which may turn into useful career opportunities. In accordance with this theory, chance events are inevitable and even desired [19]. The key idea behind the happenstance learning theory is that one should adopt an active position in identifying and generating, by himself/herself, planned happenstance events which may be utilised as career opportunities. It is advisable to not only transform these events into favourable career opportunities but also to generate planned events by oneself.



The planned happenstance theory suggests the guidelines for taking constructive action in order to create beneficial opportunities in career development [12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20]. To begin with, the theory places an emphasis on exploratory activities [21]. Career exploration is seen as a means of creating chance opportunities. According Krumboltz et al. [3] individuals should learn to engage in exploratory activity rather than merely talking about their desires since creating success experiences which increase individual’s self-efficacy can increase the range of activities an individual sees as possible. Secondly, Mitchell et al. [1] maintain that there is set of skills which enables people to seize opportunities efficiently. The five skills for planned happenstance are as follows: curiosity (refers to “exploring new learning opportunities”), persistence (refers to “exerting effort despite setbacks”), flexibility (referring to “changing attitudes and circumstances”), optimism (making reference to “viewing new opportunities as possible and attainable”) and risk taking (refers to “taking action in the face of uncertain outcomes”) [1]. These skills help recognise, create and use chance events as career opportunities [22].




2.2. Planned Happenstance and Wellbeing


Krumboltz [18] points out that one’s career and personal life are intertwined. From the point of view of the planned happenstance theory, taking advantage of chance events may contribute to building more satisfying personal and professional lives [3,18]. Career is a crucial element in one’s life and has an impact on an individual‘s welfare. This proposition has been supported by empirical researches indicating a close relationship between career satisfaction and wellbeing [23,24,25]. The happenstance learning theory holds that there should not be a distinction between career and personal counselling inasmuch as our career affects our personal life and vice versa. The theory suggests adopting a positive attitude towards the uncertainty and unpredictability of the contemporary world. It calls us to consider unpredictable events as possible career opportunities rather than unsettling occurrences. Gaining the competencies of planned happenstance is of the utmost importance for students who are about to enter the labour market and to pursue successful careers. The concept of planned happenstance skills encourages an individual to take an active position in creating a satisfactory life, while at the same time accepting the complexity of life and making use of unplanned events generated by this complexity. The notion of being able to act successfully in turbulent environments and to cope with unpredictable events can influence an individual’s welfare. Hence, we expect that the utilization of planned happenstance skills may contribute to students’ psychological wellbeing. Wellbeing is usually as life satisfaction, absence of negative emotions, optimism, and positive emotions [26]. The term refers to self-reported happiness and satisfaction with specific domains and activities in life. Previous studies have shown wellbeing to be associated with personality traits like optimism [27] and the sense of personal control [28]. As proposed by Myers and Diener [29], the individuals who feel empowered, rather than helpless, cope better with daily challenges and are typically happier. In a similar vein, planned happenstance skills include optimism and an active behaviour in overcoming obstacles and constructing beneficial chance events. There are only a few studies where planned happenstance skills’ relationship with the similar constructs to wellbeing are investigated. The results of those studies indicate the importance of the planned happenstance skills for the higher level of career satisfaction [30] and life adjustment [4]. Accordingly, we aim to investigate how the skills of planned happenstance are related to psychological wellbeing and its multiple facets including autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations, purpose in life and self-acceptance.



Thus, with reference to what has been set forth above and findings from earlier empirical works, the following hypothesis may be put forward:



H1: 

Planned happenstance skills predict students’ psychological wellbeing.






2.3. Planned Happenstance and Academic Adjustment


Adaptability has become one of the most important individual competences helping to flourish in the contemporary fluid and ambiguous environment [31]. Adaptability may briefly be described as the capacity to respond to challenges with resilience [32]. Previous studies have demonstrated the role of adaptability in a successful career development [33]. The concept refers to an individual’s ability/skill and/or motivation to fit changing demands (different tasks, social or environmental features) [34]. In other words, adaptability is the capacity of being able to adjust to new conditions. In this paper we have chosen to investigate students’ adaptation to academic settings, named academic adjustment. Adjustment to college is perceived to be a process of transition during which students face several challenges, including greater academic demands, autonomy and responsibilities as compared with their high school experiences [35]. The concept is multidimensional and assesses students’ success in coping with various academic demands such as academic achievement, motivation, academic lifestyle [36]. According to Krumboltz et al. [3], a creative adjustment to changing environments and new opportunities is one of the key tasks career counsellors should teach their students. The capability to cope with sudden changes and instability is a crucial skill for students to gain before entering a complex labour market. The use of planned happenstance skills may not only be beneficial with regard to career-related challenges but also to managing students’ daily life issues. Hence, the utilisation of planned happenstance skills is expected to contribute to successful tackling the challenges related to new situations which, as a result, lead to an easier adaption to new professional (academic) environments. Recently, Kim et al. [4] has found that planned happenstance skills preceded and were positively related to life adjustment. However, it is not yet clear if the empirical relationship between planned happenstance skills and academic adjustment exists.



Accordingly, we offer the following hypothesis:



H2: 

Planned happenstance skills predict students’ academic adjustment.






2.4. Participants and Procedure


Students from two higher education institutions in Lithuania participated in this study. The sample consisted of students awarding Bachelor’s (56%) and Master’s (49%) degree in Business and Management. In terms of gender distribution (Table 1), 72.4% of the participants were female (N = 76) and 27.6 % were male (N = 29). Their age ranged from 18 to 48 years (M = 25.6, SD = 7.458). Such extensive variety of respondents’ ages enabled us to investigate the problem in common context of studying individuals. Data collection took place from November 2018 to February 2019. Data were collected via web-based survey which took approximately 15 min on average to complete. The data collected was stored in data files and later downloaded into SPSS statistical software for analysis. All participants were informed about the purpose of the study. Participation was voluntary, and the respondents were assured of the confidentiality of their response. The participants were not paid for participation.




2.5. Instruments


Planned happenstance skills. Planned Happenstance Career Inventory (PHCI) [12] consists of 25 items divided equally into five subscales that assess planned happenstance resources: curiosity (e.g., “I tend to be curious about unexpected events”), persistence (e.g., “I would persist in my efforts despite any unexpected barriers“), flexibility (e.g., “I think that my career could change at any point in my life”), optimism (e.g., “I have a positive view of my future career), and risk-taking (e.g., “I am willing to take risks despite the consequences being uncertain“). The total score provided an overall measure for planned happenstance. All items were positively worded and rated using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (I do not agree at all) to 5 (I strongly agree). All items were averaged. Total scores were calculated by averaging the responses of each subscale. Higher scores indicated a greater likelihood of using the five skills. In this study, the reliability coefficient of the overall scale was 0.82 and the respective Cronbach’s αs for curiosity, persistence, flexibility, optimism, and risk were 0.644, 0.810, 0.721, 0.891, 0.709.



Academic adjustment. We used the Academic Adjustment Scale (AAS) [36] which was developed to measure the adjustment of permanent resident or sojourner students. We used two subscales: academic achievement (e.g., “I am satisfied with the level of my academic performance to date”) and academic motivation (e.g., “The reason I am studying is to lead to a better lifestyle”). The items were scored on 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = “Rarely applies to me” to 5 = “Always applies to me”). Higher scores indicated better academic adjustment. Reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s α) were 0.85 for academic achievement and 0.50 for academic motivation. Since Cronbach α for academic motivation was too low, we removed one item (“I expect to successfully complete my degree in the usual allocated timeframe”). The new subscale consisted of two items and internal consistency was 0.63.



Psychological well-being. It was assessed using Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale (PWB) [37,38]. It is a 42-item scale measuring psychological well-being. The scale was divided into six subscales: autonomy (e.g., “I judge myself by what I think is important, not by the values of what others think is important”), environmental mastery (e.g., “I have been able to build a home and a lifestyle for myself that is much to my liking”), personal growth (e.g., “For me. life has been a continuous process of learning, changing and growth”), positive relations (e.g., “I know that I can trust my friends, and they know they can trust me”), purpose in life (e.g., “Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am not one of them”) and self-acceptance (e.g., “I like most aspects of my personality”). There are items for each subscale, being rated on a 6-point Likert-type scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 6 (Strongly agree) and 20 of the 42 were coded reversely. Higher scores indicated greater levels of the subscale. The Cronbach αs for subscales were 0.71, 0.78, 0.77, 0.78, 0.84, 0.84, respectively, and for the total scale it was 0.94.





3. Results and Discussion


Mean items scores (Table 2) for the study variables were in the high range indicating that students’ level of planned happenstance skills, psychological well-being and academic adjustment were high enough. Specifically, the data indicated that students were characterized by high levels of optimism (M = 19.96; SD = 3.571), flexibility (M = 20.64; SD = 2.743), curiosity (M = 20.57; SD = 2.353). and personal growth (M = 28.63; SD = 3.776).



As can be seen in Table 3, correlations indicated significant relationship between overall planned happenstance score and overall psychological well-being score (r = 0.525. p < 0.01). Furthermore. overall planned happenstance score was found to be significantly related to all the dimensions of psychological well-being indicating that the more students utilize the planned happenstance skills the better they feel about their autonomy (r = 0.354. p < 0.01), environmental mastery (r = 0.487. p < 0.01), personal growth (r = 0.562. p < 0.01), positive relations (r = 0.358. p < 0.01), purpose in life (r = 0.368. p < 0.01) and self-acceptance (r = 0.549. p < 0.01). The planned happenstance dimension of optimism was significantly and positively associated to all psychological well-being dimensions (correlations ranging from r = 0.334. p < 0.01 to r = 0.453. p < 0.01). Other dimensions of flexibility, persistence, curiosity and risk taking were significantly correlated with most of planned happenstance dimensions, whereas the strongest relations were found between flexibility and self-acceptance (r = 0.344. p < 0.01), risk taking and personal growth (r = 0.367. p < 0.01).



Next, we checked the relationship between planned happenstance skills and dimensions of academic adjustment (Table 3). It appeared that planned happenstance skills had a significant relationship with academic achievement (r = 0.479. p < 0.01). More specifically all planned happenstance resources were correlated with academic achievement except for risk taking. Unfortunately, overall planned happenstance score does not show significant correlation with academic motivation. Persistence was the only dimension found to be associated to academic motivation (r = 0.204. p < 0.05).



To examine the predictive role of planned happenstance skills on psychological well-being, multiple regression analysis was conducted. The results (Table 4) of the regression indicated one predictor explained 31.5% (F(5.99) = 10.565. p < 0.0001) of variance. More specifically, optimism significantly predicted psychological well-being (β = 0.456. p < 0.001). Thus, we found support for hypothesis 1 indicating the importance of planned happenstance skills in predicting psychological well-being.



Next, we checked the predictive role of planned happenstance skills on academic achievement (Table 5) and academic motivation (Table 6). It appeared that two predictors explained 26.7% (F(5.99) = 8.560) of academic achievement variance where specifically optimism and flexibility showed significant standardized regression coefficients (β = 0.406. p < 0.001; β = 0.188. p < 0.05). It is important to note that optimism was a stronger predictor of academic achievement than flexibility.



To examine the predictors of academic motivation we included only persistence as a possible predictor since only this planned happenstance dimension was significantly correlated to the factor variable. Persistence accounted for 4% (F(1.103) = 4.320. p < 0.05) of academic motivation variance. Overall, these findings provide a support for Hypothesis 2.



We also tested the predictive role of planned happenstance skills on the dimensions of psychological well-being. To decrease the amount of variance explained by non-significant correlates, we included only the variables significantly related to factor variables. The findings indicated (Table 7, Table 8, Table 9, Table 10, Table 11 and Table 12) that planned happenstance skills significantly (respectively F(3.101) = 4.749. p < 0.005; F(5.99) = 8.244. p < 0.0001; F(5.99) = 9.335. p < 0.0001; F(2.102) = 10.964. p < 0.0001; F(3.101) = 10.824. p < 0.0001; F(4.100) = 12.656. p < 0.0001) accounted for all the dimensions of psychological well-being where the standardized regression coefficients ranged from β = 0.124 to β = 0.336.



The results of regressions revealed that predictive role of planned happenstance skills is the highest when predicting environmental mastery (R2 = 0.258. p < 0.0001), personal growth (R2 = 0.286. p < 0.0001), purpose in life (R2 = 0.221. p < 0.0001) and self-acceptance (R2 = 0.310. p < 0.0001) as the accounted variance for autonomy (Table 6) and positive relations (Table 9) is lower than 20%. Optimism presented significant standardized regression coefficient for all psychological well-being dimensions whereas flexibility was significant predictor of environmental mastery and self-acceptance.



Summarizing. data analysis revealed that planned happenstance skills are significant predictor of students’ psychological well-being and academic adjustment. Specifically, optimism was found to play an important role in predicting academic achievement and all aspect of psychological well-being. Thus, in line with our expectations planned happenstance skills might serve as an important personal resource stimulating students‘ well-being and successful adaptation to new professional environments.




4. Conclusions


Our study has several important implications. Firstly, this study adds empirical evidence and strengthens the theory of the planned happenstance which, despite the growing research interest, receives little empirically based findings. In line with our expectations, the results of the study revealed that all planned happenstance skills were positively related to psychological well-being and most of its facets. Furthermore, the planned happenstance skill optimism was a significant predictor of well-being. Current research extended the existing studies by showing that planned happenstance skills predicted not only career-related variables but also psychological variables. We stated that the skills of planned happenstance can serve as important personal resources stimulating students’ welfare through adopting a positive attitude towards uncertainty and unpredictable events. Consistent with our expectations, the findings revealed that optimism as a dimension of planned happenstance was an important predictor of the aspects of well-being such as environmental mastery, personal growth, and self-acceptance, indicating that optimistic view on future career opportunities and attainability play a significant role in attaining a higher level of mastery and competence in managing the environment, feelings of continued development, and possessing a positive attitude toward the self. Also, flexibility (ability to change attitudes and cope with changing circumstances) was found to be a significant predictor of environmental mastery and self-acceptance. Thus, career related optimism and flexibility, which predict psychological wellbeing, can be perceived as significant individual strengths which contribute to sustainable development of each person in different contexts.



Taking into consideration the research findings, institutions of higher education in the process of developing professional and employability competencies of the students should pay more attention to planned happenstance skills enabling students to constructively deal with complex situations, to maintain professional mastery and personal growth tendencies after graduation. This is especially relevant in the context of permanent changes in the labor market, which require the participants in it to sustain their employability and assure their wellbeing via personal resources.



The test results of the second hypothesis revealed mixed findings. The planned happenstance skills were significantly related to and predicted students’ academic achievement, a component of academic adjustment. Thus, our results confirmed the theoretical notion that utilizing the skills of planned happenstance prompts positive, active behavior and contributes to a productive adaption to new environments. However, the planned happenstance skills were not related to academic motivation except for the persistence dimension.



The present study gives certain insights to future research. First, the data of the study were cross-sectional. Although the planned happenstance skills predicted psychological wellbeing and academic adjustment in our study, the causality is not clear between variables. Thus, future longitudinal studies should measure variables over time. Second, we used only self-reported questionnaires. Future researchers should consider using multiple assessment methods to measure the constructs. Besides subjective measuring of academic achievement, an objective method such as GPA scores could be used. Finally, as a person’s psychological wellbeing in general is integral with the sustainability of organizations and the sustainability of the society [39,40,41], it is important to explore the planned happenstance phenomenon in a broader context.
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