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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this research was to implement the strength-based stu-
dent guidance among ninth graders by using a Power Zone tool and to 
analyse what kind of impact the guidance had in students. The especial 
focus was on the analysis of positive psychological capital (PsyCap). The 
test group (n = 57 students) and the control group (n = 46 students) were 
selected from two ordinary mainstreaming comprehensive schools with 
grades from 1 to 9 located in West-Finland. In the test group, the students’ 
scores in PsyCap, strengths and resources, and student guidance 
increased positively and more than in the control group. The statistically 
significant change was found in the test group regarding their strengths 
and resources and a very significant change in the experiences of student 
guidance. The findings were encouraging. The positive changes encou-
rage using the Power Zone tool in student guidance. It is possible to 
increase PsyCap through the strength-based guidance.
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Introduction

The Finnish school system is renewing in 1 August 2021 as the compulsory education will cover also 
upper secondary education (meaning general upper secondary aka high school, vocational educa-
tion, or other compulsory education and training programs). It means that compulsory education 
lasts until one is 18 years old. The general objectives are to ‘raise the level of education and 
competence in Finland, reduce learning gaps, boost equality and non-discrimination in education, 
improve the wellbeing of young people, raise the employment rate’ (Ministry of Education and 
Culture, 2021). One part of the reform is to renew student guidance in compulsory education 
(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2020a). From the perspective of this research, it is interesting 
that the development focuses also on the students’ abilities to recognize and use their strengths.

This was an intervention study that used a Power Zone tool (Voimakehä® in Finnish, Wenström, 
2020b) for the strength-based student guidance among ninth graders (aged 15) in a Finnish school. 
The Finnish education system consists of preschool for students aged six and basic education 
(grades 1–9), followed by upper secondary education (high school and vocational), and higher 
education levels (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2020b). Thus, the ninth grade is the last year 
of basic education. The intervention itself is described in detail in Method section.

This research leans on a wide conception of human strengths based on which the use of any 
strengths can promote human beings’ well-being and strengthen self-esteem (Wenström, 2020a, 
2020b; Wood et al., 2011). In addition, this conception emphasizes that various strengths should be 
observed simultaneously and in interaction with each other (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011). The concept 
of strength as understood in positive psychology (see e.g. Peterson & Seligman, 2004) covers also 
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neighbouring concepts such as talents, skills, interests, values, and resources (Biswas-Diener et al., 
2011; Niemiec, 2018).

Next, we describe the background of the main idea in the power zone (Mayerson, 2015). With the 
concept of a power zone, Mayerson (2015) refers to the optimal zone of flourishing and well-being 
that allows a human being to use his or her character strengths, talents, skills, interests, values, and 
resources fully and that leads to high motivation and sense of capability. The fundamental idea is 
that if one is not able to use one’s strengths or passion, one can still succeed based on one’s talent 
and will but does not find doing equally satisfying or inspiring (Linley et al., 2010; Mayerson, 2015; 
Niemiec, 2018).

Character strengths are morally valuable features that every human being has (Seligman, 2002; 
Niemiec & McGrath, 2019; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). By recognizing them and using them, one can 
develop one’s strengths and find one’s full potential (Niemiec & McGrath, 2019; Salmela & Uusiautti, 
2015). Each human being has strengths that typify him of her the best; these strengths are called 
signature strengths (Seligman, 2011). When using one’s signature strength, one can experience 
inspiration, energy, and even the state of flow (see also Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). Signature strengths 
are the way to one’s self-fulfilment and sense of meaning (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Uusiautti, 
2016a), even authentic happiness and flourishing (Seligman, 2002; Seligman, 2011). Signature 
strengths also serve as resources at the times of hardships or adversities as strengths support 
optimism, self-confidence, and the ability to make self-appreciative choices (Niemiec & McGrath, 
2019; Park & Peterson, 2009).

Character strengths differ from other strengths that are talents, skills, values, and resources 
(Niemiec, 2014, 2018). Natural talents refer to inherited, relatively stable features (Niemiec, 2014). 
Mayerson (2015) describes that ‘strengths of talent translate into competencies, while strengths of 
character translate into motivation’ (p. 10). Skills mean strengths that can be learned, acquired, and 
developed, such as reading skills, learning skills, critical thinking skills and so on. These types of skills 
are usable in any contexts (Wenström, 2020b) and necessary in the fast-changing world (Lam et al., 
2010) and for coping with the changing requirements of the future work (Moueddene et al., 2019). 
Interests refer to the sources of intrinsic motivation and passion (Niemiec, 2018; Niemiec & McGrath, 
2019; Wenström, 2020a). According to Renninger and Hidi (2016), interests have a double meaning: 
a psychological state of being interested and a more stable disposition of being motivated about 
something. Interests direct how strengths are being used and provide contents and well-being in life, 
but also influence goal setting, motivation, and learning (Proyer et al., 2015; Renninger & Hidi, 2016). 
Values are the most personal and subjective strengths in the power zone thinking (Niemiec, 2014). 
Values direct choices, decision-making, investments of other resources, and priorities. Values can be 
categorized in numerous ways but the connection with well-being is based on the sense of self- 
respect when living one’s life according to one’s values (Katz, 1993; see also Peterson & Seligman, 
2004). Finally, resources cover various factors that are important to human well-being (Allen, 2002). 
Resources can be physical, psychological, social, or functional (see e.g. Uusiautti & Määttä, 2014). 
Resources are valuable, support positive development, and make it possible to perform well, for 
example, in studies and at work (Demerouti et al., 2001; Uusiautti, 2016a, 2016b).

In student guidance that is based on the wide conception of strengths, the aforementioned six 
strength areas are under systematic reflection, activation, and usage not only at school but in life in 
general (Wenström, 2020b). In this research, the assumption is that the strength-based guidance also 
promotes students’ positive psychological capital (PsyCap); that is, the awareness of one’s strengths 
and psychological potential (Luthans et al., 2004). In Luthans et al.’s (2007) definition, PsyCap is 
juxtaposed with other forms of capital (traditional economic capital, human capital, and social 
capital). Actually, The Finnish General Guidelines for Basic Education (2014) defines that the basic 
education should accumulate students’ human and social capital because these two forms of capital 
promote individual and societal well-being. In our opinion, education should also support students’ 
positive development as optimistic, hopeful, and resilient citizens (see also Leskisenoja & Uusiautti, 
2019) by accumulating their positive psychological capital.
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Theoretical background

The concept of PsyCap has been recognized in research focusing on positive organizational beha-
viours (POB) (Youssef & Luthans, 2013). As mentioned, it is seen as a natural add to the concepts of 
economic, human, and social capital, referring to the awareness of ‘who you are’ and especially ‘what 
you could become’ (Luthans et al., 2007). PsyCap is an individual person’s psychological resource and 
a core element of success and well-being (Luthans et al., 2006; see also Uusiautti & Hyvärinen, 2020). 
PsyCap appears as attitudes with self-initiative, enterprise, activity, and responsibility (Rauhala et al., 
2013). In addition, high PsyCap can lead to determination, high expectations of success, and quick 
recovery from setbacks (Luthans et al., 2007).

The core dimensions of PsyCap are confidence, hope, optimism, and resilience (Luthans et al., 
2004). Confidence means the belief in one’s skills, ability to cope with challenges, and succeed in 
tasks (Luthans et al., 2006, 2007). In this sense, confidence is somewhat similar to the concept of self- 
efficacy (Bandura, 1997). High self-efficacy beliefs help finding and reaching one’s full potential 
(Schunk & Pajares, 2004), because people with high self-efficacy set high goals, enjoy challenges, and 
are motivated and ready to work hard for reaching their goals (Keltikangas-Järvinen, 2010; Luthans 
et al., 2007). Confidence therefore determines the level of effort and persistency in one’s actions as 
well (Das & Borooah, 2019). Research has showed that high confidence and optimism in students are 
likely to lead to high academic performance, coping with stress, and healthy behaviours, and 
satisfaction with studies (see e.g. Betz, 2004; Chemers et al., 2001; Icekson et al., 2019; Rand, 2008).

Hope is a positive state that appears as persistence and ability to find optional routes for reaching 
one’s goals (Luthans et al., 2007). Hope is constructed with two elements that are willpower and 
waypower. In willpower, the person sets realistic but challenging goals and tries to reach them in 
a determined way. Waypower refers to the ability to change plans if needed, in other words, 
flexibility and ability to mould one’s action (Luthans et al., 2007; Rauhala et al., 2013; Uusiautti, 
2016b; Youssef & Luthans, 2013). Hope helps students to approach challenges and difficulties by 
focusing on successes which increases their chances to achieve (Conti, 2000).

Optimism creates belief in success now and in the future. PsyCap includes optimism specifically as 
realistic optimism (Manka et al., 2014) that is based on an accurate understanding of one’s abilities, 
chances, and goals (Carver & Scheier, 2001; Seligman, 1992). Furthermore, optimism contains 
motivation, emotions, and ability to believe that good things can and will happen to oneself 
(Carver & Scheier, 2001; Luthans et al., 2007; Rauhala et al., 2013). According to Seligman (1992), 
an optimistic person explains positive events being bound to one’s own actions and perceive the 
events as continuous rather than accidental or being bound to other people’s action (see also 
Luthans et al., 2007; Manka & Manka, 2016; Youssef & Luthans, 2013).

Resilience refers to the ability to adjust, change, and recover, and even do better than before the 
adversity, bounce back (Connor & Davidson, 2003; Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004; see also Youssef & 
Luthans, 2013). Resilience forms and can be enhanced in learning environments (Brooks, 2006; 
Condly, 2006; Johnson, 2008; Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004). Students who believe they can develop 
their skills, learn more, and are able to seize opportunities, cope with school tasks and possible 
adversities or difficulties in a resilient manner.

Having described what PsyCap is and its main elements, it is also important to explain why PsyCap 
is important to adolescents’ development. According to research, PsyCap enhances students’ aca-
demic performance, well-being, positive resources, mental health, and positive behaviours 
(Burhanuddin et al., 2019; Nambudiri et al., 2020; Selvaraj & Bhat, 2018; Wang et al., 2014). Poots 
and Cassidy (2019) discovered that students with high PsyCap could avoid stress in studies and 
maintain physical and psychological well-being better than their peers with low PsyCap.

Strengths-based interventions provide good grounds for developing PsyCap as many of the 
psychological outcomes do correspond with the elements of PsyCap. For example, Dolev Amit 
et al. (2020) proved that a strengths-based intervention enhanced optimism, self-esteem, and 
positive affect in adolescents. Nambudiri et al.’s (2020) PsyCap intervention provided evidence 
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that positivity in general and PsyCap specifically influence positively on students’ academic achieve-
ments. There are also interventions that have aimed specifically to improve PsyCap. For example, 
Luthans et al. (2008) tested an online-based PsyCap intervention. Dello Russo and Stoykova (2015) 
tested the replicability of Luthans et al.’s PsyCap intervention and confirmed its positive effects.

Method

The purpose of research and research question

The purpose of this research was to implement the strength-based student guidance among ninth 
graders and analyse what kind of impact the guidance had in students. The guidance was based on 
the Power Zone tool. Two research questions were set for this study: (1) What is the impact of the 
strength-based guidance intervention on the ninth- graders’ PsyCap? and (2) What is the impact of 
the strength-based guidance intervention on the ninth-graders’ awareness of their strengths and 
resources and experiences of student guidance?

Sample

The test group and control group for this research was selected according to the primary investiga-
tor’s location and access to the schools. The target school for the test group was an ordinary 
mainstreaming comprehensive school with grades from 1 to 9 located in West-Finland. The school 
from where the control group was recruited located in the same area. The schools were somewhat 
similar when it came to their number of students and multiculturality.

The group of students who were contacted for the research as the test group included 70 ninth 
graders (n = 36 girls and n = 34 boys) and the group of students who were contacted for the research 
as the control group 53 ninth graders (n = 22 girls and n = 31 boys). The target group for the test 
group consisted of grades 9A, 9B and 9C. The grade 9A was an inclusive grade (n = 27 students) with 
seven students with special education needs. This grade was taught in co-teaching by the subject 
teachers and a special education teacher. The grades 9B (n = 22 students) and 9C (n = 21 students) 
were general education grades. In the target group of the control group, the grades 9A (n = 17 
students) and 9B (n = 21 students) were general education grades. The grade 9C (n = 5 students) was 
a special education group and the grade 9D (n = 10 students) was a grade of flexible basic education. 
As the number of students in control group grades 9C and 9D was so low, these grades were 
combined as one in the analysis.

The permissions for the research were first applied from the city authorities for education, after 
which permissions were collected from the students and their guardians. The participation in the 
research was voluntary and anyone could withdraw from the research at any phase. Those students 
who were not willing to participate in the research still attended lessons but did not reply to surveys. 
Altogether 57 students (n = 35 girls and n = 22 boys) participated in the research in the test group 
and 46 students (n = 21 girls and n = 25 boys) in the control group. The students were coded in the 
data and the whole research data was anonymized.

Intervention

An intervention research usually aims to change the current pedagogical action at school being thus 
based on a practical need or objective (Simms et al., 2019). An intervention means a theory-based 
intervention program that aims to influence students’ development (see e.g. Froh et al., 2009; 
Vainikainen & Hautamäki 2020 ; Waters, 2011). Interventions usually include research that investi-
gates the effects of the intervention and opportunities to implement the findings wider in practice.

The purpose of this research was to investigate how the power zone guidance could increase 
students’ PsyCap. The test group received the strength-based student guidance as a part of their 
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ordinary study guidance lessons. In included group guidance as lessons of 75 minutes once a week, 
for 8 weeks. The intervention was constructed so that the first six lessons introduced each part of the 
wide conception of strengths (character strengths, interests, talents, values, resources, and skills) 
while the last two lessons focused on rehearsing and thinking back at what was learned (see Table 1).

In addition, each student received a one-hour-long personal guidance session in January 2021. In 
the session, the students built their own power zone by using the Power Zone cards and had 
a strengths discussion with the student counsellor. Each adult working with the students by using 
the Power Zone tool had completed a licenced Power Zone (Voimakehä ®) guidance training 
program. The lessons and the intervention were planned and designed in collaboration with the 
teachers and student counsellors.

Table 1. Lesson plan for the strength-based student guidance intervention.

Lesson Lesson plan

(1) Character 
strengths

Introduction and definition of character strengths 
Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U3HB1EyzIcI 
Why are the character strengths useful? https://areena.yle.fi/audio/1-4361597 
Familiarization with character strengths. A word-colouring task: Which character strengths describe 
you? 
Values-in-Action test: viacharacter.org, after which everyone marks down their five signature 
strengths. 
Interpreting the VIA test results: What kind of positive feedback you have received at home or at 
school? How would others describe your character? Which characteristics do you appreciate in 
yourself? 
Working in pairs with Power Zone (VOIMAKEHÄ ®) cards for characteristic strengths.

2. Talents Which cartoon or fiction figure is like you? task 
Familiarization with talents by using the power zone cards. 
Discovering and colouring one’s own talents. 
Which task do you find easy to accomplish? Working with the cards in pairs. 
Familiarization with temperament, video: https://yle.fi/aihe/artikkeli/2013/07/10/persoonallisuus-ja- 
mielenterveys 
Analysing temperament features in a positive light, evaluating one’s own temperament.

3. Skills Future Skills video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uBj56_0vjDU 
Searching your own skills task by analysing favourite doings and hobbies 
Group discussion about skills one has learned during one’s life from others and in different contexts, 
using power zone word list as help 
Playing the Alias game with cards including skills needed at work 
Skills appreciated at work, using future work skills pictures

4. Values The Most Important Thing in My Life task 
Familiarization with values: Own values vs. Finns’ values in general 
A value test: https://arvoja.wordpress.com/. Naming one’s own three most important values 
Values practices 
Contemplation task: What do you value and find meaningful and important, worth investing? What 
kind of person you would like to be? What do you want to accomplish in life? Using values listen in 
power zone tool as help.

5. Resources What are your resources? dicussion 
Videos about PsyCap: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vzF2x_VQOTU 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b34_ajEG_DM 
Resources-related tasks and resource identification

6. Interests Videos: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MozX3qFIkpQ&feature=youtu.be 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8fJmVQuHd4 
Contemplation task: What are you interested in, what makes you happy and brings you joy? 
Using Power Zone cards to analyse interests and their connection with talent development, as a group 
task. 
Occupation choice test: https://asiointi.mol.fi/avo/responsive/front-page.xhtml 
Analysing the test results especially for the part including interests.

7. Rehearsal Various videos and games, personality tests etc.
8. Rehearsal A Treasure Map task including items from lessons 1–6.
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Quantitative measures

The impact of the intervention was measured with surveys. Before the intervention, the students in 
the test and control groups took a beginning survey in September 2020. Those who were not at 
school at that time (e.g. were sick), took the survey at once when coming back to school. The end 
survey was conducted at the beginning of February 2021 for the test group, while the control group 
took the survey already in December 2020. The reason for this was that the student counsellor in the 
control group retired at the end of the year 2020. To make sure that the control group was under the 
similar guidance during the research, it was considered better to do the end survey before a new 
student counsellor would start.

The response rate for the data was among the students in test group 100% and among the 
students in the control group 96% (in the beginning survey n = 48 students and in the end survey 
n = 46 students).

The survey consisted of structured questions (see also Creswell & Creswell, 2009). The focus in the 
survey was on the elements of PsyCap but it also included questions about strengths and student 
guidance. When designing questions to measure the elements of PsyCap, various theories were 
dissected: The Children´s Hope Scale was referred when formulating statements for hope (e.g. ‘I 
believe I will cope well.’ and ‘I am able to come up with several ways of achieving important goals in 
my life.’) (see Snyder et al., 1996). The Self-Efficacy Formative Questionnaire by Research 
Collaboration gave ideas for statements about confidence (e.g. ‘I can cope with anything if I try 
hard enough.’ and ‘If I practiced every day, I could learn any skill.’) (see Gammer Erickson & Noonan, 
2018). Child & Youth Resilience Measure by Resilience Research Centre was used for designing 
statements about resilience (e.g. ‘I find it important to perform well at school.’) (see Resilience 
Research Centre, 2018) and The Youth Life Orientation scale for optimism (e.g. ‘When I am uncertain 
about what will happen next, I usually believe things will go well.’) (see Ey et al., 2005).

The scale used in the survey in this research was a five-item Likert scale with 1 = does not describe 
me at all . . . 5 = describes me very well. Being a widely used scale for measuring attitudes or opinions, 
(Gall et al., 2003; Kananen, 2008) it was considered suitable to this research as well. The survey 
consisted of 37 statements that represented the elements of PsyCap, strengths, and guidance. The 
statements were used for formulating sum variables of Hope (comprising n = 7 statements about 
hope), Confidence (comprising n = 6 statements about confidence), Resilience (comprising n = 5 
statements about resilience), Optimism (comprising n = 6 statements about optimism), PsyCap 
(comprising all statements about hope, confidence, resilience, and optimism, n = 24), Strengths 
and resources (comprising n = 6 statements about strengths spotting and usage), and Student 
counselling (comprising n = 7 statements about students’ self-cognizance, strengths recognition, 
and plans for further education). In addition, changes were analysed with having all variables 
combined.

All statements were tested, and eventually 14 statements that had a Cronbach’s alpha of < .5 were 
omitted. The Cronbach’s alphas for the sum variables were between .559–.878. This was considered 
sufficient as, according to Tähtinen et al. (2011), the reliability is good if the values are >.6. Only one 
had a slightly lower value (.559).

The survey data was analysed with SPSS software. Those responses that missed one or more 
values were omitted. In the control group data, it meant one response from the grade 9B and three 
responses from the grade 9 C. The analysis focused on the whole data (test and control groups) and 
on a grade-specific data. The purpose was to find out differences between the test and control 
groups in the beginning and end surveys. In addition, grade-specific differences were analysed.

Percentages, means, and standard deviations were calculated to describe the changes. The 
variables were observed through Shapiro Wilkin test that is recommended for small data (<50). 
According to it, all variables did not follow normal distribution. The decision was to use both 
parametric (t-test) and non-parametric (Mann-Whitney U test) measures and compare the findings. 
The p-values from both tests corresponded each other mainly, and when there was a difference, the 
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non-parametric p-value was emphasized when interpreting the findings (Heikkilä, 2014; see also 
Murray, 2013). When presenting the significance of differences between the test and control groups 
in the beginning and end surveys, only the non-parametric findings from the Wilcoxon Signed test 
are used. This is because the t-test and Wilcoxon Signed test results differed from each other to some 
extent.

This was an intervention research that aimed at analysing whether the intervention had an impact 
on students’ psychological capital. Considering the sample size, it was considered best to focus on 
comparing variables and sum variables between the initial and end measures and between the test 
group and control group. For example, by using regression analysis, it would have been possible to 
investigate how different variable combinations could explain PsyCap (Heikkilä, 2014; Tähtinen et al., 
2011). However, this would have necessitated a change in the research approach, which was not 
possible at this stage. In addition, the current data would necessarily not allow such analyses. 
Instead, the survey items were grouped into variables so that it was possible to notice correlations 
(Cronbach alpha being between .559 and .878). These correlating variables were combined into sum 
variables, which can be compared to factor analysis (Heikkilä, 2014; Russell, 2002; see also Murray, 
2013), and therefore, further analyses were not considered necessary.

Results

Overall changes between the test and control groups

In (Table 2), we present means for the beginning and end surveys in the test and control groups. The 
higher the mean of a sum variable is, the stronger the students’ perceptions of how well the 
statements described themselves are. The (Table 2) shows that the means in the test group were 
lower in the beginning measurement than in the control group. A significant difference between the 
test group and control group could be found in the perceptions of student guidance, while other 
sum variables did not have statistically significant differences in the beginning measurement. Also, in 
the end measurement, the means in the test group were lower than in the control group but the 
difference became smaller.

(Figure 1) illustrates changes in means in the test and control group. The means in the test group 
changed depending on a sum variable from 2.2% to 21.7%, while the change in the control group 
was smaller (between – 1.2% and 10.10%). In the test group, the change was positive in all sum 
variables, while in the control group the change in the PsyCap was negative. The biggest change 
happened in the test group regarding the students’ perceptions of student guidance (21.7%). 
Altogether, the change in the test group can be described very positive (7.2%). Although the change 
in PsyCap was smaller compared to other variables, it is relevant to have a closer look how the 
elements of PsyCap changed during the intervention.

The difference between means in the test group appeared statistically significant in student 
guidance, strengths and resources, and in the sum variable combining all elements in the survey. In 
the control group, the change in student guidance was statistically very significant.

Changes in the PsyCap

The sum variable of PsyCap consisted of four sum variables called Hope, Confidence, Resilience, 
and Optimism. The impact of the intervention is apparent in the changes between the beginning 
and end measurements in the test group. Hope increased 0.7 (4%), self-confidence 0.5 (7%). 
Resilience decreased 0.1 (0.8%). Optimism stayed the same in the beginning and end measure-
ment (see Figure 2). The changes in the control group (see Figure 3) were somewhat inconsistent 
(Hope decreased 0.8 (4%), Resilience decreased 0.2 (1.5%), while others self-confidence increased 
0.2 (3%) and optimism 0.3 (3%). The means in the test group were higher in Hope and Confidence 
but lower in Resilience and Optimism than in the control group.
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The changes in the test group show that the intervention increased the overall PsyCap in students 
(see Table 4). The findings from the control group data support this interpretation. The difference 
between the beginning measurement and end measurement in the test group was significant in the 
T-test when it came to confidence (t = −2.056, p = .044, 2-tailed). This was supported by the Wilcoxon 
signed test that showed an almost statistically significant change (p = .050).

Changes in the grade-specific measurements

(Figure 4) illustrates grade-specific changes during the intervention. This analysis provides informa-
tion about the consistency of the intervention in the test group grades.

In the test group grade 9A the differences in means between the beginning and end measure-
ments were statistically very significant (p = .001) according to the Wilcoxon signed test when it 
came to the variables of Strengths and resources and Student guidance. In addition, when all 

2.10%

9.10%

21.70%

7.20%

¨-1,2%

3.10%

10.10%

1.74%

-5.00%

0.00%

5.00%

10.00%

15.00%

20.00%

25.00%

Psycap Strenghts and

resources

Student guidance All variables

combined

Changes in means

Test group Control group

Figure 1. Changes in means in the test group and control group.

Figure 2. Changes in means in PsyCap in the test group.
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variables were combined, the difference in the mean was statistically significant (p = .004) (see Table 
3). While the PsyCap did not have a significant increase in mean, the change was still positive.

In the test group 9B, the means did not have statistically significant changes but the changes in 
means of the sum variables were somewhat similarly or consistently positive. In the test group 9 C, the 
biggest change happened in the sum variable of Student guidance that was almost statistically 
significant (p = .030) (see Table 5). As the (Figure 4) shows, there were no major changes in the control 
group. Also, the change in the PsyCap was negative in all control group grades (see Figure 4 and Table 6).

Figure 3. Changes in means in PsyCap in the control group.

Figure 4. Grade-specific changes in the test and control groups.
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Discussion

Summary of findings

The findings from the intervention were encouraging. In the test group, the students’ scores in 
PsyCap, strengths and resources, and student guidance increased positively and more than in the 
control group. The statistically significant change was found in the test group regarding their 
strengths and resources and a very significant change in the experiences of student guidance. This 
is an important finding that suggests that the Power Zone tool improves the students’ perception of 
guidance in general but can also help students to discover their own strengths and resources, and to 
imagine and plan their future careers. This is the very first research that analyzes the impact of the 
Power Zone tool and therefore, there are no comparative findings. However, we will discuss the 
findings in relation to other studies about PsyCap.

When analysing the impact on PsyCap, the findings are more complex. This research showed the small 
positive changes in the test group and control group. In the test group, the PsyCap increased 2.2%, and 
among the elements of PsyCap, the change in confidence was especially significant and positive.

The positive changes encourage using the Power Zone tool in student guidance but also indicate 
that the elements of PsyCap are fundamental by nature and thus may change more slowly than for 
example, the awareness of one’s strengths. For example, one’s hope or resilience may appear 
correctly only in real-life situations at some point in the future, while the beginning and end 
measurements can – at their best – provide us with a gleam of possible change in students’ 
aptitudes. However, the findings can be seen encouraging. It is possible to increase PsyCap through 
the strength-based guidance by teaching students to recognize good things in life and themselves 
(see Johnson & Thompson, 2015; Salmela, 2016; E. Sointu et al., 2017; Waters, 2011; Wenström, 
2020a). Even this short-term intervention provided positive results, which supports the findings from 
earlier PsyCap interventions (see also Luthans, Avey, & Patera, 2008; Corbu et al., 2021). For example, 
in some short workplace interventions, PsyCap has increased an average of 2% (Luthans et al., 2015), 
which is in line with this research.

Limitations

First, the validity of the measurement can be questioned as the survey was planned for this research 
and was not based on previously validated measurements. However, the sum variables were tested 
for their alpha values, which meet the criteria for reliability (Tähtinen et al., 2011). Second, the test 
group and control group represented two schools in the same city. The findings per se are not 
generalizable but describe changes in this particular setting. In addition, the sample size (N = 123) 
was relatively small. However, the response rates were high (test group 100% and control group 
96%), which increased the reliability of findings in this intervention.

As mentioned the Power Zone tool is new and based on positive psychological theories. This 
research is the first to report its impact on basic education students scientifically. The tool is 
increasingly in use at various levels of education and enterprises in Finland. More research is needed 
about its usability.

Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to analyse how the strength-based guidance would increase 
students’ PsyCap. The Power Zone tool was used for providing the students with a profound 
understanding that would not be limited only in success at school subjects (Hotulainen et al. 
(2015) but that would help them find their own paths at the end of basic education and later in 
their studies (Hotulainen & Lappalainen, 2011; Hyvärinen et al., 2021). Understanding about one’s 
strengths and resources provide confidence in one’s own choices and ability to make self- 
appreciative solutions (see also Hotulainen & Lappalainen, 2011; Salmela, 2016). Indeed, the most 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENCE AND YOUTH 335



130
Katajisto: Voimat kehiin! Yhdeksäsluokkalaisten ja opinto-ohjaajien  

kokemuksia vahvuusperustaisesta ohjauksesta

important task of basic education is to provide students with hope and confidence when the 
expectations and pressures towards the future are the biggest. From the PsyCap elements, con-
fidence can be boosted by giving positive feedback about students’ strengths and building their 
trust in themselves (see also Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Proctor et al., 2009).

We started this article by telling about the reform in the Finnish compulsory education. According to 
Suomen virallinen tilasto (SVT) (2021), about 6% of students quit their upper secondary level education. 
The main reason is that they have selected a wrong field after basic education (Pekkarinen & Myllyniemi, 
2017). This shows that the development program for student guidance is necessary so that the students 
would be aware of their own strengths, abilities, and interests at the end of basic education and could 
make better choices and prepare for future challenges as well (E. Sointu et al., 2017; E. T. Sointu et al., 
2014). In this research, students seemed to benefit from the strength-based guidance and the Power 
Zone tool that was used in personal and group guidance situations (see also Hotulainen et al., 2015; 
Leskisenoja, 2016). However, also deeper analyses of the curriculum and conception of learning that 
prevail at schools, in which a tool like Power Zone is tested, is needed. This research showed that, as an 
addition to the tools used in guidance, the Power Zone tool had a positive impact.

This strength-based intervention provided initial findings about the usability of the Power Zone tool. 
The lesson plan introduced in this article was focused on the ninth-graders’ guidance but it is 
applicable to other grades and lessons too. The next step is to go deeper in the analysis of students’ 
and Power Zone counsellors’ experiences of the usage of this kind of strength-based guidance method.
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