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Abstract

This study aims to explore the impact of extrinsic and intrinsic factors on the counseling competence of Vietnamese
school counselors. A cross-sectional study was conducted on 226 teachers in two Vietnamese provinces. All school
counselors have attended school counseling training courses with an average experience of 11.3 years. Linear
regression analysis was used to determine the impact of extrinsic and intrinsic factors on counseling competence.
The results show that: (i) When considering separately the impact’s possibility of each factor, the model has
confirmed the possibility of a positive impact of both factors; (ii) however, when considering the model combining
two groups of factors, the role of variables in the extrinsic factors no longer exists, while the role of variables in the
intrinsic factors is still available. This study has confirmed the role of intrinsic factors related to the personal
counseling competence of school counselors. This finding allows us to propose a solution to improve and develop
counseling competence for school counselors focusing on identified intrinsic factors and promoting policies to
maintain the positive impact of extrinsic factors in Vietnamese education or countries with similar educational
backgrounds.
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1. Introduction

Counseling competence (CC) can be defined as the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to meet the
requirements of a school counseling professional (American School Counselor Association 2008). Recently, the CC
of school counselors (SC) has received a lot of study attention (Holman et al. 2019; Pincus et al. 2020; Vasalampi et
al. 2018; Wilder et al. 2018). Therefore, it is necessary to train a team of qualified SCs, especially in the developing
countries which have been investing in school psychology. However, previous studies in developing countries have
shown that students do not feel safe enough to share their difficulties with SCs as well as feelings of lack of
understanding and support from SC (Chong et al. 2018; Holman et al. 2019; Salle et al. 2018). This limited aspect
belongs to the SC’s CC. This result shows that the majority of SCs lack the necessary competence. In addition, a
study by Carol et al. (2008) has shown that many SCs show limited abilities to grasp and implement new visions of
SC holistically and thus demonstrate a need to develop their professional competence. There are also some such
innovations in Vietnam since 2017 but the current SCs have not understood the policy and been able to develop this
professional (Nguyen 2018; Nguyen 2020). High school students in Vietnam face numerous mental health issues
related to learning (Le et al. 2023; Luu-Thi et al. 2021; Nguyen-Thi et al. 2020; Nguyen et al. 2024). The study
conducted by Luu-Thi et al (2021) has demonstrated the correlation between mathematics anxiety and academic
performance. Nguyen-Thi et al. (2020) discovered an association between loneliness, stress, self-esteem, and deceit
among junior high school students. Le et al. (2023) discovered a positive and statistically significant indirect
association between personality traits and verbally aggressive behaviour via anger. Nguyen et al. (2024) noticed that
high school students' anxiety regarding career decision-making was influenced by their academic performance. This
context leads to an increase in the need to improve the CC of the Vietnamese SCs. This was highlighted in research,
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Huynh and Tran-Chi (2019) demonstrated a statistically significant positive association between the prevailing
challenges faced by high school students and their requirement for academic counselling.

Thus, improving the CC of SCs is an important practical issue in Vietnam (Nguyen 2018; Nguyen 2020). One of the
bases for developing CC is to find out the factors that affect this competence. In this field of research, previous
studies distinguished two groups of factors affecting the SC’s competence: (1) the group of factors in the dimension
of environmental conditions — extrinsic factors (Lam and Hui 2010; Mbongo and Chata 2016; Shafaroodi et al. 2014),
and (2) the group of factors belonging to the dimension of individual dimension — intrinsic factors (Aydin and Odaci
2020; Heinonen et al. 2014; Shafaroodi et al. 2014; Vallis et al. 2018). Based on this background, we inherit the
theoretical framework and research Vietnamese SC participants to predict the impact of these factors on their CC.

Previous studies have verified the role of extrinsic factors on SCs' CC. A study by Shafaroodi et al. (2014) has shown
that SCs confirmed the crowded and noisy counseling environment adversely affects the thinking and analyzing
process during the cases, which could disrupt the concentration when assessing the client’s problem. Meanwhile, a
quiet environment, low noise, and good lighting will help the process of collecting and processing information from
the client better. These findings agreed with the study of Mbongo and Chata (2016) that the lack of supportive
resources from the school such as facilities, and working time made teachers limited in promoting their CC. Besides
physical environmental conditions, factors belonging to social environmental conditions such as school culture and
the school’s educational philosophy were also factors affecting teachers' counseling capacity (Lam and Hui 2010).
For example, management policies such as focusing only on the quantity and not on quality also limit the ability to
offer good counseling and therapy plans for clients (Shafaroodi et al. 2014). In addition, when SCs have to perform a
lot of administratively inappropriate tasks and there are few opportunities for professional counseling, there is an
increased sense of burnout (Fye et al. 2020) and especially less capacity to show empathy towards the students being
consulted (Moyer 2011). Therefore, the extrinsic factors influence the CC of SCs.

Intrinsic factors of SCs have also received much attention from researchers. Which, confidence in CC is a prominent
factor that receives a lot of attention (Havlik et al. 2019; Flom et al. 2011; Young and Bryan 2018). According to
Havlik et al. (2019), belief in one's competence helps people achieve higher work performance. More specifically
about confidence in the CC, several qualitative studies have found that the counselor's belief in the CC and the ability
to meet the clients’ counseling needs is an important factor (Shafaroodi et al. 2014). It is also supported by studies
that self-efficacy has a positive effect on CC practice (Heinonen et al. 2014). Besides confidence, the study by
Zainudin et al. (2020) shows that the SC's attitude has a positive relationship with the counseling or clinical
relationship. The SC's perception of his or her counseling/clinical relationship with the client also influences the
counseling process. That means having a good sense-making of the clinical relationship will contribute to the
effectiveness of the counseling process (Patterson and Levitt 2012). This argument has been supported by Vallis et al.
(2018) that SC's lack of the competence to understand the relationship based on the client's behavioral and emotional
changes would affect the counseling process. In addition, the role of some individual factors such as emotional
intelligence, self-efficacy, or social-emotional health has been acknowledged in recent studies (Abiodullah and
Aslam 2020; Aydin and Odaci 2020; Poulou 2017; Ross and Tolan 2018). Thus, it is reasonable to assume that these
individual factors affect the CC.

The factors affecting the SC’s CC have been studied for a long time. However, this topic has not received much
research attention in Vietnam because of the professional policy’s limitations (Nguyen 2018; Nguyen 2020).
Meanwhile, in Vietnam, school counseling professional is conducted mainly by part-time teachers (Nguyen 2020).
SCs with school psychology or school counseling expertise who are trained from specialized universities have hardly
been allowed to practice their profession and receive appropriate policy support to work (Nguyen 2018). It is this
context that has made this field in Vietnam incomplete and professional. To find solutions to improve CC and
professionalize the school counseling profession, this study examines the possibility of the impact of intrinsic and
extrinsic factors on the SC’s CC. This study aims to explore the factors affecting the counseling competence of
Vietnamese school counselors which can be used to find solutions to improve their professional practice.

2. Methods
2.1 Participants

The 226 school counselors (SCs) who contributed to this study were purposefully selected from secondary and high
schools in two distinct provinces of Vietnam—Vinh Long in the Southern region and Tuyen Quang in the Northern
region. This deliberate geographic diversity aimed to capture a broad representation of the Vietnamese educational
landscape. Among the participants, a significant majority—amounting to 74.8% or 169 SCs—were concurrently
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enrolled in a specialized training course on school counseling. This inclusion criterion not only highlighted the
commitment of the participants to enhancing their counseling skills but also added a dimension of professional
development within the study sample. A key characteristic explored in the study was the average number of years of
experience in school counseling, encompassing roles as both classroom teachers and homeroom teachers. The data
revealed an average of 11.03 years of cumulative experience, with a standard deviation of 7.49. This nuanced
understanding of the participants' professional backgrounds provided valuable context for interpreting the findings,
considering the potential impact of varied experiences on counseling competence. The inclusion criteria for
participants were deliberately broad, encompassing not only professionally trained school counselors but also
educators from other disciplines who assumed part-time counseling roles in Vietnamese schools. This broader
inclusion sought to capture the diversity of perspectives and experiences within the cohort, enriching the study's
insights into the multifaceted nature of school counseling in the Vietnamese context.

2.2 Procedures

To ensure ethical standards and obtain informed consent, a meticulously crafted letter was distributed to the
Vietnamese school counselors (SCs). This letter not only introduced the research project but also elucidated the
survey's purpose and sought explicit permission for the SCs to partake in the study. The survey, administered
through Google Form, presented a flexible approach in its dissemination. Surveys were dispatched via email or
conducted directly by co-authors, accommodating the diverse preferences and technological access of the
participants. A comprehensive information sheet accompanied each questionnaire, serving as a vital tool to enlighten
participants about various aspects of the study. It delineated the study's overarching aims, the specific content
covered in the questionnaire, the commitment to confidentiality, choices available for participation, explicit
guidelines for withdrawal, and pertinent contact details for the research team. This transparent communication aimed
to empower participants with the necessary knowledge to make informed decisions about their involvement in the
study. It is noteworthy that completion of the questionnaire was construed as an indication of implied consent from
the participating school counselors. Only fully completed questionnaires were included in the subsequent data
analysis, ensuring the robustness and reliability of the findings. In adherence to ethical principles, the study adhered
to the guidelines outlined in the APA Ethics Guide (APA, 2002), underscoring the commitment to ethical conduct
throughout the research process. This comprehensive approach to participant engagement and ethical considerations
laid the groundwork for a rigorous and credible investigation into the factors influencing the counseling competence
of Vietnamese school counselors.

2.3 Instruments
2.3.1 Counselor Self-Efficacy Scale

Counselor Self-Efficacy Scale (Melchert et al. 1996; Bodenhorn and Skaggs 2005; Sheu and Lent 2007) was used to
measure the participants’ self-efficacy. The scale includes 20 items with descriptions/assessments of confidence in
the counseling activities, such as: ‘I have enough knowledge about the psychophysiological development of students
to counsel effectively’; ‘I can get clients to trust me during counseling. Some items are described as contradictory,
such as: ‘I am unable to accurately determine my emotional response to the client. Participants self-report how much
they agree on the above items that are relevant/corresponding to themselves, on a scale of 1 — disagree to 6 — agree.
We conducted to change the scores of the items by asking for the opposite meaning. The increase in the scale shows
the increase in the participants' confidence level and self-efficacy in counseling activities. The Cronbach Alpha
coefficient of the scale in this study is 0.926.

2.3.2 Working Alliance Inventory

The study used the abridged version of the Working Alliance Inventory (Hatcher and Gillaspy 2006). The scale
consists of 12 items, describing the relationship between the counselor and the client based on 3 dimensions:
consensus on goals, consensus on tasks, and emotional relationships (for example: ‘I believe that the students being
counseled love me’; ‘I consider each student who comes to counseling as an individual with their characteristics that
need to be respected’; ‘Students and I respect each other during the counseling process.’). Self-reported SCs perceive
clinical relationships with students to range from 1 (rarely) to 6 (frequently). The higher the score, the more positive
the clinical relationship between the SC and the student. The subscales have good reliability, in which the goal
consensus subscale has a Cronbach Alpha coefficient of 0.884, the task consensus has a Cronbach Alpha coefficient
of 0.889 and the emotional relationship is Cronbach's Alpha number is 0.882.

2.4 Data Analysis

SPSS software version 22.0 was used to analyze the data in this study. All variables were analyzed statistically
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describing frequency, mean, and standard deviation. Linear regression analysis is used to consider the predictive
ability of factors to the SC's CC. In which the dependent variable is the CC. The independent variable is the number
of training courses, years of experience, the counseling offices, the frequency of counseling practice — the extrinsic
factors; intervention competence, counseling self-efficacy, clinical relationship (goal, duty, emotional relationship) —
the intrinsic factors.

3. Results

Table 1 shows that, the SC’s CC has a positive correlation with statistical significance with the number of training
courses (r=0.185; p=0.012), years of experience (r=0.252; p=0.015), frequency of counseling activities (r=0.395;
p<0.001), counseling self-efficacy (r = 0.566; p<0.001), clinical relationship (goal) (r=0.628; p<0.001), clinical
relationship (task) (r=0.687; p<0.001), clinical relationship (emotion) (r=0.609; p<<0.001).

Table 1. Correlation between Counseling Competence and Independent Factors

Factors r p
The number of training courses 185 .012
Years of experience 252 .015
The counseling offices .062 .559
Frequency of counseling practice .395 <.001
Counseling self-efficacy .566 <.001
Clinical relationship (Goal) .628 <.001
Clinical relationship (Task) .687 <.001
Clinical relationship (Emotional relationship) .609 <.001

From table 2, within the extrinsic factors, the results show that the regression model has a positive effect on the SC’s
CC (p<0.001) with the explanatory of 6.7% for the change in participants’ CC (R? = 0.067). In the model, 3/4
variables are likely to have a positive impact on the dependent variable: Number of training courses (=0.143;
p=0.033), years of experience (f=0.218; p=0.01), and frequency of counseling activities (f=0.142; p=0.06).

Table 2. Linear Regression Model of the Factors Affecting SC’s CC

Model Factors B p VIF R?
Extrinsic The number of training courses 143 .033 1.01
factors Years of experience 218 .001 1.00 0,067
(p<0.001) The counseling offices .081 223 1.02
p=5- Frequency of counseling practice 11 .034 1.28
o Counseling self-efficacy 214 .001 1.86
Intrinsic .. . .
factors Clinical relationship (Goal) -.134 274 6.81 0528
(p<0.001) Clinical relationship (Task) .504 <.001 8.31 ’
L Clinical relationship (Emotional relationship) 143 .096 3.26
The number of training courses -.036 464 1.08
Years of experience -.018 713 1.70
. The counseling offices -.026 .586 1.16
Combine 2 . .
Frequency of counseling practice 142 .006 1.32
factors . 0,548
(p<0.001) Counseling self-efficacy 228 .001 1.95
Py Clinical relationship (Goal) -.166 .183 7.60
Clinical relationship (Task) .548 <.001 8.95
Clinical relationship (Emotional relationship) .143 .095 3.23

The linear regression model of the intrinsic factors shows that the model can affect the SC’s CC (p<0.001) with high
explanatory ability (52.8%) for the change of these intrinsic factors (R? = 0.528). There are 2/4 factors capable of
enhancing the counseling capacity of teachers: Counseling self-efficacy ($=0.228; p=0.01) and the clinical
relationship is reflected in the task consensus (f=0.548; p=0.00). In which, the task consensus in counseling
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activities between SCs and students is the variable with the greatest impact.

The linear regression model combining two groups of factors shows that: the impact model is statistically significant
(p<0.001), and intrinsic and extrinsic factors explain 54.8% of the change in SC’s CC. In this model, frequency of
counseling activities (=0.142; p=0.006), counseling self-efficacy (f=0.228; p=0.001), clinical relationship (Task)
(B=0.548; p<0.001) has a statistically significant positive impact on CC. However, the number of training courses
and years of experience lost their statistically significant impact on SC’s CC (p > 0.05).

In addition, the variables were tested for the presence or absence of multi-collinearity by testing the variance
inflation factor (VIF). The results show that the VIF of the extrinsic factors is all less than 2. There is no correlation
between these independent variables. In addition, the intrinsic factors, although having a VIF coefficient greater than
2, are still less than 10, so it is acceptable in the proposed linear regression model.

4. Discussion

To find out the factors capable of enhancing the professional practice competence of SC, the study conducted three
linear regression models of extrinsic and intrinsic factors to predict the SC’s CC. The findings suggest potential
factors for improving SC’s CC. Based on these results, we make some discussions.

4.1 Intrinsic Factors are Internal Resources That Enhance the School Counselors’ Counseling Competence

Intrinsic factors have a great influence on the SC’s CC. Specifically, if SCs are confident in themselves, they will be
able to improve their knowledge, and skills and have the right attitude in school counseling activities. This result
implies that to improve the SC’s CC, attention should be paid to building their confidence and self-efficacy in SC
training programs. A study by Heinonen et al. (2014) indicated that confidence and self-efficacy have a positive
effect on the counselor's practice competence. As a result, confidence training is an integral part of a therapist's
training program (Johnson and Caldwell 2011) and should be equated with professional knowledge training (Holland
et al. 2012). The current studies also reported that regular practice and good clinical relationship building are also
outstandingly important factors to enhance SC’s CC (Beidas and Kendall 2010; Dollarhide and Lemberger-Truelove
2018; Rawson 2020). These studies implied that a good way to help SCs improve their CC is to make their
experience and practice the profession as much as possible. This is also supported by previous studies that skills
changes occur only when there is a combination of training and actual practice by the counselor (Beidas and Kendall
2010; Sanders and Turner 2005; Rawson 2020). Moreover, practice will help counselors improve their competence
to establish clinical relationships (Dawson 2018). Regular counseling can improve the SC’s CC, however, the
amount of time devoted to the counseling activities of the counselors is limited and not enough to can help improve
their CC, especially when the SCs are part-time teachers (Mbongo et al. 2016; Nguyen 2020). Therefore, it is
necessary to create favorable conditions such as organizing practical training courses and professional supervision so
that SCs can have more practical experience.

4.2 Extrinsic Factors are External and Indirect Resources in Enhancing the School Counselors' Counseling
Competence

Extrinsic factors play a certain role in improving the SC’s CC in the absence of the participation of intrinsic factors.
In particular, teachers with more years of experience in counseling practice both as classroom teachers and
concurrently as SCs tended to exhibit better CC than those with seniority working in this field are less. This partly
supports the role of the variable frequency of professional practice in the group of intrinsic factors on SC’s CC that,
the longer the seniority in the profession, the better of opportunity the SC conduct the counseling activity. Besides,
when the intrinsic factors are not included in the predictive model, participation in training courses also helps to
strengthen the SC’s CC. This finding is consistent with several studies on the influence of training on CC (Beidas
and Kendall 2010). A study by Mbongo et al. (2016) also shows that the majority of teachers (80.8%) agree that
regular training helps them to become aware of new knowledge about counseling. This is also demonstrated by our
findings, the SCs who attended more school counseling training courses showed that they had more knowledge in the
field of school counseling than teachers who attended fewer training courses.

However, the two variables of the extrinsic factor - the number of training courses and years of experience - no
longer play an impactful role in improving the SC’s CC when there is the participation of the intrinsic factors in the
forecasting model. This raises the following issues that need to be discussed: (1) Is the extrinsic factor has no value
to the improvement of SC’s CC? (2) and if so, how is its role positioned in helping SCs progress in the practice of
school counseling. Firstly, it should be affirmed that the role of the two factors (number of training courses and years
of experience) cannot be denied, even though they are no longer able to affect the CC in the combined model.
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Because, in terms of data, when the participation of extrinsic factors in the combined model has been shown the
possibility to explain the improvement of CC is higher than that of the forecasting model of only intrinsic factors.
Therefore, the role of extrinsic factors has more or less contributed to the improvement of SC’s CC. Secondly,
although it may not be identified as a direct factor supporting the improvement of SC’s CC, participation in training
and long experience in professional practice can be considered as indirect factors, which in turn helps to strengthen
the decisive factors for the improvement of professional competence. This argument is supported by previous studies
that participation in training or professional training courses, along with the abundance of professional experience
helps counselors trust in their professional practice (Lambie et al. 2019; O’Connor 2018). At the same time,
professional confidence has a positive effect on SCs' ability to practice counseling (Heinonen et al. 2014).
Participation in training courses affects CC through confidence and self-efficacy.

4.3 The Balance between the Provision of Extrinsic Resources and Intrinsic Resources within the School Counselors
is Important for Improving Their Counseling Competence

From the above discussions, it has been shown that making good use of extrinsic resources such as participating in
training courses is a solution for SCs to enhance their inner positive feelings about their competence to participate in
counseling professional; and this is one of the decisive factors in improving CC. However, this development does not
happen universally for all SCs, or in other words, there are still SCs who enjoy training and retraining programs but
have no impact on their CC. This may be because attending training without reaching the required amount of time is
unlikely to make a drastic change in their CC (Ribadu 2021). In addition, practical problems in Vietnamese school
counseling professionals show that certain obstacles prevent training from contributing much to the change in SC’s
CC: Most SCs have to play dual roles, both as teachers and as SCs (Nguyen, 2020), which makes them need more
resources than usual from time to material to be able to fulfill these roles. However, the policies for SCs who are
part-time teachers are not satisfactory (Shafaroodi et al. 2014) and negatively affect their professional engagement
(Nguyen 2018).

However, good use of extrinsic resources does not necessarily lead to good work in the field of school counseling
practice. A clear demonstration is shown in the study of O’Connor (2018) that training does not show a significant
improvement in the CC of the practitioner because the counseling consequences not only depend on what they
receive from their professional training, but also on the counselor's values and qualities such as openness, acceptance
of others, degree of sensitivity to the profession (American Psychological Association 2002). This suggests that
career-appropriate characteristics and qualities are particularly important when selecting teachers to take on the role
of a school counselor.

Generally, the lack of essential support from extrinsic factors will be barriers that prevent SCs from being proactive
and active in participating in school counseling professionals and improving their CC. However, a problem also
needs to be raised that, not making good use of external factors can also stem from the SC who does not have a
favorable attitude or does not have the right characteristics for the school counseling profession. Therefore, ensuring
a good supply of extrinsic factors such as professional training courses, reasonable policies, and at the same time,
choosing suitable participants for the profession is something that should be kept in mind for every Vietnamese
school.

The significant findings of this study hold profound implications, particularly for the field of school counseling in
developing countries, with a focus on Vietnam. The observed factors influencing the counseling competence of
school counselors (SCs), irrespective of their specialized training or part-time teaching roles, offer valuable insights
that can be leveraged to inform the design and enhancement of training programs. In the context of a developing
country like Vietnam, where school counseling is an evolving discipline, these findings provide a foundational
framework for tailoring training initiatives. The emphasis on intrinsic factors suggests that training programs should
prioritize aspects such as self-awareness, interpersonal skills, and personal growth. This targeted approach is critical
for nurturing well-rounded and effective school counselors, whether they are formally trained specialists or educators
assuming counseling responsibilities alongside their primary teaching roles. Furthermore, the study serves as a robust
research base for informing policies and social welfare initiatives geared towards improving the professional
engagement of school counselors. By addressing the identified intrinsic and extrinsic factors, policymakers and
education authorities can create a supportive environment that fosters the continual development and commitment of
SCs. This, in turn, contributes to the overall improvement of counseling services within schools, positively impacting
the well-being and academic success of students. The implications extend beyond the immediate context of this study,
providing a roadmap for future research endeavors in the field of school counseling. Subsequent studies can build
upon these findings to delve deeper into specific aspects of counselor training, evaluating the efficacy of
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interventions, and refining strategies for enhancing counseling competence. In the broader context of developing
Southeast Asian countries, where the field of school counseling is evolving, these insights offer a valuable resource
for fostering the professional development of school counseling professionals. As educational systems in the region
continue to evolve, the study contributes to the ongoing discourse on the role and effectiveness of school counseling,
ultimately shaping the trajectory of professional growth in this crucial domain.

This study provides valuable insights into the factors influencing the counseling competence (CC) of Vietnamese
school counselors (SCs). However, several limitations warrant consideration. Firstly, the study's specific focus on
SCs from the provinces of Vinh Long and Tuyen Quang raises questions about the generalizability of findings to
other geographical or cultural contexts. The cross-sectional design employed limits the ability to establish causal
relationships or explore the dynamic nature of the identified factors over time. Additionally, reliance on self-reported
data introduces the potential for social desirability bias, impacting the accuracy of reported experiences and attitudes.
While the study explores extrinsic factors such as training courses and years of experience, it provides limited insight
into the specific content or quality of these programs. The challenges faced by SCs who concurrently serve as
part-time teachers are acknowledged but not exhaustively explored. Moreover, the complex interplay between
intrinsic and extrinsic factors influencing CC remains intricate, requiring further investigation to unravel their
nuanced relationships. Despite these limitations, the study serves as a foundational contribution to the understanding
of school counseling in Vietnam, prompting the need for cautious interpretation and inspiring future research
endeavors to address these identified constraints.

5. Conclusion

This study reaffirms the pivotal role of intrinsic factors in shaping the counseling competence (CC) of Vietnamese
school counselors (SCs). It underscores the significance of self-confidence, professional knowledge, and the right
attitude as essential components contributing to heightened CC. Simultaneously, the study acknowledges the distinct
yet complementary role of extrinsic factors in this process. Training courses and years of experience emerge as
influential extrinsic elements, directly impacting the SCs' confidence and ability to establish effective clinical
relationships. Together, these findings emphasize the intricate interplay between intrinsic and extrinsic factors,
providing a nuanced understanding of the multifaceted dynamics influencing the professional practice competence of
SCs in the Vietnamese educational context.
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