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ABSTRACT 

Opinion leaders (OPLs) are defined as key individuals who are able to influence the 

attitudes and actions of members of their social network (Rogers, 2003).  This research 

takes an innovative approach to studying the transition to university, drawing from a social 

contagion model to create an empowerment based intervention where ‘opinion leaders’ 

influence their peers to build the academic, social, and psychological capital of their 

cohort.  Opinion leaders were prospectively identified in a new cohort of first year 

students, received training in how to utilise their social influence, and their behaviours and 

outcomes documented.  A series of studies were used to evaluate the intervention.   

 The thesis begins by reviewing the context and central constructs (Chapter 2) and 

then develops the design of the intervention (Chapter 3).  Existing opinion leader literature 

speculates as to what are the best ways to train opinion leaders, and a unique contribution 

is offered here by summarising and integrating the most effective training approaches to 

partnering with opinion leaders.  This development work also offers an application of 

empowerment theory to effective adult learning facilitation.  The concept of ‘supportive 

leadership’, (i.e., the vehicle for opinion leaders to enact their role, is developed into a 

teachable framework and the design of a short 3-hour group workshop using an 

experiential learning approach) is presented.  The workshop’s goals were to teach opinion 

leaders mechanisms for utilizing their social influence to mobilise the psychological, 

academic and social resources of their peers, and encourage proactive engagement with 

university.  In addition, the workshop aimed to increase leaders’ senses of success (Lizzio, 

2006) and increase their subjective sense of psychological capital. 

 Implementation and initial evaluation is conducted in the first series of studies to 

examine the effect of the training (Chapter 4).  Kirkpatrick’s (2006) levels of evaluation 

are employed to guide this investigation, complimented by consideration of psychological 
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variables known to affect training efficacy.  In addition, role theory is used to guide 

investigation into participants’ experience of enacting the role of supportive leaders.  A 

series of three post-training surveys (qualitative and quantitative) were used to monitor 

leaders’ role enactment and efficacy, and post-project interviews (n=16) were used to 

extend and deepen understanding of opinion leaders’ practice and outcomes.  A model of 

student supportive leadership is developed which can inform effective future practice.  

Student leaders perceived significant benefits from participating, including increases in 

their psychological, social, and academic resources, improved wellbeing, higher 

engagement with university, better adjustment to university, and even greater academic 

achievement.  Findings are discussed in terms of how contributions add to knowledge of 

how opinion leaders’ enact their role, which is a noted empirical gap.    

 The next series of studies (Chapter 5) focus on achieving a deeper evaluation and 

validation of the intervention.  The validity of students’ opinion leadership status is 

investigated using sociometric techniques; tutors, who were blind to the aims of the study, 

nominated the student leaders as possessing qualities typical of an opinion leader in this 

context.  Similarly, peers’ rated these leaders as having high positive influence, and 

opinion leaders themselves had significantly larger social networks than their non-opinion 

leader peers.  At this point mixed findings for the contagion effect of the intervention were 

found, as study groups which worked with an opinion leader had higher average positive 

influence scores, however, they did not achieve greater group functioning scores, although 

measurement limitations are suspected.  Nevertheless, these studies offer a number of 

empirical contributions by being the first known work to suggest that opinion leadership 

can be prospectively predicted, and that the opinion leadership phenomena exists in higher 

education cohorts.  
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 The validation of the intervention is further investigated (Chapter 6) using a mixed-

methods vignette study to examine student peers’ appraisals of typical examples of their 

opinion leaders peers’ enacted approach.  The clear majority of student peers positively 

appraised the opinion leaders’ behaviours and support processes as depicted in the 

vignettes.   In addition, analyses revealed the extent to which students perceive some 

supportive behaviours as more effective than others, providing insight regarding the factors 

that appear to help and hinder peer support.  The conceptual lens of generalised reciprocity 

was utilised, as this phenomenon has the capacity to build the resourcefulness of a larger 

network system, which would suggest that it is a potent tool for fostering success in the 

student transition experience.   Generalised reciprocity, which is colloquially known as 

paying-it-forward, differs from direct reciprocity, in that the favour is not returned to the 

person who provided the initial support but passed on to a third person. Students’ 

responses to the vignettes suggested that it is theoretically possible that a short, supportive 

interaction with a trained supportive leader can increase students’ psychological, social, 

and academic resources, and stimulate engagement in proactive student behaviour and 

generalised peer support.   

 The final study (Chapter 7) tested cohort level differences between two campuses, 

with one exposed to the intervention and the other serving as a comparison condition.  The 

cohorts were measured on a range of psychometric resource indexes pre- and post-

intervention.  Students’ levels of social and psychological capital, engagement in proactive 

learning behaviours, and academic adjustment were compared between groups using a 

series of analyses.  Social capital comprised students’ sense of social cohesion, peers 

support, the size of their social network, amount of social support exchange, Psychological 

capital comprised students’ academic optimism, efficacy, resilience, sense of purpose, and 

positive affect associated with university.  Proactive learning behaviours included a 
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selection of behaviours that, as the name suggests, would be considered to enhance 

student’s learning and also included students’ estimated time spent on their studies per 

week outside of class.  Students’ academic adjustment was defined as the extent to which 

they perceived they were coping with the university course work.   

Students’ different levels of exposure to the leaders and sensitivity to change were 

also investigated.  Independent groups t-tests revealed that students who were ‘change 

sensitive’ (i.e., scored in mid-range on the dependent variables) and studying at the 

intervention campus demonstrated a contagion effect, experiencing greater social capital 

and reporting higher levels of engagement in proactive student behaviours than students 

who were not exposed to the intervention.  However, no differences in psychological 

capital or perceived academic adjustment were recorded.  Lastly, this study used 

triangulation methods to test opinion leaders’ perceptions of the benefits they experienced 

from participating in the intervention.  Results strengthen previous conclusions as data 

collected under different methodological conditions support that opinion leader students 

indeed experienced significant role rewards, including superior social capital, 

psychological capital, proactivity, and higher academic grades when compared with 

matched peers.  This finding reveals the “real world” value of the intervention for opinion 

leader participants. 

 Therefore this work offers clear preliminary support for the efficacy of a minimal 

intervention using opinion leaders to build student resources through a process of positive 

contagion.  Overall, proof of concept has been established on some important outcomes 

regarding the intervention, in particular the benefits to opinion leaders themselves for 

participating, and the contagion of certain resources for students who are sensitive to the 

effects of the intervention.  Avenues for improving the measurement and effect of the 

intervention have been identified, and an agenda for future research is presented.  This 
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work offers a practical application as a minimal intervention that can be modified or 

amended and used with students transitioning to university for an enriched higher 

education experience.  Additional practical implications include a methodology for 

predicting opinion leadership which could be adapted for use in other contexts.  
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CHAPTER 1 

General Overview 

Opinion leaders are defined as key individuals who are able to influence the attitudes and 

actions of members of their social network (Rogers, 2003).  This research takes an 

innovative approach to studying the transition to university, drawing from a social 

contagion model to create an empowerment based intervention where ‘opinion leaders’ 

influence their peers to build the academic, social, and psychological capital of their 

cohort.  Opinion leaders are prospectively identified in a new cohort of first year students, 

receive training in how to utilise their social influence, and their behaviours and outcomes 

are documented.  A series of studies are used to evaluate the intervention.   

Thesis Structure 

 In this overview chapter, the primary research questions are introduced and a brief 

orientation to the structure of the dissertation is provided.  In Chapter 2, the empirical 

argument for this research is developed, and then in Chapter 3, the intervention design is 

provided and the training the opinion leaders received is documented.  Following this, the 

focus moves to implementation and evaluation (Chapter 4): Opinion leaders implement 

their role, and an initial evaluation is conducted from the opinion leaders’ perspective.  

Next, the focus moves to validation (Chapters 5, 6, & 7):  Using a series of studies, opinion 

leaders’ role enactment is examined to ascertain whether their behaviours had an effect 

upon their peers.  In Chapter 7, the primary proposition of the intervention is tested, by 

investigating the experiences of commencing higher education students at two campuses, 

including one which received the exposure to the opinion leader intervention.  Finally, in 

the finishing chapter (Chapter 8), the findings from this body of research are integrated, 

and practical and theoretical implications noted.  The dissertation concludes with an 

agenda for future research.   
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Chapter 2 Overview 

Literature Review of: Transition to University, Academic Capital, Social Capital, 

Psychological Capital, and the Diffusion of Innovations Theory 

 In Chapter 2, the argument for using a social contagion model to foster first year 

students’ resources is developed.  The chapter comprises six sections.  First, the context in 

which this research takes place, the transition to higher education, will be briefly reviewed.  

The importance of higher education for individuals and society, and therefore the worth in 

investing in interventions that can help facilitate a successful transition, will be established.  

In the following three sections, resources identified as important for making a successful 

transition to the university environment will be reviewed, namely academic, social and 

psychological capital.  During this discussion, the inter-related element to these resources 

will be underscored, and the contagion potential of psychological capital will be 

emphasised.  Next, a model for harnessing social contagion processes, the theory of the 

diffusion of innovations (Rogers, 2003) will be introduced, and the evidence supporting the 

argument for a social contagion model of resource development will be presented by 

applying this theory to the current project.  Finally, the broad thesis design and research 

questions will be summarised.  In this chapter, the contribution this thesis offers in terms of 

advancing empirical understanding of higher education resources and the phenomena of 

opinion leadership is proposed.   
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Chapter 3 Overview 

The Design of an Empowerment-Based Opinion Leader Training Program 

 The development of the opinion leader intervention is documented in Chapter 3, 

which focuses upon the design of an empowerment-based opinion leader training program 

for use with university students for the purposes of improving the cohort’s transition to 

university, namely through increasing the social, academic, and psychological capital of 

the opinion leaders and their peers.  This chapter will first review the key findings from the 

literature on training opinion leaders, and will draw from related literatures, such as peer 

mentoring, and interventions for increasing students’ psychological capital, to inform the 

design of the training.   

 In terms of designing the actual process of the training, the theory of empowerment 

will be presented and the rationale for adopting this theory as one of the dissertation’s 

overarching theoretical lens is outlined.  Design factors that facilitate an empowering 

training process and effective adult learning principles will be presented.  This chapter will 

conclude by describing the design of the empowerment-based training delivered to student 

opinion leaders in the current project.  The key research questions addressed in this chapter 

are: What does the literature suggest are the most effective ways to train opinion leaders, 

and How can the opinion leaders be effectively taught the role of supportive leader?  In 

this chapter, the concept of supportive leadership developed into a teachable framework.  

Existing research literature is reviewed and unique insights offered, such as identifying the 

approaches that appear to be the most effective ways to train opinion leaders, and offering 

an integration of empowerment principles with adult learning principles to delineate 

empowerment-based training design and facilitation.  
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Chapter 4 Overview 

The Implementation and Evaluation of an Opinion Leader Intervention:  Perceptions 

and Experiences of Opinion Leaders 

 In Chapter 4, the implementation and evaluation of the opinion leader intervention 

for use in the student transition context is presented.  The central focus of this study is the 

perceptions and experiences of the opinion leaders involved in the intervention.  This 

chapter seeks to evaluate the effectiveness of the training documented in the previous 

chapter, by assessing participants’ learning, transference of learning, and the effect of their 

role enactment.  The primary research questions addressed here include: Can student 

opinion leaders be effectively inducted into the role of supportive leader?  Do opinion 

leaders evidence transference of training? What do opinion leaders perceive are the 

outcomes from supportive leadership enactment? and How can the intervention design and 

implementation be improved?  This research will assess the initial effectiveness of the 

training intervention, how opinion leaders enact their social influence, opinion leaders’ 

experiences of being involved in a change project, and areas where the intervention could 

be further improved.   

  

Chapter 5 Overview 

Validating the Selection of Student opinion leaders:  Perceptions of Tutors and Peers, 

and Size of Opinion Leaders’ Network 

 In Chapter 5, the focus is an examination of the validity of the opinion leader 

intervention.  This chapter focuses particularly on the validation of the selection of student 

opinion leaders.  To achieve this, the ‘gold standard’ of opinion leader validation, 

sociometric techniques (Rogers, 2003), will be used across three studies.  The first study 

involves interviews with a selection of first year tutors regarding their observations of the 
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opinion leaders’ behaviours and social status in the class room environment.  The second 

study involves asking students to rate the influence of their peers with whom they had 

worked in a learning group for one of the core courses.  In the third study, opinion leaders 

and their peers estimate the size of their social network at university. 

 The primary research question for this Chapter is: Do tutors, peers, and opinion 

leaders provide evidence in support that the students selected as opinion leaders 

subsequently behaved as opinion leaders? To answer this, multiple levels of data will be 

investigated including (a) perceptions of the qualities of the person, (b) the effect of their 

behaviours, and (c) indexes of social network size.  From this research we will learn if 

opinion leaders can be prospectively predicted, if the students selected indeed displayed 

the qualities of an opinion leader, and if opinion leaders had an effect upon their peers. 

 

Chapter 6 Overview 

Validating the Behaviours and Processes Employed by opinion leaders:   

Perceptions of Peers 

 This chapter extends the validation of the opinion leader intervention by examining 

peers’ perceptions of opinion leaders’ behaviours.  The primary research question 

addressed in this Chapter is:  To what extent do fellow students perceive behaviours 

demonstrated by opinion leaders as positive? To validate opinion leaders’ enacted 

approach to their role, a vignette study is developed using short written descriptions 

representing prototypical opinion leader ‘supportive instances’ identified from Chapter 4.  

In the present study, student peers are asked to rate and explain their reactions to these 

vignettes; this data will inform the likely effect of the interactions.  

 In addition to this straightforward validation, the efficacy of different supportive 

behaviours and processes will be examined for the purposes of informing future student 
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opinion leader interventions.  Student peers’ perceptions regarding the likely effect the 

interactions would have upon their psychological, social, and academic capital will also be 

investigated, focusing in particular upon self-regulation behaviours.  This will provide 

clues regarding the diffusion effect of the intervention, and position us to make an initial 

proof-of-concept judgement regarding the intervention’s theoretical propositions. 

 Importantly, studying the reactions of the student peers will provide an opportunity 

to learn about the factors that help and hinder peer support in a cohort of first year higher 

education students.  The lens of generalized reciprocity (paying-it-forward) is utilised as a 

central focus of investigation, because this phenomenon has the capacity to build the 

resourcefulness of the larger network system, which would suggest that it is a potent tool 

for fostering success in the student transition experience.  

 The findings from this chapter will not only establish the validity and efficacy of 

opinion leaders’ enacted approach to their role, but provide preliminary evidence regarding 

how students can be stimulated by supportive interactions with their peers to engage in 

proactive learning behaviours, and how to foster supportive peer support cultures in higher 

education contexts.   

 

Chapter 7 Overview 

Transition to University:  Commencing Students’ Comparative Perceptions of their 

Social, Academic, and Psychological Adjustment over First Semester 

 The final validation of the intervention is conducted in Chapter 7 by investigating 

the experiences of commencing higher education students at two campuses, including one 

which receives exposure to the opinion leader intervention.  This study investigates the 

cohort level differences in regard to academic, social and psychological capital using two 

matched samples, measured at baseline and again toward the end of the students’ first 
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semester of study.  The students’ wellbeing and a selection of performance outcomes are 

also measured.  Differences between the two sites will be explored.  The central research 

questions for this study is: What are the differences in student’s self-perceived adjustment 

to university between the intervention and baseline conditions? And To what extent do 

students exposed to the opinion leader intervention report differences in their 

psychological, social, and academic capital than students in the comparison condition? 

The second focus for this chapter is to triangulate findings from Chapter 4 by asking: Is 

there evidence to support opinion leaders’ perceived role rewards?  From the findings in 

this chapter we will learn about the ultimate effectiveness of the intervention.   

 

Chapter 8 Overview 

Integrative Discussion and Conclusion 

 The final chapter of the thesis presents a summary of the contributions of the 

present program of research.  The focus in on an integrative discussion of the theoretical 

and practical implications of the findings noted in the previous chapters and an agenda for 

future research is offered.  This chapter presents findings in terms of their contribution to 

higher education research, and more broadly, the opinion leadership contagion. 
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Transition to university 

 University education changes lives.  Graduates are more likely to be healthier, live 

longer, and have more social economic resources than people who do not have a university 

education (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2005).  More broadly, education is 

recognised for its pivotal role in maintaining a just and sustainable society, and for 

building the national economy (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008).  Currently, 

Australian universities are embracing a widening participation agenda following a review 

into Australia’s higher education system (Bradley et al., 2008).  The previous federal 

government set a target of 40% of 25 to 35 years olds to have bachelor degrees by 2025 

(Australian Council for Educational Research, 2009; ACER).  While this goal may have 

been progressive, it is estimated that 20% of students do not complete their first year in 

higher education (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 

[DEEWR], 2009).  It is likely that the current government will move away from a 

widening participation agenda, and focus on alternative pathways to employment than 

university (Gulson & Rawolle, 2013); this may mean that potential students have less 

opportunity or supports for achieving a university education.  

 At Griffith University, 70% of students are the first in their family to attend 

university (Wilson & Lizzio, 2010).  Students who are the first from their family to go to 

university often have less ‘assumed knowledge’ regarding the education system, which 

makes the transition all the more difficult (Collier & Morgan, 2008).  Moreover, students 

are spending more time in paid employment and significantly less time on campus than 

ever before, (James, Krause, & Jennings, 2010), creating additional challenges for students 

completing their studies.  In addition, the majority of first year university students are at an 

age and stage in their lives when they are most at risk of developing mental health issues 

(Reavley & Jorm, 2010), and some researchers feel there is considerable evidence to 
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suggest that students have poorer physical and mental health than non-students of the same 

age
1
 (Hixenbaugh, Dewart, & Towell, 2012), perhaps due to the intense competing life 

demands that comes with trying to balance study, employment and personal life 

commitments (Kohler, Gianocola, Grawith, & Borchert, 2009).  This further underscores 

the importance of understanding and building successful higher education experiences.   

 Several factors have been noted as predictive of a successful transition to the 

university environment and the role of student.  The five senses of a successful transition 

(Lizzio, 2006; Lizzio & Wilson, 2011; Figure 1) provide a useful framework through 

which to consider those ‘essential resources’ for students to achieve a successful transition.  

It explains that having a sense of capability (e.g., skills and attitudes needed to be 

successful learners), a sense of connectedness (e.g., satisfying relationships with peers and 

staff), a sense of purpose (e.g., educational and career goals), and a sense of 

resourcefulness (e.g., understanding and making use of the resources that are available), 

help to create a strong sense of student identity.   

 Similarly, students with a strong sense of connectedness to their peers, teachers and 

university community are more likely to cope with the stress of the transition to a new 

environment and be successful in their academic performance (Lizzio, 2006).  Students’ 

sense of connectedness includes their perception of quality relationships with peers and 

staff, and identification with their School or University.  This may be more commonly 

known in the higher education literature as social integration or student social capital, and 

the latter construct can also include students’ perceived social support from their family.   

 In contrast, a students’ sense of purpose refers to their sense of vocation, discipline 

engagement, and ability to set personal goals.  Students with a strong connection to their 

                                                 
1
 Reavley and Jorm reported in 2010 that there was no evidence that university students are more likely to 

have a diagnosable mental disorder than non-students.  
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personal and professional goals are more likely to persist with the challenges of university 

study and to feel satisfied with their program of study (Lizzio & Wilson, 2010).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Five Senses of Successful Transition (Lizzio, 2006) 
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community refers to their sense of capability.  Knowing how to navigate the university 
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(sense of capability) inform a students’ knowledge for operating successfully at university, 
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identity are self-regulated learners, meaning that they are proactive participants in their 

learning process, possessing positive self-beliefs and utilizing self-directive processes that 

enable them to transform abilities into performance (Zimmerman, 2008).  The demands of 

university require students to be proactive, to persevere, and to have adaptive skills 

(Zimmerman).  

  Embedded across each sense of success is the resource of psychological capital, 

which are those mental appraisals, motivations and emotional associations that are a 

resources and enabling factor in relation to the transition to university.  For example, 

students may possess academic skills but lack the self-efficacy or resilience to effectively 

implement and persists with these skills.  Similarly, students may lack a sense of personal 

empowerment, and therefore fail to notice and utilise the supports available to them.  

Alternately, students may feel optimistic that they will develop satisfying relationships, and 

these expectations for success led them to engage in activities that help them to develop 

peer friendships.   

 The current research draws on the Senses of Success model and uses the notion of 

different types of capital (or resources) as factors that are important in making a successful 

transition to university.  An overview of academic capital, social capital, and psychological 

capital are now discussed in turn 

 

Academic capital 

 Academic capital, also known as cultural capital, refers to “…knowledge about 

interacting successfully in academic settings…” (Collier & Morgan, 2008, p. 429).  A key 

ability of students with academic capital is that they understands the role expectations that 

come with being a student, and can correctly read the academic context to determine 

performance requirements (Wilson & Lizzio, 2011).  In other words, it is the implicit or 
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assumed knowledge relating to the role of a successful student.  This may include such 

things as knowing what a course outline is and understanding its importance, knowing how 

to write an essay and possessing the relevant academic skills, understanding how to 

appropriate seek support from staff, and understanding the amount of time that is required 

to devote to studies.  Research suggests that a mastery of both the explicit (e.g., academic 

skills) and the implicit (e.g., academic staff expectations) are required for students to 

demonstrate a good capacity for learning (Collier & Morgan).  Increasing students’ 

academic capital is a clear focus for first year orientation and engagement strategies 

(Lizzio, 2011; Wilson & Lizzio).   

 Research has shown marked differences in the amount of academic capital for first 

generation students (i.e., students who are the first in their family to attend university) in 

comparison to traditional students (Collier & Morgan, 2008; McCall, 2010).  Collier and 

Morgan found that first generation students were more likely to report difficulties with 

managing time, were unlikely to seek help from lecturers with sophisticated vocabularies 

or who used discipline specific jargon, and were less likely to attend to material in the 

course outline.  Interestingly, Collier and Morgan found differences in how first generation 

students developed their understanding of what lectures’ expected in regard to assessment 

pieces.  Traditional students attended to course outlines and integrated this information 

with what lecturers communicated verbally in class, however, first generation students 

tended to rely exclusively on information acquired from observing or listening to their 

lecturers (Collier & Morgan), perhaps revealing a strong preference for ‘social’ learning.  

Students high in academic capital appear to have different expectations surrounding how to 

enact the student role.  In accounting for differences in academic capital, it has been 

posited that students’ whose parents have experience with higher education are more 
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quickly able to become ‘role experts’ due to their greater familiarity with the higher 

education context (Collier & Morgan).   

 Research also shows that students can use people in their social networks as 

‘knowledge brokers’ to overcome knowledge gaps (Coles, 2008).  This points to the 

overlap between academic and social capital, suggesting that students are able to develop 

their academic capital through accessing or building their social capital.   

 

Social capital 

 The idea that a person’s social ties and their perception of social support play an 

essential role in their adjustment to stressful life events is well established in the research 

literature.  People who perceive that they have access to informational, instrumental, and 

emotional support from the members of their social network, report lower levels of distress 

and depressive symptoms in response to stressful life events than those who do not 

perceive such support (Taylor, 2011).  Social support may buffer against stress by 

preventing a situation from being perceived as threatening or by offering a solution to a 

problem and thus reducing the perceived impact of the demand (Cohen & Wills, 1985).  In 

addition to this buffering effect, direct effects have also been demonstrated, showing that 

social support is beneficial regardless of whether or not stress is being experienced by the 

individual (see Thoits, 2011, for a review of the mechanisms through which social 

relationships and social support improve physical and psychological wellbeing).  Students’ 

appear to greatly benefit from having a social network, however modest the size of their 

network may be: “…even knowing one other student’s name at university offers some 

protection against dropping out” (Wilson, 2009, p. 4). 

 The term social capital is often defined in the student retention literature as social 

support from ones’ family or peers (Aragon & Kose, 2007).  Tinto’s (1975; 1993) concept 
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of social integration has also been used to represent this construct, which has been 

measured by a combination of perceived support, satisfaction, and amount of 

academically-focused interactions of students with their peers and faculty members.  

Humans have a fundamental need to belong, and students’ sense of connectedness and 

personal fit in the university community is essential for challenging feeling of being an 

“outsider within” or “a stranger in a foreign land” (Wilson & Lizzio, 2011).  In the current 

research, social capital is conceptualised as a resource consisting of components such as: 

perceived social support in relation to university studies (peer and family support); sense of 

belonging within cohort, peer network size, and the quality, amount, and satisfaction with 

peer relationships.   

 In relation to the student experience in higher education, social support has been 

posited as one of the largest factors contributing to student transition success (Tinto, 2002; 

Urquhart & Pooley, 2007).  Numerous studies have found that social support positively 

affects university adjustment including such findings as attendance and academic 

achievement, persistence, student wellbeing, life satisfaction, self-confidence and 

educational aspirations, and there is evidence for a buffering effect on depression, anxiety 

and stress (Brissette, Scheier & Carver, 2002; Chao, 2012; Friedlander, Reid, Shupak, & 

Cribbie, 2007; Halamandaris & Power, 1999; Hale, Hannum, & Espelage, 2005; 

Hixenbaugh et al., 2012; Pratt et al., 2000; Tao, Qi Dong, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Pancer, 

2000;Wilcox, Winn, & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005; Yalcin, 2011; see Dawson & Pooley, 2013, for 

a further review).  Meta-analyses have found that peer social support shares a moderate 

positive relationship with student persistence (Robbins et al., 2004) and college adjustment 

(Credé & Niehorster, 2012).  Improved immune functioning during high assessment 

periods has even been observed in students who feel connected with their peers (Pressman 
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et al., 2005).  Given these benefits, it is clear that there is value in research that looks to 

facilitate peer social support in higher education contexts. 

 As noted earlier, students’ may benefit from increased wellbeing and an improved 

transition to university by experiencing social support, as their social capital can facilitate 

their academic capital (Cole, 2008; Collier & Morgan, 2008).  Given that research has 

established that perceived social support is associated with choice of coping strategy 

(Thoits, 2011), another potential outcome of supportive peer interactions are self-

regulation practices, which are proactive actions students take to manage their learning 

process.  For example, to what extent are student’s proactive learning behaviours 

influenced by their peers’ behaviour?  The connection between student social support and 

self-regulation appears unexplored in the research literature outside of formalised peer 

mentoring or peer-assisted-study-sessions (PASS), despite the strong contribution self-

regulation makes to student success and wellbeing (Zimmerman, 2008).  Therefore, the 

current research will provide clarification on the extent to which supportive interactions 

foster students’ adaptive resources, such as self-regulation behaviours.   

 Remaining with this theme of peer influence, research has established that people 

are stimulated by receiving peer support to provide peer support.  The concept ‘generalised 

reciprocity’, which is colloquially known as paying-it-forward, differs from direct 

reciprocity, in that the favour is not returned to the person who provided the initial support 

but passed on to a third person.  This phenomenon is considered widespread and robust, 

and has been a central topic in classical sociology and anthropology literature (Takahaski, 

2000).  It has been described as a key form of positive social capital which can stimulate 

and expand the generative capacity of people and groups (Baker & Dutton, 2007).  

Receiving social support from a peer, therefore, could be contagious.  Students who are the 

recipient of support from a peer may be stimulated to replicate that support to other peers 
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in their cohort.  There may be worth, therefore, in developing an intervention that 

leverages peer-to-peer supportive interactions in the context of first year of higher 

education.  

 Clearly, students’ experience of social support is important during their transition 

to higher education; but despite this recognition, little is known about the factors that help 

or hinder peer support in a higher education context.  Similarly, little is known about the 

effectiveness of different peer support behaviours.  This point is important; research 

demonstrates that well intended colleagues can sometimes do more harm than good in their 

effort to provide social support, particularly if the help was unwanted, made the recipient 

feel incompetent, and emphasised the stress inherent in the environment (Beehr, Bowling 

& Bennett, 2010).  The current research investigates an intervention that works to increase 

the social capital of students, but a number of other essential questions are investigated, 

such as to what extent students perceive some supportive behaviours as more effective than 

others, and what are the factors that help or hinder peer support in higher education? 

 Finally, there is a relevant link between student social support and important 

psychological capital variables such as optimism and self-efficacy.  For instance, 

optimistic students appear to experience a superior stress buffering effect from social 

support (Brissette et al., 2002); optimistic students are also better able to build social 

support networks (Segerstrom, 2007) or may perceive greater peer support available to 

them even when their friendship size is no larger than a non-optimistic student (Brissette et 

al.).  Similarly, student self-efficacy appears to facilitate seeking instrumental support from 

one’s social network (Devonport & Lane, 2006).  This highlights an interactive 

(‘broadening and building’) relationship between students’ social capital and psychological 

capital.   
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Psychological capital 

Defining psychological capital 

 The notion that particular attitudes, beliefs, mental states and traits have a 

powerful link with behaviour and other outcomes has received a lot of attention from 

psychological researchers.  Whereas academic capital can be thought of as ‘what you 

know’ and social capital can be seen as ‘who you know’, psychological capital is more 

aligned with a person’s state of development, that is, ‘who you are’ and also, ‘who you are 

becoming’ (adapted from Luthans, Avey, Avolio, Norman, & Combs, 2006).  Although the 

study of resources has an established place in psychological research (e.g., self-efficacy 

has been widely studied since the 1970s; and psychosocial resources are an established 

tradition in the stress-and-adaption literature, see Hobfoll, 2002, for a review), the study of 

psychological resources has recently received great traction from the positive psychology 

movement, and particularly in work performance contexts.  Psychological resources 

feature in the application of such theories as the conservation of resources (Hobfoll, 2002), 

job-demands-resources model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), and broaden and build theory 

of positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2001) to name but a few.   

 One definition of psychological capital comes from a human resources 

perspective, proposed as “…those features of personality psychologists believe contribute 

to an individual’s productivity.  These may include a person’s perception of self, attitudes 

toward work, ethical orientation, and general outlook on life” (Goldsmith, Veum, & 

Darity, 1997, p. 815; for a review of economic perspectives see Cole, 2007).  This 

definition emphasises the link between basic self-appraisals and performance (i.e., 

workplace productivity) which is shared with recent organisational psychology definitions 

of psychological capital.   
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 In the work performance and motivation literature, Stajkovic (2006) discusses 

how employees need skills, desire and confidence to perform successfully in their roles; 

this same distinction can be useful in relation to students.  At university, students will be 

provided with opportunities to learn skills, but desire and confidence are important 

components to ensure that skills translate into performance.  Stajokovic describes the 

enabling role of confidence in the motivation process: “Having high confidence makes it 

more likely that people will initiate action, pursue it, and sustain persistence because they 

feel certain that they can handle what they desire to do or needs to be done. Consequently, 

confident people are more likely to be successful performers” (p.1209).  Therefore, 

confidence is seen as psychologically enabling one’s potential.  Stajokovic describes this 

core confidence as a higher order construct which captures four related psychological 

constructs: hope, self-efficacy, optimism, and resilience.  These variables have 

demonstrated conceptual overlap and researchers have reported improved predictive ability 

when the variables are combined into a higher order construct.  These are the same four 

variables that Luthans and colleagues (2006) selected to represent their latent construct, 

‘psycap’.  Luthans, Avolio, Avey, and Norman (2007) describe this as: 

An individual’s positive psychological state of development that is 

characterized by: (1) having confidence (self-efficacy) to take on and put in 

the necessary effort to succeed at challenging tasks; (2) making a positive 

attribution (optimism) about succeeding now and in the future; (3) 

persevering toward goals, and when necessary, redirecting paths to goals 

(hope) in order to succeed; and (4) when beset by problems and adversity, 

sustaining and bouncing back and even beyond (resiliency) to attain 

success.   
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 Luthans et al. (2007) conceptualise these variables as ‘state-based’, meaning that 

they can fluctuate and are thus amenable to short intervention (as opposed to a personality 

construct which is not amenable to interventions).  There is growing evidence from the 

organisational psychology literature, and recently in higher education (Luthans, Luthans, & 

Jensen, 2012) that short interventions can be used to develop people’s psychological 

capital, and that this translates into improved performance.  This suggests that improving 

students’ psychological capital with short interventions is a worthy agenda to consider in 

relation to students’ transition to higher education, especially given an established body of 

research demonstrates the importance of these variables in succeeding in higher education.  

Consideration of this point is pertinent, since the psychological barriers preventing adults 

continuing their education are said to be the least often addressed by educators (Goto & 

Martin, 2009). 

 Psychological resources have an established history in education settings.  For 

example, the variables self-efficacy, optimism, and hope, have each been the subject of 

multiple meta-analytical studies.  In relation to the student retention literature, the term 

‘aspirational capital’ has been used, which refers to “…the ability to maintain hopes and 

dreams for the future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers” (Yosso, 2005, p. 77), 

suggesting concepts such as hope, motivation, efficacy, optimism, and resilience.   

 Drawing on the above research, psychological capital in the current research is 

defined as those mental appraisals, motivations, and emotional associations that are a 

resource and enabling factor in relation to the transition to the university environment.  

This is a broader conceptualisation than both Stajkovic (2006) and Luthans et al. (2006) 

who focus upon processes which are primarily cognitive; the current research also includes 

positive affect (mood).  The reason for this inclusion is because mood states can be an 

enabling resource in themselves (Fredrickson, 2004).  Although emotions are typically 
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considered an outcome of a cognitive psychological process and usually classified as a 

wellbeing index, research also suggests that mood states can “…broaden peoples’ 

momentary thought–action repertoires and build their enduring personal resources” 

(Fredrickson, 2004, p. 1369) which may influence later behaviour and outcomes.  From 

this perspective, a student’s mood state when they think about starting university could be 

a resource and enabling factor in fostering a successful transition to university.   

 The purpose of this thesis is not to “debate and diagnose” the conceptual structure 

of ‘psychological capital’.  Rather, a selection of psychological variables, which are likely 

to be a resource for students by acting in an enabling capacity in the context of the 

transition to university, have been chosen to represent this umbrella idea.  This approach is 

consistent with existing research in the organisational psychological literature (e.g., 

Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demeroouti, & Schaufeli, 2009).  In the current study, a range of 

psychological capital variables will be utilised, including optimism, self-efficacy, hope, 

resilience, sense of purpose, and positive affect.  The conceptualisation of these variables 

and their relation to a successful student transition will now be discussed, followed by the 

presentation of evidence for a ‘contagion’ property to these variables.  Additional variables 

are utilised in specific parts of this thesis (such as the concept of personal empowerment 

which is a central focus in Chapter 3, and features in Chapter 4, in addition to future time 

orientation which is used as a selection variable in Chapter 4).   

 

Research on psychological capital. 

 Optimism.  Optimism has been defined and measured in a variety of ways (See 

Peterson, 2000, for a review).  Dispositional optimism is a “…general expectation that 

good things will happen” (Scheier & Carver, 1987, p. 171).  From this broad perspective, 

optimism is a personality construct and stable over time and contexts.  Similarly, Seligman 
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views optimism as an attributional style (Seligman, 1991).  People who are optimistic, 

according to Seligman, make internal, stable, and global attributions for positive events but 

make external, unstable, and specific attributions for negative events.  Other researchers 

have examined optimism from a ‘state-like’ perspective, such that a person’s optimism is 

malleable and open to development but still regarded as more enduring than a pure ‘state-

based’ variable (i.e., momentary positive affect; Luthans et al., 2007).  Researchers such as 

Luthans and colleagues have tailored state-based conceptualisations of optimism to suit a 

particular context (such as work-based optimism) which has demonstrated improved 

predictive ability for specific outcomes (such as work performance) over generalised 

optimism (Luthans et al., 2007).  In the current research, the measurement of optimism is 

contextualised in relation to university studies to improve the measurement sensitivity.   

 As previously mentioned, Brissette and colleagues (2002) discovered that 

optimistic first year students appeared to benefit more strongly from the ‘stress buffering 

effects’ associated with social capital, namely because the optimists perceived a greater 

increase in their social support over the course of their first semester (despite reporting no 

significant difference in size of their social network).  As an outcome, students higher in 

optimism experienced a better adjustment to higher education, and experienced 

significantly better psychological wellbeing than their less optimistic peers.  These 

researchers found that the use of positive reinterpretation coping strategies in combination 

with a perceived increase in social support mediated the relationship between optimism 

and the superior adjustment; a finding which has been see elsewhere (Chemers, Hu, & 

Gracia, 2001; Mosher et al., 2006).  Brissette and colleagues’ data is consistent with the 

idea that possessing an optimistic outlook aids students to appraise and take action upon 

their stressful circumstances.  Indeed, Seligman, Schulmann, DeRubeiw, and Hollon 

(1999) used an intervention study to change the optimistic beliefs (specifically the 
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explanatory styles) of first year students who were at risk of developing depression and 

anxiety.  Students who participated in the intervention showed significant improvement in 

making optimistic attributions, which in-turn prevented the onset of depressive symptoms.  

Three years later, this group also had fewer moderate depressive episodes.  The short term 

results from Seligman et al.’s (1999) intervention have been replicated, effect sizes 

improved, and extended to anxiety symptom prevention (Seligman, Schulman, & Tryon, 

2007).  This body of research shows that students’ optimistic beliefs affect their wellbeing 

during transition to higher education.   

 In addition to wellbeing, students’ optimism has also been associated with, and 

longitudinally predictive of, their academic success (Aspinwall, Richter, & Hoffmann, 

2001; Chemers et al., 2001; Scheier & Carver, 1987; Nonis & Wright, 2003).  Chemers et 

al. found that optimism was linked with more challenge appraisals than threat appraisals, 

which mediated the relationship between optimism and grade point average (GPA).  

Academic optimism has also predicted student retention through the pathway of 

motivation, adjustment, and GPA (Solberg, Nes, Evans, & Segerstrom, 2009).  

 However, while optimism has been linked to positive outcomes, what optimistic 

students actually do that leads them to achieve has received less attention in the literature.  

It is most likely that they are more proactive in their behaviours since they see challenge 

where others see threat, and challenge appraisals are predictive of active/approach coping 

behaviours.  It is likely that they may garner more, and make greater use of their resources, 

especially in relation to social capital, given that optimists are generally more well liked 

(Carver, Kus, & Scheier, 1994), and perceive themselves to have more social support 

(Brissette et al., 2002).  It is very likely that they work harder or longer to achieve their 

goals, given that experimental research involving problem solving tasks has shown this to 

be the case (e.g., Brown & Marshall, 2001; Carver et al., 1983; Carver & Scheier, 1982; 
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Solberg, Nes, Segerstrom, & Sephton, 2005).  In sum, people’s beliefs that ‘good things 

can happen’ can have an important effect upon their wellbeing and stimulate them to take 

action to manifest the outcomes they desire.   

 However, students who are very high in optimism may be at risk of experiencing 

a poorer transition to university, demonstrating that, as with so many other things in life, 

more is not necessarily better.  It appears that unrealistic optimism is associated with 

negative outcomes (Peterson, 2000).  When students encounter academic failure, overly 

optimistic students may disengage from the academic context and lower their academic 

achievement goals as a protective coping strategy (Robins & Beer, 2001).  Moreover, 

students who are overly optimistic may be setting themselves up for failure by choosing 

unrealistically high goals (Robins & Beer).  Using a longitudinal research design, Ruthig, 

Perry, Hall, and Hladkyj (2004) discovered that students with high dispositional optimism 

were at greater risk of withdrawing from class and academic achievement.  It appears that 

in times of transitions, where there is no previous experience upon which individuals can 

base their achievement expectations, high optimism is a risk factor; the overly optimistic 

student may expect to do well academically due to an uncontrollable characteristic (‘the 

lecturer is an easy marker’) instead of controllable factors (strategy, studying).  Ruthig et 

al. provided students who were highly optimistic with attributional retraining and found 

that this led to improved academic performance, less class withdrawals, and less test 

anxiety.  These findings have been replicated and extended (Haynes, Ruthig, Perry, 

Stupnisky, & Hall, 2006).   

 Clearly, there are nuances to how an optimistic outlook can affect behaviour when 

entering a new environment.  This perhaps underscores the importance of academic 

efficacy, which represents belief in specific skills (strategies) relevant to making a 

successful transition.  Perhaps it is the case that the high dispositional optimists in Ruthig 
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et al.’s (2004) study were not high in academic efficacy.  This could be further evidence 

that a combined factor which incorporates both optimism and efficacy has better 

explanatory power than just a general optimism measure.  The current research can benefit 

from these empirical inconsistencies by measuring and instilling both university related 

optimism and academic efficacy in students transitioning to higher education.   

 Self-Efficacy.  Widely studied and robustly supported, the concept of self-

efficacy is considered a core belief foundational to human motivation, well-being, and 

performance (Bandura, 2008).  Self-efficacy has been defined as a self-evaluation 

of"…how well one can execute courses of action required to deal with prospective 

situations" (Bandura, 1982, p. 122).  The concept can be applied generally 

(generalised/dispositional self-efficacy) or in relation to a specific task, and the same 

discussion points raised in relation to optimism and amenability to intervention apply here.  

 A person’s self-efficacy judgements (i.e., ‘I believe in my ability to perform a 

task, such as reading course materials’) influence whether they will engage in action (read 

the material), how much effort will be expended, and how long they persist with this task 

related effort in the face of challenges (Bandura, 2008).  People who have high self-

efficacy are more likely to channel their effort into behaviour which, if executed with skill, 

leads to successful outcomes.  In contrast, those who perceive low self-efficacy are at risk 

of ceasing their efforts prematurely and not achieving the desired outcome (Bandura).  

Bandura posits that there are four pathways through which efficacy can be fostered: (1) 

Having successful mastery experiences (i.e., succeeding at a task), (2) through observing 

others (modelling and vicarious learning), (3) through social persuasion, and (4) from 

judgements of how one is physically or emotionally feeling when performing or thinking 

about the task (emotional arousal).  Pathways 2 and 3 will be of particular interest to the 

intervention in the current research, and will feature later in this chapter.  Over three 
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decades of empirical research has shown the predictive relationship between self-efficacy 

and different motivational, behavioural, performance and wellbeing outcomes in a range of 

settings. 

 Regarding the relationship between self-efficacy and the student transition, two 

meta-analyses have found efficacy to be a moderate to strong predictor of university 

academic performance (Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 2012; Robbins et al., 2004).  

Interestingly, academic performance self-efficacy was a better predictor of university 

academic achievement than past academic performance when meta-analytically tested 

(Richardson et al., 2012).  Student’s self-efficacy has been shown to offer unique 

predictive ability over their intelligence, personality traits, socioeconomic status, and self-

esteem (Zuffiano et al., 2013).  Furthermore, self-efficacy consistently predicts persistence 

at university (Devonport & Lane, 2006; Robbins et al., 2004) and also predicts student 

wellbeing (Chemers et al., 2001; Zajacova, Lynch, & Espenshade, 2005).  Supporting the 

notion that efficacy is related to task related effort, Torres and Solberg (2001) found a 

significant relationship between the number of hours students spend studying and 

academic self-efficacy.  Researchers (Devonport & Lane; Lane, Jones, & Stevens, 2002; 

Chemers et al., 2001) have also demonstrated that higher academic self-efficacy is related 

to active coping styles, meaning that efficacious students are more likely to directly 

address the demands causing their stress, (i.e., planning or seeking instrumental help to 

reduce their stress rather than avoiding the stressor).  Clearly, self-efficacy is a core 

psychological resource for students transitioning to higher education.  If students do not 

believe that they have the ability to succeed at university, they are at risk of self-

sabotaging, such as by ceasing to maintain effort when beset by setbacks.  Therefore, the 

concept of academic resilience is another core resource for students.   
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 Resilience.  Resilience has been defined in the organisational psychology 

literature as “…the capability of a person to maintain or regain a psychological equilibrium 

relatively quickly in the face of adversity and not to succumb to aversive feelings (e.g., 

depression).  Put simply, resilient individuals seem to have the capacity to bounce back 

when faced with change, uncertainty, conflict, and failures” (Stajkovic, 2006, p.  1211). 

Clinical psychology definitions typically mention the presence of trauma, and describe 

resilience as a force that drives a person to grow through adversity (Richardson, 2002).  

Similar to the conceptualisation of optimism, it had been viewed in a variety of ways such 

as an outcome of personality (e.g., hardiness; Bartone, 2006), as a ‘state-like’ construct 

(e.g., Luthans et al., 2007) or as an outcome of adaptive life coping or collection of 

personal characteristics (e.g., Rutter, 1979, 1985; Werner, 1982; Werner & Smith, 1992, as 

cited in Richardson, 2002).  In the current research, it is conceptualised as the extent to 

which students feel they can deal with setbacks, challenges, adversity, and pressure that is 

typical of the ordinary course of everyday life in the academic setting (e.g., poor 

performance, competing deadlines, performance pressure, difficult tasks).  Martin and 

Marsh (2008a) prefer to call this ‘buoyance’ to distinguish between ‘everyday’ and 

traumatic resilience processes.   

 Students’ sense of academic resilience predicts amount of class participation, 

enjoyment of studies, and more broadly, general self-esteem (Martin & Marsh, 2006) and 

is positively related to self-efficacy, sense of control, planning activities, persistence, and 

to lower levels of anxiety (Martin & Marsh; Martin, Colmar, Davey, & Marsh, 2010).  

Findings also suggest that academic buoyancy is a distinct construct from adaptive coping, 

and that students with lower buoyancy experience higher test related anxiety (Putwain, 

Connors, Symes, & Douglas-Osborn, 2012).  Students’ resilience appears to be affected by 

their optimism and perceptions of social support (Dawson & Pooley, 2013), once again 
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emphasising the interactive nature of the resources.  Similarly, students’ who possess 

resilience are also likely to possess hope (Luthans et al., 2012).   

 Hope.  Hope is defined as “…a type of goal-directed thinking in which 

protagonists perceive themselves as being capable of producing routes to desired goals, 

along with the motivations to initiative and sustain usage of those routes.  Thus, hope is 

about pathways and agency thoughts for goals” (Snyder, 2000, p. 26).  A central principle 

of hope theory is that human behaviour is largely goal directed; goals are considered the 

foundation upon which hope theory is built (Snyder, 2000).  The overlap between the 

construct of hope with Bandura’s agentic self-efficacy is noted, although researchers claim 

that they are distinct constructs (Rand & Cheavens, 2009).   Put simply, a person’s sense of 

agency is considered to be a more global assessment than their self-efficacy and reflects 

the intention to act rather than their perception of their ability to act (Rand & Cheavens).  

 Students’ perceived hope consistently predicts university academic performance 

(Collins, Onwuegbuzie, & Jiao, 2009; Martin & Rand, 2010; Snyder, Shorey, Cheavens, 

Pulvers, Adams, & Wiklund, 2002) even controlling for prior academic achievement, 

intelligence, and personality (Day, Hanson, Maltby, Proctor, & Wood, 2010).  University 

students with higher levels of hope are more likely to persist with university (Snyder et al., 

2002) and to achieve their goals (Feldman, Rand, & Kahle-Wrobleski, 2009).  The link 

between students’ levels of hope and their performance is in part explained by their 

behaviours; students with higher hope levels report being challenged by their goals, and 

feeling confident, inspired, and energised in pursuit of them (Snyder et al., 1991).  

However; their peers with low hope are likely to use maladaptive coping and poor study 

strategies (Snyder, 2000) such as avoidance coping (Change, 1998, as cited in Snyder, 

2000) and procrastination stimulated by a fear of failure (Alexander & Onwuegbuzie, 

2007).  University students’ experiences of hope also affects their wellbeing, as students 
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with higher levels of hope experience a greater sense of self-worth and lower levels of 

depression (Snyder, Hoza et al., 1997; Snyder et al., 1996, as cited in Snyder).  It appears 

students’ experience of hope transcends wellbeing, linking to other psychological 

resources.  For example, first semester university students with higher levels of hope have 

reported greater life satisfaction (Martin & Rand).  Similarly, university students with 

higher levels of hope also report greater meaning and sense of purpose in their life 

(Feldman & Snyder, 2005).  This suggests the construct of hope is a powerful 

psychological resource for students undergoing the transition to higher education, and 

related to a known protective transition factor, their sense of purpose.    

 Sense of Purpose.  Sense of purpose is defined in the current research as having 

goals for attending university, coupled with the sense that one’s current program is good 

for them and will lead to the attainment of these goals.  It is related to Tinto’s (1975) 

concepts of institutional commitment and goal commitment.  Lizzio and Wilson (2010) 

reported that students’ sense of purpose was the strongest predictor of their satisfaction 

with their program and also significantly predicted retention, acting as a protective factor 

by fostering persistence.  This finding is not surprising given what we know about the 

effect of self-concordant goals upon behaviour (Locke & Latham, 2002).  Having a sense 

of purpose is clearly a central resource for students in making a successful transition to 

university.  It appears that students’ sense of purpose is yet to be examined in relation to 

other resource variables; the present research can offer commentary on the correlates of 

students’ sense of purpose for attending university.   

 Positive Affect.  Although most typically seen as an outcome of cognitive 

appraisals, the current research views the experience of positive emotions as a 

psychological resource.  Bandura (1997) described the fourth pathway through which 

people can develop self-efficacy as involving the perception of how one is feeling when 
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thinking about or performing a task (e.g.., ‘I’m anxious therefore I must not be any good at 

this’ compared to ‘I feel invigorated therefore I am doing well with this’).  Furthermore, a 

meta-analysis concluded that positive emotions produce health and achievement as much 

as they are signs of these good outcomes (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005).  The 

broaden and build theory (Fredrickson, 2001) holds that positive emotions broaden 

“…one’s thought–action repertoire, expanding the range of cognitions and behaviors that 

come to mind.  These broadened mindsets, in turn, build an individual’s physical, 

intellectual, and social resources” (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004, p. 321).   

 For instance, research has shown that resilient people use positive emotions to 

recover from negative experiences; Tugade and Fredrickson (2004) used experimental 

research designs across three studies and found that resilient people use positive emotions 

to ‘bounce back’ from, and discover positive meaning in, stressful encounters.  The 

researchers found that emotions were not just a ‘by-product’ of resilience but were a 

pathway through which resilience could be achieved.    It appears, therefore, that people 

who are able to cultivate and experience positive emotions during stressful periods can 

successfully regulate their emotional experiences suggesting this would be a useful 

resource for students transitioning to higher education.   

 Furthermore, intervention research has shown that daily experiences of positive 

emotions cause increases in a range of personal resources including social support, sense of 

purpose, increased mindfulness, and physical health, which in turn predicts increased life 

satisfaction and decreased depressive symptoms (Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, & 

Finkel, 2008).  These findings support the ‘build’ component of the broaden and build 

theory of positive emotions, where people’s broadened mental outlooks help them to 

discover and build their personal resources, “…in ways that, little by little, re-shape who 

they are” (Fredrickon et al.).  This suggests that people’s positive emotions are indeed a 
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resource that can help to build their other personal resources, and in the case of the current 

research, may suggest that students who experience positive affect will be able to create 

more resources.    

 It is also clear that there are social benefits to positive emotions:  People anticipate 

interactions with people who express more positive emotions to be more rewarding 

(Harker & Keltner, 2001) and people are more likely to trust acquaintances when they are 

in a positive mood (Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005).  Relevant to the current research, Waugh 

and Fredrickson (2006) found in a prospective study that first year university students’ 

ratio of positive to negative emotions assisted in the formation of new friendships.  These 

findings suggest that those higher in positive affectivity in the university environment 

would be better able to build their social capital, and through this, their academic capital. 

 Furthermore, it is clear that there is a contagion effect present with emotions.  

Emotional contagion is “…a process in which a person or group influence the emotions or 

behaviour of another person or group through the conscious or unconscious induction of 

emotion states and behavioural attitudes’ (Schoeneworlf, 1990, p. 50, as cited in 

Ashkanasy & Ashton-James, 2007).  It appears that people unconsciously and 

automatically mimic the emotions of others (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994) the 

effect of which can be very powerful.  For example, Barsade (2002) manipulated the 

presentation of positive affect in an experimental groups setting and found that the 

emotional contagion affected individuals’ attitudes, amount of group cooperation and 

conflict levels, and also perceived task performance (Barsade, 2002).  Bono and Ilies 

(2006) concluded from their research, that positive emotional contagion may be one of the 

pathways through which charismatic leaders have their motivating effect upon others.  

Therefore, it appears that individuals higher in the resource of positive affectivity in a 
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university context may be able to spread this broadening and building resource to others in 

their environment.   

What is Social Contagion? 

 Emotional contagion is considered an example of a broader phenomenon referred 

to as social contagion.  Social contagion includes behavioural mimicry, verbal mimicry, 

goal contagion, emotional contagion, and attitudinal convergence (for explanation of 

terms, see Chartrand & Lakin, 2013).  Interestingly, when peoples’ motivations to affiliate 

with other are high, such as they may be in the first months of university, attitudinal 

mimicry is more likely to occur (Sinnclair et al. 2005a & 2005b, as cited in Chartrand & 

Lakin, 2013).  This could suggest that an intervention that uses social contagion processes 

to increase students’ psychological capital during their first months of university may be 

effective.  Although it is out of the scope of this thesis to review and define all social 

contagion phenomena and theoretical pathways, two mechanisms particularly relevant to 

the student experience through which social contagion may occur are social 

influence/comparison processes (i.e., Festinger, 1954, as cited in Thoits, 2011), and social 

learning through vicarious learning and social persuasion (i.e., Bandura’s social cognitive 

theory, 1986).    

 Social comparison research shows that people make comparisons with similar 

others in their social groups to obtain normative and behavioural guidance; pertinently, 

behaviour is influenced by this process (for a review see Wood & Wilson, 2003).  As 

Thoits (2011) explains:  

“Individuals assess the appropriateness of their own attitudes, beliefs, and 

behaviours against standards that are avowed and/or modelled by reference 

group members, usually shifting their own to match those of the group.   Such 

influence can occur through simple observing and contrasting of self with 
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others in the social network, without explicit discussion or attempts at 

persuasion taking place” (p. 147). 

 It is likely that students’ understanding of the ‘the student role’, and related norms 

develops through such comparison processes.  For example, students may form judgement 

of the importance of attendance and participation in class or the appropriateness of help 

seeking by observing the behaviours of their peers.   Similarly, Bandura’s (1986) social 

cognitive theory emphasises the social element of learning, explaining that people can 

develop expectations regarding the outcomes of different behaviours from observing 

others, especially with people with whom they identify.  For example, students’ may 

develop an expectation that help seeking at university is positively regarded if they witness 

a peer having a rewarding help-seeking experience.  This peer influence is known as 

vicarious learning and is one of the pathways that Bandura (1997) notes can increase 

students’ self-efficacy.  A second pathway which uses a more direct form of influence is 

social persuasion, which occurs when someone uses direct attempts to change the 

perception or behaviour of another, such as when a peer states their opinion.  The 

persuader’s credibility can influence the effectiveness of the persuasion attempt.  In the 

student setting, for example, a student may use social persuasion to influence a peers’ 

perception of their academic capability by highlighting that peer’s previous academic 

successes and stating their opinion of the peer’s skills.   

Psychological capital contagion effects. 

 Contagion effects have been documented for other psychological capital variables 

aside from positive affectivity.  For instance, in an experimental field study, managers 

received training that increased their ‘psycap’ (work related hope, resilience, self-efficacy, 

and optimism) and a significant increase in their subordinates’ psycap was also observed, 

which in turn was related to employee engagement and performance (Hodges, 2010).  
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Similarly, research has documented ‘goal contagion phenomena’, wherein individuals 

automatically adopt and pursue a goal that is implied by another person’s behaviour when 

particular conditions are met (e.g., goal strength, appropriateness, and persistence; Aarts, 

Gollwitzer, &Hassin, 2004).    It is out of the scope of this review to discuss the theoretical 

mechanisms explaining the contagion of psychological capital, although researchers note 

three established pathways of psychological capital contagion between leaders and 

followers are through emotional contagion, providing social support (Peterson, Balthazard, 

Waldman, & Thatcher, 2008), and affirmative statements expressing optimism, hope and 

resilience (Avey et al., 2012) 

 Contagion has also been seen in longitudinal social network research, which has 

revealed that happiness “…is not merely a function of individual experiences or individual 

choice but is also a property of groups of people” (Fowler & Christakis, 2008, p. 7).  In 

studying a large social network (over 5000 people) for over 20 years, Fowler and 

Christakis have been able to conclude that happiness does have a contagion element and it 

is not simply that happy people seek out each other’s company.  Interestingly, the 

happiness of friends of friends (up to 3 degrees of separation) can influence wellbeing, and 

people were more influenced by someone of the same gender suggesting a social 

comparison contagion pathway (in fact, same gender friendships were even more powerful 

than spouse’s happiness levels!).  The researchers also found that people at the core of their 

social network tended to be the most happy whilst those at the fringe were the least happy.  

It appears, therefore, that a project which helps to increase the social capital of first year 

students could very well have positive outcomes regarding students’ psychological capital 

and wellbeing; especially a project that encouraged students who have high levels of 

psychological capital to connect with more of their peers. 
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Summary 

 The importance of higher education for individuals and society and therefore the 

worth in investing in interventions that can help facilitate a successful transition have been 

noted.  Previous research relating to some of the resources that can influence the transition 

process, namely academic, social, and psychological capital have been reviewed.  It is 

clear that these forms of capital could be used as pathways for increasing other resources, 

such as academic capital increasing by accessing or improving one’s social network.  It is 

also apparent that psychological capital and social capital can have a contagion effect.   

 With this contagion effect in mind, is it possible to identify students who are high 

in particular psychological resources, and encourage them to further facilitate the 

contagion effect which appears to be a property of those variables?  Would these students 

be able to ‘infect’ their peers with their proactive attitudes?  Perhaps these students can do 

this through forming relationships, introducing peers to each other and engaging in 

supportive interactions with their peers (thus building peers’ social capital) and sharing 

information about university (thus increasing shared academic capital).  Social network 

research suggests that the number of direct and indirect ties a person has with people with 

good wellbeing influences their future happiness (Fowler & Christakis, 2008).  A person’s 

happiness is likely to increase if they are connected with other happy people, so 

encouraging happy individuals to form many ties with people in their cohort appears a 

likely avenue for spreading the contagion effect of psychological capital.  Following this, 

will increases in these variables be related to a successful adjustment to university?  A 

possible answer to these questions, a model for harnessing social contagion, is now 

discussed. 
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The Theory of the Diffusion of Innovations 

Background. 

 The diffusion of innovations (DOI) theory describes the process of how an idea, or 

new behaviour, spreads over time throughout a social network (Rogers, 2003).  One part of 

the theory presents variables that determine the rate of adoption of a new innovation, 

including perceived attributes of the innovation, the type of decision making process, the 

communication channels involved, the nature of the social system, and the extent of 

promotion effort invested by change agents (See Figure 2).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  The diffusion of innovations model: Variables influencing the rate of adoption 

of innovations.  Reproduced from Rogers (2003; p. 222) 
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Although a number of conditions have been identified as critical for innovation diffusion to 

occur (such as ‘readiness’ for the innovation), research suggests that the innovation 

adoption process can be ‘sped up’ by when ‘opinion leaders’ (i.e., key individuals who are 

able to informally influence the attitudes and actions of members of their social network) 

adopt the innovation.  New behavioural trends can become established when opinion 

leaders (OPLs) are seen by others in their social network to have (a) adopted and endorsed 

a behavioural innovation, and (b) opinion leaders’ modelled behaviour change is perceived 

to be good, fashionable, and/or beneficial (Rogers, 2003).  In studying how diffusion 

spreads throughout a social network, researchers have been able to identify different 

categories of adopters who are more or less receptive (or ‘change sensitive’) to a new 

innovative (Figure 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Adopter categorization on the basis of innovativeness.  Opinion leaders are 

typically member of the early adopter category.  Reproduced from Rogers (2003; p. 281) 

 

 The first 2.5% of a population to adopt a change are known as the ‘innovators’, 

with research suggesting that these people themselves may be on the outskirts of a social 

system, but when linked with an opinion leader they introduce them to an innovation.  

Opinion leaders tend to be amongst the first to adopt a new innovation in their social 

network (the early adopters; estimated to the next 13.5% to adopt following the 
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innovators), typically doing so because they appraise favourable qualities in the 

innovation.  Following opinion leader adoption is the ‘early majority’ of adopters, who 

may be more cautious of accepting a new idea than the early adopter opinion leaders, and 

are influenced by opinion leaders’ endorsement of an innovation.  Early majority adopters 

are nevertheless more open to change than ‘late majority’ adopters, with the latter more 

likely to be triggered to change by social pressure (Rogers) or imitation effects (Dearing, 

2009).  Those that are amongst the last to adopt an innovation have been called ‘laggards’, 

and there may be some in a social system who do not adopt an innovation.  Therefore, the 

diffusion of an idea or attitude can be influenced by momentum of adoption by people 

within a social network.  Researchers have observed that early adopters help diffusion 

amongst the network, by triggering a ‘critical mass point’.  When graphically documented, 

this pattern of innovation adoption tends to resemble a ‘s-shaped curve’, whereby the rate 

of adoption accelerates when critical mass is achieved (See Figure 4).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.  The typical ‘s-shaped curve’ adoption pattern reported in diffusion research 

when change becomes self-sustaining.  Reproduced from Rogers (2003; p. 344)  
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Defining Opinion Leadership 

Opinion leaders are defined as key individuals who are able to informally 

influence the attitudes and actions of members of their social network.   As explained by 

Rogers: “This informal leadership is not a function of the individual’s formal position or 

status in the system.  Opinion leadership is earned and maintained by the individual’s 

technical competence, social accessibility, and conformity to the system’s norms” (2003; 

p. 27).   

Opinion leaders’ most striking characteristic is said to be the position they hold in 

their social network, being well connected with peers and at the centre of communication 

systems (Rogers, 2003).  In this respect, they are have a larger sphere of influence and can 

pass on information or innovations to a greater number of people.  Furthermore, the 

concept of opinion leader appears to be distinct from authority figures, change agents, and 

innovation champions (Dearing; Rogers), although conceptual overlap is acknowledged 

(Thompson, Estabrooks, & Degner, 2006).  For example, the most influential person in a 

work environment may hold referent but not legitimate power, which is what Lam and 

Schubroeck (2000) found when well-liked and respected colleagues had a stronger 

influence over their peers’ customer service behaviours than actual supervisors, despite the 

fact that it is the latter that have the ability to officially reward or punish.   

Generally there are two types of opinion leaders utilised in intervention research; 

the expert opinion leader and the peer opinion leader (Locock, Dopson, Chambers, & 

Gabbay, 2001).  Expert opinion leaders are typically recruited by investigating who people 

most commonly turn to for advice regarding a specific topic (e.g., the adoption of new 

medical practices amongst specialist physicians).  The expert opinion leader, therefore, is 

influential due to their knowledge, credibility, and expertise (Locock et al.).  In contrast, 

the peer opinion leader is identified as popular, well-liked, trustworthy, and socially 
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influential from ethnographic techniques such as social observation (e.g., Kelly, 2004), 

peer nomination, or by using psychometric tools that measure social influence as a domain-

independent personality trait.  The peer opinion leader, it could be said, is influential by 

being relatable.  The expert opinion leader is sometimes referred to as ‘monomorphic’ as 

their sphere of influence typically relates to a single field (e.g., a professional topic), 

whereas the peer opinion leader may be ‘polymorphic’ in that they can influence peers in 

relation to a number of issues.   

Sometimes health behaviour researchers recruit opinion leaders but use the labels 

‘lay health advisors’, ‘peer educators’, or ‘health advocates’ in their published research; 

these terms are only interchangeable with opinion leader when the person is recruited 

based on the aforementioned qualities(i.e., socially influential, credible, well connected, 

etc.; see Kelly, 2004, for more detail).  Opinion leaders may additionally be defined by 

their interest or perceived expertise in an area relating to the change agenda (e.g., Holt & 

Ryan, 2012), and in these cases the term opinion leader shares significant overlap with that 

of ‘champion’ (Thompson et al., 2006) as both use social influence processes and actively 

promote change.  Despite what is at times conceptual ambiguity, the basic premise that 

within social networks there are people who are more or less socially influential is an 

accepted concept.   

Harnessing the Diffusion Process. 

 The first time this natural process of diffusion was documented was by Ryan and 

Gross (1943, as cited in Rogers, 2003) regarding the adoption of new farming techniques 

within the United States.  Since this time the process has been naturally observed in 

contexts as diverse as the use of antibiotics, the purchase of whitegoods products, fashion 

trends, and technology adoption (Rogers).  Utilizing the findings from these observational 

studies, researchers within the public health field have conducted a large body of 
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intervention studies and found that by targeting behavioural change by the opinion leaders 

in any given context, it was possible to influence the attitudes, norms, behavioural 

intentions, self-efficacy, and actual behaviours of others. The ‘opinion leader technique’, 

therefore, is a powerful mechanism to facilitate the attitudinal and behavioural change of 

people in a larger cohort by harnessing natural contagion processes.  Researchers often use 

the term diffusion to describe when behavioural change occurs naturally without 

intervention; in comparison, when some form of intervention has occurred to alter people’s 

behaviour, dissemination is said to have occurred.  Following on from this, utilizing what 

has been learned from post hoc interpretations of diffusion processes and incorporating 

these into empirical a priori interventions has come to be known as dissemination science. 

Perhaps the most striking example of utilizing dissemination science to produce 

behavioural change has been in regard to increased condom usage within homosexual male 

populations.  In their pivotal research, Kelly and colleagues (Kelly et al., 1991) identified 

opinion leaders within homosexual male networks by conducting observational studies at 

bars in the US.  Sociometric techniques were used to recruit the most popular and well-

liked men, who were later invited to attend training regarding the importance of condom 

usage.  Further to this, the opinion leaders were trained in how to communicate 

conversational messages regarding the benefits of condom usages with their peers.  The 

outcome of these studies was phenomenal, with condom compliance increasing across the 

study population on average by 30% (Kelly, 2004) for what was effectively a minimal 

intervention study.  Furthermore, these findings were robustly replicated across different 

samples, locations, and methodologies, including a Lancet publication (Kelly et al., 2006; 

Kelly et al., 1997; Kelly et al., 1992; Kelly et al., 1991; Sikkema et al., etc., 2000).  

With regard to more complex behaviour change, the opinion leader technique has 

been used successfully in increasing dissemination of new medical techniques within 
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hospitals, particularly in regard to the uptake of best practice approaches.  For example, 

Doumit, Gattellari, Grimshaw, and O’Brien (2007) found 62 studies in which local opinion 

leaders were recruited, participated in training or information sessions, and then introduced 

new medical innovations within their local context.  Doumit and colleagues’ meta-analysis 

concluded that this was an “…innovative method that holds promise as a strategy to bridge 

evidence-practice gaps” (Doumit, p. 1).  However, more recent analyses regarding the 

dissemination of best practice in medicine have produced mixed findings.  For example, in 

one longitudinal study, expert opinion leaders’ influence in a medical context was not 

stable over a 2-year period, their leadership was generally monomorphic (i.e., they were 

influential for one only topic), and opinion leaders had only limited spheres of influence 

(Doumit, Wright, Graham, Smith, & Grimshaw, 2011).  These are factors which limit the 

utility of the technique.  This suggests opinion leader interventions may be less effective in 

some contexts.   

In contrast, Lam and Schubroeck (2000) used an experimental design with 

customer service staff to confirm that opinion leaders were more effective than supervisors 

at increasing their workgroup’s transference of skills from customer service training.  

Furthermore, these superior effects persisted over a time lag of 12 months, suggesting the 

behaviours had become culturally embedded.  This highlights another strength to the 

opinion leader change technique; that is, opinion leader created change tends to be 

sustainable change (Holt & Ryan, 2012).  Comparing Lam and Schubroeck’s approaches to 

other research, it may be that the opinion leader technique is useful as a complementary 

strategy in some contexts, and its efficacy is influenced by the factors noted in Figure 2. 

  



43 

Advancing Empirical Understanding of Opinion Leadership Interventions. 

 Despite its popularity and demonstrated efficacy, there are still significant 

empirical gaps regarding opinion leader interventions.  These interventions are based on 

the theoretical argument that opinion leaders utilise social influence processes in affecting 

the behaviours and attitudes of their peers.  However, there has been a lack of empirical 

investigation of the ways in which opinion leaders enact this social influence (Larkey et al., 

1999; O’Brien et al., 2000; Flodgren et al., 2011).  This has supressed understanding of the 

most efficacious way to train leaders and maximise intervention effects.  In addition, there 

is yet no empirical review of the effectiveness of training methodologies used with opinion 

leaders.  As such, there remains speculation regarding the best way to collaborate with 

opinion leaders.  Increased understanding of how opinion leaders enact their social 

influence would make a unique and valuable contribution to DOI research, and help 

progress understanding of effective ways to train opinion leaders to contribute to a change 

agenda.  Similarly, opinion leaders’ experience of enacting their role has been overlooked 

because research rarely investigates the process of the leadership (Holt & Ryan, 2012).  It 

would be useful to learn about opinion leaders’ role rewards and challenges as this could 

inform future directions in social contagion interventions.  In addition, DOI research 

appears to have exclusively examined existing social networks.  There are currently no 

empirical recommendations for the recruitment of people who are most likely to become 

opinion leaders in a new cohort.  Developing and testing a process to recruit and select 

prospective opinion leaders would offer a unique contribution to the application of this 

social contagion technique.   
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Advancing the Application of Opinion Leadership Interventions. 

 Dissemination research has almost exclusively focused upon the adoption of a 

single, clear, observable behaviour (such as condom usage, eating more fruit and 

vegetables, embracing a new medical practice, enacting customer service behaviours, 

purchasing a product, etc.).  What is less clearly understood is if this technique is effective 

in changing attitudes which could in turn manifest in a variety of different behaviours.  

Preliminary evidence is offered by Holt and Ryan (2012) who used an exploratory 

intervention design to discover if opinion leaders could change their work colleagues’ 

attitude regarding their wellbeing and work-life balance.   

 The research aimed to increase the social support amongst colleagues, change 

employee outlook (psychological capital) and increase knowledge of and pathways for 

improving wellbeing.  The findings from the baseline survey and focus groups suggested a 

disempowered workplace (low sense of control over job demands, high cynicism, low 

perceived support, high burnout, and high turnover intentions). We identified those rare 

members who did not appear to be disempowered in regard to their wellbeing and who 

were well liked by their colleagues.  These opinion leaders were recruited and received 

training in positive contagion techniques (including communication strategies), and then 

documented their journeys of social influence.  Opinion leaders were encouraged to ‘turn 

up the volume’ on those positive behaviours that showed they could take control of their 

work demands and manage their wellbeing.  Findings suggested that a perceptual shift 

occurred in workgroups with an opinion leader.  Opinion leaders reported that they felt 

more empowered to vocalise issues that they would not have done in the past and to 

generate proactive awareness about opportunities for managing work demands (such as 

initiating a new rostering schedule to suit team members non-work commitments, initiating 

information sharing regarding work-life balance strategies, and establishing norms for not 
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taking work home on weekends - especially if the work was only going to sit on the 

kitchen table anyway and make them feel guilty all weekend!).  Results suggested that 

social capital, psychological capital, and knowledge of the organisational work-life balance 

policies may have increased as a result of the intervention, suggesting that the opinion 

leader technique can be used for changing a broad range of empowered behaviours.   

 A second parallel is that Holt and Ryan (2012) were trying to encourage members 

of a social system to make use of their available resources.  The organisation where the 

intervention was conducted had primary, secondary and tertiary level interventions that 

could help to mitigate employee stress but uptake of these policies was low, in part because 

the culture was incongruent with using these opportunities (known as the provision-

utilisation gap, when an employee perceives barriers to utilizing work-life balance policies, 

or utilisation is simply not realistic).  The research aimed to change perceptions around job 

demands and to encourage a sense of efficacy in participants using a gentle social 

contagion technique.  The parallel with the current project is that commencing university 

students have access to resources to help them achieve a successful transition, although it 

is possible that cultural norms for attending to and engaging with these resources may not 

be supportive.  This may be the case at Griffith University where a series of student 

transition innovations have been implemented, and comprehensive primary, secondary and 

tertiary level interventions exist (See Figure 5), yet Griffith University students face 

significant barriers to engaging with university, such as spending more hours in paid 

employment than the national average (Centre for the Study of Higher Education, 2010).  

Although in a context removed from student transition and wellbeing, it is possible that the 

technique of collaborating with opinion leaders could transfer to a student transition 

intervention.  Could an opinion leader technique help accelerate the development of social 
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and academic capital, and increase psychological capital of a cohort of newly commencing 

higher education students?   

Existing First Year Transition Interventions.   

 The university environment and learning experiences can be structured in such a 

way to foster students’ resources (Lizzio, 2006; 2011) and there is increasing value placed 

on first year curriculum design for this purpose (Bovill, Bulley, & Morss, 2011).  Effective 

design requires “…a multi-faceted and complementary suite of both co-curricular and 

curricular strategies” (Wilson, 2009, p. 10).  This context has seen an evolution of design 

strategies (Wilson).  First generation strategies used co-curricular design, that is, activities 

that occurred outside of the primary teaching process, such as orientation days, mentoring 

programs, and centrally organised study skills workshops, etc.  In contrast, second 

generation strategies focus on enhancing curriculum design, teaching quality and 

assessment practices.  Wilson proposes these to be the ‘front-line factors’ effecting student 

success.  Third generation approaches (Kift, Nelson, & Clarke, 2010) exits “…when first 

generation co-curricular and second generation curricular approaches are integrated and 

implemented through an intentionally designed curriculum by seamless partnerships of 

academic and professional staff in a whole-of-institution transformation, we have a third 

generation approach…”.  It is arguably beneficial for institutions that have moved to third 

generation design to continue to revisit co-curricular approaches as a part of their 

commitment to continuous improvement.  The current project is a co-curricular design in 

essence but proposes an innovative social contagion and peer learning methodology which 

may be a complementary avenue for stimulating students’ self-regulation and encouraging 

students to achieve maximum extraction offered by a learning environment with enhanced 

transition pedagogy.  Worth briefly noting, then, is peer mentoring, an existing and 

validated co-curricular peer learning intervention.  
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Figure 5. Wilson and Lizzio’s (2011) diagram of first year interventions used at Griffith 

University to help support the student transition process, presented using Caplan’s (1964) 

levels of intervention framework.  

a 

Tertiary Prevention 

What do we do for failing 
students? 

Strategies:  FYA follow-up 
with at end of semester with 
student who have failed 2 or 

more courses 

Secondary Prevention 
What do we do for identified at risk 

students? 
Strategies :  Use proximal markers such as 
non-attendance, non-submission of first 

assessment items & failure on first 
assessment item in threshold courses.   

Targeted/ Selective Primary Prevention 
What do we do for specific groups of potentially at-risk 

students? 
Strategies:  Use distal markers to connect with particular 
groups e.g., Indigenous students specially introduced to 

mentors and academic staff.  

General/ Primary Prevention 
What do we do for all students? 

Strategies:  Orientation, targeting self-regulation, capacity building (Five 
Senses) and realistic appraisal, Academic capital building interventions 
such as Peer Mentoring, Common Time, qualty teaching training and 

curriculum design making use of scafolding principles.   
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 Peer mentoring programs.  Using peers to facilitate academic, social and 

psychological capital is a core aim of peer mentoring programs, where commencing 

students are matched with senior students, who typically meet with them face-to-face in a 

semi-formal capacity to share their insights regarding the university environment.  

Research has established that students who participant in peer mentoring benefit from a 

range of outcomes.  For example, an experimental study conducted within the same school 

where the current project takes place, found that students who participated in a mentoring 

program had higher grades in the ‘threshold’ course (i.e., the most challenging subject; 

Mucket, 2002; Muckert, Wilson, & Lizzio, 1996).  This research also showed that 

mentoring contributed (indirectly) to student’s institutional and goal commitment (sense of 

purpose).  Recently, Chester, Burton, Xenos, and Elgar (2013) evaluated a peer mentoring 

program designed to support the transition of first year psychology students.  They found 

that first year students experienced an increase in their sense of connectedness, 

resourcefulness, and student identity, deep and strategic learning approaches, and a 

decrease in surface learning.  Pertinently this cohort showed an upward shift in their 

academic achievement, demonstrating intervention efficacy.  A particular strength of this 

program is that it was situated within existing tutorial times.  Most typically, mentors and 

mentees arrange meeting times amongst themselves and experience has shown that 

mentoring partners find it difficult to align schedules.  In addition, mentees need to exert 

effort and follow through with attending the meetings. These are considered leading factors 

which debilitate the success of these programs (Vervoort, 2013).  Therefore, situated 

mentoring is a simple and clever design feature to bypasses these issue and increases the 

chances of student participation.  Intervention design features can make or break the 

success of a program.  
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 Peer mentoring programs can be thought of as a primary/secondary level 

intervention which still requires engagement and proactive commitment on behalf of the 

first year student to attend to, sign up for and engage with the program.  In contrast, in a 

peer-to-peer opinion leader model, the first year student may be exposed to academic, 

social and psychological capital contagion effects without consciously engaging with a 

program, and the contagion could encourage the uptake of existing programs such as 

mentoring.  In addition, opinion leader interventions are considered minimal, as they can 

require little investment, maintenance, and lead to embedded changes (Holt & Ryan, 

2012). Therefore, these are seen as complementary approaches. 

 The diffusion of innovations applied to the current research.  Drawing upon 

some of the features in the model presented in Figure 2, the feasibility of using a diffusion 

of innovations framework to accelerate and foster academic, social and psychological 

capital can be examined.  For instance, one challenge relates to how ‘observable’ the 

behaviour or innovation is (e.g., seeing someone use a new technology gadget is more 

distinctive than seeing someone seek help from a tutor).  Holt and Ryan’s (2012) research 

suggests, however, that this more abstract innovation adoption is possible.  A second 

challenge that relates to the success of using this technique is the nature of the social 

system, specifically, the amount of network interconnectedness, which is defined as the 

extent to which the people in a social system are linked by interpersonal relationships 

(Rogers, 2003).  Closed environments (such as those most typically examined in 

dissemination research) tend to have reliable and regular interaction between community 

members, which means that there is more opportunity for social influence to occur and 

opinion leaders are more likely to be known and well connected.  An example of a ‘closed 

network’ is a stable work group.   In contrast is the university context, with highly dynamic 

and fluid social networks, characterised by large cohorts and inconsistent contact between 
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members.  Students consume knowledge in large didactic lectures, and participate in 

tutorial classes, which although may be interactive, typically run once a week (or less) for 

20 weeks of the year and class membership varies.  Similarly, students are unlikely to have 

many common peers across their various tutorials.   

 However, research shows that in environments where there is uncertainly, people 

are more likely to look to others for cues regarding how to behave (e.g., Festinger, 1954; 

Tesser, Campbell, & Mickler, 1983; Wooten & Reed, 1998, as cited in Felps et al., 2009) 

and there is inherent uncertainly in transitioning to a new environment.  Similarly, new 

students are likely to be motivated to form friendships in their first few months, and social 

contagion research suggests that when affiliation motivations are high, contagion of 

attitudes is more effective.  This may suggest that even though the amount of interaction 

between peers may be lower than in an established social network (such as a workplace), a 

diffusion of innovations technique could nevertheless still be effective.   

 Is it possible to partner with new students who have opinion leader qualities, such 

as likability and are high in contagious psychological resources and use diffusion 

techniques to increase the amount of psychological capital, social capital, and academic 

capital in a cohort of first year students?  Will this lead to a more successful transition for 

students?  An opinion leader in the context of this research could be called a supportive 

leader; an influential peer who uses social influencing processes (in particular, supportive 

interactions) to foster the psychological, academic and social capital of their peers. 

 

Summary 

 This literature review has argued that academic, social, and psychological capital 

are resources that can help foster a successful transition to university, and these resources 

appear to have synergistic relationships with each other.  An individual’s outlook, such as 
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having a sense of optimism and sense of self-efficacy, is a strong predictor of future 

outcomes.  However, psychological and social resources are contagious and wellbeing has 

a social component.  These natural contagion processes have been researched and explored 

using methods such as partnering with opinion leaders, who can influence the attitudes and 

behaviours of peers in their social network   

 

Current Research 

 The current research aims to examine the use of a minimal intervention for 

increasing the academic, social and psychological resources of first year students through a 

social contagion model.  The overarching research question for this dissertation is:  Can an 

empowerment based training program for opinion leaders in a higher education context 

make a significant contribution to enhancing the capacity and experiences of first year 

students?  Targeted participants in this research are students commencing their first year of 

study at the School of Applied Psychology, Griffith University.  The School is located 

across two campus in south-east Queensland, Mt Gravatt and Gold Coast, which are 

approximately a 1hr commute apart.  One of the campuses (Mt Gravatt) will receive an 

opinion leader intervention; the other will operate as the baseline condition (Gold Coast).  

Intervention Research Questions across the Studies 

 The primary focus of the research will be the evaluation of the intervention.  The 

broad research questions relating to the success of the opinion leader intervention include: 

Chapter 3: 

 How can the opinion leaders be effectively taught the role of supportive leader? 

Chapter 4 

 Can student opinion leaders be effectively inducted into the role of supportive 

leader?   
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 Do opinion leaders evidence transference of training? 

 What do opinion leaders perceive are the outcomes from supportive leadership 

enactment?   

 How can the intervention design and implementation be improved? 

Chapter 5 

 How do tutors and peers perceive the opinion leaders?  

 Do peers who collaborate with an opinion leader report better outcomes? 

 Do opinion leaders have larger social networks at university than their non-opinion 

leader peers? 

Chapter 6  

 To what extent do fellow students perceive the behaviours demonstrated by opinion 

leaders as positive?  

 What outcomes from supportive interactions are reported by students?   

Chapter 7 

 To what extend do students exposed to the opinion leader intervention report 

differences in their psychological, social, and academic capital than students in the 

comparison condition?  

 Is there evidence to support opinion leaders’ perceptions of benefits from 

participating in the intervention?  

Theoretical Research Questions  

 Secondly, this body of research will contribute knowledge regarding the key 

concepts of opinion leadership, and students’ academic, social, and psychological capital.  

Primary research questions pertaining to these concepts include: 

Chapter 3: 

 What does the literature suggest are the most effect ways to train opinion leaders?  
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Chapter 4: 

 How do opinion leaders enact their role?   

 What are opinion leaders’ experiences of being involved in a change agenda?  

Chapter 5: 

 Can opinion leaders be prospectively predicted? 

Chapter 6: 

 To what extent do students perceive some supportive behaviours as more effective 

than others? 

 What are the factors that help or hinder peer support (and generalised reciprocity) 

in higher education? 

 

Unique Contribution 

 This thesis will contribute both theoretically and practically to applied research 

literature.  Firstly, by developing and testing a social contagion model for increasing first 

year students’ resources and adjustment to university some very practical contributions 

will be offered; particularly in relation to(a) the efficacy, and (b) the prescriptive steps for 

using this approach to support students in transition to higher education.  Secondly, by 

examining how opinion leaders enact and feel about their role in the context of this 

intervention we will learn more about the process and experience of opinion leadership.   

Third, by validating the efficacy of the opinion leaders’ qualities, we will be closer to 

knowing if opinion leadership can be prospectively predicted, which is an unexamined 

application of the diffusion of innovations theory.  Lastly, by examining the factors that 

influence social capital in higher education, and possible mechanisms for stimulating self-

regulated learning, we will have a stronger idea of how to foster a supportive peer culture 

in first year cohorts.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE DESIGN OF AN EMPOWERMENT BASED OPINION LEADER TRAINING 

PROGRAM 
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Overview 

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the design of an empowerment-based opinion 

leader training program for use with university students for the purpose of improving the 

cohort’s transition to university.  The goal of this training is to motivate and up-skill 

recruited opinion leaders from the cohort to use their social influence to encourage the 

contagion of positive, engaged, supportive, and proactive student appraisals and 

behaviours amongst the first year cohort.  The opinion leaders’ will be inducted into the 

role of supportive leader, which will be opinion leaders’ mechanism for enacting their 

social influence.  The preceding chapter presented a review of the concept of opinion 

leadership and how this change methodology could be useful in the context of higher 

education student capacity building.  This chapter reviews literature relevant to the design 

of the training intervention and a number of questions are posed to assist this enquiry (See 

Figure 1).  Several literatures will be interrogated to answer these questions. 

 First, we ask what the most effective way to train opinion leaders are, and 

following this, are there approaches used in peer mentor training which are also applicable 

for the induction of the supportive leader role?  Next, we investigate how the opinion 

leaders’ psychological capital can be increased by relating an established approach to the 

current project.  In terms of designing the process of the training, the theory of 

empowerment is presented and the rationale for adopting this theory as the dissertation’s 

overarching theoretical lens is outlined.  Key design factors that facilitate an empowering 

training process and effective adult learning principles will be reviewed, to establish a 

methodology for effectively teaching opinion leaders the role of supportive leader.  This 

chapter will conclude by describing the design elements of the empowerment-based 

training delivered to student opinion leaders in the current project.  
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Figure 1.  Research questions used to guide the inquiry for this chapter and development of 

the training design.

Inquiry points: 

Training Goal: 

To use the opinion 

leader technique to 

boost a cohort’s 

psychological, 

social and 

academic capital, 

and improve 

adjustment. 

 

1. What are the most 

effective ways to 

train opinion 

leaders? 

2. What content is 

relevant from peer 

mentoring training? 

3. How can opinion 

leaders’ 

psychological 

resources be 

increased? 

5. How can the 

opinion leaders be 

effectively taught the 

role of supportive 

leader? 

4. What training 

processes foster 

learner 

empowerment? 
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What are the Most Effective Ways to Train Opinion Leaders? 

Previous Approaches to Training Opinion Leaders 

 As noted in Chapter 2, there remains speculation regarding the best way to train 

opinion leaders to contribute to a change agenda.  Despite the popularity in making use of 

opinion leaders to influence change, there is yet no empirical review of the training 

methodologies used with opinion leaders.  In examining the diffusion of innovations 

literature, it appears that opinion leaders have been trained using five approaches: the 

minimal ‘black box’ approach; the formalised approach, the sales approach, the health 

behaviour change model approach, and the grounded approach.   

 The traditional and most common way in which opinion leaders have been trained 

appears to involve a change agent convincing the opinion leader to adopt an innovation 

(typically through persuading them of its benefits/superior performance), and encouraging 

them to diffuse knowledge of the innovation to their network (Rogers, 2003).   Little or no 

direction is given as to how the opinion leaders should conduct the diffusion, although the 

leaders may be supplied with materials such as brochures or access to free product trials.  

The opinion leader in this process has been described as “…information resourced but self-

directed” (Ryan, Marlow, & Fisher, 2002, p. 163).  It appears this approach to training has 

the benefit of maintaining the authenticity of the opinion leader; after all, the focus is on 

the merits of the innovation, not on the incentive to sell.  However, this approach has led to 

challenges in studying the effect of opinion leaders as there are considerable variations in 

the extent and manner in which opinion leaders influence their peers.  The Cochrane 

review concluded that is not always clear what opinion leaders actually do and replicable 

descriptions are absent (O’Brien et al., 1999).  This call for research has not been 

answered, with the most recent Cochrane review noting that studies tend to lack 

information regarding the persuasion methods used by opinion leaders (Flodgren et al., 
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2011).  Flodgren and colleagues noted that “Theoretically, opinion leaders use a range of 

interpersonal skills in order to achieve desired behavioural change [italics added]” (p. 4).  

It appears, therefore, that despite the immense popularity of the opinion leader technique in 

contributing to change initiatives, there is a dearth of empirical attention given to the ways 

in which opinion leaders actually enact their roles. 

 The second approach involves formalised mediums such as training opinion leaders 

to conduct didactic lectures, workshops, or mailouts regarding the innovation.  Ryan et al. 

(2002) have studied the use of opinion leaders in diffusing medical innovations and believe 

that interventions using a formalised paradigm have less effective outcomes.  Flodgren et 

al. (2011) suggest that there is as yet insufficient evidence to confirm this widely held 

position, due to the lack of process-focused research.  However, limitations to the 

formalised approach have been observed in other fields. In regard to health behaviour 

change, researchers have noted that formalised techniques, such as asking opinion leaders 

to distribute brochures, removes them from their natural influencing roles and can cause 

them to operate (and be perceived) as professional health advocates (Kelly, 2004).  It 

appears, therefore, that the central limitation to formalised opinion leader training is the 

risk of compromising the leader’s social authenticity.  Social authenticity is a key message 

in opinion leader research, and Holt and Ryan (2012) used the message ‘do what you do 

normally, just a bit louder’ to communicate to opinion leaders the need for balance 

between remaining true to character but using strategies to increase their social influence. 

 The third manner in which opinion leaders have been trained is in using persuasive 

communication strategies, or sales techniques (Larkey et al., 1999).  One of the core 

components to the training Larkey and colleagues provided to their opinion leaders was 

skill building in five persuasive communication strategies to help achieve dietary changes 

in a workplace intervention.  The researchers balanced the persuasion skill training by 
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emphasising to leaders the importance of them finding and utilizing their own natural 

styles to remain socially authentic.  Furthermore, Larkey et al. (1999) complimented this 

persuasive communication training approach by teaching behaviour change theory to their 

opinion leaders (described later).  Results documented 10 different communication 

strategies, revealing that despite the ‘sales training’, opinion leaders used strategies to 

influence their peers that were extensions of their own natural interpersonal styles and 

suitable for the context of the workplace.  The researchers also documented gender and 

ethnic differences; for example, males were more likely to use ‘mock competition’ to 

influence colleagues to change their behaviour and women were more likely to use 

strategies that would stimulate a dialogue around the behaviour change.  This rare insight 

provides one of a handful of process evaluations and insights into the ways in which 

opinion leaders enact their roles.  

 The fourth manner in which opinion leaders have been trained is by using health 

behaviour change models and emphasising naturalistic approaches.  Health models that 

have been used to inform opinion leader training include social support theory (Israel, 

1985), the health belief model (Strecher & Rosenstock, 1997) the transtheoritical model 

(Prochaska & DiClemente, 1992), and more broadly, social cognitive theory (Bandura, 

1986).  For instance, Kelly and colleagues (1991; 1992; 1997) trained their opinion leaders 

to be able to incorporate characteristics of effective health communication messages into 

daily conversations; messages addressed norms, attitudes, intentions, and fostered self-

efficacy.  Similarly, Tessaro and colleagues (2000) provided their opinion leaders with 

skill building for emotional, informational and instrumental social support in a workplace 

health promotion program for women.  An alternative approach was used by Althabe and 

colleagues (2008) who trained their opinion leaders in motivational interviewing skills and 

formalized techniques (lectures) for the purpose of changing clinical practices during child 
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birth.  Motivational interviewing is grounded in the transtheortical model of behaviour 

change (Prochaska et al., 1992) and was adapted by Holt and Ryan (2012; motivational 

conversations) for use with opinion leaders in a workplace stress and wellbeing project.  

Motivational interviewing works from a position of collaboration between communicators 

to respectfully generate awareness of personal discrepancies such as between goal and 

behaviours used to achieve the goals (Miller & Rollnick, 2002).  Communicators are 

viewed as equal agents which dispenses with the traditional power status approaches to 

influence.  This approach sits firmly within an empowerment based approach to training
2
.  

However, consistent with the empirical dearth noted previously, although Tessaro et al. 

(2000) and Althabe et al. (2008) used health model approaches to training their opinion 

leaders, this did not feature as a part of their research evaluation.  Therefore, there is worth 

in continuing to empirically document alternate ways to train opinion leaders that (a) make 

use of social support, (b) use empowerment methods, and (c) maintains social authenticity 

of the leader.  

 Lastly, opinion leaders have been trained using a grounded approach, by studying 

the behaviours of successful opinion leaders and then later teaching these successful 

strategies to other leaders.  This approach was used by Larkey and colleagues (2000, as 

cited in Larkey & Staten, 2007) who investigated Latina women lay helpers who advocated 

for participation in women’s health clinical research.  Successful opinion leaders used a 

repertoire of persuasive strategies including: (a) sharing personal stories, (b) pointing out 

the benefits of being involved, (c) conveying concern for others, (d) presenting the study as 

helping future generations, (e) repeating suggestions to participate, and (f) highlighting the 

                                                 
2
 Other researchers have seen the value of equal power relationships; Ryan and colleagues (2002) used 

‘treating peers as equals’ as a key defining feature of opinion leadership in the context of diffusing medical 

practices.  This is congruent with an empowerment framework and underscores the role of an empowerment 

approach, although not explicitly acknowledged.   
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importance of the research to one’s own ethic group.   From this research, Larkey and 

colleagues (2002) trained other lay advocates in these communication strategies and later 

developed a tool to assess the use of the strategies (2007).  Using a grounded approach has 

great merit in that it models the strategies involved in successful social persuasion, which 

are contextualised (and nuanced) for a particular issue.   

Most Effective Ways to Train Opinion Leaders 

 Based on the studies reviewed above, four key themes are apparent.  Firstly, a 

critical factor appears to be the ‘informality’ of the approach.   In the workplace, 

interventions which formalise the role of the opinion leader or encourage leaders to step 

too far outside their current interpersonal style could result in them losing their social 

status and being seen by colleagues as ‘tools of management’ (Rogers, 2003; Lam & 

Schaubroeck, 2000).  It appears, therefore, that informal approaches maintain opinion 

leader authenticity; leaders remain credible, trustworthy, and likeable, which has strong 

theoretical roots in social learning theory (Bandura, 1986).  In addition to compromising 

the authenticity of the opinion leaders, formalised approaches may inhibit the occurrence 

of ‘situated learning’ (Lave & Wagner, 1991) which would suggest that learning is 

optimized “…when it is exercised at the point of need” (Ryan, Marlow, & Fisher, 2002; p. 

163).  The effects of formalised approaches upon opinion leader motivations are also worth 

considering:  The self-determined ways in which opinion leaders choose to enact their 

roles appears to be a corollary of intrinsically motivated behaviour (Ryan et al., 2002).  

Meta-analysis research has demonstrated that intrinsically motivated behaviour is 

undermined by extrinsic rewards (Deci et al., 1999).  Therefore, formalizing the ways 

opinion leaders influence their peers may have counter effects by diminishing leader 

motivation.   
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 The second theme to emerge when considering the ‘right’ way to train opinion 

leaders is to assist opinion leaders to utilise empirically known determinates of behaviour 

change when communicating their change messages.  That is, by attending to group norms, 

attitudes, intentions, self-efficacy, and making personal endorsements of the benefits of the 

behaviour change.  For instance, in comparing their extensive and successful research 

agenda with less effective interventions, Kelly (2004) attributed the success of their 

research in part to the communication messages opinion leaders shared:  

POLs [popular opinion leaders] were not taught primarily to convey AIDS 

educational information. Instead, they delivered conversational messages to 

friends and acquaintances that emphasized safer sex is becoming a socially 

accepted local norm among gay or bisexual men, identified the benefits and 

advantages of maintaining safer sex so as to create more positive attitudes, and 

recommended to others practical ways to enact behaviour changes… POLs 

were taught about characteristics of effective health communication messages 

and all POLs repeatedly role played examples of the conversations they would 

have with their friends and acquaintances in everyday life…Participants were 

always encouraged to communicate in styles and with language comfortable 

and natural to them.  However, they were taught to incorporate components of 

effective and theory-based messages in their conversations regardless of other 

aspects of their natural style. (p.144) 

 Kelly’s interventions have received Lancet publication and have been exceptionally 

effective, achieving on average a 30% behavioural adoption within the target population 

from an essentially minimal intervention.  As such, Kelly’s (1991; 1992; 1997) work forms 

a valuable basis for guidance on effective ways to train opinion leaders. 
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 The third component to the most effective way to train opinion leaders is the 

recommendation to provide ongoing support and engagement of opinion leaders.  This can 

take the form of ongoing training sessions which provide an opportunity for opinion 

leaders to review and develop the ways in which they enact their roles.  Ongoing training 

continues to build the skills, efficacy, and motivation of the opinion leaders.  This is 

posited as essential in a change agenda addressing a challenging and focused behaviour 

change (such as in Kelly et al.’s 1991; 1992; 1997 research), although ongoing support 

may be less essential in change agendas wherein opinion leaders operate within the normal 

scope of their behaviours.   

 Lastly, opinion leaders across all the reviewed training were conveyed the merits of 

the change agenda for which they were recruited, and the value of their potential role.  

Opinion leaders were provided with background information, facts, and other relevant 

education to understand the social issue. This is for the purpose of increasing opinion 

leader’s commitment to change project and motivation to enact their role and work to 

change their peers’ attitudes and behaviours.  Opinion leaders’ involvement in projects is 

highly intrinsically motivated, with reimbursements for project involvement minimal (e.g., 

covering transportation costs or certificates of participation).   

Kelly (2004) conveys to opinion leaders the message that:   

…the community truly needed their efforts… We directly told potential POLs 

at the time of initial contact that they had been identified as the most well-liked 

and popular people in the club, that this popularity made their words important 

to others, and that they were therefore in a position to literally save the lives of 

others in the community. (p.146)   

 In summary, opinion leaders appear to have been trained using five approaches, and 

although no definitive research exits on this point, it appears that the most effective 
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frameworks teach opinion leaders to use behaviour change messages (such as through 

supportive self-efficacy) and emphasise opinion leaders maintain a natural style.  In 

addition, it is clear that research gaps exist, and a process approach is clearly needed to 

further understanding of (a) the ways in which opinion leaders can enact their roles, in 

particular how the process of social support may be utilised; and (b) training approaches to 

help opinion leaders to utilise their influence without compromising their social 

authenticity.  In addition, there is preliminary support for using an empowerment 

framework for training opinion leaders.   

Application to the Current Training Design 

 Several design inputs can be utilised from opinion leader literature in the current 

training intervention.  From a process perspective, the training will use an informal 

approach, achieved by a relaxed facilitation style.  In addition, ongoing support and contact 

with opinion leaders will be incorporated.  Regarding training content, social authenticity 

will be emphasised by addressing this point in training, and providing opinion leaders with 

the message: ‘do what you do normally, but just a little bit louder’.  In addition, knowledge 

from psychological models of behaviour change will be incorporated.  Opinion leaders will 

learn about how to utilise the effect of group norms (communicating that proactive 

behaviours from students are  accepted and popular in the cohort), barriers and facilitating 

strategies for adopting the proactive behaviours, how to support the self-efficacy of their 

peers, and the value of personal endorsement.  Lastly, the training will devote time to 

explaining the issue of higher education transition, the merits of the project, and the 

valuable role the student opinion leaders can enact if they choose.  In contrast to Kelly’s 

(2004) approach, there will be less emphasis placed on the necessity that opinion leaders 

take up the proposed role of change agent; this is to align the training with empowerment 

principles and to mitigate any coercion effects between researcher and participants.  
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 Opinion leaders in the reviewed literature enacted their roles in ways that were 

appropriate to the social context.  For example, male leaders in Larkey et al.’s (1999) 

research used mocking or teasing to influence their peers, which is a normative behaviour 

for men in a blue collar workplace.  It is likely that opinion leaders in this project will 

focus on providing social support to peers, as not only is this normative peer-to-peer 

student behaviour, it is an effective way to generate a sense of connectedness between 

peers, which is a primary focus in initial group beginnings (Lizzio & Wilson, 2001).  

Secondly, this is a feature of the training content (role plays).  Lastly, it is likely opinion 

leaders will be primed by the name of the role supplied to them, supportive leader.  

Therefore, investigating how higher education peer mentors have been trained may provide 

useful content and processes for the design of the current training.   This review will now 

focus upon relevant insights from peer mentor training.   

 

What Content is Relevant from Peer Mentor Training? 

Linkages between Supportive Leadership and Peer Mentor Training 

 As discussed previously in Chapter 2, the supportive leader role enacted by the 

opinion leaders in this project shares qualities with an established peer support role in 

universities, that of the peer mentor.  Both roles share the goal of fostering peers’ senses of 

success and developing peers’ self-regulation.  Therefore, literature regarding the training 

of peer mentors is relevant for this project.  A thorough review of mentoring training 

practices is out of scope for this Chapter, and unfortunately there is no review article to 

direct the interested reader.  Sanft, Jensen, and McMurray (2008) offer a published training 

companion and other researchers have briefly described their approaches to training peer 

mentors (i.e., Baterna-Daluz, 2012; Beltman & Schaeben, 2012; Fowler & Muckert, 2004; 

Muckert, 2002; Heirdsfield, Walker, & Walsh, Kerryann, 2008; O’Brien & Llamas, 2012).  
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Although brief descriptions of training design features have been presented in the peer 

mentoring literature, the rationale or theoretical justification is typically missing.  

However, an attempt will be made here to link existing mentor training design feature to 

theory which are relevant for the current project.  The following literature will integrate 

and summarise several components that feature in mentor training that are relevant for the 

current project.  These components are: encouraging self-awareness and reflective 

practices; increasing awareness of peers’ needs; providing guidance on providing social 

support; and maintaining boundaries.  Each of these will be briefly described and their 

relation to the current training design outlined.  A notable absence from this review is basic 

interpersonal skills training, which is a deliberate omission to the current project’s opinion 

leadership training, given that all first year students in the research sample participate in an 

interpersonal skills course in first semester of university.   

 Self-awareness. Developing mentors’ self-awareness appears to be a typical first 

step in peer mentor training (e.g., Sanft et al., 2008).  The goals of the self-awareness 

activities are likely to be for the purposes of increasing intrinsic motivation, utilizing 

strengths and managing challenges. Avenues to achieve this include facilitated processes 

whereby peer mentors outline their motivations for becoming a peer mentor, naming the 

strengths they will bring to the role (and how this will benefit them in the mentoring role), 

and identification of any personal barriers they may face. Although not stipulated, these 

processes resonate with goal setting exercises (i.e., Locke & Latham, 2002), strengths-

based learning approaches (Clifton & Harter, 2003) and hope and resilience capacity 

exercises (anticipating challenges and identifying multiple pathways for resolution; 

Masten, 2001; Snyder, 2000).  These points are relevant in the current project, and in 

addition to encouraging authenticity, these process may help to monitor and manage the 

personal effect of enacting the supportive leader role.  In the current project, opinion 
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leader’s self-awareness will be encouraged during the training through the use of content 

that encourages reflection of personal characteristics and interpersonal approaches.  On an 

ongoing basis, opinion leaders’ self-awareness will be encouraged through participation in 

longitudinal research addressing their role enactment experiences.  

 Reflective practice.  Mentors’ reflective practice skills are often targeted in peer 

mentor training (Sanft et al., 2008), and this appears to be for the purposes of developing 

practice insight and continued skill development.  Reflective practice has been encouraged 

by group discussions during training regarding approaches to handling a range of student 

issues, reflective practice guides (e.g., Fowler & Mucket, 2004), soliciting feedback from 

peer mentees (e.g., after session 1 and end of program), and reflective practice ‘drop-in’ 

sessions with mentoring coordinators (Wilson, 2008).  In the current project, reflective 

practice is important to ensure the integrity of the intervention, in particular that opinion 

leaders increase the volume of their behaviours whilst maintaining their social authenticity.  

Opinion leaders’ reflective practice will be encouraged through their participation in data 

collection process which will include questions specifically targeting their reflections of 

their practice.  

 Awareness of peers’ needs.  Mentors’ awareness of the needs of their peers has 

been developed in mentor training by group discussion of evidence based information 

regarding the factors that lead to a successful transition or risk (O’Brien et al., 2012; 

Wilson, 2008; Wilson, 2009).  This includes dispelling myths (i.e., your OP is how smart 

you are), and discussing known barriers for local students.  Increasing mentors’ awareness 

of the needs of first year students is most likely for the purposes of increasing sensitivity of 

approach to provide a better service.  For example, in the university where the current 

research takes place, 70% of students are the first in their family to attend university, 

which is likely to be associated with lower academic capital and concerns about not 
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belonging at university (Wilson & Lizzio, 2010).  Mentors can normalise fears students 

may be feeling and provide a sense of belonging.  Mentors can link students with resources 

and ‘system knowledge’, thereby encouraging proactive approaches for managing issues.   

 Mentors have knowledge of what is needed during the transition to university, 

which comes from their lived experience:  Training can be an opportunity to vicariously 

learn from mentors’ personal experiences, and to validate and extend this expertise by 

sharing theory and empirical literature (Wilson, 2008).  This lies at the heart of effective 

peer mentoring programs offering important content and process insights relevant for the 

current training design.  That is, the value in (a) helping mentors link practice with 

empirical and theoretical knowledge, and (b) validating the contributions of mentors.  The 

relationship between the peer-mentoring-coordinator/trainer and the peer mentor is at all 

times collaborative; trainers support the mentors’ sense of worth and ability to making a 

valuable contribution.  In the current project, opinion leaders’ awareness of peers’ 

transition needs can be encouraged in a similar process.  That is, by inviting reflections on 

previous transitions and the factors that helped or hindered their transition experience, and 

then relating this to theory (senses of success model; Lizzio, 2006) and empirical 

knowledge.  In addition, contextualised information can be presented; in the current project 

this will focus on the cohort’s beliefs regarding their capability for university, which were 

measured pre-semester.   

 Guidance for providing peer social support.  Peer mentors have been provided 

with guidance for enacting instrumental, informational, emotional and belonging social 

support.  Regarding emotional and belonging support, mentors have been encouraged to 

normalise experiences, provide encouragement, offer interpersonal warmth, and facilitate 

social networks (e.g., Sanft et al., 2008).  Mentors’ ability to provide informational support 

and instrumental support appears to be a key focus in training, and this is developed 
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through increasing knowledge of student resources, administrative processes, and localised 

‘how to’ information.  Mentors may learn this information through didactic lecture, self-

directed reading of supplied resources, or vicariously from their mentor peers.  Mentors are 

encouraged to find ways to provide advice or assistance that supports mentees’ personal 

empowerment (Sanft et al., 2008).  For example, mentors discuss approaches to assisting 

mentees with their assignments which encourage self-ownership of tasks.  An applied 

example is that a mentor may teach their mentees different methods for locating literature 

resources but refrain from conducting the literature search themselves.  Therefore, the key 

messages to mentors in providing support appear to be to provide support in ways that do 

not undermine self-esteem or encourage dependence, but builds self-directed learning 

skills (Wilson, 2008).  The concepts of normalisation, encouragement, non-dependence 

helping, and increasing self-regulation skills are relevant for the current project.  There is 

no theoretical basis, however, to advancing opinion leaders’ capacity to provide 

informational support (‘how to’ knowledge) in the current training intervention and 

therefore this is a key divergence from peer mentor training.  Opinion leaders will be 

exposed to this information, along with their peers, during orientation and the course of the 

semester.  In addition, advancing opinion leaders’ ‘how to’ knowledge prior to semester is 

likely to alienate them from their peer or set them up to be disengaged when this 

information is covered in lectures, tutorials, or mentoring sessions.   

 Boundary maintenance.  Peer mentors are trained to negotiate expectations and 

role limitations including methods and time of contact between mentor and mentee (e.g., 

Beltman & Schaeben, 2012; O’Brien et al., 2012).  This is achieved through verbal 

contracting between mentor and mentee and written information that explains the aims, 

duration, and process of peer mentoring.  Mentors may achieve this learning objective in 

training through discussing hypothetical scenarios or role playing challenging interactions.  
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Of relevance to the current project, peer mentors are trained to refer peers onto 

professional support providers when the student needs exceed the boundaries of the mentor 

role (counselling services, first year advisor, course convenors) and to contact their peer 

mentoring convenor if ever they feel uncomfortable.  In the current project, opinion leaders 

will be guided to manage personal boundaries, which will be a component of the training 

content and supported on an ongoing basis by questions in the surveys and exit interviews.   

 Application to current training design.  In summary, the peer mentoring 

literature provides several relevant components for the content of the current project.  

Concerning the training process, opinion leaders’ insights will be validated.  This will be 

for the purposes of conveying collaboration between facilitator and trainees and for 

supporting opinion leaders’ self-worth and sense of competence.  In regard to the training 

content, opinion leaders’ intrinsic motivation for the project will be targeted by conveying 

information about the merit of the project, and the exciting role they can contribute in an 

innovative research project.  Opinion leader self-awareness and reflective practices will be 

encouraged through training content that invites reflection upon personal characteristics, 

and prompting questions in the ongoing research component of the project (surveys and 

interview).  Similarly, opinion leaders’ awareness of the needs of their peers will be 

potentially developed through group discussions regarding factors that help or hinder 

transition experiences, with integration to senses of success model (Lizzio, 2006).  

Additionally, opinion leaders will be given guidance on providing peer social support 

which normalises experiences and encourages proactive student behaviours, in addition to 

suggestions to maintain boundaries. Therefore, approaches to training peer mentors offers 

a rich source of information for the design of supportive leader training. The next 

component in the design is deliberate consideration of strategies to increase opinion 

leaders’ psychological resources.  
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How can opinion leaders' psychological resources be increased? 

 In the previous sections, we have established what the most effective approaches to 

training opinion leaders are, and garnered a richness of content from higher education peer 

mentoring training which is relevant for the design of the current training intervention.  

The next design element in the current training intervention is to identify strategies to 

increase the psychological resources of the student opinion leader trainees.  To achieve this 

component, an established intervention that increases psychological capital in employees 

and students will be adapted for current purposes.  Any discussion of increasing trainees’ 

psychological resources cannot go past the concept of personal empowerment.   A 

definition and application of the overarching theoretical lenses for this Chapter, 

empowerment theory will be provided. But first, it is important to explain why increasing 

opinion leaders’ psychological capital is a goal for the current training intervention. 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, researchers have successfully used interventions to 

increase contagion effects between participants.  For instance, leaders have been provided 

with charisma training (Bono & Ilies, 2006) or psychological capital interventions 

(Hodges, 2010).  Hence this methodological approach has been adopted in the current 

research.   In addition, the opinion leaders were selected based upon having moderate to 

high psychological resources, however, the process of undergoing a transition to a new 

environment without network links is likely to produce anxiety and thus diminish their 

psychological capital.  This further justifies adopting a ‘booster’ methodology to increase 

contagion effects. 

Interventions that Increase Psychological Capital 

 Luthans and colleagues’ (Luthans et al., 2006; Luthans, Avey, & Patera, 2008; 

Luthans, Avey, Avoilo, & Peterson 2010) research offers examples of interventions that 

successfully increase both students’ and employees’ psychological resources through using 
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empirically validated processes to target participant’s hope, resilience, efficacy, and 

optimism.  As discussed in the previous chapter, Luthans and colleagues (including 

Stajkovic, 2006) view these constructs as components to a higher order core construct 

(psycap or core confidence).  The researchers target these four constructs because they are 

‘state-like’ rather than ‘trait-like’, meaning that they are malleable and open to be affected 

through brief interventions.  Luthans et al. note that a common theme across these 

constructs is “…a motivational tendency to accomplish goals and succeed (Luthans et al., 

2010, p. 48).  It could be argued that an additional common theme is that these constructs 

inform proactive coping (student self-regulation) and are linked to wellbeing and 

empowerment.  The empowered and self-regulating student engages with these resources 

during their learning journey.   

 In Luthans and colleague’s research (2010), participants’ sense of hope was 

increased using Snydner’s (2000) clinically validated guidelines.  This includes processes 

to segment large goals into smaller goals, choosing goals with appropriate levels of 

challenge, applying avenues for measuring progress (all reminiscent of goal setting theory 

principles, Locke & Latham, 2002), devising multiple pathways to achieve goals, and 

identification of potential obstacles and plans for managing these.  Participant’s self-

efficacy was developed by targeting the four pathways Bandura (1977) outlines for 

increasing efficacy, namely personal mastery, vicarious learning, social persuasion, and 

emotional arousal.  Participants’ resilience was expected to be increased through the 

generation of multiple pathways for goal accomplishment, which would enable participants 

to see avenues to ‘bounce back’ if initial pathways did not succeed (in line with Masten, 

2001).  Additional exercises were used to enable participants’ to plan for avoidance and 

prevent barriers.  Lastly, participants were assisted to develop general positive expectations 

(optimism) for obtaining their goals through these previously mentioned processes which 
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encourage realistic expectations of success due to recognition of pathways and options for 

overcoming challenges. 

 In justification for using the ‘psychological resource boosting’ approach to guide 

the design of the current intervention, Luthans and colleagues (2006; 2008; 2010; Hodges, 

2010; Avey, Richmond, & Nixon, 2012) have found that the interventions can positively 

influence participants’ later behaviour.  Research using the psychological capital 

intervention principles found that the training can positively affect participants’ on-the-job 

performance, although, the effect of the intervention on performance has to date only been 

measured by subjective ratings from managers and self-reports.  Furthermore, students’ 

academic development has been targeted using interventions that effectively utilise similar 

processes, suggesting this is a valid approach to adopt in the current methodology for 

student self-regulation building (Lizzio & Wilson, 2008; 2013; Potter & Parkinson, 2010; 

Cleary & Zimmerman, 2004).  In addition (and as reviewed in Chapter 2), researchers have 

found evidence for the contagion of psychological resources: Subordinates who do not 

attend the training themselves but whom interact with managers who receive psychological 

capital training show increased psychological resources (Hodges).  Similarly, people who 

are exposed to leaders who express their psychological capital through affirmative 

statements show increased psychological resources and superior work performance (i.e., 

higher creativity; Avey et al., 2012).  This suggests the adopted methodology in the current 

project (i.e., increasing positive resources of opinion leaders) is suitable.   

 Application to the current training design. This series of studies demonstrates 

that an individual’s psychological resources can be developed by a short training 

intervention, and offers several relevant options for the current project for increasing 

participants’ psychological resources.  In the current project, this is achieved using the 

following pathways. 
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 Increasing participants’ self-efficacy. Participants’ personal mastery will be 

potentially increased by asking participants to recall times they have made transitions in 

the past; highlighting the character strengths and proactive actions they enacted in making 

that transition, and relating this to their current transition to university.  Secondly, 

participants’ efficacy will be potentially increased by using vicarious learning.  This will 

be achieved by the sharing of stories from relatable peers and role models (the facilitators).  

Participants’ perceptions of similarities between the role model and themselves will be 

targeted by developing rapport using normalisation of feelings, and by highlighting 

common motivations for studying and common emotive experiences in relation to making 

transitions.  Facilitators will also use social persuasion to increase participants’ efficacy by 

conveying attitudinal statements and empirical knowledge of factors that help students to 

have successful transitions into university, and emphasising that the participants are 

capable and in control of these factors.  The facilitators are expected to be perceived as 

credible sources by the participants due to the first year leadership roles they hold at the 

university and lived experience as students themselves.  For this reason, the facilitators’ 

social persuasion is expected to be effective, since persuader credibility influences the 

extent to which social influence is effective (Bandura, 1997).  Lastly, participants’ 

emotional arousal will be targeted by the use of humour, facilitator charisma, conveyance 

of support, building excitement and engagement for the project, and inducing feelings of 

pride.   

 Increasing participants’ hope.  Participants’ hope will be potentially influenced by 

attending to their goals, avenues for achieving their goals (pathways), and sense of agency 

(goal directed energy).  Participants’ perception of the transition experience will 

potentially be re-framed into smaller factors (i.e., the five senses of success).  The process 

used to achieve this will be dialogue methods of facilitation (Shor & Freire, 1987) and 
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integrating theory with personal experience (Beard & Wilson, 2006; Walter & Marks, 

1981).  Specifically, students provide their opinions and the facilitators align their 

responses to existing empirical knowledge.  Discussions of factors that made previous 

transitions challenging will occur and obstacle planning used to encourage trainees’ 

awareness of multiple pathways they can use to achieve a successful transition.   

 Increasing participants’ optimism.  Participants’ positive expectations for having a 

successful transition to university are expected to increase as a corollary of participants 

achieving increased efficacy and hope, as suggested theoretically and by previous 

empirical studies suggesting optimistic beliefs are rooted in personal efficacy (Bandura, 

2008).  Participants’ confidence in identifying: their strengths (i.e., proactive attitudes and 

behaviours); factors that help and hinder them during transitions; pathways for increasing 

or managing these factors; and their belief in their ability to enact these plans is expected to 

increase their positive expectations in relation to their university experience.    

 Increasing participant’s resilience. Individuals’ resilience has been developed by 

intervention programs that increase their sense of their personal resources and minimize 

factors that impede goal attainment (Masten, 2001).  In the current project, this will 

initially be achieved through the pathways described previously for building participants’ 

sense of hope and efficacy.  In addition, participants’ academic resilience will be targeted 

by using a role play of a hypothetical scenario involving a student who has failed their first 

piece of assessment.  De-briefing of these role plays will involve moving through a process 

of normalisation of the failing experience and value in labelling the emotional experience 

(Rock, 2009) and then moving into discussion of proactive options and avenues to 

encourage visualisation of personal ‘bounce-back’ from adversity.  Discussion of ways to 

prevent the adversity from occurring will be included, incorporating social persuasion 

techniques from the facilitator regarding participants’ chances of achieving ‘bounce-back’ 
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to increase participant’s’ self-efficacy.  Additionally, ‘bounce-back’ attitude will be 

modelled by the facilitators, through story telling of personal moments of academic 

resilience.     

Empowerment:  Definitions and Project Relevance 

 Empowerment is a term that has different meanings and definitions to different 

contexts and populations.  This dissertation uses the community psychology definition, 

whereby empowerment refers to “…a process, a mechanism, by which people, 

organisations, and communities gain mastery over their affairs” (Rappaport, 1987; p. 122).  

It is considered the “bottom line” for community psychologists, and so too it will be the 

‘bottom line’ for the processes used in this thesis.   

 Empowerment is a multi-level construct, and most typically personal and social 

levels of empowerment are considered.  An individual’s personal empowerment refers to 

psychological patterns that represent the determination he/she feels over life (Wilson, 

2010).  Definitions of personal empowerment predominantly include the constructs 

perceived control, learned-helplessness, self-efficacy, self-esteem, and an understanding of 

the social-political environment.  In contrast, social empowerment concerns the actual 

social conditions an individual experiences, including their social influence, political 

power and legal rights (Zimmerman, 2000).  Social empowerment may be seen by 

participation in one’s community; in the current project this would be the student’s 

learning community.  Social and personal empowerment are interrelated; understandably, it 

is easier to experience personal empowerment when one is socially empowered.  Likewise, 

social disempowerment can create barriers to achieving a sense of control over one’s 

environment.  Furthermore, if society deems someone unworthy, this greatly inhibits their 

ability to develop a personal sense of self-worth. 



77 

 Students’ personal empowerment will be the focus of the current research.  As 

outlined in Chapter 2, students’ social empowerment has been the focus of wider university 

intervention and this project positions itself as a key to unlocking those resources which 

are available to students.  In the following literature, the concepts of personal 

empowerment will be defined and a cursory illustration of why personal empowerment is 

important to students in higher education will be offered.  This will be followed by an 

application of personal empowerment to the current training intervention.  This review will 

summarise key principles relevant to the current project, but the interested reader is 

directed to Rappaport (1987) and Zimmerman (2000) further detail on the theory of 

empowerment.   

Personal Empowerment 

 Locus of control refers to “…one’s belief about the cause of success and failure in 

one’s life, and represents a disposition that includes a generalized expectancy about the 

relationship between one’s actions and outcomes” (Lefcourt, 1976; Rotter, 1966, as cited 

in Zimmerman, 2000; p. 48).  Individuals’ with a perceived internal locus of control 

recognise a link between their enacted behaviours and outcomes in their lives.  People with 

a perception of internal control typically engage in a range of behaviours that benefit their 

wellbeing ranging from health behaviours, educational investment, and workplace safety.  

Conversely, individuals with an external locus of control are more inclined to attribute 

outcomes to factors outside of their control such as fate, luck, and other people’s 

behaviours.  As a result of this belief in a lack of control, people often self-sabotage their 

chances of achieving their goals by failing to invest in behaviour that will help them 

achieve that goal.   

 An external locus of control is related to a very potent state of mind called learned 

helplessness (Seligman Maier & 1967), which is when an individual internalises the eternal 
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difficulties or oppressions they have encountered, inhibiting their ability to “…take 

initiative or build effective relationships with others.  This can then get in the way of 

people solving the problems facing them externally…Thus, feeling inferior leads to acting 

inferior” (Wilson, 2010).  One of the landmark and poignant studies in this area was in 

relation to nursing home resident’s quality of life and longevity; Rodin and Langer (1976; 

1977) discovered that residents who developed learned helplessness experienced more 

cognitive decline and were twice more likely to die than residence who were given 

additional choices about their environment (Langer & Rodin, 1976; Rodin & Langer, 

1977).  Clearly, people’s perceptions of the control they have in their life is paramount as it 

affects their behavioural choices and hence, what happens to them in their lives.   

 In relation to the student experience, students with an internal locus of control are 

more likely to achieve greater academic success (e.g., Baron & Clob-Clarke, 2010; Bulus, 

2011; Wood, Saylor, & Cohen, 2009).  It appears they are likely to spend more time 

studying and to seek help in preparation for their exams.  However, a student who feels 

that their academic success is strongly influenced by chance or powerful others (e.g., what 

their examiner may happen to include in the exam) is likely to exert less effort and 

effectively self-sabotage their chances of success.  Sadly, it appears that university students 

in a westernised culture have a more external locus of control than 80% of students in the 

1960s (Twenge, Zhang, & Im, 2004), suggesting this is an area requiring much needed 

focus in higher education.  Therefore, the beliefs students have about their ability to affect 

their situation is an important consideration for this research.   

 Self-efficacy and self-esteem. As aforementioned in Chapter 2, a person’s sense of 

self-efficacy is a powerful self-belief influencing their functioning.  Bandura’s (2008) 

descriptions of the self-efficacious person are deeply aligned with the concept of 

empowerment: “…people are contributors to their life circumstances, not just products of 
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them” (p. 167).  Students’ self-efficacy is related to academic achievement, persistence 

(Devonport & Lane, 2006; Multon, Brown, & Lent, 1991; Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994) 

and wellbeing (Zajacova, Lynch, & Espenshade, 2005).  Students with a lack of self-

efficacy are at risk of paying less attention in class, skipping class, and failing to prepare 

for their exams (Zimmerman, 2002).  Conversely, students with high self-efficacy spend 

more time engaged in activities to support their learning (Torres & Solberg, 2001) and are 

more likely to use active coping styles to directly challenge the source of their stress 

(Devonport & Lane, 2006; Lane et al., 2002).   

 The concept of personal empowerment also includes an individual’s self-esteem, 

which, in essence, is “…the extent to which we like and value ourselves” (Wilson, 2010; p. 

14).  Self-esteem affects motivation and behaviour, and is related to people’s wellbeing 

and life satisfaction (Guindon, 2010).  Indeed, some argue that self-esteem is a 

fundamental human need (Greenberg, 2008), and a causal factor in the genesis of major 

social issues (Wilson, 2010).  Wilson explains that when people have a positive attitude 

toward their qualities this fosters a sense of personal power and agency.  Such people 

compare themselves favourably with others and regulate themselves effectively.  These 

positive internal processes mean that the high self-esteem individual is more likely to take 

control of their life, to behave responsibly toward other people, and to accept and maintain 

social obligations.  In contrast, people with low self-esteem lack the protective internal 

positive self-regard of the high self-esteem individual, and are likely to feel helpless and 

powerless.  People with low self-esteem are more likely to criticise themselves and other 

people, feeling self-deprecation, anger and hostility.  With this, individuals who are low in 

self-esteem are likely to engage is self-defeating behaviour, and may feel little social 

responsibility.  As expected, people with low self-esteem are more likely to experience a 

range of negative phenomena including mental illness, violence, and substance abuse 
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(Guindon).  In addition, an individual’s level of social empowerment is related to self-

esteem (Twenge, & Crocker, 2002).   

 A person’s self-esteem is related to educational and occupational attainment (Wang 

et al., 1999), and in general, low self-esteem is both an outcome and predictor of low 

academic performance (Guindon, 2010).  Some findings have found no relationship 

between high-self-esteem and academic performance, with researchers suggesting that the 

individual’s motivation is a key moderating factor (e.g., Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & 

Vohs, 2003).  Researchers caution that more self-esteem is not necessarily better, noting 

that greatly inflated self-esteem may increase antisocial tendencies (Baumeister, et al., 

2003; Twenge, 2006).   

 An individual’s self-esteem is influenced by their perception of social support, with 

Fass and Taubman (2002, as cited in Guidon, 2010) discovering that university students 

who perceived support from their peers and family had higher self-esteem and academic 

achievement.  Therefore, social support is considered one pathway for increasing self-

esteem (Guindon).  An additional pathway for developing an individual’s self-esteem is 

though recognition of personal strengths (Guindon).  Both social support and recognition 

of strengths will be features of the current training design.   

 Understanding of socio-political environment.  Lastly, Zimmerman’s (2000) 

definition of psychological empowerment includes having an understanding of the socio-

political environment.  In relation to the student transition context, a student who has a 

sense of resourcefulness, that is, understanding and engagement with their rights and 

opportunities to access support, would possess this aspect of personal empowerment.  For 

students to have a successful transition to university, accessing available resources and 

help-seeking is a fundamental activity in which they need to engage.  It can be argued, that 
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a student who feels personally empowered will access the supports and have a superior 

experience at university. 

The Empowered Student 

 Empowered individuals consider themselves in control of their lives, so too 

empowered students believe they have control of their learning experience and academic 

performance (Cleary & Zimmerman, 2004).  Students’ sense of empowerment in the 

higher education literature appears to have received the most attention in relation to how 

curriculum and assessment design empowers students (for further information, see Bovill 

et al., 2011).  The current projects makes a unique contribution, therefore, by offering an 

alternate research perspective by considering student empowerment in a peer to peer 

positive contagion framework.  Student empowerment is linked to their university 

engagement (Chan, 2001) and therefore student motivation and persistence (Cleary & 

Zimmerman).  In essence, the empowered student is a self-regulating student (Cleary & 

Zimmerman) because of “…an underlying self-belief that success is largely dependent on 

one’s skill in effectively using and adjusting [learning] strategies” (p. 542).  

Inter-Relationship amongst Empowerment Terms 

 These personal empowerment constructs are highly interrelated.  People with 

perceived control have higher self-efficacy (Phillips & Gully, 1997; Wood & Bandura, 

1989).  Similarly, students with an internal locus of control are more likely to have healthy 

self-esteem (Ross & Broh, 2000) and academic self-efficacy (Carifio & Rhodes, 2002).  

Bandura’s (2008) description of the agentic person appears to precisely represent the 

concept of personal empowerment: “To be an agent is to influence intentionally one’s 

functioning and the course of environmental events.  In this view, people are contributors 

to their life circumstances not just products of them” (p. 167).  Indeed, Judge and 

colleagues (Judge & Bono, 2001) established through factors analysis that locus of control, 
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self-esteem, generalised self-efficacy, and emotional stability are personality constructs 

loading on a higher order concept which they have named core self-evaluations.  This 

latent personality construct represents an individual’s basic, fundamental appraisal of 

his/her “…worthiness, effectiveness, and capability as a person” (Judge, Erez, Bono, & 

Thoresen, 2003, p. 304).  Interestingly, Judge and colleagues established through meta-

analysis that core self-evaluations are amongst the most predictive personality variables of 

a person’s work performance (Judge & Bono, 2001).   

 This conceptual overlap warrants a brief detour in our story, to note and explain 

why both the theories of psycap and empowerment are included in this dissertation’s 

definition of psychological capital, and how this process will be managed for the reader.  

This detour will end with a short application of empowerment theory to the current training 

design, before moving on to answer the questions of what training processes foster learner 

empowerment, and how opinion leaders can be effectively trained using adult learning 

principles. 

Relationship of Psychological Capital and Empowerment 

 As noted in Chapter 2, the intention is not to confuse the reader by integrating 

numerous positive resource terms.  Nor will this thesis attempt to debate and diagnose the 

conceptual structure of ‘psychological capital’.  Rather, a selection of psychological 

variables which have demonstrated enabling capacity for students are studied.  The 

purpose of the present cursory discussion is to acknowledge that there is evident overlap, 

and reiterate how the paradigms will be treated in this thesis.   

 Although these variables may have different theoretical traditions, in any case, it is 

clear they are deeply related, overlapping, both antecedences and corollaries of one 

another, synergistic, and probably indicators of a common core construct.  The empowered 

student engages with the psychological capital resources (hope, resilience, efficacy, 
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optimism) during their learning journey. Similarly, enacting psychological capital is a 

demonstration of a self-regulating student.  Additionally, the empowered student is 

essentially a self-regulating student because of “…an underlying self-belief that success is 

largely dependent on one’s skill in effectively using and adjusting [learning] strategies” 

(Cleary & Zimmerman, 2004; p. 542).  Perhaps this overlap can be viewed as support for 

the idea that these variables share a common core, higher order factor.   

 It may be argued that the difference between psycap and personal empowerment is 

that the latter is trait-like and the former state-like, although it is reasonable to consider 

personal empowerment could be context dependent, meaning that it too can be state-like.  

A person who feels disempowered in their workplace may direct their focus into their 

weekend volunteer work where they do feel esteemed, competent, and efficacious (i.e., 

Thoits & Hewitt, 2001).  Similarly, we would expect an individual’s sense of personal 

control to increase by developing their awareness of the actions they can take to achieve 

their goals (i.e., developing hope pathways exercise, Snyder, 2000, used in the psycap 

intervention, Luthans et al., 2010).  As such, psychological capital exercises most likely 

increase an individual’s internal locus of control in a given context, suggesting that it too 

can be state-like.  Therefore, it could be argued that internal locus of control is featured in 

the concept psycap, but at an implicit level. It is easy to see how a scholar can get 

confused, and begin to wonder if there is a jangle fallacy
3
 occurring (Kelly, 1927, as cited 

in Stajkovic, 2006).   

 At times, however, it is empirically, practically, and theoretically useful to 

distinguish between these variables.  For instance, these variables do not always behave in 

the same way:  Academic self-efficacy is a reliable predictor of academic performance, 

however, self-esteem is not (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2003).  In addition, the logic to 

                                                 
3
“…the practice of introducing new variables without sufficient consideration of those already in existence” 

(Kelly, 1927, as cited in Stajkovic, 2006, p. 1209). 
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distinguishing and then activating all the pathways of hope, resilience, efficacy, and 

optimism in intervention work is attractive, since researchers suggest that an individual is 

operating at their best when all resources are fostered (Luthans et al., 2010).  Therefore, 

attending to all of these constructs in intervention design appears useful. For the purpose of 

this research we will respect distinctions between the variables when necessary, but 

consider and refer to all these variables as psychological resources or psychological 

capital.   

 Understandably, not all of the variables can be measured all of the time throughout 

this research project.  An attempt to achieve this would produce a data collection burden on 

participants, create an unmanageable reporting process, and add relatively little to 

answering the empirical questions posed in this dissertation.  Rationales for selection of 

focus (inclusion and exclusion) will be made throughout the dissertation at the appropriate 

time.   

 Final analyses (Chapter 7) will involve creating composite variables for prediction; 

Fisher (2009) notes, in her review of the history of predicting the relationship between 

employee happiness and their job performance, that combining multiple predictor and 

outcome criteria into composite variables results in superior prediction.  Luthans and 

colleagues (2006) have reported improved predictive ability in combining the variables of 

optimism, efficacy, resilience, and hope into a higher order construct.  Indeed, it appears 

that getting the measurement level correct can make or break research fidelity.  In 

illustration, the employee happiness-performance relationship is now believed to be r = .56 

(Harrison et al., 2006), but for decades researchers preached that the common-sense belief 

that ‘a happy worker is a productive worker’ was a misguided management fad; they 

proposed and that the correlation was an “illusionary” (r = .17; Iaffaldano & Muchinsky, 
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1985; p. 270) or modest at best (r = .30; Judge, Thorsen, Bono, & Patterson, 2001
4
).  This 

is relevant in the current intervention design as it emphasises the need to foster and 

measure university related psychological capital.   

 Application of empowerment theory to the current research.  Design features in 

the current training intervention will seek to foster opinion leaders’ internal locus of 

control, self-esteem and self-efficacy, and involvement in their learning community by 

using a number of content and process components.  Table 1 outlines examples of how 

these personal empowerment concepts will be operationalized in the training content and 

process.   

 Student empowerment is, essentially, the goal of this dissertation.  An empowered 

student in the context of this research is one that has a sense of their personal competency 

and self-worth, a belief that they can control their learning experience and academic 

performance, knowledge of and connection with supports available to them, and a sense of 

entitlement to access these resources.   

 What factors help develop such a student?  Some research suggests that facilitator 

behaviour over student characteristics is the primary predictor of student empowerment 

(Houser & Frymier, 2009), which underscores the importance of considering the behaviour 

and processes employed by a trainer.  A question relevant to this chapter is: What training 

processes foster learner empowerment?   

 

  

                                                 
4
 These researchers went so far as to conclude that “…the relationship between employee satisfaction and job 

performance is no longer considered an important area of research” (p. 393).  Thinking on this matter has 

reversed considerably in the past decade.     
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Table 1  

Examples of how the current training operationalized personal empowerment principles in 

content design and processes.   

Empowerment 

principle 

Operationalized in training 

content 

Operationalized in training 

process 

Locus of control   Choices in the content and 

transition to university 

emphasised: 

 Training framed as an ‘invitation’ 

to participant in the supportive 

leadership program:  ‘I’d like to 

invite you to participate…’ 

 Emphasised that the 5 factors of a 

successful transition are things that 

are in their control and capable of 

enacting. 

 

 Choices emphasised in the 

learning process (‘how are we 

going energy wise, would anyone 

like us to take a break?’).  

Suggesting that authority lies in 

the group, not the facilitator 

Self-efficacy and 

self-esteem 
 Strengths solicited:  ‘Can you 

think of a time when you have 

shown optimism, self-confidence, 

or resilience during a time of 

transition?”’ 

 Contribution solicited: 

‘Did your positive outlook rub off 

on others?’ 

 

 Opinions of participants solicited 

and validated 

 Facilitators’ name participants’ 

strengths and highlight previous 

mastery experiences of 

transitions 

 Facilitators use interpersonal 

non-verbal language when 

validating participants’ 

contributions that indicate respect 

for trainees (i.e., eye contact, 

open body language, smiles, 

excitement in tone of voice), and 

active listening (Hogan, 2000).   

Involvement in 

community/ 

understanding of 

socio-political 

structures/ power 

 Information provided on access to 

resources 

 The project itself is an opportunity 

for community voice/ participation  

 Positive attitude to accessing 

resources expressed by 

facilitators 

 Direct relationship with key 

power advocates in first year 

community (First Year Advisor 

and Peer Mentoring Coordinator) 
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What Training Processes Foster Learner Empowerment? 

Empowering Approaches to Training and Intervention. 

 Researchers have described several conditions important in designing and 

delivering empowerment-based interventions.  The appositeness of empowerment theory to 

the higher education context is evident in Zimmerman’s (2000) description of empowering 

interventions which resembles processes that foster student self-regulation:  “…the process 

is empowering if it helps people develop skills so they can become independent problem-

solvers and decision-makers” (p. 46).   An expanded description is found with Rappaport 

(1987), who notes that interventions which are empowering contain certain conditions: 

The interventions are collaborative, concerned with providing or facilitating 

resources to free self-corrective capacities, delivered in a context that avoids  

the one down position of many helper-helpee relationships, and sensitive to 

the culture and traditions of the settings and individuals. 

 Although this description was in made in relation to mental health interventions, it 

can be applied in the context of assisting students to transition to higher education.  

Collaboration speaks to the need for there to be valued input by both parties and intrinsic 

motivations for engagement.  Facilitating resources to free self-corrective capacities speaks 

to using a student centred approach to increase participants’ self-regulation skills and 

provide knowledge of availability supports, and positive attitudes regarding accessing 

these supports.  The ‘one down position’ relates to the need to work with an attitude that 

values partnerships (Lizzio, 2011) and embraces a non-elitist model of education; 

partnerships are viewed as mutually beneficial and steps are taken to build the self-esteem 

and help seeking of the student, not to discourage such efforts.  Lastly, being sensitive to 

the culture and traditions speaks to awareness of the challenges that students may be 

facing.  Particularly relevant in the current context are issues with low academic capital 
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and financial strains (Wilson & Lizzio, nd; see Chapter 7 for further details).  These 

principles will be incorporated in the design of the current training.   

 Another condition for designing empowering interventions is to give consideration 

to the context for the intervention (i.e., the environmental ecology), in particular, the 

radiating effects of interventions (Kelly, 1971, as cited in Rappaport, 1987).  Rappaport 

encourages psychologists to consider “…how empowerment at one level of analysis 

influences the other levels” (p. 133).   In the current project, the effect of training opinion 

leaders was considered upon their non-trained peers, specifically, in regards to how further 

increasing opinion leaders’ confidence might fuel peers’ sense of ‘imposter syndrome’.  

This can be expressed by the personal commentary: ‘They [an opinion leader] don’t have 

troubles with uni – that’s more evidence that I don’t belong here because I don’t have what 

it takes’.  This concern is directly addressed in the training content and participants will be 

made cognisant of the need to manage this potential unintended outcome.   

Empowering Facilitation Styles 

 Facilitators may describe themselves as working from empowerment frameworks 

when delivering training, but what does this mean they actually do, in a behavioural 

sense?  Although facilitation literature has not framed training processes from an 

empowerment perspective per say, this link is apparent when processes work to promote 

agency, develop perceptions of personal choice, and validate self-worth.  The next section 

will develop this link for the purposes of justifying that the current training program is 

empowerment based.  Functions for promoting transformational learning, escalating 

interventions to manage group processes, and recommendations regarding the physical 

learning environment will be presented.  

 Four basic functions for effective group leadership.  Lieberman, Yalom, and Miles 

(1973, as cited in Conyne, 1975; K. Wilson, personal communication, 13 March, 2013) 
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prescribe four functions of groups that need to be in place in order for people to have a 

transformational learning experience.   In no particular order, first, facilitators need to 

provide executive function, that is, groups need to have an appropriate structure.  

Behaviours to achieve this may include developing ground rules, giving directions, or 

gatekeeping (Conyne).  Second, facilitators need to create emotion stimulation, that is, they 

need to attend to the affective component of the training.  Trainees should ideally 

experience a balance between challenge and encouragement.  Facilitator behaviours to 

encourage emotional stimulation may include heightened expression of emotions, and 

confronting or challenging trainees at a level appropriate for the situation.   Third, 

facilitators need to provide meaning attribution, to assist trainees to process what they are 

learning.  This includes communicating the rationale behind the content and process, and 

providing linkages to theory and frameworks.  Behaviourally this may involve using 

reflecting, interpreting, explaining, and labelling.  Fourth, facilitators need to establish a 

sense of caring, evidenced by the development of genuine supportive relationships with 

and between group members.  Facilitator behaviours to demonstrate the group function of 

caring include accepting, understanding, supporting, modelling warmth, and developing 

relationships.   

 The link between these functions and other empirically validated requirements for 

effective adult learning is evident.  For example, Bandura notes the role of emotional 

arousal in developing learner motivation and self-efficacy (1997), and group cohesion 

models often note the need for norms and structure development for effective group 

development (e.g., Lizzio & Wilson, 2001).  From further afield, neuroscience research 

reports that human cognitive functioning and capacity to learn is compromised when 

people’s threat appraisal systems are activated (Rock, 2009), and therefore functions that 
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minimise threat appraisals are expected to promote superior cognitive performance (i.e., 

working memory, learning, greater interest, solution focused thinking, etc.).   

 Facilitators’ use of behaviours that are intended to foster these conditions can be 

considered empowerment based for several reasons.  For example, caring functions suggest 

that the facilitator conveys that participants are valued, thus establishing conditions which 

foster self-esteem.  More broadly, these functions are considered to assist in developing an 

effective learning experience and therefore knowledge attainment, perhaps thereby 

increasing perceptions of self-competence.  Therefore, Lieberman et al.’s functions will be 

incorporated into the design of the current training intervention to facilitate an empowering 

learning experience.    

 Escalating interventions.  Similarly, Dick (1991) has outlined escalating 

interventions to manage group processes which align with an empowerment based 

framework.  The facilitator uses ‘meta-consultation’ which raises trainees’ awareness of 

the process and invites them to make process decisions.  The first level, invite, focuses 

upon providing trainees with an invitation to act (i.e., ‘How do you think we’re going?’).  

Invitations enable responsibility for action to reside with the group and highlight 

participants’ choice and the facilitators’ commitment to a collaborative learning process.  

In the next level, inform, the facilitator gives process information before inviting trainees 

to act (i.e., ‘I’ve noticed in the last 20 minutes only a couple of people have been talking, 

are there any changes you’d like us to make?’).  If the facilitator feels at this stage the 

group has not been able to self-regulate, then they make invoke the third level of 

escalation, suggest, by providing their observations and making a suggestion for modifying 

the group process before inviting trainees to act (i.e., ‘in terms of how we are going these 

are my observations…my suggestion would be to try…what do you think?’).   
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 Participants’ choices in the training experience are highlighted by Dick’s (1991) 

escalation process, which suggests that the natural status quo is for the power to reside with 

the group, not the facilitator, unless the process needs assistance with regulation.  Although 

process issues are not anticipated in the current training, if needed this elevation approach 

to managing group dynamics will be used as it balances the use of power with a fair 

process and emphasises collaboration.   

 Environmental conditions.  Lastly, Lizzio and Wilson (2001) provide a practice 

model for facilitating effective group beginnings, one consideration of which is the 

physical environment in which the group meets.  Facilitators are encouraged to attend to 

the environmental messages that are implicitly communicated, especially in the meeting of 

a new group as people are especially likely to seek cues to understand the experience 

(Lizzio & Wilson) or reduce uncertainty (Festinger, 1954, as cited in Felps et al., 2009).  

For instance, participants can take seating arrangements to indicate the communication 

pattern that is expected, such that a sociogugal approach (e.g., circle of chairs) promotes 

collaboration, whereas sociopetal layouts (traditional classroom) promote independent 

working (Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 1989, as cited in Lizzio & Wilson).  Therefore, 

these principles of environmental messages will be attended to in the current training 

design.  

 

How Can Opinion Leaders’ be Effectively Taught the Role of Supportive Leader? 

Empowering Training Techniques and Effective Adult Learning 

 In addition to building an empowering experience for participants by incorporating 

principles of empowerment in the facilitation style, it is important to utilise adult learning 

designs that maximise participant motivation and learning to achieve the project’s training 

objectives.  The current project integrates adult learning principles with empowerment 
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principles.  As with the facilitation literature, the adult training literature has not framed 

learning approaches from an empowerment perspective, however, this link is apparent 

when processes work to promote agency, develop perceptions of personal choice, and 

validate self-worth.   

 Experiential learning. A popular approach to achieve effective adult development 

is an experiential learning framework.  Beard and Wilson (2006) define experiential 

learning as “…the sense-making process of active engagement between the inner world of 

the person and the outer world of the environment” (p. 19) and a key process is linking 

actions with thoughts and reflections.  This approach to learning stresses the role that 

experiences plays in learning, which has been posited by such influential psychologists as 

Piaget, Dewey and Lewin (as cited in Beard & Wilson, 2006; Tennant, 2006).   

 Kolb’s model of experiential learning.  Kolb (1984) is an exponent researcher of 

experiential learning, and his model of adult learning proposes that people learn effectively 

when they navigate a four-stage cycle.  Learners begin the cycle with a concrete 

experience and then engage in interpretation and reflection, which they next develop to the 

formation of abstract concepts and generalisations, and then hypothesize or make 

behavioural intentions to be examined in future action.  Learners’ may test their hypotheses 

and with that, a new learning cycle begins, illustrating that “…learning is the process 

whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984; p. 

38).  Kolb intended his model help educators consider the critical linkages amongst 

education, work, and personal development, and although it is not without its critics (see 

Miettinen, 2000), the model is strongly established (Beard & Wilson, 2006). The design of 

the training in this study will utilise Kolb’s stages of adult learning.   

 Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning is deeply influenced by previous 

models (in particular, Lewin’s feedback process; n.d; Beard & Wilson, 2006) and has itself 
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been revised or the source of inspiration for other models.  For example, Honey and 

Mumford (1992) suggest that learners can begin at any stage in the experiential learning 

cycle although they propose that learners need to complete the cycle to achieve a complete 

learning experience.  This is a useful theory for training workshops which may not be able 

to facilitate a concrete experiences.  In the current research, participants will begin in a 

‘surrogate’ first stage by recalling a previous concrete experience; it may be more accurate 

to describe their learning journey as beginning in the second stage of the experiential 

learning cycle (interpreting and reflecting).   

 Action learning.  Action learning approaches also utilise the key process of linking 

actions with throughs and reflections (Beard & Wilson, 2006).  This approach is 

colloquially defined as ‘learning by doing’, although there is also a moral philosophical 

component to the approach (See Pedler, 1996; Beard & Wilson, 2006).  The founder of 

action learning, Reg Revans (1984, as cited in Bear & Wilson, 2006), describes the process 

as:  “…a means of development...that requires its subject, through responsive involvement 

in some real, complex and stressful problem, to achieve intended change sufficient to 

improve his [or her] observable behaviour henceforth in the problem field” (p. 627).  In 

what seems like it could have been written as a description of an empowering process, 

action learning has been described as: “…individuals learn from and with each other by 

working on real problems and reflection on their own experiences.  The process helps us to 

take an active stance towards life and helps to overcome the tendency to think, feel and be 

passive towards the pressures of life” (McGill & Beaty, 1992; p. 17). 

 A true application of action learning involves a number of conditions (see Beard & 

Wilson, 2006) and is most typically found in employment work teams or self-help groups.  

However, the central principle of action learning is embodied in the current project by 

presenting an issue and inviting the contribution of the learner to enact a solution to the 
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problem, achieving self-development through the enactment.  In the current project, this 

self-development is proposed to occur in both the training itself (such as in the strengths 

identification and hypothetical scenario discussions) and longitudinally during the 

supportive leader enactment phase.  Therefore, the training design developed in the current 

research study will make use of action learning principles as a mechanism for participant 

growth.   

 Experiential learning as an empowering process.  Inviting the experiences of the 

learner communicates recognition of the learner’s worth, which is likely to affect learner 

self-esteem and self-efficacy.   Experiential learning is a collaborative process, wherein 

learning is achieved when participants share their experiences and reflections.  Participants 

are able to connect personally with learning material by relating concepts to their own 

experiences.  In addition, it could be argued that the process of highlighting the link 

between thoughts, reflections, and actions is embedded with a philosophy of internal locus 

of control:  Perhaps similar to processes followed by ABC model of psychotherapy (Ellis, 

n.d., as cited in Ellise, 1993), the individual is encouraged to separate experiences from 

cognitions and examine the meaning and causes of outcomes.  The individual, therefore, 

can alter experience by altering enacted actions or the meaning attributed to the experience.   

 Similarly, it can be argued that action learning approaches align strongly with 

empowerment principles.  Working through intended change speaks to internal locus of 

control (‘My actions can affect my experience and goal attainment’).  Pertinently, 

participants are expected to experience personal mastery by successfully enacting their 

plans.  Personal mastery is considered by Bandura (2008; 1997) to be the most powerful 

avenue for increasing self-efficacy.  Therefore, these approaches will be utilised in the 

design of the current training intervention.  
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 Techniques to facilitate experiential learning. Adults’ experiential learning can be 

facilitated by use of specific techniques.  In the current training, the technique of role 

playing will be used.  Role play involves participants assuming another individual’s 

identity (a character) and acting as they believe that character would respond in a 

hypothetical situation.  Alternately, the participant can act as themselves, behaving as they 

imagine they would behave in the situation.  Role playing is considered an engaging and 

energising learning activity (Walter & Marks, 1981) and is very popular technique for 

practicing communication skills (Lane & Rollnick, 2007).   

 The strengths of the technique are that it allows for trainees to practice and 

integrate skills (Lane & Rollnick, 2007; Walter & Marks, 1981), and provides trainees with 

‘natural’ feedback on the consequences of their actions (Beard & Wilson, 2006).  This 

technique is useful in the current context as trainees are provided with an opportunity to 

spontaneously manifest the abstract ideas they have been discussing into concrete 

behavioural approaches and to receive timely and tailored feedback from instructors and 

fellow learners.  In addition, the hypothetical scenarios depicted will be realistic first year 

transition experiences which may prime trainees to act when they come across similar 

experiences, therefore increasing training transference effects.   

 Trainees can feel self-conscious about role playing in front of peers and therefore 

facilitators need to implement processes to reduce perceived social threat (Walter & 

Marks, 1981).  In the current project, this will be managed in a number of ways.  Firstly, a 

modified approach to role playing will be used, wherein trainees are provided with a 

description of a scenario and then asked ‘what would you do?’ followed by the probing 

question ‘what would you say?’.  The scenarios themselves are brief, requiring only a short 

interaction between characters, with opportunity to deliver input and discuss the ‘kind of 

things you may say’, rather than necessarily step into a character.  This format will be more 
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casual than traditional role playing as there is not the requirement to enact a large range of 

newly learned skills nor to ‘play a character’.  However, it is suitable for achieving the 

learning goals.  Approaches will be immediately debriefed which provides the opportunity 

for trainees to express ideas and reflections.  The briefness of the scenarios will allow for a 

number of scenarios to be explored, which increases learning opportunities and flexibility 

of practice (and therefore more likely to increase transference).  Facilitators will enact an 

example role play first to provide trainees with guidance.  In addition, role plays will be 

one of the last workshop activities, by which stage rapport is likely to have developed.   

 Lastly, an essential additional design element to the current training will be the use 

of behavioural intentions.  Participants will individually make written behavioural 

intentions regarding how they plan to enact the role of supportive leader.  Behavioural 

intention setting is known to increase training transfer effects (Wakefield, 2004), by 

establishing goals and commitment. 

Application to the Current Research 

 In summary, participants in the current training intervention can be effectively 

trained by using experiential learning principles, specifically, by stimulating concrete 

experiences, and opportunities for reflection, formation of concepts, hypothesising, and 

involvement in a real issue.  Participants will enact role play scenarios that closely 

resemble potential depictions of the supportive leader role as a technique to foster their 

experiential learning and training transference.  Participants’ effective transference of 

training will be further encouraged by developing their intentions for how they will 

behaviourally enact the supportive leadership role.  In answering the question, how can 

trainees be effectively taught the role of supportive leader, there is one component 

remaining:  To develop the specific learning goals and objectives for the current training 

and delineate the concept of supportive leader.   
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Current Training Design 

Summary and Integration 

 In the previous sections, a review of factors relevant to the design of the current 

training program was made. To achieve this, diverse literatures were reviewed.  Guiding 

this enquiry were five questions which have now been answered.  This next section will 

draw together and summarise the design elements, describe the unique training content and 

will lastly outline the goals of the training workshop.    

 Figure 2 displays a summary of the answers to this chapter’s guiding research 

questions.   As can be seen, a number of key content and process design inputs were 

achieved.  Reflecting back to the initial questions that opened this chapter regarding 

effective opinion leaders and peer mentoring training, it is evident that the process and 

content inputs show alignment with empowerment principles.  For example, regarding the 

utilised training content from peer mentoring, this includes offering social support in ways 

that do not undermine self-esteem, increase awareness of and access to resources, and 

build peers’ self-efficacy.  In the content utilised from the opinion leader training literature, 

respecting the authenticity of the opinion leader is empowerment aligned as it offers an 

acknowledgment of their competence and value.  Therefore, the theory of empowerment 

resonates deeply with all elements of the current training design.   

 Figure 3 presents a basic overview of the format of the supportive leadership 

training:  rapport building, resource building, project on-boarding, role on-boarding, skill 

development and learning integration.  Greater detail of the session design and how the 

training elements were utilised in the current intervention, including rationales and 

references for each major design point can be found in Appendix A.  For a copy of 

materials used by the facilitators in preparation for delivering the training, see Appendix B, 

and for a copy of the materials used during training (PowerPoint slides), see Appendix C.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Summary of inquiry points and design input that this chapter has achieved from review of relevant literatures. 

Process: 

 Use informal approach 

 Provide ongoing support 
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 Validate opinions and knowledge 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inquiry points: 

1. What is the most 

effective way to 

train opinion 

leaders 

2. What content is 

relevant from peer 

mentoring training? 

3. How can opinion 

leaders’ 

psychological 

resources be 

increased? 

5. How can the 

opinion leaders be 

effectively taught the 

role of Supportive 

Leader? 

4. What training 

processes foster 

learner 

empowerment? 

Training Goal: 

Design inputs: 

To use the 

opinion leader 

technique to 

boost a 

cohort’s 

psychological, 

social and 

academic 

capital. 

 

Process: 

 Process choices provided 

 Opinions/ input solicited & validated 

 Interpersonal & non-verbal language used to 

convey positive regard 

 Social persuasion 

 Rapport with key power advocates established 

 Vicarious Learning utilised 

 

Content: 

 Savour past mastery experiences 

 Strengths & resource identification 

 Emotional arousal 

 Pathways identification (transition 

facilitating factors) 

 Obstacle planning (transition hindering 

factors; academic resilience) 

 Choices & control of transition factors 

emphasised 

 Access & knowledge of resources provided 

 

Content: 

 Emphasise social authenticity 

 Teach approaches that use psych knowledge 

of change 

 Emphasise project merits 

 Content: 

 Increase self-awareness 

 Encourage reflective-practices 

 Increase awareness of the needs of peers 

 Social support guidance 

 Encourage boundary management 

 

Process: 

 Establish executive function, emotional 

stimulation, meaning attribution, and caring  

 Use escalating interventions to manager 

group regulation 

 Attend to environmental conditions 

Process: 

 In conveying training content use 

experiential learning models and frameworks   

 Use effective learning and brain fatigue 

management ideas from neuroscience 

research  

Content: 

 Use role play techniques to develop skill, 

efficacy and training transference 

 Use behavioural intentions to increase 

training transference 
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Figure 3.Basic overview of the training format  

 

Defining Supportive Leadership 

 The goal of the intervention is to encourage the contagion of appraisals, attitudes, 

emotions, and behaviours that build academic, social, and psychological capital, and 

improve the university transition experience amongst the first year cohort.  To do this, the 

theory of diffusion of innovations was utilised, and students who displayed particular 

attitudes and psychological qualities were selected (specified in Chapter 4).  However, 

there needs to be a vehicle to describe the role of opinion leaders and guide them in their 

social diffusion.  It is also preferable to use an alternate label to that of ‘opinion leader’:  
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Although there is no published research to indicate, the title of ‘opinion leader’ may 

unduly inflate participants’ self-perceptions and negatively affect how they interact with 

their peers.  Therefore, the term supportive leadership was chosen
5
, defined as an opinion 

leader peer who uses social influencing processes (in particular, supportive interactions) to 

foster the psychological, academic and social capital of their peers. 

 To a large extent, the concept of (higher education peer-to-peer) supportive 

leadership can be defined by observation of participants selected and trained into the role.  

That is, how a student who is high in psychological capital and possesses opinion leader 

qualities behaves is supportive leadership.   Therefore, the concept is emergent and will be 

developed from this research which will document participants’ role enactment.  

Participants were selected on attitudes and psychological qualities, not on behaviours or 

skills.  The current training project placed minimal focus on actual skills; rather than 

teaching a range of persuasion techniques (Larkey et al., 1999) or motivational 

interviewing skills (Holt & Ryan, 2012) and seeing these skills replicated, the training in 

the current project focused on conveying values/ ideas.  The primary message conveyed to 

participants was to do what they normally do, whatever that may be, but ‘louder’.  In this 

respect, opinion leaders are provided with space to enact the role in their personal manner, 

from which unique processes may emerge.   

Teaching the Concept of Supportive Leadership 

 Integration of the design inputs, particularly the content from effective opinion 

leader training (authenticity, knowledge of behavioural change), and peer mentor training 

(awareness of self and others, providing empowerment aligned social support, boundary 

management) can inform much of the concept of supportive leadership is the current 

                                                 
5
 Pilot testing of the name ‘Supportive Leadership’ was conducted with a small sample of students (see 

Chapter 4, Recruitment and Selection).   
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context.  In conjunction with considering empowerment theory in the context of higher 

education, a set of prescriptive and proscriptive ideas about the role readily develop:  

(1) Avoid imposing unwanted help.   An application of empowerment theory to the 

provision of social support would suggest that help maintains the self-efficacy of the 

individual.  One risk with the supportive leadership role is that participants may be 

over zealous in their approach.  To illustrate this point in training, facilitators will 

provide examples and analogies of times when well-intended ‘help’ actually 

undermines the self-esteem, or cause greater distress, to the recipient.   

(2) Avoid turning into ‘hallway monitors’.  It is vital that opinion leaders do not view the 

role as policing the ‘bad student’ behaviours of their peers.  Supportive leadership is 

not about becoming ‘teachers’ pets’.  It is about utilizing their natural and informal 

social influence without compromising their authenticity.   

(3) Avoid generating an ‘us’ and ‘them’ culture.  This aspect of supportive leadership 

considers the warnings from empowerment theory to monitor the ‘radiating effects of 

interventions’.  Students can experience doubts about their ability to perform at 

university (Zajacova et al., 2005).  This was indeed evident in the cohort currently 

under investigation (see Chapter 7 for details).  Therefore, there was risk in building 

the confidence of those who did not share this self-doubt.  That is, supportive leaders 

potentially may behave in ways that those suffering from ‘imposter syndrome’ take 

as confirmatory evidence that they did not belong at university. Therefore, supportive 

leaders will need to use processes to minimise the chances of stimulating peers’ 

negative self-appraisals.   

(4) Manage personal boundaries.  A concern with this intervention is that participants may 

feel they need to become ‘leaning posts’ for their peers or place themselves in 
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situations where their prosocial outlook is taken advantage of by their peers.  

Supportive leadership involves self-care and maintenance of personal empowerment.  

(5) Be yourself.  Supportive leadership is not about becoming ‘model students’, not unless 

this is what the student opinion leader had originally intended.  Nor is the role about 

‘being happy all the time’, although, participants are invited to share their positive 

outlook or emotions with peers.  Supportive leadership is about being genuine and 

relatable.  To assist with maintaining social authenticity, at no time will participants 

be told about the theory of diffusion of innovations or that they were selected as 

‘opinion leaders’ because they may have superior social influence.   Instead, it will 

be explained that they were selected based on their attitudes and outlook. 

Training Goals and Research Questions 

 Whilst the meta-goal for the research project may be to utilise the opinion leader 

social diffusion method to influence the transition experience of a cohort of first year 

university students, the specific goals for the current training intervention include the 

following objectives and learning goals. 

Objectives for the training day: 

 For the opinion leaders to understand the value of the project and thus gain their 

support for the project 

 To build the psychological resources (hope, resilience, efficacy, optimism, 

familiarity with environment, relationship building, enthusiasm, engagement etc) of 

the opinion leaders in relation to their appraisal of their university experience and 

their role as a supportive leader. 

 To develop opinion leaders’ awareness of how norms can be developed and to have 

an action plan for each opinion leader for what specific things they can do to ‘turn 

up the volume’ on their social influence.   
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Goals for the opinion leaders: 

 To appraise their university experience in a positive/engaged/proactive manner 

 To use the processes of social influence to encourage the contagion of their 

appraisal/emotions/actions through the student cohort 

By developing these objectives, the key research questions become apparent, through 

which training efficacy can be evaluated: 

 Can student opinion leaders be effectively inducted into the role of supportive 

leader?   

 Can student opinion leaders’ psychological capital be increased by participating in 

a supportive leadership workshop? 

Therefore, if the training has been effective, participants should: 

 Demonstrate an understanding of the role of supportive leader  

 Feel confident in their ability to enact the role of supportive leader  

 See value in the project 

 Feel motivated to take part in the project 

 Experience an increase in their psychological capital 

 Of course, a fundamental design element that the current chapter has not detailed is 

the training evaluation, achieved through the assessment of learning outcomes.  In the next 

chapter we begin the evaluation journey, documenting the implementation and evaluation 

of the empowerment based opinion leader training program which has been developed in 

this chapter.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter reviewed, applied and integrated literature from diverse fields to 

develop a training intervention to be used with student opinion leaders which is consistent 

with empowerment principles.  The concept of supportive leadership was developed into a 
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teachable framework.  Relevant processes and content from effective opinion leader and 

higher education peer mentoring training were included.  In developing opinion leaders’ 

psychological resources, a psychological capital intervention was adapted to suit the 

current context.  In addition, the theory of personal empowerment was applied to 

facilitation processes and workshop content.  Lastly, effective adult learning principles 

were incorporated, and an alignment to empowerment theory outlined.  The core training 

design elements include unique and adapted concepts.   

 The next chapter begins a different focus for the thesis, Implementation and 

Evaluation, where the ideas developed in the current chapter will be tested.  Chapter 4 

firstly reports the implementation of the training and its initial evaluation.  It then follows 

the experiences of the participants as they enact their role of supportive leader, 

documenting participants’ enacted approach and their perceived outcomes of participating 

in the program.   
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CHAPTER 4 

OPINION LEADER INTERVENTION LIFE-CYCLE:  PERCEPTIONS AND 

EXPERIENCES OF OPINION LEADERS 
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Chapter Overview 

This chapter begins the evaluation component of this research program and takes a first 

step in answering the dissertation goal: Can an empowerment based training program for 

opinion leaders in a higher education context make a significant contribution to enhancing 

the capacity and experiences of first year students?  The primary goal of this chapter is to 

document the intervention processes and preliminary outcomes such as participants’ role 

enactment, perceived role impact and role rewards.  Put another way, the current research 

seeks to evaluate training effectiveness by assessing participants’ learning, transference of 

learning, and the effect of their role enactment.  From such knowledge, conclusions about 

the worth of the intervention can begin to be made.   

A lifecycle framework has been chosen to present this chapter, in recognition of the 

developmental and quality improvement focus of the project.  The intervention lifecycle 

comprise of four key sequential phases (displayed in Figure 1).  The first phase of the 

intervention is the recruitment and selection of the opinion leaders.  In this phase the 

reasons for the selection approach and the process followed are documented.  The second 

phase is the evaluation of the training of the opinion leaders.  This section presents a brief 

overview of the training (detailed previously in Chapter 3) and presents data from the post-

training survey and facilitator observations, to provide evidence that the goals and learning 

objectives of the training were met.  The third phase of the intervention investigates 

opinion leaders’ reflections of how they enacted their role.  This phase assesses if opinion 

leaders transferred their learning from training into cognitive and behavioural changes in 

their student role.  The fourth phase is an evaluation of the intervention based upon the 

opinion leader’s perceptions of their impact on their peers, and their perceptions of the 

impact of enacting the role on their sense of themselves.  This section also reports on the 

management of potential and unintended consequences, and notes participants’ suggestions 
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for improving their experience.  This leads into a discussion regarding what could 

potentially be conducted differently in future replications, which captures the feedback 

component of the intervention lifecycle.  Findings are discussed in light of the existing 

literature and the implications of the research outlined.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Opinion leader intervention lifecycle used as the program of research for the 

current chapter, mapped to Kirkpatrick’s (2006) levels of training evaluation framework.   

 

Training Evaluation - Kirkpatrick’s Model. 

 Kirkpatrick’s training evaluation model (2006) is used to guide the assessment of 

the opinion leader intervention.  This model was originally designed to evaluate the 

effectiveness of training in organisations but can be applied in other contexts.  The 

Kirkpatrick model investigates training efficacy across four levels of increasing impact.  

Level 1 Trainee Reactions, focuses on surface level factors such as post-training 
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satisfaction.  Level 2 Learning, extends the focus of evaluation to the learning outcomes 

participants achieve from training.  Level 3 Behavioural Change, assesses if the learning 

outcomes achieved has manifested in behavioural changes (also known as ‘training 

transfer’).  Level 4 Outcomes
6
 focus on outcome indexes, typically in relation to the 

original reason for investing in the training.   

 The model predicts that all levels are interrelated and that each level has a causal 

effect on the proceeding level.  Therefore, trainees’ positive reactions to the training (L1) 

will benefit their achievement of learning outcomes (L2), leading to greater behavioural 

enactment (L3) and greater impact on the overall purpose of the training (L4; student 

academic, social, and psychological capital).  Kirkpatrick argues that assessing all levels 

produces a complete evaluation and insightful assessment of training effectiveness 

(Kirkpatrick, 2006).   

 Kirkpatrick’s model is considered the most widely known and most utilised 

framework for assessing training (Saks & Haccoun, 2007; Tovey & Lawlor, 2008), and it 

has several strengths.  Firstly, it encourages focus upon achievement of the original goals 

for adopting a training intervention (Phillips, Phillips, & Hodges, 2004).  Secondly, the 

applied impact of Kirkpatrick’s work is highly significant:  The simplicity of the model 

and existence of practical guidelines has meant that organisations more widely perform 

evaluations of their training programs (Saks & Haccoun).  As noted by Saks and Haccoun: 

“It has greatly demystified training evaluation and provided an impetus for research” (p. 

302).   

 However, criticism of the model has come from research findings that are unable to 

validate many of the basic propositions.  Correlations between the levels may be small or 

non-significant (Dixon, 1990, as cited in Saks & Haccoun, 2007) which throws into doubt 

                                                 
6
 Kirkpatrick calls this level Results, however, given the meaning of this term in the Psychology APA 

tradition, this is re-named for our purposes to avoid potential confusion.   



110 

the strength of the causal relationship between the levels (i.e., more enjoyment does not 

necessarily lead to greater learning).  The strength of the relationship is improved, however 

when utility reactions rather than affective reactions are assessed (i.e., “was the training of 

practical value?...[versus] I found this training program enjoyable” Alliger et al., 1997; p. 

344).  The model is limited in that it does not include fundamental intervening factors 

including trainee motivation, self-efficacy, attitudes, trainability, transfer climate (Alliger, 

Tannenbaum, Bennett, Traver, & Shotland, 1997; Holton, 1996; Saks & Haccoun, 2007).  

This can mean that overreliance on the model can lead to flawed conclusions about how to 

improve training effectiveness.  Herein lies a key implication for the current project. 

 Despite these limitations, there is still utility is assessing reactions, learning, 

transference, and achievement of intervention goals.  To compensate for the model’s 

shortcomings, Kirkpatrick’s model can be interlayered with other learning theories (Saks & 

Haccoun, 2007).  In the current research, required factors will be measured using 

supplementary research questions relevant to the context under study (i.e., trainee 

motivation, trainee efficacy, behavioural intentions). 

 Figure 2 displays a summary the data sources used in this chapter to inform the 

evaluation of the different phases of the intervention lifecycle.  Data is collected over time 

using multiple methods (i.e., facilitator observations, quantitative survey, qualitative 

survey, and qualitative interviews).  Regarding the mapping of the phases of this chapter to 

Kirkpatrick’s model (Figure 1 and 2), the Training Evaluation stage addresses Level 1 and 

Level 2, the Behaviour Change and Training Transfer phase assesses Level 3, and the 

Outcomes, Reflection and Validation phase addresses Level 4.  Future chapters (5, 6, and 

7) will continue to examine the Level 4 outcomes of the intervention.  The current chapter 

will supplement this ‘outcome-focus’ with process based questions to ensure the enquiry 

remains sensitive to the experience of the participants. 
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Figure 2.  Data sources used the in current chapter to inform assessment of Kirkpatrick’s 

(2006) levels of training evaluation framework.   

 

Role Theory. 

 The primary research question for this chapter is to investigate the role of the 

supportive leader.  Therefore role theory is an obvious lens to guide this enquiry.  Role 

theory is considered “…a collection of concepts and a variety of hypothetical formulations 

that predict how actions will perform in a given role, or under what circumstances certain 

types of behaviours [or outcomes] can be expected” (Conway, 1988, p. 63, as cited in 

Hardy & Conway).  Role theory developed from a sociology and social psychology 

tradition and has infused a broad range of psychological research. 

 To illustrate some of the major concepts in role theory, examples from the work-

stress literature will be briefly described.  Karasek’s (1979) original demand-control model 

of job stress predicts how different conditions cause employee strain.  A role that has high 

demands (e.g., time pressure, volume of work, etc.) and low control (i.e., the employee has 

little input in deciding how the work can be conducted) are predicted to be high strain 

conditions.  Another application is in relation to the study of work-life-balance which 
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investigates the conflict or facilitation effects of the different roles people hold in their 

work and non-work life.  For example, negative work-life spillover is observed when the 

behaviours that may be rewarded in a work role (i.e., in the role of stock broker where 

competitive, quick decisions, and bullying may be rewarded) are repeated in roles outside 

of the work environment where they are inappropriate (e.g., in the role of father; 

Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985).  Similarly, a role that is incongruent with a person’s values or 

abilities has been demonstrated to be a source of strain (also described as poor person-job 

fit).  Consistent with the notion of role congruence, a person’s ‘life role values’ has also 

been used to explain why women experience more work-family conflict than men (Carslon 

& Kacmar, 2000).   

 In relation to the current research, there are a number of concepts that can guide the 

investigation of the role of supportive leader.  Table 1 presents a description of role theory 

concepts developed for the current research which will anchor the investigation.  Some of 

the concepts are highly inter-related and share conceptual similarities but are useful to 

distinguish theoretically in this Chapter.  By using these terms as a guiding framework a 

more thorough understanding of the supportive leader concept and participants’ experience 

in enacting this role can be documented.  
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Table 1 

Role Theory Concepts Utilised in this Chapter to Support Investigation into the Concept of 

Supportive Leadership.    

Concept* Definition for this project 

Role purpose/  

value 

Participants’ perception regarding the purpose, meaning and subjective value of 

the role of SL 

Role engagement Participants’ sense of engagement with the role of SL. Includes participants’ 

intention to engage in the role, and includes Role Motivation, how motivated 

participants feel toward participating in the role of SL. 

Role congruence Participant’s feeling of the alignment of SL role with their values, personality, 

attitudes, and other characteristics. Related to Role Identity 

Role enactment/ 

repertoire 

Participant’s behaviours and processes used to enact the role of SL 

Role effectiveness/ 

impact 

Participant’s perceived effectiveness and impact of their enactment of the SL 

role. 

Role efficacy Participant’s level of self-efficacy in relation to participating in the SL role.  

Role focus  The areas or aspects participants focused upon when enacting the SL role 

Role load Amount of perceived time, effort etc., that participants felt the role demanded/ 

they invested in the SL role.  Also includes perceptions of burden etc.  less 

Role clarity Participants’ understanding and comfort with what the role entails; as opposed to 

Role Ambiguity, participants’ feelings of vagueness or lack of clarity associated 

with the expectations for the role.  

Role salience Participants’ sense of how aware or salient the SL role was in their daily 

university life.  

Role reward Participants’ perception of the rewards/ positive outcomes/ benefits associated 

with engaging in the role of SL and program 

Role conflict Participants’ perceptions of challenges and conflicts between the SL role and 

their other roles  

Role challenge The challenges participants’ encounter and associate with the SL role  

Role identity How much participants identify with the SL role, to the extent that they feel it 

represents their personality, values, etc.  Similar to Role Congruence which 

could be considered a necessary precursor for identity.   

*Adapted and expanded from Hardy and Hardy (1988).  SL = supportive leader  
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Recruitment and Selection 

Recruitment and Selection Overview 

 The overarching empirical question that this research seeks to answer is:  Can 

student opinion leaders be recruited and selected to participate in a social diffusion 

intervention in a network which has not yet formed?  To answer this, an anteceding 

question is:  What is a possible methodology for recruiting and selecting student opinion 

leaders for a social diffusion intervention in a network which has not yet formed?  In this 

chapter, the methodology of the recruitment and selection process will be developed and 

reported.  Figure 3 depicts the current area of research focus in relation to this chapter’s 

program of research.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.The opinion leader intervention lifecycle research program for Chapter 4 

highlighting current area of focus:  The recruitment and selection of opinion leaders.   
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Method 

Design 

 Although the most accurate methods for identifying opinion leaders are 

considered to be sociometric techniques (i.e., network surveys) and informant and 

observational methods (Rogers, 2003), it was not possible to make use of these approaches 

as the current social network was not formed at the time opinion leader training was to be 

conducted.  This presented a unique challenge as diffusions of innovations research 

appears to have exclusively examined existing social networks.  There are currently no 

empirical recommendations for the recruitment of people who are most likely to become 

opinion leaders in a new cohort.  This challenge in predicting future behaviour and 

performance parallels with that of selecting the best candidate for employment, and 

therefore organisational psychology employment recruitment and selection literature was 

interrogated.  Key recommendations from this literature include selecting applicants on the 

basis of the desired Knowledge, Skills, Attitudes, and Other characterises for the role 

(KSAOs), and making use of multiple selection tools to increase data validity (Shum, 

O’Gorman, & Myors, 2006).  Therefore, a combination of self-selection (volunteering) and 

psychometric screening methods were used (details of which are displayed in Table 2).  

Self-selection involved potential leaders responding to an invitation to participate in the 

supportive leadership program.  Self-selection techniques are associated with high 

participate motivation (Rogers, 2003).  However, the central issue is that volunteers may 

not be perceived as opinion leaders by their cohort, resulting in a possible ‘false positive’ 

recruitment decision (Rogers; Kelly, 2004).  In addition, motivations to participate can 

vary and may be non-altruistic (such as to gain power or exposure; (Valente & Pumpuang, 

2007).  Therefore, sensitivity in design of the selection materials and training workshop 

was required to ensure that intrinsic motivation was attracted and primed.  
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Table 2 

Selection Criteria for the Role of Opinion Leader Based on a Competency Based Selection 

Framework 

Variable Operationalised Justification 

Expressed interest in 

participating in the 

Leadership 

Development Program 

Participants who completed 

online survey and answer ‘yes’ 

to learning more about a 

leadership development program 

being run.   

Opinion leaders need to be credible and 

genuine and therefore it is essential that 

opinion leaders have an interest and 

desire to participate in the program. 

Sense of motivation 

regarding psychology 

studies at GU  

Medium to high scores on the 

‘sense of purpose’ and 

‘motivations’ scales contained in 

Study 1 survey.   

As we would like to facilitate the 

development of social norms of 

engagement with university studies and 

support services, it is therefore essential 

that the opinion leaders have a positive 

attitude toward their university studies. 

Future focused time 

orientation 

Medium to high score on future 

orientation scale and also filled 

out survey early  

Future focused time orientation refers to 

an attitude toward time which focuses 

upon and values the future.  Future 

focused time orientation is predictive of 

academic success and time-on-task 

behaviours (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008) 

and is therefore a useful predictive 

variable in relation to a successful 

transition to university. 

Proactive intentions 

regarding successful 

student behaviours 

Medium to high scores on the 

student proactive behavioural 

intentions scale 

Proactive student behaviours are one of 

the key desired outcomes of the project; 

therefore it is important that opinion 

leaders have intentions to act proactively.   

Optimism Medium to high score on 

contextualised optimism scale; 

optimistic that they will make a 

successful transition to 

university 

Optimistic leaders are more effective in 

initiating change and have more 

optimistic followers (Wunderley et al., 

1998).  In addition, optimism is 

considered a core psychological capital 

variable (Stajkovic, 2006).   

Self-Efficacy Medium to high efficacy relating 

to university  

Self-efficacy is a strong predictor of 

future performance is also considered to 

be one of the most important 

psychological resource variables 
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(Stajkovic, 2006).  Students who feel 

self-efficacious regarding their transition 

to university are more likely to have a 

successful transition which is a desirable 

quality for the opinion leaders. 

Resilience 

 

Medium to high sense of 

resilience as it relates to 

university context 

High scores on contextualised resilience 

scale; believe that they will be able to 

bounce back from any problems they 

may encounter to making a successful 

transition to university. 

Positive mood and 

absence of negative 

mood 

Medium to high scores on the 

PANAS for PA and low scores 

for NA. 

Having a typical positive mood is a 

required quality for the opinion leaders 

because one of the key intervention goals 

is positive mood contagion for the 

purpose of broadening and building the 

cohort’s resources. 

Agreeableness  Participants self-select as a 

‘friendly’ person 

Diffusion research shows that people 

who are ‘likeable’ are more likely to be 

opinion leaders (Rogers, 2003) and it is 

most probably that in the social network 

in which this research takes place that 

agreeableness is associated with 

likability.  In addition, one of the goals of 

this project is to increase social capital in 

the enhanced condition and agreeable 

opinion leaders would most likely help to 

facilitate this.  

Medium or Low 

depression anxiety 

symptoms 

Screened out if K10 score >26 The role of the opinion leaders will 

require behaviours not suited to 

individuals experiencing moderate to 

high depressive and anxiety symptoms.   

 

Psychometric screening
7
 approaches to selecting opinion leaders typically involve 

surveying people in regard to their typical role in their existing social network (i.e., do they 

provide or seek advice? (Valente & Pumpuang, 2007).  As it was not possible to measure 

social standing, desirable attitudes and other characteristics were measured using 

                                                 
7
 Valente & Pumpuang (2007) refer to psychometric screening as ‘self-identification’ 
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psychometric tools (detailed later).  The main limitation to this method of opinion leader 

selection is that the data is derived from self-report with an absence of an externally 

objective criterion (Valente & Pumpuang).  In the case of participants supplying unreliable 

self-data, or “faking”, research suggests people are less likely to ‘fake’ responses if they 

are not motivated by the testing context to impression manage (Douglas, McDaniel, & 

Snell, 1996).  In addition, using a combination of well validated measures can help to 

manage predictive validity issues (Shum et al., 2006).  In summary, the recruitment was 

aimed to secure students who were more likely to make a successful transition to university 

(Lizzio, 2006) in combination with the qualities of an opinion leader and supportive leader.  

The evaluation of the recruitment and selection process will be detailed elsewhere in 

Chapter 5.   

 Design of the self-selection material.  A self-selection approach based upon a 

schematic description of an opinion leader was used to recruit a participant pool from 

which a further strategic selection could be made.  The description was developed using 

part of the opinion leader selection criteria (optimistic, motivated, and agreeable).  Several 

versions were created and a pilot invitation was tested for feedback from a targeted sample 

known to the researcher (five students who had recently completed their first year of 

psychology studies and were most likely opinion leaders themselves, and five post 

graduate students).  See Appendix D for a copy of the survey used to pilot test the 

invitation and Appendix E for the final version used to recruit Study 2 participants.   

 Design of the psychometric testing for opinion leader selection. Table 2 presents 

the details for the design of the psychometric component to the selection of opinion 

leaders.  The psychometric testing was used for the variables: proactive intentions, sense of 

purpose, academic resilience, optimism, self-efficacy, positive affect, negative affect 

(absence of high scores) future time orientation (absence of low scores), and wellbeing 
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(absence of high anxiety or depression scores).  Personality variables, in particular 

students’ extraversion, were considered for the role they may play in opinion leadership.  

Research suggests that while extroversion is a correlate of opinion leadership (particularly 

polymorphic leadership; Mooradian, 1996, as cited in Gnambs & Batinic, 2011) the 

discriminant validity of opinion leader measures supports that it is not necessarily a 

defining characteristic (Gnambs & Batinic, 2011) and therefore was excluded from the 

current research although this could be considered more in future research.    

  To control for social desirability and encourage honest responding, the 

confidentiality of the survey was emphasised.  Details of the psychometric tests including 

test names, reliabilities, scoring and example items can be found in Chapter 7.  These 

variables and their link to student outcomes have previously been presented in Chapter 2, 

excluding future time orientation which will be presently reviewed.  

 Explanation of future time orientation as a psychological capital variable and 

selection criteria for opinion leaders.  Future focused time orientation refers to an attitude 

toward time which focuses upon and values the future (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008).  People 

who are future-orientated engage in planning, time management, start work early, and 

persist. A future time orientation is associated with powerful predictors of future 

performance such as conscientiousness and impulse control (Zimbardo & Boyd).  Research 

suggests that students who have a greater future time orientation, will sign up for course 

work participation activities earlier, are less likely to apply for extensions on their 

assignments, spend more time studying, and achieve higher grades (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

1999; 2008).  Similar findings have been observed with non-traditional student groups, 

which strengthens these conclusions (Adelabu, 2008; Brown & Jones, 2004).  Therefore, a 

student’s sense of time orientation is likely to affect their transition to university. 
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 Interestingly, Wolf and Savickas (1985, as cited in Brown & Jones, 2004) 

discovered that students who showed qualities suggesting they had a future time 

orientation “…were more likely to believe that future outcomes would reliably follow 

present behaviours and so would use their ability and effort to influence those outcomes” 

(p. 252).  In contract, students who were not orientated toward future time perspectives 

“…tended to see the future as more negative and random and would tend to be less likely 

to use their personal resources to influence future outcomes” (p. 252).  As such, it could be 

said that these students had an internal locus of control and greater personal agency.  Time 

orientation, therefore, is a useful factor for explaining someone’s likelihood to engage and 

sustain goal-directed, academic effort. This pathway also sounds reminiscent of the way 

optimists interact with their environment, perhaps signalling an important relationship 

between these two variables.  Brown and Jones (2004) found that students’ time orientation 

was associated with their academic achievement, which was mediated by students’ 

perceptions of the usefulness of education, and moderated by students’ perceptions of how 

they were treated at their place of education.  This perhaps reflects an overlap or 

synergistic relationship between a future time orientation and other psychological capital 

constructs such as optimism, self-efficacy, and empowerment, although synergistic 

relationships do not appear to have been examined in the research literature.  Being 

orientated toward the future, therefore, is likely to be a powerful resource in relation to 

making a successful transition to the university environment and therefore this is a 

desirable quality for the opinion leaders to possess.  
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Results 

Outcomes of the Recruitment and Selection Process 

 Participant pool. One-hundred students from the Mt Gravatt sample (n = 161; 

details contained in Chapter 7) self-selected to be part of the Study 1 participant pool by 

selecting “yes” to the training invitation, indicating that they fit the selection criteria and 

that they would like to learn more information about the leadership training.  From these 

100 students, 68 were sent additional information and invited to take part in the leadership 

workshop, of whom 24 (35%) completed the training.   

 A key goal of the psychometric screening process was selecting students in the 

opinion leader role without causing resentment for those students not selected.  Thirty-two 

participants who selected to learn more about the training did not receive an invitation to 

participate in the current project; these participants were thanked for their interest and 

informed that there were not able to be offered a place in the current project due to limited 

availability and instead were provided with information for centralised leadership training 

run by the Student Services at the university.  Of these 32 students who were not invited 

for the current project, 17 were screened out as they scored ‘concerning’ or ‘high’ K10 

scores (indicating psychological distress); a further 15 were excluded as they scored low 

on a combination of psychological capital measures (i.e., low optimism, low future time 

orientation, and low motivation to attend university).  For those students who had 

concerning or high K10 scores, they were contacted and provided with mental health 

services information in a manner consistent with that outlined in the ethics application 

(Appendix F).   
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Evaluation of the Recruitment and Selection Process 

 Three evaluation studies testing the efficacy of the selection process are detailed in 

Chapter 5.  Opinion leaders’ qualities and behaviours will be examined using a 360 degree 

data triangulation process;  Tutors and peers’ perceptions of the opinion leaders will be 

examined in conjunction with data concerning the size of opinion leaders’ social network 

size.  Returning to the current chapter, the following section details the outcomes of the 

supportive leader workshop.    
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Training Evaluation – Kirkpatrick’s Levels 1 and 2 

Training Evaluation Overview 

  As detailed in Chapter 3, an empowerment-based opinion leader training program 

was designed for use with university students for the purposes of improving the cohort’s 

transition to university, through increasing the social, academic, and psychological capital 

of the opinion leaders and encouraging them to do the same with their peers.  This section 

reports data relevant to Level 1 Participant Reaction to the Training and Level 2 

Participant Learning of Kirkpatrick’s training evaluation model (2006) and the specific 

evaluation questions are detailed in Table 3.  Figure 4 depicts the current area of research 

focus in relation to the broader research agenda of this chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.  The opinion leader intervention lifecycle research program for Chapter 4 

highlighting current area of focus:  Opinion leader training and initial evaluation.   
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The broad research questions addressed here are:  

 Can student opinion leaders be effectively inducted into the role of supportive 

leader?   

 Can student opinion leaders’ psychological capital be increased by participating in 

a supportive leadership workshop? 

As developed in Chapter 3, if the training has been effective, participants should: 

 Demonstrate an understanding of the role of supportive leader  

 Feel confident in their ability to enact the role of supportive leader  

 See value in the project 

 Feel motivated to take part in the project 

 Experience an increase in their psychological capital 

These predictions will be tested in the following hypotheses: 

H4.1  Role Clarity: Facilitators will judge participants to have demonstrated an 

understanding of the role of the supportive leader 

H4.2 Role Efficacy: Participants will report confidence in their ability to enact the role 

of supportive leader 

H4.3  Role Value: Participants will report valuing the aims of the project 

H4.4  Role Motivation: Participant will report feeling motivated to take apart in the 

project 

H4.5  Role Rewards: Participants subjectively report an increases sense of their 

personal strength and capability after completing the training.   

H.4.6  Role Rewards: Participants will report feeling more confident about starting 

university after participation in the workshops. 
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Table 3 

Training Evaluation Questions, Role Concepts, and Data Collection Method, aligned to 

the Levels of Evaluation framework (Kirkpatrick, 2006).   

Level of  

Evaluation 

Evaluation Questions Evaluation Method 

Lv1.  

Trainee  

Reactions 

What were participants’ perceptions of the 

training?  

What did participants value most about the 

training? 

Satisfaction item/ open-ended 

question   

Open-ended question 

Lv.2  

Learning 

Role Clarity:  How well did participants 

understand the role of the supportive leader? 

 

Role Efficacy: How confident did participants 

feel for enacting the role of supportive leader? 

 

Role Motivation:  How motivated/ engaged did 

participants feel to enact the role? 

 

Role value:  Do participants value the project 

and the supportive leader role? 

 

Role enactment: How do participants intend to 

enact the role of supportive leader? 

 

Role rewards:  Do participants subjectively 

report an increase in their psychological capital 

from participation in the training?
8
   Do 

participants report feeling more confident about 

starting university after participation in the 

workshop? 

Facilitators’ assessments & 

behavioural intentions 

 

Efficacy item  

 

 

Motivation and intention to 

engage items  

 

Value item  

 

 

Behavioural intention item  

 

 

Confidence, and awareness of 

personal abilities items.  

                                                 
8
It is regretful that more thorough pre-post psychometric testing of psychological resources did not occur, 

however, a process to both test participants and maintain an empowerment dynamic was unconceived at the 

time the intervention took place.  “Hi, this is your first time on campus and we’ve never met before – please 

don’t talk to anyone and go fill out this survey before I be appropriately human towards you”.  Upon 

reflection, it may have been possible to have spent more time building rapport on the phone with trainees in 

the days before the workshop and to have asked them to fill in the survey before they arrived/the night 

before.   
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Method 

Participants 

 Twenty-four students participated in the supportive leaders training (Female = 18; 

mean age = 24.08 yrs, with an age range from 17 to 55 yrs (which was slightly higher than 

the average age of the first year cohort to which they belonged, M = 21.18 yrs, SD = 6.77).  

Nine participants were school leavers, nine had taken a gap year or transferred into 

psychology after 1 year of study in another disciple and six were more mature age students, 

one of whom had previously completed a higher education degree.  Approximately 63% 

(n = 15) per cent of participants were the first in their family to attend university, which 

slightly higher but comparable with the larger sample (46.60%). 

 Participants completed a written consent sheet which contained an outline of 

study’s purpose, methods, demands, risks, confidentiality, and potential benefits of the 

research (see Appendix G intervention information sheet and consent form).  Participants 

were offered 3 hours research participation points to use as credit in their core subjects and 

were deliberately only advised of this one week after completing the training; this was to 

ensure that internal motivations dominated participant reasons for taking part in the 

project. 

Training Materials 

 Assessing evaluation level 1:  Trainee reactions and learning 

Immediate-post-training Survey.  This short survey was completed by 

participants at the end of the leadership training sessions (Appendix H).  The survey was 

developed in collaboration with the project’s senior researcher to assess participant:  

 perception of the training,  

 role engagement,  

 role efficacy,  
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 subjective sense of psychological capital, 

 supportive leadership learning outcomes,  

In addition, the immediate-post-training survey contained design elements to encourage 

training transfer (by forming behavioural intentions), and obtain quality improvement 

information.  A combination of open questions and Likert scale items were used, having 

been designed for the purposes of the current study.  Data from this survey primarily 

informed the evaluation of Level 1 Participant Reaction, with the exception of the 

behavioural intention item, which informed assessment of Level 2 Participant Learning. 

 Facilitator ratings. Two facilitators rated participants’ understanding of the 

supportive leader role using two sources of data:  participants’ contributions to the 

hypothetical scenarios discussion during the workshop, and the behavioural intentions 

participants provided on the immediate-post-training survey.  Assessments were based on 

two criteria: (1) appropriateness of comments; and (2) alignment with core supportive 

leader concepts (as delineated in Chapter 3, i.e., empowerment framework using a set of 

prescriptive and proscriptive principles).  Facilitators independently rated participants at 

the conclusion of the training using a standardised rating form (Appendix I) and then 

discussed their assessments, resulting in 100% agreement.  For the later training sessions 

that had fewer than eight participants, only the primary facilitator conducted the 

assessment. 

Process 

 Twenty-four participants took part in a training session in the week preceding the 

orientation day for the Psychology Program.  A series of training sessions were conducted 

to meet participant availability needs:  Two sessions had nine participants (3hrs with lunch 

provided; conducted by two facilitators), and three sessions were conducted with two 

participants (1.5hrs with morning tea provided; primary facilitator only).  Facilitators were 



128 

young, female post graduate students who held leadership positions in the first year staff 

(First Year Advisor and Peer Mentoring Coordinator) who are known for their 

empowerment-based and engaging facilitation styles.  

 In summary, the training addressed the areas of building the participants’ social 

capital, psychological capital, background to the project, and understating the role of the 

supportive leader.  Participants completed the Immediate Post Training Survey upon 

training completion.  See Chapter 3 for more details of the training design, content and 

process. 

Results 

Evaluation Level 1 – Trainee Reactions 

Overall Satisfaction 

 Participants reported high levels of satisfaction with the training program.  All 

participants (n = 24; 100%) reported enjoying the workshop and re-affirmed their decision 

to participate (18 participants [75%] ‘strongly agreed’ and 6 participants [25%] ‘agreed’ 

with this item).  Participants (23; 96%) also reported the learning environment to be safe 

and supportive, and four participants (17%) noted that the facilitation style was one of the 

factors they most valued about the workshop (see later section for details).  One participant 

neither agreed nor disagreed.  Participants’ open-ended comments reinforce the conducive 

effect of the training environment on their learning: “I liked the casual and non-confronting 

atmosphere/ approach.  I found it very motivating and empowering” (Participant#2). 

What Did Participants Value Most about the Workshop? 

 Participant’s responses to the question, “What did you like best/ find most useful 

about the workshop?”, included four key themes:  Increased social capital, personal 

development, appreciation for the skills and knowledge covered in the workshop content, 

and the facilitative style of the workshop.    
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 Increased social capital.   Approximately one-half of participants (n =11; 46%) 

reported that they valued forming connections.  Three participants (13%) mentioned that 

they valued the personal connection with staff members that the workshop had provided 

and five participants (21%) made mention of the normalisation process and perceived 

support that this early connection afforded them in regard to starting their university 

program:  “I found the most useful thing about the workshop the opportunity to discuss and 

listen to the way others (and myself) are approaching the uni transition and dispelling 

myths and ‘scary’ uni beginnings” (Participant#16).  Participants’ increased sense of 

connectedness was linked to an increased sense of confidence and efficacy in starting 

university. 

 Personal development. Ten participants (42%) noted that what they valued most 

about the workshop was increased awareness of their personal capabilities, confidence, or 

motivation.  Two of these participants (8%) related this increased confidence to making the 

university transition:  “Identifying that I have the abilities to get through this uni 

experience and getting confidence from that [is what I enjoyed most]” (Participant#21).  

Increased motivation was linked to perceived value in the merits of the project and the 

evidence-based content.   

 Process of evidence-based enquiry. Twelve participants (50%) mentioned that 

they valued learning about the research project including the evidence base to the project’s 

design which they found interesting and thought-provoking.  Participants also valued being 

a part of the project and learning about how they can affect change in their new cohort:  “[I 

valued most] Learning simple ways to interact and engage people.  Realising that with 

minimal effort you can effect (sic) and change someone’s life” (Participant#7); “I liked the 

quotes and studies described.  They were interesting and thought provoking” 

(Participant#14). 
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 Learning environment and facilitator approach.  Four participants (17%) 

commended that what they liked best about the workshop was the learning environment 

and the facilitative style of the workshop.   This was linked to participant motivation:   

“[Facilitators] …were both so friendly and motivating and I found they are so encouraging 

and helpful! ”(Participant#13). 

Training Evaluation Level 1 Summary – Participant Reactions to Training 

 Participants enjoyed the workshop and perceived they gained a range of personal 

and task benefits; in particular: making connections with their peers and staff members; 

and increased feeling of confidence and awareness of personal strengths.  Participants 

valued the facilitative approach the process of evidence-based enquiry.  This suggests that 

participants valued the meta-framework of empowerment and felt positioned as partners in 

a co-enquiry role. 

Evaluation Level 2 – Participant Learning 

H4.1 Role Clarity:  How Well Did Participants Understand the Role of Supportive 

Leader? 

 Facilitator ratings. All participants (100%) met the criteria for making 

appropriate comments and showing alignment with the core supportive leader concepts 

during the workshop, as assessed by the workshop facilitators using the assessment guide 

(Appendix I).  As such, hypothesis H4.1 was supported.  Participants’ open ended 

comments on the immediate-post-training survey reinforce participants’ role clarity:  “I felt 

that the PhD and studies were explained really clearly and everything made sense.  Our 

roles were explained really well” (Participant#20).
9
 

                                                 
9
 In contrast, data from the exit interviews revealed that 7 of the 16 participants who completed the project 

(44%) reported feeling some minor role ambiguity in the initial stage of program.  This concern dissipated 

once participants started acting in the role, and also once they had participated in the first follow up survey 

which appears to have provided reassurance (See ‘Role Challenge’ in Evaluation Level 3 for more details).   
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 Regarding facilitators’ assessment of participants’ behavioural intentions in the  

open-ended responses on the immediate-post-training survey, two participants (8%) did not 

meet the criteria for making appropriate comments and for demonstrating alignment with 

the core supportive leader concepts.  One participant left this section blank whilst the other 

took the opportunity to thank the researcher for the workshop experience.  Current 

outcomes suggest that in future replications it is important to make salient this section of 

the survey to participants before they complete the item, for the purpose of emphasising its 

importance and reducing chances of non-completion.   

H4.2, H4.3, H4.4:  Role Engagement 

 Overall participants reported high engagement and efficacy with the supportive 

leader role.  Twenty-one participants (88%) felt confident in their ability to enact the role 

of supportive leader (three participants ‘neither agreed nor disagreed’) therefore supporting 

hypothesis H4.2.  All participants (n = 24; 100%) reported feeling motivated to take part in 

the project (supporting hypothesis H4.4) and that they intended to enact the role of 

supportive leader.  Similarly, high levels of role purpose were reported, with all 

participants strongly agreeing that they saw value in the supportive leadership project (n = 

24; 100%), supporting hypothesis H4.4.   

H4.5, H4.6 Psychological Capital and Perceptions of the Transition to University 

 Twenty-two participants (92%) felt that they had a greater sense of their personal 

strengths after participating in the workshop therefore supporting hypothesis H4.5.  These 

participants also strongly agreed that they felt more confident about starting university 

after participating in the workshop (n = 22; 92%).  Two mature age participants who had 

previously studied at university neither agreed nor disagreed with this statement (8%), 

which suggests the training has more psychological resource benefits for first time 

university students.   
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Role Enactment:  How Do Participants Intend to Enact the Role of Supportive 

Leader? 

 Three key themes emerged from the analysis of the qualitative responses 

regarding how participants intended to enact the role of supportive leader.  These were: 

providing belonging and emotional social support; having awareness of interpersonal style; 

and encouraging proactive approaches to succeeding at university.   

 Belonging and emotional social support.  The majority of participants (n = 15; 

63%) intended to direct effort into noticing the needs of their peers, most commonly with a 

view to building social connections and reducing peer anxiety.  Many participants 

described ‘welcoming’ behaviours such as approaching people sitting by themselves on 

orientation day, noticing and offering direction to peers on campus if they looked lost, and 

striking up conversations with peers in their tutorial classes. Participants also intended to 

build connections with peers though validation of the emotional journey and 

encouragement. 

 “To start talking to people on orientation and see what they are nervous/ 

anxious about.  Make friends and exchange contact details so they know 

someone they can contact if they need help” (Participant#18). 

“If (I am) walking along and I was to see people/persons who look lost 

(and I’m not ) ask if they need help finding their way direction and/or 

saying hello to people ” (Participant#16). 

“Just by interacting with people and expressing my concerns aloud and 

hopefully empowering them to ask for help or feel more comfortable 

expressing themselves” (Participant#17) 

 Awareness of interpersonal approach and personal mindset.  Approximately 

one–quarter (n = 7; 29%) of participants reported that they intended to project an 

interpersonal style that was friendly, approachable, positive, open and/or genuine.   



133 

“Stay positive and focused myself” (Participant#9). 

“Be a model to others and basically be friendly and approachable to 

everyone” (Participant#2). 

 Encouraging proactivity.  Nine participants (38%) intended to encourage 

proactivity amongst their peers.  Methods for enacting this included: sharing of resource 

knowledge (such as support services), sharing enthusiasm for learning, encouraging a 

sense of purpose by linking learning to future career activities, and promoting task 

engagement (such as setting up study groups).  Four participants (17%) also mentioned that 

they intended to act as a role model to other students, such as by participating in class or 

accessing support services.   

“Suggest to students services that have helped me (e.g., student admin 

services or the workshops)” (Participant#5). 

“Just subtly encouraging others to study with me or discuss what we have 

learnt etc.  Even just asking proactive questions like what do you want out 

of psych makes people think and can make them try even harder to reach 

their goals” (Participant#22). 

 

Training Evaluation Level 2 Summary – Participant learning from the 

workshop 

 Findings overall support the hypotheses for this study, and confirm that the 

workshop met its central learning objectives.  The reported psychological capital of 

participants increased as demonstrated by a sense of greater confidence in starting 

university, greater awareness of personal strengths and capabilities.  Participants 

demonstrated an understanding of the research project and for the role of supportive leader, 

suggesting role clarity was established.  Participants were motivated and confident to 
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participate in the project, demonstrating they felt role efficacy and role engagement.  The 

majority of participants demonstrated they were cognisant of role enactment strategies.  

Two mature age students who had previously studied at university did not report increases 

in their psychological capital, suggesting that the intervention may have more personal 

impact for first time students.   

 

Training Evaluation Level 1 and Level 2 Summary of Findings 

 Positive outcomes were achieved for the training for both participants’ perceptions 

and reported learning.  Participants enjoyed and perceived benefits to the training, and the 

central learning objectives for the workshop were achieved.  This provides initial support 

for the efficacy of an empowerment based opinion leader training program, and training 

intervention research suggests that achieving these foundational components are important 

ingredients in fostering deeper behaviour change and the overall effectiveness of a training 

intervention (Kirkpatrick 2006).  However, training transfer cannot be guaranteed simply 

because participant learning has been achieved (Hesketh, 1997).  Therefore, it is important 

to consider the data deriving from the progressive practice and reflection of the opinion 

leaders.   
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Behaviour Change and Training Transference – Kirkpatrick’s Level 3 Training 

Evaluation 

Overview 

 This phase of the intervention focuses upon the nature of the opinion leaders’ 

practice, depicted in Figure 5.  The first question of interest in this study is (RQ1):  What 

does the process of enacting supportive leadership involve?  Therefore, this section is 

concerned with how the participants conceptualised and enacted their roles, and aims to 

build a thorough understanding of participants’ enactment of the role including areas of 

focus, time involvement, and enactment strategies.  The auxiliary question investigated 

here is (RQ2): Do opinion leaders evidence enactment of the core components of 

supportive leadership and thus demonstrate transference of training goals? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.  The opinion leader intervention lifecycle research program for Chapter 4 

highlighting current area of focus:  Behaviour change and training transference.  
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How may the Opinion Leaders’ Enact Their Social Influence? 

 As highlighted in the review of approaches to training opinion leaders in Chapter 3, 

there has been a lack of empirical investigation of the ways in which opinion leaders 

perform their roles (O’Brien et al., 2000; Flodgren et al., 2011).  The exception to this is 

the work of Larkey et al (1999; 2000, as cited in Larkey & Staten, 2007) and Kelly et al. 

(1991, 1992, 1997, 2004) who have documented opinion leader behaviours in the contexts 

of a workplace health promotion program (5 fruit and vegetables daily program), 

participation in clinical trials (women’s health initiative program), and health behaviour 

compliance (condom usage amongst gay men).  In a workplace context, Larkey and 

colleagues trained their opinion leaders in five persuasion techniques, but found that they 

only made use of a selection of these, whilst creating and making use of their own 

strategies (See Table 4 for details). Larkey and colleagues (2000, as cited in Larkey & 

Staten, 2007) later investigated Latina women lay advocates for participation in women’s 

health clinical research, revealing a repertoire of persuasive strategies including: (a) 

sharing personal stories, (b) pointing out the benefits of being involved, (c) conveying 

concern for others, (d) presenting the study as helping future generations, (e) repeating 

suggestions to participate, and (f) highlighting the importance of the research to one’s own 

ethic group.   From this documentation, Larkey and colleagues (2002) trained other lay 

advocates in these communication strategies and later developed a tool to assess the use of 

the strategies (Larkey & Staten, 2007).   

 The opinion leaders in Kelly and colleagues’ research were trained in and made use 

of characteristics of effective health communication messages which were tailored to 

everyday life conversations.  Their opinion leaders also made use of symbols (wearing a 

small badge) which was an effective conversation starter and method to segue into talking 

about the diffusion issue.  This parallels with the technique Larkey et al. observed their 
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leaders making use of, which they named ‘creating context’; this involved finding ways 

(often through using props) to stimulate discussion of the change behaviour.   

 Both Kelly et al. (1991; 1992; 1997; 2004) and Larkey et al. (1999; 2000, as cited 

in 2007; 2002; 2007) studied opinion leaders in the context of a focused health behaviour 

change agenda which contrasts with the current study which is concerned with change of a 

broader nature.  Therefore, the current research is well placed to make a significant 

contribution to empirical understanding of the ways in which opinion leaders, using a 

supportive framework, influence their peers in a higher education context.   

 The higher education peer mentoring literature can also potentially inform the 

enactment of the role of supportive leader.  A peer mentor is a senior student who has been 

engaged to support junior students’ transition to university.  Grant-Vallone and Ensher 

(2000) documented three ways in which peer mentors may support their mentees; through 

imparting key information, providing psychosocial support, and through role modelling.  

These roles align with the findings of Colvin and Ashman (2010), who additionally noted 

that peer mentors act as student advocates (which is a form of social support) and they may 

act as learning coaches by helping students identify learning strengths (applications of 

informational and emotional support).  It appears, therefore, that peer mentors primarily 

use social support processes to facilitate the experience of their mentees.  It is most likely, 

therefore, that the behaviours of the opinion leaders will align most strongly with social 

support processes given the design of the training and their titles as supportive leaders.  

Given that both peer mentoring and supportive leaders roles are designed to build student 

peer capacity and foster self-regulation, there may be overlap in the processes they employ 

to achieve these ends.   
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Table 4 

Persuasion Techniques Trained and Performed by OPLs in Larkey et al. (1999). 

Technique Definition 

Trained in:  

 Fear appeals Stating that negative things will happen to peer if they do not change 

their behaviour 

 Dear appeals Highlighting that positive things will occur for peer if they change 

their behaviour 

 Peer appeals Reminding peer that significant others (friends, family) will be happy 

(or will benefit) if behaviour change occurs 

 Foot-in-the-door Suggesting a small change and following this with an additional, 

incremental change  

 Questions Asking leading questions 

Actually performed:  

 Teasing Tongue-in-cheek or good natured admonishment.  Made in the 

presence of others to call attention to behaviour change or outcomes 

 Mock competition Implying rivalry through comments comparing behavioural change  

 Role modelling Public enactments of desired behaviour change 

 Giving material Providing written promotional materials to peer 

 Creating context Creating a situation or context to promote the behaviour change 

 Foot-in-the-door Suggesting a small change and following this with an additional, 

incremental change 

 Encouragement Reinforcement/ praise, etc. 

 Responding to needs/ 

communicating 

availability  

Telling peers they are available if the peer has any questions or 

concerns/ Answering questions from peers 

 Cost-benefit (originally 

fear & dear appeals) 

Highlighting the benefits or negative implications of peers’ actions 

 Keeping target 

behaviour visible  

Using a simple one-liner including questioning to remind co-worker of 

target behaviour 
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 Lastly, while it is out of scope of this chapter to review the organisational 

psychology leadership literature, one theory that appears important to note given its 

congruence with the present conceptualisation of supportive leadership is authentic 

leadership.   Authentic leadership has been defined as “…a pattern of leader behavior that 

draws upon and promotes both positive psychological capacities and a positive ethical 

climate, to foster greater self-awareness, an internalized moral perspective, balanced 

processing of information, and relational transparency on the part of leaders working with 

followers, fostering positive self-development’’ (Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, 

& Peterson, 2008, p. 94).  Positive psychological capacities of confidence, optimism, hope 

and resilience are personal resources of authentic leadership (Luthans & Avolio, 2009).  

Shamir and Eilam (2005) emphasise that authentic leaders are motivated by personal 

convictions, rather than to attain honours, status, or other benefits.  Self-awareness and 

self-regulatory processes are used by leaders (and followers) to achieve authenticity 

(Gardner et al., 2005, as cited in Avolio & Gardner, 2005).  Authentic leadership theory is 

differentiated from transformational leadership by explicitly considering processes like 

emotional contagion.  In addition, authentic leaders need not necessarily be charismatic 

(for a review see Avolio & Gardner, 2005).  Authentic leadership theory is still in early 

stages of its development (Walumbwa et al., 2009) but is receiving growing research 

attention.   

 Authentic Leadership theory relates to the current research in three ways.  One, 

authenticity of the supportive leaders was emphasised in the training (‘do what you 

normally do, but louder’).  Two, there was strong intrinsic motivations for participating 

(status or honours did not come into it as their role was not officially acknowledged, and 

course credit was only revealed after they had agreed to participate).  Three, leaders were 

recruited on the basis of their psychological capital and positive affect.  Given these 
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conceptual similarities, it will be important to note the relationship of the current findings 

to the concept of authentic leadership, even at a cursory level, as this speaks to the 

generalizability of supportive leadership.    

Current Research. 

 Evaluation questions from Kirkpatrick’s third level (behaviour change) will be used 

to organise the investigation of the processes used by supportive leaders, in conjunction 

with additional process questions tailored for the current project (Table 5).  Variables 

known to effect training transfer will additionally be investigated to reveal a clearer picture 

of how the intervention’s effectiveness may be facilitated or impeded.  In addition, notable 

gaps in the opinion leader literature will be addressed.  For instance, trainee self-efficacy 

can greatly affect the success of training transference (Hesketh, 1997).  Interestingly, 

opinion leaders’ confidence about enacting their role has received no empirical attention, 

despite efficacy being considered a critical component of effective training in the broader 

training literature. Similarly, the extent to which opinion leaders are conscious of their role 

enactment has not previously been empirically considered.  Doumit et al. (2007) note a 

lack of empirical information regarding the effort and intensity with which opinion leaders 

enact their role which affects researchers’ ability to compare intervention effectiveness.  

By considering leader role efficacy and role salience, the current work will reduce this 

knowledge gap.   

 There are two primary goals for this section to accomplish: (1) Understanding what 

enactment of the supportive leadership role involved; and (2) ascertaining if trainees 

evidence enactment of the core components of supportive leadership (and thus 

demonstrating transference of training).  In answering the first research question, what 

does the process of enacting supportive leadership involve?, the following questions using 

role theory are addressed: 
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 What processes do participants use to enact their role of supportive leader? (Role 

enactment) 

o How effective do participants perceive these actions to be? (Role 

effectiveness/impact) 

 What areas of the student life do participants focus upon when enacting the supportive 

leader role?(Role focus) 

o How effective do participants feel their actions in these areas were? (Role 

effectiveness/impact) 

 How much time do participants perceive they devote to the role of supportive leader? 

(Role load) 

 How consciously do participants enact the role of supportive leader?(Role salience) 

 What are the participant’s efficacy levels in the role of supportive leader over time? 

(Role efficacy) 

 Did participants experience any challenges in relation to enacting the role of 

supportive leader? (Role challenge) 

 Do participants intend to continue in the role despite the end of the project? (Role 

rewards, identity, and purpose) 

In regard to the second overarching research question addressed in this section, do opinion 

leaders evidence enactment of the core components of supportive leadership and thus 

demonstrate transference of training goals?, the following questions are investigated: 

 In what ways do participants believe they have acted differently as a result of the 

training? (Role repertoire expansion, role strengthening, and role congruence) 

 What evidence is there that trainees acted in accordance to the five core supportive 

leadership components covered during the training?   
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Table 5 

Behaviour Change and Training Transference Evaluation Questions and Data Collection 

Method, Aligned to the Levels of Evaluation Framework (Kirkpatrick, 2006).   

Level of Evaluation Evaluation Questions Evaluation Method 

Lv.3  

Behaviour Change 

Role enactment:  What processes do participants 

use to enact their role of supportive leader? 

Self-report surveys & 

Exit interviews  

Role repertoire expansion, strengthening, and 

congruence:  What did participants do differently as 

a result of the training? (How much of that would 

participants have done naturally without the 

workshop?) 

Self-report surveys & 

Exit interviews  

Additional process 

questions 

presented in 

Level 3 section. 

Role effectiveness/impact: How effective did 

participants perceive these actions to be? 

Subscale scale on the 

8-wks post training 

survey and exit 

interview 

Role enactment:  Were core components of the 

training evident in the overall approach of the 

supportive leaders? 

Subscale scale on the 

8-wks post training 

survey and exit 

interview 

Role focus:  What areas of the student life did 

participants focus upon when enacting the 

supportive leader role? 

Subscale on the 8-wks 

post training survey 

and exit interviews 

Role effectiveness/impact:  How effective did they 

feel their actions in this area were? 

Subscale on the 8-wks 

post training survey 

and exit interviews 

Role load:  How much time do participants perceive 

they devote to the role of supportive leader? 

Exit interviews 

Role salience:  How consciously did participants 

enact the role of supportive leader? 

Exit interviews  

Role efficacy:  What are the participant’s efficacy 

levels in the role of supportive leader over time? 

Efficacy scale in self-

report surveys 

Role challenge:  Did participants perceive any 

challenges/ have any reservations to enacting the 

role of supportive leader? 

Subscale on the 8-wks 

post training survey 

and exit interviews  

Role rewards, identity, and purpose: Do 

participants intend to continue in the role despite 

the end of the project? 

Exit interviews  
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Method 

Overview 

 This method section is relevant for both the current (Lv3) and the following section 

(Lv4).  Both sections make use of the same data collection methods (eight-weeks-post-

training survey and exit interviews).   

Participants  

In total, 16 participants (Female = 11; Mean age = 23.25 years) completed all 

stages of Study 2 from an original sample of 24 participants who received the leadership 

training (F = 17; Mean age = 24.08 years).  Of the participants who completed all data 

collection points in the study, nine were ‘school-leavers’ (four of whom had relocated to 

Brisbane to attend university) and seven were mature age students (one of whom had 

previously completed a higher education degree).  The majority of participants were 

enrolled in the Bachelor of Psychology or Behavioural Science programs (n = 11; 69%) 

and approximately one-third (n = 5; 31%) were enrolled in double degree program; these 

ratios are largely consistent with enrolment numbers across the programs.  Of the eight 

participants who did not complete the study from the original 24 who received the training, 

three self-selected out of the study after completing the training, one withdrew from their 

program of study due to career responsibilities, one was excluded from the program due to 

inappropriate class room behaviour, and two dropped out over the course of the study 

without contacting the researcher; the final participant completed all data collections 

except for the exit interview, but was still considered to be a ‘active’ participant.  At the 

eight-weeks-post-training survey, there were 17 participants in the project.  The final 

participant numbers, as derived from the original sample population is illustrated in Figure 

6, revealing that a total of 5.8% (n = 17) of the target population were active change 

agents.    
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Figure 6.  Final supportive leader participant numbers, as derived from the original sample 

population.  

 

Materials 

Two-weeks-post-training survey. During the second week of semester, 

participants received an email with the first follow up survey (Appendix J).  The purpose 

of this survey was to (a) collect information on how the opinion leaders were enacting their 

roles (behaviours, situations, frequencies, etc.); (b) to assess participants’ efficacy levels; 

(c) to assess participants’ sense of connectedness with their peers; and (d) to maintain 

296 population of the 

intervention site 

100 

Selected ‘yes’ to receive 

further information 

68 

Received 

invitation 

32  

Screened out  

161 completed 
survey 

44  

Did not 

uptake 

24  

Participated in 

training 

7 

Attrition 

17 active OPLs (16 of whom completed all data points) 
Therefore, 5.8% of the population cohort acted as supportive leaders. 



145 

participant engagement in the project.  As with the end-of-training survey, a combination 

of open questions and Likert scale items were used which were designed for the purposes 

of the current study.  An example open question includes: “…please provide a couple of 

examples of what you did? (e.g., Who did you talk to, about what? What was their 

response? How did you feel doing it?)”.  This survey took approximately 10 minutes to 

complete and participants electronically completed and returned the surveys to the 

researcher through email.   

Eight-weeks-post-training survey.  Approaching the mid semester break, 

participants received an email with the third post training survey (Appendix K).  This 

survey included the same items as the two-weeks-post-training survey, and it incorporated 

four additional components as the goal for this data collection stage was to broaden and 

deepen the level of data previously collected.  The first additional component included a 

checklist of behaviours which was developed from a content analysis of two-weeks-post-

training survey.  Participants were required to rate both the frequency they would engage a 

behaviour on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (every time the opportunity 

presents itself), and the extent of effect they perceived this behaviour had upon their peers 

using a second 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all positive) to 5 (very positive).  The 

second additional component participants completed concerned tasks related to successful 

student transition behaviours (e.g., “finding out about university resources or 

services”);Participants rated the extent to which they had focused upon this aspect in their 

role, and also how effective they felt their actions had been (using a similar 5-point scale 

format).  The third additional component participants completed focused on participants’ 

perceived outcomes
10

 from the supportive leader role (e.g., “I’m learning about my 

personal strengths and limitations in the supportive leader role”). The majority of items in 

                                                 
10

 Data from this measure is reported in the Outcomes – Evaluation Level 4 results section.   
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the checklist and leader experience sections were drawn from previous research with peer 

mentors (Wilson & Lizzio, n.d.[a]) and a few additional items were included which 

captured an emergent theme from the two-weeks-post-training survey (e.g., “I feel I am 

coping better at uni because I have been encouraged to see things through a different 

lens”).  Participants’ self-awareness was targeted by the fourth additional component 

measuring the barriers to effective interpersonal communication (listening blocks and 

providing unwanted help in the supportive leadership role).  Participants were asked to rate 

their propensity to engage in 12 types of listening blocks (adapted from McKay, Davis & 

Fanning, 1983) using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all of 

the time) and also to rate how true they perceived to be a series of statements regarding 

their interpersonal approach (e.g., “Occasionally I am a bit pushy in my approach or over 

step the mark with people”).  The inclusion of effective communication questions had the 

dual goal of gathering data around self-perceived communication approaches but in 

addition it was intended to remind participants to be mindful of their approach by 

emphasising themes covered in the training session (i.e., not imposing help).  Participants 

completed the survey in approximately 20 minutes using an electronic format and returned 

the surveys to the researcher through email.   

 Exit interview
11

. Participants completed an individual face-to-face interview with 

the researcher during the first few weeks of the second semester of study.  The interview 

was designed to build understanding of the themes identified in the post-training surveys, 

as well as to provide participants with a sense of closure for the project.  Open ended 

questions were used in a semi-structured format (Appendix L).  Guidelines by King and 

Horrocks (2010) for designing interview schedules were incorporated such as avoiding 

overly leading questions, and making use of paraphrasing, questioning for clarification, 

                                                 
11

 Data from the exit interviews is also reported in the Outcomes –Evaluation Level 4 results section.   
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and rapport building skills.  Before the interviews commenced, participants consented to 

having the interviews tape recorded and to the publishing of un-identifiable quotes.  

Interviews took approximately 30 minutes to complete.   

Analysis 

 Overview. This section will present detailed information regarding the treatment of 

the qualitative data and quantitative data in this and the following component of the study, 

including scale and model development.  Information related to assumption checking will 

be presented here as part of the initial preparation of the dataset, although in others 

chapters such information is presented in the results sections.  This will enable the follow 

results sections to parsimoniously present data answering the research questions.   

 Quantitative analysis. 

 Assumption testing and missing data. Participant responses on almost all of the 

scale items were negatively skewed and remained skewed (in the opposite direction) when 

data transformations were performed (using guidelines by Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

Violated assumptions of normality of variances do not invalidate statistical testing but 

weaken its power to detect significant effects (Tabachnick & Fidell).  This was judged to 

be a potential issue due to the small sample size and the scale reliability issues.  

Examination of residual plots was challenging due to the small sample size, however, the 

plots appeared satisfactory (Tabachnick and Fidell describe examining linearity in small 

samples as “…reminiscent of reading tea leaves” p. 84).  The assumption of sphericity was 

not violated in any of the ANOVAs.  Untransformed data was used in inferential testing.  

There were 2 cases of missing data, and these were replaced with the mean score 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) and when this affected the outcome of a test this is noted.   

 Scale reliabilities.  Scale reliabilities testing using Cronbach’s alpha and parallel 

form statistics, and in some cases this led to items being removed from scales.  Similarly, 
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in some cases scale factors that had been theoretically developed through qualitative 

content analysis were amalgamated or altered on empirical grounds as informed by the 

reliability indexes.  This process is detailed later in role enactment scale development. 

 Inferential testing. Participants’ self-efficacy levels over time were tested using a 

one-way repeated measures ANOVA.  When testing if participants’ role focus and 

perceive role effectiveness/impact was greater for some student transition needs than other 

areas, two separate one-way within groups ANOVAs were performed.  In regard to 

participants’ role enactment and their perceive role efficacy/impact for their enactment, 

two separate dependent means t-tests were conducted.  A Bonferroni adjustment was not 

used as (a) the analyses were planned comparisons, and (b) the small sample sizes and 

assumption violations signalled there may be issues with power.  Eta squared and Cohen’s 

d were manually calculated to gauge the effect size of significant inferential tests.  Eta 

squared was chosen as the more appropriate indicator of effect size than partial eta squared 

(J. O’Gormon, personal communication, August 14, 2012).   

 Qualitative analysis – General overview.  Participants’ responses to the open 

questions contained in the surveys and interviews were analysed using an emergent 

analysis process (Newman, 2010), reflecting the process later outlined in Chapter 6.  

Firstly, an open coding approach was used during the “first pass” of the data, where a 

generation of themes and categories developed.  The “second pass” of the data included a 

consideration of the themes that had emerged and arranging these into nomological 

clusters.   

 To test the inter-rater reliability at this stage, a psychologist with experience in 

qualitative analysis and expertise in peer mentoring in higher education applied this 

process to the data for the three participants with the most divergent themes.  The second 

rater’s identified themes and categories were then compared with the researcher’s analysis.  
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Inter-rater reliabilities were calculated and the degree of agreement ranged from 85% to 

100% across the interviews as calculated using Miles & Hubermena’s (1994) formula.  The 

discrepancies between the raters was discussed and resulted in 100% agreement. Coding 

schemas were finalised and the data was revisited a third time and participant responses 

were coded.  Following this, the frequency of codes was counted.  In regard to reporting 

the frequency of themes, in most cases a 10% decision rule was used to eliminate 

idiosyncratic responses, meaning that if a theme was mentioned by less than 10% of the 

sample then it was not included in the results.  This decision rule was not used during the 

in Level 1 and 2 analysis as there was little variance suggesting an all-inclusive rule was 

more appropriate.  Further details of the development of scales and models from qualitative 

analyses will be presented.   

Role enactment scale development.  Participants’ responses to the open question in 

the two-weeks-post-training survey (“Please provide a couple of examples of what you 

did? e.g., Who did you talk to, about what? What was their response? How did you feel 

doing it?) was thematically analysed to develop the behavioural scale in the eight-weeks-

post-training-survey.  Participant’s responses were firstly analysed using open coding to 

identify at a behavioural level the actions that were occurring.  From this open coding 

level, survey items were developed using similar language to the original participant 

descriptions where possible. Items were reviewed by an experienced psychologist with 

psychometric expertise.  Items were theoretically clustered (See Table 6), however, later 

empirical testing using inter-item correlations and reliabilities analyses suggested 

amalgamating informational support with proactive student behaviours, and collapsing 

emotional and belonging support (See Table 8 for final categorisation).  Theoretical 

support was found for both these actions:  Some social support theorists (i.e., Taylor, 2011) 

subsume belonging support under emotional support.  Similarly, informational support and 
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proactive student behaviours theoretically align with the meta-construct of student self-

regulation activities.  

 

Table 6 

Thematic Summary of Supportive Leaders’ Role Enactment with Behavioural Examples 

from the Two Weeks Post Training Survey data.  

Category Behavioural example* 

(1) providing belonging social support (.67) I do little things to make others feel welcome 

(eg., smiling, holding doors open, providing 

directions, etc);  I introduce peers to one 

another if I know their names 

(2) providing emotional social support; (.43) I ‘normalise’ the experiences of others (i.e., 

admit to experiencing similar 

feelings/issues/concerns) 

(3) providing informational social support (.62) I encourage ‘help seeking’ behaviours to my 

peers (such as suggesting they go see the 

FYA if having trouble coping, or ask 

convenor for a deferment if sick, talk to a 

tutor if they didn’t understand a concept, 

etc).  

(4) role modelling proactive student behaviours and 

engagement for learning (.48) 

I openly express my enthusiasm for learning 

when I feel it 

*Note.  Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are depicted in parentheses 

  

 Maturation of supportive leadership repertoire over time. The categories listed in 

Table 6 appeared to capture an early enactment of supportive leadership processes as 

suggested by the absence of instrumental social support and limited variance.  It appeared 

possible that this was due to the limitations of written participant responses, however, it 

became clear that opinion leaders broadened their role repertoire over time suggesting a 

maturation of the role enactment.  Therefore, an iterative approach to the data collection 

was used.  In the 8-weeks-post-training survey additional open-ended examples of 

behaviours were collected, and during the exit interviews probing questions and 
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paraphrasing was used to explore these behavioural examples in detail.  Collecting 

information over time had advantages:   It was clear that new processes emerged during the 

intervention period, such as the cognitive influencers which require rapport between leader 

and peer.    

 Development of a model of the ‘mature’ role repertoire. Given the relatively novel 

context and task that the present study presented as an application for the opinion leader 

method, it was considered important to develop a model that represented how participants 

enacted their roles.  A list of all the behaviours, strategies, and processes was collated 

across the three relevant data sources (2-weeks-post-training survey, 8-weeks-post-training 

survey, and exit interviews).  Following this stage, the researcher and primary supervisor 

reviewed the list and mapped these into emergent themes.  These themes were then 

compared to existing theories and frameworks (as reviewed in the overview to this section 

and presented in Table 7), and an assessment was made to the degree to which they fit the 

data.  It was determined that social support theory explained 70% of the data and the 

remainder aligned with aspects of opinion leader behaviours identified in previous 

research.  However, there were unique processes that were not explained by the above 

literatures and therefore a hybrid model was created.  A coding schema was finalised 

(described later) and the data was revisited a third time and each participants’ repertoire of 

processes was coded according to the schema.  Following this, a frequency count was 

conducted.  A one-third inclusion rule (Wilson & Gallos, 1993) was applied to retain the 

most salient factors whilst eliminating idiosyncratic responses.   
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Table 7 

Existing Theories, Frameworks and Previous Findings Relevant to Modelling Opinion 

Leader Processes. 

Models, frameworks, and previous findings Source 

Social support theory Taylor (2011); House & Kahn (1985); Cohen & 

Wills (1985) 

Opinion leader communication strategies Larkey et al. (1999) 

Popular opinion leader strategies Kelly (2004) 

Peer mentoring roles Colvin & Ashman (2010); Grant-Vallone & 

Ensher (2000) 

Authentic leadership Avolio & Gardner (2005) 

 

 

Results 

Training Evaluation Level 3 – Behavioural Change and Training Transference 

Overview 

 To address the third level of training evaluation (behaviour change), the following 

results section integrates findings from three data sources, including the 2-weeks-post 

training survey, the 8-weeks post training survey and the exit interviews. In addition, 

findings from two different types of data are presented: quantitative data from self-report 

measures and qualitative data from written (post-training surveys) and verbal sources (exit 

interviews).  Data sources and data type are indicated through the results section to assist 

with clarity.  At some points, commentary more appropriate to a discussion is interjected; 

although a non-traditional approach to a results section, this approach was utilised to 

reduce the amount of content presented later during the discussion section.   
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 The results section is divided into two parts for clarity:  Findings related to the 

process of supportive leadership is firstly presented.  Specifically, the nature of the opinion 

leader practice (i.e., role enactment, perceived effectiveness, role focus, role load, role 

salience, role efficacy, role challenge, and intentions to continue in the role) will be 

examined. This is followed by results pertaining to the transference of learning from the 

training workshop.     That is, data pertaining to the transference of training (other than that 

already addressed through role enactment) will be presented (i.e., role expansion and 

supportive leadership training components).   

 

Results Part 1:  The Process of Supportive Leadership 

Student Opinion Leaders’ Early Role Enactment 

 Quantitative results. At approximately the half-way point during their first 

semester of university, student opinion leaders enacted their roles using both learning 

engagement and socio-emotional supportive behaviours.  Students’ early role enactment, as 

captured by the early enactment scale, suggested they used a range of processes and 

behaviours.  As seen in Table 8, overall there were high endorsements by participants 

across the scale items.  Participants’ mean scores on all of the items were above the scale 

mid-point (i.e., 3 on a 5-point scale) indicating participants felt they enacted the behaviours 

in most cases when they perceived an opportunity.  Participants most highly endorsed item 

related to engaging in belonging support behaviour, i.e., “I do little things to make others 

feel welcome (e.g., smiling, holding doors open, providing directions)”and this item also 

had the lowest variance (M = 4.76; SD = 0.44).  This may suggest that behaviours that are 

polite, socially appropriate and involve less risk of social rejection (and hence require less 

social confidence) are relatively easy behaviours for participants to enact.    The item with 

the most variance and lowest endorsement was a socio-emotional support behaviour “I go 
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out of my way to talk to other students/ strike up conversations” (M = 3.53; SD = 1.01).  

This may suggest that this was either not a behaviour the opinion leaders felt confident 

engaging in, or that this was not a natural part of their repertoire (this is elaborated in a 

subsequent discussion of role challenges).  Without attempting to over interpret the 

findings, this could have conceptual implications.  Although an opinion leader by 

definition is well connected, there is little empirical evidence about how an opinion leader 

creates such connections, particularly in the context of a new social network.   

 Leaders reported enacting both socio-emotional (M = 4.19; SD = .44) and learning 

engagement actions (4.19; SD = .56) with equal frequency, as revealed by a dependent 

means t-test, t(16) = -.009, p = .993.  This suggests that participants’ enactment of the 

supportive leader role at 8-weeks-post-training included a broad role repertoire, using a 

range of activities and processes to support their peers.  Current findings also indicate that 

participants’ conceptual understanding of their supportive leader role consisted of inclusive 

enactment of social, psychological, and academic capital building strategies.  The next 

section examines opinion leaders’ perceptions of the amount of impact these behaviours 

had upon their peers.   
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Table 8 

Means and standard deviations for frequency and perceived impact ratings for behaviours  

  
Frequency 

enacted* 

 
 

Perceived 

impact± 

 M SD  M SD 

 

Socio-Emotional Supportive Actions (.72) 

     

I do things to acknowledge others (e.g., making an effort to say hello) 4.24 0.66  4.29 0.77 

I introduce peers to one another if I know their names 4.35 0.93  4.12 1.15 

I chat with peers about common experiences/ favourite subjects/ interest in 

studying psychology 

4.31 0.70  4.06 0.68 

I do little things to make others feel welcome (eg., smiling, holding doors 

open, providing directions) 

4.76 0.44  4.00 0.79 

I go out of my way to talk to other students/ strike up conversations 3.53 1.01  3.88 0.99 

I point out people's strengths 4.35 0.61  4.53 0.51 

I ask people how they are going 4.35 0.70  4.18 0.81 

I 'normalise' the experience of others (ie., admit to experiencing similar 

feelings/issues/concerns) 

4.06 0.90  3.88 .086 

I notice people who are not having a good day/ feeling shy/ stressed etc., 

and try to connect with them 

3.71 0.99  3.94 0.90 

Average Sum 4.19 0.44  4.10 0.59 

Learning Engagement Actions (.70)      

I help steer 'helpless' conversations into 'hopeful' conversations 4.24 0.66  4.06 0.83 

I encourage 'help seeking' behaviours in my peers (such as suggesting they 

go see the FYA if having trouble coping, or ask convenor for a 

deferment if sick, talk to tutor if they didn't understand a concept 

etc). 

4.00 1.12  3.71 1.16 

I share my own issues surrounding study/uni but with a 'positive slant' 

(eg., chatted about how difficult I found it learning the different parts 

of the brain for the 1001PSY exam but shared how I overcame this 

with a particular learning technique) 

4.06 0.90  3.94 0.97 

I role model 'help seeking' behaviours such as mentioning that I went to 

see student services, asked the FYA a question, asking the tutor to 

explain a concept in class which I had trouble understanding, etc) 

3.94 1.09  3.82 1.24 

I openly express my enthusiasm for learning when I feel it 4.53 0.62  3.71 0.77 

I express my intentions to be proactive to my peers (eg., I mention that I 

was going to attend a lecture/ do a reading, etc) 

4.35 0.79  3.53 0.87 

Average Sum 4.19 0.56  3.79 0.62 

Note.  Cronbach’s alpha displayed in parentheses.  *Rated on a 1-5 scale with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being 

‘every time the opportunity presents itself’.  ±Rated on a 1-5 scale with 1 being ‘not at all positive’ and 5 

being ‘very positive’.



156 

Perceived Impact/Effectiveness of Early Role Enactment 

 Quantitative results. Overall, student leaders felt at the interventions’ halfway 

point that their supportive behaviours had a positive impact upon their peers.  Participants’ 

mean scores on all of the items were above the scale mid-point (i.e., 3 on a 5-point scale) 

indicating participants felt their role enactment strategies positively affected their peers 

(displayed in Table 8).  Opinion leaders perceived that the action of identifying or naming 

other people’s strengths had the most positive impact upon their peers, receiving the 

highest average endorsement (M = 4.53, SD = 0.51).  In general there was a trend toward 

actions that were reported as enacted more frequently also being perceived as having a 

more positive impact upon peers. 

 Learning engagement supportive behaviours were perceived as having the least 

positive impact upon peers, although on average these scores were rated as approaching a 

‘very’ positive impact. This trend was confirmed using a dependent means t-test:  Student 

leaders’ felt that their social-emotional supportive behaviours (M = 4.10, SD = 0.59) had a 

greater positive impact upon their peers than their enacted learning engagement supportive 

behaviours, M = 3.79, SD = 0.62, t(16) = -.009, p = .993.   Opinion leaders perceived 

greater variation in the impact of their role modelling, suggesting that it may be more 

challenging for leaders to gauge feedback from peers regarding the effect of this behaviour.   

Alternatively, it may be that opinion leaders’ role modelling has less impact upon peers in 

the case of a complicated contagion behaviour (self-regulation) or that leaders are more 

clearly able to attribute an impact to belonging and emotional supportive behaviours.   
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Student Opinion Leaders’ Mature Role Enactment- Combined Quantitative and 

Qualitative Results 

 Overview. An iterative approach to data collection revealed that opinion leaders’ 

broadened their role repertoire over time, suggesting a maturation of role enactment.  

Given that the present study presents a novel context and task as an application for the 

opinion leader method, it was considered important to develop a model that represented 

how student leaders enacted their roles.  The following section presents a model of student 

supportive leader enactment, followed by different supportive leadership prototypes. 

 Model of student supportive leader enactment. Figure 7 displays a model of the 

“mature phase” processes and strategies that student supportive leaders used in enacting 

their roles.  The first level of the pyramid represents those foundational skills and 

processes used by the opinion leaders which are essential for efficacy  in the role of 

supportive leader.  The next level includes the process of emotional contagion and social 

support.  This is proceeded by role modelling and meta-communication strategies.  A 

category of processes is shared between the second and third level, cognitive influences, 

which included the cognitive reframing processes in informational support.  The final level 

represents the intended outcomes of these processes.  Colour coding has been used to 

symbolise that strategies align vertically in their focus using a simply self-other dichotomy.  

Emotional contagion and role modelling are self oriented behaviours in that they are an 

expression of inner values and drives; whereas processes of social support, cognitive 

influences and metacommunication stategies reflect expression of an other focused 

activity.  The participant quotes reported in this section also emphaise the integrative use 

of the different processes.  For instance, normalisation and using self-as-reference-point 

were commonly present when providing informational support in the form of advice 

giving.  The following section provides a delineation of the model components. 
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Figure 7.  Model of student supportive leader enactment processes and strategies, with 

intended outcomes.  n = represents the number of participants who used this process or 

strategy. 
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Figure X.  Model of Student Supportive Leader enactment processes and strategies, with intended 

outcomes.  
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 Self awarenss and self management.  Opinion leaders described ‘being in touch 

with’ their own feelings, attitudes, interaction style and barriers, and noted that they used 

awarness of processes to manage these: 

 Aware mindset 

 Encourage self to be brave/ take the step to talk to others 

 Being genuine, honest, non-judgemental 

 Being mindful of self and processes 

 Called self on own barriers (in relation to help seeking, mood, or engagement). 

 Self presentation 

 Managed own emotions  

 Mindful of modelling open body language and attending behaviours 

 Self-regulation of own behaviour, for example: "Sometimes being a 

leader is about shutting my mouth, I learnt to be quiet [and give other 

people a turn to talk in class]" (Participant#4). 

 Awareness of peers. Opinion leaders noted that they directed additional attention 

to the needs of their peers or they provided examples of times they had noticed peers in 

need of support.  This focus appears to have enabled opinion leaders to observe more about 

their peers, thus providing greater opportunity to interact with them in a supportive 

manner.  Together, awareness of peers and self awareness and management make up the 

foundational components of supportive leader processes.   

“I have made a point of chatting to people who appeared to me to be unsure of 

where they were going or if they were in the right place.  I approached them by 

checking if we were in the same lecture or tute which has then opened 

opportunities to compare subjects and experiences, etc” (Participant#15).   
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 Emotional contagion. This category acknowledges the process of expressing 

positive affectivity.  Opinion leaders mentioned that they expressed their good moods 

through smiling, sharing fun stories about univeristy, and expressing their enthausism and 

passion for learning.  Leaders described themselves as generally being friendly, happy and 

approachable.   

 Social support.  This category comprises of four subcategories, belonging, 

instrumental, emotional, and informaitonal support.   

 Belonging support.  In this context, belongling support is most usefully defined as 

“…a sense of belonging among people with similar interests and concerns” (Cutrona and 

Suhr, 1992;p. 155).  It incorporates a sense of affiliation and social acknowledgement.  

This was a frequently endorsed category and included: 

 Approaching people and introducing self/ starting conversations with peers before 

tutorials 

 Building rapport/ making effort to get to know peers 

 Making effort to say hello and goodbye to people 

 Holding doors open for others 

 Introducing peers to one another/ inviting peers to participate/ inviting peers to 

express their opinion  

 Instigating exchanging of emails 

 “I have introduced myself to most of the people in my tutorial groups as well 

as people seated around me in lectures. I have mostly been talking to them 

about what they are expecting to get out of the degree, what their favourite 

classes have been and how have they been finding uni life in general” 

(Participant #19). 
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 Instrumental support.  In the social support literature, instrumental support is 

defined as “…the provision of tangible assistance such as service, financial assistance, and 

other specific aid or goods” (Taylor, 2011; p. 182).  In the current context, it emerged as 

the following behaviours: 

 Solving practical problems or concerns 

 Academic task related instrumental support (such as teaching a skill or providing 

assistance with data base searching for assignment resources) 

 Career related instrumental support such as assisting peer to locate resources and 

career information 

 Sharing learning and course resources (text books, lecture notes) 

 Established and coordinated a study group in response to a peers’ stress about 

upcoming exams. 

 Emotional support.  Behaviours that can be considered ‘warm’ and ‘nurturing’ in 

their approach and reassure an individual that they a valuable person for whom others care 

are considered to be emotional support (Taylor, 2011; Cohen & Wills, 1985).  Emotional 

support is also commonly known as esteem support in the social support literature.  Some 

researchers (i.e., Taylor) imply that emotional support encompasses belonging support, in 

that it includes reassuring a person that they are valuable.  It is apparent in Chapter 6 that 

peers of the opinion leaders felt an increase in personal self-esteem as a result of being 

socially acknowledged, highlighting this link between the forms of support.  However, due 

to the high frequency of belonging support actions identified in the behaviours of the 

opinion leaders, it is useful to differentiate between these two types of support in the 

current research.  Emotional support processes enacted by student opinion leaders 

included:  

 Validation of feelings  
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 Reassuring  

 Normalisation of experience 

 Expressions of caring, concern, empathy, and sympathy 

 Expressing belief in peers/ encouraging/ identifying peers’ strengths/ praising/ 

complimenting, for example:   

“I was talking with some younger students (they were about 19 years old) about 

the draw backs of study at different ages.  They advised me how hard it is to fit 

in a social life, sleep, and come to uni. In response, I told them that I respected 

their decision to come to university and admired their hard work and 

determination.  One of the girls later told me that my comment made her day” 

(Participant#4). 

 Informational support.  This form of support occurs “…when one individual helps 

another to understand a stressful event better and to ascertain what resources and coping 

strategies may be needed” (Taylor, 2011, p. 181).  Informational support has also been 

labelled advice giving, appraisal support, and cognitive guidance.  It includes the simple 

provision of facts or knowledge, as well as the reappraisal strategy, reframing.  

Informational support processes enacted by student opinion leaders included: 

 Providing directions on campus 

 Sharing knowledge of ‘student skills’ 

 Providing advice, sharing practical strategies and options.  In providing advice, 

opinion leaders avoided directional language (“you should”), but presented advice 

as options or suggestions, or shared what had worked for the opinion leader.  In 

this respect they were imparting information by using themselves as a point of 

reference, normalising experience, and role modelling self-regulation without 
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being patronising to their peers. Student leaders’ statements illustrate this 

approach:  

“…some people might start talking to me about how I take notes in a lecture 

and I let slip that I didn’t really know what I was doing and that I took the 

workshops at the beginning of the semester and they really helped” 

(Participant#5). 

“Two of my classmates were having trouble finding sources for their essays. I 

suggested that they approach their problem in a different way.  For example, 

one of them was searching for books in the library on communication but she 

couldn’t find many so I suggested to her she could try searching for 

‘interpersonal communication’ and see what she finds.  And the other one 

wasn’t sure how to find articles online, so I told her how you can limit your 

searches on the side to reduce the number of articles and make them more 

specific to your search (mentioning that it was something I had learnt in a 

workshop).  And that you can sometimes get books that you can read online, 

instead of getting them at the library.  They were able to find more of what they 

were looking for!  And seemed less stressed about the assignment.” 

(Participant#5). 

 Cognitive influencing. This cluster of processes overlaps with informational 

social support but also includes some unique opinion leader behaviours.  Reframing is a 

form of informational social support that also has a cognitive influencing component.  In 

contrast, evocation, raising concerns, and personal identification are cognitive influencing 

processes that are not typically associated with informational social support and are 

therefore considered unique opinion leader behaviours and are located in the model under 

the meta-communication strategies domain.  
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 Reframing.  It was evident that opinion leaders were using reframing in their 

interactions with their peers, however there were different manifestations of this strategy.  

One way opinion leaders used reframing was to highlight a different perspective of a 

peer’s experience (illustrated below). A second and nuanced approach is evident when 

opinion leaders achieved reframing by linking the emotional support process of 

normalisation with information support by noting the coping strategies they were using to 

manage the issue.  This is a non-traditional re-frame, and it is likely that any change in 

how the stressor is perceived is achieved by priming an internal locus of control through 

vicarious learning processes, which theoretically would be facilitated by the use of 

normalisation which would emphasise similarity between the leader and the peer.    

“A friend was feeling really down about a mark they received.  I reassured them that 

the fact was that it was actually a really good mark and that the task was really hard.  

They said they hadn’t thought about how hard it was, so this made them feel better.  I 

felt really happy that I provided a little more positivity to their day”. (Participant#11)   

“I think a big part of it [the role] is speaking up and sharing your own experiences with 

people, and being able to be honest and admit 'yes I'm scared about the essay too, yes 

I'm having a hard time too, but, this is what I think I could do to help myself" 

(Participant#5).   

 Evocation. This category refers to processes used by opinion leaders to highlight 

discrepancies between peers’ goals and behaviours, with the intention of respectfully 

generating awareness.  This skill was particularly evident in the mature enactment of 

supportive leadership.  

 Motivational questioning.  Examples were provided of times when opinion leaders 

asked peers’ open questions regarding their motivations and goals, in particular when 

peers were facing issues with self-regulation.  For instance, when a peer was struggling 
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with motivation to study for an upcoming exam, an opinion leader asked them broad 

questions about their long term goals for undertaking the degree, their intrinsic interest in 

the course and how they thought they could use that knowledge later in practice.  This is 

distinct from asking questions about reasons for choosing to study this degree typically 

employed when first meeting someone for the purposes of rapport building – rather, this 

technique appears to focus on highlighting discrepancy between behaviours and goals with 

a view to increasing peer self-regulation.   

 Challenging peers. There was evidence of opinion leaders giving verbal challenges 

to the behaviours of their peers.  This approach was delivered using intonation patterns 

and tone of voice that signifies a lightness of mood and the strategy was only used with 

peers where there was high rapport, which is likely to have minimised the chances of the 

approach being misinterpreted as judgemental or guilt-inducing.  For example, one 

opinion leader challenged their peer’s decision to absconder from class: "You don't 

understand it and I don't understand it, but if we leave, it won't make it any better sooooo 

(sic) I'm staying" (Participant#3). 

 Creating context. This component represents processes used by opinion leaders to 

create a context for enacting or facilitating peer support and influencing processes. This 

was achieved in two ways, raising issues with peers or through using open questions. 

 Open questions. Opinion leaders asked peers how they were finding a particular 

aspect of university life.  For example, in the lead up to exams, one opinion leader asked 

their peers how they felt they were going in terms of their preparation, reporting their 

perception that this provided the peer ‘permission’ to admit that they were finding it 

challenging and open a dialogue around this issue.   

 Raising issues. Opinion leaders described having an agenda in raising a 

concern/issue which they suspected their peers were encountering.  Opinion leaders 
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revealed that they would deliberately approach a peer or group of peers with a problem, 

but would present it in a manner, or help facilitate the discussion to generate proactive 

solutions for how to address the problem.  An example is provided below: 

“I discovered I could use things that were 'wrong' as a way of leading.  This is 

where I found my real niche, because if you can do everything and know 

everything then you're just boring…Everyone has a problem but they might not 

want to say, they feel like they're the only one but coming out and saying 'hey 

guys I've got this problem, and putting the right spin on the problem, and all of 

a sudden you've got this really positive, dynamic environment where everyone 

is sharing ideas:  You learn, they learn, and we feel better.  And not just 

ruminating, ‘woe is me' rubbish, but really going 'yea, I've got that too, what 

did you do?  Did that work for you?  Why did that work for you? Oh did it?’ 

And this conversation is going, and you’ve got this group of people who aren't 

afraid just to be people and just admit when things are going wrong.  So I think 

this idea encapsulates this idea [supportive leader role] where they’d bring a 

worry to the table or I’d bring a worry, but I think what was probably different 

about me was that if I brought a worry to the table, I always knew where I 

wanted to take it [in a proactive direction]”.  (Participant#4). 

 Personal identification.  A key manner in which opinion leaders imparted 

information or advice was through using self as a reference point.  Often to avoid 

directional language (“you should”), opinion leaders framed advice in terms of what has 

worked for them through their relatable experiences.  Opinion leaders gave personal 

endorsement of the benefits of a proactive action and verbalised their own help seeking 

behaviours. This is a complementary strategy to role modelling and illustrated by the 

following quote: 
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“A fellow student was expressing her concerns about doing well in our final 

exams.  I asked her what aspect of the exams was worrying her; she advised 

that she had gotten behind with her readings because of her written 

assignments.  I agreed that I had fallen behind as well, but that I found the 

PsychMe site helpful—especially the Learning Couch, My Time and the 

additional time management information in the ‘First Year’ folder. We also 

discussed the learning and time management strategies that worked best for 

us.  We agreed that first year is all about learning how to find a uni/life 

balance, effectively managing time, and learning how we learn best.  I think 

she felt comforted by the fact that she was not alone and that there was 

resources to help.   The theme of the conversation changed from being 

overwhelmed, to being in control.   I was happy that we learned something 

about ourselves, each other, and the uni experience”. (Participant#4) 

(Normalisation, self-as-reference, practical strategies/advice, reframing) 

 Meta communication strategies.  This component incorporates processes that 

reflect communication strategies that have a persuasive purpose.  To successfully apply 

these communication strategies, a leader would be required to accurately read the context 

and enact the appropriate skill.  This higher-order category includes the previously 

described strategies of creating context, evocation, and personal identification, with the 

addition of microskills and interaction management.   

 Microskills and interaction management. Opinion leaders noted, or it was evident 

that they had, applied the skills they had achieved in an introductory interpersonal course.  

This included: 

 Microskills. This includes basic attending, open body language, minimal 

encouragers, appropriate eye contact and tone of voice and so forth.   
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 Interaction management. Opinion leaders described that when interacting with 

peers who showed signs of distress, they drew upon an interaction management strategy 

(Beebe, Beebe, & Redmond, 2011).  This involved following a process of firstly 

acknowledging a peer’s feelings, asking open questions if necessary to clarify 

understanding, and reflecting content or paraphrasing to convey acknowledgment of what 

the peer had been saying, before shifting into reframing, pointing out peer’s strengths, 

recommending practical strategies.  Eight leaders (50%) mentioned that using this 

approach helped stop them from prematurely giving advice:  “I’d think to myself, 

‘Feelings First!’ and that would stop me jumping in telling them what to do” 

(Participant#7). 

 Role modelling. This component represents ways in which opinion leaders 

modelled proactive and supportive behaviours.  This factor was closely related to opinion 

leaders’ self-awareness and self-management, specifically, calling oneself on their own 

barriers, being honest and genuine and encouraging oneself to be brave. Role modelling 

behaviours included: 

 Attendance and participation in classes, lectures and study sessions 

 Modelling intrinsic learning in classes 

 Taking initiative in providing direction in group tasks (initiating conversations, 

sending emails, setting up study session times) 

 Providing peers support 

 Setting up and coordinating study groups 

 Not giving in to peer pressure  

 Verbalised proactive student behaviours and intentions   

Student leader quotes illustrating role modelling include:   
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 “When my friends were ready to give up on 1001PSY and go to Garden City to go 

shopping instead, I guess I just stood my ground, I guess I just didn't let others 

pressure me.  I just said something like ‘I’m going to stay and try [to learn the 

material]” (Participant#3) 

 “In tutorials I have persuaded myself to stand up and do something first if no one 

else has tried. This generally gets other people willing to try as well”. 

(Participant#6) 

 “I’ve made a point of saying, ‘oh, I should really do that reading,’ around some of 

my friends who I know wouldn’t do it without someone else mentioning it.” 

(Participant#12) 

Opinion leader prototypes.  

 In examining the different ways in which leaders enacted their role of 

supportive leader, it became apparent that some leaders used particular approaches 

more than others and it was evident that different leader prototypes were being 

enacted.  Three opinion leader prototypes were identified: the friendly prototype, 

the cognitive influencer prototype, and the curriculum focused prototype.  In 

comparing demographic and other factors between members of the different 

prototypes, there are no clear age, or gender differences, or difference in how 

consciously they approached the role, how confident they felt in the role, or how 

introverted or extraverted they were. However, the task prototype leaders noted 

barriers to forming friendships with peers on campus due to external commitments 

and had doubts about the impact they had on their peers. Figure 8 graphically 

depicts the prototypes main role enactment processes using the previously 

developed model of student supportive leader enactment processes and strategies 

(i.e., self-awareness and self-management, awareness of peers, emotional 
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contagion, social support, role modelling, meta-communication strategies, and 

cognitive influencers).   

 The friendly prototype (n=8; 50%).  Leaders who subscribe to this prototype 

appear to primarily use a single technique from the cognitive influences domain (aside 

from self-identification and re-framing) and most commonly this was a creating context 

strategy (e.g., asking peers open questions regarding an potential stressor; ‘how are you 

finding that assignment?’).  There was no evidence of evocation strategies being used by 

this group.   When describing how they enact their roles, ‘friendly leaders’ focused on the 

expression of positive affect and agreeableness (emotional contagion), building friendships 

and supportive networks (belonging support), normalising experiences and emotions 

(emotional support), sharing their knowledge of course content and student study skills 

(informational support) and helping peers complete study tasks (instrumental support).  

The majority (6/8) noted that they consistently role modelling proactive student behaviours 

such as engagement with learning, attendance, and study group participation.  Overall, 

student leaders in this prototype appeared to utilise more traditional forms of peer support 

behaviours.  

 The cognitive influencing prototype (n=5; 31.25%).  Opinion leaders who fit this 

prototype engaged in all strategies previously noted, but also made use of both creating 

context and evocation cognitive influences, in particular the motivational questioning 

strategy.  When describing how they enacted their roles, opinion leaders of this prototype 

spent more time discussing how they successfully helped peers to re-frame stressors, and 

build peers’ sense of capabilities through discussing proactive coping behaviours 

(informational support) and by expressing belief in peers (emotional support).  It appears 

student opinion leaders in this prototype engaged in more goal directed behaviours.  
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 The curriculum focused prototype (n=3; 18.75%).  Three opinion leaders were 

distinct in that all of their interactions with peers appeared entirely centred upon university 

task activities, with leaders providing few examples of connecting with peers in their non-

study life.  Although they did report using all forms of social support, the particular focus 

appeared to be upon informational support (sharing student study skill tips or topic 

knowledge), followed secondly by emotional support (encouraging and reassuring) and 

instrumental support (sharing tutorial notes).  All leaders categorised in this prototype 

noted that role modelled proactive student behaviours was a central focus.  These leaders, 

while employing one of the cognitive influence strategies (mostly open questions), 

engaged in less belonging support or emotional contagion behaviours than the other 

prototypes. 

 A commonality between two of the three ‘curriculum-focused leaders’ was that 

they noted barriers to forming friendships at university, therefore, it is possible that this 

may not be a fully formed prototype. For example, two leaders were mature age students 

with work or family commitments and undertaking a part-time study load and therefore did 

not spend as much time on campus as other students.  This may have limited their capacity 

for enacting belonging support behaviours.  Alternately, it is possible that the first two 

prototypes (‘friendly leaders’ and ‘cognitive influencing leaders’) were peer opinion 

leaders and thus highly motivated to form friendships, whereas the curriculum focused 

prototypes may have been expert opinion leaders and thus more greatly motivated to focus 

on curriculum.   
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Figure 8.  Diagram depicting main areas of focus or primary differentiating factors between the leadership prototypes (indicating by text 

bolding).
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Role Focus 

 Where did leaders focus their support in regard to student transition needs? 

Student opinion leaders’ role enactment was considered in relation to the sense of success 

model (Lizzio, 2006; capability, resourcefulness, connection, purpose, and identity), and 

leaders noted they gave more focus to supporting their peers in some areas of the student 

life than others.  These differences were significant when tested with a one-way repeated 

measures ANOVA F(3, 48) = 3.29, p < .05.  A medium effect size was observed, η
2
= .06 

(Cohen, 1988).  However, when data substitution is not being used, the results are non-

significant F(3, 42) = 2.75, p = .054, which suggests that the low sample size and scale 

internal reliability issues may have causes insufficient power to detect a difference. 

 Regarding the overall pattern of results, leaders on average endorsed above the 

mid-scores (i.e, 3 on a 1-5 scale) for all of the senses of success, indicating that leaders’ 

supported peers across all the transition areas.  This indicates that participants’ enacted role 

focus was broad and provides theoretical insight into the mechanisms through which 

supportive leadership supports peers, that is, by capacity building their peers in relation to 

their transition needs.  Moreover, leaders’ high baseline scores for focus across the student 

life areas highlights that in considering differences between where leaders focused their 

attention, findings represent variations in the range of relative focus, rather than ‘focused 

upon’ versus ‘neglected’ areas.   

 Concerning variance in the results, leaders reported that they focused more upon 

their peers’ senses of capability and connection (see Table 9 for leaders’ extent of focus 

mean scores and see Table 10 for comparative mean differences).  In contrast, leaders 

reported focusing the least amount of attention upon their peers’ sense of resourcefulness.  

The difference between leaders’ most and least focused areas (capability vs 

resourcefulness) approached a medium effect size d = 0.53 (i.e., .725 is considered 
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medium and .29 is considered small by Cohen, 1988) suggesting that leaders’ difference in 

focus was notable.  Lastly, leaders focused upon building their peers’ sense of purpose to 

no significantly lesser or greater extent than they focused upon the other areas (capability, 

connection, and resourcefulness).  Sense of identity was not included in the mean 

difference testing due to the poor internal reliability scores. 

Perceived Effectiveness of Role Focus Efforts 

 How effective did leaders feel their actions were in regard to the sense of 

success model?  Consistent with the previous role impact findings, leaders felt their 

actions for achieving support in some areas of the student life were more effective than 

other areas.  These differences were significant when tested with a one-way repeated 

measures ANOVA, F(3, 48) = 3.16, p < .05.  A medium effect size was observed, η
2
= .07 

(Cohen, 1988). 

  Leaders felt most effective at building their peers sense of capability and sense of 

connectedness and least effective in regard to building peers sense of resourcefulness.  

Therefore, leaders exerted their focus on the areas where they felt they were the most 

effective in supporting their peers, suggesting a link between perceived effectiveness and 

extent to which focus was applied.  Leaders felt no less or more effective at building their 

peers’ sense of purpose compared to the other areas of the student transition needs 

(capability, connection, and resourcefulness).  The difference between leaders’ perceptions 

of where their actions were most and least effective approached a medium to large effect 

size d = 0.94 (i.e., .725 is considered medium and 1.16 is considered large by Cohen, 

1988) suggesting that leaders’ perceived differences of effectiveness is meaningful.  As 

before, leaders’ high baseline scores emphasise that in considering difference between 

leaders’ perceived effectiveness, findings represent variations in the range of relative 



175 

effectiveness rather effective verses ineffective processes.  As before, sense of identity was 

not included in the mean difference testing. 

 

Table 9 

Extent to which Student Opinion Leaders Focused Their Activities in Relation to Areas of 

the Student Life and Their Perceived Effectiveness of Those Actions (Means and Standard 

Deviations; n = 17) 

 
Extent of 

focus* 

Perceived 

effectiveness± 

 M SD M SD 

Sense of Capability (.77; .75)     

Discussing strategies for managing/organising  study 4.41 0.71 4.35 0.79 

Discussing approaches to assessment 4.29 0.69 4.06 0.93 

Total  8.70 1.40 8.41 1.72 

Sense of connectedness(.75; .63)     

Listening to and learning from other first-year students 4.41 0.87 4.35 0.93 

Making friends and getting to know other students 4.18 0.81 4.24 0.97 

Total  8.59 1.68 8.59 1.90 

Sense of Resourcefulness (.77; .83)     

Learning how to navigate the uni system/where to get help 4.06 1.03 3.76 1.20 

Finding out about university resources and services 3.67 0.98 3.60 1.30 

Total  7.73 2.01 7.36 2.40 

Sense of Purpose(.54; .75)     

Discussing motivation or reasons for doing a degree 4.18 1.02 4.06 1.03 

Discussing career/job prospects from degrees 3.88 1.22 4.00 1.12 

Total  8.06 2.24 8.06 2.15 

Sense of Identity (.20; .32)     

Reassuring others that they belong at university and can succeed 
4.00 1.06 4.00 0.94 

Clarifying expectations of what the uni student role involves (eg., 

being a self-directed learner) 

4.00 1.06 3.76 1.03 

Total  8.00 2.12 7.76 1.97 

*Note.*Ratings made 1 – 5 with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘a lot’ .  ± Ratings made 1 – 5 with 

1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘very’.  Parallel form scale reliability statistics displayed in 

parenthesises for extent of focus followed by perceived effectiveness. 
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Table 10 

Comparative Mean Difference Scores in Relation to the Areas of the Student Life Where Student 

Opinion Leaders Focused Their Activities, and Their Perception of the Effectiveness of Those 

Activities (n = 17)  

Sense of Success (A) Sense of Success (B) Extent of focus mean difference (A-B) 

1. Capability 2. Connection  .12 

 3. Resourcefulness .98* 

 4. Purpose  .65 

   

2. Connection 1. Capability -.12 

 3. Resourcefulness  .82* 

 4. Purpose  .53 

   

3. Resourcefulness 1. Capability -.98* 

 2. Connection -.86* 

 4. Purpose -.33 

   

4. Purpose 1. Capability -.65 

 2. Connection -.53 

 4. Purpose  .33 

   

Sense of Success (A) Sense of Success (B) Perceived effectiveness mean difference (A-B)  

   

1. Capability 2. Connection  -.17 

 3. Resourcefulness  1.05* 

 4. Purpose   .36 

   

2. Connection 1. Capability   .17 

 3. Resourcefulness  1.22* 

 4. Purpose   .53 

   

3. Resourcefulness 1. Capability -1.05* 

 2. Connection -1.22* 

 4. Purpose  -.69 

   

4. Purpose 1. Capability  -.36 

 2. Connection  -.53 

 3. Resourcefulness  .69 

*Note.* p<.05.**p<.01.***p<.001.Sense of identity was not included in the mean difference testing due to 

the poor internal reliability scores.  
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Role Load 

 How much time did participants devote to the role of supportive leader?  In 

response to the exit interview question, “How much time would you say you devoted to 

doing supportive leader things?”, 12 participants (75%) were unable to provide an 

estimate.  Instead, participants described their role enactment as an opportunity-based 

experience and intertwined with their normal university day.  This suggests that for many 

participants the supportive leader activities were not conceptualised as a separate process 

to their normal interactions, which suggests participants experienced high role congruence 

and provides further evidence as to the validity for the intervention design and training 

efficacy (i.e., subtle, natural, and informal).  Student Leaders’ descriptions illustrate these 

points: 

"It didn't really take up my time, it was just in the back of my mind…so it was 

always useful and I always thought of it when there was a time I could use it.  I 

don't think I devoted time to it, it was just always there" (Participant#3).  

"I hadn't thought of it in that way [time commitment], I just do what I do" 

(Participant#2).   

“I didn't 'devote' time to it, I just did it” (Participant#8). 

 Regarding the four participants (25%) who were able to provide an estimate, 

diverse figures were provided:  One participant described their role enactment as 40% of 

the time they were at university; a second participant described it as 75% of the time when 

they were working in their learning group; and another as "5 minute grabs here and there" 

(Participant#10).  Lastly, one participant described the role of supportive leader as being 

100% of their time they were at university.  For this participant, the supportive leader role 

was conceptualised as a framework for viewing their higher education experience; that is, 

as an opportunity to collaborate with peers and experience vicarious learning.  
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Interestingly, all participants (n = 16; 100%) used descriptions indicating that they did not 

perceive the role as ‘taking up their time’, even if time was spent enacting the role, 

indicating that the role was perceived as minimal effort.   

Role Salience 

 How consciously did participants enact the role of supportive leader? There 

were mixed responses to the exit interview question “Were you mentally aware of stepping 

into and out of the supportive leader role or was it more of an unconscious process?”.   For 

almost half of the participants (n = 7; 44%), the description of ‘unconscious process’ best 

described their experience.  The other participants described it as a more conscious 

process, with 6 participants (38%) explaining that most of the time it sat as an idea out of 

conscious thought, but if an opportunity presented itself then they became mindful of the 

supportive leader role.  For 3 participants (19%), it was best described as a conscious 

process which they deliberately thought about and chose to adopt or purposefully reflected 

upon at later times.  Three participants (19%) noted that at first the role had been conscious 

but soon became automatic.  One participant (6%) noted that when they had consciously 

tried to enact the role, they felt like they had been imposing and were ‘stiff’, suggesting a 

loss of social authenticity.   

"It never really was on my mind, just if the situation presented itself, I stepped 

forward.  It wasn't like I was walking around campus wearing a sash, 'oh no, a 

damsel in distress'.  It wasn't on my mind like that” (Participant#5). 

“Not anymore [conscious of the role], maybe at first. I’m aware of it when 

meeting new people or in new situations” (Participant#13).   

 There were mixed descriptions from one participant (6%) who had identified with 

the description of an ‘unconscious process’ more strongly.  At one time the participant 

described the experience as: “I was already doing it, I never had to think 'oh now I'm going 
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to be a supportive leader'.  I would just amplify it”, and at another time noting that: "I had 

it [supportive leader behaviours] more on my mind than I would have normally” 

(Participant#8), suggesting that the experience was somewhere between conscious and 

unconscious (similar to a priming effect) and felt automatic and natural when engaging in 

the role.  Taken together, these findings support that trend that participants’ role enactment 

was aligned with their regular interpersonal style and attitudes, indicating high role 

congruence.     

Role Efficacy 

 Quantitative data. 

 Participant self-efficacy in the supportive leader role over time.  Participants’ self-

efficacy in relation to their role as supportive leader was tested for changes over time using 

a one-way repeated measure ANOVA.  Scores were calculated using the self-efficacy 

items included in the post training, 2-weeks-post-training, and 8-weeks-post-training 

surveys. As can be seen in Figure 9, on average participants reported somewhat less 

efficacy in regard to enacting the role of supportive leader over time, however, these 

changes were not statistically significant, F(1) = 1.15, p = .30.  There was a slight trend 

toward participants showing improved efficacy following the 2-weeks-post-training 

survey; this is consistent with findings from the exit interview, with 7 participants noting 

that the two-weeks-post training survey had provided them with a sense of reassurance.  

 Qualitative data. 

 Role efficacy exit interview comments.  Five participants (31%) noted that they 

initially had concerns that they may not be effective in the role.  Participants’ reasons for 

thinking that they may not be effective included their age, lack of time or opportunity, and 

shyness.  In terms of how these initial concerns eventuated, participants who had been 

concerned by their shyness did not feel they lacked effectiveness in their roles.  However, 
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participants who reported age, lack of time/opportunity all felt this reduced their 

effectiveness as a supportive leader.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.  Means and 95% confidence intervals of participants’ self-efficacy levels over 

time in relation to enacting the role of supportive leader (n = 16).  Responses made on 5-

point scale with 5 being ‘strongly agree’ and 1 being ‘strongly disagree’.   

 

Role Challenge 

 Role congruence and role salience.  Despite self-selecting as ‘friendly, easy-

going, and looking forward to meeting new people’, the most commonly reported 

challenge faced by participants was over coming shyness (n = 7; 44%).  This suggests that 

there was some role in-congruence regarding the highly extraverted activities.  Three 

participants (19%) noted that the most significant challenge for them was remembering to 

enact the role, suggesting low role salience for these leaders and the need for mechanisms 

to increase salience (such as additional contact from the researcher).   
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 Role ambiguity.  Although participants appeared to have achieved role clarity after 

the training, seven participants (44%) reported during the exit interviews feeling some 

minor role ambiguity in the initial stage of the project.  This concern dissipated once 

participants started acting in the role, and also once they had participated in the first follow 

up survey which provided reassurance:  "I was a bit nervous that I might not have gotten 

the point and might do it wrong but after the first survey I realised I was doing the right 

thing" (Participant#7).  For some participants the concern was what the role entailed and 

how aligned this was to their natural self (perceived role in-congruence):  "I thought it was 

going to be this constant being really nice to people, but it was a lot more natural than that" 

(Participant#2).  For others, it was related to the informal nature of the role:  “Being the 

supportive leader, but not being the person with a sash” (Participant#5). 

 Role conflict.  The majority of participants felt they were able to manage the 

workload of the role with their other demands, either strongly agreeing or agreeing with 

the statement “I am able to manage the workload of the supportive leader roles as well as 

my other demands”; (n= 13; 76%,M = 4.18,SD = 0.95).  Three participants endorsed the 

mid-point on the scale, suggesting ambivalence, and one participant (who faced significant 

work-life-balance issues) somewhat disagreed with the statement.  No participants reported 

that they had compromised their own needs by supporting others, with 15 participants 

(88%) agreeing or strongly agreeing with the statement “I feel I have not compromised my 

own needs in supporting others” (M = 4.35,SD = 0.70).  This indicates participants 

experienced low role conflict, which is most likely linked to participants’ perceptions of 

low role load and high role congruence.    

Role Rewards, Role Identity, and Role Purpose:  Continuance in the Role. 

 All participants (n=16; 100%) intended to continue acting as an ‘informal’ 

supportive leader despite the end of the research project.  Participants’ reported being 
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motivated to continue in the role because they perceived personal benefits from role 

enactment such as mood and motivation (role rewards), they viewed the supportive leader 

approach had become personally embedded with their interactional style (role congruence 

and role identity), and they perceived value in benefiting others (role value/ purpose).  

Participants expressed the following statements with vocal tones and intonation patterns 

suggesting they felt confidence, conviction, and excitement in relation to these sentiments: 

"Yea, definitely, can't help it now, it's part of just what you do. Continuously.  I 

think it will be good as well, for me personally it will be good.  But I also like 

that I can make other people happy... I'm naturally aware of what I can do, it 

came actually really easily" (Participant#3). 

“Yes, definitely. It's natural, and it helps you and other people" (Participant#8).   

“Yes, that's the way I behave now.  Underneath it, it's me” (Participant#10) 

Results Part 2:  Transfer of Training 

 What did participants do differently as a result of the training? 

 Role repertoire expansion, role strengthening, and role congruence. All 

participants noted that there were changes to their behaviour as a result of the supportive 

leadership workshop.   All participants who took part in the exit interviews (n = 16; 100%) 

reported that most of the things they were doing in enacting the role of supportive leader 

were the sorts of behaviours they would have done naturally, except they were enacting the 

behaviours more often and with more awareness to their approach: 

“I think I would have done it by myself anyway, but because I had this whole 

'supportive leader' thing to prime me, it encouraged me to do it so I did it more 

often" (Participant#5). 

“I emphasised things more than I would have naturally done.  For example, I 

elaborated more when providing information, where I once might have just 
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suggested that they find what they need by going to the library, I checked that 

they knew how to do this and then would give more info on how to use the 

library catalogue, sharing tips that I had discovered” (Participant#14).   

 In addition, eight participants (50%) noted that they were doing things that they 

would not normally have done, such as participating more readily in class, approaching 

others, providing referral information, and devoting more energy into social capital 

building.   

“Is that stuff you would have done naturally? [researcher?] 

“Only if someone else wasn't doing it” (Participant#9). 

“I would not have just gone up and starting introducing myself to others 

normally in the past” (Participant#13).   

These findings indicate there was high role congruence between the role of supportive 

leader and participants’ natural social role, which offers validating evidence for the 

selection process (the right people were selected).  Findings also indicate role repertoire 

expansion and role strengthening occurred, which suggests that a core learning object from 

the training was transferred into practice (i.e., ‘turn up the volume; Do what you would 

normally do, but a bit louder’).   

 What evidence is that there that trainees acted in accordance to core 

components of the training?  In the previous section (Level 2 – Participant Learning), 

participants demonstrated that they understood key supportive leader concepts.  

Specifically, key prescriptive and proscriptive empowerment based principles about the 

role:  (1) avoid imposing unwanted help, (2) avoid turning into ‘hallway monitors’, (3) 

avoid generating an ‘us’ and ‘them’ culture, (4) manage personal boundary, (5) be 

yourself.  The following section integrates participants’ data to provide evidence of 

transference of training regarding these key learning objectives.   
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 ‘Let’s avoid imposing unwanted help’. 

 Quantitative data. In regard to working from an empowering framework, the 

majority (n = 12; 71%) of participants disagreed with the statement “Occasionally I am a 

bit pushy in my approach or over step the mark with people” (see Table 11 for the 

descriptive statistics for the ‘approach’ scale).  Three participants endorsed this statement 

(18%) and 2 participants were unsure (18%).  Similarly, the majority of participants 

disagreed with the statement “I think occasionally I miss the mark a bit in terms of 

balancing being supportive and not imposing unwanted help upon others”.  Three 

participants agreed with this statement (18%), one strongly agreed (6%), and two were 

unsure (12%).  Furthermore, participants tried to validate the feelings of others when 

‘reframing’, with 14 (82%) participants agreeing or strongly agreeing with this item.  

 

Table 11 

Means, Modes, and Standard Deviations for Items from the Approach scale in the Eight-

Weeks-Post-Training Survey (n = 17). 

Scale item  Mean* Mode* SD* 

Social Authenticity 

 

Even though I've been turning up the volume, I don't feel 

like I've been acting out of character 

 

4.53 

 

5 

 

0.62 

Even though I'm a supportive leader, I don't get the sense 

that other students see me any differently 

4.06 4 0.90 

Empowerment Approach 

 

When 'reframing', I try to acknowledge / validate the 

feelings of others 

 

3.88 

 

4 

 

0.49 

Occasionally I am a bit pushy in my approach or over step 

the mark with people  

2.18 2 1.07 

I think occasionally I miss the mark a bit in terms of 

balancing being supportive and not imposing unwanted 

help upon others 

2.41 2 1.23 

*Note.  Responses were made on a five-point scale, with 1 being ‘not at all/ strongly disagree’ and 5 being 

‘very/ strongly agree’.   
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 Qualitative data.  Participants’ descriptions of how they approached supporting 

their peers in the exit interviews evidence suggests that they majority of the time they 

successfully avoided imposing themselves upon their peers.  There was only one 

behavioural example provided by a participant where advice was given to a peer which 

was not invited and was without validation of feelings:   

"Some of my friends don't do the readings, so I asked 'why don't you do the 

readings, they're assessable, you kinda have to? And they were like 'oh it will 

be alright', so I said 'well, I'm going to go home and do my readings, maybe you 

should do the same.  And they just gave me 'the look', like shut up, you're 

nagging me" (Participant#12).   

 Supportive leaders’ typical approach to imparting advice using normalisation and 

re-framing is illustrated in the following quote:   

“I think I was just honest with people, and did the whole ‘me too’.  I think it's 

just speaking up and sharing your own experiences with people, and being able 

to be honest and admit 'yes I'm scared about the essay too, yes I'm having a 

hard time too, but, this is what I think I could do to help myself” 

(Participant#5).   

 ‘Let’s not turn into ‘hallway monitors’. 

 Qualitative data.  It was vital that participants did not view the role as policing the 

‘bad student’ behaviours of their peers. In addition, the role was not about becoming 

‘teachers’ pets’, criticising peers, or losing the natural and informal approach to the role 

which would compromise participants’ social authenticity. The behavioural descriptions 

provided by participants demonstrate that they adopted an informal and subtle approach to 

influencing their peers.  Furthermore, there was no evidence of participants advertising that 
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they had been specially selected and were participating in the supportive leadership 

research.  

 Only one behavioural example was found wherein a participant sounded 

judgemental of a peer for ‘bad student’ behaviours (see previous section for quote).  If 

trying to influence the behaviours of peers, the following quote is more typical of the 

approach taken:  

“One of the things I did was mention that I was going to stay for a lecture, ‘you 

don't understand it and I don't understand it, but if we leave it won't make it any 

better sooooo (sic) I'm staying.  Plus if we leave now we’ll only have to watch 

it online later which would be even more painful’.  Not everyone stayed but 

some did.  (Participant#3). 

 ‘Let’s not generate an ‘us’ and ‘them’ culture’. 

 Context. In the whole of cohort base-line survey conducted before the intervention 

workshop, forty-six percent (n=88/192) of the students who responded did not feel they 

had ‘what it takes’ to be at university (more details in Chapter 7).  This meant that there 

was risk in building the confidence of those who did not share this self-doubt.  That is, 

supportive leaders could potentially have become un-relatable to those students suffering 

from the ‘imposter syndrome’, who may have made negative self-appraisals, perceiving 

confirmatory evidence that they did not belong at university.   

 Qualitative data. Participants reported that they frequently engaged in 

normalisation and validation behaviours (as aforementioned) and felt they also experienced 

the concerns noted by their peers.  This suggests that participants were mindful of 

preventing an ‘us and them’ culture from developing, and theoretically, normalisation and 

validation behaviours would minimise the likelihood a ‘confidence divide’ within the 
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cohort.  Later chapters (5 and 6) can help provide further evidence by examining the 

popularity of the opinion leaders, and peers’ reactions to their enacted approach.   

 ‘Let’s not become leaning posts’. 

 Qualitative data. One of the concerns in designing the intervention was that 

participants may have placed themselves in situations where their prosocial outlook was 

taken advantage of by their peers, or that leaders may have issues managing their personal 

boundaries.  One participant reported feeling uncomfortable with a peer’s self-disclosure, 

but they referred this peer to their First Year Advisor and managed their boundaries.  

Another participant reported that they regretted providing extensive help to one of their 

peers who had left an assignment to the last minute (as they felt this may have reinforced 

the peer’s poor time management, and the peer also received a higher grade on the 

assignment than the supportive leader).  Aside from this one incident, participants 

described an equitable relationship between giving and receiving peer support:  "If you 

provide the support for people, it helps you just as much as it helps them, because they will 

come back and be supportive of you" (Participant#11). 

 ‘Let’s just be ourselves’.   

 Quantitative data. A key concern with intervening with opinion leaders and using 

them to participate in a change project is that they may compromise their social 

authenticity, but results suggest authenticity was maintained. As noted in Table 11, the 

majority of participants reported in the eight-weeks-post-training-survey that they did not 

feel like they had been ‘acting out of character’ (n = 16; 94%) nor did they perceive that 

students viewed them differently (n = 13; 76%).  This suggests participants experienced 

role congruence in that their supportive leader activities were aligned with their 

interpersonal approach and attitudes.  This also suggests the core training message ‘Do 
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what you normally do, just a bit louder’ was successfully integrated into the opinion 

leaders’ practice and they remained socially authentic. 

 Qualitative data.  All participants noted in their exit interviews that they tried to 

‘be themselves’, suggesting that the social authenticity learning object was achieved.  

Furthermore, the analogy used during the workshop, ‘do what you do normally, but a little 

bit louder’, sat well with all the participants and was expressed as a theme by all 

participants during the exit interviews.  The exception to this is in reference to the eight 

participants (50%) who described extending their common range of behaviours by doing 

something that they would not normally do, such as approaching unknown student peers 

and starting up a conversation (noted earlier in the role expansion section). 

 Participants were also instructed that the supportive leader role involved ‘not being 

perfect’, and the training addressed the need to un-learn schemas regarding what it means 

to be a leader.  One participant noted in the exit interview that that they had found it 

challenging to apply this concept.  The participant explained that at first they had struggled 

with the title of ‘leader’, doubting themselves and why they had been picked and made 

social comparisons with another student who was not part of the project.  In their exit 

interview, this participant described spending much time reflecting and integrating new 

ideas about how they could be an informal leader despite recognising so many perceived 

personal flaws, and reported significant personal growth as an outcome of this emotional 

and intellectual personal journey.  It seems likely that the structure and management of the 

intervention helped to facilitate this positive learning; following this participant’s two-

weeks-post-training survey, the researcher touched base with this participant, and validated 

that how they were enacting the role was aligned with the goals of the project.  During the 

exit interview, the participant noted that this clarification helped alleviate personal doubts.    
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"[At first I thought] if I'm a leader, that means I'm intelligent, and I have the 

answers, and I need to go off and lead.  [But then I thought] I'm not a leader, 

I'm struggling like everyone else!  [But I’ve learned that] Leaders are just 

normal people, doing appropriate things, reframing, letting other people lead…I 

put the perfectionist sticker on it at first…I’ve learned that leaders aren't 

necessarily intelligent, older… through this journey I have been contemplating 

what it means to be a leader.  I learned to lead myself [spoken with emphasis, 

passion, pride, teary eyes].  I became the leader that I wanted to be for myself.  

I have a better attitude personally…I’ve learned that my weaknesses [anxiety, 

perfectionism] are not so much weaknesses and instead of fighting them, I’m 

choosing to work with them...  And I’m not trying to be someone else… this 

really helped me, to focus more on what I was doing and what I was saying and 

what examples I want to show my kids in coping with problems.  I learned I 

could feel better by behaving better.  It was like a personal therapy, it taught me 

to lead myself” (Participant#4).     

 

Summary of Findings 

 In answer to this sections’ first research question, participants enacted the role of 

supportive leader in a number of ways.  This included: (1) maintaining an awareness of self 

and using self-management processes, (2) fostering an awareness of their peers and their 

needs, (3) offering a variety of forms of social support including instrumental, 

informational, emotional and belonging; (4) using meta communication strategies 

including cognitive influencing skills; (5) using emotional contagion; and (6) through role 

modelling engagement and self-regulation.  In addition, participants’ data evidenced three 

distinct patterns regarding the emphasis and usage of processes: the friendly prototype, the 
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cognitive influencing prototype, and the task prototype.  Participants perceived their social-

emotional supportive behaviours as having a more positive impact upon their peers than 

their learning engagement supportive actions, although they reported devoting equal 

frequency of behavioural enactment to both these areas.   

 Participants focused most upon building their peers’ sense of capability and sense 

of connectedness, and they felt their efforts were most effective in these areas.  Similarly, 

participants felt least effective in regard to building peers sense of resourcefulness and 

focused the least upon this area.  Participants exerted their focus on the areas where they 

felt they were the most effective in supporting their peers demonstrating a link between 

perceived effectiveness and extent to which focus was applied.  Taken together, these 

findings demonstrate a rich role enactment repertoire where the role focus is directed into 

areas where participants feel their actions have the greatest role impact.  

 Regarding the second research question, participants demonstrated transference of 

the learning they achieved in the workshop.  The evidence suggests that participants 

enacted the core components of supportive leadership by not imposing unwanted help upon 

their peers, typically did not criticise their peers, remained relatable, managed their 

personal boundaries, and maintained their social authenticity. All participants (100%;n = 

16) noted that they had made changes to their behaviour as a result of the workshop by 

increasing the frequency and awareness of their ‘natural’ behaviours.  Fifty percent (n = 8) 

of participants noted that they had engaged in behaviours that were not typical for them in 

the past, such as approaching strangers, suggesting the training lead to role expansion.   

 The majority of participants were unable to provide an estimate for how much time 

they spent enacting the role, and the data suggests that the role was seen as minimal effort.  

This suggests the ‘role load’ was low.  Participants experienced variance in role salience; 

almost half of the participants described enacting the role as an unconscious process, 
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whereas the other half identified with it being a conscious process, whereby they were 

primed to see opportunities for enacting the role.  

 In regards to participants’ perceived role challenges, almost half of the participants 

noted overcoming their shyness was a personal challenge indicating some minor role 

incongruence in relation to extroverted social capital building behaviours.  However, 

participants’ experience of this minor role incongruence appears to be a positive 

component as all of these participants noted person benefits such as growth in their self-

confidence as a result of challenging and overcoming their shyness.  Similarly, 

approximately half of the participants noted experiencing some minor role ambiguity 

which dissipated once they started engaging in the role.  Five participants (31%) had 

reservations regarding how effective they would be in the role, demonstrating some role 

efficacy concerns.  Finally, all participants noted that they intend to continue acting as a 

supportive leader despite the end of the research project.  Participants’ reasons for 

continued enactment included significant perceived personal benefits from the role, high 

congruence with their personal sense of self and perceived value in the benefits to their 

peer community from their continued enactment.  Participants’ intention to continue 

enacting in the role suggests they experienced significant role rewards, role congruence, 

and role identify and social purpose.   
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Outcomes, Reflections, and Validation – Kirkpatrick’s Level 4 Training Evaluation 

Overview 

 The fourth level of evaluation in the Kirkpatrick model (2006), addresses the 

overall effect of the intervention.  In organisational contexts, this typically involves 

measuring key performance indicators over time such as lost time injuries or productivity 

(‘hard data’).  In the current project this level is employed to begin examining outcome 

indexes presumed to be consequences of the intervention.  Specifically, opinion leaders’ 

perceptions of their impact on their peers and their perceptions of the impact their 

supportive leader participation had upon them personally are reported.  While on the one 

hand it could be argued that this is impressionistic self-report data (‘soft-data’), on the 

other hand this phase begins the focus on outcomes and longer-term change.  Therefore 

this phase is tentatively considered as level 4, while the contested nature of this is 

acknowledged.  Chapters 5, 6 and 7 will continue assessing the effect of the intervention 

upon opinion leaders and the wider first year cohort using different methodological 

approaches and outcome indexes including sociometric, psychometric, and performance 

data.  Figure 10 illustrates the current focus in relation to this chapter’s research program.  

 The current section also reports unintended consequences, and participants’ 

suggestions for improving their experience.  This leads into a discussion regarding what 

could potentially be conducted differently in future replications, which captures the 

feedback component of the intervention lifecycle.  In summary, this section seeks to 

answer the research questions: (RQ1) What do opinion leaders perceive are the outcomes 

from supportive leadership enactment? and (RQ2) How can the intervention design and 

implementation be improved? 
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Figure 10.  The opinion leader intervention lifecycle research program for Chapter 4 

highlighting current area of focus:  Outcomes, reflections, and validation.  

 

Outcomes from Supportive Leadership Enactment. 

 Opinion leaders have been empirically recognised for the important role they play 

in achieving a change agenda (i.e., innovation adoption, health behaviour change, etc.).  

However, little is actually known about opinion leaders’ experiences of participating in a 

change project (Holt & Ryan, 2012).  Whilst it appears that researchers have investigated 

the experience of the leaders, this information rarely makes it to publication (case in point 

is Bishop et al., 2002).  Despite being about process, opinion leader research has been 

overwhelmingly outcome focused.  This is also the case for peer-to-peer leadership 

interventions within a higher education setting.  A literature review revealed only two 

studies that examined the personal costs and benefits for university peer mentors (i.e., 

Colvin & Ashman, 2010; Townsend et al., 2011).  Existing research regarding the benefits 

of peer leadership suggests these are fruitful avenues for increasing a range of positive 

factors for the opinion leader including self-esteem, confidence, communication skills, and 

health behaviours (Holt & Ryan, 2012).  This would suggest that there is a rich and 
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untapped layer of benefits from opinion leader interventions.  This study will contribute to 

empirical understanding to the broader opinion leader research.  Additionally, it will make 

a unique contribution regarding the outcomes of participating in a supportive leadership 

program in a first year higher education context.  Table 12 presents the evaluation question 

and data collection methods used to answer this chapter’s broad research questions.   

 

Table 12 

Evaluation questions and data collection method using Kirkpatrick’s (2006) Level of 

Evaluation. 

Level of 

Evaluation 

Evaluation Questions Evaluation Method 

Lv.4  

Results/ 

outcomes 

Role Rewards:  What were the benefits of being a 

supportive leader?  

 

Role Impact:  Do leaders perceive that their actions 

had an effect upon the academic, social and 

psychological capital of their peers?  

 

Role Challenges:  Were there any unintended 

outcomes from the supportive leadership 

intervention? 

 

Continuous Improvement:  Do participants have 

suggestions for how the project could be improved? 

 

Eight-weeks-post-training 

survey and exit interviews 

 

Exit interviews 

 

 

 

Exit interviews 

 

 

 

Exit interviews 
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Results 

Outcomes:  Role Rewards - What were the benefits of being a supportive leader? 

 Quantitative data from the eight-weeks-post-training survey.  Participants 

endorsed a variety of benefits from having participated in the role of supportive leader.  

Table 13 displays the mean scores and standard deviations from the role rewards scale in 

the eight-weeks-post-training survey.  Participants’ high baseline of endorsement indicates 

they felt highly rewarded for enacting the supportive leader role.  In addition, participants 

perceived a range of benefits spanning both professional and personal domains.  Students 

felt equally as rewarded in terms of their professional skill development (M = 4.15, SD = 

0.82) and personal development (M = 4.08, SD = 0.63), as demonstrated by non-significant 

a dependent-means t-test, t(16) = .42, p =.684.  This suggests participants’ perceptions of 

the role rewards from enacting supportive leadership were balanced between personal and 

professional domains.  

 Participants’ most strongly endorsed the perception that they were learning skills 

useful for their future careers, followed by the perception that the role contributed to 

personal growth.  Psychological capital benefits were also experienced:  Participants 

agreed that they were learning more about their personal strengths, perceived they were 

coping better at university, and believed in their abilities more as a result of becoming a 

supportive leader.  The current findings align with themes from the exit interview.    
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Table 13 

Role Rewards: Mean responses and Standard Deviations from the Eight-Weeks-Post-

Training Survey (n=17).   

Item  M*       SD 

Skill development (.77)   

I am learning skills as a supportive leader that will be useful to me in my future 

career 

4.47  .72 

I feel I have been able to develop my leadership skills through this role 3.82 1.07 

Average Sum 4.15 0.82 

Personal development  (.75)   

I feel I am coping better at uni because I have been encouraged to see things 

through a difference lens 

4.12 1.05 

I'm finding the supportive leader role to be personally rewarding 4.12  .86 

I'm learning about my personal strengths and limitations in the SL role 4.00  .87 

I feel that becoming a supportive leader has made me believe in my abilities more 4.00  .94 

I feel that by being a supportive leader I am growing as a person 4.18  .73 

Average Sum 4.08 0.63 

 

*Responses were made on a 5 point scale with 1 being “not at all/strong disagree” and 5 being 

“very true/ strongly agree”.  Parallel form statistic displayed in parenthesis for 2-item scale and 

Cronbach’s alpha displayed in parenthesis for 5 item scale.  SL = supportive leader 

  

 Qualitative data from the exit interviews.  Participants’ responses in the exit 

interviews revealed that perceived a variety of benefits from their involvement in the 

supportive leadership project.  This included increased psychological capital, improved 

wellbeing, and they believed they had a better adjustment to university.   

 Psychological capital benefits – overview.  All participants (n = 16, 100%) noted 

psychological capital benefits due to their participation in the supportive leadership role.  

In summary, benefits represented greater personal agency or personal empowerment.  

Benefits included improved core-self evaluations (self-esteem, generalised self-efficacy, 
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locus of control, emotional regulation), and participants noted they had more positive 

future appraisals including core-confidence (optimism, hope, efficacy and a sense of 

resilience) not only in relation to university, but in relation to other areas of their lives 

including future transitions.    It appeared that the data collection process itself helped to 

facilitate self-awareness and acknowledgement of personal strengths as four participants 

(25%) specifically noted that it was through talking about their involvement in the project 

that they became aware of their strengths.  One participant quote illustrates this process: 

“I’ve learned that I can come into a new environment and I can find ways to deal with 

things and adapt and that I can share that with other people, and that other people feel the 

same way…And I guess I only just realised that now, talking with you, I did damn well!" 

(Participant#5).Participants’ perceived psychological capital benefits are summarized 

under the following six inter-related themes:   

 Increased sense of personal capabilities and strengths.  All participants (16 out of 

16; 100%) reported that they had a greater sense of their personal strengths and capabilities 

as a result of participating in the supportive leadership project.  Participants noticed things 

such as their proactivity, bravery, insight, ability to create social cohesion or provide 

quality social support, and openness to new experiences:   

“I'm a much more confident person... I can build my own community of 

people” (Participant #13) 

"I'm more aware of my strengths, and also that my weaknesses are also 

strengths" (Participant #4).   

“I’m a very good listener and I’m good at giving advice ” (Participant #7).   

 Ten participants (63%) expressed significant pride in themselves when reflecting 

upon their personal strengths, transition experience, and how they enacted the role of 

supportive leader.  One participant spoke with teary eyes and pride in their voice when 
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they recognised the role they had played in building a high peer support culture:  “…and 

suddenly you've got this really positive dynamic where you learn, they learn, and we feel 

better …and I helped create that dynamic!”(Participant#4). 

 Increased sense of personal agency.  Nine participants (56%) noted that they felt 

that participation in the supportive leadership project had caused them to develop more 

positive attitudes, particularly in relation to a sense of personal agency.  For some this 

related to the intense personal growth and awareness of personal strengths they felt they 

had developed.  One participant describes this attitudinal shift as it related to their self-

image: “I have a better attitude personally.  I don't know if I helped anyone or inspired 

anyone, but I did for me… I have acceptance of my 'faults' [anxiety and perfectionism] and 

instead of fighting them, I’m choosing to work with them…this really helped me, to focus 

more on what I was doing and what I was saying and what examples I was setting for 

myself and others” (Participant#4).  

 For other participants the change in attitude they noticed was in relation to more 

personal agency:  “I’ve learned how to remember to 'be positive' and you yourself not 

make excuses and to carry on… I’ve noticed I’m having less 'I couldn't be bothered' 

days…You realise you need to lead by example and initiate a change in habit.  I think I 

have more self-awareness, I’m less lazy, more focused, and a little more happy in life” 

(Participant#9). 

 Increased personal agency was related to increases in motivation related to 

university appeared linked with the perception of optimistic appraisals and purpose:  “I've 

gone through a dramatic change….I realised that this is my opportunity to really do 

something [with my life] and so I'm going to put my best foot forward at every 

opportunity…I never expected to be this engaged!” (Participant#1). 
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 Increased core-confidence.  The majority of participants (n = 14; 88%) reported 

that they felt they were more confident as a result of being part of the supportive leadership 

project.  Eleven participants (69%) reported that they felt they were more socially 

confident, 8 participants (50%) described being more confident facing future challenges 

(including both academic challenges or future life transitions), 4 participants (25%) 

reported being more confident at participating in class, and 4 participants (25%) reported 

being more confident at engaging in help seeking behaviours (such as approaching staff).   

 Four (25%) of those participants who said they had experienced increased social 

confidence, said that they would previously have described themselves as being shy when 

meeting new people but that through motivating themselves to meet others and having 

successful experiences with this, they no longer consider their shyness an issue:   

“The supportive leadership thing helped me make friends on orientation, 

knowing I needed to talk and step up, otherwise I would have just been really 

quiet.  I used to be shy!  This helped me to meet people….and I’m not afraid of 

meeting new people now!” (Participant#11). 

"I noticed that I wasn't shy at all in the first week [and reflected and thought] 

that's not normal! [in a good way]" (Participant #2). 

“I honestly believe that that's from just trying to be out there and a little bit 

louder….It doesn't even phase me now…I feel like this has given me the tools, 

and originally challenged myself, so now it's not so difficult any more, it's easy 

for me now to face new situations and meet new people" (Participant#3). 

 Change in mood.  The nine participants (56%) who noted that the role of supportive 

leader had led to a positive change in their outlook also reported a general positive changes 

in their mood which they felt had resulted from their actions as a supportive leader.  Those 

participants who made this observation also expressed excitement at having made this 
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change in their lives and described it as a sustainable change.  Participants reported being 

able to change their mood, describing self-regulation skills and an increased sense of 

control through connection with social purpose and enacting social support. 

“I learned I could feel better by behaving better.  It was like a personal therapy, 

it taught me to lead myself" (Participant#4) 

"For me, being a supportive leader, it gave me something to strive for; it made 

me feel better about myself by doing it.  On a bad day when I didn’t feel like 

going to uni I felt better for having a purpose…I’d go up and talk to someone 

and that would make me feel happier for the rest of the day…  This mood 

manipulation has been a very powerful thing to learn and I can use it all the 

time" (Participant#7).  

“I noticed that too, that if I was feeling tired or unmotivated I could just start 

chatting with someone and then I’d feel good again” (Participant#13).   

“I’ve learned that I can change my mood and somebody else’s, that’s just 

awesome!  You know that feeling, when you so don’t want to be here, you just 

want to be in bed.  You help someone, for that brief moment you just pretend, 

they are happy, and then you’re just happy, and then the rest of your day isn’t a 

drag, you forget about how you felt.  That’s very powerful.  It’s awesome” 

(Participant#3). 

 Helpers’ high.  Twelve participants (75%) described a key positive outcome 

of the supportive leader role being the good feelings that came from helping others:  

"You feel good about yourself because you know you've done something good” 

(Participant#8).  This help did not necessarily need to be acknowledged by peers, as 

one participant explains:  “It felt really good, developing the skills of others” 
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(Participant#9).  When peers did express gratitude for help, one participant noted “It 

got me all gooey inside, it felt good to help out” (Participant#1). 

 Increased social capital.  Eight participants (50%) noted that they believed they 

had a larger and broader social network and friendships at university as a result of enacting 

the role of supportive leader.  Participants attributed this higher social capital to being 

more motivated and taking more steps to engage with their peer group.   Participants also 

made mention of the vicarious learning and the social support they had experienced with 

their peers at university, including informational, instrumental and emotional examples: 

“I’ve definitely met more people than would have without being 

involved…And you're not just in your own little hole, doing your own little 

thing...just participating is good, people get together and there is more of a 

community feel.  You learn from and support one another.  I think that is a big 

thing [a big outcome of the intervention]” (Participant#8).   

 One participant described how becoming involved with the supportive leader 

program had created a significant shift in how they viewed their university experience 

which therefore led to increased social capital and a richer learning experience:   

“…it was just going to be tunnel vision, study, study, study.  I guess you 

introduced me to the idea of university being that cohort, that group of like-

minded people with common goals, so why wouldn't you take advantage of 

bouncing stuff off other people and having their support.  It’s been a richer 

learning experience this way” (Participant#16).   

 Improved wellbeing  

 Reduced anxiety and stress.  Associated with increased confidence, peer support, 

and sense of personal strengths 5 participants (31%) reported that they felt they 
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experienced less anxiety and stress as a result of taking part in the project.  This appeared 

to be an outcome of making more hopeful and efficacious appraisals:   

“Doing the supportive leader thing helped me relax, before exams especially.  

Beforehand, especially last year around year 12 exams, I was very negative and 

stressful.  But this year, with the first exams at uni, I was a lot more positive 

and hopeful that I can do it” (Participant#11). 

 Adjustment to university  

 Increased proactivity and performance.  Seven participants (44%) noted that they 

engaged in more proactive student behaviours as a result of participating in the supportive 

leader project.  Proactive behaviours included time on task, attendance, contributing in 

class, setting up study groups, and help seeking.  For example, one participant described, 

with humour, how they noticed their help-seeking suggestion for a peer should really be 

self-enacted:  “If I’m saying ‘go to the library’ then I really should practice what I 

preach!”(Participant#2).  This participant also noted that they did not used to be so 

proactive: “I used to just, if I didn't know what to do, I'd be like 'oohhh, ok, I just won't do 

anything, but I guess it's just more a self-helping attitude now' (Participant#4).   

 Participants also expressed belief in the link between increased psychological 

capital and increased proactive behaviours and performance: “I'm just like 'it's ok, you can 

do it, you just have to work hard…I’ve learned that if you are open to new things, and 

positive about achieving good results, you will achieve more because you will do 

more...Compared to just being negative and ignoring it and putting it away [course 

work]…It's helped a lot with my uni work [the intervention]" (Participant#11). 

 Increased engagement with university community.  Five participants (32%) 

explicitly noted that they felt they participated more in university life as a result of being a 
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supportive leader.  This included becoming involved in the undergraduate counsel, 

contributing in class, and developing friendships and interacting with their peers. 

"This program has changed the way I go through this [university experience], 

not holding back, stepping forward, where I think that I have something to add.  

Just doing what I was doing, but a bit more.  It's a good thing” (Participant#10).   

 Although only noted by 5 participants, there is evidence that the majority of 

participants participated more in the university experience as an outcome of the supportive 

leader project, as evidenced by the other outcomes they described (e.g., increased social 

capital, increased proactive behaviours).  Participants’ increased community participation 

suggests they were experiencing greater personal empowerment.   

 Improved transition to university.  Ten participants (63%) described having an 

improved transition to university as a result of participating in the program.  Congruent 

with the post-training survey results, 3 participants (19%) explained that this was because 

of the comfort that the early involvement had given them:  

“I think it helped as well with the transition to uni, being involved in a study 

and getting to meet everyone before I even came really to uni was good, cause 

it wasn’t like ‘bam’, and you’re just there with hundreds of people kinda thing.  

I knew at least someone when I walked in on the first day sort of thing” 

(Participant#8).   

 Seven participants (44%) attributed their improved transition to several of the 

benefits from involvement in the supportive leadership project including their increased 

sense of personal strengths, increased confidence, change in attitude, increased motivation, 

mood improvements, increased social capital including peer support, and their increased 

proactivity and participation at university. 
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 For one participant in particular, having this successful transition was very 

significant for their personal wellbeing.  In the exit interview, they explained that before 

the semester began, they had been harbouring a private fear that the transition to university 

may bring them back to a place of depression, which was what had happened to them when 

they first transitioned into high school as that environmental change triggered memories 

from a childhood trauma.  They described their joy and pride that they had processed 

whatever emotions came up for them and had successfully navigated the journey into 

university.  They reported that they felt truly changed; it was as if the positive transition, 

their increased social confidence, and their increased sense of their strengths and 

capabilities had helped to undo some of the introversion that had developed from the 

earlier depression and trauma.  Furthermore, this growth sounded sustainable as the 

participant went on to provide an example of a further transition they had made recently 

wherein they noticed that these fears had not affected them. 

Role Rewards Summary 

 The benefits to participants for taking part in the intervention were significant.  

Participants experienced increased psychological capital including greater awareness of 

their personal capabilities and strengths, greater agency (internal sense of control, 

generalised efficacy) and more core-confidence.  Participants noted positive changes in 

their mood, and this included the ability to regulate their mood through engaging in 

prosocial behaviours.  Participants enjoyed helping their peers, and felt a real sense of 

pleasure from a sense of social role purpose.  Positive appraisals were also related to 

wellbeing benefits, with participants noting that they experienced less stress and anxiety as 

a result of participating in the intervention.  These benefits suggest that participants 

experienced significant personal growth, which concurs with the opinions of the 

participants themselves.  Furthermore, this personal growth sounded sustainable.   
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 The benefit of increased social capital was noted; participants felt they had both a 

greater number of and deeper connections with their peers, and experienced increased 

social support and vicarious learning from these connections.  Related to increased social 

capital was increased academic capital, in that participants reported that they benefited 

academically from their peer connections.  Participants reported that their involvement 

with the project had caused them to behave more proactively in relation to their studies, 

and to be more engaged with university.  Participants felt that these benefits had led them 

to have an improved transition to university.  In addition, participants felt that the skills 

they were learning as a supportive leader were useful to them in their future careers.  In 

summary, participants’ descriptions indicated that they felt personally empowered as a 

result of the benefits of supportive leadership enactment.   

Outcomes: Role Impact – Post Project Reflections 

 Do leaders perceive that their actions had an effect upon the academic, social 

and psychological capital of their peers?  Fourteen participants (87.5%) believed that 

they had made a difference in the experiences of their peers, although some were more 

confident in this assertion than others.  Five (31%) of these participants expressed strong 

conviction for having had an effect upon their peers because they felt they had played a 

pivotal role in an issue or experience of a peer (such as helping a peer decide whether or 

not to withdrawal from university or setting up and maintaining a study group).  Five 

participants (31%) initially noted that they were unsure or found it hard to tell if they had 

made an actual difference as a supportive leader.  However, they were all still able to 

provide examples of ways they had influenced their peers and expressed great belief in the 

project and concept of social contagion, suggesting there was humility in their perceptions.  

Two supportive leaders (13%) felt that they had not actually made a difference.  

Interestingly, these two participants fit the task prototype.  Four participants (25%) noted 



206 

that when their social influence attempts were clearly ineffective, this had been in instances 

when a peer was highly disengaged (socially or academically).   

 Participants’ diversity in role impact experiences was also evidence in the eight-

weeks-post-training survey (aforementioned in Level 3), wherein 2 participants (12%; n = 

17) disagreed with the statement “I feel I am useful to other students as a supportive 

leader”, and 3 participants (18%; n = 17) neither agreed nor disagreed.  At the time of the 

exit interviews, participants’ responses to the most significant differences they felt they 

made are summarised in the following 7 themes: 

 Changed the emotional experience of being at university.  Nine participants (56%) 

felt they had helped change their peers’ emotional experience of university.  Most 

commonly, they reported that they had made their peers feel more comfortable, welcome, 

happy, and had also reduced anxiety or fear.   

 Increased the social capital of their peers.  Eight participants (50%) noted that the 

most significant difference they had made included building the social connections and 

peer support within their cohort.  For most of the participants who felt they had made a 

significant difference in building the social capital of their peers, they also felt they had 

helped contribute to the learning and performance of their peers.  One participant 

demonstrated this link between social support and improved learning by explaining how 

they had been instrumental in developing a group of peers who worked together and 

accessed help from available resources in a challenging business elective.  In evidence of 

their superior performance this group of peers attended more tutorials and achieved higher 

grades than the majority of students undertaking that course.   

 Improved learning and performance of their peers.  Six participants (38%) felt 

that the most significant outcome they had had as a supportive leader was in improving the 

grades or depth of learning for their peers.  In summarising what one participant felt was 
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their most significant difference “Feel better and do better at course work” 

(Participant#11).   

 Increased peer help seeking.  Four participants (25%) noted that one of the most 

significant differences they felt they had made was to increase the help seeking behaviours 

of their peers, such as accessing the university support services or approaching teaching 

staff.  Participants felt they had achieved this through role modelling help seeking and 

providing encouragement.   

 Increased confidence and resilience of peers.  Four participants (25%) noted that 

one of the most significant differences they had made was increasing the confidence and 

resilience of their peers.  Most commonly, participants felt they had achieved this through 

offering a variety of social supports and reframing situations faced by a peer.   

 Contagion effect.  Four participants (25%) felt that a significant difference they 

had made as a supportive leader was the ripple affect their actions had with their peers.  

Participants described developing a culture of high support and help seeking amongst their 

peers.  For example, one participant reported that a supportive behaviour (i.e., providing 

informational support) the participant had provided one member of their peer group was 

later replicated by a number of other members of the peer group.    

 Changed career journey.  Two participants (13%) described how they believed 

they had been instrumental in helping a peer make challenging decisions about their career 

pathways by reducing the perceived stigma of changing programs and providing 

instrumental support in terms of researching alternate study pathways.  The outcome of 

which is described by one participant: 

"…and she went for it, and she's really happy now, yea, she's actually really, really 

happy…no one else she spoke to thought it was a good idea, I mean, she could have 

got stuck at uni and not enjoyed it, failed and dropped out and then did what?  And 
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now she's doing something she likes and will be accredited and she's happy and that's 

just awesome.  Without a doubt that is the most significant difference I made” 

(Participant#3). 

 Role Impact Summary.  The strong majority of participants described their 

actions as affecting the academic, social and psychological resources of their peers.  In 

relation to affecting their peers’ academic capital, participants noted that they believed they 

had increased peer help seeking, and that they had improved the learning and performance 

of their peers (e.g., by fostering interest in the course material, sharing of resources, or 

involvement in study groups).  Increases to peer social capital was noted; participants felt 

that their peers knew more people in their cohort and experienced more  social support as a 

result of their supportive leader behaviours.  Related to this point is the emotional 

experience of being at university; participants felt they had made their peers feel more 

comfortable, welcome, happy and had reduced fear and anxiety.  In addition, some 

participants described affecting the psychological capital of their peers by providing 

examples of times they had increased a peer’s confidence and academic resilience.  There 

was also some evidence for a further contagion effect, with a small number of participants 

believing that their actions had been replicated by their peers who were not participants in 

the intervention.  Participants’ descriptions suggest that their actions had a positive effect 

upon their peers, offering preliminary support for the efficacy of the intervention.  In 

addition, participants’ provided clues regarding when their social influence was ineffective, 

reporting that peers who were highly disengaged were not receptive to their messages.  

This may suggest that participants’ diffusion is affected by the recipients’ readiness for 

change.  
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Outcomes:  Role Challenges – Post Project Reflections 

 Were there any unintended outcomes from the supportive leadership 

intervention? 

 Role incongruence:  ‘I must be positive’.  An unforseen theme that emerged in the 

exit interviews with five participants (31%) was the notion of ‘needing to be positive’.  For 

one participant, this was just part of their initial conceptualisation of the role, which 

dissipated at an early stage in the project:  "I thought it was going to be this constant being 

really nice to people, but it was a lot more natural than that" (Participant#2).  For another 

participant, they mentioned ‘pretending’ to be positive, but this appeared related only to a 

momentary situation and was linked to genuine mood improvements: “…You know that 

feeling, when you so don’t want to be here, you just want to be in bed.  You help someone, 

for that brief moment you just pretend, they are happy, and then you’re just happy, and 

then the rest of your day isn’t a drag, you forget about how you felt...” (Participant#3).  

Another participant mentioned that they made a commitment to only post positive 

messages on the social media tool Facebook.  However, this was qualified in that the 

participant made an effort not to be un-genuine with these messages.  Another participant, 

when reflecting upon what had been their most significant learning from taking part in the 

supportive leadership project noted, “…[this role taught me] about how to remember to 'be 

positive' and you yourself not make excuses and to carry on” (Participant#9).  This could 

be taken as evidence that the participant conceptualised the role as needing to “be positive” 

and that ‘being positive’ is better than other moods or behavioural states.   

 Lastly, one participant described what sounds like pressure to be positive and to 

enact the role of supportive leader:  "I’d think, ‘I’ve gotta go, I’ve got to do this.  I've gotta 

try to motivate myself to be happy and to be positive…”(Participant#7).  Fortuitously, 

there does not appear to be negative effects from this, most likely because the pressure was 
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to engage in a behaviour that was not greatly outside the participant’s comfort zone, and 

they felt that they had choice and perceived benefits to enacting the role of supportive 

leader: 

“Was that ever a burden?”  (Researcher) 

"No, I knew I didn't really have to go out of my way to do it - only did it in 

situations when I thought I should try a bit harder.  And it wasn’t like it was too 

far out of my comfort zone or anything…For me, being a supportive leader, it 

gave me something to strive for, it made me feel better about myself by doing 

it.  On a bad day I felt better for having a purpose" (Participant#7). 

 Participants did not report that focusing upon positives had led them to be 

significantly un-genuine, nor is there evidence of that denying the experience of negative 

emotions compromised participant’s wellbeing.  Although a component of the workshop 

was devoted to emphasising that supportive leaders are not meant to be ideal students or 

‘have to be happy’, the current findings suggest that this learning outcome may not have 

been satisfactory achieved.   This suggests additional or improved teaching on this point is 

required, and a more thorough assessment of this learning outcome is warranted.   

 Fear of disappointing researcher.  When asked how they felt at the beginning of 

the project and if they had any reservations, two participants (13%) reported that they were 

fearful of disappointing the researcher by not being effective in their role. One of these 

participants was concerned that their introversion would get the better of them:  "I 

remember I had that thought ‘I might let Claire down!’ But it came in handy - not wanting 

to let Claire down was a motivation.  I was committed.”(Participant#3).  Another 

participant doubted how effective they may be in the role because they were a mature age 

student and felt out of place at university, recalling their initial thought: “I hope I don’t let 

her down” (Participant#4).For this participant, this feeling was tied into more general 
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feelings about having the capability for university:  “Eventually you begin to think hey, I 

can do this, maybe I should be here!  Cause you have those moments when you think 

maybe I shouldn't be here and should just go get a job, and pour all my hopes and dreams 

into my kids, and become a soccer mum” (Participant #4).   Both these participants ended 

up experiencing profound personal growth which they attributed to the program.  Although 

it appears there were no significant negative effects associated with these participants’ 

feelings, it illustrates that, even when attention has been paid power and cohesion 

participants may still feel the pressured or incongruent to how they express themselves to 

the researcher (e.g., on the efficacy items), suggesting more focus on role self-efficacy and 

there may be need to manage possible response bias on behalf of the participants, or 

experimenter biasing effects. 

 

Participants’ Suggestions for Improvement 

 Opinion leaders had overall positive reactions to how the project had been managed 

and their responses suggest they would have enjoyed more project involvement.  All 

participants (n = 16; 100%) reported that they thought the project had been managed well 

and that they valued the friendly, casual, and ‘no pressure’ approach taken by the 

researcher.  Five participants (31%) mentioned that they would have liked more email 

contact from the researcher enquiring about their practice, or offering suggestions for 

engaging in the role; participants desired this extra contract because they enjoyed having 

contact with the researcher, and they believed the emails would have encouraged them to 

engage of reflect more upon the supportive leader role.  Alternately, five participants 

(31%) noted that they were satisfied with the amount of email contact they received, and 

that the number of data collection points (2 surveys) was appropriate.   

 Fourteen participants (88%) liked the idea of a face-to-face catch up with the 

researcher and other supportive leaders early in the project (such as week 2 or 3 of the 
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semester).  Participants’ motivations for a catch-up included curiosity, desire to learn from 

others to expand skill set, to feel supported, but also it appears for the purposes of some 

ambiguity reduction), to develop friendships, and experience enjoyment from a shared 

purposeful experience.  As explained by one participant:  “It would be good to see how 

other supportive leaders are going, to see if I was on the right track and for us to motivate 

each other.  It would be cool to know who they are and to have that peer support-

supportive leader support!' (Paritcipant#2). 

 One participant (mature age) was not attracted to the idea of a peer catch up, 

explaining that they were “happy doing my own thing” (Participant#10).  Another 

participant disliked the peer catch-up idea, hypothesising that it could foster a “special, 

elite and prefix group mentality” [Participant#16].  In addition, this participant 

hypothesised that it could homogenise the range of ways the role was enacted:  “If you had 

catch-up groups, by the end of the semester they would all be wearing the same t-shirt” 

(Participant#16)   Insightfully noted, as comments from those attracted to the catch-up idea 

included social comparison, ambiguity reduction, and validation themes:  “… see if we are 

all on the same page" (Participant#8) and “…to see if I was on the right track…” 

(Paritcipant#2).  These factors can lead to behavioural conformity (e.g., Festinger, 1954; 

Tesser, Campbell, & Mickler, 1983; Wooten & Reed, 1998, as cited in Felps et al., 2009).   
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Summary of Findings 

 Role Rewards.  Participants perceived many personal benefits for enacting the role 

of supportive leader.  These included increased wellbeing, increased psychological capital 

suggesting greater personal empowerment.  Participants also attributed increased social 

capital, and greater academic capital as outcomes of enacting the role of supportive leader.  

In relation to how these benefits translated to performance, participants noted that they felt 

they had improved transitions to university and achieved superior academic performance 

due to their involvement with the project.  Current findings indicate that there are 

significant role rewards to enacting supportive leadership in a higher education context.  

 Role Impact.  Participants’ feelings were mixed regarding their impression of their 

effect on other students, with some leaders more confident in this assertion than others.  

Participants commonly felt they had helped change the emotional journey of being at 

university for some of their peers, that they had increased the social capital of their peers, 

and had also improved the learning and academic performance of their peers.  

 Role Challenges and Project Improvement.  Only two unintended role outcomes 

were detected:  some participants viewed the role as ‘needing to be positive’, and that a 

small number of participants were partially motivated to enact the role of supportive leader 

from a fear of disappointing the researcher (social desirability).  In both cases, no 

significant negative effects were observed.  In regard to how the project could be improved 

if conducted again, a popular suggestion was a group catch-up early in the semester for the 

purposes of sharing experiences and vicarious learning.  Although some participants had a 

preference for receiving more contact from the researcher, an equal number also reported 

being satisfied with the amount received.  
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Discussion of the Major Findings 

Recruitment and Selection 

 The overarching empirical question that this research sought to answer was:  Can 

student opinion leader be recruited and selected to participate in a social diffusion 

intervention in a network which has not yet formed?  The anteceding question addressed 

here was how this could be achieved, and a new approach to recruiting and selecting 

opinion leaders was developed.  A multi-method selection process was designed using self-

selection and psychometric data to test for desirable attributes and attitudes which would 

indicate opinion leadership qualities in a first year university context.  The recruitment 

process developed information material seeking interest in participation in a supportive 

leadership workshop.  The core components for the selection criteria were determined to be 

student self-regulation variables in conjunction with affectivity, wellbeing, personality 

(agreeableness), and motivation to participate in the project.   

 The unique contributions of this work are two-fold: (a) It is the first known work to 

develop a predictive approach to selecting opinion leaders; and (b) it is the first known 

work to recruit in the context of first year university students.  Experiences from the 

current research suggest that organisational psychology recruitment and selection practices 

are a useful process to model in predicting future opinion leaders.  Chapter 5 will evaluate 

the predictive validity of the recruitment and selection process developed in this chapter 

and assess if opinion leadership status can be predicted in a yet-to-form social network.  A 

further discussion of findings and implications will be provided in Chapter 5. 

Training Evaluation –Kirkpatrick’s Level 1 and 2 Training Evaluation 

 The current research offers several important theoretical and practical implications.  

Firstly, the research demonstrates that it is possible to teach the concept of supportive 

leadership to first year students and for them to feel confident and motivated to enact this 
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role, achieving role clarity, role motivation, and role engagement.  This suggests that the 

concept of supportive leadership has (a) construct validity, and (b) utility, as evidenced the 

high face validity and satisfaction expressed by participants.  Secondly, it establishes that it 

may be possible to increase participants’ psychological capital through using a brief, 

group-based training intervention which uses alternative pathways to established 

interventions.   

 As discussed in Chapter 3, other psychological capital enhancing interventions 

have used goal setting exercises and expectation training (i.e., Luthans and colleagues; 

2006, 2008, 2010).  The current intervention is unique in that, in addition to adapting the 

processes used by Luthans et al., it linked processes to increase personal agency with the 

notion of prosocial actions and social purpose.  Specifically, participants saw great value in 

the project and therefore it is likely that participants experienced an increase in their social 

meaning and social purpose; indeed, data from the exit interviews confirms this inference.  

This suggests there are multiple ways to materialise psychological resource building other 

than using process to target hope, resilience, efficacy, and optimism.  The value of 

increasing social purpose parallels with findings from volunteering research (Thoits & 

Hewitt, 2001) and appears to resonate with the arguments for theoretical mechanisms 

between social ties and wellbeing (e.g., Thoits, 2011).  Specifically, the notion that social 

roles prove to people that they ‘matter’ (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981) or offers them a 

role-identity which provides meaning and purpose in life (Thoits, 1992).   

 Participants’ data suggests that their psychological capital increased after the 

training through a variety of pathways alternate to existing ‘psycap’ interventions.   

Although a preliminary conclusions only, it is likely that a key avenue for increasing the 

capital of participants was the facilitation style used in the training.  It is proposed that the 

empowerment based approach of the facilitators established an equitable power balance 
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between trainer and trainees and thus participants were positioned as partners in the 

learning journey.  Similarly, the experiential learning approach allowed for participants to 

connect with the material from a personal perspective and voice these insights, building 

commitment to the project’s vision and emphasising the value of participants’ 

contributions.  This suggests that an additional capital building pathway was through the 

relationships which developed between facilitators, students, and the learning content.  

This underscores the importance of relationship building and positioning trainees as active 

members of the learning process.  

 In explaining how the workshop increased participants’ confidence regarding their 

upcoming transition to university, the senses of success model (Lizzio, 2006), is useful at 

this point.  At a broad level, participants’ data concerning the evaluation of the workshop 

strongly align the sense of a successful transition model into higher education suggesting 

that the training fostered in participants some of the necessary resources to transition to 

university.  Participants’ sense of connectedness was most likely fostered through quality 

rapport and identification building with their student peers and central staff members (their 

first year advisor and peer mentoring coordinator).  Sense of purpose was potentially 

stimulated by providing awareness of strengths, talents and encouraging engagement with 

their discipline by being actively involved in applied research and learning about exciting 

applications of their disciplines.  This involvement potentially contributed to a sense of 

capability by positioning the students to be active members of their learning community.  

Similarly, sense of resourcefulness was most likely addressed through active discussions of 

ways to manage the challenges of the university experience, wherein norms supporting 

proactive help seeking, information sharing, and direct connection with key resources were 

encouraged.  The sense of student identity, therefore, that the intervention fosters is the 

qualities of a supportive leader; empowered in their learning environment, collaborative 
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rather than competitive, and engagement with self-regulation processes. This suggests that 

the workshop has ‘capacity building’ potential, specifically in relation to the higher 

education transition experience.  In addition, these findings suggest that student opinion 

leaders’ psychosocial capital and wellbeing may have increased as a result of having their 

transition needs fostered (i.e, the senses of success), potentially revealing another pathway 

through which psychological capital can be stimulated.  

 An unexpected finding has emerged which is worth noting; even the most 

optimistic and confident of students (as indicated by the screening measures used to first 

select the opinion leader students) were nervous about starting their journey at university.  

One implication is that higher education research may be underestimating the 

psychological strain of the transition to university.  This finding emphasises the importance 

of activities that support the transition process. 

Behaviour Change and Training Transfer–Kirkpatrick’s Level 3 Training Evaluation 

 Role Enactment.  Results demonstrate that opinion leaders make use of a variety 

of strategies in enacting the role of supportive leader.  In comparing these strategies with 

existing opinion leader and lay health worker research, it is evident that there are both 

common and unique processes.  Consistent with previous studies (i.e., Larkey, 1999; Kelly, 

2004; Holt & Ryan, 2012), opinion leaders used techniques to create a context to talk about 

the target issue.  Given this replication of findings across diverse target behaviours and 

contexts (e.g., from dietary behaviours to student self-regulation), this appears to be a core 

activity used by opinion leaders to direct attention onto the target issue.  Similarly,  opinion 

leaders made use of personal identification, which was also used by the leaders in Kelly’s 

(2004) interventions, and is similar to the lay health advisors’ use of personal stories in 

Larkey’s work  (2000; 2002; 2007).  Opinion leaders’ use of this technique appears to offer 

them a way to influence peers through vicarious learning pathways and in a manner that 
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supports self-efficacy; which therefore aligns with empowerment principles.  The effect of 

these approaches will receive further attention in Chapter 6 when student peers record their 

reaction to vignettes depicting typical supportive leadership activities.   

 Opinion leaders’ use of the cognitive influencing strategies appear to align strongly 

with counselling practices (i.e., evocation through motivation questioning, reframing, etc.) 

which has not emerged in previous opinion leader research (although may show some 

alignment with the cost-benefit technique observed in Larkey’s et al.’s, 1999).  This is an 

exciting finding to emerge as these techniques were not covered in the training and suggest 

that leaders created processes tailored for the context under study.   Whether this difference 

in influencing style was due to the discipline of study (psychology), the greater focus on 

social support evidenced in the training, or some other variable is unclear.  One implication 

of this finding is that first year psychology student opinion leaders have a natural capacity 

to develop supportive persuasion skills.  This suggest that these leaders would be highly 

receptive to training in cognitive influencing techniques, which may increase the influence 

of the leaders and hence the intensity of the intervention; although, the assumption that the 

cognitive influencing techniques are more effective would need to be tested. 

 Current findings indicate that there are different leadership prototypes consistent 

with the social influence style of the opinion leader.  This variance in style is expected 

given the range of participant personality traits and the encouragement during training to 

be socially authentic.  In support, Tessaro et al. (2000) noticed differences in leadership 

styles with some leaders proactively focusing change at larger levels, and other leaders 

who were micro-based and reactive.  Although there are no gender differences in the 

current study, Larkely et al. (1999) found differences in social influence styles between 

male and female leaders which diverged from the typical teacher/nurturer model prevalent 

in female health interventions.  This may suggest that the cohort of first year psychology 
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students is more gender homogeneous and therefore gender need not be a consideration for 

supportive leadership in the current context.  Such findings present implications for the 

recruitment, training, and efficacy of supportive leaders.   Firstly, investigation regarding 

the efficacy of the different prototypes is warranted.  Specifically, is the ‘curriculum 

focused’ prototype less effective and if so, can this be addressed with training or should 

this profile be ‘screened out’ to maximise program efficiency?  Secondly, future training 

and research could look to see if the repertoire of different prototypes could be 

strengthened and expanded.  For example, would opinion leaders aligning with the 

‘friendly prototype’ join the ‘cognitive influencing prototype’ if they received training in 

the cognitive strategies?  The challenge in broadening leaders’ repertoires is to equip 

leaders with new communication skills without compromising their natural approach:  It is 

likely this can be achieved through high quality skills-based training with subsequent 

reflective practice opportunities.   

 A second divergence from existing opinion leader research is that few directive 

techniques were used by leaders in the current study (i.e., making direct requests or 

suggestions for behaviour change).  It appears that the ‘directness’ of the persuasive 

techniques used by opinion leaders depends upon the context and nature of the behaviour 

change.  For instance, opinion leaders used more direct suggestions, recommendations, or 

sales based persuasion techniques in regard to specific health behaviour changes such as 

breast mammograms (Bishop et al., 2002), dietary changes (Larkey et al., 1999), or clinical 

trial participation (Larkey et al., 2000, as cited in Larkey & Staten, 2007).  However, for 

more socially taboo issues (i.e., condom usage between homosexual partners, Kelley, 

2004), or for where the peer norms would not support a direct approach (current study), 

less directive techniques are used.   
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 The present study was able to document that the opinion leaders used a wider range 

of social support techniques than those previously described such as by Tessaro et al. 

(2000) or Larkey et al. (1999) which were mainly informational (2000); or by Bishop 

(2002) and Larkey et al. (2000, as cited in Larkey & Staten, 2007) who described 

informational and emotional support
12

.  In particular, there was a stronger focus on 

belonging support, which is likely because the network was at an early formation stage and 

group membership is more salient at this point of the student lifecycle (Lizzio, 2011).  

Social support theory accounted for over 70% of the activities engaged in by supportive 

leaders.  Given this salience, it is important to consider the effect of different types and 

combinations of social support, which will be the focus of Chapter 6.   

 In addition to offering a wider variety of social support to that previously observed, 

opinion leaders enacted this support in line with ‘good’ practices.  Leaders avoided 

rumination upon how stressful the environment felt (Beehr et al., 2010), instead modelling 

proactive coping by linking discussions of barriers to practical actions for overcoming 

problems (resonating with the recommendations from Kelly, 2004).  This is particularly 

exciting as leaders received only basic instruction on this point in the workshop, suggesting 

they enacted this process intuitively, demonstrating they have a natural helping instinct.  

This further suggests that minimal training resources are required to engender supportive 

leadership.   There may be merit in assessing for naturally ‘good’ helping instincts during 

the recruitment and selection process.  Overall, this finding implies that supportive 

leadership may have a great capacity for effectively supporting peers, and in so doing, 

potentially improving peer wellbeing
13

.  This is an important implication because receiving 

                                                 
12

 Lay health advisors in Larkey et al.’s (2000; 2007) appeared not so much to offer belonging support, but to 

prime group membership (Latino woman) as a persuasion strategy.   
13

 It is proposed here that effective peer social support may also stimulate student self-regulation behaviours.  

The link between social support in higher education and student self-regulation is largely un-researched 
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social support can sometimes do more harm than good (Taylor, 2011), especially when 

social comparison processes elicit negative self-perceptions (e.g., ‘The fact that I need 

their help must mean I’m a hopeless case’.)  Some say that the most effective social 

support is invisible social support (Bolger, Zuckerman, & Kessler, 2000; Thoits, 2011).    

 Germane to this point, current findings have uncovered mechanisms by which peer 

support can be offered in an empowering manner.  Though using strategies such as self-

identification, normalisation, and evocation, it is likely that leaders were able to evoke 

social comparison processes with their peers to encourage social influence, but navigated 

this process to avoid their peers activating negative self-comparisons.  Social comparison 

research shows that people make comparisons with similar others in their social groups to 

obtain normative and behavioural guidance; pertinently, behaviour is influenced by this 

process (Festinger, 1954; for a review see Wood and Wilson, 2003).  As Thoits (2011) 

explains: “Individuals assess the appropriateness of their own attitudes, beliefs, and 

behaviours against standards that are avowed and/or modelled by reference group 

members, usually shifting their own to match those of the group” (p. 147).  Research has 

shown that individuals use these processes to manage their self-concepts, making upward 

and downward social comparisons.  However, in contrast to the trend emerging from social 

psychology studies wherein comparison with a superior peer can raise self-evaluations 

through a process of assimilation (Mussweiler, 2003), studies in academic settings have 

found that upward comparisons to high achieving peers has a negative effect on students’ 

self-concepts (Trautwein, Ludtke, Marsh, & Nagy, 2009).  Put simply, comparing oneself 

with a peer who appears to be a more competent student activates negative perceptions of 

one’s own competency.  This is a highly undesirable process as these negative evaluations 

are linked with long-term educational outcomes (Marsh, 1991; Trautwein & Baeriswyl, 

                                                                                                                                                    
outside of formalised peer mentoring programs and peers-assisted study sessions.  This potential link will 

receive attention in Chapter 6. 
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2007, as cited in Trautwein et al., 2009) and health behaviours (Trautqein, Gerlach, & 

Lüdtke, 2008).  Moreover, positive self-evaluations of competency activate and energise 

behaviour in that area, which lead to beneficial outcomes over time (Bandura, 1997).  

Current findings are poignant and make a theoretical contribution because they suggest that 

it is possible to use social influence in academic setting with peers to support and 

accelerate normative change, but in a manner that does not corrupt the self-concept.  This 

highlights this program’s great capacity for mobilising the psychological capital of the 

cohort, suggesting this is viable option for building the resources of the network.   

 Generalizability of role enactment findings.  A discussion that illustrates the 

generalizability of the current role enactment findings is warranted and will be achieved by 

relating findings to higher education peer mentoring and the organisational leadership 

theory, authentic leadership.   In comparing the processes used by the opinion leaders in 

the current study and higher education peer mentors, it appears there are similarities.  An 

accurate comparison is limited by the fact that peer mentoring research has focused upon 

the roles that peer mentors enact more so than the processes and strategies that they 

employ.  Presumably, peer mentors offer greater informational social support and focus 

more attention on building mentees sense of resourcefulness give their more advance 

standing in the student lifecycle.  However, there is clear alliance in regard to the 

supportive framework and desired outcomes (student self-regulation and wellbeing).  The 

current research has uncovered specifically how student opinion leaders use social 

influence and social support to foster peer self-regulation which is a unique contribution to 

the higher education literature.  As such, peer mentoring programs may be interested in 

investigating how the model of supportive leadership could be applied to the behaviours of 

peer mentors, with a view to increasing their social influence.   
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 Supportive leaders’ role enactment processes also demonstrated alliance with 

authentic leadership (Avolio, Luthans, & Walumbwa, 2004).  Similarities include self-

awareness and self-regulation, awareness of others, role modelling, emotional contagion, 

self-determination, and processes that encourage personal or social identification.  

Interestingly, authentic leadership predicts follower prosocial behaviours and job 

performance as mediated by collective psychological capital (hope, efficacy, optimism, 

resilience), and group level trust (Waulumbwa et al., 2009).  It is conceivable that similar 

processes are occurring in the current context; that is, interactions with a supportive leader 

increase group psychological capital and cohesion, which leads to student self-regulation 

behaviours.  Authentic leadership theory is still at an early stage in development 

(Waulumbwa et al., 2009).  However, the correlation between these concepts suggests that 

the current findings may generalise to organisational social systems.  This overlap is not 

surprising given that authentic leaders are partly defined as possessing psychological 

capital and students’ recruitment into the supportive leadership program was reliant upon 

their psychological capital scores.  Therefore, there is likely to be conceptual overlap 

between supportive leadership and authentic leadership.    

 Role enactment summary.  In summing up, previous research has paid little 

attention to the process used by opinion leaders in manifesting their social influence which 

has supressed understanding of the most efficacious way to train leaders and maximise 

intervention effects.  This research has helped uncover some of the social influence 

processes used by opinion leaders.  The practical implication of this research is that 

through understanding these strategies, there may be opportunity to further tailor training 

and increase treatment effects.  It appears there are opinion leader common behaviours 

(creating context, using self-identification) but also unique process suited to the norms of 

the social context (amount of directness, type and emphasis of social support).   
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 The generalizability of the findings are also evident in the contribution they make 

to several applications: (1) knowledge of opinion leadership processes; (2) possible 

application within peer mentoring programs; and (3) the alliance between the concept of 

supportive leadership with the organisational psychology theory of authentic leadership.   

Pertinently, current research suggests that leaders utilise social comparison processes to 

accelerate adoption of self-regulation behaviours in a manner that bypasses corruption of 

the self-concept.  Although this assertion requires further testing, this is a promising and 

potentially powerful finding, as the established trend demonstrates negative outcomes for 

students’ self-concepts in academic settings when comparison processes are evoked.  

 Role salience.  Opinion leaders had mixed perceptions regarding how consciously 

they enacted the role of supportive leader.  Leaders’ comments typically described the 

enactment as unconscious, and this is likely to have been an outcome of how the role was 

explained during training, i.e., “do what you already do naturally, but just a little bit 

louder”.  Leaders are also likely to have felt their role enactment was unconscious because 

the target behaviour (student self-regulation) was integral to their normal student life.  In 

addition, leaders were not primed for role enactment by ongoing training or skill 

development in this project.  Opinion leaders in other contexts most likely find role 

enactment to be a more conscious experience.  For example, Kelly and colleagues’ (1991, 

1992, 1997, 2004, 2006) opinion leaders are likely to have been conscious of enacting their 

roles because (a) the target health behaviour was more specific and socially sensitive, and 

(b) because they were exposed to ongoing and advanced skill building in relation to their 

social influencing skills.  The degree of effort or deliberation with which opinion leaders 

enact their roles has not received empirical attention, therefore, the current work offers a 

unique insight.   
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 It is possible that, had opinion leaders in the current project been more conscious of 

their role enactment, they may have enacted their role more often or looked for ways to 

further advance their social influence.  The ‘conscious competence learning model’ 

(Lewis, 1974
14

; Gordon Training International, nd, as cited in Chapman, 2013) would 

imply that when trainees operate from the level of unconscious competence stage, meaning 

that they are operating from an automatic and instinctual position, they may become 

complacent or no longer seek to develop skills or opportunities.  Arguably, facilitating 

opinion leaders to operate from a re-conscious competence stage, and enacting their roles 

with more awareness could have increased the ‘treatment’ effect of the intervention.  This 

appears easily achievable through ongoing workshops (see Lessons Learned section).   

 Future research could investigate potential benefits or differences in the efficacy of 

being more of less conscious of enacting the supportive leadership role.  In the current 

research, variance in levels of consciousness was not related to the different leadership 

prototypes.  It may be assumed that the intensity of influence could be increased if 

participants were more conscious, however, if leaders are too (self) conscious then they 

may compromise their natural approach, resulting in loss of authenticity and diminished 

role self-efficacy.  Strategies to increase role salience would need to attend to this potential 

outcome.  

 Role self-efficacy.  Opinion leaders’ confidence about enacting their role has not 

previously received empirical attention.  Trainees’ self-efficacy affects the success of 

transference of learning from training, and it is therefore important to consider (Heskeith, 

1997).  The most effective pathway for individuals to develop role self-efficacy is through 

master experiences, as successful performance strengthens self-belief regarding one’s 

capability (Wood & Bandura, 1989).  It appears that in the current research the leaders 

                                                 
14

 The correct authorship of the ‘conscious competence’ model are contested by a number of authors, see 

Chapman, 2013, for a thorough discussion.   
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perceived enough positive feedback about their actions to maintain efficacy levels.  It is 

likely that feeling a sense of efficacy in how one enacts their role mediates positive 

benefits for the opinion leaders.  Monitoring the efficacy that leaders feel about their roles 

should become a focus for research in this field.  One implication is that increasing opinion 

leader role efficacy could increase the benefits they perceived from role enactment.   

Leader efficacy levels could most likely be strengthened through conducing ongoing 

workshops which provide greater role feedback.  Higher efficacy could mean greater role 

enactment and as a corollary, greater intensity of the intervention’s outcomes.   

 Role challenges.  Supportive leaders may perceive fewer challenges to enacting 

their roles than peer mentors.  There was an absence of social rejection fears in the current 

study, which were a problem for mentors in Colvin and Ashman’s (2010) research.  In the 

present instance, this absence is most likely because opinion leaders were never ‘on show’ 

as leaders in the eyes of their peers; mentors are more socially visible as they are expected 

to offer a service to peers through facilitating meetings etc.  The minimal nature of the 

supportive leader role most likely negated the anxiety or stress mentors have noted (i.e., 

Colvin & Ashman) in regard to balancing the different role demands.  In addition, 

supportive leaders do not establish themselves officially in a ‘helper role’ which may also 

have negated boundary issues (over dependence) and a sense of a lack of appreciation, also 

noted by Colvin and Ashman’s mentors.  One implication is that students experience 

greater balance between giving and receiving of social support in supportive leadership 

models, as the peer relationships are more horizontal than traditional peer-to-peer 

mentoring.  Together, these findings suggest that the role of supportive leader is less 

burdensome than the role of peer mentor.  However, supportive leaders experience a 

different set of challenges concerning how some participants conceptualised the role 

(discussed later) and any future replications will need to attend to this finding.  
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 Role continuance. Opinion leaders intended to continue enacting their role of 

supportive leader despite the end of the project and this is consistent with existing research 

(Holt & Ryan, 2012; Rogers, 2003; Tessaro et al., 2000).  Leaders reported their reasons 

for continuing in the role to include: ongoing benefits to fulfilling the role (role rewards), 

acting in the role had become a ‘way of life’ (role congruence and role identity), and 

intrinsic commitment to the intervention topic (role value and role purpose).  This implies 

that continuing to enact the role of change agent is a rewarding experience for leaders and 

that the role has strong values alignment for participants.  Holt and Ryan (2012) note that 

opinion leaders’ participation in change projects can lead to embedded normative change 

and field experimental research supports this point (i.e., Lam & Schaubroeck, 2000).  In 

settings where using opinion leaders to create group for change is appropriate
15

, this 

implies that it is likely to be a very cost effective intervention. 

Outcomes, Reflections, and Validation –Kirkpatrick’s Level 4 Training Evaluation 

 Role rewards.  Current findings indicate that involvement in this intervention was 

a valuable experience, with participants perceiving both personal and professional benefits.  

Benefits were perceived in relation to improved transition to university, increased social 

capital, increased wellbeing, and increased psychological capital.  Participants felt they 

were learning skills useful for their future careers and felt the process contributed to their 

personal growth.  These benefits suggest that engagement in a supportive leadership 

program is a powerful mechanism for enhancing the capacity and experiences of first year 

students. 

                                                 
15

 Research suggests that not all setting lend themselves to cost effective opinion leader intervention; medical 

setting have had mixed findings.  For example, Doumit et al. (2011) found that opinion leaders’ influence 

status was not stable over a 2-year period and leadership was generally monomorphic (possessing influence 

for one only topic) with limited spheres of influence; these are factors which greatly limit the utility of the 

technique.    
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 Current findings relate well to the limited research documenting the benefits for 

opinion leaders and lay helpers participating in change projects, and thus strengthen 

confidence in and visibility of these findings.  The opinion leaders in Holt and Ryan’s 

(2012) research perceived their involvement with a workplace wellbeing intervention 

increased their personal confidence, enhanced their communication skills, and increased 

their personal engagement in wellbeing behaviours.  Similarly, Daoud et al (2010) found 

that the role of lay helper led to personal benefits (including increased knowledge of topic, 

self-satisfaction, confidence, new skills, and the performance of more target behaviours), 

and group level benefits (social support, vicarious learning).  These findings are highly 

relatable to the benefits for higher education peer mentors, which include: enjoyment and a 

sense of fulfilment in helping others, consolidating learning, developing leadership and 

communication skills, and expanding social connections (Colvin & Ashman, 2010; 

Mynard & Almarzouqui, 2006; Townsend et al., 2011).  These benefits noted relate more 

broadly to the benefits of volunteering (Thoits & Hewitt 2001) and to providing social 

support (Taylor, 2011), which is a theme later addressed in Chapter 6.   

 Opinion leaders’ perceived benefits may be long-term.  Increased knowledge of 

these benefits may assist in theorising the mechanisms through which activities such as 

supportive leadership (volunteering, social support providers) lead to sustainable increases 

in wellbeing.  That is, opinion leaders noted such outcomes as increased self-esteem, self-

efficacy, sense of purpose, sense of control/mastery, perceived social support, and 

increased use of proactive coping strategies.  These are some of the mechanisms Thoits 

(2011) puts forwards as explaining the link between social ties, social support and 

wellbeing (she presents 7 possible mechanisms).  Findings from the current research would 

suggest that Thoits’ work can be generalized to the current context, and that combinations 

of these processes are operating concurrently and perhaps, synergistically.  In addition, the 
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current study suggests that an additional mechanism may be the experience of enjoyment 

or positive affect (helpers high).   

 Further knowledge of how these related social roles (volunteering, lay health, 

supportive leadership, etc.) promote wellbeing can provide a complementary approach to 

stress theories, which traditionally concentrated on clarifying the link between negative 

experiences (stressors) and mental and physical issues.  As noted by Thoits and Hewitt 

(2001) in their population study of volunteering, “…we have thought far less about life 

experiences that lead to the accrual of personal coping resources and improvements in 

physical and mental health” (p. 128).  Role theory suggests that when people participate in 

roles that they value, their wellbeing and satisfaction in life is higher (Super, 1990).  

Knowledge of the benefits to this intervention may help inform funding decisions for 

investment in higher education volunteer-dependent programs.  Understanding the 

advantages to the intervention can help increase its adoption.   

 Lastly, it is evident that through trying to change others, the opinion leaders 

changed themselves with leaders personally increasing their enactment of the target 

behaviours.  This concurs with existing finding, suggesting this is an established opinion 

leader pattern (Kelly, 2004; Holt & Ryan, 2012; Daoud et al., 2010).  In the current study, 

opinion leaders felt that they personally engaged in more academic, psychological and 

social capital building actions, which were the target diffusion goals for their peers.  One 

implication is that opinion leaders themselves need not be perfect models of the target 

behaviour, but their adoption and role modelling will increase over the course of the 

program.  Indeed, opinion leaders are more relatable and probably more influential if they 

are not perfect (Kelly, 2004; Holt & Ryan, 2012), which is supported by social cognitive 

theory wherein a model’s similarity with an adopter will affect how influential they are 

(Bandura, 1986).  This underscores that the benefits to opinion leaders enacting in a change 
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project are multifaceted.  Opinion leaders encounter and manage the same barriers to 

enacting the target behaviours as their peers, providing a relatable vicarious learning 

experience.   

 Unintended outcomes. Some participants conceptualised the role of supportive 

leader as ‘needing to be positive’.  Davidson and Moss (2009) have cautioned on ‘the 

negative side of positive thinking’, outlining that some of the processes of deliberate 

positive thinking can inhibit wellbeing, persistence, and performance.  Popular culture 

believes in the ‘entirely detrimental’ effect of ‘negative’ emotions and purports that we 

disengage from such emotions, but research has revealed that this is an inaccurate and 

misleading perception (Harris, 2008).  Individuals who accept rather than reject adverse 

emotions, memories or thoughts demonstrate better well-being and performance over a 

range of outcomes, which is the central idea in the work of acceptance and commitment 

therapy (Harris, 2008).  In addition, if people feel that they are ‘not allowed to think 

negatively’ then they are judging their internal processes; this can prevent them from 

achieving mindful states of awareness and miss out on the numerous health benefits of that 

comes with this state of cognizance (Davidson & Moss, 2009).   

 Although addressed in the workshop, this learning objective was not achieved for 

all participants and future training needs to attend to this finding to mitigate these possible 

negative side effects.  This could perhaps be achieved by including simple mindfulness and 

acceptance and commitment exercises and expanding the discussions regarding the 

authenticity during the training.  In addition, a more thorough assessment of this learning 

outcome would help to rectify this issue early in the intervention’s lifecycle.    
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Lessons Learned and Future Directions 

Recruitment and Selection 

 Diffusion of innovations research suggests that change outcomes are most effective 

when at least 10-15% of the target population have been recruited as change agents 

(Rogers, 2003).  In the current research, only 8.6% of the cohort was recruited.  In regard 

to securing more participants, one avenue could have been to have offered more workshop 

training options as it is likely that a proportion of students who were invited to participant 

in the supportive leadership workshops were unable to attend due to prior commitments 

and therefore did not register further interest.  Further investigation into reasons for 

attrition and differences between completers and non-completers would be a useful 

undertaking.  Research from workplace recruitment and selection practices suggests that 

the provision of realistic job previews which clarify expectations before commitment can 

reduce later drop-out by highlighting early issues of ‘miss-fit’ (Dean & Wanous, 1984).  

However, the challenge of applying the realistic job preview idea to the current project is 

that there is the desire to not reveal the social contagion nature of the project to people who 

do not undertake the training.  As such, the training and first follow-up survey represents 

the ‘clarification of expectations’ phase of the intervention lifecycle.  Indeed, it was during 

this period where three participants withdrew from the project.  In some respects, it is 

better to have attrition than to have some participants continuing to enact a role which they 

do not want to, particularly since this intervention is grounded in empowerment theory and 

research shows that there are unbeneficial outcomes to non-volatile helping (Gebauer, 

Riketta, Browmer, & Maio, 2008; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010).   

 In the current research, there was no initial candidate screening surrogate measure 

of ‘social influence’ because an appropriate instrument for the context could not be 

located.  For instance, Valente and Pumpuang (2007) illustrate a common item used to 
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identify opinion leaders:  “When you interact with colleagues, do you give or receive 

advice?” (p. 883).  This approach was judged at the time of project conceptualisation as 

invalid for use in an unformed network, in addition to the fact that providing colleagues 

with advice does not make that person an opinion leader
16

.  However, there may have been 

a missed opportunity here to develop a measure that navigated these issues.  Having a 

direct measure of influence would help increase the validity of the selection process and 

deserves attention in future research projects.  Chapter 5 will re-visit this issue when it uses 

sociometric methods to test the validity of the opinion leaders.  An additional limitation 

concerns a possible alternative explanation: Was opinion leadership status created through 

participating in the workshop?  Could participants have had their opinion leadership 

fostered as an outcome of increased psychological capital and through exerting effort into a 

social role that would make them socially attractive?  Although unlikely, such an 

explanation cannot be completely excluded.  Despite these caveats, there appear to be 

strengths to the recruitment and selection process.  Using multiple methods capturing 

psychometric scores on desirable attitudes and attributes, and self-selection in-and-out of 

the project (information sheet, invitation following the workshop) appears to be effective 

for recruiting participants with the right qualities and intrinsic motivation.   

Training Evaluation 

 To advance standardisation of testing, there is scope for psychometric measures and 

pre-post measurement to more fully assess the amount of impact the training had upon 

participant’s psychological capital.  This could be tracked during the intervention period, 

rather than just before and after the intervention (3 month time lag examined in Chapter 7).  

Alternate methods of measuring the perceived benefits are also necessary to rule out if 

cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1962, as cited in Vaughan & Hogg, 2011) that is, 

                                                 
16

 Indeed it could be a sign of an overbearing and unpopular colleague.  Perhaps a better instrument would 

ask if you are often solicited by your colleagues for advice/your opinion.   



233 

having volunteered their time to be trained, participants might report improvements; later 

studies (Chapter 7) will help to address this concern.  In addition, classic research designs 

for measuring treatment effects could be adopted including comparison/control groups 

using random allocation to conditions.   Following on from this, there is scope for more 

structured assessment of learning.  This is a recommended option for circumventing issues 

with participants feeling they must be positive, which were identified as an unanticipated 

evaluation outcome.  However, the scientific design of the current research was appropriate 

given its exploratory purposes and the context of the research.   

 Trainees were satisfied with the training and achieved the learning objectives, 

indicating that the design principles and their execution in the workshop were a success.  

Participants’ comments offer clues regarding the core training components that should be 

retained in future in research.  For instance, the analogy, ‘do what you normally do, but a 

bit louder’ appears to be an effective way to conceptualise supportive leadership and 

encouraged participant authenticity.  In addition, the experiential learning and the 

empowerment approach to teaching were successful frameworks for imparting the learning 

content and building the capital of the participants.  These elements are integral to the very 

essence of the project.  Participant training in the current project needed to be flexible with 

the student schedules, and some participants were trained in smaller groups than others, 

reducing standardisation and also the amount of social connections participants could have 

made.  It is unclear exactly how this may have changed the experience for participants, and 

therefore this is a noted potential limitation.  

Behaviour Change and Training Transference 

 A clear ‘lesson learned’ during the practice and reflection stage of the intervention 

lifecycle was that an additional workshop would have been valued by the majority of 

participants and may have increased even further their personal sense of enjoyment from 



234 

the project.  Integrating an opportunity for the researcher and opinion leaders to meet early 

in the semester could be a valuable way to foster skill sharing, increase motivation and 

momentum, and manage any role concerns.  This increase in contact with the researcher 

would most likely raise participants’ consciousness in enacting the role of supportive 

leader, which could lead to greater effort devoted to the role and hence, more contagion 

effects (as reported by Kelly, 2004, and Tessaro et al., 2000).  This second workshop could 

include ongoing skill development and teaching in the cognitive influencing skills 

(uncovered in the current research), persuasion techniques (Larkey et al., 1999), or more 

advanced skill building such as motivational conversations (Holt & Ryan, 2009).  In 

addition, the workshops can attend to building or maintaining the psychological capital of 

the supportive leaders through using specific activities designed for this purpose.  The 

current research adopted an emergent approach with a minimal intervention focus, which 

was appropriate at this initial stage in collecting information about the enactment of 

supportive leadership.  However, this process would need to be well managed and have 

elements in place to circumvent (a) ‘special, elite, teacher’s pet’ mentality from 

developing, and (b) prevent homogenising of supportive leadership behaviours.  It is likely 

that this could be achieved by raising this concern with participants and inviting their 

reflections and ideas for managing the issue, in line with the dialogue (Shor & Freire, 

1987) or action learning (McGill & Beaty, 1992) methods of teaching and consultation. 

Outcomes, Reflections, and Validation 

 In regard to the lessons learned from the evaluation stage of the intervention 

lifecycle, two themes are worth considering: the effect of the data collection process upon 

trainees, and the value in gathering more data using psychometric measurement.  It is clear 

that the data collection process itself helped to facilitate self-awareness and 

acknowledgement of personal strengths.  This suggests that it is important to maintain this 
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component, or perhaps increase the ways in which participants could achieve awareness of 

their contribution.  The current research was designed to minimise biasing participants’ 

perceptions of role rewards and role impact.  It would have been possible to influence 

participant’s perceptions, further growing their psychological capital and enactment of the 

role (and hence the treatment effect), however, that would have been inappropriate at this 

exploratory stage of research.  Current findings establish that the intervention has overall 

face validity without researcher interference or manipulation, which suggests that it has 

powerful, further potential.  Furthermore, it would be useful to explore in more detail 

participants’ perception that the skills they were developing as a supportive leader were 

helpful to them in their future careers, in order to understand more about the benefits from 

being involved in the intervention.  Although Chapter 7 will involve additional 

measurement, using psychometric measures to examine the overall changes in the trainees 

(such as wellbeing, psychological capital, etc) and verify the outcomes observed in the 

current research.   

 

Opinion leader Intervention Lifecycle:  Conclusions from Perceptions and 

Experiences of Opinion Leaders 

 Although opinion leader interventions have been conducted in a variety of settings, 

they have yet to be studied in the context of a first year higher education cohort.  This 

study demonstrates that students can be recruited and trained to use their social influence in 

an empowering manner to support their peers to engage in self-regulation activities to 

better their transition to university.  This has significant implications for universities, 

suggesting this intervention has the potential to affect student retention.   

 From a broader perspective, this intervention reveals more about the phenomena of 

opinion leadership, answering the calls of two Cochrane reviews by elucidating some of 
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the pathways through which leaders influence their peers.  The current results strengthen 

previous findings and suggests there may be common and effective diffusion practices 

used by opinion leaders across contexts.  Other strategies appeared unique to the role of the 

supportive leader in the context of higher education.  Current findings developed the 

concept of supportive leadership and informed a model of its practice, which offers a map 

for future intervention programs.  Social support theory explains the majority of the 

supportive leader activities which suggests that social support is the foundational process 

through which students build the capacity of their peers.  Current findings contribute 

further knowledge as to the benefits for opinion leaders participating in a change project, 

suggesting these are multifaceted.  Findings also reveal that opinion leadership can be used 

in a yet-to-be-formed network and suggests that it may be possible to predict who will be 

an opinion leader.  The findings from this research present unique contributions to 

empirical knowledge.   

Theoretical and Practical Implications  

 The current research offers the following theoretical and practical implications: 

 There is preliminary evidence that opinion leadership can be predicted before a 

network has formed.  

 The supportive leadership construct has validity and is a teachable concept.  

 There may be alternative pathways for building psychological capital (i.e., 

strengths priming, involvement in a prosocial role, meeting transition needs).   

 There appear to be ways to enact social support without triggering negative 

outcomes for the receiver.  This expands our understanding of ‘empowerment-

based’ peer social support.   

 Findings show preliminary evidence that social comparison processes can be used 

to accelerate normative change without stimulating negative social comparison 
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processes.  This may suggest the intervention has capacity to mobilise first year 

university students’ psychological capital and potentially build the resources of the 

larger social system.  

 Findings provide insight into the mechanisms through which enacting supportive 

leadership leads to increases in wellbeing, suggesting it is theoretically aligned with 

volunteering and social support processes.   

 Given the benefits participants noted, further research is warranted to assess if 

engagement in a supportive leadership program may be a mechanism for enhancing 

first year university students’ transition experience.  

 Supportive leadership may have a capacity for effectively supporting peers, and in 

doing that, potentially improving peer wellbeing and stimulating peer self-

regulation.   

Overall Merit of the Intervention 

 In drawing conclusions about the worth of this intervention, the sustainability, 

effectiveness, and the extent to which the experience is satisfying will be addressed.  

Findings from the present chapter provide support for the follow propositions: 

The intervention is sustainable because 

 There is high face validity in that participants see the value of the project and feel it 

has great merit. 

 The cost investment is minimal for facilitators and student leaders; students 

displayed a natural helping instinct, were highly receptive to the training and did 

not perceive the role as demanding.  

 The intervention will continue despite the official project ending; the supportive 

leadership role has strong values alignment for the student leaders and engagement 

is self-reinforcing.  



238 

 The supportive leadership role appears to be less burdensome than traditional 

higher education peer support interventions.   

The intervention is effective because 

 Transference of training was achieved in the processes and behaviours described by 

trainees which were aligned with empowerment principles.  

 Participants reported increased academic, social and psychological capital, and felt 

the intervention improved their transition to higher education; suggesting that 

‘bottom line’ outcomes for the intervention may have been achieved. Preliminary 

evidence was also found for the contagion effect of the intervention.   

The intervention is satisfying for those who participate in it because 

 Participants feel their involvement has been personally and professionally 

rewarding  

 Supportive leadership has strong values alignment for participants.  

 The intervention fosters essential resources for a successful transition to higher 

education.  

 This chapter has presented preliminary evidence, based on the perception of the 

intervention participants, that an empowerment based training program for opinion leaders 

in a higher education context can make a significant contribution to enhancing the 

experiences of first year students.  Using the Kirkpatrick (2006) model of training 

evaluation, the intervention appears successful:  Participants reacted well to the training 

and they achieved the learning outcomes. Furthermore, training transference was evident 

and a preliminary evaluation suggests the intervention achieved its purposes.  Following 

chapters now move to a stronger evaluation theme, seeking to verify that (a) the 

recruitment and selection process successfully selected student opinion leaders; (b) that the 

behaviours of the supportive leaders are positively appraised by their peers; and (c) that 
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contagion effects in the wider cohort are occurring.  We now look to evidence from peers 

and tutors to provide insight into the actual social role of those students who participated in 

the intervention.  
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CHAPTER 5 

VALIDATING THE SELECTION OF STUDENT OPINION LEADERS:  

PERCEPTIONS OF TUTORS AND PEERS, AND EXTENT OF OPINION LEADERS’ 
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 Chapter Overview 

This chapter focuses upon the validation of the selection of student opinion leaders.   To 

achieve this, the ‘gold standard’ of opinion leader validation (Rogers, 2003), sociometric 

techniques, will be used in three studies.  The first study involved interviews with a 

selection of first year tutors regarding their observations of the opinion leaders’ behaviour 

in the class room environment.  In the second study, students were asked to rate the 

influence of their peers whom they had worked with in a learning group for one of the core 

courses.   In the third study, opinion leaders and their peers estimated the size of their 

social network at university.  In each of these studies, convergent validity is pursued, 

which is the extent to which a measure correlates with other indicators of the construct 

(Mitchell & Jolley, 2004).  This is considered a fundamental step in establishing validity 

for an intervention (Mitchell & Jolley) and the predictive ability of the recruitment and 

selection process (Myors, 2009).  The primary research question for this Chapter is: Do 

tutors, peers, and opinion leaders provide evidence in support that the students selected as 

opinion leaders subsequently behave as opinion leaders? To answer this, multiple levels of 

data will be investigated including (a) perceptions of the qualities of the person, (b) the 

effect of their behaviours, and (c) indexes of social network size.    

 Signal detection theory (Tanner & Swets, 1954) offers a useful way to 

conceptualise the success of the recruitment and selection process.  Originally developed to 

theorise operators’ decision making processes regarding the detection of aircraft on radar 

screens, the theory can be used to analyse people’s decision making across diverse 

applications.  As applied to recruitment and selection, the goal is to design a process to 

marry the predictor (screening tool) with the criterion (actual performance/ KSAOs) to 

achieve a “true positive” (hit; see Figure 1).  Likewise, the decision maker wishes to avoid 

selecting an applicant who may score well on the screening tool but who does not actually 
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possess the desired qualities (false positive/ false alarm), and to avoid overlooking a 

candidate who does actually possess these qualities (false negative/ miss).  Large scale 

recruitment and selection processes can calculate ratios and bivariate equations of these 

outcomes to measure the decision making success.  It is not uncommon for current 

practices used to identify opinion leaders to result in inaccurate outcomes, and Valente and 

Pumpuang (2007) detail the relative strengths and weaknesses of the various approaches to 

opinion leader selection.  In the current study, students who are nominated by their tutors 

as possessing opinion leader qualities and receive strong peer ratings but who were not part 

of the supportive leadership intervention will qualify as “false negative” decisions.  

Similarly, students who were part of the intervention and subsequently nominated by tutors 

and rated positively by peers are the “true positive” decisions.  Any students who took part 

in the intervention who are not nominated by tutors and receive poor ratings from their 

peers are “false positives”.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  The Bivariate Selection Model (as depicted by Myors, 2008
17

). 

                                                 
17

 It is acknowledged the original author who integrated Taylor and Russells’ 1939 (as cited in Cascio & 

Aguinis, 2010) recruitment and selection work with signal detection theory (Tanner, Wilson, & Swets, 1954) 

was not able to be determined by the author of this thesis.  
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 The first research question for Study 1 is (RQ1): How do tutors who are blind to 

the aims of the research, who observed the opinion leaders over the course of a semester in 

a class room environment, describe the opinion leaders in their classes?  Do they describe 

them as in possession of opinion leader characteristics? Regarding the effect of opinion 

leaders’ behaviours, this research asks (RQ2): “What effect did the opinion leaders have in 

a classroom environment?” 

 In the second study, a series of questions are investigated.  To assess if the 

opinion leaders had a positive influence upon their peers, and that this influence was to a 

greater extent than peers who were not opinion leaders, the first research question asks 

(H3):  Do opinion leaders receive a higher than average positive influence score from their 

peers than non-opinion leaders?  To investigate if opinion leaders were perceived as 

having a positive influence in comparison to other peers in the same learning group, the 

second research question asks (H4): Do opinion leaders receive the highest peer ratings 

for positive influence from others students in their learning groups?  To investigate the 

effect of the opinion leaders’ behaviours and possible contagion effects, and hence 

determine the efficacy of the intervention, the next research question asks (RQ5): Do 

learning groups with an opinion leader have higher average positive influence scores than 

learning groups without an opinion leader?  Following on from this (RQ6): Do groups 

with an opinion leader produce higher learning group outcome ratings for (a) perceived 

productivity, (b) personal satisfaction and enjoyment, and (c) perceived effectiveness as a 

learning experience?   

 In the third study, the number of students’ social connections will be investigated.  

Students will be asked to estimate how many peers at university know their first name, and 

how many peers’ first names they know.  Opinion leader typically have large social 

networks and therefore network size can be considered a partial index of opinion 
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leadership.   The research question addressed here is: (RQ7):  Do opinion leaders have 

larger social networks at university than their non-opinion leader peers? 

 Given that the recruitment and selection process was designed to attract and select 

students who were good self-regulators (proactive intentions, engaged with their studies, 

etc.), high in psychological capital, friendly, likable and would exert a positive influence 

upon their peers, it was therefore hypothesised: 

Study 1 

H1  That tutors describe the opinion leaders in their classes as likable, engaged 

with their studies, proactive, and as popular with their peers.   

H2 That tutors will describe opinion leaders as influencing the learning of their 

peers. 

Study 2 

H3 Opinion leaders will receive higher positive influence scores than non-

opinion leader students.   

H4  Opinion leaders will achieve the highest scores in their learning group.  

H5 Students who have an opinion leader in their learning group will report 

higher positive influence scores for their group members than students in 

learning groups without an opinion leader. 

H6 Students in a learning group with an opinion leader will more highly rate 

(a) the perceived productivity of their group, (b) their personal satisfaction 

and enjoyment with the experience, and (c) the perceived effectiveness as a 

learning experience compared to groups without an opinion leader. 

Study 3 

H7 Opinion leaders will report having a larger social network than their non-

opinion leader peers.  
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Study 1 –Tutors Perceptions of Student Opinion Leaders 

 

Method 

Participants. 

 Tutors teaching an introductory level interpersonal skills course at the intervention 

campus were invited to take part in this validation study.  Four out of six tutors participated 

(F = 100%, average age = 27 years).  All tutor had teaching experience (i.e., had taught on 

average for 3 semesters), were provisionally or generally registered psychologists, and had 

previously received strong tutorial teaching skill and satisfaction evaluations.  These four 

tutors taught between 1-3 classes of approximately 22 students, teaching a total of 221 

students between them.  There were 281 number of students enrolled in the course in total.  

The researcher invited the tutors to participate via email, describing the research as part of 

their PhD study, investigating tutors’ observations of student classroom engagement.  

Tutors provided written or verbal consent to participate.    

Materials and Procedure 

 Four tutors participated in a semi-structured interview to investigate the tutors’ 

observations of the opinion leaders (See Appendix M).  The interview schedule was 

carefully designed so as not to bias the tutors in their responses.  To begin, an open 

question was used: “When thinking about your 1008PSY tutorial classes this year, which 

students stand out for you?  For what reasons?”.  If tutors had not named and described 

the opinion leaders in their class, they were then asked “What about this student [pointing 

to name on class list], how would you describe this student?  In some instances probing or 

targeted questions were used such as “it sounds like you’re describing this student as very 

popular with their peers, is that correct?” or “would you say that this student was well 

liked by their peers?”.  Following on from this, tutors were asked what it was like to teach 

these opinion leader students.  Tutors were provided with a copy of class lists as a memory 
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aid although for most interviews this was not needed.  At the end of the interview, the 

research project was explained and tutors were invited to suggest names of students who 

they felt might also fit the opinion leader description.  Interviews took approximately 20 

minutes to complete.  Interviews were not tape recorded but extensive notes were taken.   

Analysis 

Qualitative data.  Tutors’ comments were analysed using a simple content 

analysis process (consistent in principle to that described previously in Chapter 4).  

Themes were summarised and compared and contrasted across tutors and in relation to 

opinion leader and non-opinion leader students.  The interviewer checked the accuracy of 

her coding by summarising themes and checking with the tutors during the interview 

process.    

Results 

Tutors’ Descriptions of Opinion Leaders 

 Tutors identified 23 names in response to the question ‘When thinking about your 

tutorial classes this year, which students stand out for you?’.  Nine of these 20 students 

were opinion leaders, which was out of a possible total of 13 opinion leaders who were in 

the classes facilitated by these tutors (therefore 70% of opinion leaders were independently 

identified).  Tutors described opinion leader students as being active class participators, 

conscientious, engaged with the course content, proactive, good help seekers, likable, 

highly agreeable, curious, positive, well-liked by their peers and connected with a peer 

group.    

 In regard to the four opinion leaders who had not been mentioned during the 

emergent question phase, tutors were asked how they would describe these students.  One 

student shared the qualities of the opinion leaders who were mentioned, but the tutor noted 

that this student was quiet in the beginning of the semester; The tutor mentioned they had 
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observed what they perceived as a growth in confidence in this student who later in the 

semester actively participated in class discussions.  Similarly, another student fit the 

opinion leader description, however, they had just not come to mind during the emergent 

question phase.  

 Two students were noted as popular and well-liked by their peers, but were not 

perceived by their tutors as conscientious or as engaged with the course content in 

comparison to the other opinion leaders, noting that they were “often talking in class” 

[Tutor#2].  These two participants therefore fit the description of a popular opinion leader 

(popular, likeable), but not necessarily a supportive leader (self-regulating student).   

 To explore this unexpected finding, data from Study 2 will briefly be interjected:  

Peers of these two opinion leaders rated them very highly, on average, on their positive 

influence scores (10 and 8.76 out of a possible 10), supporting tutors’ perception of their 

popularity (from Study 2 data).   In addition, peers did not perceive the functioning of their 

group as any less effective that the other opinion leader groups (M = 7, SD = 0 and M = 

5.75, SD = 0.50 compared to M = 5.81, SD = 1.23).  Therefore, these finding largely 

support Hypothesis 1, indicating that tutors’ perceived the opinion leaders as possessing 

qualities congruent with the selection criteria.  This lends support to the validation of the 

selection process.   

 

Tutors’ Descriptions of the Effect of Opinion Leaders’ Behaviours 

 In assessing the impact that the opinion leaders had upon tutors and the learning 

environment, tutors were asked, ‘What is it like to teach this [opinion leader] student?’. In 

response, tutors noted that 11/13 opinion leader students made teaching enjoyable, easier 

and effective.  Therefore 84% of opinion leader students were positively described.  Tutors 

noted that these students tended to be deep learners, and enriched the class discussions and 

course content by making links between concepts and providing insightful reflections or 
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applied examples.  Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was largely supported.  One tutor noted:  “If I 

had more students like this I would continue teaching” [Tutor#1] and another tutor 

remarked:  “[student] makes it easy for me to go to class” [Tutor#3].    

Tutors’ Additional Nominations 

 In relation to the 14 students who were mentioned during the open question part of 

the interview who were not recruited opinion leaders, their salience came from a diversity 

of reasons.  Seven students had experienced a challenging transition to higher education 

and the tutors had personally connected with these students and provided support.  Three 

students were memorable because they had engaged in concerning class room behaviour 

and required intervention and referral.   

 Finally, four students were outstanding due to their positive class participation, 

engagement with the course content, and their interpersonal qualities (high agreeableness) 

which were congruent with the descriptions tutors gave to the opinion leaders.  In fact, 

tutors’ descriptions did not notably vary between these four students and the opinion leader 

students who had been recruited into the research project, suggesting these could be 

unidentified opinion leaders.   

 At the conclusion of the interview, tutors were informed about the research 

intervention and the notion of opinion leaders was explained.  Following this description, 

tutors suggested an additional 4 students whom they felt fit the opinion leader profile.  

Similarly, tutors did not describe notable differences in the characteristics of these students 

and the recruited opinion leaders.   

 The eight students (4 prompted, 4 unprompted) who were nominated by tutors as 

possessing opinion leader qualities who were not captured by the recruitment and selection 

process were investigated.  Five of these eight students were not part of the first year 

psychology cohort but had been taking the core psychology subject as an elective, and 
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were therefore not part of the recruitment pool.  Two had been invited to participate 

(passed the screening test) however had not taken part in the training.  Lastly, the 

remaining student had not been selected due to their high K-10 scores and their lack of 

interest in the project.  Peer-ratings for this student (obtained in Study 2) were lower than 

average (M = 6) which offers further support for the non-selection of this student.  Taken 

together these findings offer further support for the selection and screening process. 

 

Discussion 

 In summarising the findings for Study 1, it appears that 11 out of 13 opinion leaders 

were described by their tutors as possessing the qualities for which they were recruited.  

Furthermore, nine of these opinion leaders had been sufficiently memorable as to be 

mentioned during non-leading questioning.  In addition, the two opinion leaders who were 

described as less conscientious but popular received high ‘positive influence’ scores from 

peers; and peers nevertheless also rated their groups’ effectiveness just as highly as the 

other peers with an opinion leader in their group.    

 As such, Hypothesis 1 was largely supported.  Tutors who were blind to the aims of 

the research described the opinion leaders in their classes congruent with descriptions of a 

student high in psychological capital, engaged with their studies, effective self-regulators, 

and as liked by their peers.  This suggests that the students selected as peer opinion leaders 

displayed the qualities for which they were recruited and provides convergent validity 

evidence, lending support to the efficacy of the recruitment and selection process.   

 Another way to understand these findings is to consider the ratios of the sub-

populations or the ‘hit rates’:  When unprompted tutors noted 9 out of a possible 13 

opinion leaders, therefore naming 69% of the opinion leaders.  When prompted, tutors 

noted 11 out of 13 opinion leaders (84.62%).  In comparison, when unprompted tutors 
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identified 1 student who was most likely an opinion leader out of a possible 216
18

 students 

(0.46%), and when prompted tutors identified 2 students out of 216 (0.93%).  Therefore, 

we have a 9:13 verses 1:216 unprompted hit rate, and an 11:13 verses 2:216 promoted hit 

rate.  This is a bold contrast and suggests that the recruitment process managed to capture 

most of the cohort’s available opinion leaders.    

 Hypothesis 2 was largely supported as tutors reported that the majority of the 

opinion leaders (9/11; 82%) enriched the learning experience of their peers.  This provides 

additional support for the findings reported in Chapter 4, as opinion leaders themselves 

perceived their actions as resulting in improved learning outcomes for their peers.  

Furthermore, tutors reported that the majority of opinion leaders (9/11; 82%) created for 

them a positive teaching experience, suggesting that the positive contagion effect of the 

opinion leaders may also permeate upward through social hierarchies.     

 Further support for the recruitment and selection process can be found when 

considering tutors’ identification of students who did not take part in the supportive leader 

project but nevertheless had qualities consistent with that of an opinion leader.  Those 

students who were part of the cohort under study had successfully been identified from the 

selection data, however, they did not accept the invitation to participate in the workshop.   

This suggests that the issue lies not so much with the selection process but with securing 

participation in the training.  This is a clear area for focus in future research or replication 

studies as low numbers of change agents, such as the number obtained in the current study, 

may inhibit population diffusion effects (Rogers, 2003).  Future replications would benefit 

from additional interventions, such as a phone call or alternate training options, to 

encourage participation.  When the issue lies in recruiting opinion leaders, Valente and 

Pumpuang (2007) recommend ‘snow-balling’ techniques, wherein an initial pool of leaders 
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 There were 221 students in the tutorials these 4 tutors taught;  5 students are excluded here as they are 

known not to be first year psychology students.   
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provides guidance on locating other leaders.  Snowballing requires an established network 

which means that waves of interventions would be required to implement this methodology 

in the current project.   

 In regards to the ideal number of recruited opinion leaders, the successful 

interventionist, Kelly (2004), recommends securing a minimum 15% of the target 

population in order to achieve intervention outcomes.  From this perspective, 

approximately 45 students in the current cohort would have been required to enact the role 

of supportive leader for notable change to occur in the wider population.  Given that the 

current study only recruited 5.8% (n = 17) of the target population as active supportive 

leaders, this may have implications for the extent of diffusion occurring in the wider 

cohort, with ‘change’ mainly occurring for the ‘early majority’ and not the broader cohort.  

 A review of studies using the diffusion of innovations theory suggests that broadly 

speaking, about 13.5% of a population may be opinion leaders (Rogers, 2003).  If 

following Roger’s estimation, then in a cohort size of 296 students, it would be expected 

that 40 students would be opinion leaders.  Current findings may suggest that an even 

larger proportion of the population in a higher education cohort are opinion leaders, 

although this conclusion is tentative.  In Chapter 4 it was noted that 23 per cent of students 

(n = 68) were invited to participate in the supportive leader training and one reading of this 

may suggest higher education cohorts potentially have a greater number of opinion leaders 

than in other contexts.  However, a caveat to this conclusion is warranted in that a further 

level of selection was afforded by an ‘opt-out’ avenue:  Students may have qualified to 

receive an invitation and further information on the training, but they may have chosen not 

to participate due to a lack of intrinsic interest once they had learned about the project’s 

expectations (after receiving the information sheet or participating in the workshop); this 
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would mean that they did not have the desired qualities despite their psychometric 

selection data. 

 Although tutors described the students who participated in the supportive leader 

project as possessing qualities consistent with an opinion leader, student peers themselves 

may have perceived the supportive leaders in a different light.  Given tutors can only offer 

their perspective and may not necessarily be good judges of a student’s peer influence, 

Study 2 will investigate how peers perceived their opinion leader colleagues.  In addition, 

the psychometric selection process did produce one ‘false-positive’, as noted in Chapter 4.  

This student was excluded from the program as they displayed harassment behaviours in 

the class room.  Additional innovation may be required to manage false-positives in future 

research.   
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Study 2 –Peers' Perceptions of Student Opinion Leader and the Effectiveness of Their 

Learning Group Experience 

 

Method 

Participants. 

One hundred and four students studying in the core subject which employed the 

use of learning groups from the intervention campus completed the survey (detailed in 

Chapter 7), representing an 37.01% response rate.  Fourteen of these participants were 

themselves opinion leaders and their responses were therefore excluded from analysis, 

resulting in a final sample size of 90 participants (F = 68; average age 20.87 yrs).  

Participants were recruited via email, detailed in Chapter 7.  Incentives offered to 

participants for completing the survey included feedback on a selection of their scores and 

research participation credit point (30 minutes worth).  The survey took approximately 20 

minutes to complete.   

All first year psychology students at Griffith University studying the core elective 

Interpersonal Skills belong to a learning group.   Groups comprise 4-6 students and are 

used for the purpose of practising skills and complete assessment items.  Typically students 

form groups with other students from their tutorials according to elective subject choices 

and timetable availability.  Assessment items involve role playing communication skill sets 

(e.g., providing feedback, assertiveness, listening skills, etc.).  The groups are semi-

autonomous in that they have clearly defined goals and modules to follow, but groups are 

not assigned leaders or compulsory processes to achieve the goals.  Peers spend significant 

time with one another in the groups, rely upon one another to achieve skill acquirement, 

and also share the stress of group assessment.  Therefore the learning groups offer a natural 

platform to measure peer perception of the opinion leaders and the cohesion within the 

groups.  
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Materials and Procedure 

Participants were asked if they were enrolled in the core subject of interest and if 

they were a member of a learning group.   If participants selected “yes”, they were then 

presented three questions that assessed overall learning group outcomes (Lizzio & Wilson, 

2005).  These items measure task and socio-emotional domains and are assessed in terms 

of contribution to group productivity and member satisfaction.  These items were: “Given 

the purpose of your learning group, how productive in achieving its tasks do you consider 

your group to be?”; “How personally satisfying or enjoyable an experience was being a 

member of this group?”; and, “Overall, how effective as a learning experience was this 

group for you?”.  Responses were made on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 7 

(Very).  Lizzio and Wilson found good convergent and divergent validity for these items 

which were only moderately correlated in their study, suggesting that students could 

differentiate between these related but theoretical distinct constructs.  Furthermore, these 

items were related in theoretically consistent ways to group cohesion sub factors. 

 In relation to measuring peers’ perception of opinion leader peers, the following 

question was used: 

“Please type the names of your learning group members (first name only 

is fine if you can't remember last name) and then rate each member on 

how much of a positive influence you feel this person has had on you 

through working with them, with 0 being “no positive influence at all” 

and 10 being “very positive influence”.  For example, if Cinderella was 

rating the people in her life she might select the following ratings: 

Fairy god mother = 10 

Gus = 8 

Step mother = 0 

Step sisters = 1” 
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 Following completion of the survey, learning group membership records were 

obtained from the tutors, and participants were matched to their learning group in the SPSS 

data file.  Each participant’s average group rating was calculated and created as a separate 

variable.  Responses regarding opinion leader students were noted and a group variable 

created wherein participants received a “1” if they had an opinion leader in their group or 

were coded as “0” if all members in their group were non-opinion leader peers. 

Analysis 

 The data was analysed in three separate ways.  Firstly, to test if opinion leaders 

scored the highest rating in the learning group, basic frequency analyses were conducted to 

provide a descriptive answer to this question.  Group sizes were considered too small to 

use more complex statistical testing.  

 Secondly, to investigate if opinion leaders received higher positive influence scores 

than non-opinion leader peers, a new data file was created.  Every student rating was 

entered as a participant and in a separate column their status (opinion leader or non-opinion 

leader) was entered.  When more than one rating of a group member existed (as was the 

case in 136 instances) then the average rating was calculated and entered.  A t-test was 

then used to compare scores on the dependent variable (positive influence scores) by 

condition (leadership status).  Although marked unequal cell sizes were present (206; 12), 

t-tests are not as sensitive to issues from unequal cell numbers as other statistical tests (K. 

Humphrys, personal communication, April 16, 2012).  However, cell differences do affect 

eta-squared, and therefore Cohen’s d was used to measure effect size which is less 

sensitive to cell differences (Field, 2009).  Cohen’s d for independent groups t-test was 

calculated using an online statistics tool (Becker, 1999) as recommended by Pallant (2010). 

 Thirdly, to test if the learning groups that had an opinion leader had higher average 

positive influence scores compared to groups without an opinion leader, each participant’s 
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group-average-positive-influence-score was calculated and two new variables created: One 

variable included all members of the learning group; the second new variable excluded any 

rating given to an opinion leader, and, in groups without an opinion leader, the highest 

score attributed was removed.  The purpose of removing the opinion leader scores and also 

the highest scoring non-opinion leader from groups without an opinion leader was to 

provide a more stringent test to control for social influence, and thus produce a purer 

measure of cascading positive influence.  A comparison was made between the average 

ratings made by participants according to whether or not they had an opinion leader in their 

group.   As the assumptions of normality and homogeneity were met, a t-test was used to 

examine if any differences were statistically significant.  One participant did not provide a 

complete response for this peer rate question and were classed as missing data and as such 

results in relation to this question report a lower degrees of freedom than the following 

analyses.  

 Fourth, to test if groups with opinion leaders had higher rating on the outcome 

variables perceived group productivity, personal satisfaction, and effectiveness as a 

learning experience, three separate Mann-Whitney non-parametric tests were conducted. 

The outcome variables were entered as the dependent variables and the between group 

variable being whether the participant belonged to a group with or without an opinion 

leader.  The median is reported as well as the mean as this is a more appropriate descriptive 

statistic for highly skewed distributions (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  Had fewer 

parametric test assumptions been breached or had improvements been made by data 

transformations, than an ANOVA would have been the suitable analyse to maximise 

testing power and manage Type I error rate inflations (Field, 2009).    
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Results 

Overview  

 Fifty-five learning groups were identified in the data set out of a possible 62 

groups.  On average, there were two members from each learning group who provided 

ratings of the influence of their peers (M = 2; SD = 0.80) out of a possible 3-7 members. 

 Did Opinion leaders have higher positive influence scores than non-opinion 

leaders?  Opinion leaders (M = 9.24, SD = 0.83) received higher positive influence ratings 

from their peers compared to the average rating provided to non-opinion leader peers 

(M = 7.37, SD = 2.21 which is depicted in Figure 2.  This difference was statistically 

significant t(21.59) = -6.54, p < .001 and a large effect size was observed d = 1.12, 

suggesting that the magnitude of difference was notable.  Levene’s test for the equality of 

variances was significant, therefore the adjusted calculations were interpreted, although the 

unadjusted results were also significant t(216) = -2.92, p = .004.  Therefore, Hypothesis 3 

was supported.  

 Were opinion leaders the highest rated in their learning group?  Twelve 

opinion leaders were rated by 20 of their non-opinion leader peers.  In 19 of these 20 

ratings, the opinion leader received the highest rating awarded in their group.   For 12 of 

these ratings made by their peers, the ratings were the equal highest awarded in the group, 

in 7of these 19 ratings it was the highest rating made.  Only one opinion leader received 1 

rating which was not the highest (or equal highest) for their learning group, however, they 

were still rated higher than the group mean.  Findings largely support Hypothesis 4, as the 

majority of opinion leaders had the highest positive influence scores in their learning 

groups.  
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Figure 2.  Average ‘positive influence’ score with 95% confidence intervals of non-

opinion leader students (n = 206
19

) compared with opinion leader students (n=12). OPL = 

opinion leader.   

  

 Did the learning groups that had an opinion leader have higher positive 

influence scores compared to groups without an opinion leader?  On average, 

participants who had an opinion leader in their learning group reported higher positive 

influence scores for their group members (M = 8.14, SD = 1.45) than participants in 

learning groups without an opinion leader (M = 7.29, SD = 1.76).  This difference was 

                                                 
19

 Numbers here are greater than the number of participants who completed this component of the survey; 

106 participants rated 218 peers, 12 of whom were opinion leaders.  
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statistically significant t(87) = -2.00, p = .048, two-tailed, and a moderate effect size was 

observed d = .53. 

 To test this outcome using a more stringent assessment, the analysis was re-run 

using group averages that excluded both the opinion leaders’ scores and the highest 

awarded score in non-opinion leader groups.  Using these adjusted scores, the significant 

difference was maintained t(87) = -2.22, p = .029, two tailed, and a moderate effect size 

was achieved d = .57.  Even with direct social influence removed, students with an opinion 

leader in their group (M = 7.88, SD = 1.75) rated their peers as having a significantly more 

positive influence upon them, compared to students who did not have an opinion leader in 

their learning group (M = 6.84, SD = 1.92).  This more stringent test offers a purer measure 

of the cascading effects of positive influence, and indicates that groups that had an opinion 

leader had higher positive influence scores compared to groups without an opinion leader.  

Therefore, Hypothesis 5 was supported.    

 Did the learning groups that had an opinion leader have higher perceived 

productivity, personal satisfaction and enjoyment, and perceived effectiveness as a 

learning experience scores compared to groups without an opinion leader?  The 

distributions of the three outcome variables, perceived productivity, D(90) = .21, p < .001, 

personal satisfaction or enjoyment, D(90) = .22, p < .001, and effectiveness as a learning 

experience, D(90) = .24, p < .001,  were all significantly non-normal using the 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, indexes of skew and kurtosis, and visual inspection of the 

histograms, therefore violating the assumption of normality.  In addition, the variables 

personal satisfaction or enjoyment, F(1, 89) = 5.02, p < .05, and effectiveness as a learning 

experience, F(1, 89) = 6.81, p < .05, also violated the assumption of homogeneity as the 

variances were significantly different for the two groups (learning group with an opinion 

leader, learning group without an opinion leader).  These violations suggested that a non-
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parametric test or data transformations were required.  As the distributions were negatively 

skewed and leptokurtic, reflections with logarithm transformations were performed to 

improve the data distribution, as recommended by Tabachnick and Fidell (2007).  

However, distributions were still significantly non-normal following these transformations.  

As such, the Mann-Whitney non-parametric test was used to test for statistical differences. 

 Participants who had an opinion leader in their group did not report statistically 

significant differences regarding the perceived productivity of their learning group 

(U = 797, z = 1.09, p > .05), their amount of personal satisfaction or enjoyment with their 

group (U = 784, z = 0.97, p > .05), or perceived effectiveness of the group as a learning 

experience (U = 678, z = 1.11, p > .05).  The median score for these outcome variables and 

for all groups was the same (Mdn = 6).  Table 1 displays the mean scores and standard 

deviations for learning group experience.  In summary, Hypothesis 6 was unsupported.  

 

Table 1 

Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Learning Groups’ Experiences with and without 

an Opinion Leader  (n= 90). 

  

Group outcome variable  OPL in group No OPL in group 

 M SD M SD 

Perceived productivity 5.90 1.66 5.45 1.47 

Personal satisfaction & enjoyment 6.05 1.10 5.52 1.68 

Effectiveness as a learning experience  5.85 0.99 5.62 1.58 
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Discussion 

 Students rated their opinion leader peers as significantly more influential in 

comparison to peers who were not opinion leaders.  Therefore, the hypothesis that opinion 

leaders would receive higher ‘positive influence’ scores than non-opinion leader peers was 

supported.  Further to this, in the majority of cases opinion leaders received the highest or 

equal highest positive influence ratings from their peers in their learning group, and 

therefore the second hypothesis for Study 2 was supported.  These finding suggest that the 

students who were recruited and selected into the program were perceived to have a greater 

positive influence over their peers than those who were not selected and were therefore 

most likely genuine opinion leaders.  This validates the recruitment and selection process 

used for the intervention and indicates that it is possible to identify those students in a 

cohort who will have a positive influence upon their peers before the semester even 

commences.   

 From a practical standpoint, this technique could be more widely capitalised in 

higher education cohorts.  Theoretically this suggests that it is possible to predict who will 

be an opinion leader in a social network that has not yet formed; this is a unique 

contribution to the diffusion of innovations research literature which warrants replication.  

 At this stage these findings are, however, tentative given that it cannot be 

determined if the opinion leader’s more positive influence was created or merely enhanced 

by involvement in the supportive leaderships program.  Whether it be the effect of the 

intervention, and therefore validation for leadership training, or validation of the 

recruitment and selection process, or both, cannot be determined at this stage.  A 

randomised controlled intervention using longitudinal sociometric testing, where some 

opinion leaders receive the supportive leadership training and others are waitlisted, may be 

required to produce a clear conclusion.  Valente and Pumpuang (2007) suggest that the 
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techniques used to recruit in the current project (self-report data and self-selection) are 

effective for recruiting on opinion leader values and traits but that sociometric techniques 

are more effective for ascertaining social influence and social position (“…who they know, 

who knows them, and how accessible they are” p. 891); this would suggest that the student 

opinion leaders’ influence may have been created by this intervention.  In addition, future 

replications would benefit from further validation measures, in particular regarding opinion 

leaders’ social position.  For example, student peers could be asked to nominate peers with 

whom they share a friendship or with whom they turn to for advice; this information would 

offer a more sophisticated assessment of opinion leadership such as by revealing opinion 

leaders’ spheres of influence and additional, non-recruited opinion leaders.  The following 

study will offer some progress in this regards by using additional sociometric data to help 

clarify opinion leaders’ sphere of influence.  Another limitation to note and consider in 

future research is what the ‘point of difference’ may be in terms of positive influence, 

given that the non-OPL students were also rated on average by their peers quite high.  In 

summary, the support of hypothesises 3 and 4 offers preliminary validation for the process 

used in the recruitment and selection of peer opinion leaders.  In regards to testing the 

efficacy of the intervention itself, findings are also promising.   

 The hypothesis that groups with an opinion leader in them would display evidence 

of a contagion effect was supported.  At first glance, groups that had an opinion leader in 

them appeared to have higher average positive influence scores. To test if this was a 

product of the higher scores that the opinion leaders had received, a more stringent analysis 

was conducted.  With the group averages re-calculated to exclude the opinion leader scores 

and the highest score from non-opinion leader groups, this difference was still significant.  

Peers felt that the individual opinion leader had a positive influence upon them, and this 

increased rating extended to other members of the learning group, suggesting a positive 
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contagion effect.  Given this finding, we would expect that the members of these learning 

groups had a significantly more positive experience and greater productivity working in 

their groups. 

 However, the support for the contagion hypothesis did not continue when 

examining the learning group outcome variables.  Peers with an opinion leader in their 

group did not report a significantly greater amount of perceived productivity, satisfaction 

or enjoyment, and perceived effectiveness as a learning experience as groups without an 

opinion leader.  In interpreting these findings, a number of factors may be salient.  Firstly, 

it could be that there is genuinely no contagion effect occurring, in that the positive 

influence of the opinion leaders does not influence other variables, and what was observed 

in relation to Hypothesis 5 was a coincidence.  Secondly, the effect may not have been 

large enough to produce a contagion result.  Thirdly, it could be that, in light of the 

findings from the previous studies, the non-identified opinion leaders exerted as much of a 

positive influence in their groups. 

 Last, and most likely, there may be a restriction of range issue present, in that 

students had very positive overall experiences in these groups and thus ceiling effects 

occurred.  Indeed, the median score for the group experience variables was high (6 out of a 

possible 7 across all variables and conditions).  These high scores may be testament to a 

number of supportive group-dynamic factors.  Firstly, this course consistency receives high 

reviews for the course content and teaching quality, indicating high student engagement 

and motivation levels.  Secondly, the learning groups are well-structured with goals, 

clearly defined tasks, ‘ground rules’ (group norms), and high quality supervision is 

provided; factors which Forsythe (2010) and Levi (2007) have noted contribute to higher 

group cohesion.  In addition, students are trained in providing and receiving feedback and 

assertive communication skills, with research demonstrating that groups that have higher 
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quality communication have better cohesion and performance (Forsythe, 2010).  The 

presence of these factors suggest that there may have been a truncated range of variability 

in group performance:  The baseline functioning of the groups was mostly likely elevated 

by these factors and therefore opinion leaders may have had less opportunity within their 

peer network to exert an influence.   

 It therefore appears likely that the measurements and context chosen were not 

sensitive enough to capture any differences participants may have experienced in their 

group work due to the presence of an opinion leader.  In addition, a limitation of this study 

was the small sample size and unequal cell sizes, making the study vulnerable to random 

error and low power to detect an effect (Mitchell & Jolley, 2004).  Clearly a priority for 

future research would be to ensure larger samples sizes and alternate measures.  The 

presence of contagion effects will be further investigated in Chapter 7 which will examine 

cohort group differences between the campuses with and without the supportive leader 

intervention across a suite of academic, social and psychological capital variables.   

 In summary, the current study suggests that supportive leader mostly likely had a 

positive effect upon their peers, and that this effect was superior to that of non-opinion 

leader students.  In addition, preliminary support for a contagion effect was found.  This 

indicates that the supportive leaders most likely had social influence.  However, how far 

did the potential influence of the opinion leaders reach?  To further our confidence that the 

supportive leadership intervention did indeed involve student opinion leaders, the next 

study will investigate a complementary index of opinion leadership, that is, the size of the 

leaders’ social network.   
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Study 3 – Analysis of the Social Network Size of Opinion Leaders and Peers 

 

Method 

Participants 

One hundred and twenty-one students enrolled in their first year of the Griffith 

University psychology program at the intervention campus completed the social capital 

survey items (survey detailed in Chapter 7), representing an 40.88% response rate (F = 87; 

22.24 mean age in yrs).  Fourteen of these participants were opinion leaders.  As described 

in the previous study, participants were recruited via email, detailed in Chapter 7.  

Incentives offered to participants included feedback on a selection of their scores and 

research participation credit point (30 minutes worth).  The survey took approximately 20 

minutes to complete. 

Materials and Procedure 

 Social capital survey items. Participants were asked two questions regarding 

their social capital:  “How many peers at uni would you estimate know your first name?” 

and “How many peers at uni would you estimate that you know their first name?”. 

Participants provided a numerical response.  Two male participants’ responses (non-

opinion leaders) were excluded as their estimates appeared to be vastly exaggerated, 

leaving a sample of 119 participants.   

Analysis 

 To test the hypotheses that opinion leaders knew the names of, and were known 

by, more of their peers compared to non-opinion leader students, data was analysed using 

two separate independent group t-tests.  Participants’ scores on the dependent variable (no. 

of students who know your name/ no. of students whose name you know) were compared 

by condition (opinion leader or non-opinion leader student).  A Bonferroni adjustment to 

control for Type I error was not used due to concerns that it may lead to insufficient power 
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to detect an effect.  Concerns regarding unequal cell sizes were present (14:116), therefore 

procedures for calculating effect size from Study 2 were utilised in the present study.  

When outliers were identified, analyses were performed with and without the extreme 

scores recoded to attest the effect they had upon the analyses.  

 

Results 

Assumption Testing 

 Normality.  Following preparation of the data set including exclusion of erroneous 

data (2 cases as noted above), the normality of the grouped distributions was examined.  

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) test of normality was significant for both variables (no. of 

student who know you; no. of students you know), suggesting deviance from a normal 

distribution.  However, Pallant (2010) notes that the K-S is commonly significant for larger 

samples and for psychological variables.  Visual assessments using histograms and the 

ratio of skew and kurtosis values suggested that both variables were positively skewed and 

leptokurtic, in that the majority of students estimated the number of names of student they 

knew, and the number of people who knew their name in the 5-20 range and a smaller 

proportion (including outliers) estimated beyond this point (especially beyond 40 for either 

variable).  Although violations of the assumption of normality degrade statistical solutions 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), transformations were not utilised as initial investigations 

using Tabachnick and Fidell’s transformation guidelines did not significantly improve the 

visual appearance of the distributions.  

 Outliers. SPSS explore function identified nine outliers for the variable ‘no. of 

students who know your name’, and the three most extreme scorers were student opinion 

leaders.  Students whose scores were identified as outliers are most likely genuine 

members of the population; and when considering the small student opinion leader sample 
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size (n = 14),recoding or excluding their data is a non-desirable option.  However, given 

the sensitivity of data analysis to outliers and the unpredictable influence they may have 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), analyses were performed with and without the outliers 

recoded as less extreme scores (i.e, 40) and any changes in significance levels are noted. 

Tabachnik and Fidell suggest that outliers should be removed if they do not appear to be 

from the target population but should be recoded if the researcher is satisfied they are from 

the sample under investigation.  

 Homogeneity of variance.  To test if the variability in the dependent variables was 

the same at all levels of the independent variable (opinion leader or non-opinion leader), 

Leven’s test for equality of variances was examined. The test was significant for the 

variable ‘no. of students who know your name’, and therefore the adjusted calculations are 

reported for this analysis.  Equality of variance did not improve with outliers recoded.  

Mean difference testing 

 To examine whether students who took part in the supportive leader project 

reported greater social capital than their non-opinion leader peers (addressing Study 3 H1), 

two independent group t-tests were conducted.  On average, opinion leaders (M = 33.93, 

SD = 26.54) estimated that a greater number of their peers knew their name in comparison 

to estimations made by non-opinion leader students (M = 14.36; SD = 10.75).  This 

difference was statistically significant t(13.57) = 2.73, p =.017, and a large effect size was 

observed d = 0.97.  Levene’s test for the equality of variances was significant, therefore the 

adjusted calculations were interpreted, although the unadjusted results were also significant 

t(117) = 5.11, p < .001.  When using the data with the re-coded outliers, opinion leader 

students’ significant higher social capital was maintained, t(13.67) = 2.65, p =.019 

(adjusted values reported as Leven’s test was still significant), with student opinion leaders 
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estimating they were known by a greater number of peers (M = 30.36; SD = 22.65) than 

non-leader students estimates (M = 14.08; SD = 9.89).   

 This trend continued, with opinion leaders on average reporting that they knew 

25.14 peers (SD = 11.25) compared to their non-opinion leader peers who on average knew 

16.79 peers (SD = 12.33).  Again, this difference was statistically significant t(117) = 2.40, 

p =.018 and a medium to large effect size was observed d = 0.70 (where .5 is considered 

medium and .8 is considered large, Cohen, 1988). 

 Taken together, these findings provide support for Hypothesis 1 and indicates that 

students who were recruited as opinion leaders on average knew more peers and were 

known by more peers than non-opinion leader students.  This suggests that opinion leaders 

developed a larger social network in their first semester of university in comparison to non-

opinion peers.  Figure 3 presents a scatter-plot of the students’ estimates of the number of 

connections in their university social network.   
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Figure 3.  Scatter-plot of number of social connections at university according to opinion 

leader status (n= 119; OPLs = 14; non-OPLs = 105).  Note, nodes may represent more than 

one participant. 

 

Discussion 

 Opinion leaders reported knowing, and being known by, significantly more peers 

than non-opinion leader students.  Therefore, the hypothesis that opinion leaders would 

report having a larger social network than their non-opinion leader peers was supported.  

Current findings offer validation that the students selected were opinion leaders, as 

diffusion of innovations research indicates that opinion leaders tend to be well connected 
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and have larger social networks than non-opinion leader (Rogers, 2003).  By being well 

connected in their social networks, opinion leaders’ influence is greater as they are 

afforded more opportunity to share their innovations, and peers’ see their greater social 

connection as a sign of credibility (Rogers).  This would suggest that the students in the 

current research had a larger social influence than non-opinion leader peers.  Current 

findings imply that within a cohort of first year higher education students, there are some 

students with greater social network connections.   

 Although size of social network is a crude and limited measure of opinion 

leadership in and of itself, when considered in light of the finding from the previous 

studies, it can be concluded that: (a) supportive leaders were perceived by tutors to display 

characteristics aligned with opinion leadership; (b) peers rated opinion leaders as 

significantly more influential than non-opinion leader peers; and (c) opinion leader 

students had more social connections than non-opinion leader peers.  Taken together, these 

findings suggest that the students who participated in the supportive leadership program 

were opinion leaders, which supports the efficacy of the intervention. 

 Given that social network size is being taken as an index of opinion leadership, it 

cannot be concluded whether opinion leaders were recruited or created as the intervention 

may have caused the selected students to build larger social networks.  Indeed, this is likely 

to have been the case since a central message from the training intervention was to ‘turn up 

the volume’ on their natural behaviours, and one of the role play scenarios involved 

increasing peers’ social capital.  As noted in Study 2, current findings could be clarified by 

using longitudinal sociometric testing, where some opinion leaders receive the supportive 

leadership training and others are waitlisted to ascertain if opinion leaders was created or 

enhanced by the intervention.  In addition, the current findings could be strengthened by 

further sociometric validation, such as inviting peers to nominate peers to whom they turn 
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to for advice, revealing opinion leaders’ spheres of influence and additional, non-recruited 

opinion leaders.  However, when integrating the findings from this chapter, the most likely 

outcome is that opinion leadership was enhanced, and whatever the actual answer to the 

question is, findings still suggest that the intervention package itself has merit.  These 

findings are positive in regard to the intervention and providing a promising evaluation.   

 

Chapter Conclusion 

 In this chapter, findings established that the process used to recruit and select 

student opinion leaders in a social network that was yet to form was successful.  Tutors 

who were blind to the aims of the research described the opinion leader students as 

possessing qualities typical of an opinion leader in this context.  Peer ratings added further 

support:  Opinion leaders had significantly more positive influence upon their peers, which 

suggests that the selection process succeeded in choosing genuine leaders.  The positive 

influence of the opinion leaders also appeared to cascade to the other group members, with 

students who worked with a leader rating their group members as having significantly 

more positive influence than did students without an opinion leader in their group.   This 

offers preliminary support for a positive contagion effect.  In addition, opinion leaders 

reported significantly larger social networks than their non-opinion leader peers, which is 

consistent with opinion leadership theory and research (Rogers, 2003).   

 This research indicates that student opinion leaders can be recruited and selected to 

participate in a social diffusion intervention in a network which has not yet formed.  This 

validates that a predictive approach to selecting opinion leaders is possible, and indicates 

that opinion leadership exists within the context of higher education students.  On both 

accounts, this is the first known work to make these contributions.  In addition, tutors 
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believed that opinion leader students enriched the learning experience of their peers, which 

resonates with the outcomes described by the opinion leaders in Chapter 4.   

 Of note, tutors identified only a small number of additional students who fit the 

supportive leader profile, all of whom were either (a) selected to participate, (b) were not 

part of the target sample, or (c) did not pass the screening criteria and did not receive high 

ratings from their peers.  This suggests that the screening process did not result in “false 

negatives”
20

.   Similarly, the screening process produced only one “false positive” which 

was the participant who was excluded from the project at week 3 following the 

identification of their narcissistic behaviours (as noted in Chapter 4 – Level 3).  

Pertinently, the majority of opinion leaders were nominated by tutors and all received high 

ratings from their peers, suggesting these were “true positive” selections.  Taken together, 

this suggests that the selection process is effective.  This presents three implications 

regarding the selection process.  Firstly, that the identified desirable characteristics were 

valid.  Secondly, that the psychometric tools chosen were valid, and thirdly, that the cut-off 

scores chosen were acceptable.   

 However, opinion leader’s contagion of positive influence did not translate into 

higher ratings for group outcomes, suggesting limitations to the ‘actual’ influence of the 

leaders.  This could cast doubt over the efficacy of the intervention.  However, given the 

small sample sizes and the likely ceiling effects, further clarification of the current findings 

is required.  Given that we now know that the students recruited into the supportive leader 

program were indeed opinion leaders, the next research agenda is to validate the 

behaviours and processes, used by students to enact their role as supportive leaders.  The 

following chapter will continue the task of validation.    

                                                 
20

Available evidence suggests the screening process produced no ‘false-negatives’.  Two tutors were unable 

to participate in the study and presumably they would have nominated students who fit the opinion leader 

profile who were not part of the intervention.   
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Chapter Overview 

In Chapter 4, the behaviours and processes that opinion leaders employed to enact their 

role of supportive leader were documented.  However, how an individual intends their 

interpersonal behaviours to be interpreted by others, and how their behaviours are actually 

interpreted are not necessarily equivalent processes.  While assumptions can be made 

regarding what would be supportive peer-to-peer behaviour in the context of a first year 

university cohort, principles of validity require these to be tested.  The primary research 

question addressed in this Chapter is (RQ1):  To what extent do fellow students perceive 

behaviours demonstrated by opinion leaders as positive?  To validate opinion leaders’ 

enacted approach to their role, a vignette study was developed using short written 

descriptions representing prototypical opinion leader ‘supportive instances’ identified from 

Chapter 4.  In the present study student peers were asked to rate and explain their reactions 

to these vignettes.  The first hypothesis for this study is (H1): Participants will positively 

evaluate the vignettes.   

 Three levels of analysis are used in this chapter.  Firstly, descriptive statistics and 

thematic analyses are employed to assess if the behavioural descriptions were positively 

appraised by the majority of student peers.  Secondly, in order to learn more about the 

efficacy of different supportive behaviours and processes for the purposes of informing 

future student opinion leader interventions, inferential statistics are employed to examine 

the constructs that influence the appraisal, reaction, and behavioural effect of the 

supportive leader behaviours.  Finally, the factors that appear to help or hinder the 

phenomenon of generalised reciprocity are documented.  Studying the reactions of the 

student peers will provide an opportunity to learn about the driving and resisting forces 

surrounding peer support in a cohort of first year higher education students; despite the 

importance of this topic there is an absence of research in this area.  The conceptual lens of 
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generalised reciprocity has been chosen because this phenomenon has the capacity to build 

the resourcefulness of a larger network system, which would suggest that it is a potent tool 

for fostering success in the student transition experience.  

 In understanding how the opinion leaders enacted their role of supportive leader, a 

number of literatures are relevant including prosocial behaviour, helping, cooperation, 

social support, altruism, and generalised reciprocity.  Firstly, these interrelated terms will 

be defined and then relevant literature will be presented to summarise what is known about 

the outcomes of peer support, and the factors that contribute to the provision of effective 

support.  Secondly, the phenomena of generalised reciprocity will be briefly reviewed, and 

what is known about the factors that help and hinder it will be presented.  Next, literature 

suggesting whether gender should influence the perception of the opinion leaders’ 

supportive behaviours is briefly considered, and the key research practices for the use of 

vignettes is reviewed in relation to the current project.  Research questions and hypotheses 

are presented at relevant points throughout the literature review.   Figure 1 provides an 

illustration of the research components to this chapter and the structure for the following 

literature reviews.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Structural overview of the literature review for the current chapter.  
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Definition of Terms. 

 As established in Chapter 4, much of how the opinion leaders enacted their role of 

support leader was through providing social support to their peers.  Opinion leaders’ 

behaviours represented prosocial, helpful, altruistic, and cooperative activities, therefore 

making these relevant empirical literatures to draw upon in examining how the leaders’ 

actions may be perceived by their peers.  In addition, these literatures are essential in 

understanding the phenomena of generalised reciprocity, which the results of the present 

study suggest would have been stimulated by the actions of the supportive leaders.  

Therefore, these interrelated terms will be defined. 

 Prosocial behaviours are actions that are positively valued within a social context 

(Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2005).  Prosocial actions may be enacted to 

obtain rewards and social approval, to avoid conflict, or to benefit another (Eisenberg, 

Fabes, & Spinrad, 2007).  One such prosocial action is that of cooperation, defined as 

acting together for a common purpose or benefit (Penner et al., 2005).  Cooperation is 

often the operational construct of prosocial behaviour in empirical studies (i.e. Barasade, 

2002), especially at a group level of analysis (Penner et al., 2005).  A related construct is 

helping, which is a behaviour that benefits another regardless of the ultimate goal for the 

interaction (Batson et al., 2009).  Although various definitions exist, altruism has been 

considered as both a special form of helping behaviour (Vaughan & Hogg, 2011) and as a 

motivational state (Batson et al., 2009), sometimes costly to the helper, with the ultimate 

goal of increasing another’s welfare.  An altruistic act may also be performed without 

expectation or personal gain or direct reciprocity.   

 Generalised reciprocity differs from direct reciprocity, in that the favour is not 

returned to the person who provided the initial support but passed on to a third person, 

“…thus pushing forward a cascade of kindness” (Chiang & Takahashi, 2011; p. 1).  For 
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example, Bec (a supportive leader) helps Mahena with her literature search; Mahena is 

then stimulated to offer to help Carey with locating resources.  This phenomena has been 

labelled by a variety of terms including: third party altruism (Trivers, 1971, as cited in 

Nowak & Sigmund 2005), indirect reciprocity (Nowak & Sigmund 2005), generalised 

reciprocity (Baker, 2011), generalised exchange (Takahashi, 2000), upstream reciprocity 

(Nowak & Sigmund 2005), and is colloquially known as paying-it-forward (Hyde, 2000).   

 Social support “…is the perception or experience that one is cared for, esteemed, 

and part of a mutually supportive social network” (Taylor, 2011, p. 189).  Peer support, 

therefore, is social support provided amongst people who belong to the same network and 

where there are no clear power imbalances (Bracke, Christiaens & Verhaeghe, 2008).  

Support is generally classified into three forms: informational, instrumental and emotional 

(Wilcox, 1981; Taylor 2011).  Some researchers also note a fourth type, belonging support 

(Cohen & Wills, 1985; Cutrona & Suhr, 1992).  Informational support “…occurs when one 

individual helps another to understand a stressful event better and to ascertain what 

resources and coping strategies may be needed” (Taylor, 2011, p. 181).  Informational 

support has also been labelled advice giving, appraisal support, and cognitive guidance.  It 

includes the simple provision of facts or knowledge, as well as the reappraisal strategy, re-

framing.  In the context of the student experience, an example of informational support is a 

peer explaining an assignment marking criteria and providing information about the 

assignment help services available through the library.  The peer may also reframe how 

challenging the assignment appears by relating the tasks to a similar activity successfully 

completed during class.   

 Instrumental support involves “…the provision of tangible assistance such as 

service, financial assistance, and other specific aid or goods” (Taylor, 2011, p. 182).  

Examples of instrumental support include a peer loaning a text book to another peer, or a 
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peer may take notes during a lecture for a colleague who could not attend class.  Emotional 

support involves “…providing warmth and nurturance to another individual and reassuring 

a person that he or she is a valuable person for whom others care” (Taylor, p. 190).  In the 

student context, a peer may get in contact with a fellow peer who has been absent from 

class due to illness and ask how they are feeling.  Finally, belonging support is defined as 

“…a sense of belonging among people with similar interests and concerns” (Cutrona & 

Suhr, 1992, p. 155).  It incorporates a sense of affiliation and social acknowledgement.  For 

example, a student may approach a peer they recognise from class and invite them to be 

introduced to fellow peers.  Although distinctions between the types of support are 

typically made by researchers, there is some evidence to suggest blurring of these 

distinctions in the experience of the recipient; Semmer and colleagues (2008) found that 

recipients may perceive instrumental support to have emotional meaning, although this 

effect was dependent upon the relationship shared with the provider.   

 Prosocial actions, helping, altruism, corporation and generalised reciprocity are part 

of peer support and the mechanisms through which opinion leaders enacted the supportive 

leader role (Chapter 4).  One component of this research is investigating the likely 

outcomes of peer support offered by the supportive leaders.  Therefore, it is important to 

review literature related to the effects of peers support, including potential detrimental 

outcomes.  

What Do We Know About the Effects of Receiving Peer Support?   

 Social support has been heralded as “…one of the most effective means by which 

people can cope with and adjust to difficult and stressful events…” (Kim, Sherman & 

Taylor, 2008, p. 518).  Indeed, research has demonstrated that social support reduces 

psychological distress during times of stress and promotes psychological adjustment to 

chronically stressful health conditions.  It can protect against cognitive decline in older 
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adults, health disease in the recently widowed, and reduce the amount of psychological 

distress in reaction to traumatic events.  Furthermore, it is linked with survival (see Taylor, 

2011, and Thoits, 2011, for reviews).   

 In relation to the student experience in higher education, social support has been 

posited as one of the largest factors contributing to student academic success (Tinto, 2002; 

Urquhart & Pooley, 2007).  Numerous studies have found that peer social support affects 

university adjustment including attendance and academic achievement, persistence, student 

wellbeing, life satisfaction, self-confidence and educational aspirations, and there is 

evidence for a buffering effect on depression and stress (Brissette et al., 2002; Chao, 2012; 

Friedlander et al., 2007; Halamandaris & Power, 1999; Hale et al., 2005; Hixenbaugh et 

al., 2012; Pratt et al., 2000; Reifman & Dunkel-Schetter, 1990; Wilcox et al., 2005; Yalçın, 

2011;).  Meta-analyses have found that peer social support shares a moderate positive 

relationship with student persistence (Robbins et al., 2004) and college adjustment (Credé 

& Niehorster, 2012).  The importance of peer social support for students appears 

particularly relevant for students from non-traditional backgrounds (Crockett et al., 2007; 

Mosher et al., 2006) or with learning disabilities (Heiman, 2006).  Improved immune 

functioning during high assessment periods has even been observed in students who feel 

connected with their peers (Pressman et al., 2005).  There is a relevant link between 

students’ sense of social support and their experience of important psychological capital 

variables such as optimism and self-efficacy.  For instance, optimistic students appear to 

have a more pronounced stress buffering effect from social support (Brissette et al., 2002); 

optimistic students are also better able to build social support networks (Segerstrom, 2007).  

Similarly, student self-efficacy appears to facilitate seeking instrumental support from 

one’s social network (Devonport & Lane, 2006).  Given these benefits, it is clear that there 

is value in research that looks to facilitate peer social support in higher education contexts.  
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 A potential outcome of supportive peer interactions are self-regulation practices, 

which are proactive actions students take to manage their learning process.  For example, 

does receiving social support from a peer lead the recipient likely to engage in proactive 

learning behaviours?  The connection between student support and self-regulation appears 

unexplored in the research literature outside of formalised peer mentoring or peer-assisted-

study-sessions (PASS), despite the strong contribution self-regulation makes to student 

success and wellbeing (Zimmerman, 2008).  The current research will address this 

empirical gap by addressing the following exploratory research questions (RQ2a): What 

positive outcomes from supportive interactions are reported by student peers?  To what 

extent do these interactions foster (a) wellbeing and (b) psychological resources, (c) 

academic capital, and (d) social capital? 

(RQ2b)  What behavioural actions do student peers report they would enact as a result of 

receiving the support depicted in the vignettes? 

What Do We Know About the Effects of Providing Social Support? 

 Research across different domains has found that providing social support can be 

even more beneficial than receiving it (Bracke et al., 2008; Brown, Nesse, Vinokur, & 

Smith, 2003).  Providing social support can boost helper self-efficacy by providing the 

helper with a sense that they have positively influenced someone’s life (Bracke et al.).  

Similarly, the ‘mattering principle’ outlines that holding a self-perception that you play an 

important role in the life of another person is a beneficial self-attribute to possess (Taylor 

& Turner, 2001).  Providing support also benefits the helper through building personal 

relationships, increasing a sense of purpose, and increasing the likelihood that support will 

be available if needed in the future, all of which promote wellbeing (Taylor & Turner; 

Thoits & Hewitt, 2001; see Thoits, 2011 for a review of mechanisms linking social ties and 

support to health).  Helping is also said to decrease stress and contribute to good health 
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(Brown, Brown, House, & Smith, 2008; Li & Ferraro, 2005; Brown et al., 2003).  Of note, 

these findings exclude caregiving, which can be associated with significant benefits but 

typically involves substantial costs (for reviews see Dilworth-Anderson, Williams, & 

Gibson, 2002; and Roth, Perkins, Wadley, Temple & Haley, 2009).  In addition, the 

balance of giving and receiving social support has been found to be important, with 

findings suggesting that wellbeing is optimised when both providing and receiving occurs 

21
(Bracke et al., 2008).   

 When people perceive that support is available, they are positively affected.  

Indeed, “…beliefs about the availability of emotional support actually appear to exert 

stronger effects on mental health than the actual receipt of social support” (Taylor, 2011, p. 

194).  This underscores the importance of communicating the availability of support, and 

aligns with an empowerment approach, that is, offering support in a manner that does not 

compromise self-esteem or personal choice.  It appears that sometimes people experience 

increased rather than decreased distress from accessing social support (Bolger et al., 2000), 

perhaps because needing help may trigger negative self-attributions such as being 

dependent, weak, or a loss of competence, etc. (Bracke et al., 2008).  Therefore, 

understanding the factors that contribute to effective helping is of central importance, 

especially in relation to the current peer support intervention under examination.   

What Makes for Effective Helping? 

 The effectiveness of social support can largely be explained by the ‘matching 

principle’, that is, does the support that is provided match with the support that was desired 

by the individual in need (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Kim et al., 2008; Taylor, 2009).  For 

example, Dakof and Taylor (1990) found that cancer patients had clear preferences for the 

type of support they received from different members of their support network (family, 

                                                 
21

 Bracke and colleagues (2008) found in peer support mental health settings that when one is a ‘net’ provider 

wellbeing was higher, and found that in this setting, providing was more beneficial than receiving.   
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friends, medical specialists, nurses) and when out-of-role help was provided (i.e., medical 

specialists offering emotional support) the support was viewed as misguided or unhelpful.  

Reflecting this finding, Thoits (2011) contributes a nuanced model of the matching 

principle, arguing that there are two broad categories of support (emotional substance and 

active coping assistance) and of support providers (significant others and experientially 

similar others).  Thoits explains that support is optimised when the type of support is 

matched with the correct support provider.  In relating this research to the higher education 

context, an experientially similar other may be a peer in the same course or a peer mentor 

(slightly more advanced in their studies) but a significant other may be a partner or parent.  

Thoits’ model may suggest that the partner may be adept at providing emotional substance 

(‘you are loved and cherished’) but perhaps may be unmatched for providing active coping 

assistance (i.e., advice for how to response to a discipline specific assessment piece).    

 Similarly, the meaning attributed to the helping gesture may vary between the giver 

and the receiver (Reynolds & Perrin, 2004).  For example, a mother-in-law may cook her 

son’s favourite meal and present this to his new wife, with the intention of providing 

instrumental social support (‘she’s had a busy day working, this will save her time’) but 

instead the wife may have a negative reaction to the gesture (‘she’s implying that I’m not a 

good cook and am not a worthy wife for her son’).  Indeed, Reynolds and Perrin found in 

their sample of women coping with a chronic illness that unwanted help was harmful to 

their psychosocial adjustment.  Similarly, participants in an experimental laboratory 

experienced decreased self-esteem, negative attitudes, and physiological stress symptoms 

as a result of help that was unwanted (Deelstra et al., 2003).   

 Other research has found that social support can decrease self-esteem when it elicits 

feelings such as dependence, inferiority, failure, and powerlessness in the recipient 

(Barrera, 1986; Fisher, Nadler, & Whitcher-Alagna, 1982; Roberts et al., 1999, as cited in 
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Beehr et al., 2010).  Similarly, organisational research has demonstrated that some types of 

support are associated with poorer mental and physical health.  That is, interactions that 

remind the recipient how stressful the workplace feels, support that leaves the receiver 

feeling incompetent, and help that was imposed (Beehr et al.; Zellars & Perrewé, 2001).  

These findings have implications for the current research. The ostensibly supportive 

behaviours used by the opinion leaders needs to be validated in case well intentions did not 

have well intended effects.   

 Cultural preferences may result in a mismatch between the support needed and the 

help provided.  For instance, Kim and colleagues (2008) observed that individuals from 

Asian verses American backgrounds may have different preferences for giving and 

receiving indirect verses direct support. As such, people’s “…efforts to provide social 

support are likely to take a form that matches their own cultural expectations” (p. 524).  

The current research is therefore likely to be underpinned by the cultural characteristics 

and expectations of the Australian higher education cohort under investigation.   

 In sum, for support to be effective, it needs to be matched to the needs and 

preferences of the receiver.  The receiver needs to view the help as socially appropriate 

such as fitting within the social roles held by the giver and the receiver, and importantly, 

the support needs to be desired and enacted in a manner appropriate to the cultural context.   

Similarly, it needs to be devoid of exacerbating perceptions of how stressful the 

environment is, and needs to be sensitive to the self-esteem of the recipient (such as by 

using normalisation practices).  Given that the opinion leaders were trained to use an 

interaction style congruent with an empowerment framework, we would therefore expect 

the majority of student peers to appraise the supportive instances as effective.  In addition, 

supportive leaders’ different behaviours and process across the vignettes may be perceived 

by student peers to have different levels of effectiveness.  To investigate these 
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expectations, the following exploratory research questions are posed (RQ3a):  What are the 

perceived levels of effectiveness of the behaviours and processes used by the supportive 

leaders? 

(RQ3b):  What factors account for differences in students’ appraisals of supportive 

instances?  

Gender Differences. 

 Another area relevant to student peer support that is considered by the current 

research is gender differences.  Specifically, do male and female students have different 

reactions to behaviours enacted by their peers that were intended to be supportive?  Initial 

prosocial and altruism research found that men were more likely to offer support than 

women.  A meta-analysis reviewing such helping actions as assisting a motorist in distress 

or providing passage to a hitchhiker, found that men were more helpful than women (Eagly 

& Crowley, 1986).  However, as noted by the authors, the helping actions that had 

predominately been studied were inherently gender bias (i.e., women in the 1970s and 

1980s most likely had less mechanical skills and perceived competence predicts helping).  

Findings now show that men and women act equality prosocial in gender neutral situations 

(Monk-Turner et al., 2002), although women appear to react more positively to ‘random 

acts of kindness’ from strangers (Baskerville et al., 2000). 

 Research investigating gender and social support has consistently found that 

women are more likely to provide, draw upon, and benefit to a larger extent from social 

support (Taylor, 2011).  For example, two meta-analyses have found that women are more 

likely to seek and use social support than men (Luckow, Reifman, & McIntosh, 1998, as 

cited in Taylor; Tamres, Janicki, & Helgeson, 2002).  Congruent with gender role 

expectations, Bracke and colleagues (2008) found that “…the amount of support received 

has an important impact on the self-esteem of women, while the self-efficacy of men was 
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more strongly influenced by the amount of support provided” (p. 454).  This suggests that 

there may be differences in reactions to the support depicted in the vignettes in the current 

research.  

 In the context of higher education, women have reported more available support 

and report receiving more help than their male colleagues (e.g., Ptacek, Smith, & Zanas, 

1992; Hixenbaugh et al., 2012).  Hale et al. (2005) found that a sense of belonging was 

beneficial for both male and females college students, however, for women it was 

associated with better health self-perceptions, whereas for men it was related to less 

physical symptoms of illness.  Despite objective evidence that the support was linked to 

actual health benefits for the men, the support was unrelated to the men’s psychological 

sense of their wellbeing, which suggests that men and women process the effects of social 

support differently.   

 Although gender differences in the receipt of support was not suggested by the 

Chapter 4 findings, given the consistent trend found in social support literature it is 

possible that the gender of the recipient may influence how the behaviours of the opinion 

leaders was received.  The research questions addressing this concern is (RQ4):  Do 

student peers react differently to the supportive instances according to their gender?  In 

light of the findings reviewed above, a gender effect is expected, wherein women respond 

more positively to the vignettes than men and therefore it is hypothesised (H2):   Female 

students will appraise the vignettes more positively than male students. 

Generalised Reciprocity. 

 The process of generalised reciprocity is ubiquitous; yet our understanding of the 

factors influencing this are fragmented, and this is particularly the case within the peer-to-

peer higher education context.  As the breadth of terms would suggest, generalised 

reciprocity is examined in a variety of disciplines, from social science to evolutionary 
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biology and economics, and has most commonly been researched from experimental 

gaming and mathematical modelling frameworks (e.g., Baker & Levine, 2010; Nowak & 

Sigmund, 2005; Takahashi, 2000).  Our understanding of the factors that enable or inhibit 

generalised reciprocity comes from the prosocial literature and more recently the literature 

that has emerged around the generalised reciprocity phenomena itself.  A systematic 

review of the literature reveal helping and hindering factors which appear to include both 

motivational and contextual factors.  Factors which may facilitate a person to engage in 

generalised reciprocity include: a prosocial orientation; a mastery goal orientation; the 

experience of empathy; self-efficacy; positive mood; priming effects; role modelling; and 

characteristics of the relationships within the network.  Factors which may hinder include: 

a pro-self orientation; a performance goal orientation; situational factors such as time 

pressure or performance anxiety, and lack of interpersonal trust. 

Factors that Facilitate Generalised Reciprocity.   

 Motivational factors. A strong body of research has demonstrated that having a 

pros-social orientation (i.e., being motivated to share resources equitably) strongly 

influences cooperative behaviour.  Individuals with a pro-social orientation tend to behave 

more cooperatively than individuals with a pro-self orientation when tested in mixed-

motive situations (for details see Van Lange, De Bruin, Otten, & Joireman, 1997, and 

Smeesters, Warlop, Van Avermaet, Corneille, & Yzerbyt, 2003).  This extends to 

generalised reciprocity experiments (Baker & Levine, 2010).  Similarly, people with a 

mastery goal orientation (i.e., motivated to self-improve) have been found to be more 

cooperative with their peers (Poortvliet & Giebels, 2010; Poortvliet, Janssen, Van Yperen 

& Van de Vliert, 2007; Poortvliet & Anseel, 2009).  Although a person’s goal orientation 

is often considered to be the general approach they apply to interactions and tasks (similar 

to a stable trait), goal orientation can actually be manipulated through task instructions 
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(e.g., Poortvlie & Anseel, 2009).  This underscores the importance of students’ exposure to 

prosocial contextual factors, which will be considered in relation to the implications of the 

current research.   

 Empathic concern has been defined as “…an other-orientated emotional response 

elicited by and congruent with the perceived welfare of a person in need” (Batson et al., 

2009; p. 417).  A solid body of experimental research supports the position that 

experiencing empathic concern facilitates prosocial behaviour (for a review of over 30 

experiments see Batson et al., 2009) therefore making this a key facilitating factor of 

generalised reciprocity.   

 The enabling role of positive emotions has also been recognised.  Previous research 

has shown that mood and prosocial actions are linked, with people who ‘feel good’ more 

likely to be helpful to a peer in need (for details see George & Brief, 1992).  Specifically in 

relation to generalised reciprocity, Nowak and Sigmund (2005) have posited that positive 

emotions are the mechanisms driving generalised reciprocity.  One particular positive 

emotion that promotes prosocial behaviour is gratitude (e.g., Emmons and McCullough, 

2003; Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; Grant & Gino, 2010).  For example, someone who 

receives a helpful gesture (and experiences gratitude) is not only more likely to return the 

favour (direct reciprocity) but to also help a stranger (indirect reciprocity; McCullough, 

Emmons, and Tsang, 2002; Baker and Levine, 2010).  In addition, gratitude appears to be a 

stronger motivation for prosocial behaviour than feelings of indebtedness (Tsang, 2007) or 

awareness of reciprocity norms (Bartlett & DeSteno 2006). The effects of gratitude also 

appear to be stronger for individuals with an ‘other orientation’ (Grant & Wrzesniewski, 

2010).   In the case of organizational leaders, Michie (2009) found that gratitude mediated 

between the pride the leader felt and their engagement in prosocial behaviour.  Receiving 

an expression of gratitude (i.e., having someone say thank you to you) motivates further 
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prosocial behaviour, and evidence suggests this is because the acknowledgment makes 

people feel socially valued (i.e., ‘I matter’; Grant & Gino, 2010).   

 Another enabling motivational factor is self-efficacy.  Research has established that 

individuals who feel competent that they have the skills to help in a particular situation are 

more likely to provide help (for a short review see Vaughan & Hogg, 2011).  More 

relevant to the context of the current research, Klein (2003) found that participants who 

believed they had done well on an exam (through the process of social comparison) 

provided more helpful instructions to a fellow participant than those who had received 

negative feedback about their performance.   

 Self-efficacy is a core component in many theories of person agency and wellbeing 

(i.e., personal empowerment, self-determination theory) so it is in accordance that it would 

play an enabling role in relation to generalized reciprocity.  However, research testing the 

mediators between receiving an expression of gratitude and enacting paying-it-forward 

behaviours reported that ‘communal’ rather than ‘agentic’ variables were involved.  

Specifically, perceptions of social worth (i.e., ‘I matter’) and not self-efficacy (i.e., ‘I am 

capable’) or affect (i.e., positive mood) mediated the relationship (Grant & Gino, 2010), 

perhaps suggesting that self-efficacy has a stronger enabling effect on generalized 

reciprocity under some conditions more than others, and that this is a more complex area 

than originally thought.  

 Contextual factors. Helping behaviours can also be affected by the process of 

‘priming’.  Smeesters and colleagues (2003) found that exposing participants to key words 

such as trustworthy, helpful, tolerant, sincere (which they called ‘morality primes’) led to 

greater cooperative behaviours amongst participants.  However, the researchers found an 

interesting nuance:  For participants with a consistently high ‘pro-self’ orientation the 

morality primes reduced their cooperation, demonstrating that priming effects are not ‘one-
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size-fits-all’ (Smeesters et al 2003).  This finding then has repercussions for any future 

intervention design that may emerge from the current study.   

 Similar to priming in that contextual cues are present, role modelling has a 

facilitative effect upon cooperative behaviour.  Observing a model perform a helpful act 

stimulates the observer to also act in a prosocial manner.  A classic study illustrating this 

point is the work of Bryan and Test (1967, as cited in Vaughan & Hogg) who compared 

how likely motorists were to stop and help a fellow motorist change a flat tyre.  In the 

experimental condition where participants first passed a motorist being helped to change 

their tire, helping was 50 per cent higher than the control condition where no model was 

presented.  In line with Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory, prosocial action is more 

likely when the observer can see the model having a positive experience, such as 

displaying pleasure in helping others (Hornstein, 1970; cited by Vaughan & Hogg, 2011) 

or receiving positive reinforcement for their prosocial actions (Bandura 1977). 

 A third contextual factor that appears to facilitate generalised reciprocity has 

emerged from mathematical modelling research.  This research tradition tests the nature of 

the relationships between people in a social network and the effect this has upon 

generalised reciprocity.  Using behavioural principles established through experimental 

gaming research, Chiang and Takahashi (2011) investigated how co-operators and 

defectors were spatially distributed in networks and found networks which had most of 

their actors connected with peers who used the same prosocial behavioural strategies 

(called network homophily) had the most effective cooperation.  However, the presence of 

some non-reciprocator actors at particular point in the network (heterophily) increased 

cooperative actions.  One explanation for this counter-intuitive finding offered by the 

authors was that “…contacts with heterogeneous others help propagate the adaptive 

advantages of cooperation to non-cooperators…”.  Perhaps one implication of this research 



290 

is that cohorts can tolerate some un-collaborative attitudes, such as may be found in the 

cohort under investigation.   

 Lastly, the level of group cohesion and awareness of group membership can 

increase helping behaviours.  For instance, people are more likely to help a person who is a 

member of their own group as opposed to another group, and priming in-group status can 

increase helping (for a review see Penner et al., 2005).  Similarly, the amount of social 

support within a group can be taken as indicative of the level of the group’s cohesion (e.g., 

Carless & De Paola, 2000).  Molm, Collett, and Schaefer (2007) propose generalised 

exchange as a powerful mechanism for building group cohesion, and experimental studies 

provide strong support for this theory.  For example, bonds and friendships between people 

in a group (group cohesion) is associated with more social support, and most support has 

been found to occur in established relationships (Taylor, 2009).   

Factors that Hinder Generalised Reciprocity  

 Motivational.  Just as the right attitude can facilitate, the wrong attitude can inhibit 

generalised reciprocity.  People with a ‘pro-self’ or ‘egoism’ orientation are less likely to 

help others (Van Lange et al., 1997; Batson et al., 2009).  Similarly, a performance goal 

orientation has been associated with maladaptive social behaviours such as withholding 

information from peers, and expressing less intention to cooperate (for a review see 

Poortvliet & Darnon, 2010).  Performance goal orientations are open to manipulation (e.g., 

Poortvile & Anseel, 2009) and when helping motivations are measured on a continuum, 

most participants fall in the mid-range with mixture of concern for self and others (e.g., 

Baker & Levine, 2010).  This further underscores the role of contextual factors in 

predicting generalised reciprocity.   

 Contextual factors. Situational factors such as time pressure and task stress can 

reduce the effect of helping, over and above the priming of moral sentiments.  This was 
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famously explored in the “From Jerusalem to Jericho” study wherein seminary students 

who were due to give a speech on the good Samaritan parable were led to believe they 

were quite late, just in time, or early; those under time pressure were significantly less 

likely to offer assistance to a confederate (Darley & Batsen, 1973).  Interestingly, people 

are less inclined to act in a prosocial way in big cities compared to small towns.  In a series 

of field experiments, Amato (1983, as cited in Vaughan & Hogg) found a consistent 

correlation between population level and percentage of people providing help.    

 Another contextual hindering factor is the behaviour of others within the network.  

Successful generalized reciprocity involves trust (Molm et al., 2007) and experimental 

gaming research has studied the effect of defectors.  Failed exchanges produce negative 

emotions that decrease relationship commitment and hinder generalised reciprocity (Baker 

& Levine, 2010).  Likewise, ‘stingy’ or defector behaviour breaks down the generalized 

exchange process, and people tend to withhold benefits or punish such behaviour (known 

as tit-for-tat; Nowak & Sigmund, 2005; Nowak, 2006; Baker & Levine, 2010).  Looking to 

organisational culture research, it is clear that a climate of egoism is linked with deviant 

workplace behaviour (Appelbaum, Deguire, & Lay, 2005).  Such cultures are likely to 

have an absence of social support and generalised reciprocity, being typified by interest in 

maximizing one’s own resources.   

 However, knowledge of the role these enabling and hindering factors play in the 

context of peer support in a first year higher education context is limited.  One ramification 

of this is that educators have little guidance on how to foster positive network systems.  To 

address this empirical and practical gap, this study asks the exploratory question 

(RQ5):What are factors which help and hinder generalised reciprocity within a cohort of 

first year higher education students? 
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Approach to the Current Research 

 In the current research, vignettes depicting prototypical examples of the support 

provided by the opinion leaders are used as the vehicle to achieve the research aims.  The 

use of vignettes in studying reactions to prosocial behaviour has an established utility (e.g., 

Wood, Maltby, Stewart, Linley, & Joseph, 2008).  The use of vignettes was considered 

appropriate in the context of this study for three reasons.  Firstly, it enabled a large sample 

to be canvassed, and secondly it avoided complicated ethical, logistical, and 

methodological challenges which would have been present had a direct validation been 

sought.  That is, to achieve direct validation an opinion leader would have been required to 

nominate an individual they had ‘helped’, and then this individual would have needed to 

contact the researcher (in which case the individual would likely have been biased in 

favour of the opinion leader).  In some respects vignette studies are a less biased method of 

data collection.  For instance, some research has found that vignette studies can reduce the 

influence of social desirability in participant responses (Gould, 1996).  This is desirable in 

the current research so that participants provide genuine accounts of their reactions, 

without shaping these to be socially appropriate or to please the researcher (especially as 

the researcher was known to the participants).  An anonymous response system was chosen 

to further reduce social desirability motivations.  

 However, vignettes may not best capture the phenomenon being explored (Wilks, 

2004).  In the current instance, elements such as the unique interpersonal approach of the 

individual opinion leader are at risk of being lost in a written description of a social 

interaction.  This is the central validity threat to the use of vignettes, and has been referred 

to as the “vignette world” verses “real world” problem (Given, 2008).  The vignettes 

followed a number of recommended design elements to circumvent this issue.  The 

scenarios were realistic and relatable for participants (Barter & Renold, 1999; Wason, 
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Polonsky, & Hyman, 2002).  They were written with clarity of expression to ease 

interpretation and all details within the scenarios were internally consistent to avoid 

confusion (Barter & Renold; Wason et al.).  The vignettes provided enough contextual 

information for respondents to clearly understand the situation being portrayed, yet 

retained enough ambiguity for diversity in response to emerge (Barter & Renold; Wason et 

al.).  Achieving the right balance of ambiguity is useful in vignette research as it provides 

opportunity for participants to define the presented scenario according to their own 

schemas (Barter & Renold), which can then be revealed through the use of a qualitative 

paradigm.  In addition, multiple qualitative questions were asked to increase the likelihood 

that participants provided responses which reflected genuine likely behaviour, rather than 

providing a socially acceptable response (Barter & Renold).   

Summary of Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 In summary, the primary aim of this current study is to validate the enacted 

approach used by the opinion leaders in their role as supportive leader.  Table 1 summaries 

the present study’s research questions and hypotheses for ease of reference.   
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Table 1     

     

Summary of research questions, hypothesises, testing method and relevant implications 

     

No. Question and hypothesis   Tested using Implications 

Falsifiable 

     

RQ1 To what extent did fellow students perceive the behaviours demonstrated by 

opinion leaders as positive? 

 Hypothesis 1  

H1 Participants will positively evaluate the vignettes.  Descriptive statistics Opinion leaders enacted approach to their role 

validated as supportive and positive 

RQ4 Do student peers react differently to the supportive instances according to their 

gender? 

 Hypothesis 1  

H2 Helping instances will be more positively appraised by female than male 

students.  

 ANOVA*  An individual’s gender causally contributions to their 

appraisal of social support processes; leaders enacted 

approach to supporting peers may need to vary 

according to the gender of the recipient.  

Exploratory     

RQ2       (a) 

 

 

 

 

              (b) 

 

What positive outcomes from supportive interactions are reported by students?  

To what extent do these interactions foster (a) wellbeing, (b) psychological 

resources, (c) academic capital, and (d) social capital? 

 

What behavioural actions do student peers report they would enact as a result of 

receiving the support depicted in the vignettes?   

 

 Qualitative analysis  

 

 

 

 

Qualitative analysis 

Brief interactions with a supportive peer can foster a 

range of resources; preliminary validation for the 

contagion component of the intervention.  

 

 

Supportive leaders’ behaviours and process stimulate 

self-regulation in their peers.  

RQ3       (a) 

 

 

              (b) 

 

What are the perceived levels of effectiveness of the behaviours and processes 

used by the supportive leaders? 

 

What factors account for differences in students’ appraisals of supportive 

instances?  

 

 ANOVA* and 

qualitative analysis  

 

ANOVA* and 

qualitative analysis 

Some supportive behaviours/processes are more 

effective than others; some behaviours/processes may 

be ineffective  

RQ5 What are the factors that help and hinder generalised reciprocity within a cohort 

of first year higher education students? 

 Qualitative analysis There are factors that facilitate and inhibit peer social 

support in higher education  

*Note.  ANOVA = Analysis of Variance    
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Method 

Participants 

 One-hundred and eighteen students from the first year psychology cohort 

completed the survey (F = 96; M = 22; average age = 21.89 yrs) which represented 

approximately 24% of the cohort.  There was an almost even proportion in the sample of 

participants from the two campuses (63:58).  Participant responses were not separated by 

campus in later analyses as there was no theoretical or practical reason to suggest that the 

samples would significantly appraise the vignettes differently, and this was supported by 

preliminary screening and difference testing.  Participants completed the survey in 

approximately 20-30 minutes and responses were anonymous.  Consent was indicated by 

completion of the survey and ethical information was displayed on the first page of the 

survey (Appendix N).  In respect to incentives, participants were able to claim research 

participation contributing credit points in their core courses.  Regarding participant 

restrictions, participants were required to be first year psychology students (excluding 

those students who were merely taking a psychology elective) and supportive leaders were 

requested not to participate. A copy of the survey is contained in Appendix N.   

Research Design 

 A 2 x 6 mixed factorial ANOVA was planned to test: (a) the research question 

regarding the perceived levels of effectiveness of the behaviours and processes used by the 

supportive leaders; and (b) the hypothesis that the helping instances would be more 

positively appraised by female than male students.  Participants’ gender (male or female) 

was the between subjects independent variable, and vignette (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6) was the 

within-subjects independent variable.  The dependent variables were participants’ ratings 

on 5 components:  participants’ perceived social appropriateness of behaviour described in 

the vignette (social appropriateness), participant’s hypothesised reaction to the behaviour 
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(affective reaction), likelihood of the interaction prompting positive or proactive behaviour 

by the participant (behavioural stimulus), extent to which the behaviour would be 

appreciated by the participant (appreciation), and likelihood of the behaviour being 

engaged in by the participant themselves (likelihood of enactment).  These components 

were measured for each vignette. Age and Campus were investigated as covariates, 

however, they did not correlate with any of the dependent variables.  

Materials 

Vignette design. The vignettes were designed to operationalize six different 

helping instances that included the prototypical issues targeted and behaviours enacted by 

supportive leaders.  As discussed in Chapter 4, social support theory accounted for the 

strong majority of the processes opinion leaders used to enact their role of support leader.  

The issues most typically focused upon by most opinion leaders were:  discussing 

strategies for managing/organising study, discussing approaches to assessment, making 

friends and getting to know other students, and discussing how to balance work, life and 

study.  Therefore, these issues were chosen as the focus of the vignettes.   

Two independent raters performed a construct analysis on the vignettes using a 

process consistent with that previously documented in Chapter 4.  Six main components 

were operationalized in the vignettes:  belonging support; emotional support; instrumental 

support; informational support; extent to which the presenting issue is resolved (clear 

resolution, medium resolution, no resolution), and the presence or absence of negative 

affectivity (NA present, not present).  The presence or absence of negative affectively was 

noted in the construct analysis given (a) the role that emotions plays in perception 

(Neidenthal & Kitayama, 1994), and (b) the possibility that a strong ‘needs state’ could 

influence reactions to receiving support, such as by producing greater relief or gratitude.  A 

senior psychologist with substantial experience in vignette design and interpersonal 
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research reviewed the vignettes to ensure they accurately represented the behavioural 

strategies enacted and issues addressed by opinion leaders.  Vignettes were modified in 

light of the reviewer’s feedback. 

Table 2 outlines the vignettes, the main form of capital the vignette was intended to 

target, the type of support provided, a summary of the primary contextual variables, and 

any notable absences of support.  All vignettes implied that a relationship existed or 

developed between the student enacting the support and the student receiving the support 

by using the terms “fellow student”, “colleague”, “student you have come to know/become 

friends with”.  The gender of the supportive student was omitted in all vignettes and age 

was omitted in all but one vignette; Vignette 6 presented the ‘helper’ as an older student.   

The vignettes are proposed as having high ecological validity as they were based 

directly from prototypical examples provided by opinion leaders.  A consequence of being 

naturalistically generated is that the components to the vignette do not systemically vary, 

and thus the vignette design deviates from typical message component analysis (e.g., 

Lizzio, Wilson, MacKay, 2008).  Therefore, caution needs to exercised when drawing 

conclusions from significant testing.   
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Table 2 

Vignette Component Analysis. 

Vignette no. & description Intention Type of support offered Context,  Issues and Outcome Absent support* 

 

Vignette 1. BS(H) + ES(M) + NA + CR** 

It’s orientation day for your university 

program and you don’t know anyone.  A 

fellow student approaches you and sits 

next to you in the auditorium and strikes 

up a conversation with you.  The two of 

you talk about your interest in studying 

psychology, whether you know anyone 

else in the program, as well as how you 

are feeling about starting university. 

 

Social capital 

building 

 

Belonging support (H) 

Finding common ground 

Acknowledgement 

 

Emotional support (M) 

Normalisation of experience 

Validation of feelings 

 

 

 

Context: 

First day at university, new environment and 

unknown social situation/ people  

 

Issues: 

Specific - Social anxiety  

Lack of social capital 

 

Outcome:  

Resolution of issues  

Social anxiety reduced 

Social capital increased 

 

 

Vignette 2.  BS(H) + UD 

You see a student that you have come to 

know standing with a couple of other 

students who you don’t know.  The 

student you know waves and invites you 

over and then introduces you to the other 

students they are with.   

Social capital 

building 

Belonging support (H) 

Acknowledgement  

Expanding peers’ networks 

 

Context: 

Meeting fellow students 

Mood undifferentiated 

 

Issues: 

Undifferentiated 

 

Outcome: 

Increased social capital 
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Vignette no. & description Intention Type of support offered Context,  Issues and Outcome Absent support* 

 

Vignette 3. BS(M) +ES(H) +INS(H) +  

NF(H) + NA + CR 

You were trying to find resources to cite 

in your 1008PSY assignment but having 

difficulties.  You’d type in the word 

“communication” into the search engine 

but would end up with a million articles 

unrelated to your topic.  A fellow 

student who you’ve become friends with 

notices that you are looking 

overwhelmed and sits down with you 

and shows you how to search for more 

specific terms and you end up finding 

some relevant resources together.  The 

fellow student admits that they had this 

problem at first too before they attended 

a ‘data-base searching workshop’.   

 

Academic 

capital 

building 

 

Belonging support (M) 

Acknowledgment 

 

Emotional support (H) 

Validation of feelings  

Normalisation of experience 

 

Instrumental support (H) 

 Found the required resources 

 

Informational support (H) 

Taught how to find the required 

resources 

Information sharing about resources  

Re-framed to proactive coping 

 

Context: 

Failing to locate resources for an assignment 

 

Issues: 

Specific - Feeling overwhelmed 

/helpless/incompetent and unable to progress 

assignment 

 

Outcome: 

Resolution of issues 

Negative affect abated 

Academic capital increased 

 

Vignette 4. INF(H) + NA + MR 

You didn’t do as well on the 1001PSY 

exam as you had hoped and mentioned 

this to a fellow student.  Your colleague 

points out that it was your first 

university exam ever and that it was only 

worth 20% and that you still had a lot of 

assessment to go and therefore lots of 

opportunities to turn things around.  

They also mention that there is an ‘easy’ 

5% to be gained through research 

participation.  They suggest sitting down 

with your tutor to figure out where you 

lost marks and develop practical 

strategies for turning things around. 

Academic 

capital 

building, 

Academic 

resilience 

building  

Informational support (H)  

Re-framing 

Advice giving  

Information sharing 

Context: 

Lower than expected grade on first exam 

 

Issue:  Specific - Loss of academic self-efficacy 

Feelings of shame, disappointment, and 

incompetency primed  

Social comparison might be operating 

 

Outcome: 

Awareness of proactive coping strategies to 

recover for academic setback (academic 

resilience) 

No emotional 

support 
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Vignette no. & description Intention Type of support offered Context,  Issues and Outcome Absent support* 

 

Vignette 5 ES(M) + INF(H) + NA + MR 

You mention to a fellow student how 

stressed you are feeling because you 

have gotten behind in your readings 

while focusing upon the assignments.  

Your colleague admits that they are 

behind as well and had been feeling 

overwhelmed before they sat down and 

worked out a clear study schedule.  Your 

colleague talks you through how they 

are going to approach the ‘catch up’ 

including their mental position that ‘you 

can only do your best with the time that 

you’ve got’.   

 

Academic 

capital 

building 

 

Emotional support (M) 

Normalisation of experience 

 

Informational support (H) 

Information sharing 

Reframe with proactive coping 

 

 

Context: 

Behind in course readings 

 

Issues:   

Specific – feeling stressed and overwhelmed. 

 

Outcome: 

Awareness of time management strategies to 

meet task demands 

 

No instructional 

support 

 

Vignette 6. ES(M) + NA + NR 

It’s about week 4 during the semester 

and you’re chatting with a fellow student 

(who is at least 10 years older than you) 

before your tutorial begins.  You 

mention how you just can’t see there 

being enough time for a social life, 

work, sleep, coming to uni and doing the 

uni work.  The older student says to you 

that they respect your decision to come 

to university and that they admire your 

hard work and determination.   

Psychological 

capital 

building 

(Sense of 

purpose 

building; sense 

of personal 

strengths) 

Emotional support (M) 

Praise  

Pointing out strengths 

Context: 

Discussing competing work-uni-life demands 

with older student before tutorial class.  

 

Issue: 

Specific - Low optimism and efficacy regarding 

meeting work-uni-life demands 

Stress feelings primed  

 

Outcome:   

Awareness of peer respect and sense of broad 

strengths primed.  

No informational 

support 

No 

normalisation of 

experience 

*Note.  This listing only contains the type of social support that was missing that may have been most suited to the needs depicted in the situation and is therefore not relevant 

to all vignettes.  For example, Vignette 2 contained no informational support but this was not relevant for this social situation.  Note.  BS = Belonging support; EM = 

Emotional support; INS = Instrumental support;INF = Informational Support; H = High amount; M = Medium amount; NA = Negative affectivity present; UD = 

Undifferentiated; CR = Clear resolution of issue; MR = Moderate issue resolution; NR = No resolution of issue.
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 Dependent variables.  In assessing participants’ perception and reaction to the 

vignettes, 5 items were developed based upon theoretically informed aspects of social 

appraisal.  Question one was designed to quantitatively assess participants’ general 

appraisal of the social appropriateness of the opinion leader’s behaviour (i.e., “How 

socially appropriate do you think the other student’s behaviour was in this situation?).  

Question two assessed participants’ affective reaction to the vignette (i.e., “If you were in 

this situation what would have been your likely reaction?).  Following these two 

quantitative items, two open qualitative questions appeared so that participants could 

delineate their appraisals: “Please tell us your reason for your rating on the above scale” 

and “What might you think and feel if you were approached in this way?”.  To assess the 

contagion effect of the supportive components present in the vignette, one quantitative 

item was used (i.e., “How likely, if at all, would this student’s approach prompt you to 

engage in positive or proactive behaviour?”).  This question was followed by the 

qualitative probe: “What do you think you might actually do as a result of this 

interaction?”.  To assess the extent to which participants valued the support depicted in the 

vignette, one quantitative item was employed (i.e., “To what extent is this something that 

you would appreciate your peers doing for you?”).  This was accompanied by the open 

response question “Please tell us the reason for your rating on the above scale”.  Lastly, to 

measure how prototypical the supportive behaviour depicted in the vignette was, one 

quantitative item was used (i.e., “How likely would you be to say or do something like this 

with your peers?”), followed by the open response prompt “Please tell us the reason for 

your rating on the above scale”.   

Participants responded to the 5 quantitative questions using a 7-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (moderately) to 7 (very).  The use of one item 

measures was considered appropriate in this context as a global impression was being 
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assessed (Moss, 2008).  In addition, an extra level of validity was afforded by the inclusion 

of qualitative probing questions following item presentation; participants’ comments were 

inspected for congruence with the variable being measured and it was determined that 

approximately 98% of the time, participants’ interpretation of the items were consistent 

with the intended purpose of the item.   

Procedure 

 Participants were contacted by the primary researcher by group email and invited to 

participate in the study.  The email explained that the purpose of the study was to 

understand first year students’ experiences and perceptions of peer support.  The email 

contained an electronic link to the online survey and ethical and incentive information was 

contained on the first page of the survey display.  Participants were invited to participate 

on a voluntary, anonymous basis.  Participants were presented with the six vignettes 

accompanied by a series of questions (described above) which assessed the participants’ 

perceptions and reactions to the vignettes.  Upon completion, participants achieved course 

credit points managed through an electronic subject pool platform.   

Analysis 

Quantitative analyses.  Participant ratings were firstly analysed using 

frequencies and descriptive statistics which enabled screening for errors and outliers, and 

to examine the assumptions for inferential.  Furthermore, trends of emergent themes were 

examined in relation to categorical participant variables such as gender (male or female) 

and age (high school leaver or mature age student).  Age did not correlate with any of the 

dependent variables, and therefore an ANCOVA was not required (Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2007).  MANOVA analyses were considered, however, they are sensitive to the effects of 

outliers and best if variables are only moderately correlated (Pallant, 2010).  A series of 
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one-way ANOVAs using Bonferroni adjustments to control for Type I error during the 

multiple planned comparisons were planned to be conducted.   

Qualitative analyses.  Participant responses to the open questions were analysed 

using an emergent analysis process, in line with that outlined in Chapter 4.  Firstly, an open 

coding approach was used during the ‘first pass’ of the data, where a generation of themes 

and categories developed.  The ‘second pass’ of the data included a consideration of the 

themes that had emerged and arranging these into thematic clusters.  The relationships 

between concepts were considered.  Mind maps were used as a visual tool to document the 

relationships between the categories and themes (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998).   

 These actions were performed by three raters.  One rater was a psychologist with an 

expertise in proactive coping in higher education students.  The second rater was from a 

non-psychological background and the third rater was the primary researcher for this 

project.  Using raters with different backgrounds enabled different schematic approaches to 

modelling the data (Neuman, 2006).  Confirmation bias can contaminate qualitative 

analyses by limiting interpretations (Onwuegbuzie & Daniel, 2003) and using both naïve 

and expert raters meant that this could be managed.  Inter-rater reliabilities were calculated 

at this stage and the degree of agreement ranged from 80% to 100% across the responses as 

calculated using Miles & Hubermena’s (1994) formula.  Discrepancies between raters were 

discussed and resulted in 95-100% agreement.   

 Following this stage, the researcher and primary supervisor reviewed the themes 

and compared them to existing theories and frameworks related to the student transition 

(capital framework, theory of self-regulated learning, senses of success, categories of 

social support, the vignette components, empowerment approach) and a combination of the 

capital and self-regulation frameworks appeared to best fit the data.  A small number of 

emergent themes were utilised for data which could not be accounted for by the a priori 
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framework.  A coding schema was finalised (See Appendix O) and the data was considered 

a third time and each response was coded according to the schema.  In addition, a 

frequency count of the themes was conducted.  Following this, a selection of responses 

were re-coded by the researcher to check for errors and consistency in analysis which was 

found to be satisfactory.  No exclusion rules were used in coding the data due to the small 

numbers of divergent themes.   

 

Results and Discussion 

Overview 

 Following data cleaning, screening, and testing for assumptions, the construct 

validity of the dependent variables (DVs) was investigated.  Participants’ qualitative 

responses provided support for the theoretically devised dependent variables, suggesting 

that these were independent but related constructs.  However, the DVs were highly 

correlated and so a factor analysis was conducted; results were unambiguous, signifying 

that one higher order factor was being measured.  Following the principal component 

analysis (PCA), participants’ scores on the 5 DVs were combined into a global positive 

appraisal score for each vignette.  A two-way repeated measures ANOVA with gender as 

the group IV was initially conducted to test for differences in the global evaluation of the 

supportive instances:  Results were non-significant and therefore levels were collapsed and 

a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Although a global DV was created on empirical 

grounds for use in inferential testing, there was obvious variability at the cell mean level in 

the constructs; analysis of qualitative data was used to elucidate these patterns.  A 

combined quantitative-qualitative results and discussion section will be presented 

following the initial quantitative analyses to allow for a direct discussion of findings.   
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Data Cleaning and Screening. 

 Data exclusions and outliers. Two male participants provided qualitative 

responses that appeared nonsensical and made extreme ratings across all vignettes and 

therefore their data was excluded.  Several other participant responses were considered for 

removal as their comments appeared markedly negative.  For example, the following 

comment was provided in response to Vignette 6: “That sounds extremely condescending 

and is not at all related to what I just said. It's like asking for a sandwich at a café and 

getting a post-it note that says ‘Cat Nipples’. Not related at all.” (Participant#154).  

Although the rating scores from these participants at times presented as statistical outliers, 

this data was retained as none of these participants reacted in a strongly negative manner to 

more than 3 vignettes, suggesting the possibility that there was something in the different 

vignettes triggering the participants’ responses.  In addition, the data is meaningful in that 

it is from the target sample.   

 Missing data. Twenty-three participants (18.44%) who completed ratings for the 

first vignette did not continue through to the last vignette.  These participants were 

excluded from analyses as composite DV scores could not be calculated, resulting in a 

remaining sample of 118 participants.  An independent sample t-test was conducted on the 

global DV for Vignette 1 to investigate differences in appraisals between completers and 

non-completers; differences were not significant t(139) = -.073, p =.942.  Content analysis 

of qualitative responses supported this finding.  

Assessing Assumptions of Parametric Testing 

 Assumption of normality and linearity.  The distribution of scores on each 

variable was investigated to confirm approximation to normality. SPSS descriptives were 

used to examine skewness and kurtosis and the distribution was considered non-normal if 

the ratio of skew or kurtosis was significant using the z-distribution (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
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2007); all but three variables did not have significant negative skew.  In addition all scale 

variables were tested using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) test of normality; this was 

significant in all cases, indicating that all variables were significantly deviant from a 

normal distribution and thus violating the parametric assumption of normality.  Pallant 

(2010) suggests that the K-S is commonly significant for larger samples and for 

psychological variables.  However, visual inspection of item histograms illustrated that the 

strong majority of participants responded positively to the vignettes, with 5 (on a 1-7 point 

scale) being the lowest medium score achieved.  Given the constructs under analysis 

(appraisals of prosocial interactions), it is not surprising that the variables were highly 

negatively skewed.    

 Examination of residual plots revealed that although there was evidence of non-

normality, the assumption of linearity was met. As delineated by Tabachnick and Fidell 

(2007), violated assumptions of normality of variances do not invalidate statistical testing 

but weaken its power to detect significant effect, perhaps leading to Type II errors. This 

was judged to be unlikely due to the adequate sample size.   

Transformations 

 Transformations were performed on all the quantitative continuous variables.  

Distributions were visually inspected and the transformation performed (reflection with 

square root, log, or inversion) was guided by Tabachnick and Fidell’s (2007) 

recommendations.  In all cases transformations improved the skewness and kurtosis 

numbers (bringing them closer to zero), however, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test remained 

significant for a number of variables, suggesting that the majority of distributions were still 

significantly non-normal.  Analyses were performed with and without transformations and 

the changes were minor.  When significance levels were changed with transformations this 

is noted. 
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Descriptive Statistics and Correlations  

 Although variability for means and standard deviation on the dependent variables 

across each of the vignettes can be seen in Table 3, examination of the correlations 

suggested this variance was un-compelling.  Table 4 presents the correlations, means, 

standard deviations, and reliability statistics for the demographic and dependent variables 

(summed across vignettes).  Mean scores were all above the mid score (i.e, 4 on a 1-7 

scale), indicating that the majority of participants positively appraised the supportive 

instances.  All dependent variables were significantly positively correlated, and the high 

correlations suggest they are indistinct constructs.  Against expectation, gender shared no 

relationship with the dependent variables.  Age and campus were also not related to the 

dependent variables.  Age and gender were significantly related, with more males tending 

to be mature age students.   
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Table 3 

Participants’ Mean Evaluation Score of Helping Components across Evaluative Criteria 

Vig 

No. 
 

Social 

Appropriateness 

 

     Reaction 

 

Contagion 

 

   Appreciation 

Likelihood of  

enactment 

 Supportive components M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

1. BS(H) + ES(M) + NA + CR 6.40 .89 6.12 1.01 5.91 1.16 6.11 1.08 4.78 1.65 

2. BS(H) + UD + UD 6.30 .96 5.85 1.19 5.78 1.24 6.08 1.15 5.63 1.35 

3. BS(M) + ES(H) + INS(H) + INF(H) 

+ NA + CR 
6.27 .94 6.42 .82 5.92 1.10 6.37 0.97 5.74 1.42 

4. INF(H) + NA + MR 5.90 1.11 5.55 1.31 5.41 1.41 5.66 1.39 5.58 1.62 

5. ES(M) + INF(H)  5.90 1.11 5.76 1.21 5.52 1.37 5.59 1.44 5.24 1.67 

6. ES(M) 5.67 1.31 5.51 1.38 4.88 1.55 4.96 1.65 4.66 1.84 

Note.  BS = Belonging support; EM = Emotional support; INS = Instrumental support; INF = Informational Support; H = High amount; M = Medium amount; NA = Negative 

affectivity present; UD = Undifferentiated; CR = Clear resolution of issue; MR = Moderate issue resolution; NR = No resolution of issue.   

 

 



309 

 

Table 4 

 

Correlations, Means, Standard Deviations, and Reliability Statistics 
 

   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8 M SD 

1. Age    -        21.76 7.52 

2. Gender   .22*   -       - - 

3. Campus -.05 -.04 -      - - 

4. Social Appropriateness  .05 -.12 -.02   (.85)      6.06   0.81 

5. Reaction -.06 -.15 -.03  .87**  (.80)     5.86   0.83 

6. Contagion  .03 -.16  .01  .83**  .88**  (.81)    5.55  0.95 

7. Appreciation  -.02 -.15  .06  .86**  .87**  .89**  (.80)   5.79   0.93 

8. Likelihood of enactment  .05 -.12  .00  .75**  .78**  .82**  .83**  (.76)   5.28   1.08 

 

Note. All tests are two-tailed, * = p<.05; ** = p<.01. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are depicted in parentheses along the diagonal.  Dummy 

coding was used for: Gender: female = 1, male = 2; Campus: Mt Gravatt = 1, Gold Coast = 2.  Age is recorded in years. 
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Data Reduction - Principal Components Analysis of Dependent Variables 

 Participants’ responses on the five dependent variables were averaged across the 

six vignettes.  A PCA with oblique rotation was conduction on the average responses.  

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity was significant (p < .001), all correlations exceeded .30, and 

the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy produced a value of .91 

suggesting data factorability (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  As breaches of the assumption 

of normality were observed, a second PCA with data transformations was performed.  

Results using the transformed data strongly concurred with the untransformed data; 

outcomes from the latter analysis are reported.  

 A single component with an eigenvalue greater than 1 was identified by the PCA, 

accounting for 86.74% of the variance (Table 5).  The examination of the scree plot also 

supported a single factor solution, suggesting that the five DVs were measuring one higher 

order construct.  Accordingly, this component was labelled global positive appraisal and a 

global variable was created for each vignette by combining and averaging participants’ 

score across the five DVs.  Cronbach’s alpha scale reliability scores (.84; .90; .87; .95; .94; 

.92) suggested there was high internal consistency (Bryman & Cramer, 2005).   

 

Table 5 

Component Loadings of Participants’ Rating of Dependent Variables 

Variable  Global Positive Appraisal  

Social Appropriateness   .92 

Reaction  .95 

Contagion  .95 

Valance  .95 

Likely for you to enact  .89 

Eigenvalue 4.35 
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Validating Opinion Leaders’ Enacted Approach:  Students’ Global Positive 

Appraisal of Vignettes 

 Quantitative findings. Regarding the overall pattern of students global positive 

appraisal results, students on average evaluated all vignettes above the mid score (i.e., 4 on 

a 1-7 scale), indicating that the majority of student peers positively appraised the 

supportive instances.  This provides strong support for Hypothesis 1 and indicates that 

students perceive supportive leaders’ behaviours and processes to be highly effective.  This 

validates opinion leaders’ enacted approach of the supportive leadership role.  Moreover, 

students’ high baseline of appraisals (i.e., median scores were all above 5; see Table 6 for 

descriptives) underscores that in considering differences between the vignettes, findings 

represent variations in the range of relative effectiveness rather than effective verses 

ineffective strategies. 

Table 6 

Vignette Ranked Mean, Median and Standard Deviation Scores  

Rank no. Vignette No. M Median SD 

1. Vignette 3 - Help with database searching 6.13 6.40 0.89 

2. Vignette 2 - Meeting new peers 5.91 6.00 1.01 

3. Vignette 1 -  Orientation day conversation 5.86 6.00 0.95 

4. Vignette 4 - Re-framing first exam results 5.63 6.00 1.27 

5. Vignette 5 - Study plan advice 5.59 5.80 1.25 

6. Vignette 6 - Admiration for hard work 5.14   5.20 1.36 

 

 Discussion of results.  Findings indicate that students perceive supportive leaders’ 

behaviours and processes to be highly effective and validates opinion leaders’ enacted 

approach of the supportive leadership role.  The current finding indicates that OPL’s 
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behaviours and processes were in fact positive, which confidently supports the first 

research question for this chapter.  

 This finding offers a number of theoretical and practical implications.  Firstly, it 

provides further support to the findings in Chapter 4, that opinion leaders successfully 

transferred the learning they achieved during training.  This implies that the workshop 

design, implementation, and the mechanisms to encourage transference were effective.  Of 

note, opinion leaders achieved this transference after only a single, short training 

workshop, highlighting the minimal nature of this intervention.   

 Secondly, it implies that opinion leaders effectively supported their peers, which 

validates the supportive leadership concept.  Third, it suggests that the empowerment based 

principles is an effective basis for providing support to peers and that it effectively 

mitigates the negative outcomes that can result from social support (such as diminished 

self-esteem for the recipient).  Students’ positive appraisals of the vignettes suggest that 

supportive leaders were able to use social comparison processes without corrupting the 

self-esteem of their peers, which is what social comparison typically evokes in academic 

settings (lending further support to Chapter 4 findings).  That is, comparing oneself with a 

peer who appears to be a more competent student typically activates negative perceptions 

of one’s own competency.  This is largely an undesirable process as it has been linked with 

negative educational outcomes (Trautwein & Baeriswly, 2007, as cited in Trautwein et al., 

2008) and poor health behaviours (Trautwein et al.).  However, opinion leaders’ 

behaviours, as depicted through vignettes, were seen as positive by their peers; this 

indicates a congruence between the self-reported behaviours of the OPLs and what 

students report they would value, which suggests that their behaviours may not have 

stimulated negative self-appraisals.  Although, it is noted that this does not provide a direct 

evaluation of OPLs actual behaviour.  
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Understanding Students Global Positive Appraisals:   Factors Affecting Peers’ 

Perception of the Level of Effectiveness of OPLs’ Behaviours and Processes 

 Quantitative results.  To examine whether students positively appraised some 

supportive instances more than others (addressing RQ3a and RQ3b), a one-way repeated 

measures ANOVA was conducted.  Mauchley’s test indicated that the assumption of 

sphericity had been violated, Χ
2
(14) = 95.14, p < .001, therefore a Greenhouse-Geisser 

correction was applied.  Results show that students’ global positive appraisals of the 

vignettes was significantly affected by the type of supportive instance being evaluated, 

F(3.86, 451.92) = 21.00, p < .001.  A large effect size was observed, η
2
= .13 (Cohen, 1988) 

suggesting that students’ differences in appraisals was meaningful.   

 Concerning variance in the results, students more positively appraised vignettes 

with higher levels of social support (see Table 7 for students’ global positive appraisal 

mean differences and the levels of social support in the vignettes, and see Table 8 for 

global mean scores).  As expected, students reacted the most positively to the vignette that 

included all types of social support (Vignette 3: BS(M) + ES(H) + INS(H) + INF(H) + NA 

+ CR; M = 6.13, SD = 0.89).  In contrast, students appraised as least effective the vignette 

with the least amount of social support (Vignette 6: ES(M) + NA + NR; M = 5.14, SD = 

1.36).  Furthermore, the difference between students’ most and least positively appraised 

supportive instance approached a large effect size d = 1.03 (Cohen, 1988) suggesting that 

the implications of this finding are important to consider.  Additionally, students reacted 

more positively to support which included a clear resolution of the presenting issue, as 

revealed through pairwise comparisons.  This may suggest that students feel social support 

is more effective when their needs are being met.  Contrary to expectation, students’ 

appraisals did not appear to be affected by the presence of negative affectivity as evidenced 

by the high scores for Vignette 2 (BS(H) + UD).  Analyses of students’ appraisals were 



314 

conducted with and without transformations; in two cases transformed data changed the 

significance of planned comparisons results and this is reported in Table 7.   
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Table 7 

 

Comparative Mean Differences of Global Positive Appraisal across Supportive Components  

Vig No. Supportive components 1 2 3 4 5 

1. BS(H) + ES(M) + NA + CR      

2. BS(H) + UD -.05     

3. BS(M) + ES(H) + INS(H) + INF(H) + NA + CR -.27* -.22 ª     

4. INF(H) + NA + MR  .23  .28 .50***   

5. ES(M) + INF(H) + NA + MR   .27  .33*
b
 .55*** .05  

6. ES(M) + NA + NR  .72***  .77*** .99*** .49** .44** 

Note.  BS = Belonging support; EM = Emotional support; INS = Instrumental support; INF = Informational Support; H = High amount; M = 

Medium amount; NA = Negative affectivity present; UD = Undifferentiated; CR = Clear resolution of issue; MR = Moderate issue resolution; 

NR = No resolution of issue.   

* p<.05.**p<.01.***p<.001. 

a
 When examining transformed data, this difference is statistically significant  

b
 When examining transformed data, this difference is not statistically significant 
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 Qualitative results. Students’ responses to the open questions accompanying the 

response scales were content analysed.   As described in the method section, thematic 

analysis revealed that capital theory and self-regulation theory provided useful frameworks 

to conceptualise the emergent findings, in conjunction with a small number of emergent 

themes for data which was not accounted for by the a priori framework.  Table 8 presents 

the mean score of the vignettes obtained through the quantitative analysis in ranked order, 

along with the results of the thematic analysis and frequency count. 

 It is clear that students’ appraised the vignettes as having different levels of 

effectiveness (RQ3a), with students perceiving some helping instances as significantly 

more positive than others.  Students’ appraisals of the supportive instances appear to be 

influenced by factors pertaining to the outcomes, process, and source of support.   

Outcomes of support: 

1. The extent to which support resolves the presenting issue, 

2. The level of benefit the support produces, 

3. The number of life domains to which the benefits from the support contribute. 

Process of support: 

1. The match between support desired and support provided, 

2. The way in which the support is offered (i.e., by using normalisation techniques), 

3. The amount of support provided. 

Source of support: 

1. The age of the helper or supporter. 

 In addition, a factor that does not appear to influence student’s appraisals is the 

presence of negative affectivity.  These factors will be discussed.   
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Table 8 

Vignette Mean Scores (ranked) and Qualitative Thematic and Frequency Count Results (n=118).   

Mean score 

(ranked) & 

Supportive 

Components 

Reaction to 

Vignette* 

*Note, Nos. equal 

118.  

Why that reaction?* 

*Note, numbers in this column do not equal 118, as 

participants may make reference to >1 theme.  

Contagion effect/behavioural stimulation  

*Note, 21 participants endorsed >1 

action(139 actions in total) 

Likely for you to enact* 

*Note, numbers equal 118.  

 

Rank 1  

M = 6.13 

SD = 0.89 

BS(H) + 

ES(H) + 

INS(H) + 

INF(H) + NA 

+ CR 

(Vignette 3) 

 

 

 

Positive (n=104; 

87.39%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neutral/Ambivalent 

(n=11; 9.24%) 

 

 

 
 

Negative (n=1; 

0.84%) 
 

 

Unable to code: 2 

 

Benefits perceived 
 

Academic capital increases(n=46) 
 

Psychological capital increase: 

Positive Affect increase (n=83; gratitude = 71) 

Negative Affect decreased (n=27) 

Sense of Acknowledgement (n=13)  

Confidence and optimism increased (n=10 ) 
 

Social Capital increase(n=51) 
 

 

SR Actions – Behavioural/ Academic 

Capital Actions (n=38; 27.34% ) 

Attend workshop (n=10) 

Increase help-seeking (n=15) 

Make use of new skills (n=10) 

Meet up for study date (n=3) 

 

Social Capital Actions (n=98; 73.13%) 

Develop friendship (n=9) 

Reciprocate support to student (n=28) 

Provide support to other peers (n=41) 

Express gratitude to the student (n=20) 

 

Negative behaviours(n=1) 

“say thank you but not mean it” (n=1) 
 

Unable to code: 2 
 

 

 

Highly likely:(n=75; 63.56%) 

Alignment with values, self-identity, 

motivations and norm expectations 

(n=75) 

 

Moderately likely: (n=28; 23.72%) 

Only if they asked for help (n=9) 

Relationship requirements (n=12) 

I would take a different approach 

(n=4) 

Dis-alignment with values (rival based 

motivations n=3) 

 

Unlikely: (n=8; 6.78%) 

Social anxiety issues (n=3) 

Lack of academic efficacy (n=3) 

Stress/Time (n=2) 

 

Unable to code: 7 

Both positives and negatives perceived 
 

Increased NA initially but grateful for support 

(n=7) 

Approach perceived as offensive/patronising but 

grateful for support (n=3) 

Incongruence with needs - not my preference to 

be supported (n=1) 
 

Negatives perceived 

Incongruence with needs/expectations – desired 

more support (n=1) 

 

Unable to code: 2 
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Mean score 

(ranked) & 

Supportive 

Components 

Reaction to 

Vignette* 

*Note, Nos. equal 

118.  

Why that reaction?* 

*Note, numbers in this column do not equal 118, as 

participants may make reference to >1 theme.  

Contagion effect/behavioural stimulation  

*Note, 12 participants endorsed >1 

action(130 actions in total) 

Likely for you to enact* 

*Note, numbers equal 118.  

Rank 2 

M = 5.91 

SD = 1.01 

BS(H) + UD 

+ UD 

(Vignette 2) 

Positive (n=83; 

69.75%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neutral/Ambivalent 

(n=30; 25.21%) 

 

 

Negative (n=6; 

5.04%) 

Benefits perceived 
 

Academic capital increases (n=2) 
 

Psychological capital increase: 

Positive Affect (n=64) 

Sense of Acknowledgement (n=33) 

Confidence (n=3) 
 

Social Capital benefits (n=99) 
 

Social Capital Actions (n=116; 89.20%) 

Build a relationship with the new 

acquaintances (n=84)  

Build a relationship with the new 

acquaintances and copy the inclusive 

behaviour and invite others (n=16) 

Introduce self/peers to people in 

different situations (n=4)  

Introduce supportive leader to their 

peers (n = 12) 

 

SR Actions – Motivational/ Psychological 

Capital Actions (n=5; 3.85%) 

Make self-appraisal changes (feel good 

about myself (n=5) 

Ambivalent/Maladaptive Actions (n=9; 

6.92%) 

Be polite but leave when possible/talk 

to only 1 person/ not talk much (n=9; 

%) 

 

Highly likely: (n=93; 78.81%) 

Aligns with values, self-identity, 

motivations (n=89) 

Past positive experiences (n=4) 

 

 

Moderately likely: (n=9; 7.63%) 

Depends on the situation/person 

(n=7) 

Others may not like it (n=2) 

 

 

Unlikely: (n=14; 11.86%) 

Lack of social confidence/skill (n=7) 

Not something I would do (n=7) 

 

Unable to code: 2 

 

 

 

 

 

Both positives and negatives perceived 
 

Temporary NA  increase due to anxiety (n=26) 

Incongruence with needs/expectations 

Preference not to meet peers (n=4) 

Negatives perceived 

Pervasive NA increase in NA due to social 

anxiety (n=6) 
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Mean score 

(ranked) & 

Supportive 

Components 

Reaction to 

Vignette* 

*Note, Nos. equal 

118.  

Why that reaction?* 

*Note, numbers in this column do not equal 118, as 

participants may make reference to >1 theme.  

Contagion effect/behavioural stimulation  

*Note, numbers equal 118 unless noted 

otherwise.  

Likely for you to enact* 

*Note, numbers equal 118.  

Rank 3 

M = 5.86 

SD = 0.95 

BS(H) + 

ES(M) + NA 

+ CR 

(Vignette 1) 

 

 

Positive (n=97; 

82.20%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neutral/Ambivalent 

(n=18; 15.25%) 

 

 

 

Negative (n=3; 

2.54%) 

Benefits perceived 
 

Academic capital benefits (n=5) 
 

Psychological capital benefits  

Positive Affect increase (n=69; gratitude=12) 

Negative Affect decrease (n=36) 

Confidence increase (n=8) 

Motivation increase (n=3) 
 

Social capital benefits (n=104) 
 

Social Capital Actions (n=109; 92.37%) 

Strike up conversations with other 

peers: then and there (n=8), in general 

(n=34) 

Get contact details/arrange to meet 

(n=12)/ Become friends (n=31)/ Talk 

back (n=19) 

Try to look more approachable (n=5) 

 

SR Actions – Motivational/ Psychological 

Capital Actions (n=5; 4.24%) 

Become more engaged with university 

(n=5) 

 

Ambivalent actions (n=2; 1.69%) 

Talk back only to be polite (n=2) 

 

Unable to code: 2 

Highly likely: (n=59; 50%) 

Aligns with values, self-identity, 

motivations (n=57) 

Past positive experiences (n=2) 

 

Moderately likely: (n=12; 10.17%) 

Depends how I am feeling (n=9) 

Depends how friendly they appear 

(n=2) 

Would not self-disclose (n=1) 

 

Unlikely: (n=46; 38.98%) 

Social anxiety issues (n=42) 

Preference to be alone (n=3) 

Not something I would do (n=1) 

 

Unable to code: 1 

Both positives and negatives perceived 
 

Temporary increase in NA due to social anxiety 

(n=14) 

Incongruence with needs/expectations – 

preference not to meet peers (n=2) 
 

Negatives perceived 
 

Pervasive increase in NA due to social anxiety (n=3) 

 

Unable to code: 1 
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Mean score 

(ranked) & 

Supportive 

Components 

Reaction to 

Vignette* 

*Note, Nos. equal 

118.  

Why that reaction?* 

*Note, numbers in this column do not equal 118, as 

participants may make reference to >1 theme.  

Contagion effect/behavioural stimulation  

*Note, 8 participants endorsed >1 action; 120 

actions provided. 

Likely for you to enact* 

*Note, numbers equal 118.  

Rank 4 

M = 5.63 

SD = 1.27 

INF(H) + NA 

+ CR 

(Vignette 4) 

 

 

Positive (n=83; 

70.34%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neutral/Ambivalent 

(n=23; 19.49%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative (n=10; 

8.47%) 

 

 

Unable to code: 2 

Benefits perceived 
 

Academic capital benefits (n=53) 
 

Psychological capital benefits  

Positive Affect increase (n=31; gratitude n=22) 

Negative Affect decrease (n=32) 

Hope, Resilience, Efficacy, Optimism, and 

motivation increase (n=39) 
 

Social capital benefits (n=53) 
 

SR Actions – Behavioural (Academic Capital) 

(n=52; 43.33%)  

Take advice (n=23) 

Consider advice (n=4) 

Work harder (n=14) 

Strategize approach to studying (n=9)  

Attend workshop (n=1) 

Continue in the course (n=1) 

 

SR Actions – Motivational (Psychological 

Capital) (n=15; 12.5%) 

Internally re-frame situation (n=15) 

 

Social Capital Actions (n=37; 30.83%) 

Reciprocate support to student (n=5) 

Provide support to other peers (n=17) 

Develop study-based relationship with this 

peer (n=3) 

Express gratitude to the student (n=12) 

 

Ambivalent Actions (n=9; 7.5%) 

Unsure (n=4) 

Nothing I wouldn’t already have done (n=3) 

Study harder but not see tutor (n=1) 

Be reluctant to take advice (n=1) 

 

Maladaptive Actions (n=7; 5.83%) 

Nothing/very little (n=3) 

Procrastinate (n=1) 

Make negative self-evaluation (n=1) 

Not access support (n=2) 

Unable to code: 6 

Highly likely: (n=79; 66.95%) 

Alignment with values, self-

identity, motivations and norm 

expectations (n=79) 

 

Moderately likely: (n=28) 

Only if they asked for help (n=8) 

Relationship requirements (n=7) 

I would only relay some 

information (n=2) 

I would provide superficial 

reassurance only (n=1) 

I would focus more on their 

feelings (n=6) 

Depends upon my academic 

capital (n=4) 

 

Unlikely: (n=7; 5.93%) 

No, it seemed 

patronising/interfering (n=3) 

Not something I do/ not a 

situation I’ve been in (n=4) 

 

 

Unable to code: 4 

Both positives and negatives perceived 
 

Still upset due to failure (n=11) 

Incongruence with needs/expectations (n=11)  

Would want to be left alone (n=6) 

Would prefer validation of feelings, not 

practical advice (n=4) 

Patronising approach (n=1) 

Relationship requirements (n=2) 

No new information imparted (n=3) 

 

Negatives perceived 
 

Unwanted advise (n=4) 

Perceived as condescending (n=5) 

Would prefer validation of feelings, not practical 

advice (n=5) 

Increase in NA (n=5) 

 

Unable to code: 2 
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Mean score 

(ranked) & 

Supportive 

Components 

Reaction to 

Vignette* 

*Note, Nos. equal 

118.  

Why that reaction?* 

*Note, numbers in this column do not equal 118, as 

participants may make reference to >1 theme.  

Contagion effect/behavioural stimulation  

*Note, 12 participants endorsed >1 capital 

actions; 134 actions provided 

Likely for you to enact* 

*Note, numbers equal 118.  

Rank 5 

M = 5.59 

SD = 1.25 

ES(M) + 

INF(H) + NA 

+ MR 

(Vignette 5) 

 

 

Positive (n=85; 

72.03%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neutral/Ambivalent 

(n=21; 17.80%) 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative (n=8; 

6.78%) 

 

Unable to code: 4 

Benefits perceived 

 

Social capital increase (n=32) 

Normalisation & reassurance (n=51) 
 

Psychological capital benefits  

Positive Affect increase (n=12; gratitude = 10) 

Negative Affect decrease (n=36) 

Hope, Resilience, Efficacy, Optimism and 

motivation increase (n=34) 

Motivation increase (n=10) 
 

Academic capital benefits (n=59) 
 

 

SR Actions – Behavioural (n=76; 56.71%) 

Follow their example (n=55) 

Consider their example (n=6) 

Seek further info on study plan (n=4) 

Study more (n=8) 

Study more but not via a schedule (n=3) 

 

Psychological Capital Actions/ SR 

Motivational (n=12; 8.96%) 

Reframe (n=12) 

 

Social Capital Actions (n=30; 22.39%) 

Reciprocate support to this peer (n=3) 

Provide support to other peers (n=14) 

Develop study-based relationship with this 

or other peers (n=7) 

Express gratitude to the student (n=6) 

 

Ambivalent/Maladaptive Actions (n=16; 11.94 

%) 

Withdraw from interaction (n=2) 

Make negative self or situation appraisal 

(n=4) 

Reduce effort (n=4) 

No action (n=6) 
 

 

Highly likely: (n=74; 62.71%) 

Alignment with values, self-

identity, motivations and norm 

expectations (n=74) 

 

Moderately likely: (n=12; 10.17%) 

Only if they asked for help (n=8) 

Relationship requirements (n=2) 

If I had the academic capital I 

would (n=2) 

 

Unlikely: (n=26; 22.03%) 

I do not make study schedules/ I 

have poor time management skills 

(n=13) 

Not my style (too personal, I 

would only provide words of 

encouragement, I would not role 

model; (n=8) 

No, it seemed 

patronising/interfering n=3) 

No, I would have offered more 

help/invited us to study together 

(n=2).   

 

Unable to code: 6 

Both positives and negatives perceived 
 

Still stressed/pessimistic but appreciate talking 

(n=5) 

Incongruence with needs/preference (n=13) 

Nothing I do not already know (n=4) 

Schedules do not work for me (n=3) 

Unwanted help/ prefer to figure it out myself 

(n=6) 
 

Negatives perceived  
 

Unwanted advise (n=4) 

Approach appraised as negative (intrusive, 

egotistical, lack of feeling validation; n=5) 

Increase in NA (n=7) 
 

Unable to code: 4 
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Mean score 

(ranked) & 

Supportive 

Components 

Reaction to 

Vignette* 

*Note, Nos. equal 

118.  

Why that reaction?* 

*Note, numbers in this column do not equal 118, as 

participants may make reference to >1 theme.  

Contagion effect/behavioural stimulation  

*Note, 15 participants endorsed >1 

capital actions; 136 actions provided 

Likely for you to enact* 

*Note, numbers equal 118.  

Rank 6 

M = 5.14  

SD = 1.36 

ES(M) + NA 

+ NR 

(Vignette 6) 

 

 

Positive (n=75; 

63.56%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neutral/Ambivalent 

(n=30; 25.42%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative (n=13; 

11.02%) 

Benefits perceived 
 

Academic Capital increase (n=0)  
 

Psychological capital increase: 

Sense of Purpose increase (n=40) 

Sense of Acknowledgement increase (n=30) 

Positive Affect increase (n=47) 
 

Social Capital increase (n=40) 
 

Age – wisdom (n=13) 

SR Actions – Behavioural (n=47; 

34.56%) 

Seek info on how they cope (n=5) 

Make Work-Life-Uni balance changes/ 

prioritise (n=16) 

Try harder (n=15) 

Keep up effort (n=8) 

Persist with university (n=3) 

 

SR Motivational/ Psychological Capital 

Action s (n=29; 17.58%) 

Connect with long-term goals/reframe 

problem (n=17) 

Foster self-determination (n=12) 

 

Social Capital Actions (n=34; 20.60%) 

Return the compliment/support to the 

peer (n=6)/ Express gratitude (n=6) 

Develop friendship with peer (n=14) 

Encourage others (n=8) 

 

Ambivalent/Maladaptive Actions (n=26; 

15.76%) 

Avoid peer (n=3) 

Do nothing/ shrug off the comment 

(n=18) 

Unsure (n=5) 

 

Unable to code: 5 

 

 

Highly likely: (n=57; 48.30%) 

Aligns with my values/self-identity 

(n=51) 

Considered normative behaviour 

(n=6) 

 

Moderately likely: (n=20; 16.95%) 

Relationship requirements/depends 

(n=9) 

I’d take a different approach 

(providing advice, sympathising 

more, agreeing but no re-framing; 

n=11) 

 

Unlikely: (n=27; 22.88%) 

Too personal a topic (n=8) 

Unhelpful/negative interaction (n=11) 

Not something that I would do (n=8) 

 

Unable to code (n=4) 

Both positive and negatives perceived 
 

Incongruence with needs/expectations (n=24) 

It does not feel like they were listening to 

me/lack of feeling validation/lack of practical 

advice but thankful none the less (n=18) 

Age (n=6) 

Negative Affect increase (6) 

 

Negatives perceived 
 

Incongruence with needs/expectations (n=13) 

It does not feel like they were listening to 

me/lack of feeling validation/lack of practical 

advice (n=11) 

I did not ask for their opinion (n=2) 

Age (n=1) 

Approach perceived as negative (condescending 

/patronising; n=5 ) 

Negative Affect increase (n=12) 

 

Unable to code: 0 



323 

 Outcomes of support. As can be seen in Table 8, student’s perceptions of whether 

the support provided resolved the presenting issue emerged as a factor influencing their 

appraisals of the supportive interactions. Students more positively appraised vignettes 

which included a clear resolution, and appraised helping instances that did not result in a 

clear resolution as less effective.  Student’s comments supported this trend and illustrated 

that effective support removed or reduced the perceived stressor or problem.   

 Students’ appraisals of social support efficacy appeared to be influenced by a 

second outcome factor, that is, students’ perceived level of benefits produced by the social 

support.  For example, in the vignette that students appraised as most effective, it is clear 

that they noted the most amount of positive outcomes from the interactions (301 benefits 

noted).  Similarly, when students appraised a vignette as least effective, less benefits from 

the interaction were perceived (i.e., Vignette 6 with 157 benefits noted).   

 Students’ also noticed these benefits across more life domains in the more 

positively appraised vignettes, suggesting this is a third outcome factor influencing their 

appraisal of support efficacy.   For example, students responding to Vignette 3 were likely 

to note the acquisition of new research skills (academic capital), increased perceived peer 

support (social capital) and increased positive emotions such as gratitude (psychological 

capital); in comparison, when responding to Vignette 6, students were likely to note 

increased positive emotions (psychological capital) or increased perceived peer support 

(social capital).   

 Discussion. The finding that students’ appraisals of the efficacy of the supportive 

leaders’ support was influenced by their satisfaction that the support resolved the 

presenting issue can be theoretically explained by the transactional model of stress and 

coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  That is, a secondary appraisal of the stressor that 

encourages a sense of being able to cope with the issue leads to a reduced threat appraisal 
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and therefore reduced stress.  Similarly, the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 

2002) would explain that re-appraisals can lead to a change in the perceived threat to one’s 

resources.  From an empowerment perspective, students’ intrapersonal perceptions are 

being improved by reappraisal (e.g., sense of competence) and their interactional 

experience is improved by using active coping to influence their environment (sense of 

control).  Therefore, when students’ perceive a clear resolution to their issue, their 

perceived coping ability is increased and therefore their evaluation of the situation 

changes; their stress is alleviated, sense of resources restored or increased, and a sense of 

personal empowerment achieved.  However, the current finding does not imply that 

resolving the issue will in and of itself lead students to positively appraise a ‘supportive’ 

behaviour.  Present findings, social support literature, and empowerment theory indicate 

that support needs to be offered in a way that does not reduce an individuals’ perception of 

self-competence and perceived control (or else run the risk of developing learned 

helplessness; Roden & Langer, 1976; 1977; Seligman, 1991).   

 In regard to the finding that students perceptions of effective support was 

influenced by the level of benefits they noted and the number student life domains more 

positively affected, in may indicate that support that attends to the areas needed for success 

at university is most effective.  This aligns with the sense of success model (Lizzio, 2006), 

which suggests that a holistic approach to supporting students during the higher education 

transition is more likely to ensure they have the capacity for a successful integration into 

university. Similarly, the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002) posits that 

people are motivated to obtain resources, which would account for why students perceive 

support that creates more resources as more effective.   

 Process of support.  Students’ responses to the qualitative questions revealed a 

clear theme around matches and mismatches of support needs.  This is exemplified in 
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relation to the least positively appraised vignette, where 37 participants (31.35%; see Table 

8) noted a mismatch with the support provided in the vignette with their needs.  Students 

attributed this mismatch to (a) a lack of validation of feeling and (b) a lack of informational 

support, represented by the comments: “I would be thankful that they respect me, but be a 

little annoyed that they didn't mention how I could be helped in any way, they avoided the 

topic” (Participant#117) and “It doesn't sound as if they are listening” (Participant#66).  

Twelve of these participants (10.16%) reported that they would have felt an increase in 

negative affectivity as a result of the interaction, such as feeling awkward, confused, 

guilty, annoyed, or patronised.  Five participants (4%) perceived the support offered in 

Vignette 6 as condescending: 

“I would feel a little patronised and I don’t feel this really responds to my 

complaint effectively. A bit of a brush off” (Participant#83) 

 This perceived incongruence was also linked to confusion in interpreting the 

opinion leader’s behaviour 

“It was a bit of a strange response because they were talking about how she 

doesn't know how to juggle all that stuff and then they say how they admire 

them for going to uni. It doesn't really seem relevant to me” (Participant#53) 

“I wouldn’t know how to take it” (Participant#127).   

 In contrast, with the most positively appraised vignette (3), seven students (6%) 

noted that they may have initially felt an increase in negative affectivity (embarrassment) 

upon being offered support, but this did not cause them to appraise the interaction or 

supportive leader negatively.  These students explained that this was because they would 

ultimately be appreciative of their peers’ assistance.  Therefore, it appears that because the 

support offered in Vignette 3 (BS, ES, INS, INF) matched the preferences of the 

participants this negated any initial negative reaction.  In contrast, the support offered in 
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Vignette 6 (ES) does not appear to have met some student’s needs for emotional validation 

or advice. 

 Students’ perceptions of social support appear to be affected by a second process 

factor, whether or not opinion leaders used normalisation suggesting this is a second 

process influencing factor.  Opinion leaders’ use of normalisation regularly received 

positive commentary, for example:  “Great to know someone else is finding it difficult; 

you stop questioning if you may be too incapable to succeed” (Participant#80).   

 The third process factor that appeared to influence student’s judgements of the 

efficacy of social support was the amount of social support provided, aligning with the 

quantitative finding noted previously.  Students appraised vignettes with higher levels of 

support more positively (i.e., Vignette 3 with high levels of support enacted across each 

type of social support), and those with less amounts of support were the least positively 

appraised.   

 Discussion. The first process factor, the match between support desired and support 

offered, suggests that students perceive peer social support to be more effective when their 

needs are being met.  When needs are not met, especially when students feel they are not 

being ‘listened to’, students may experience a diminished connection to the support 

provider and potentially may negatively appraise that person.  In the present study, for 10% 

of students(n = 12; Vignette 6) this form of ‘ineffective help’ appeared potentially to cause 

more harm than good and they experienced an increase in negative feelings which were not 

accompanied by any positive outcomes.  These findings converge with current knowledge 

about creating empathic understanding in interpersonal communication (Verderber & 

Verderber, 2010), and also aligns with Thoits’ (2011) theorising of matching principles in 

social support, proposing that individuals seek empathy and active coping assistance from 

experientially similar others.   
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 In regard to the findings that students’ perceptions of effective social support was 

influenced by the way in which support was offered (specifically, if student leaders used 

normalisation), the reason for this may come from what normalisation provides people.  

Normalisation offers people social comparison information with which to re-appraise their 

situation and self-attributions (Thoits, 2011).  For example, in the quote noted previously 

(“Great to know someone else is finding it difficult; you stop questioning if you may be too 

incapable to succeed”) the student infers that the task itself must be highly challenging 

instead of drawing negative conclusions about their academic competence.  This student is 

then likely to behave in more proactive ways by making an external negative attribution 

rather than a negative internal attribution, as evidenced by optimism research (Seligman, 

1991).  Of note, students appraised the vignette without normalisation the least positively 

(Vignette 6).   

 Thirdly, the finding that students’ perceptions of the efficacy of social support 

appeared to be influenced by the amount of social support provided may suggest that 

students have a preference for high levels of social support from their peers.   

 Source of support. Students’ age, and that of the opinion leaders’, may be a seventh 

factor influencing students’ appraisal of social support efficacy.  This is best considered in 

relation to Vignette 6, which noted that the supportive leader was a mature age peer.  There 

were discrepant findings between the quantitative and the qualitative results.  Students’ age 

and their global positive appraisal score for Vignette 6 were uncorrelated, suggesting that 

participants of different ages were not differently affected by the mature age status of the 

opinion leader.  However, 16.95% (n = 20) of students’ qualitative responses suggest that 

the age of the supportive leaders did have an influence upon their perceived effectiveness 

of the social support, with positive and some negative implications.  For 5 students (4%), 

opinion leader’s older age caused confusion in appraising the social support; for 4 
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participants this produced only a benign confusion, but for 1 participant this was related to 

an increase in negative affectivity:   

 “I would feel guilty complaining about the social pressures when I'm sure 

someone 10 years older than me is more focused, for them to appreciate my 

hard work would make me ashamed” (Participant#105). 

“Wouldn't life be even harder for an older student? They would have more 

expenses and possibly a relationship and family. I don't think I need more 

sympathy over them” (Participant#170). 

 There was, however, more evidence that students’ positive schema relating to age 

was stimulated and affected their appraisal of the social support.  For 13 students 

(11.02%), their positive perception of the opinion leaders’ age (which they associated with 

wisdom) appeared to boost the effect of the support offered: 

“You look up to your elders.  [I would feel] respected” (Participant#85).   

“To have the approval from someone with more life experience would be 

encouraging” (Participant#130).   

“It'll make me feel proud for handling and choosing such a tough path. I would 

feel more motivated to continue as I would think that the older student 

understood my hardship” (Participant#93).   

 Discussion. Without an experimental design the true effect of age cannot be 

determined.  Nevertheless, it appears that: (a) for a small number of students it led them to 

perceive incongruence with the compliment; (b) for a slightly larger number of students it 

enhanced the effects of the supportive interaction; and (c) for the majority it appeared to 

have no effect.  Future research may benefit from manipulating age as an independent 

variable.  The practical implication of the findings from the current research is that, for 
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most of the time, opinion leaders can use the same behaviours and process in enacting the 

role of supportive leader, regardless of the age of the peer with whom they are interacting.   

 As Thoits (2011) explains, effective social support can be achieved when the 

provider has an emphatic understanding, such as direct experience of the situation (i.e., a 

fellow student).  Thoits notes that similarity between the provider and the recipient (in 

terms of age, gender, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status) should increase empathic 

understanding, but social similarity is not a necessary condition for effective support.   This 

contrasts with mentoring research, which advocates strongly for social similarly matching 

between mentor and mentee (e.g., Townsend et al., 2011). 

 Factors that did not influence – the presence of negative affect .Lastly, students’ 

appraisals did not appear to be influenced by the presence of negative affectivity. This 

suggests that supportive leaders can provide support to peers even when there is no ‘need’ 

for support, resonating with arguments that the most effective social support is invisible 

(Bolger et al., 2000; Thoits, 2011).  Building opinion leaders’ capacity to notice times 

when support can be ‘invisibly’ provided to their peers may be a consideration for future 

supportive leadership training.  

 Overall discussion of factors affecting students’ appraisals of effective support. A 

broader conclusion can be drawn at this point:  present findings suggest that not all people 

respond well to offers of support; a ‘one-size fits all’ approach does not fit all, but does fit 

most.  It is perhaps useful to note a limitation of a written vignette study, which cannot 

represent reality with complete fidelity, and thus factors that would influence students’ 

perceptions of the efficacy of social support are not accounted.  Of relevance is the absence 

of body language, attending skills, interpersonal attractiveness, and related concepts which 

influences the connection felt between individuals, and hence affect the interpretation of an 
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interaction.  Despite these limitations, current findings offer useful insights into students’ 

appraisals of effective peer support. 

The effect of gender upon students’ global appraisals 

 Quantitative results. As noted in the overview to the results, students’ gender 

shared no relationship with their appraisal of the helping instances in the correlational data.  

This was confirmed using a 2 x 6 repeated measures ANOVA with Greenhouse-Geisser 

correction, F(3.86, 447.96) = 1.08, p = .367.  Therefore, no support for Hypothesis 2 was 

found suggesting males and females similarly appraised the helping instances. 

 Qualitative results. Male and female students did not appraise supportive leaders’ 

behaviours and processes differently when tested using inferential analyses.  As such, 

Hypothesis 2 was unsupported.  Students’ qualitative responses were also interrogated to 

examine gender differences and there appeared to be a trend for male students to supply 

the more negative comments.  It is plausible that this trend may have continued if there 

was a larger sample of male responses.   

 Discussion. There are at least 3 plausible explanation for what may be occurring 

here:  (1) no gender differences, implying that psychology male and female students are 

more homogenous in their appraisals than the other populations studied in the social 

support literature; (2) the supportive leaders’ help was ‘invisible’ enough to bypass gender 

appraisal issues; or (3) there was a gender difference but sampling issues (lack of statistical 

power) prevented their emergence.  

 Although a tentative conclusion, the non-support for Hypothesis 2 implies that the 

same techniques and contexts for enacting the role of supportive leader can be applied 

across gender, and that supportive leaders do not need to alter their approach for male or 

female peers, within the context of first year psychology students at least; this finding may 

be different for other study disciplines.  Research suggests that students select areas of 
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study in higher education that suit their personality (Pike, 2006) supporting the notion that 

discipline cohorts have different personality types, therefore it may be possible that there 

are less gender differences within any discipline.  However, potential differences between 

disciplines may need to be considered if this intervention was applied elsewhere.    

 The second explanation may be that opinion leaders’ enacted approach in providing 

social support did not trigger gender appraisal issues.  Similarly, it could be that male and 

female students receive the empowerment approach equally as well, perhaps because it 

addresses fundamental human needs (Wilson, 2010).  In support of this interpretation, male 

student’s responses to the vignettes were most negative and most divergent from female 

students’ responses for Vignette 6, which depicted the least ‘invisible’ social support.   

 However, given the sample size differences, it is important for future research to 

continue to consider gender differences.  Existing research does suggest that males and 

females respond differently to social support (i.e., Hale et al., 2005).  On the basis of this 

unexpected finding, it can be concluded that gender and reaction to peer support requires 

further investigation.  Gender differences will be re-visited in Chapter 7. 

Validating the Outcomes of Opinion Leaders’ Enacted Approach 

 Students’ perception of positive outcomes from opinion leader support. 

 Student peers’ perceptions regarding the positive outcomes they would be likely to 

experience as a result of interacting with a supportive leader was investigated in the current 

study to gain insight into the impact of supportive leadership.   This research builds upon 

findings reported from the perception of the opinion leaders themselves in Chapter 4 (role 

impact), and offers information regarding the overall worth of the intervention and 

theoretical proof of concept.   The research question addressed in this section is (RQ2a): 

What positive outcomes from supportive interactions are reported by student peers?  To 
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what extent do these interactions foster (a) wellbeing and (b) psychological resources, (c) 

academic capital, and (d) social capital? 

 Qualitative results.  In answer to RQ2(a), students reported the positive outcomes 

they perceive they would experience if a recipient of the support depicted in the vignettes 

to include benefits to their wellbeing, psychological resources, academic capital and social 

capital (summarised in Table 8).  Concerning RQ2(b), student peers noted that the vast 

majority of time they would be influenced to engage is a self-regulating behaviour in 

response to the supportive leaders’ behaviours.   These outcomes will be reported in more 

detail.   

 Wellbeing. Student peers’ responses to the vignettes emphasised benefits to their 

wellbeing.  Student consistently noted increases in positive mood (happiness, pleasure, etc) 

and decreases in negative mood (stress, anxiety, relief, etc) as a result of the stressor being 

removed (i.e., locating resources for an assignment) or by the effect of the stressor being 

re-framed (i.e., feeling aware of options for managing the stressor or perceiving an 

increased sense of support).   

 Discussion. This offers both practical and theoretical implications.  Positive 

feelings are a potentially powerful resource for both student success and network maturity.  

Students’ ability to self-regulate is likely to be enhanced by experiencing more positive 

emotions, given that mood inducement studies reveal these are linked with superior 

creative thinking, innovation, and problem solving (Aspinwall, 1998; Bass et al., 2008)
22

.  

Pertinently, previous research has shown that mood and prosocial actions are linked, with 

people who ‘feel good’ more likely to be helpful to a peer (for a review see George & 

                                                 
22

 However, Fisher (2010) notes that positive mood is not universally helpful to task performance, pointing to 

a complex literature.  Similarly, Forgas & George (2001) explain that the effects of affect are context 

dependent.  For example, under particular conditions such as when there is no ‘yardstick’ for someone to 

measure their performance, good moods can be miss-interpreted as indicating satisfactory task effort, 

whereas negative moods may lead to better performance by indicating more effort is required (George & 

Zhou, 2002).   
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Brief, 1992).  This therefore suggests that increasing students’ positive moods will lead to 

higher social capital at a systems level, achieved through a culture of peer support 

behaviours.  Furthermore, the contagion effect of positive moods is well established 

(Hatfield et al., 1994; Hatfield, Cacioppo & Rapson, 1994-), with increases in one peer’s 

positive mood being likely to lead to increases in other peers’ moods (Barsade, 2002), 

offering the theoretical implication that increases in positive mood within a social network 

has a self-reinforcing effect.  Further research can extend these findings by investigating 

how persistent the effects of the supportive interactions were upon a recipient’s wellbeing. 

 Psychological capital. Student peers’ responses indicate that the process of the 

supportive leaders may potentially have increased their confidence (self-efficacy), 

optimism, sense of resilience, and motivation.  These variables form the motivational 

component of self-regulation theory and play a vital role in student success by activating 

and energising behaviours (Bandura, 1997; Zimmerman, 2008).  More broadly, these 

variables have important effects upon wellbeing (e.g., Avey, Luthan, Smith, & Palmer, 

2010).  The pathways for achieving increased psychological capital and the affiliated 

relationships with vicarious learning, peer support, normalisation, reassurance and 

academic study strategies is well illustrated by the following quotes:  

 “I would feel better knowing that I’m not the only one behind and if they can do 

the study catch up so can I” (Participant#54). 

“Relieved and motivated because I would have [a study] schedule to work off” 

(Participant#106). 

“It doesn’t make me feel so stressed as I’m not the only one and i can get ideas 

from their schedule” (Participant#62).  

“I would feel positive towards my study and be more motivated to work harder” 

(Participant#158). 
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“I would think that I now have options that I hadn’t considered and a possibility of 

turning the grades around” (Participant#65). 

 Students responses indicated that their self-esteem may also be increased from 

interacting with a supportive leader: in four of the vignettes (1, 2, 3, and 6), peers noted that 

the support gave them a sense of being acknowledged which enhanced their perceptions of 

self-worth.  For example, “It would make me feel appreciated and like I was worth being 

introduced” (Participant#170).  A ripple effect was also observed in that increased 

psychological resources in one part of a network appeared likely to build resources in 

another section, offering a theoretical contribution.  In particular, the enabling role of 

increased confidence in facilitating generalised reciprocity was observed: 

“I would feel very good because someone had approached me, making myself feel 

that I am a girl worth approaching and getting to know. This will give me the 

confidence I will need to do the same with others” (Participant#6) 

 Discussion. These findings sit very comfortably with what is empirically known 

about the beneficial effects of these variables (for a review see Stajkovic, 2006).  The 

outcomes suggest students’ psychological capital can be increased by the supportive 

behaviours of a peer.  This validates the design of the intervention and provides support to 

the contention that supportive leaders enhanced the psychological resources of their peers.  

In addition, the findings suggest that the pathways through which this occurred include: re-

framing the situation, vicarious learning through social comparison, validation (of self and 

of sense of purpose), and social acknowledgement.  In addition, the findings suggest that 

increases in psychological capital is caused by, and in turn contributes to other benefits, 

suggesting intertwined and reinforcing relationship pathways between the various 

beneficial outcomes from the supportive interactions (otherwise known as an ‘upward 

spiral’ effect; Fredrickson, 2004). 
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 Academic capital. Students noted that the content of the supportive interactions 

would lead to an increase in their academic capital, specifically through the acquisition of 

new research skills, awareness of learning supports and strategies, and time management 

skills.  This suggests that students’ academic skills and knowledge of supports can be 

sustainably increased by a supportive interaction with their peer.  This provides further 

validation that the intervention achieved its goals.  In addition, students noted their 

attraction to supportive leaders approach to imparting academic knowledge, indicating an 

empowerment framework is a valid theoretical lens for supportive leadership: 

 “It would be highly appreciated because they are giving me to tools to be 

independent as well as aiding me in the "here and now"” (Participant#79). 

 “It’s a good example of what I could do, without telling me what to do”. 

(Participant#170) 

“…they related it to them self as opposed to telling 'me' what to do…” 

(Participant#65). 

 Social capital. Another key benefit noted by participants was increases to their 

social capital, specifically increased network, sense of belonging, perceived support, 

friendships, improved quality of relationship, and awareness of opportunities for vicarious 

or peer learning.  Participants noted how increases in this domain could benefit their 

wellbeing, mental outlook, academic achievement and overall university experience.  

Support for the buffering effect of social support upon stress was also evident, for 

example: “It relieves the stress and pressure off you, and shows that you have good 

friends” (Participant#130); “I would feel good about myself and my accomplishments so 

far and think that with support I would be able to continue my studies and handle the 

pressure of all my commitments” (Participant#92).  These findings are highly congruent 
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with existing empirical knowledge on outcomes of peer support in higher education 

(Hixenbaugh et al., 2012). 

 Students’ perception of behavioural actions likely to be enacted as a result of 

receiving prototypical OPL social support. 

 Student peers’ perceptions of the how they may be stimulated to behave as a result 

of interacting with a supportive leader was investigated here to clarify the likely impact 

(and in particular, the contagion effect) of the supportive leadership intervention.  As 

before, this research triangulates findings reported from the perception of the opinion 

leaders themselves in Chapter 4 (role impact), and offers information regarding the overall 

worth of the intervention.  In addition, this research offers an insight into how informal 

peer social support may foster student self-regulated learning.  The research question 

addressed at this point is (RQ2b):  What behavioural actions do student peers report they 

would enact as a result of receiving the support depicted in the vignettes? 

 Qualitative results. In answering RQ2(b), student peers reported that over 80% of 

the time they would engage in a ‘student success’ behaviour as a direct outcome of 

interacting with the supportive leader (Table 8; see Appendix P for calculations and 

Appendix Q for coding schema).  Interestingly, students’ responses indicate a clear 

distinction between ‘self-focused’ success behaviours and ‘other-focused’ success 

behaviours.  The self-focused behaviours were self-regulation based, and other-focused 

behaviours included direct and generalised reciprocity.  Actions that were considered both 

‘self’ and ‘other’ focused were the development of friendships.   

 Current findings suggest that opinion leaders’ behaviours stimulated their peers to 

engage in self-regulation processes, either by building their own success or that of their 

peers.  Furthermore, it is clear that across the vignettes, different amounts of these 

behaviours were stimulated (See Figure 2).  Specifically, vignettes 4, 5, and 6 stimulated 
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markedly higher levels of self-regulation.  In contrast, vignettes 1, 2, and 3 produced the 

largest amount of ‘other’ directed behaviour.  Factors that appear to account for 

stimulating self-regulation and generalised reciprocity will be examined. 

 Factors stimulating student self-regulated learning.   

 Qualitative results.  Findings suggest that supportive leaders’ actions can 

potentially influence their peers’ self-regulation.  Even in the least positively appraised 

interaction, 70% (n=84) of student said that they would engage in a self-regulation 

behaviour as a result of the opinion leaders’ support (Table 8).  Indeed, the majority of 

participants who had ambivalent or negative reactions to some parts of vignettes 

nevertheless reported that they were likely to engage in proactive behaviours.  Students 

reported the least amount of self-regulation being stimulated by the vignettes that were 

primarily intended for social capital building where opinion leaders enacted high amounts 

of belonging support (Vignette 1 and 2).  Interestingly, 30% of students nevertheless said 

their self-regulation was stimulated by these vignettes, despite not having been designed 

with this intention (i.e., they were non-academic in focus).  This may suggest that when 

students feel socially accepted at university, they may be imbued with proactive 

motivations (perhaps mediated through engagement).   

 Students perceived the most effective interaction for stimulating their self-

regulation to be Vignette 5; 80% (n=95) of peers said they would engage in a self-

regulation behaviour (i.e, most typically noting that they would engage in time 

management activities).  Vignette 5 was characterised by the provision of a clear proactive 

pathway (i.e., developing a study plan) and was delivered using the process of 

normalisation and self-as-reference-point (see Chapter 4 for descriptions).   

 Discussion. These findings suggest three propositions about student self-regulation:  

Firstly, that self-regulation behaviour can be relatively easy to stimulate.  Secondly, that an 



338 

effective pathway for stimulating self-regulation are supportive interactions with a peer.  

Third, that a highly effective way to stimulate student self-regulation using a peer support 

model is through a supportive interaction that models: (a) a relevant tangible learning skill 

that can be immediately enacted by the peer, and (b) that follows empowerment principles.   

 It appears that the motivational and behavioural components of self-regulation are 

the areas most likely to be stimulated by an interaction with a supportive leader.  

Motivational elements included re-framing the situation to reduce anxiety, as well as 

increases in psychological resources (self-efficacy, optimism, resilience, connection to 

long-term goals, etc., Zimmerman, 2008).  The behavioural elements include increased 

help seeking, use of study aids such as studying with peers, time management including re-

prioritising and using study plans, and increasing the amount of effort exerted 

(Zimmerman 2008).  However, there is no evidence that the metacognitive area of self-

regulation theory were directly affected (concentration, selecting main ideas, information 

processing, rehearsal, elaboration, organisation, critical thinking and metacognitive self-

regulation).  This finding is not unexpected since metacognitive strategies are highly 

cerebral in nature and these strategies were not targeted in the brief helping interactions 

depicted.  In addition, opinion leaders themselves described the effect of their behaviours 

as aligned to motivational and behaviours self-regulation.  This suggests that supportive 

leaders are most effective in stimulating motivational and behavioural self-regulation, but 

that student peers need alternative interventions to build metacognitive self-regulation 

skills.  Finally, the high occurrences of generalised reciprocity behaviours is exciting, and 

factors that appears to facilitate and inhibit peers paying forward the support they received 

will presented by discussed. 
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Figure 2.  Frequency of self-reported student success behaviours stimulated by interaction with a supportive leader. 
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Factors that Help and Hinder Generalised Reciprocity within a Cohort of First Year 

Higher Education Students 

 To answer this last research question, two approaches were utilised.  Firstly, the 

frequency of generalised reciprocity behaviours supplied by students in the behavioural 

stimulus section were examined across the supportive instances to identify if there were 

situations wherein generalised reciprocity was more likely than in others (Table 8; Figure 

2).  Secondly, students’ responses to open questions were collapsed into one pool and 

themes that seemed to be relevant to the helping and hindering factors in generalised 

reciprocity were analysed.  Table 9 presents a summary of the factors that emerged.  No 

final frequency count is reported as this process was exploratory.   

 It is evident that opinion leaders’ behaviours and processes stimulated generalised 

reciprocity and that there was variance in the amount that was stimulated.  Students 

reported almost twice the amount of generalised reciprocity for Vignette 1 and Vignette 3.  

In both these vignettes, supportive leaders’ behaviours achieved a clear resolution of the 

present issue.  In the case of Vignette 3, this may be linked to the experience of gratitude.  

As aforementioned, gratitude is an established enabling factor for generalised reciprocity 

(Nowak & Roch, 2007; Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; etc.).  Alternately, students may have 

related the most to the scenarios depicted in Vignettes 1 and 3, suggesting that more 

empathy may have been stimulated.  Therefore, students may be exposed to more of the 

factors that enable generalised reciprocity (Table 8) in the scenarios depicted in Vignettes 

1 and 3.  Lastly, students may have perceived these helping behaviours as the most 

replicable, which relates to a core proposition in diffusion of innovations theory (Rogers, 

2003), that people are likely to adopt behaviours that are more easy to enact.   
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Table 9 

 

Helping and Hindering Forcefield for Generalised Reciprocity  

 

Helping  Hindering 

 

Motivational factors. 
 

1. Positive emotions such as happiness and 

gratitude, and enjoyment/pleasure: “I enjoy 

helping others.” (#11) 

 

2. Self-confidence/efficacy   “I’d have more 

confidence to go and approach others on 

their own in the auditorium” (#110) 

 

3. Social solidarity/ sense of belonging/ 

increased cohesion  

 

4. Empathic responding: “I can relate to feeling 

anxiety and overwhelmed and if I recognise 

it in another and know that I can offer a little 

suggestion that will help them, then I would 

reach out” (#136) 

 

5. Peers as allies: “I want to see them succeed.” 

(#7) 

 

6. Identity: “It’s just my nature.” (#8) 

 

7. Resource accumulation motivations 

(accumulating pay it forward credit): “If I 

help others, maybe they would help me with 

something else.” (#151) 

 

8. Subscribing to helping rules and normative 

expectations: “It would be wrong not to help 

them” (#117);  “Students often help each 

other out” (#94) 

 

Contextual factors 
 

9. Receiving help from a peer in the past “I’d 

feel relieved and jump at the opportunity to 

show others how to do it” (#110);  “[They’re 

help would make me] be more inclined to 

help others who are having trouble in similar 

situations (#150) 
 

10. Benefiting from supporting peers in the past 

(reinforcement) “I have done this [provided 

support] in the past and made lasting friends 

this way” (#153) 
 

 

Motivational factors  

 

1. Shyness “I’m too shy to do this” (#25) 

 

2. The perception that offering help can be 

intrusive or condescending:  “If they were 

looking particularly perplexed, and I felt like 

I knew them well enough to not be 

considered condescending.” 

 

3. Competitiveness “[I] prefer not to give away 

too much of my own acquired knowledge.” 

(#105) 

 

4. Lack of academic self-efficacy “Wouldn’t 

have the confidence in my ability to do this.” 

(#164) or lack of academic study skills “I’m 

bad enough organising myself let alone 

others.” (#91) 

 

Contextual factors 

 

5. Time or stress pressures “I like to help where 

I can, however time constraints and my own 

stress level would sometimes prevent me 

from doing so.” (#153) 
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 Factors that facilitate generalised reciprocity.   

 Motivational factors.  The motivational factors identified in the current research 

align with established theories of prosocial motivations.  For instance, Batson, Ahmad and 

Tsang (2002) identified four motives: Egoism (to increase one’s own welfare); altruism (to 

increase the welfare of another); collectivism (to increase the welfare of a group); and 

principlism (to uphold a moral principle).  Egoism is evident when students choose to pay 

the favour forward in the hope that they will be repaid when they themselves are in need; 

altruism appears when students empathically respond to the needs of their peers without 

expectation of benefiting; collectivism appears when students see their peers as allies; and 

principlism is identified when students feel they ‘ought’ and ‘must’ help their peers in 

need.  Students’ responses in the current research reveal additional motivational factors 

which include: Enjoyment in helping; the opportunity to act in identity affirming ways; and 

feeling a sense of belonging or peer connection.  These factors align with existing models 

of prosocial motivation yet offer a more coherent empirical understanding of the 

facilitating and inhibiting forces to peer support in the first year higher education cohorts.  

For instance, identity is considered in Piliavin and colleagues’ (Pilivian, Grube, & Callero, 

2002) role identity model of volunteerism; the ‘helper’s high’ and associated stimulation of 

the brain’s pleasure centre has been documented in FMRI studies (Mayr, Harbaugh, & 

Tankersley); and the roles of relationship commitment, cohesion, and solidarity in 

generalised reciprocity have been acknowledged (e.g., Baker, 2011).    

 Although students’ enactment of peer support may be driven by the identified 

motivational factors, it is important to acknowledge that the processes and outcomes of the 

different factors may be different.  Research by Gebauer et al. (2008) would suggest that 

there are marked differences for students who provide social support from pleasure than 

from pressure motivations, with the former being linked to self-actualization, self-esteem, 
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life satisfaction, positive affect, and associated with lower levels of negative affect.  In 

contrast, pressure-based helping has been linked with increased negative affectivity, and 

does not appear to share a relationship with wellbeing variables.  Similarly, Weinstein and 

Ryan (2010) found that autonomous helping (i.e., internally derived motives such as 

wanting to help) has a greater effect on the helper’s and the recipient’s wellbeing than 

controlled helping (i.e., externally derived such as to maintain self-esteem, please others, 

or obey demands/moral rules).  A pertinent avenue to peruse when building enabling 

factors for generalised reciprocity within a higher education cohort is to foster pleasure 

rather than the pressure-based motivations for supporting one’s peers.   

 Contextual factors. The contextual factors identified resonate with existing 

empirical and theoretical knowledge of generalised reciprocity and prosocial behaviour in 

general.  The present study also supports previous research regarding the key enabling role 

of having been a recipient of peer support in the past.  For example, participants who have 

been helped in the past are more willing to help a benefactor (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006) 

and experimental gaming research supports the view that those who receive are more likely 

to pay the favour forward (for a review see Nowark & Sigmund, 2005).  Research suggests 

gratitude acts as a mediating variable in this receive-provide relationship (Bartlett & 

DeSteno, 2006). 

 This mirroring effect is potentially very powerful.  Nowark and Roch (2007) allude 

to the notion of a ripple effect:   

Another promising extension is the idea that a person, who has just received 

help, may not only help one other person…but also several other people. This 

can lead to an ‘epidemiology of altruism’ resulting in an explosive increase of 

altruistic acts. For a change, this is a pandemic which would be welcomed by all 

of us (p. 608). 
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 Taken together, this suggests that generalised reciprocity interventions have a 

powerful potential as a cultural change tool.  Given that being a recipient of social support 

is one of the strongest enabling factors to generalised reciprocity, this suggests that this 

could be a very effective and cost-efficient way to stimulate a peer support culture, which 

is named as a central factor for student success (Lizzio, 2006).   It would seem that the 

outcomes of generalised reciprocity are multileveled; there are benefits for the helper (i.e., 

giving is good for your health; Brown et al., 2003), and the process builds the resource 

maturity of the social network. 

 Factors that hinder generalised reciprocity. 

 Motivational factors. Participants frequently cited shyness as a barrier to enacting 

supportive behaviours and this was most evident in relation to the social capital building 

activities.  More than one-third of students sampled (n=43) thought that their shyness made 

it  unlikely for them to enact the supportive behaviour depicted in Vignette 2 (inviting a 

friend over to be introduced to a group of peers) although they highly valued the 

supportive action. Students who were shy were likely to comment that to engage in similar 

supportive behaviours to those depicted in the vignettes they required either:  (a) an 

explicit request for help; (b) strong cues from their peers for help such as signs that the 

peer was distressed; or (c) an established relationship with the peer.  These prerequisites 

were also evident for students who perceived offering help as potentially intrusive or 

condescending.   

 Opinion leaders revealed in Chapter 4 that they themselves sometimes felt shy but 

were motivated to challenge this anxiety in order to enact their role and reported significant 

satisfaction from increases in their social confidence as a result.  The link between shyness 

and prosocial behaviour has almost entirely been examined in relation to children, with 

findings suggesting that children low in shyness are more likely to help than other children, 
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particularly when supporting a peer involved initiating the social interaction (Eisenberg, et 

al., 2007).  This pattern extends to adults; McGovern (1976, as cited in Eisenberg et al.) 

found that people low in social anxiety helped significantly more often than participants 

high in social anxiety.  There is some evidence to suggest that shy adolescents may be 

more inclined to experience personal distress as the motivator for prosocial actions (Davis 

& Franzoi, 1991), the implication of this being that personal distress is associated with less 

engagement in spontaneous helping (e.g., Darley & Batson, 1973) and may lead to less 

effective helping and wellbeing outcomes (Weinstein & Ryan, 2010).  Of relevance, 

research has also found that shy adolescents are at risk of developing anxiety or depression 

during the transition to college, particularly if they have low parental support (Mounts, 

Valentiner, Anderson, & Boswell, 2006) which is more often found in first generation 

students, of which there are a high proportion in this research population.  Perhaps shy 

students are handicapping themselves by having lower engagement in or effectiveness at 

peer support.  Given the apparent prevalence of shyness issues, this theoretical implication 

warrants further attention
23

.   

 Research has not directly explored the link between shyness and student peer 

support.  Present findings make a useful contribution to empirical knowledge of the 

phenomena of generalised reciprocity within the context of higher education.  Future 

research could look to understand this further, and seek to develop simple interventions for 

attenuating the hindering effects of shyness in regard to developing a supportive group 

culture.  In the current context, messages from tutors or common time lectures could attend 

to normalising the experience of shyness and presenting enabling messages and strategies 

to motivate students to comfortably challenge themselves.  Similarly, the issue of 

perceiving the offer of help as intrusive or condescending could be directly, yet sensitively, 

                                                 
23

 The work of Land and Gortner (2004) may provide a useful starting point for shyness and social support 

intervention research.   
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addresses through these short conversations.  The communicator could act as a role model, 

reflecting stories about themselves (or a vicarious model such as another tutor) when they 

were first year students.  Stories could model how they the tutor (or other postgraduate 

student) initially let their shyness (perceptions of offering help as intrusive/competitive 

motivations) limit their development of friendships but how they changed and found the 

new mental outlook was very beneficial for them across a number of domains (wellbeing, 

performance, network, etc.).  

 Competitiveness emerged as a hindrance to the enactment of peer capital building 

actions. This aligns strongly with learning goal orientation research, which has 

demonstrated that students with competitive performance based learning motivations are 

less cooperative with their peers (Poortvliet & Anseel, 2009; Poortvliet, Janssen, Van 

Yperen, & Van de Vilert, 2007).  Higher education has been criticised for embracing 

competitive individualism as the dominate value for a range of reasons, including the 

detrimental effects competition may have of student self-efficacy and cheating intentions 

(Van Ypern, Hamstra, & van der Klauw, 2011).  A competition orientation may also ill-

prepare students for working life (Lizzio & Wilson, 2004); research has demonstrated that 

individuals with a performance orientation have poorer in-role job performance, explained 

by a poorer relationship (social exchange) with their supervisors (Janssen & Van Yperen, 

2004).  Indeed, individuals may not even benefit academically from having a performance 

orientation at university:  Although findings have been mixed, a meta-analysis found that 

performance goals were unrelated to academic outcomes, whereas mastery goals (being 

motivated to self-improve) were generally positively related (Payne, Youngcourt, & 

Beaubien, 2007).  This lends further support to the proposition that priming peer support 

and building a cohort’s social capital will have both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ outcomes, not only 

benefiting students’ wellbeing but also their academic performance.  Studies have found 
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approximately 30% of students consistently operate from a performance orientation (Van 

Yperen, 2006; Van Yperen et al., 2011), therefore it may be valuable to attend to this point.  

 In terms of how this could feed forward to future interventions, messages that 

prime a collaborative culture and challenge a competition framework may be warranted.  

Research shows that goal orientation can be manipulated (i.e., Poortvliet & Anseel, 2009; 

Poortvliet et al., 2007) which suggests that considering intervention that prime peer 

cooperation are worth investigating.  Curriculum change using ‘cooperation by design’ 

learning approaches (e.g., Darnon, Buchs, & Desbar, 2012) is a promising avenue.  Of 

note, the curriculum design of one of the core subjects (Interpersonal Skills) in the first 

year program incorporates team activities with a view to encouraging a collaborative 

learning culture, however, this could potentially be extended to other courses. Furthermore, 

the hindering effect of a competitive goal orientation may be counteracted by being the 

recipient of peer support.    

 The finding that students’ lack of academic self-efficacy and study related skills is 

a hindering factor underscores the importance of the intervention, especially given findings 

suggest peer capacity building was achieved.  An interesting observation is that although 

students may have felt they lacked the academic skills to enact the supportive behaviour 

that was depicted in the vignettes, they nevertheless would have passed on the knowledge 

or support that they received.  This suggests that although these students would not have 

initiated the interaction, they would be comfortable replicating supportive behaviours and 

thus still enabling peer capacity building.  This finding aligns with the observations of 

Poortvliet et al. (2009, as cited in Poortvliet et al., 2010) who found that students in their 

sample who reported low perceived task competence still had high intentions to collaborate 

with peers. 
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 Contextual factors. When people experience stress and time pressures their 

prosocial tendencies are reduced (i.e., Darley & Batsen, 1973).  This is likely because 

stress can make people become more internally focused, becoming less concerned with the 

welfare of others and leading to less helping behaviours (e.g., Berkowitz, 1972).  This is 

empirically and theoretically supported.  The broaden and build theory (Fredrickson, 2004) 

explains that negative emotions are evolutionarily linked with wellbeing threatening 

situations, and have the important role of preparing one to behave in a specific way (e.g., 

attack if angry, escape if afraid).  Therefore, negative emotions narrow a person’s 

“…momentary thought–action repertoire” (p. 1369).   

 Stress and time pressures are common amongst students, perhaps particularly so 

amongst Griffith University students who work significantly longer hours than the national 

average in paid employment to support their education (CSHE, 2010).  Furthermore, it 

appears that approximately 39% of Griffith University students work more than the 

recommended 16 hours per week for full time students (recommendation by Little & Van 

Dyke, 2003, as cited in Hixenbaugh et al., 2012; figures by CSHE).  Time pressure can 

prevent students from forming friendships (Hixenbaugh et al., 2012).  It is possible that a 

vicious cycle exits for these students; by not having the time or emotional resources to 

offer help, they reduce the chances of receiving peer support.  Social support can buffer 

stress, and these pressured students are probably the ones most in need of peer support, 

making this another important consideration to address in future research. 
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Theoretical Alignment and Contribution 

 Students were likely to endorse a number of the factors that facilitate generalised 

reciprocity.  As such, this research supports a dual model of generalised reciprocity as 

posited by Baker (2011), which suggests people may be simultaneously motivated to act in 

a prosocial manner from concern for self and for others.  Baker suggests that people act 

from self-concern when building or maintaining a reputation as prosocial, because people 

known as being generous are more likely to themselves be the recipient of generosity 

(supported by experimental gaming research, see Nowak & Sigmund, 2005, for details).  

The current findings diverge from this explanation, in that benefits to self also included 

other motivations such as enjoyment, therefore aligning more closely with classical 

prosocial behavioural motivation research, such as Batson and colleagues’ (2002) 

theoretical model. In addition, it appeared that students were also not directly concerned 

with building a reputation in order to accumulate future support, as many participants cited 

the concept of karma in their responses, which is a belief that “…a person inevitably reaps 

what he or she sows” (Hsu & Shyu, 2003; p. 1084) and is not associated with prosocial 

actions being publically known or promoted.  This may suggest that the notion of building 

a reputation is more prominent in gaming research than real life.  A central contribution of 

this work appears to be that it has considered generalised reciprocity in a real life context.  

In addition, the research considers the helping and hindering factors to peer support within 

higher education, which has not been extensively explored even though such empirical 

understanding could play a powerful role in building the success and wellbeing of higher 

education students.  
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Summary of Factors Affecting Generalised Reciprocity in Higher Education and 

Practical Implications 

 This research suggests that higher education students’ enactment of generalised 

reciprocity is helped and hindered by a mixture of motivational, attitudinal and contextual 

factors.  There was strong empirical alignment between these factors and what is known 

about prosocial behaviour.  This research makes a unique contribution in studying 

generalised reciprocity in the context of higher education; research to date has not 

comprehensively addressed the question of enabling and impeding factors of peer support, 

despite the importance of this topic.  In addition, the present research takes a more 

ecological approach compared to the current trend in investigating generalised reciprocity, 

and findings diverge from existing theoretical models by attenuating the role played by 

reputation building.  Future research may firstly seek to confirm the role of these factors.  

Additionally it may consider leveraging those factors that encourage peer support whilst 

managing dynamics that impede the network from becoming more resourceful (i.e., 

shyness, competitiveness, etc.).  If seeking to optimise the value of this supportive leader 

intervention from what has been learned about generalised reciprocity, two actions suggest 

themselves.  Firstly, to focus on the training program and ensure the leaders are attune to 

meta-themes within themselves, such as their own motivations for supporting their peers, 

and being able to match the support offered to the needs of their peers.  A second agenda is 

to attend to general interventions to the system such as messages from tutors, broadcast 

emails, or discussions in lectures with a view to priming or addressing the helping and 

hindering factors which could increase the network’s readiness for the work of the 

supportive leaders.  Therefore, the present research has not only provided information to 

enable future leaders to be more efficacious, but also given clues to the blocks and 

amplifiers in a system that might actually hinder that network from maturing. 
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Caveats to the Practical Implications 

 Three caveats readily present themselves.  Firstly, in developing a social system 

with high levels of cohesion through communicating messages regarding collaboration and 

peer support, it is important that a balanced approach is maintained.  One area where 

balance is required is regarding independence of learning, such as to not encourage 

plagiarism through oversharing of resources or instrumental support.  Secondly, research 

has documented an interesting nuance in that morality primes (i.e., exposure to key words 

such as trustworthy, helpful, tolerant) can reduce cooperation among people with a high 

consistent ‘pro-self’ orientation, demonstrating that priming effects are not one-size-fits-all 

(Smeesters et al., 2003).  As such, delivering messages to students to encourage 

collaboration may potentially have a counter-intuitive effect in a minority of students and 

should therefore be empirically monitored.  Thirdly, it is important that students’ receive 

messages that foster internal rather than external motivations for supportive peers. 

Empowerment theory (Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988, as cited in Zimmerman, 2002) 

underscores the importance of autonomy and personal choice.  Research has shown that 

autonomous helping leads to superior benefits to the helper and the recipient (Weinstein & 

Ryan, 2010).  

Methodological Limitations 

 The purpose of the current research was to: (a) validate the ways in which the 

opinion leaders enacted their role by examining how student peers reacted to prototypical 

supportive instances; (b) to learn about the efficacy of different approaches; and (c) to 

learn about the forcefield of peer social support in a cohort of first year higher education 

students.  In regard to this latter point, the research was exploratory in nature and needs to 

be interpreted as such.  For instance, frequencies were not reported in regard to factors that 

may help or hinder generalized reciprocity as the endorsement of themes may have been 
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limited by the level of effort participants invested in responses, and therefore it cannot be 

concluded, for example, that ‘50% of students typically operate from empathy based 

motivations when helping their peers’.  Complementary methodologies could address this 

in the future.  Similarly, students could very likely have been stimulated to engage in more 

generalised reciprocity than suggested by responses to Vignette 6; it is possible that a 

characteristic of the vignette may have inhibited generalised reciprocity from being at the 

forefront of their mind.  Despite this limitation and those associated with vignette research, 

the findings suggest this is a fruitful area for further consideration.    

 Likewise, ecological validity was important and therefore the constructs in the 

vignettes did not systematically vary.  The implication of this is that alternative 

explanations for the outcomes observed cannot be completely ruled out (i.e., that Vignette 

6 was the least positively appraised due to age effects rather than the matching principle).  

Future research could look to validate the trends observed in the current study such as by 

employing a message component analysis structure (e.g., see Lizzio, Wilson, MacKay, 

2008). 

Future Research 

 In addition to validating the findings noted in the current research and optimising 

future interventions, an interesting line of future research could focus on the premise that 

research involving participants can have the effect of an intervention.  That is, did 

participation in this vignette study have an effect upon participants’ prosocial intentions?  

It has been empirically demonstrated that priming traits and stereotypes can affect 

behaviour (for a review see Smeesters et al., 2003).  Given that participation in this study 

involved processing the experience of the supportive instance in some depth (i.e., questions 

regarding how the participant would think, feel, react, etc. and the likelihood of engaging 

in the behaviour) it is presumable that participation in the survey may have an effect upon 
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prosocial intention, even if effects were only short-lived.  This could be a fruitful area for 

future research and may be particularly useful as an early intervention (i.e., before semester 

commences) to subtly encourage a supportive culture in a cohort of students.   

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter sought to validate opinion leaders’ enacted approach to the role of 

supportive leader.  This has been achieved as the strong majority of student peers 

positively appraised the supportive instances, affirming that leaders’ behaviours and 

processes were, in fact, positive.  Findings were affirming of the non-obtrusive and 

respectful nature of the contribution the supportive leaders made.  This research provides 

information to enable future leaders to be more efficacious, but also reveals clues to the 

blocks and amplifiers in a system that might stop that network from maturing.  Assuming 

students in this study made accurate judgements of how they would respond in reality (and 

we have no reason to assume they would be inaccurate), then the implications of the 

finding are poignant.  It appears that a brief, supportive interaction with a trained opinion 

leader may be able to activate a positive cycle of increasing psychological, social and 

academic capital, in particular stimulating student self-regulation.  These are all factors 

paramount to student success and wellbeing.  In addition, these interactions appear to 

encourage a culture of generalised reciprocity amongst first year students, thus building the 

resource capacity of the network.  It follows, therefore, that a cohort that was exposed to 

the opinion leader intervention compared to one that was not, should reveal differences in 

their adjustment to university.  This will be the focus of the following chapter.   
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Chapter Overview 

This chapter marks the final stage in the validation of the opinion leader intervention.  The 

goal of this dissertation is to understand the worth of the opinion leader intervention in 

terms of its impact upon the student transition experience.  To achieve this, data regarding 

the opinion leaders’ reactions, learning, transference of learning, and the effect of their role 

enactment has been collected and assessed. Returning to established principles of 

intervention evaluation, Kirkpatrick (2006) requires that trainees’ performance is assessed 

in relation to its impact upon key performance indicators.  In the current instance, this 

concerns measures of student academic adjustment and wellbeing.  Put simply, ‘it’s all 

well and good to design and deliver training and find that trainees react well to the training 

(level 1), achieve learning objectives (level 2), and implement these behaviours or attitudes 

in their ‘on-the-job performance’ (level 3), however, we need to know if the training 

actually had an impact on the reason for delivering the training in the first place’.  

 Using Kirkpatrick’s (2006) evaluation framework, findings from the preceding 

chapters established that: the opinion leader students who undertook the training responded 

positively to the training (level 1); learning goals were achieved (level 2); and thirdly, 

opinion leaders’ transferred this learning into their student social context (level 3).  

Regarding level 4, results appear more preliminary and less clear.  Opinion leaders 

reported a number of benefits from participating in the supportive leader project, including 

increased psychological, academic and social capital, and greater personal wellbeing and 

transition success (level 4).  However, opinion leaders perceived mixed findings for the 

level of impact their actions had upon their peers.  This mixed response was echoed in 

Chapter 5 where there was evidence to suggest that a general positive interpersonal 

contagion effect had occurred, and tutors’ perceived the opinion leaders to have deepened 

the classroom learning experience; however, results failed to demonstrate that this had 
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affected group work satisfaction and performance (level 4).  Findings from Chapter 6 

suggested that the diffusion of peer support and proactive student attitudes and behaviours 

was theoretically possible, with student peers’ indicating that short, supportive interactions 

with a peer had the potential to stimulate them to engage in self-regulated learning 

processes.  Furthermore, results suggested that supportive interactions begat more 

supportive interactions through a social contagion process of generalized reciprocity.  

Generalised reciprocity theoretically has the potential to impact upon the psycho-social 

environment and broader resource capacity of the cohort (level 4).  

 The purpose of this chapter is to investigate the impact that the supportive 

leadership intervention had upon key student transition success indexes and clarify the 

evidence for the fourth level of evaluation.  The initial focus is to investigate the contagion 

effect of the supportive leader intervention.  The primary research question for this chapter 

is (RQ1):  To what extent do students exposed to the opinion leader intervention show 

differences in their psychological capital, social capital, proactive behaviours and 

adjustment, compared to students in the non-intervention condition? 

 To answer this question, three approaches are needed.  Firstly, a broad approach 

such as that which may occur in population-level diffusion of innovations research will be 

used (Rogers, 2003): Students attending university who are part of the same cohort as the 

trained opinion leader students will be compared to students who were not exposed to 

trained opinion leaders.  Comparison points will be in relation to the diffusion behaviour, 

attitudes, and to address Kirkpatrick’s fourth level of evaluation, key transition outcomes.  

Therefore, it is hypothesised that (H1.1):  Students at the intervention campus will report 

higher psychological capital, social capital, proactive behaviours, and greater academic 

adjustment than students who are the non-intervention campus.  
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 However, this population level approach may not capture diffusion effects for 

several reasons.  Firstly, if insufficient levels of diffusion occurred and the tipping point or 

threshold amount of diffusion had not been reached then broad population level differences 

would not be seen.  This may be the case in the current research, were there are concerns 

with the number of active opinion leaders, and with opinion leaders’ enacted intensity of 

the social persuasion behaviours (as noted in Chapter 4).  Taking into account that only 

5.8% (n = 17) of the target population were active supportive leaders, it would be more 

realistic to expect that only a proportion of the cohort population would have been 

influenced.  For example, the diffusion of innovation theory (Rogers, 2003) may suggest 

that change will only occur for the ‘early majority’ and therefore examining differences in 

a proportion of the cohort could be a more effective way to judge the relative success of 

the intervention.  Although this analogy may not directly relate to the current variables 

(i.e., how soon someone adopts an innovation compared to how receptive someone is to 

the influence of a supportive leader in terms of affecting their social, academic, and 

psychological capital), this notion of realistically considering where and how much change 

may occur is worth considering. 

 Secondly, people may personally be more or less affected by the influence of an 

opinion leader, such that there are individual differences concerning the extent to which an 

individual may be influenced (Rogers, 2003).  Diffusion outcomes would not be expected 

for students who were not receptive to the effects of the opinion leaders’ diffusion 

activities.  Therefore a more sensitive approach is required, for example, one that considers 

the ‘change readiness’ of the population exposed to the contagion intervention.  

 Change readiness is a well-known concept in clinical psychology and has proven 

effectiveness in understanding addiction and health behaviour change (i.e., stages of 

change; Prochaska & DiClemente, 1992).  This concept has also been utilised in 
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organisational change (Rafferty, Jemmieson, & Armenakis, 2013).  Change sensitive ideas 

feature in the diffusion of innovations theory (Rogers, 2003), and therefore it is reasonable 

to expect that this concept applies in the current project.  For instances, it is reasonable to 

presume that someone who is already high in academic efficacy would have their efficacy 

affirmed rather than increased from interacting with another efficacious peer.  Similarly, as 

noted by opinion leaders in the Chapter 4 findings concerning their ineffective supportive 

interactions, students who are ‘too low’ in capital may not engage or benefit from the 

influence of the supportive leaders.  Therefore, in answering the primary research question, 

the second part of this chapter will re-test the previous hypotheses on an assumed ‘change 

sensitive’ sample of students.  The ‘diffusion sensitive’ population in this study will be 

statistically determined using the dependent variables’ distribution curve.  It is 

hypothesised that (H1.2): Students at the intervention campus who are more ‘change-

sensitive’ will report greater psychological capital, social capital, proactive behaviours, 

and greater academic adjustment than ‘change sensitive’ students at the non-intervention 

campus. 

 Thirdly, diffusion effects can be studied by examining the impact on peers who 

have a known interaction with opinion leaders. Broadly, this approach has been used by 

such diffusion researcher as Larkey and colleagues (2000, as cited in Larkey & Staten, 

2007) by maintaining a record of the number of peers an opinion leader approached and 

recording the number of these peers who then adopted the diffusion innovation (i.e., 

participation in women’s clinical health research).  Applied to the current research, we can 

look for differences in resources and adjustment in peers who are known to have regularly 

interacted with the supportive leaders. Given the findings reported in Chapter 6 regarding 

the perceived impact of a supportive peer interaction, we would expect these peers to have 

higher social, psychological and academic resources, to engage in greater proactive 
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behaviours, and report superior academic adjustment.  It is therefore hypothesised that 

(H1.3):  Students with known exposure to an opinion leader at the intervention campus will 

report higher psychological capital, social capital, proactive behaviours, and greater 

academic adjustment than students at the intervention campus who did not have known 

exposure to an opinion leader. 

 To further the validation of the supportive leader intervention, a fourth approach 

will be used in this chapter.  In Chapter 4, opinion leaders reported that they perceived they 

had greater social, academic, and psychological resources, as well as greater wellbeing and 

better academic adjustment and achievement as an outcome of having participated in the 

supportive leadership project.  For instance, they felt they had made more friends with their 

peers, experienced more positive feelings and less psychological distress, and felt an 

increased sense of personal resilience to meet future challenges.   

 Opinion leaders’ sense that the intervention benefited them personally speaks to the 

merit of the intervention, suggesting this research has real value.  Given then the valence of 

the role reward findings, it is important to note that there are possible limitations to the 

data collected from the opinion leaders in Chapter 4.  Leaders completed self-report 

surveys using newly designed measures, many of which had low levels of variability which 

could suggest design limitations.  In addition, leaders participated in an interview with the 

primary researcher who was also their First Year Advisor, which may have involved 

experimenter biasing effects or response bias on behalf of the students.  A more stringent 

test would be to investigate opinion leaders’ experiences under alternate measurement 

conditions, a process known as data triangulation.  Data triangulation is a recommended 

social science practice, and confidence in the previously reported findings will increase if 

the alternate data collection measures support the same conclusions.  
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 Therefore, the second research question for this Chapter investigates alternative 

evidence regarding opinion leaders’ perceived rewards for participating in the intervention 

(RQ2): Is there evidence to support opinion leaders’ perceived role rewards?  That is, do 

student who participated in the supportive leader program have greater resources and 

transition success than matched peers who did not participate?   

 For instance, given that opinion leaders reported experiencing a greater sense of 

personal capability to succeed against future challenges or setbacks, then it would be 

expected that, in the lead up to their end of semester exams, opinion leaders would have an 

increased sense of resilience in relation to their academic performance.  Given the findings 

reported by opinion leaders, it is hypothesized that (H2.1): Students who participated in the 

supportive leader intervention will display greater psychological capital, social capital, 

proactive student behaviours, academic adjustment, and will achieve a higher grade in the 

first semester ‘threshold’ course, than a sample of matched peers who did not participate 

in the program.  In addition (H2.2):  Students who participated in the supportive leader 

intervention will report more increased happiness, positive affect, resilience, and less 

psychological distress over time compared to matched peers who did not participate in the 

program.  Such findings would validate opinion leaders’ perceived benefits of supportive 

leadership enactment.  

 Lastly, it is worth considering how students’ gender may influence diffusion 

effects.  Although it was noted in Chapter 6 that male and female students’ appraisals of 

the supportive leader interactions were not significantly different, previous findings would 

suggest further investigation is warranted.  As reviewed in Chapter 6, research 

investigating gender and social support has consistently found that women are more likely 

to provide, draw upon, and benefit from social support (Taylor, 2011).  In the higher 

education context, findings suggest that men and women process the effects of social 
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support differently, such that males may be influenced by social support in terms of the 

experience of reduced physical symptoms of illness but not in regards to their 

psychological wellbeing (Hale et al., 2005).  In addition, women in higher education 

perceive more available support and report receiving more help than their male colleagues 

(e.g., Ptacek, Smith, & Zanas, 1992; Hixenbaugh et al., 2012).  Finally, Fowler and 

Christakis (2008) found that individuals’ happiness is influenced more by same sex peers.  

In the sample currently under investigation, there were significantly more female students 

and there were more female opinion leaders, so presumably diffusion may have been more 

effective with the female students.   Therefore, it is hypothesized that (H1.1.2):  Female 

students at the intervention campus will report higher psychological capital, social capital, 

proactive behaviours and greater academic adjustment than female students at the non-

intervention campus.   
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Table 1 

Summary of Research Questions, Hypotheses, Testing Method and Relevant Implications. 

No. Question and Hypothesis Testing used Implication 

RQ1 

To what extend do students exposed to the opinion leader intervention report differences in their 

psychological, social, proactive behaviours and adjustment compared to students in the non-intervention 

condition? 

H1.1 Part 1.  Students at the intervention campus 

will report higher psychological capital, social 

capital, proactive behaviours and greater 

academic adjustment than students who are the 

non-intervention campus.    

2-way 

ANOVA* 
Evidence that the SL intervention 

had diffusion effects  

H1.1.2 Female students at the intervention campus 

will report higher psychological capital, social 

capital, proactive behaviours and greater 

academic adjustment than female students at 

the non-intervention campus.   

2-way 

ANOVA* 
An individual’s gender causally 

contributions to their receptiveness 

to the effects of the supportive 

leaders; Female students be more 

amenable to the influence of opinion 

leaders than male students. 

H1.2 Part 2.  Students at the intervention campus 

who are more ‘change-sensitive’ will report 

greater psychological, social, and proactive 

behaviours, and a greater adjustment than 

‘change sensitive’ students at the non-

intervention campus.  

Independent 

t-tests with 

BA 

Students who are more ‘change-

sensitive’ were affected by the 

opinion leader intervention.  The 

diffusion effect of the intervention is 

contingent upon the readiness of the 

diffusion target.   

H1.3 Part 3.  Students with known exposure to an 

opinion leader at the intervention campus will 

report higher psychological, social, proactive 

behaviours and a greater adjustment than 

students at the intervention campus who did 

not have known exposure to an opinion leader. 

Independent 

t-tests with 

BA 

Exposure to an opinion leader is 

related to increased capital and 

improved adjustment to university. 

RQ2 

Is there evidence to support OPLs’ perceived the role rewards?  I.e., Do student who participated in the SL 

program have greater resources and transition success than matched peers who did not participate?   

HP2.1  

 

Part 4 Students who participated in the 

supportive leader intervention will display 

greater social capital, psychological capital, 

proactive student behaviours, academic 

adjustment, and will achieve a higher grade in 

the first semester ‘threshold’ course than a 

sample of matched peers who did not 

participate in the SL program 

Independent 

t-tests; 
Opinion leader students experienced 

significant role rewards from 

enacting the SL role, strengthening 

the findings from Chapter 4, 

HP2.2 Part 4 Students who participated in the 

supportive leader intervention will report more 

increased happiness, positive affect, resilience, 

and less psychological distress over time 

compared to matched peers who did not 

participate in the SL program 

Mixed 

design 
Opinion leader students experienced 

increased psychological resources  

and wellbeing over time 
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Method 

Research Design 

 A quasi-experimental, natural setting field study using two matched samples with 

an intervention condition and baseline condition is employed to provide data from which 

inferences can be made about the diffusion effects of the intervention.  It is important that 

the two groups chosen for this study are contextually similar to help determine if any 

changes observed were due to the effect of the intervention.  The input of experienced staff 

members at the University who have worked across programs and campuses was sought 

and a checklist of the resources offered at both locations was made and used to guide 

decision making (Table 2).  Confirmation of Time 1 equivalence was tested by comparing 

the two samples on all survey scales, focusing in particular on the dependent variables.  As 

explained in the Results section, the campuses showed some differences at Time 1.   

Statistical consultation was sought to assess options for containing these 

differences.  Some researchers suggest using statistical controls such as ANCOVA to 

partial out the effect of unwanted variance (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  Another option is 

to use random deletion of participants in a similar process to data stratification.  Both 

approaches were considered but neither was judged appropriate for the current project.  For 

instance, inherent underlying differences cannot be fully controlled by ANOCOVA (J. 

O’Gorman, personal communication, July 25, 2013).  Similarly, producing an equivalent 

sample based on random deletion of cases felt overly sterilising and in any case could not 

control for the fact that the sample composition would be different at Time 2.    Statistical 

advice was to leave the data as it was and note the differences and possible effect when 

interpreting the data (J. O’Gorman, personal communication, July 25, 2013).   Further 

information about the statistical design utilised to test the hypotheses can be found in the 

Analysis section, or in Table 1.   
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Table 2 

Audit of GU capacity building interventions which were considered when matching 

samples. 

Intervention Name Delivered by Target Present at both 

locations 

First Year Advisor Staff member from 

schools selected for this 

part-time role 

First year students 

 

Common Time Lectures First Year Advisor First year students 

 

Mentoring Program Second and third year 

undergraduate students 

First year students 
 

“Just in Time” coaching Tutors in select first year 

courses 

Early intervention for first 

year students at risk of 

failing ‘threshold’ course 

 

Student Services Student Services staff All GU students 
 

Learning Services Learning Services staff All GU students 
 

*Note.  It is possible that provision of some service could have varied between locations, for example, the 

intervention campus had an in-house mentoring program compared to an externally run program at the non-

intervention site.  However, previous years ‘starting at Griffith data’ would suggest that the campuses were 

comparable, and the courses received identical teaching and course evaluations.  Therefore variances were 

considered minor.  

 

Participants and Procedure 

Time 1.  Students commencing their first year of an undergraduate psychology 

degree at Griffith University in 2011 formed the participant sample pool (N = 491).  The 

psychology courses are offered at two campus locations in South East QLD: Mt Gravatt (N 

= 296) and the Gold Coast (N = 195).  Participants in the Mt Gravatt sample were the 

intervention group.   For the Time 1 survey a total of 289 completed responses were 

received.  Mt Gravatt had a 54.39% response rate (n = 161) and participants’ average age 

was 21.18 years (SD = 6.77), the majority of the sample were women (F = 125; 77.63%) 

and 46.60% of the sample were the first in their family to attend university; these figures 
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are comparable with the Gold Coast sample where there was a 65.64% response rate (n = 

128), average age of 21.50 years (SD = 6.83), majority female sample (F = 98; 76.56%) 

and 50.78% were the first in their family to attend higher education.  The age distribution 

for both samples was positively skewed, meaning that there was a large proportion of 17-

24 year olds which is consistent with university student samples (DEEWR, 2011).   

Participants received an invitation to participate by an email sent to their 

university account containing a hyperlink to the survey.  Participants received up to two 

email reminders to participate.  The incentive marketed to participants was feedback on a 

selection of their scores which they could use to help them learn about their motivations 

and approach to their university studies (Appendix R contains a copy of the Time 1 email 

invitation and information sheet, and Appendix S contains an example Time 1 feedback 

report).  Participants completed the Time 1 survey in approximately 15 minutes.   

Time 2.  Regarding the Time 2 Survey, participation rates were lower for both 

campuses.  A total of 183 completed responses were achieved with 119 responses from Mt 

Gravatt (40.20% response rate) and 64 responses from Gold Coast (32.82% response rate).  

One-hundred and twenty-one of these participants (both campuses) completed both the 

Time 1 and the Time 2 surveys (providing a longitudinal sample).  As before, participants 

were mostly female students (n = 137) and the average age was 22.48 years (SD = 7.80).  

Participants were once again all first year undergraduate psychology students at 

Griffith University who had commenced their study that semester.  Students were recruited 

via their student email.  Incentives offered for participation in the Time 2 survey once 

again included feedback and also research participation credit point (30 minutes worth).  

Participants completed the Time 2 survey in approximately 20 minutes.  The lower 

participation rates at Time 2 are likely due to research survey fatigue and the time of 

academic year the data collection took place (the study week before exams).   
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Materials 

 Students completed a range of self-report survey measures at Time 1 and Time 2 to 

measure their demographic features, academic intentions and performance, social capital, 

psychological, capital, and wellbeing.  Table 3 presents a summary of the variables 

measured at the two data collection times.  Full copies of the surveys are contained in 

Appendix T and U.  Capital measures were generally tailored to suit the Australian 

university context, and measures were chosen based on previous demonstrated acceptable 

psychometric qualities and relevance to the context.  Scales with previous poor 

psychometric properties will be investigated and modified if required.  Regarding 

psychological capital, these measures targeted students’ academic work rather than 

university experience in general.  

 Academic Capital. 

 Time 1.  Proactive student behavioural intentions.  Participants’ intentions to 

engage in proactive student related behaviours were measured using the Academic 

Application and the Prepared and Present sub-scales from the First Year Experience 

Questionnaire (James et al., 2010).  Questions were reworded to capture intended 

behaviours and example items include “I intend to seek the advice and assistance of the 

teaching staff if I need it” (Academic Application scale) and “I think it is ok to miss a lot 

of classes because the notes will be on the internet” (Prepared and Present scale).  

Responses were made on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree).  Both these scales have demonstrated poor internal reliabilities in the past 

(Cronbach’s alphas .49 and .28 respectively; James et al,. 2010); these low alphas may be 

because the items in each scale cover diverse topics (e.g., help seeking and self-regulation) 

but only use a small number of items.  In the current study, the items for these 2 scales 

were examined in a single factor analysis and results suggested separating the positive and 



367 

negatively worded items rather than the previous scale divisions and removing one item 

(item 3).  These sub-factors were labelled positive learning intentions and negative 

learning intentions and produced acceptable internal reliabilities (.67 and .71).   

Table 3  

Summary of Time 1 and Time 2 Variables  

 

 

Time 1 survey Time 2 survey 

 

Academic capital 

 

Proactive student behavioural intentions Proactive student behaviours 

Time on task 

  

Social capital 

 

Peer support in the degree Peer support 

Family support for higher education studies 

Friend  support for higher education studies 

Social network size 

Social support exchange 

Social cohesion 

 

Psychological capital 

 

University related affect University related affect 

Optimism (general) Academic optimism  

Academic self-efficacy (anticipated) Academic self-efficacy 

Academic resilience Academic resilience 

Sense of purpose Sense of purpose 

Future time orientation 

University motivations 

 

  

Wellbeing 

General Happiness General Happiness 

Psychological distress Psychological Distress 

 

Outcome variables 

 

 Academic adjustment  

Academic performance  
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 Time 2. Proactive student behaviours.  Students’ proactive behaviours were 

measured at Time 2 using the same measures as the Time 1 survey with minor 

amendments:  Responses were phrased in present tense (actual rather than intended 

behaviours) and additional items were used.  Specifically, two relevant items from the 

Active Leaning scale (ACER, 2009) were added and one new item was generated to 

specifically to suit the Griffith University context (i.e., “Checking material on 

Learning@Griffith”).  As detailed later in the results section, factor analyses suggested two 

separate scales, active learning and student performance proactive behaviours.  Each scale 

produced acceptable internal reliability scores (.90 and .73), improving the original scales’ 

psychometrics.    

Time 2. Time on task.  In measuring how much time students devoted to their 

studies, participants were asked “On average, how many hours outside of class have you 

spent doing your uni work per week (readings, studying, assignments)?” and were 

provided with space to enter a number.  At this point participants were also asked how 

many courses they were taking so that time on task could be meaningfully analysed.  

Before analysis, a new variable was generated which averaged the number of hours by the 

number of courses undertaken of the standard 10 credit point size.  Adjustments were 

manually calculated for double degree law and psychological students who undertake 6 

subjects, 2 of which are 5 credit points.  

 Social capital. 

Time 1.  Peer support in degree.  For the purpose of understanding the baseline 

social capital within the sample, three questions were developed to suit the current 

research:  “I already know someone else who will be in my degree this year too”, “I 

consider this person a friend”, and “I am comfortable asking this person for help if I need 

to”.  Participants responded with yes or no answers.  At Time 2, for those participants who 
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had not completed the Time 1 survey, these questions were administered to establish a 

baseline indication of comparability.  

 Time 1.  Family and friend support for higher education studies.  The 

Multidimensional Scale for Social Support (G. Zimet, Dahlem, S. Zimet, & Farley, 1988) 

was adapted for the current research; specific reference was made to support regarding 

university studies, the ‘significant other’ questions removed, and additional items added to 

ensure that theory of social support was adequately represented for the university context.  

Six items covering participants’ perception of their family’s [friends’] understanding of 

university commitments, presence of emotional and informational support, and satisfaction 

with support were included.  Higher scores represent higher perceived support.  High 

internal reliability has been reported on Zimet et al.’s original measure (Cronbach’s alpha 

.91 and .89).  In the current research, acceptable internal reliabilities were achieved (.79; 

.71) after the removal of 1 item from each scale (as detailed in the Results section).   

 Time 2.  Peer support .  Participants completed an adapted version of Caplan, 

Cobb, French, Van Harrison, and Pinneau’s (1980) social support scale to measure the 

extent to which they perceived the availability of peer social support.  Caplan and 

colleagues’ 4-item measure is a global perceived peer support scale, including items 

addressing participants’ perceptions of instrumental, informational, and emotional support.  

The measure has been widely used in the organisational psychology literature and was 

easily adapted for the current context by substituting ‘work’ colleagues for ‘uni’ colleagues 

and removing 1 item which was not relevant.  Greenglass and Fiksenbaum (2005) used a 

similar process to adapt a longer version of this measure (i.e., the 1975 version) for use in 

higher education and reported strong psychometric qualities.   Cronbach’s alpha for the 

current study was strong at .89. Participants completed the measure using a 7-point scale, 
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with responses ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  An example item 

includes: How much can your uni colleagues be relied on when things get tough at uni?  

 Time 2. Social network size.  Participants provided a simple index of the size of 

their social network by estimating the number of their peer’s first names they know, and 

also the likely number of peers who know their first name.  Participants’ two estimations 

were combined into a single variable for the purposes of this study. 

 Time 2. Social support exchange.  Participants were asked to provide an 

estimated percentage response (out of 100) to the questions: “Out of the peers you know at 

uni, how many of them do you feel would help/support you if you asked for it?” and “Out 

of the peers you know at uni, how many of them would you help/support if they asked for 

it?”, to measure the their perceived amount of social support exchange.  Participants’ 

estimations were combined into a single variable for the purposes of this study. 

Time 2. Social cohesion.  Participants’ sense of their peer relationship social 

climate and cohesion was measured using a 15-items scale developed explicitly for the 

purposes of this study.  Using a 7-point scale, with responses ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree),  participants responded to items covering the related 

variables of: (1) motivation for social capital, (2) self-efficacy relating to affiliation, (3) 

perceived likelihood of increasing social capital, (4) appraisal of peer-level social climate, 

and (5) satisfaction with university social capital were measured. First, the extent to which 

participants were motivated and desired to increase their university social network was 

measured using four items (two items were negatively worded and will be reverse scored).  

Examples include “I would like to meet more people at uni” and “Getting to know people 

in my course is not a priority for me”.  Second, participants’ appraisal of the likelihood of 

them building their university social capital was measured using three items.  An example 

includes “I expect to make more, or deepen my existing social networks at uni”.  Third, 
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participants’ efficacy in making social connections was measured by asking respondents 

two questions about their confidence in meeting people.  An example item includes “I'm 

confident that if I wanted to meet more people at uni I could do this”.  Fourth, perceptions 

of the current social climate amongst the student cohort was measured using three items 

adapted from the psychosocial climate scales (e.g., Team Design Scale by Campion, 

Medsker, & Higgs, 1993) to suit the university context; example item includes “People in 

my class don’t seem to be all that interested in getting to know each other”.  Lastly, 

satisfaction with social capital was measured using three items adapted from Pascarella and 

Terenzini’s (1980) Institutional Integration Scale.  An example item includes “The student 

friendships I have developed at this uni have been personally satisfying”.  Factor analyses 

suggested these items represented a single latent factor.  Internal reliability for this scales 

was strong (.89 Cronbach’s alpha) when the item “I would have liked to have made more 

friends by now at Uni”, was removed.  Higher scores indicate students perceive a more 

positive peer social climate and cohesion.    

 Psychological capital. 

 Time 1. Positive and negative affect.  Participants’ university related affect was 

measured using the general dimension scales for positive and negative affect from the 

widely employed PANAS (Watson & Clarke, 1994).  Respondents were presented with 10 

positive and 10 negative affect words, and ask respondents to indicate the frequency over 

the past week they have experienced this mood on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (very 

slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely).  In the Time 1 survey, the reference point provided 

to respondents was “During the past week or so, when you have been thinking of starting 

your degree at university, how often has the thought of uni made you feel…”. Example 

positive affect words include “active”, “excited”, “proud” and negative affect words 

include “afraid”, “nervous”, “upset”.  Participants’ positive affect was used for the 
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purposes of the current study; negative affect scores were used as a screening measure in 

Chapter 4.  Acceptable internal reliability scores for the PANAS have been reported in 

American college student and Australian samples (.86; .79; Wilkinson, 1993, as cited in 

Watson & Clarke, 1994).  The current research produced similarly high scores (Cronbach’s 

Alpha’s of .92 for PA and .89 for NA).   

Time 2. Positive and negative affect.  These variables were measured in the same 

manner as the Time 1 survey, except that for the Time 2 survey the instructions excluded 

reference to starting university:  "During the past week or so, how often has the thought of 

uni made you feel: [Upset]".  As before, high internal reliabilities were achieved (.98 for 

PA and .93 for NA).   

Time 1. Optimism.  Scheier and Carver’s (1985) Life Orientation Test (Revised 

version, 1994) was used to measure general optimistic outlook.  This scale has 6 items with 

2 items reverse scored.  Participants made their responses on a 7-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true).  Higher scores indicate a more optimistic life 

outlook.  Acceptable internal reliability scores (.76; .80) and test-re-test reliabilities (.79) 

have been reported (Scheier & Carver; Chemer, Hu, & Gracia, 2001).  An example item 

includes “I’m optimistic about what will happen to me in the future”.  At time 1, this scale 

was not contextualised to the university context because this could not be easily achieved.  

That is, some of the items did not lend themselves to being minimally re-worded and 

phrased in an anticipatory sense, whilst still be meaningful for participants who were yet to 

commence their studies.  Scale internal reliability was strong (.86) in the current study.   

Time 2. Optimism.
24

  In the Time 2 survey, items were contextualised to relate to 

the university environment with a view to providing a context specific measure of 

                                                 
24

Seligman views optimism as an attributional style (Seligman, 1991).  Specifically, that optimists make 

internal, stable and global attributions for positive events but make external, unstable, and specific 

attributions for negative events.  Unfortunately such a sophisticated definition requires assessment through a 
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optimism.  Contextualised measures are said to capture relationships more sensitively (e.g., 

Solberg et al., 2009).  The process for achieving this in the current research followed that 

used by Luthans et al. (2006) who tailored the Life Orientation Test (Revised version; 

Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994) to be specific to an employment context.  An example 

item includes “If something can go wrong for me uni-work-wise, it will”.  In their 

validation study, Luthans and colleagues (2007) reported an acceptable average internal 

reliability score for their adapted optimism scale (Cronbach’s alphas were .74, .69, .76, and 

.79 across four studies).  In the current research, a solid .86 Cronbach’s alpha was 

achieved.  

Time 1. Academic self-efficacy.  For the Time 1 survey, Zajacova and colleagues’ 

(2005) academic self-efficacy scale was used.  This scale covers four factors regarding 

academic confidence, including; (1) interactions at university, (2) academic performance 

outside of class, (3) academic performance in class, and (4) ability to manage work, family, 

and university.  Respondents are asked to “Please rate how confident you are in terms of 

your ability to do (complete/ achieve) the following things once you start your degree”.  

Reponses were made on a 7-point Likert scale with the anchor points being 1 (not at all) 

and 7 (very).  The original scale had 27 items; however, four of these items were removed 

as suggested by the authors (due to cross loadings).  An additional two items were removed 

as they targeted student life facets which may not have been relevant for some participants 

in current sample such as parental expectations and family cohesion.  Two additional items 

were added to strengthen the self-regulation efficacy items (Zajacova and colleagues had 

only included 1 item of these items) as the literature suggests this is an important part of 

the student role.  The wording of some items was changed to suit the Australian higher 

                                                                                                                                                    
48-item measure which was unsuitable for the current field research.  In addition, this research was interested 

in assessing any changes in optimism and Luthans et al (2006) suggests that a ‘state-like’ conceptualisation 

of optimism may better reveal changes.  
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education context or the needs of the sample, e.g., “professors” changed to “lecturers” and 

“Managing both school and my job” to “Balancing all the other things I have in my life 

with my uni work” as not all participants would have employment.  An example item 

includes “Managing time efficiently”.   

Zajacova and colleagues (2005) reported high internal reliability scores for their 4 

subscales were high, ranging from .77 to .90; predictive and convergent validity were also 

established.  Despite the 4 sub-factors, however, Zajocova and colleagues have combined 

the subscales into a general academic efficacy factor for their predictive analyse, offering 

further support for data aggregation in the current study.  In the current research, factor 

analysis suggested either a 1 or 4 factor solution, and a 1 factor solution was chosen.  The 

efficacy scale produced an internal reliability score of .94 in the current research.  

An additional efficacy item, “I worry that I’m not smart enough or don’t have the 

ability for university” which was devised by Wilson and Lizzio (n.d.[b]) was included in 

the survey but does not form part of the efficacy scale due the results of intial efficacy 

scale factor analysis testing.  Therefore, this item was only used as a general descriptive 

item to provide information about the sample and to offer data in designing the supportive 

leader intervention (as noted in Chapter 3), although it hold potential for future research a 

risk factor indicator in terms of the student transition.  Sadly, approximately 45% of the 

students who responded to the Time 1 survey did not feel they ‘had what it takes’ to be at 

university.   

Time 2. Academic self-efficacy.  In measuring academic self-efficacy, 9 of the 

items used to measure proactive student behaviours were used, and participants were asked 

to rate how confident they felt in terms of their ability to do (complete/ achieve) the 

behaviours or tasks.  An additional 5 items were also included due to their relevance, two 

of which had also appeared in the Time 1 survey and one item was specific to the Griffith 
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University context (i.e., “Checking material on Learning@Griffith”).  The remaining two 

questions asked for a future appraisal of how confident the participant felt in doing well in 

and studying well for the upcoming exams.  Responses were made on a 7-point scale, 

ranging from 1 (Not at all confident) to 7 (Very confident).   

The purpose of venturing away from the academic self-efficacy scale that was 

used in the Time 1 survey was to better facilitate a meaningful analysis amongst the 

variables in the Time 2 data set; in this way, the sample were asked how confident they felt 

in engaging in a ‘successful student’ behaviour and also how much they had actually 

performed the behaviour.  To prevent item response bias, these scales were displayed at 

different places in the survey.  This format was inspired by Zajocava and colleagues (2005) 

academic efficacy scale, who used this format to ask participants to better compare 

students’ feelings of efficacy with their stress appraisals.   

As was the case in the Time 1 academic self-efficacy measure, the item “I worry 

that I’m not smart enough or don’t have the ability for university” (Wilson & Lizzio, 2008) 

was also included.  This item was displayed within the academic adjustment scale in the 

survey due to the required 7-point scale response format.  At time 2, approximately 30% of 

students still expressed agreement with this statement.  

Time 1.  Resilience.  Participants’ beliefs regarding the extent to which they could 

deal with setbacks, challenges, adversity, and pressure in the academic setting, was 

measured using the 4-item version of the Academic Buoyancy Scale (Martin & Marsh, 

2006, 2008a, 2008b, 2009).  This scale was developed using Australian samples and has 

demonstrated acceptable internal reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha .80; Martin & Marsh, 

2008a, 2008b) and convergent and predictive validity (Martin & Marsh, 2006).  In the 

Time 1 survey this measure was reworded to suit a future appraisal.  Example item 

includes “I’ll be good at dealing with any setbacks I may encounter (e.g., bad marks, 
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negative feedback on my work, etc).  Participants made their responses on a 7-point scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  A high internal reliability was 

achieved in the current research (.85).   

Time 2.  Resilience.  Students’ sense of academic resilience was measured using 

the same scale as the Time 1 survey (Martin & Marsh, 2006).  Items were phrased in the 

presence tense.  As before, this scale had a very high internal reliability at Time 2 (.93). 

Time 1.  Sense of purpose. In measuring the extent to which participants felt a 

sense of purpose behind their university studies, the three items from the Sense of Purpose 

subscale from the Griffith University ‘Starting@Griffith’ survey were used (Griffith 

Institute for Higher Education GIHE, 2010).  An example item includes “I have a clear 

sense of why I am attending university”.  Participants made their responses using on a 7-

point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher scores 

indicating a stronger sense of purpose. The Griffith Institute for Higher Education (GIHE) 

developed these scales and report that acceptable internal reliabilities for this scale have 

been found (GIHE, 2009, 2010, 2011).  At Time 1, an acceptable Cronbach’s alpha of .79 

was achieved.  

Time 2.  Sense of purpose.  This variable was measured in the same manner as 

the Time 1 survey.  At Time 2, a high internal reliability score of .96 was achieved.   

Time 1. Future time orientation.  Participants’ orientation towards future 

thinking and propensity to act in response to perception of time was measured using the 

future subscale from the Temporal Orientation Scale (TOS; Jones, Banicky, Pomare, & 

Lasane, 2004).  An example item includes “I keep working at a difficult, boring task if it 

will help me to get ahead”.  Responses were scored on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not 

true of me) to 7 (very true of me). Acceptable internal reliabilities for this scale have been 

reported (Cronbach’s alpha .79;  Brown & Jones, 2004).  In the current research, this scale 
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scored a Cronbach’s Alpha of a .83.  Students’ future time orientation was not included in 

the second cohort survey as it is a trait-like construct and not expected to change as a result 

of the opinion leader intervention.  

Time 1. Motivations.  Two sub-scales from the Expectations@Griffith measure 

(Lizzio & Wilson, n.d) were used to assess the samples’ engagement and motivation with 

university.  This scale was based upon the ‘study contracts’ identified by Beaty, Gibbs, and 

Morgan (1997, as cited in Lizzio & Wilson).  In the current research, the subscales social 

(“I want to take advantage of the social and recreational possibilities at university”), 

academic achievement (“My main intention at university is to achieve academic success”) 

are utilised to establish comparability in Part IV analysis. Each scale consisted of 2 items 

and participants made their responses using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  No data on the psychometric properties of this scale have 

been published to date.  In the current research, the social motivation scale obtained a 

parallel for statistic of .84, and the academic motivations scale achieved a .80 statistic 

which are both sound internal reliabilities scores.  Students’ suitability for invitation to the 

supportive leader training involved using this scale as a screening measure, as noted in 

Chapter 4.   

 Outcome and control variables. 

Time 2. Academic achievement. Participants’ academic grade for the ‘threshold’ 

core course was received from the course convenor.  This course traditionally receives the 

highest fail rates in first semester compared to the other core courses, perhaps due to the 

nature of the subject matter (biology, cognitions, and research methods).  Students’ grade 

was matched to their other survey data.  Student grade scores (out of 100) were determined 

as an outcome of the mark they obtained for each assessment piece (e.g., 12/20 for 
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laboratory report, 30/40 for mid-semester exam, 35/40 for end of semester exam would be 

a score of 77).   

 Time 2.  Academic adjustment.  Students’ sense of their coping with the 

academic demands (at a task based and at an emotional level) was measured using a five 

item scale from the First Year Experience Questionnaire (FYEQ; James et al., 2010).  

Acceptable internal reliability scores have been reported (Cronbach’s alpha .77; James et 

al.) and in the current study a sound .94 was achieved.  An example item includes “I find it 

really hard to keep up with the volume of work in this program” and “I feel overwhelmed 

by all I've had to do”.  Participants made their responses using a 7-point scale ranging from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  All items were reverse scored, and therefore 

higher scores indicate a greater sense of academic adjustment. 

Time 1.  General happiness.  Participants’ global subjective happiness was 

measured using the 4-item Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999).  

Two items asked participants to characterise themselves using absolute ratings and ratings 

relative to peers, while the other two items provided descriptions of happy and unhappy 

individuals and asked respondents the extent to which each description represented them.  

An anchored 7-point scale was used for all items, for example, “In general, I consider 

myself:  1 (Not a very happy person) to 7 (A very happy person).  The fourth item is 

reverse scored.  The psychometric properties of this scale were originally presented on 14 

separate studies with a sample close to three thousand participants comprising different 

ages, occupation and cultural backgrounds (Lyubomirsky & Lepper).  The scale has 

demonstrated high internal consistencies (Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .79 to .94; M = 

0.86), acceptable test-retest reliabilities, and acceptable convergent and discriminant 

validity (Lyubomirsky & Lepper), which extended to the current research were a .84 

Cronbach’s alpha was observed.  
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Time 2.  General happiness.  This variable was measured in the same manner as 

the Time 1 survey.  As before, a high Cronbach’s alpha (.92) was achieved.  

Time 1.  Psychological distress.  The Kessler-10 (K10; Kessler et al., 2002) was 

used as a brief symptom scale for non-specific psychological distress (i.e., depression, 

anxiety, worry, fatigue, the physical symptoms of arousal and thoughts of death).  

Participants were required to indicate the frequency they have experienced distress 

symptoms during the past 30 days (e.g., “In the past 30 days how often did you feel 

hopeless?”) using a 5-point response scale ranging from 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all of the 

time).  Overall scores range from 10 to 50 and higher scores indicate greater distress.  

Australian norms exist for this measure as the scale was included in three national surveys 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 1997, 2001, 2007, as cited in ABS, 2012).  In the 

ABS surveys, scores above 30 are considered ‘very high’ and scores above 22 are 

considered ‘high’ (ABS, 2012).  The K10 is currently used as a screening tool by GPs in 

preparing mental health care plans.  The K10 has shown acceptable convergent validity in 

predicting DSM-IV disorders in large community samples (Kessler et al., 2002).  Improved 

psychometric properties over other popular psychological distress measures have been 

reported (such as the GHQ-12; Kessler et al., 2002, 2003).  At Time 1, a solid Cronbach’s 

alpha of .89 was achieved.  Participants at Time 1 had slightly higher psychological 

distress compared to the national average.  The average K10 score for Australian women 

aged 16-24 is 15.80 (Slade et al., 2011) and female students in this study scored 19.50 (SD 

= 6.52); males in the current study were also higher than the Australian norm, scoring 

18.34 (SD = 6.12) compared to national average for males 16-24 of 14.00.  Other 

researchers have noticed University students score higher distress than non-students of the 

same age (Hixenbaugh et al., 2012; Stewart-Brown et al., 2000).   
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Time 2.  Psychological distress.  This variable was measured in the same manner 

as the Time 1 survey. A high internal reliability score was observed (.94).  Participants’ 

distress scores at Time 2 were generally higher than at Time 1, most likely due to the 

academic demands they were facing in the lead up to the end of semester exams.  Female 

students scored an average 20.70 (SD = 7.67) and male students scored an average 17.33 

(SD = 6.38).   

Time 1. Demographics. Students’ demographic which may be related to their 

transition experience were measured.  These included: age, gender, first in family to attend 

university, English as a second language, primary care giver in family, Indigenous or 

Torres Strait Islander, single parent, refugee, recently relocated (or still live) in a rural 

location, differently abled (disability), OP Score or Tertiary Entrance Rank, number of 

hours in a normal week participants intended to work in employment during the semester, 

previous highest qualification, enrolment status, current degree program, and whether if 

this course was the participant’s first preference.  In the current research, only a selection 

of demographics were included in analyses due to the low number of endorsement. 

Time 2. Demographics. Participants were asked if they completed the previous 

survey, and if they had not done so, then the Time 1 demographic questions were 

presented.  All participants were asked about the average amount of hours they spend in 

paid employment during the semester and to what extent they felt this interfered with their 

university commitments on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a large 

extent).  On average, full-time students reported that they worked in paid employment 

17.85 hours on average during the semester which is above the recommended maximum 

amount (Little & Van Dyke, 2003, as cited in Hixenbaugh et al., 2012 and 26.23% of 

students (n = 48) perceived their employment moderately to severely interfered with their 

university commitment. 
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Participants were also asked an item from the First Year Experience Survey 

(James, Krause, & Jennings, 2010) regarding financial demands: “How often is your 

financial situation a source of worry for you?” and responded on a 5-point scale ranging 

from 1 (None of the time) to 5 (All of the time).  Sadly, for 39.34% of students (n = 72), 

their financial situation was a source of worry for them most to all of the time, suggesting 

significant work-uni-life pressures for this sample.   

Analysis 

 Overview.  The data set will be prepared for hypothesis testing by investigating the 

assumptions of parametric testing, creating meta-variables, and examining scale 

reliabilities and internal consistency.  Following this, the Time 1 data set will be 

investigated using a series of analyses to ascertain comparability of the samples for 

between groups testing on the Time 2 samples.  Finally, hypothesis testing will occur in 

four parts (described below). 

Creating ‘meta’ dependent variables. In creating a higher order factor for the 

dependent variables, the processes outlined by Taylor, Lerner, Sherman, Sage, and 

McDowell (2003) will be followed.  These researchers combined eight scales theoretically 

related to psychological resources and factor analysed these resources using an oblique 

rotation, and one main factor (Positive Resources) emerged which accounted for 24.2% of 

the variance.  Creating comprehensive measures of phenomena through using a composite 

of measures is recommended by other researchers such as Fisher (2010) and Judge et al. 

(2003).   

 Hypothesis testing.  Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) analysis was 

considered for hypothesis testing, however, there were concerns for Type II errors.  

MANOVA is often considerably less powerful than ANOVA (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), 

and even moderate correlations between dependent variables reduce the power of 
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MANOVA (Tabachnick & Fidell).  In addition, MANOVA is considered more sensitive 

than other analyses to the effects of unequal sample sizes (Tabachnick & Fidell) and this 

will feature in the current study as the campus populations vary.  As such, ANOVA, 

independent-group t-tests, and mixed between-within t-test were chosen to address the 

research questions.  

 Part I.  Part I of the analyses investigates cohort differences by testing for 

variances in students’ scores between those who were at the campus exposed to the 

intervention compared to those students at the non-intervention campus.  A series of two-

way ANOVAs using a Bonferroni correction (p < .0125) will be conducted.  There are two 

independent variables each with two levels:  campus (intervention and non-intervention 

campus) and gender (male and female).  The dependent variables include proactive 

behaviours, psychological capital, social capital, and academic adjustment.  

 Part II.  Part II focuses upon examining whether a diffusion effect is detected in the 

‘change sensitive’ sample.  After removing students scoring in the top or bottom 25% of 

the sample, four independent samples t-tests using a Bonferroni correction (p < .0125) will 

be conducted.  The independent variable is campus which has two levels (intervention and 

non-intervention campus) and the dependent variables are proactive behaviours, 

psychological capital, social capital, and academic adjustment.    

 Part III.  In Part III, the focus in upon examining diffusion effects when there is 

known exposure to an opinion leader, i.e., shared membership in a learning group.   Four 

independent-sample t-tests using a Bonferroni correction (p < .0125) will be conducted.  

The independent variable is ‘exposure to OPL’ which has 2 levels: Opinion leader present 

in learning group verses no opinion leader in learning group.   The dependent variables 

include proactive behaviours, psychological capital, social capital, and academic 

adjustment.  Opinion leader students will be excluded from this analysis.  Analysis will 
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include students who took the course introductory interpersonal skills course and belonged 

to a learning group (n = 91).   

 Part IV.  Finally, Part IV addresses opinion leaders’ claims that they had increased 

resources, performance, and wellbeing as a result of participating in the supportive leader 

project.  To provide some sort of meaningful interpretation of the Time 2 scores, a point of 

comparison is required.  Therefore, opinion leader students will be matched with non-

opinion leader students with whom they share comparable Time 1 resource, wellbeing and 

social and academic motivation scores.  This comparison point will offer a more 

meaningful interpretation of the observed findings.   

 Cross-sectional analyses will involve 5 independent-groups t-tests; the independent 

between groups variable is supportive leader status (participated or did not participate in 

program) and the dependent variables include social capital, psychological capital, 

proactive student behaviours, academic adjustment and academic achievement.   

 Longitudinal analyses will utilise those scales which could appear in an identical or 

‘near’ identical form at both data collection points.  This includes wellbeing (psychological 

distress, happiness), positive affect, and resilience.  It is worth noting that at Time 1 this is 

anticipated academic resilience, and at time 2 it is current academic resilience, this 

anticipated-current longitudinal matching is considered appropriate since both data 

represents students’ perception of their personal resilience relating to the academic 

challenges they face.  No Bonferroni correction will be applied for either the cross-

sectional or longitudinal analyses in Part IV due concerns regarding lack of statistical 

power.   

 Effect size. Effect sizes will be calculated and reported for any significant findings 

found during hypothesis testing.  Eta squared will be used as the measure of effect size 

except in the case of testing Hypothesis 2.2, where partial eta squared in provided by the 
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SPSS output.  Calculations will be completed by manually using Cohen’s (1988) eta-

squared formula for use with an independent groups t-test presented by Pallant (2010) and 

Cohen’s (1988) guidelines for interpreting effect sizes.   

 Type I and Type II errors. To address potential increases in Type I errors due to 

the number of analyses undertaken, a Bonferroni correction will be applied in the majority 

of cases when testing hypothesises and when establishing Time 1 equivalence.  However, 

there are likely to be issues related to Type II errors due to over correction, insensitive 

measurement, and insufficient sample size (i.e., in Part III and Part IV).  Due to possible 

Type II errors, no Bonferroni correction will be applied in the Part IV analyses.  When 

analyses are theoretically predicted and planned comparisons rather than post hoc testing is 

used, or the ramifications of committing a Type I error are less serious (i.e., declaring a 

drug safe or unsafe verses the efficacy of a peer support intervention) then containment of 

Type I errors becomes less imperative and corrections such as the Bonferroni adjustment 

may be too conservative, possibly contributing to a Type II error (Stevens, 2002).  This 

was judged to be especially the case in Part IV analyses given there may be lower levels of 

power due to the small sample size, and violations of parametric testing assumptions (non-

normal distributions).  Some researchers even suggest raising the alpha levels to 

compensate for lack of statistical power (e.g., .10 or .15; Stevens, 2002).   

 

Results 

Preparing the data set 

 Data cleaning and screening. 

 Time 1 data set. 

 Outliers.  Twenty-nine univariate outliers across 13 variables were identified using 

the SPSS explore function and large Z-scores (i.e., above or below 3.29 Tabachnick & 
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Fidell, 2007).  Although the 5% trimmed mean did not appear to be greatly different from 

the original mean, initial screening analyses were conducted with and without outliers and 

revealed some changes in significance levels (especially given that a Bonferroni correction 

was being utilised).  No multivariate outliers were identified.  Outliers marginally 

improved to acceptable levels under transformation. Although the univariate outliers 

appeared to be genuine cases, given the sensitivity of data analysis to outliers and the 

unpredictable influence they may have (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) the outliers were 

recoded as less extreme scores. Tabachnik and Fidell suggest that outliers should be 

removed if they do not appear to be from the target population but should be recoded if the 

researcher is satisfied they are from the sample under investigation.  

 Assumption of normality. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic was significant for all 

but 1 variable (Resilience), suggesting a violation of the assumption of normality.  

However, statisticians suggest this is common in larger samples and for psychological 

variables (Pallant, 2010).  Interpretation of distribution histograms revealed reasonably 

normal distributions for the majority of variables, which was further supported by the 

shape of the normal probability plots which resembled moderately straight lines.  

Transformations were attempted using Tabachnik and Fidell’s (2007) guidelines, however, 

they appeared to overcorrect the data and therefore untransformed data was used in the 

following analyses.  In any case, Pallant (2010) suggests that statistical analyses are fairly 

robust to the effects of non-normality in large samples.  Tabachnik and Fidell explain that 

breeches to the assumption of normality can weaken power to detect effects, and 

degradation particularly occurs if variables are non-normal in opposite directions. 

Regarding the current research, although the variables anxiety/depression symptoms and 

negative affectivity scores had a strong positive skew whilst optimism, sense of purpose, 
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proactive intentions had a strong negatively skew, the relationships between these variables 

are not tested as part of this study’s primary research question.   

 Assumption of linearity and homoscedasticity. The assumption that the 

relationships between two variables should be linear was assessed using matrixes of 

scatterplots between each pair of variables, separately for the groups (male and females; 

Mt Gravatt and Gold Coast campuses).  No major violations were observed.  In some cases 

there appeared to be a slight curvilinear with linear relationship (e.g., Subjective Happiness 

with Anxiety/Depression); in such cases Tabachnik and Fidell (2007) suggest that the 

strength of the linear component may be satisfactory, such that “not much is lost by 

ignoring the curvilinear component unless it has important theoretical implications” (p. 

84). Variables affected by curvilinear components are not expected to influence the 

analyses stemming from the primary research question for this study.  In the case of 

examining linearity before factor analysis, a ‘spot-check’ approach was used to investigate 

a select combination of variables as suggested by Tabachnik and Fidell. No issues to 

linearity were noted using this approach. Consistent with case of normality breeches, 

violations to linearity do not invalidate statistical testing, but weaken its power to detect 

significant effects.  Regarding the assumption of homogeneity of variance, ANOVA is 

considered vulnerable to breeches when data is grouped (such as the case in the following 

analyses).  Levene’s test was observed when conducting the level 2 and 3 analyses, and no 

significant values were achieved, suggesting the variance in scores was not significantly 

different across the levels of groups (male, female, Mt Gravatt, Gold Coast, exposure, no 

exposure).     

 Time 2 data set.   

 Outliers. Nineteen univariate outliers across 16 variables were identified using the 

SPSS explore function and observing z-score sizes.  One multivariate outlier was identified 
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regarding the social capital variable, X2 (4) = 24.92, p = .001, however, the Cook’s 

distance score was well below one (0.014), suggesting there was no major undue influence 

and therefore this multivariate outlier was not recoded. As before, univariate outliers 

marginally improved to acceptable levels under transformation and although they were 

likely to be genuine cases, they were recoded as less extreme scores due to their affect 

upon data analysis (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2007). There were no outliers found in the Level 2 

‘change sensitive’ data set.  

 Erroneous and missing data. The measure of social support exchange required 

participants to type a percentage number and it was clear that in some cases participants 

had either miss-read the question and entered in the number of people they expected to 

provide/receive social support from rather than percentage, or had made any entry error 

which lead to a score of zero.  Errors were confirmed by examining participants scores on 

the social support scale and marked incongruence was interpreted as evidence of an error 

(i.e, scoring high scores on social support scale but having a recorded social support 

exchange score of ‘zero’).  The Level 1 analyses were conducted with and without this 

variable to assess what effect it had on outcomes; no changes to significance levels were 

observed.  In addition, 48 participants entered an OP or TES/ATAR score that did not 

make sense (such as a number out of one-thousand or a zero).  These scores were recoded 

as missing data since students’ scores on this variable was only examined as a screening 

variable.   

 Assumptions of normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity. Consistent with the 

Time 1 data screening, participants’ scores violated the assumption of normality to a 

moderate extent for the majority of variables, and there was some evidence to suggest 

relationships between variables were not entirely linear.  Transformations were 

investigated (following guidelines provided by Tabachnik and Fidell, 2007), but as before, 
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they appeared to overcorrect the data.  There was no evidence that the assumption of 

homoscedasticity was breached.  Therefore, parametric analyses were still judged to be 

acceptable, however, there may be some weakening of the ability to detect effects.  

Regarding the Level 2 data set, there was some evidence of skew and one bi-modal 

distribution, but inspection of scatter-plots revealed no evidence of curvilinear 

relationships.  

 Scale reliability and internal consistency.  Scales that had required altercation or 

creation to suit the specific purposes of this research received psychometric examination.  

Specifically, this included the scales:  Time 1 academic efficacy, Time 2 academic 

efficacy, Time 1 proactive intentions, Time 2 proactive intentions, Time 1 family support, 

Time 1 friend support, and Time 2 social cohesion perceptions. 

 Participants’ item level responses were factor analysed using a PCA with oblique 

rotation.  Across all scales, Bartlett's Test of Sphericity was significant (p < .001), the 

majority of inter-item correlations were above .3, and in all cases the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

(KMO) measure of sampling adequacy produced a value above .6 suggesting data 

factorability (Tabachnich & Fidell, 2007).   

 For the scales T2 academic efficacy, and T2 social cohesion perceptions, a single 

component with an eigenvalue greater than 1 was identified by the PCA.  The examination 

of the scree plots also supported single factor solutions, suggesting that the items were 

measuring one higher order construct.  The exception to this was the T1 and T2 proactive 

student intentions scales, where a two factor solution was suggested by the eigenvalues and 

scree plot, suggested the items were measuring two higher order constructs.  At Time 1 

these components were labelled positive learning intentions and negative learning 

intentions, and at Time 2 these components were labelled active learning intentions, and 

performance intentions (sale items differ between the two times as the latter scale contain 
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additional 3 items, see Appendix T and U for scale items).  Similarly, in the case of the 

academic efficacy (T1) scale, a one or four factor solution was possible, as four factors 

produced an eigenvalue above one.  However, a number of items cross-loaded, and given 

that the ultimate goal is data aggregation, a one-factor solution was chosen. In the case of 

family support and friends support scales, 2 components were above an Eigenvalue of 1, 

however, the scree plot and pattern matrix suggested a one factor solution, as only 1 item 

had a high loading on the second factor.  With this item removed from both scales, 

extraction clearly supported one factor solutions.   

 Inter-item correlations and Cronbach’s alpha analyses were also used to inform 

scale construction, and at times this suggested that the solution would be improved if items 

were removed from some scales (Appendix T and U for final scale items).  The scales 

family support (T1), friends support (T1), positive learning intentions (T1), social cohesion 

(T2), and student performance (T2) were each improved by the removal of 1 item.   

 Cronbach’s alphas and parallel form statistics ranged from .67 to .98 (displayed in 

Table 4 and Table 5) which are acceptable scores, suggesting there is internal consistency 

for these variables (Bryman & Cramer, 2005).  Correlations between the scales were also 

theoretically consistent, offering convergence validity (Table 4 and Table 5).  These 

findings suggest that the scale construction or altercation has been successful in this study.   

Data reduction  

 Creating meta variables.  Seven meta-variables were created from continuous 

variables, namely at Time 1 these included proactive student intentions, psychological 

capital, social support, and wellbeing, and at Time 2 this included proactive student 

behaviours, psychological capital, and social capital.  In creating composite variables, 

three sources of information are considered: the statistical relationships between the 

variables, the aims of the analysis, and the theoretical justification for data aggregation 
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(Anglim, 2009).   This section presents the results of the statistical relationships, with the 

latter considerations having been presented earlier in this dissertation.   

 Correlation tables and principal component analyses (PCA) were used to assess the 

statistical relationships between variables.  Although high correlations can be a sign of 

multi-linearity, meaning that the scales are measuring the same construct suggesting 

aggregation, scales do not necessary need to be highly correlated for creating meta-

variables because they can represent different facets of a higher order construct (Anglim, 

2009).  The correlations for Time 1 meta variables are displayed in Table 4 and for Time 2 

in Table 5; Table 6 shows which variables comprise the meta-variable categories.  In the 

majority of cases, relationships between variables within a composite were of moderate to 

strong correlational strength.  The exception to this was the Time 2 variables social 

support exchange and social network size which shared no significant relationship (r = -

.03) but are theoretically both indications of a person’s social capital.   

 Participants’ responses on the scale total variables were factor analysed using a 

PCA with oblique rotation.  Bartlett's Test of Sphericity was significant for all analyses (p< 

.001), the majority of correlations exceeded .30, and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) 

measure of sampling adequacy was above the recommended minimum of .6 in all cases, 

suggesting data factorability (Tabachnich & Fidell, 2007).  The results from this series of 

PCAs suggested a one factor solution for constructs of psychological capital, social 

support, proactive behaviours and wellbeing, offering further support for creating 

composite scores.   Although PCA analysis at the item level had suggested that the Time 2 

proactive student scale had two sub-factors (active learning and student performance; 

described previously), when factor analysed at the scale total level and including the 

variable time-on-task, a one factor solution was suggested, offering further support for 

aggregation.  Table 6 summarises the component loadings factor analysis results for the 
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purpose of creating meta-variables and Table 7 presents the correlations between the 

Time 2 meta variables.    

Correlations 

 In summary, relationships between the variables were in the expected directions 

and there were only a few un-expected non-significant relationships which will be noted in 

the following description.  All variables were associated with other variables in their meta-

variable constructs, with one exception: Social support exchange and social network size 

shared no significant relationship, despite theoretically both being considered an index of 

social capital.  For purposes of brevity, only those bivariate correlations relevant to the 

hypotheses will be delineated. The focus will be on the Time 2 variables since this is where 

the hypothesis testing occurs.   

 Demographics.  At Time 1, students’ campus of study was significantly related to 

greater proactive student intentions and knowing someone in their degree program.  

However, at Time 2, Students’ campus of study showed no relationship with any of the 

variables under investigation in this study.  At Time 1, being a woman was associated with 

greater proactive student intentions and greater perceived social support from friends, but 

being male was associated with high academic resilience scores.  At Time 2, this trend 

continued with male students having higher academic resilience scores and larger social 

networks.   

 In regards to students’ age, results show a number of significant correlations 

between age and other variables at both data collection times, with older student ages 

associated with higher scores on the majority of psychological capital variables, and 

proactive student intentions and behaviours.  Age was also positively associated with 

greater self-perceived happiness and negatively correlated with anxiety and depression  
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Table 4 

 

Time 1 Correlations, Means, Standard Deviations, and Scale Reliability Scores (n = 289) 

 
 

                 MtG GC 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 M SD  M SD 

1. Campus -                 - -  - - 

2. Gender .01 -                - -  - - 

3. Age .02 .06 -               21.18 6.78  21.50 6.83 

4. First in Family -.05 .13* .09 -              - -  - - 

5. +Learning Intentions .19*** -.15* .28*** -.02 [.67]             11.91 1.52  12.39 1.54 

6. -Learning Intentions -.08 .09 -.17** .07 -.37*** (.71)            6.53 2.85  6.09 2.73 

7. SC Know someone  -.21*** .05 .15** .09 -.01 -.01 1.00           - -  - - 

8. SC Family Support .04 -.05 -.03 .15** .12* -.03 .06 (.79)          32.49 7.78  33.03 7.27 

9. SC Friends Support -.01 -.13* -.04 .00 .14* .03 -.06 .25*** (.75)         32.19 7.18  32.10 6.63 

10. PC General Optimism  .07 .05 .23*** .05 .23*** -.04 .09 .21*** .16** (.86)        29.69 6.83  33.03 7.27 

11. PC Academic Efficacy  .05 .10 .15** -.02 .49*** -.25*** -.04 .25*** .21** .39*** (.94)       108.20 20.09  110.30 21.71 

12. PC Academic Resilience .07 .25*** .19*** .08 .26*** -.08 -.01 .15** .20*** .33*** .49*** (.85)      17.45 4.25  18.12 4.87 

13. PC Uni related PA .11 -.08 .16** .01 .33*** -.16** .05 .15* .10 .32*** .42*** .23*** (.92)     33.83 819  35.77 8.84 

14. PC Sense of Purpose  -.03 -.06 .22*** .07 .43*** -.19*** .04 .17** .13* .26*** .46*** .24*** .44*** (.79)    17.91 2.86  17.76 3.14 

15. PC Future TO  .11 -.07 .30*** -.01 .46*** -.37*** .06 .08 .10 .28*** .49*** .30*** .25*** .35*** (.83)   23.92 5.44  25.09 5.52 

16. Anxiety & Depression  -.04 -.08 -.17** -.05 -.23*** .12* -.11 -.28*** -.22*** -.55*** -.40*** -.29*** -.17** -.20*** -.30*** (.89)  19.47 6.83  18.95 5.94 

17. Subjective Happiness .11 .02 .12* .01 .27*** -.02 .03 .26*** .21*** .62*** .33*** .26*** .35*** .26*** .26*** -.58*** (.84) 18.98 4.22  18.95 5.94 
 

Note.  All tests are two-tailed. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are depicted in parentheses and parallel form coefficients are depicted in brackets along the diagonal. * = p<.05; ** 

= p<.01; *** = p<.001;  Probability levels are accurate and may appear to vary simply due to the effects of rounding decimal places.  Dummy coding was used for: Gender: 

Gender: female = 1, male = 2; Campus: Mt Gravatt = 1, Gold Coast = 2; Know someone: Yes = 1, No = 2; First in Family: Yes = 1, No = 2.   
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Table 5 
 

Time 2 Correlations, Means, Standard Deviations, and Scale Reliability Scores (n = 183) 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 M SD 

1. Campus -                  - - 

2. Gender -.06 -                 - - 

3. Age .04 .09 -                22.48 7.80 

4. Pro Active Learning  -.11 .05 .11 (.90)               10.75 2.23 

5. Pro Student Perform -.01 .06 .32*** .37*** (.73)              10.94 2.53 

6. Pro Time on Task  -.09 -.10 .26*** .28*** .46*** -             4.45 3.34 

7. SC Network Size -.02 .17* -.10 .24*** .07 .14 [.78]            34.54 34.47 

8. SC Support Exchange -.09 .04 -.06 .06 -.02 -.02 -.03 [.79]           144.38 46.69 

9. SC Peer Support -.09 .11 .01 .32*** .12 .03 .35*** .22** (.89)          12.04 3.57 

10. SC Social Cohesion -.05 .03 .06 .36*** .12 .04 .36*** .31*** .62*** (.87)         69.61 12.25 

11. PC Academic Optimism  .14 .21** .31*** .19** .44*** .14 .13 .14 .23** .27*** (.86)        28.63 7.63 

12. PC Academic Efficacy -.01 .07 .33*** .49** .75*** .38*** .10 .05 .22** .22** .58*** (.97)       55.83 12.83 

13. PC Academic Resilience .04 .28*** .11 .13 .34*** .08 .14 .11 .20** .15* .58*** .47*** (.93)      16.33 4.68 

14. PC Sense of Purpose -.01 .06 .28*** .25*** .30*** .25*** .08 .24*** .16* .30*** .47*** .36*** .19** (.96)     16.57 3.88 

15. PC Uni related PA .06 .12 .34*** .30*** .53*** .28** .14 .19** .26*** .29*** .56*** .56*** .28*** .53*** (.98)    31.97 9.53 

16. Happiness  .11 .05 .26*** .13 .36*** .06 .11 .16* .21** .34*** .68*** .49*** .38*** .37*** .47*** (.92)   19.80 4.59 

17. Academic Adjustment .13 .18* .08 .02 .31*** .07 .04 .09 .07 .02 .50*** .41*** .49*** .27*** .27*** .35*** (.94)  17.93 6.05 

18. Anxiety & Depression .00 -.20** -.23** -.13 -.42*** -.10 -.04 -.20** -.16* -.21** -.61*** -.50*** -.41*** -.45*** -.39*** -.67*** -.42*** (.94) 19.85 7.49 

Note.  All tests are two-tailed. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are depicted in parentheses and parallel form coefficients are depicted in brackets along the diagonal. * = p<.05; ** 

= p<.01; *** = p<.001;  Dummy coding was used for: Gender: female = 1, male = 2; Campus: Mt Gravatt = 1, Gold Coast = 2  Probability levels are accurate and may appear to 

vary simply due to the effects of rounding decimal places.  



394 

Table 6 

Component Loadings of Meta Variable Factor Analysis Results 

Variable Latent Factor 

 T1 Proactive student intentions 

T1 Positive student intentions .83 

T1 Negative student intentions .83 

Eigenvalue 1.37 

  

 T1 Psychological capital 

T1 Optimism .63 

T1 Academic efficacy .82 

T1 Academic resilience .64 

T1 Uni related positive affect .63 

T1 Sense of purpose .68 

T1 Future time orientation .66 

Eigenvalue 2.78 

  

 T1 Social support 

T1 Family support .79 

T1 Friends support .79 

Eigenvalue 1.25 

  

 T1 Wellbeing 

Happiness .88 

Psychological distress .88 

Eigenvalue 1.55 

  

 T2 Proactive student behaviours 

T2 Active learning .70 

T2 Student performance .82 

T2 Time on Task .77 

Eigenvalue 1.75 

  

 T2 Psychological capital 

T2 Academic Optimism .84 

T2 Academic efficacy .83 

T2 Academic resilience .63 

T2 Uni related positive affect .79 

T2 Sense of purpose .61 

Eigenvalue 4.35 

  

 T2 Social capital 

T2 Network size .60 

T2 Support exchange .54 

T2 Peer support .83 

T2 Social cohesion .85 

Eigenvalue 2.77 
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Table 7 

 

Time 2 Meta Variable Correlations with Academic Adjustment and Wellbeing 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Proactive Student Behaviours 1      

2. Social Capital .23
**

 1     

3. Psychological Capital  .56
***

 .35
***

 1    

4. Academic Adjustment .17
*
 .08 .52

***
 1   

5. Happiness  .24
***

 .30
***

 .64
***

 .35
***

 1  

6. Psychological Distress -.29
***

 -.22
**

 -.63
***

 -.42
***

 -.67
***

 1 

Note.  All tests are two-tailed. * = p<.05; ** = p<.01; *** = p<.001;   

 

 

symptoms.  At Time 1, younger student ages were associated with higher social capital, 

specifically with knowing someone in their degree program before semester commenced.  

At Time 2, there was no relationship between students’ age and social capital variables, or 

with their perceived academic adjustment at university.     

 Proactive student intention and behaviours. At Time 2, students’ active learning 

behaviours were positively associated with both the majority of social capital variables and 

psychological capital variables.  In contrast, the student perform scale had no association 

with social capital variables, but shared a significant positive relationship will all of the 

psychological capital variables and with subjective personal happiness and perceptions of 

academic adjustment at university.  Furthermore, it was negatively related to anxiety and 

depression symptoms.  Student’s time-on-task was also not related to their social capital 

but was positively related to students’ academic efficacy, their university related positive 

affect, and their sense of purpose.  Time-one-task was not related to wellbeing and 

interestingly, not related to perceptions of academic adjustment with university.  
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 Social capital. Although students’ social network size was related to gender and 

higher active learning scores, against theoretical expectation network size shared no 

relationship with any of the psychological capital variables, wellbeing, or with students’ 

perceptions of their academic adjustment with university.  Social support exchange was 

positively associated with student’s sense of purpose and university related positive 

affectivity and also positively related to personal happiness and negatively related to 

anxiety and depression symptoms.  Sharing the most associations were students’ 

perceptions of peer support and social cohesion which were positively related to all of the 

psychological capital variables, and positively related with students’ personal happiness 

and negatively with anxiety and depression symptoms.   

 Against expectation, none of the social capital variables shared a relationship with 

students’ perceptions of their academic adjustment, suggesting no relationship between 

peer social resources at university and coping with university course work.  To understand 

this unexpected finding, scale items were examined to assess how the constructs were 

operationalised.  It is possible that the academic adjustment scale chosen was not 

appropriate (the comprehending and coping measure from the First Year Experience 

Questionnaire; James et al., 2010).  The chosen scale was designed with the intention 

offering a way of gauging the quality of the course design and curriculum-based supports 

offered at different universities (cohort vs cohort) rather than individual based transition 

coping as linked with individual based protective or risk factors (individual vs individual). 

Alternately, it may be that student’s social capital (e.g., their sense of social support from 

their peers, social cohesion, size of their social network, and amount of social support 

exchange) was not related/ did not have an impact upon their sense of comprehending and 

coping with their university studies in the cohort under study.  Variance in students’ 
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comprehending and coping may well be accounted for by second generation transition 

pedagogy (curriculum) factors. 

 Psychological capital. At Time 2, all psychological capital variables were 

positively related to personal happiness and perceptions of academic adjustment, and 

negatively related to anxiety and depression symptoms.  

 Adjustment and wellbeing. Students’ perceptions of their academic adjustment 

shared a significant relationship with gender (i.e., women tended to have poorer coping 

scores), proactive student performance behaviours, and were positively related with all of 

the psychological capital variables.  Academic adjustment also shared a positive 

relationship with students’ perceptions of their personal happiness and a negative 

relationship with their anxiety and depression symptoms.  Personal happiness also shared a 

positive relationship with all psychological capital variables, and although it was positively 

related to proactive student performance behaviours, it shared no relationship with active 

learning or time-on task.  Against theoretical expectation, students’ happiness was not 

related to the size of their social network.  These trends were mirrored by students’ anxiety 

and depression symptoms except the relationships trended in the opposite direction, and 

psychological distress symptoms were also associated with gender (i.e., women tended to 

have more symptoms of distress).   

Establishing comparability. 

 Overview. To establish whether it would be appropriate to compare the two 

campuses cross-sectional at Time 2 to test for intervention effects, a series of analyses 

were performed to establish equivalence at baseline (Time 1).  Firstly, a series of 

independent t-tests on demographic and outcome measures were conducted.  To contain 

Type I errors, a Bonferroni correction was applied to the psychological construct variables 

psychological capital, proactive intensions, wellbeing, and social support (0.5/4 = 0.0125).  
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Demographic variables (op, gender, age, first in family status) were not given a correction.  

Secondly, systematic attrition and sampling bias will be investigated by comparing the 

scores of students who completed both data collection points with those who only 

completed the first or second data point.  All analyses performed were two-tailed.  

 T-tests and chi-square analyses on time 1 data.  Students’ scores between the two 

campus locations showed systematic differences at time 1 as indicated by independent 

sample t-tests and chi-square testing.  Students’ at the non-intervention campus had higher 

social capital when starting university as a significantly greater proportion of Gold Coast 

students (n = 54) knew a peer in their programme before commencing university than Mt 

Gravatt Students, n = 37;  X
1
 (1, n = 289) = 12.20, p < .000.  This finding was confirmed 

again at Time 2 when students responded to the same question, X
1
 (1, n = 183) = 9.60; 

p=.002).  In addition, students at the non-intervention campus (M = .30) had significantly 

higher proactive intentions, t(287) = -2.77, p =.006, expressing greater intention to engage 

in proactive student learning behaviours than students at the Mt Gravatt Campus (M = -

.24).  This trend in favour of students at the non-intervention campus suggests these 

students may have been slightly more functional.  As such, this will offer and even more 

stringent test of the efficacy of the intervention although may contribute to Type II errors.    

 However, no significant differences were observed on the variables psychological 

capital, t(287) = -1.63, p = .105, social support, t(287) = -0.31, p =.755, wellbeing, 

t(287) = -1.41, p = .159, tertiary entrance scores, t(239) = 0.21, p =.835, or whether 

students were the first in their family to attend university X
1
 (1, n = 289) = 12.20, p = .438.  

Importantly, there were no gender, X
1
 (1, n = 289) = 0.47, p = .828, or age differences 

between the campuses t(287) = 0.40, p =.691.   

 Examining attrition. Testing for systematic attrition was accomplished by 

comparing those who completed only one survey (Time 1 or Time 2) to those who 
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completed both data collection points.  Students who completed both the first and second 

survey did not display significant differences to those students whom only completed the 

first survey on the majority of variables, suggesting limited systematic attrition.  The one 

exception to this is age, in that students who only completed the first survey (M = 19.98 

years) were on average slightly younger than those who completed both data collection 

points (M = 23.21 years).  Levene’s test for the equality of variances was significant in 

relation to age, therefore the adjusted calculations were interpreted, t(177.19) = 3.81, 

p = 001.  An effect due to systematic attrition is considered minimal.  

 Sampling bias. In contrast, additional differences were found when comparing 

students who completed both surveys with those who only completed the second data 

collection point.  Students who only completed the Time 2 survey were also slightly 

younger than students who completed both the Time 1 and Time 2 survey, and in 

additional they had less psychological capital, t(181) = 2.29, p =.023
25

),  and less proactive 

behaviours, t(181) = 3.42, p =.001).  This sample of Time 2 only students may have been 

less conscientious or more extrinsically motivated by participation in the research, given 

that participation at Time 2 awarded students with course credit points.  Therefore, 

sampling bias effects appear to exist for the Time 2 data set.  However, proportionally 

there is an approximately even split of these Time 2 only students between both campuses 

(MtG n = 40, which is 33.61% of Time 2 MtG sample; GC n = 22, which is 34.38% of the 

Time 2 GC sample).  This suggests that these sampling bias issues will not affect the 

between campus comparisons and intervention evaluation.   

 

                                                 
25

 Although this p value is above the Bonferroni correction value of .0125, in this instance the difference 

appears unlikely due to chance and to be a genuine difference, given the strong theoretical link between 

proactive behaviours and academic-contextualised psychological capital.  As such, this finding has been 

interpreted as a significant difference.   
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Part 1 – Hypothesis Testing - Between Campus Comparisons 

 To test the hypothesis that students who studied at the campus that received the 

intervention compared with students at the non-intervention site would achieve greater 

capital and adjustment scores, four 2-way ANOVAs using a Bonferroni correction 

(p < .0125) were conducted.  Participants were grouped according to their campus of study 

(Mt Gravatt, Gold Coast) and gender (male, female) and their scores were compared on the 

variables their proactive student behaviours, social capital, psychological capital, and 

academic adjustment.  Levene’s test of equality of error variances was significant when 

examining differences on the dependent variable academic adjustment, F(3, 179) = 3.02, 

p = .03;  suggesting the variance of academic adjustment across the groups was not equal 

which violates the assumption of homogeneity.  Pallant (2010) recommends the use of 

more stringent significance levels for assessing the results of two-way ANOVAs when the 

assumption of homogeneity has been breached; the Bonferroni correction was judged as 

sufficient for this purpose.  

 Students did not score any differently on any of the dependent variables according 

to whether they attended the Mt Gravatt or Gold Coast campus, revealing no main effects 

for campus.  Students at the intervention campus scored no different in terms of their 

proactive behaviours, F(1, 179) = 0.61, p = .44; social capital, F(1, 179) = 1.07, p = .30; 

psychological capital, F(1, 179) = 0.59, p = .44, or academic adjustment, F(1, 179) = 2.63, 

p = .107, and Table 8 presents students’ mean and standard deviation scores for campus 

and gender.  Therefore, Hypothesis 1.1 was unsupported, revealing students experienced 

no difference in capital or adjustment between the intervention and non-intervention 

campuses at the whole population/cohort level.  

 Regarding gender effects, the differences in female students’ scores to their male 

counter parts were not large enough to be statically significant, demonstrating no 
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significant main effect for gender.  Females scored no differently to male students 

regarding the variables proactive behaviours, F(1, 179) = 0.58, p = .81, and social capital 

F(1, 179) = 2.16, p = .14.  When applying the Bonferroni correction, female students 

scores were no long significant for the variables psychological capital, F(1, 179) = 6.22, p 

= .014, and similarly for academic adjustment, F(1, 179) = 5.54, p = .02. 

 Additionally, female students at the campus with the intervention did not score any 

differently to female students at the non-intervention campus demonstrating no interaction 

effects and no support for Hypothesis 1.1.2.  Neither male nor females students at the Mt 

Gravatt campus scored any differently to their same gender peers at the Gold Coast campus 

in terms of their proactive behaviours, F(1, 179) = .30, p = .59; social capital, F(1, 179) = 

0.19, p = .89; psychological Capital, F(1, 179) = 0.006, p = .94, or academic adjustment, 

F(1, 179) = .01, p = .91.  As such, at Level 1 there were no observable effects that the 

intervention had had a diffusion effect at the whole population/cohort level.   
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Table 8 

Level 1 Participants’ Mean Scores with Standard Deviations by Gender and Campus.   

 Intervention Campus Non-intervention Campus 

 Males (n=32) Females (n=87) Males (n=14) Females (n=50) 

Dependent Variables M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Proactive Behaviours* 0.06 2.20 0.19 2.30 -0.03 2.56 -0.37 2.26 

Active Learning 11.03 2.61 10.90 2.15 10.79 2.08 10.30 2.116 

Student Perform 11.09 2.47 10.92 2.47 11.50 3.06 10.72 2.57 

Time-on-Task ǂ 4.04 2.81 4.90 3.52 3.54 2.73 4.19 3.40 

Social Capital* 0.78 2.93 -0.4 2.62 0.18 2.17 -0.49 1.15 

Network Size 43.47 36.19 31.68 20.08 38.14 19.92 32.80 22.58 

Support Exchange ± 152.66 43.96 145.77 46.99 135.57 47.33 139.14 48.04 

Peer Support 12.75 3.74 12.11 3.65 12.57 2.95 11.32 3.43 

Social Cohesion 70.06 14.86 70.01 12.08 70.57 8.96 68.36 11.73 

Psychological Capital*  1.11 3.70 -0.63 3.84 1.59 3.37 -0.60 3.59 

Academic Optimism 30.19 7.15 55.46 8.13 34.00 4.06 28.96 6.99 

Academic Efficacy 57.06 12.77 15.36 12.88 57.86 14.89 55.12 12.46 

Academic Resilience 18.47 4.88 16.38 4.75 18.79 2.81 15.98 4.24 

Sense of Purpose 17.19 3.69 30.75 4.11 16.50 3.61 16.54 3.72 

Uni related PA  33.88 10.11 20.75 9.21 34.07 9.16 32.34 9.77 

Academic Adjustment* 23.44 5.40 20.75 5.32 25.07 5.94 22.64 7.16 

Note.  *Meta variables were created from sub-scales z-scores. ±Measure represents the combined perceived 

percentage of the people known by the student with whom they feel they would (a) be provided with support 

by, and (b) provide support to.  ǂScale represents the average number of hours students spend per course 

(standard 10 credit points).   
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Part 2 – Hypothesis Testing - Diffusion sensitive population 

 To test the hypothesis that students at the intervention campus who are more 

‘change-sensitive’ (i.e., more receptive to opinion leaders’ social influence) would report 

greater psychological, social, and proactive behaviours, and adjustment than ‘change 

sensitive’ students at the non-intervention campus, four independent samples t-tests using a 

Bonferroni correction (p < .0125) were conducted.  Students who scored either in the 

highest or lowest 25% on the dependent variables for their campus’ sample were re-coded 

as missing data.  This was performed per dependent variables, such that the excluded 

participants were not the same for every analysis.  Given the reduced sample size caused 

by this exclusion, gender was not investigated as an independent variable.   

 In contrast to the Level 1 whole population findings, ‘change sensitive’ students’ 

scores were significantly different on two of the four dependent variables according to 

whether they studied at the intervention or non-intervention campus.  Students at the 

intervention campus scored significantly higher proactive behaviours, t (89) = 3.13, 

p = .002, two-tailed, and social capital, t (89) = 2.76, p = .007, two-tailed.  A moderate to 

large effect size was observed for proactive behaviours η
2
= .099, and a moderate effect 

size seen for social capital η
2
= .079 (Cohen, 1988), suggesting that the association 

between the IV and these DVs is meaningful (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  However, 

students at the non-intervention campus experienced no difference regarding their 

academic adjustment, t (89) = -1.52, p = .130, two-tailed, nor their psychological capital, 

t (89) = -1.129, p = .262, two-tailed.  Table 9 presents students’ mean and standard 

deviation scores by campus.   

 In summary, at Level 2 there is suggestion that the intervention diffused to the 

extent of positive influencing some variables for students who are more susceptible to 
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change.  The intervention did not appear to effect students reported levels of  psychological 

capital and academic adjustment.  Therefore, Hypothesis 1.2 was partially supported.    

Table 9 

Level 2 ‘Change Sensitive’ Participants’ Mean Scores with Standard Deviations by 

Campus.   

 Intervention Campus (n = 59) Non-intervention Campus (n = 32) 

Dependent Variables M SD   M SD   

Proactive behaviours* 0.28 0.83   -0.30 0.87   

Social Capital* 0.57 1.14   -0.17 1.33   

Psychological Capital*  0.13 1.47   0.51 1.75   

Academic Adjustment 21.92 2.49   22.88 3.49   

*Note.  Meta-variables were constructed from z-scores on a number of sub-variables and mean 

scores represent average aggregated Z scores.  Academic Adjustment scored on a 6 item scale, 1-7 

with 1 being Strongly Disagree and 7 being Strongly Agree.   

 

Part 3 – Exposure Compared to No Exposure to Opinion Leaders 

 The hypothesis that students who are exposed to the positive influence of an 

opinion leader would not only experience higher academic, psychological, and social 

capital, but also a better perceived adjustment to university was tested using an 

independent-samples t-test.  Students who were exposed to the influence of an opinion 

leader (by having a leader in their learning group) did not score significantly different to 

non-exposed peers regarding their proactive behaviours
26

 (t (99) = 1.67, p = .104, two-

tailed), their amount of psychological capital (t (99) = 0.77, p = .44, two-tailed), their 

                                                 
26

 If using a one-tailed test and no Bonferroni correction, then students’ who were exposed to the OPLs 

would almost have statically greater proactive behaviours(p = .052) and social capital (p =.0515), trending in 

the same direction as the Level 2 findings, which opens the possibility that a Type II error may have occurred 

due to measurement and sample size issues.  However, there is insufficient evidence at this point to conclude 

that this is the case. It appears likely that had sample sizes allowed for it, students who were more ‘change 

sensitive may have shown evidence of a contagion effect.  
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social capital (t (99) = 1.65, p = .103, two-tailed), nor their perceived academic adjustment 

(t (99) = -0.78, p = .435, two-tailed).  Table 10 displays students’ mean capital and 

adjustment scores and standard deviations.  In summary, Hypothesis 3 was unsupported. 

Methodological and sampling issues related to this will be discussed later.  

 

Table 10 

Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Learning Groups’ Capital and Adjustment with 

and without an Opinion Leader (n= 91).   

Note.  *Meta-variables were constructed from z-scores on a number of sub-variables and 

mean scores represent average aggregated Z scores 

 

Part 4 - Validation of Supportive Leadership Role Rewards 

 Overview.  A series of analyses were conducted to test the hypothesis that students 

who had participated in the supportive leader intervention would display greater resources 

and transition success than a sample of matched peers who did not participate in the 

program.  Based on role rewards findings from Chapter 4, opinion leaders’ T2 scores were 

compared cross-sectionally to their matched non-opinion leader peers for the variables 

social capital, psychological capital, proactive student behaviours, academic adjustment 

and academic achievement using a series of independent group t-tests.  Secondly, opinion 

leaders’ perceptions that they were happier, were experiencing less psychological distress, 

Student variable OPL in group (n=20) No OPL in group (n=81) 

 M SD M SD 

Proactive behaviours 0.49 1.88 -0.39 2.21 

Psychological capital -0.22 3.41 -0.93 3.75 

Social capital 0.77 2.27 -0.31 2.71 

Academic adjustment 20.10 4.68 21.15 5.50 
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greater positive affect, and were more resilient as a result of participating in the supportive 

leadership program were tested by comparing their Time 1 and Time 2 data with a matched 

sample in mixed between-within ANOVAs.    

 To establish comparability, opinion leader students were matched with a student of 

the same gender and campus (Mt Gravatt), and similar age, OP/TES ranking and scores on 

the Time 1 dependent variables: psychological capital (meta-variable), resilience, positive 

affect, happiness, psychological distress, proactive intentions, academic motivation, and 

social motivation.  In one case a mature age male opinion leader had to be matched with a 

mature age female student because this provided the closest possible match on the time 1 

criterion variables.  Although not ideal, research suggests that gender differences in 

relation to higher education transition become less pronounced with age and therefore this 

was judged as acceptable.   

 Students were matched with the peer with the closest scores possible through a 

process of visual inspection of student scores; in some instances there was variance within 

matches, however, baseline independent t-tests established that at a group level these 

differences were not statistically significant. Table 11 displays opinion leaders’ and their 

matched peers’ average scores for the Time 1 variables including standard deviations and 

the mean difference testing results.  Therefore, comparability at Time 1 was established 

between opinion leaders’ and their matched non-opinion leader peers’ scores on the 

selected DVs.  Unfortunately there were some cases of missing data.  At Time 1, 7 students 

did not record an OP/TES rank and pairwise exclusion was used (n = 27).  At Time 2, 1 

opinion leader and 1 non-opinion leader student were not enrolled in the threshold course 

and therefore these students and their pairs were excluded from this analyses (n = 30).   
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Table 11 

Opinion Leaders’ and Matched Samples’ Average Scores with Standard Deviations, and 

Independent T-Test Results on Time 1 Dependent Variables (n = 34).   

Time 1 Variable OPLs Matched Non-OPLs T-Test Results 

 M SD M SD  

Age 24.53 10.11 23.94 7.93 t(32) = -0.19, p =.851 

OP/TES/ATAR 8.63 4.27 9.58 2.61 t(25) = 0.68, p =.505 

Happiness 20.82 2.77 19 4.33 t(32) = -0.19, p =.851 

Psychological distress 15.41 3.28 17.71 4.87 t(32) = 1.61, p =.117 

Psychological capital* 1.48 3.76 0.79 3.93 t(32) = -0.53, p =.603 

Resilience 16.59 4.57 18.00 4.69 t(32) = 0.89, p =.381 

Positive affect 37.35 9.56 35.41 7.75 t(32) = -0.65, p =.520 

Proactive intentions* 0.85 1.05 0.11 1.38 t(32) = -0.19, p =.851 

Academic motivations 12.01 2.25 11.94 1.91 t(32) = -1.78, p =.085 

Social motivations ǂ 8.24 4.44 9.01 2.51 t(25.30) = 0.67, p =.511 

*Note Meta-variables were constructed from z-scores on a number of sub-variables and mean scores 

represent average aggregated Z scores.  ǂ Levene’s test of equal variance was significant in for this variable, 

therefore the adjusted results are reported. Bonferroni correction was applied to contain Type I errors. 

  

 Cross-sectional findings.  Opinion leaders’ resources and transition success was 

comparatively investigated using 5 independent-groups t-tests.  At Time 2, opinion leader 

students had more resources than their matched non-opinion leader peers, scoring 

significantly higher psychological capital, social capital, and proactive student behaviours.  

In addition, opinion leader students experienced superior transition success compared to 

their matched non-opinion leader peers, scoring statistically better academic adjustment 

scores and higher academic achievement.  On average, students who participated in the 
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supportive leader project achieved a ‘distinction’ grade compared to their matched non-

opinion leader peers who recorded an average grade of ‘credit’ in the first semester 

threshold course.  All effect sizes observed were small to moderate (i.e., η
2 

= .03;where .01 

is small and .06 is medium; Cohen, 1988), indicating that the proportion of variance in the 

dependent variables explained by the independent variable (participation in the supportive 

leadership program) was only 3%, suggesting small to moderate practical significance of 

the findings.  

 Table 12 summarises the mean-difference findings and presents opinion leaders’ 

and their matched peers’ average scores for the Time 2 variables including standard 

deviations.  These finding offer support for Hypothesis 2, suggesting students who 

participated in the supportive leader project benefited by enacting the role of supportive 

leader in terms of greater resources and transition success.  Therefore, this provides 

validation for the role rewards observed in Chapter 4.   
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Table 12 

Opinion leaders’ and Matched Samples’ Average Scores with Standard Deviations, and 

Independent T-Test Results on Time2 Dependent Variables (n = 34).   

Time 2 Variable OPLs (n=17) Matched Non-OPLs 

(n=17) 

T-Test Result 

 M SD M SD  

Psychological Capital* 3.15 2.90 -0.81 3.31 t(32) = -3.71, p =.001; η
2 = 

.03 

Social Capital* 1.74 3.04 -0.83 2.90 t(32) = -2.53, p =.017; η
2 = 

.03 

Proactive Student 

Behaviours* ǂ 

1.80 1.48 0.07 2.42 t(32) = -2.51, p =.017; η
2 = 

.03 

Academic Coping 24.71 5.29 20.35 5.90 t(32) = -2.26, p =.03; η
2 = 

.03 

Academic Achievement ± 78.76 10.69 67.23 13.90 t(28) = -2.55, p =.017; η
2 = 

.03 

*Note.  Meta-variables were constructed from z-scores on a number of sub-variables and mean scores 

represent average aggregated Z scores.  ǂ Levene’s test of equal variance was significant in for this variable, 

therefore the adjusted results are reported.  ± Sample size for this variable is 30, with 15 students in each 

independent group.   All tests are two-tailed.   

 

  

 Longitudinal findings. Opinion leaders’ perceptions that they were happier, were 

experiencing less psychological distress, had greater positive affect, and were more 

resilient as a result of participating in the supportive leadership program were tested by 

comparing their Time 1 and Time 2 data with a matched sample in four mixed between-

within t-tests.  Table 13 summarises these results.  Opinion leader students’ positive affect 

and happiness scores did not significantly vary over time compared to their matched peers, 

therefore, there were no main effects, interaction effects, or between subjects effects 

observed for these variables.  Likewise, opinion leader students and their matched peers 

varied in a similar manner in regard to their psychological distress scores which increased 

over time, revealing main effects, but no interaction or between-subjects effects for 
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psychological distress symptoms. A large effect size was observed for the main effect 

finding (partial  η2 = .13), suggesting that over time the magnitude of the increase in 

students’ psychological distress between before semester commenced and the week prior 

to their exam block was noteworthy. 

 In contrast, opinion leaders’ showed significant variance regarding their sense of 

resilience over time in comparison to their matched peers, revealing an interaction effect 

for academic resilience.  Over the course of the first semester, opinion leader students’ 

sense of resilience in relation to their academic work increased whereas their matched 

peers’ sense of academic resilience remained relatively stable, indicating there were 

differences in the amount of change between the two groups over time.  Figure 1 

graphically depicts this pattern over time.  However, there were no main effects for 

academic resilience and the between-subjects effects did not reach statistical significance 

suggesting that at Time 2, opinion leader students’ sense of their academic resilience was 

not statistically greater than their matched non-opinion leader peers.  However, the partial-

eta squared values obtained for the main and between subjects effects were large (i.e., .11; 

.17) indicating that although there was insufficiently evidence to conclude that the 

observed differences did not occur through chance, there nevertheless is a large association 

between students’ participation in the supportive leadership program and increases in 

resilience scores.  Post-hoc testing using a paired t-test (opinion leader students only) 

revealed that opinion leaders’ sense of their resilience significantly increased between the 

two testing times, t(16) = -3.60, p = .002.  The eta squared statistic for this difference 

(η
2
=.45) is a very large effect size, indicating that opinion leader students obtained a 

substantial difference in their sense of resilience in relation to their academic work before 

and after participating in the supportive leadership project.  
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Table 13 

 

Opinion leaders’ and Matched Peers’ Average Scores with Standard Deviations, and Repeated Measures ANOVA Results for Dependent 

Variables (n = 34).   

Variable Time 1 Time 2 F-score 

 OPLs Matched Peers OPLs Matched Peers  

 M                  SD M                 SD M                SD M                 SD  

Positive Affect 37.35 9.56 35.42 7.75 37.94 9.56 30.47 9.59 Main effect F(1, 32) = 1.52, p = .226 

         Interaction F(1, 32) = 2.46, p = .127 

         Between F(1, 32) = 3.29, p = .079 

Happiness 20.82 2.77 19.00 4.33 22.00 3.52 19.24 4.37 Main effect F(1, 32) = 2.29, p = .118 

         Interaction F(1, 32) = 1.15, p = .292 

         Between F(1, 32) = 3.49, p = .071 

Psych Distress 15.41 3.28 17.71 4.87 17.00 6.23 20.77 7.74 Main effect F(1, 32) = 4.65, p = .039 

         Interaction F(1, 32) = 0.47, p = .500 

         Between F(1, 32) = 3.33, p = .078 

Resilience 16.59 4.62 18.00 4.90 20.00 3.82 17.59 3.91 Main effect F(1, 32) = 3.93, p = .056 

         Interaction F(1, 32) = 6.39, p = .017 

         Between F(1, 32) = 0.16, p = .692 
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Figure 1.  Opinion leader students’ (n = 17) and their matched non-opinion leader peers’ (n 

= 17) mean academic resilience score over time with +/- 1 standard deviation.   
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Discussion 

 The aim of the current study was to advance understanding of the impact of the 

supportive leader intervention by examining indexes of student adjustment and wellbeing.  

The primary research question for this research was to examine the extent to which 

students exposed to the opinion leader intervention report differences in their 

psychological and social capital, proactive behaviours, and adjustment, compared to 

students in the non-intervention condition.  Hypothesis 1.1 was unsupported; students at 

the intervention campus did not report higher resources, proactive behaviours, or better 

academic adjustment than students who are the non-intervention campus.  Therefore there 

is no evidence that the supportive leader intervention had a diffusion effect when 

considering outcomes at the cohort level, implying that the supportive leader intervention 

was ineffective in producing whole of cohort changes.   

 In contrast, Hypothesis 1.2 was partially supported; students at the intervention 

campus who are more ‘change-sensitive’ reported higher social capital and engagement in 

proactive student behaviours than ‘change sensitive’ students at the non-intervention 

campus.  This suggests that the diffusion effect of the intervention is partially contingent 

upon the readiness of the diffusion target, which concurs with other diffusion of 

innovations thinking (Rogers, 2003) and general change readiness literature. Given that 

this was the most realistic area where change may occur, considering the proportion of the 

population recruited as supportive leaders, this is a promising finding.  

 However, ‘change sensitive’ students did not score significantly different in terms 

of the psychological capital or academic adjustment.  The implications of these two non-

significant findings are unclear.  Perhaps it was the specific focus of these two variables, 

which is academic work; some researchers explain that the core influence upon such 

outcomes are quality curriculum, assessment and teaching practices (Wilson, 2010), 
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suggesting that peer influence per say may share a lessor association and therefore its 

measurable impact is relatively minor.  Conversely, high quality peer mentoring programs 

would suggest that peer based university support can have a measurable impact (e.g., 

Chester et al., 2013; Muckert, 2002).  Perhaps diffusion effects would have been seen if 

measures were more student empowerment based (general member of learning 

community) and general perceived adjustment and coping with university environment 

were measured.  However, findings from Chapter 6 suggest that peer influence, as enacted 

through social support, can theoretically stimulate proactive behaviours and increase a 

range of resources, including a students’ psychological capital and sense of coping with 

their academic work.  Similarly, results may have suffered from the initial differences 

observed between the campuses at Time 1, suggesting there was insufficient power to 

detect a difference.  Therefore, implications and conclusions regarding the diffusion effect 

of the supportive leader intervention upon (academic) psychological capital and (academic) 

adjustment are unclear at this point in time, but evidence suggests that a diffusion effect 

did occur with change-sensitive students.   

 These factors may also be relevant when considering students’ gender and their 

receptiveness to the supportive leader intervention.  Hypothesis 1.1.2 was unsupported; 

Female students at the intervention campus did not report higher psychological, social, 

proactive behaviours and a better academic adjustment than female students at the non-

intervention campus.  Therefore, there is as yet, no evidence to suggest that an individual’s 

gender causally contributes to their receptiveness to the effects of the supportive leaders.  

The implication of this finding is unclear, given the diffusion sensitive concept received 

support, it is reasonable to presume then that this is also occurring in the present instance.  

More testing is required to clarify potential gender differences in students’ receptiveness to 

contagion from the SL intervention.   
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 Similarly, there is no evidence to suggest that exposure to an OPL is related to 

increased resources, proactivity, and improved adjustment to university.  Hypothesis 1.3 

was unsupported, as students who worked with an opinion leader in a learning group for 

one of their core subjects were not significantly more likely to have higher social or 

psychological capital, or report engaging in more proactive student behaviours or perceive 

greater academic adjustment than students who did not work with an opinion leader.  As 

before, implications of this non-significant finding are hard draw at this stage, especially 

given that the change sensitive hypothesis (H1.2) was partially supported.  It is possible 

that had there been a larger sample size allowing for only ‘change-sensitive’ student to be 

examined, then an effect may have been observed, especially given that results were 

trending in the predicted direction. As it stands, however, we do have some initial 

provisional evidence of a contagion effect from the supportive leader intervention.   

 It is also relevant to consider the requirements of a horizontal contagion effect of 

psychological resources.  Leadership research evidences that positive and negative 

behaviour from a person in a superior power position (vertical relationship) is likely to 

have greater valence than such behaviours within a horizontal relationship (Rock, 2007).  

This may explain why Hodges (2010) and Avey et al. (2012) found psychological resource 

contagion effects but the current findings were non-significant.  ‘Psycap’ research is yet to 

examine non-vertical contagion of psychological capital.  Current findings may indicate 

that horizontal contagion requires greater intensity of delivery, such as an established 

friendship rather than early peer relationships (which were the case in the current study).  

Further research is required to clarify this question.  

 It is important to note that learning group membership has limitations as a 

measurement of exposure to a supportive leader.  Firstly, it is highly likely that other 

students formed friendships or regularly interacted with the opinion leaders, especially 
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given that Chapter 5 reveals that on average opinion leaders knew the names of 25 peers.  

Secondly, learning group membership is a manufactured group process as typically 

students are placed in learning groups based on complementary timetables.  Therefore, a 

natural social group formation process did not occur; an artificial group was formed for 

pragmatic reasons.  As a corollary, the group may have limited life outside of the group’s 

face-to-face assessment based activities.  Membership was not based on social attraction 

principles which are central to the diffusion of innovations theory.  Therefore, the channels 

of influence may not have been established or activated so diffusion may not have occurred 

for these reasons.  This may be a core analysis issues and touches on the heart of 

understanding the diffusion of innovations theory and recognising the structural 

impediments that existed in the current field research to the natural, organic, social 

influence processes.  Learning group membership was chosen for analysis in the current 

study as it is less intrusive to participants than asking them to nominate their social 

network, and it avoided data accuracy issues that may surface when students self-nominate 

their social contacts.  Future research may be required to collect accurate, participant 

generated social networks containing social attraction information. 

 The second focus of this chapter succeeded in further clarifying the merit of the 

supportive leader intervention.  Opinion leaders’ claim that they experienced significant 

role rewards has been supported using alternative data collection conditions, strengthening 

previous findings.  Hypothesis 2.1 was fully supported and Hypothesis 2.2 was partially 

supported.   

 Specifically, the students who participated in the supportive leader project had 

greater psychological and social resources, better perceived academic adjustment, higher 

grades, and reported a higher amount of proactive student behaviours than matched peers 

who did not participant in the project.  In addition, supportive leader students experienced 
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an increased sense of mental resilience in relation to meeting future setbacks or challenges 

regarding their academic studies.  Current findings strengthen the results from Chapter 4, 

indicating students indeed experienced significant role rewards from enacting the 

supportive leader role.  Data collected under different methodological conditions support 

the same conclusion, that opinion leaders experienced superior social capital, 

psychological capital, proactivity, and academic grades from supportive leadership 

enactment.  

 In contrast, there was no supporting evidence for opinion leaders’ reports that they 

experienced increased happiness, increased positive affect and decreased psychological 

distress.   There are several explanations for these non-significant findings.  Firstly, it may 

be because only a proportion of opinion leaders recognised increased happiness, increased 

positive affect, and decreased distress as outcomes of supportive leadership participation.  

For example, in the exit interviews in Chapter 4, only 31% of leaders noted decreased 

anxiety and stress, compared to 88% who noted increased resilience/confidence.  If 

examining only those opinion leaders who had claimed wellbeing benefits and excluding 

those who did not, then validation may occur.  Similarly, opinion leaders’ happiness and 

positive affect scores may have been affected by ceiling effects, given that baseline scores 

were quite high.  

 In addition, the timing of the data collection may have played a role in the non-

significant outcomes. Twenty-five per cent of opinion leaders explicitly noted in the exit 

interview, that they were stimulated by the interview process itself to reflect and draw 

positive conclusions regarding their self-perceptions.  While not designed as such, the exit 

interview itself served to function as an intervention, suggesting opinion leaders needed 

time and prompting to reflect.  It is possible, therefore, that had the current study’s survey 
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data been collected after the exit interview, opinion leaders’ self-report data may have 

yielded even stronger positive outcomes.   

 Despite only partial support being achieved for Hypothesis 2.2, there was support 

for opinion leaders’ perceived role rewards, and there are several strengths to this research.  

First, data triangulation principles were as alternate measurement methods and conditions 

were employed.  Potential researcher bias and participant impression management issues 

were minimised as the data collection was unrelated to participants’ role as supportive 

leader, but instead addressed to them, the first year student, in relation to their experience 

in their first year of study at Griffith University.  Generic bulk emailing processes were 

used in sending the survey invitation, meaning that there was reduced exposure to the 

researcher.  Finally, the type of data collected satisfies Kirkpatrick’s (2006) fourth level of 

intervention evaluation:  An objective transition index, that is, opinion leaders’ grades in 

the ‘threshold’ first year course, were measured and found to be superior to their matched 

non-supportive leader peers.  This provides strong support that opinion leaders’ 

perceptions of improved grades as a result of supportive leadership participation are valid.  

Future research, limitations, and implications. 

 Future research is required to clarify the current findings.  First, more robust 

sampling is required to test the idea that change sensitive students who interact regularly 

with opinion leaders were indeed affected, and thus diffusion did occur.  This also applies 

to clarifying the findings related to students’ gender and susceptibility to contagion effects.  

In addition, future research would need to address the limitations of using an artificial 

social group to measure the opinion leaders’ contagion effects.  An alternate but 

unfortunately more intrusive methodological approach may be requires to measure the 

natural social network memberships.  In addition, alternate measures of psychological 

capital and adjustment that are less academic based may be better placed to register any 
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diffusion change.  Alternate approaches to managing potential confounding effects of field 

research (i.e., the non-equivalence between the samples at Time 1) may also be required.  

Lastly, it is important to acknowledge the potential limitations associated with the ‘change 

sensitive’ analyses.  The main limitation of the approach taken (i.e., topping and tailing the 

distribution) is that the figure to determine ‘sensitivity’ is statistically arbitrary.  The 

implication of this arbitrary quality is that determining what ‘change sensitive’ actually is 

at an operational level (in the context of the variables under study in the current research) 

may require more development.   

 Regarding future research that may have increased practical implications, 

consideration could be given in regards to adapting the intervention (or parts thereof) for 

the benefit of developing the capabilities of non-opinion leader students.  Specifically, how 

non-OPLs’ leadership skills get developed so that they too may benefits from the positive 

outcomes of this intervention?  In addition, it was recognised that the OPLs needed time to 

reflect on their experiences to integrate the perceived benefits – there may be practical 

implications for enabling all first year students the same opportunity to reflect on their 

skills, experiences and capabilities for learning.   

 

Conclusion 

 Results from this final data chapter suggest there is preliminary evidence that the 

supportive leader intervention produced diffusion effects.  Students who were more 

‘change sensitive’ and were studying at the intervention campus, experienced greater social 

capital and reported higher levels of engagement in proactive student behaviours than 

students who were not exposed to the intervention.  These findings suggest that the 

diffusion effect of the intervention is contingent upon the readiness of the diffusion target.  

This ‘change sensitive’ concept may explain why effects were not observed when 
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participants’ change sensitively was not considered.  Alternately, results may point to 

necessary changes to the intervention design such as different conditions to achieve 

horizontal peer contagion of psychological resources, increasing the number of supportive 

leaders and the impact of their enactment strategies (i.e., increasing dosage effects), or 

addressing measurement limitations.  In addition, current findings strengthen the results 

from Chapter 4, indicating opinion leader students indeed experienced significant role 

rewards from enacting the supportive leadership role.  Data collected under different 

methodological conditions support the same conclusion, that opinion leaders experienced 

superior social capital, psychological capital, proactivity, and academic grades from 

supportive leadership enactment.  

 In terms of addressing the criteria for a Level 4 evaluation of intervention 

effectiveness (Kirkpatrick, 2006), namely student success indices, preliminary evidence 

demonstrates that the intervention is effective for a sub-class of students on a selection of 

student success indexes.  From the point of view of population diffusion, the intervention 

has demonstrated a diffusion of proactive student behaviours and increase in social capital 

(which is itself linked to transition success, Wilson, 2010).  From the point of view of the 

trainee (supportive leaders), superior social and psychological resources, proactive 

behaviours and academic performance has been observed.  

 Overall, it is argued that proof of concept has been achieved on some important 

outcomes regarding the intervention.  The evidence suggests that the concept is 

theoretically possible and avenues for improving the intervention effects and measurement 

have been identified.  The final chapter will now summarise, integrate, and outline the 

evidence on the efficacy of the empowerment-based opinion leader student intervention.  
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Chapter Overview 

The overall aim of this thesis was to design, test, and validate an intervention that 

partnered with opinion leaders, trained using an empowerment framework, to mobilise the 

resources of commencing students, and consequently improve their transition to higher 

education.  Preliminary evidence suggests proof of concept has been demonstrated.  A 

series of studies have been performed under field research conditions, employing mixed 

methods approaches.  This section summarises and integrates the key empirical findings 

and conclusions from this research in relation to three broad areas:  the efficacy of the 

intervention, the implications for diffusion of innovations theory, and implications for 

higher education peer support.  Research limitations, future research directions and final 

conclusions will be presented.   

The Efficacy of the Intervention 

 For an intervention to be effective it needs to demonstrate that it achieved its key 

objectives.  Although we do not yet have evidence that the current intervention affected 

students’ adjustment to university, there are some powerful preliminary findings.  Students, 

who were later validated as legitimate opinion leaders using sociometric techniques, were 

successfully recruited and selected using unique selection processes.  These students were 

successfully inducted into the role of supportive leadership, substantiating that the concept 

of supportive leadership was developed into a teachable framework.  Findings indicate that 

is possible to increase students’ psychological capital through using a brief, group-based 

training intervention which uses alternative pathways to established psychological capital 

interventions; specifically, through linking empowerment theory with the notion of 

prosocial actions and social purpose. 

 The efficacy of the supportive leader concept in higher education is afforded further 

support by the finding that opinion leaders had clear self-efficacy for their role, and found 
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the challenges associated with the role to be minimal.  Convincingly, students reported an 

intention to continue enacting their role, despite the official end of the project.  Findings 

indicate that supportive leadership is a rewarding experience:  Students reported that the 

experience of being empowered to act as a supportive leader had led them to develop 

greater resources including psychological, academic, and social capital.  They also 

perceived that they had a superior transition to university, acted more proactively, were 

more engaged in their learning community, and even achieved better grades.  Perhaps one 

meta-message behind this is that in trying to empower others, opinion leaders also 

empowered themselves, such as the peer mentor may do through consolidating their 

learning through teaching (Mynard & Almarzouqui, 2006).  Student opinion leaders’ 

perceived benefits were validated using triangulation processing, adding confidence in the 

conclusion that this intervention has significant positive outcomes for participating 

students.  This point alone establishes the real world value of the intervention and ‘breaks-

even’ on the investment costs of the intervention.   

 Students demonstrated transference of their learning by enacting their role in 

accordance to the core principles of supportive leadership.  A range of data sources attest 

to this achievement, including the students’ self-reports, tutors’ descriptions, and peer 

appraisals. Centrally, students’ enacted approach was affirmed as positive as the majority 

of their peers positively evaluated typical examples of their interaction processes.   

 Furthermore, it appeared students used social influence process in academic setting 

with peers to support and accelerate normative change, but in a manner that supports rather 

than corrodes students’ self-concept; revealing that the intervention can influence and 

affect students whilst maintaining an empowerment approach.  This highlights supportive 

leaderships’ significant potential for mobilising the psychological capital of the cohort, 

suggesting this is viable option for building the resources of the network.   
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 Leaders acted in accordance with social support ‘best practice’, although they 

received brief instruction on this point, suggesting selected students have a natural instinct 

and that minimal resources are required to engender supportive leadership; this speaks to 

the sustainable of the intervention.  

 Findings suggest that a brief, supportive interaction with a trained opinion leader 

has the potential to ignite an upward spiral of increased psychological, social and academic 

capital, in particular stimulating student self-regulation.  These are all factors paramount to 

student success and wellbeing.  At a concrete level, initial findings demonstrate that the 

intervention is effective for a sub-class of students on a selection of student success 

indexes.  From the point of view of population diffusion, the intervention has demonstrated 

a diffusion of proactive student behaviours and increases in social capital (which are linked 

to transition success, as well as student wellbeing).  At this stage, the contagion effect of 

the intervention is evident for these initial success indicators, but it is important that any 

future research builds on achieving more indexes of student transition success, both lead 

(student resources) and lag indicators (wellbeing, GPA, retention).   

 Students who were ‘change sensitive’ and studying at the intervention campus 

demonstrated a contagion effect, experiencing greater social capital and reporting higher 

levels of engagement in proactive student behaviours than students who were not exposed 

to the intervention.  These findings suggest that the supportive leader diffusion effect is 

contingent upon the change sensitivity of the diffusion target.  Furthermore, this ‘change 

sensitive’ concept may explain why effects were not observed when participants’ change 

sensitively was not considered.  It is likely that, with suggested changes (i.e., steps to 

increase treatment effect and improved or alternative measurement) more outcomes will be 

observed in any future extensions of the current project.  This is a promising finding, and 

given the small percentage of opinion leaders enacting supportive leadership, the process 
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of diffusion was begun exactly where it would be predicted to occur.  Therefore, we can 

conclude that broad proof of concept has been achieved.   

 Strengths of this intervention centre upon its minimal nature.  It requires very low 

time and costs to implement, yet the benefits are significant.  Furthermore, in light of the 

contemporary issues educators face in relation to student engagement (e.g., widening 

participation agenda; students spending more time in employment and less time on 

campus), the current intervention appears zeitgeist, as students can be exposed and 

positively affected without requiring formal engagement.   

 But what of the ultimate worth of this intervention?  Experts suggest that the most 

effective student transition interventions are those that target primary level needs, that is, 

quality curriculum, assessment and teaching (Wilson, 2010) and involve an institutionally 

integrated approach to the student transition (i.e., third generation transition pedagogy; Kift 

et at., 2010.  But just as other areas have seen a ‘provision-utilisation gap’ (e.g., employee 

wellbeing programs; uptake of new medical best practice innovations, etc.), so too has 

higher education.  Current findings suggest that students were orientated to engage in 

greater help-seeking and access available supports (as evidenced by greater proactive 

usage of learning resources in change sensitive students) and therefore this intervention 

may be positioned to compliment investment in primary level higher education design.  

This research used a non-traditional, empowerment based, and minimal-cost approach to 

foster students’ capacity.  The ultimate goals are to help students make better core-self 

evaluations, be more empowered, socially connected, and proactive.   

Implications for Higher Education Peer Support 

 Students’ enacted approach to supportive leadership reveals clues to the blocks and 

amplifiers in a system that might impede network maturity.  For instance, it is clear that 

some supportive behaviours are more effective than others.  Specially, and congruent with 
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the ‘matching principle’, leaders’ help that met the needs of their peers were perceived as 

the most effective.  Similarly, support that violated this principle fostered the least about of 

resources, and were appraised as the least effective type of support. Students also highly 

valued support that used normalisation strategies; perhaps this is because it makes the 

support ‘invisible’, which some argue is the most effective form of support (Bolger et al., 

2000; Thoits, 2011).  Furthermore, current findings expand our understanding of 

‘empowerment-based’ peer social support, by revealing was empowerment helping can 

‘look like’ in higher education.  

 Importantly, through this research we learned about factors that can help or hinder 

peer support in higher education.  Despite the importance of the topic in relation to student 

success and wellbeing, previous research has not comprehensively addressed the question 

of enabling and impeding factors of naturally occurring peer support.  A range of 

motivational and contextual factors were identified as either facilitating or hindering to 

generalised reciprocity.  There was strong empirical alignment between these factors and 

what is known about prosocial behaviour.  However, this work offered a number of unique 

theoretical contributions relating to the theory of generalised reciprocity more broadly; for 

instance, this research took a more ecological approach compared to current trends, and 

findings diverged from existing theoretical models by attenuating the role played by 

reputation building.  These factors could be investigated in future research to inform how 

drivers can be leveraged and impeding factors mitigated, to encourage high peer supportive 

cultures.  The implication of this work is potentially quite significant, because the 

phenomenon of generalised reciprocity has the capacity to build the resourcefulness of a 

larger network system, which would suggest that it is a potent tool for fostering success in 

the student transition experience.  In sum, this research has improved our understanding 
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and offers useful implications for fostering peer support cultures in higher education.  The 

implications also relate more broadly to similar social and organisational systems.   

 In addition, given the success of the experience for the opinion leader students, 

there may be an opportunity for future research to build on this work by offering aspects of 

the training more broadly as a transition activity.  Such research may focus on how to 

develop the capabilities or leadership skills of all first year students, especially those at risk 

of disengaging from university.  The extent to which the current training model might be 

transferable across disciplines also warrants consideration.  This research provides a 

foundation for establishing a positive, supportive peer culture in first year higher 

education.  It also offers an extension to tradition models of peer learning, which previous 

research recognises as an effective way to increase learning and potentially enhance 

mentors’ leadership skills (e.g.,Colvin & Ashman, 2010; Mynard & Almarzouqui, 2006; 

Townsend et al., 2011).  

Implications for Diffusion of Innovations Theory 

 Despite espousing a focus on process, diffusion of innovations research has 

overwhelming emphasised an outcomes-based perspective.  This approach has limited our 

understandings regarding a number of key intervention efficacy issues.  The current 

research offers several unique contributions for diffusion theory and application.  These 

implications range from the recruitment and selection of opinion leaders, to understanding 

leaders’ social influence processes, greater knowledge of the benefits leaders may receive 

for participating in a change project, and most efficacious approaches to training.   

 Recruitment and selection. This research is the first known work to develop a 

predictive approach to selecting opinion leaders.  Although plentiful in number, existing 

diffusion of innovations research appears to have exclusively examined existing social 

networks.  The current research offers initial empirical guidance for the recruitment of 
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people who are most likely to become opinion leaders in a new cohort.  Experiences from 

the current research found that organisational psychology recruitment and selection 

practices which tested for the desirable leadership qualities offers a useful process to model 

in predicting future opinion leaders.  Although conclusions may be preliminary at this 

stage because the research design cannot completely determine that leadership was 

predicted, not created, findings are nevertheless promising and warrant further research.  

Being able to predict (as well as enhance) opinion leadership in a new network opens the 

capacity to use this intervention to create ‘quick capital’ in newly forming cohorts; 

potential applications  reach beyond higher education (such as creating particular cultures 

in large heavy industry project-based workforces).   

 Role enactment.  Previous Cochrane reviews have noted that “theoretically, 

opinion leaders use a range of interpersonal skills in order to achieve desired behavioural 

change” (Flodgren et al., 2011, p. 4).  However, it is rare for research to investigate the 

behaviours and processes of opinion leaders.  This has supressed our understanding on a 

number of components, particularly how to encourage the most effective role enactment.  

The current research offers one of a handful of insights into ‘the black box’ of this 

overwhelmingly popular intervention.   

 Current research of leaders’ role enactment strengthens previous findings and 

suggests there may be common and effective diffusion practices across contexts.  Other 

strategies appeared unique to the role of the supportive leader in the context of higher 

education.  Using a grounded approach to understanding opinion leadership in this context 

has led to a comprehensive model of its practice.  From these insights, we are positioned to 

utilise known effective strategies to inform the design and training of future leaders (be 

that opinion leaders or peer mentors), such as the approach used by Larkey and colleagues 
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(2002).  A grounded approach has merit in that it models the strategies involved in 

successful social persuasion, which are contextualised and nuanced for a particular issue.   

 Role rewards.  This research validated that leaders received significant rewards to 

enacting their leadership role, including increases in a range of resources (academic, 

psychological, social), wellbeing, and even their performance.  Concurring with a 

previously observed trend (Daoud et al., 2010; Holt & Ryan, 2012; Kelly, 2004), leaders 

themselves increased their engagement in proactive behaviours.  This underscores that the 

benefits to opinion leaders enacting in a change project are multifaceted.  Currently, 

opinion leaders’ experiences are under-researched and an unconsidered index of an 

intervention’s merit.    

 Current findings relate well to the limited research documenting the benefits for 

opinion leaders and lay helpers participating in change projects (e.g., Holt & Ryan, 2012; 

Doud et al., 2010), and thus strengthen confidence in and visibility of these findings.  

Furthermore, current findings provide insight into the mechanisms through which enacting 

supportive leadership leads to increases in wellbeing, suggesting it is theoretically aligned 

with volunteering and social support processes.  Leaders’ perceptions of role rewards are 

linked to their intention to continue enacting their leadership, providing further support for 

Holt and Ryan’s (2012) suggestion that opinion leader change is embedded change.   

 Role efficacy, role salience, and role challenge.  This is the first known work to 

consider leaders’ self-efficacy for enacting their leadership role.  It is likely that leaders’ 

feelings of efficacy in how they enact their role mediate the positive benefits they receive 

and their success as a change agent.  Monitoring the leaders’ role efficacy should become a 

focus for research in this field.  One implication is that increasing opinion leader role 

efficacy could increase the benefits they perceived from role enactment.   
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 This is also the first known work (aside from Holt & Ryan, 2012) to examine 

opinion leaders’ sense of role salience.  It is useful to study the degree of effort or 

deliberation with which opinion leaders enact their roles; if handled skilfully so as not to 

comprise social authenticity, then increasing leaders’ mindfulness of their role enactment 

may further increase the ‘treatment effect’ of interventions, or transference of skills learned 

in training. These factors inform better ways to partner with opinion leaders.   

 Training.  This research not only offers an integration and summary of existing 

evidence for effective opinion leader training (which is itself a unique contribution), but 

progresses our understanding of effective opinion leader training by confirming the 

importance of several components (collaborative partnerships, leaders’ social authenticity, 

informality of approach, ongoing support, psychological knowledge of change, and 

project’s intrinsic merit).  This has progressed our understanding of effective ways to train 

opinion leaders to contribute to a change agenda, and provides greater potential for 

intervention efficacy.  Support for using an empowerment basis to frame the training was 

established, which resonates with other opinion leader training recommendations (i.e, a 

collaborative approach respectful of personal styles; Kelly, 2004; Larkey et al. 1999). 

 From these insights regarding leaders’ role enactment, effective training 

approaches, perception of their role efficacy, salience, and rewards, we are positioned to 

design quality interventions.  For instance, current findings offer a number of avenues to 

improve the ‘treatment effect’; that is, through developing leaders’ social influence 

repertoire, and through increasing the intensity or frequency of leaders’ role enactment by 

raising their sense of role salience to engage in leadership practices.    

 Advancing the measurement and application of opinion leader interventions.  

Lastly, findings support the notion that the change sensitivity of the target population can 

affect the extent to which diffusion can be observed.  The diffusion of innovations (DOI) 
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theory (Rogers, 2003) considers the notion of ‘laggards’ who are those people in a social 

network who do not adopt change behaviour.  However, what the theory has not 

considered are those who are at the other end of the spectrum.  This is most likely because 

DOI typically examines a single innovation behavioural and measures impact through 

population adoption rates.  Those at the other end of the spectrum are the innovators and 

have already adopted.  Aside from Holt and Ryan (2012), DOI theory does not appear to 

have been used to address cultural change in such a broad manner which is measured on a 

continuum level.  Findings from this project propose that individuals who were already 

moderate-high on the desirable outcomes would find the influence of the opinion leaders 

upon their resources affirming rather than increasing.  Therefore, this is another unique 

contribution, especially relating to advancing the applications of opinion leader 

interventions.  The outcomes of the current project also suggest that DOI theory is a useful 

framework in considering grass-roots interventions that partner with and empower 

community members.  

Limitations and Future Research 

 Undeniably, there are limitations to the current research.  Limitations stem 

primarily from the high ecological validity of the research design which may lead to threats 

to the projects’ internal validity.  For example, the research used naturally occurring 

groups (intervention and non-intervention campus) with a lack of random allocation or 

selection (and in the case of the opinion leaders, no ‘wait-list’ group).  At times, this means 

that we cannot rule out the possibility that there were alternative explanations for the 

patterns observed.  In particular, this relates to the cohort level differences (Chapter 7), 

most effective components of peer social support (Chapter 6), and the prediction verses 

creation of opinion leadership (Chapter 5).  Taken as a whole, however, findings related 
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well to existing theory and a priori frameworks.  Future research can work to attend to 

these limitations; however, it appears that basic proof of concept has been achieved.   

 Creswell, Plano, and Garrett (2008) outline of the unique methodological issues in 

conducting mixed methods research.  Since the current program of research followed both 

concurrent and sequential design models, in that different forms of data were both merged 

and used to build upon and extend the other type of data, this made the research vulnerable 

to a range of issues.  However, the current study was perhaps most at risk of a more basic 

methodical issue common across any research where the experimenter interacts with the 

participants.  That is, due to the dual relationship and inherent unequal power relationships, 

experimenter bias or participant impression management may have affected the quality of 

the data.  Hence, this was why it became essential to test, using alternate measures, 

leaders’ perceived role rewards.  The triangulation processes adopted in Chapter 7 helped 

to mitigate these potential failings.  Instead, it is likely that the dual relationship facilitated 

the success of the program, as students had the support and rapport with a key member of 

their learning community.  This may be a missed opportunity in the current research, that 

is, under examining the researchers’ role in the study.    

 Future directions from this research could take a variety of forms including re-

conducting the intervention with the suggested changes and lessons learned, or extending 

the focus such as to follow further the journey of the opinion leader students.  For example, 

are these supportive leaders the future authentic leaders of the world of work?  Or how can 

the benefits experienced by the leaders be strengthened, and how sustainable is leaders’ 

personal growth?  Or alternately, the current data set could be re-visited:  Given that the 

‘change sensitive’ students at the intervention campus reported engaging in a greater 

number of proactive learning behaviours, were their grades in the threshold course also 

higher?  If so, why then did they not have a psychological sense of their success?  
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Although, such analyses would be fraught with validity threats, since at the end of the day 

students are learning from two different teaching teams;  this may suggest that future 

measurement would have greater rigour if studied at the one campus examining social 

networks and known exposure.   

 The main agenda for future research would be to progress the efficacy of the 

intervention in relation to its diffusion properties, ultimately building toward achieving an 

effect on more ‘hard’ indexes of student success.  As it stands there is only evidence for a 

diffusion effect for change sensitive students in relation to their proactive behaviours and 

social capital; for this intervention to be considered for wider application it would need to 

demonstrate outcomes on additional indexes.  Using the suggestions noted throughout this 

thesis (i.e., train a larger number of students, broaden role enactment repertoire and 

intensity of enactment, use ongoing skill building, increase peer participant numbers and 

apply change sensitive adjustments to contagion analyses, use alternate psychological 

capital measures, etc.) may help to produce such observations.  Alternately, since the 

effectiveness of opinion leaders’ social influence appears contingent upon the ‘change 

sensitivity’ of the target, this may suggest that priming interventions to establish a higher 

base line of capital or interest may be worth investigating (such as how workplace change 

projects now initially target ‘change readiness’). 

 One of the strengths of the current body of research is its broad, integrative, 

sequential accumulation of evidence.  For example, the single finding that peers in learning 

groups with an opinion leader had higher group positive influence scores could be 

considered a chance occurrence, but taken in conjunction with other findings from other 

sources (such as the tutors’ descriptions, leaders’ larger social network, students 

perceptions of the effect of typical supportive leaders’ role enactment, and change sensitive 

students’ greater social capital), then a different interpretation emerges.  Any one of these 
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findings may be considered coincidental, but taken together they build a story of strong 

intervention efficacy and promise.  Future research will need to continue using multiple 

methods of data collection, and there is room for further innovation regarding 

measurement sophistication so as to ensure any effects can be sensitively measured.   

Conclusion 

 The current research has contributed to higher education literature by partly 

validating an innovative yet minimal-cost intervention to increase the capacity of students 

transitioning into university.  It drew upon a social contagion model and created an 

empowerment-based intervention partnering with opinion leaders to build the resources of 

their peers.  Opinion leaders were prospectively identified within a new cohort of students, 

encouraged to ‘turn up the volume’ on their social persuasion through a ‘supportive 

leadership model, enacted their role as a ‘supportive leader’, and perceived significant 

benefits from participation.  

 Students’ appraisals of typical opinion leaders’ enactment processes established 

that it is theoretically possible for short, supportive interactions with a trained supportive 

leader to increase students’ psychological, social, and academic capital, and to stimulate 

engagement in proactive student behaviour and paying the favour forward, potentially 

fostering a high peer support culture.  

 A cohort-level survey comparing students at the campus exposed to the 

intervention to students who were at an alternate campus and without exposure revealed 

that for students who were ‘change sensitive’, there was greater social capital and 

enactment of proactive student behaviours.  This offers preliminary evidence for the 

efficacy of the intervention, and future research can look to improve intervention design, 

delivery and measurement to peruse more indexes of student transition success.  As a first 
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step, the current research provides a promising foundation for further theoretical and 

practical development.  

 A number of theoretical and practical implications have been offered in relation to 

the application of diffusion of innovations theory and fostering peer support cultures in 

higher education.  These include new empirical data on approaches to recruiting, training, 

and partnering with opinion leaders, as well as factors that can potentially be leveraged to 

build effective social support cultures. The implications of the current research are relevant 

for higher education in relation to future student opinion leader replications and peer 

mentoring programs, but are also applicable for any context requiring ‘quick capital’.   
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APPENDIX A 

Description of the Training Intervention Design, Including Rationale and Relevant 

References for Each Major Design Element. 

Training design element Rationale/Reference 

Desks arranged into one 

large table/circle of chairs; 

side table with tea/coffee and 

snacks; facilitators sit with 

trainees.  Room tidied, blinds 

open, and attractive 

landscape pictures placed on 

walls, flowers placed on side 

table, etc.    

 It is important to attend to the environmental messages we 

send as facilitators (Lizzio & Wilson, 2001).   

 Room was tidied, attractive landscape posters hung on 

walls, blinds opened, etc.  Participants may take quality of 

environment as evidence of how they are valued (Lizzio & 

Wilson, 2001) 

 Participants can take seating arrangements to indicate the 

communication pattern that is expected. A sociogugal 

approach (e.g., circle of chairs; Burgoon, Buller, & 

Woodall, 1989; as cited in Lizzio & Wilson, 2001) 

promotes collaboration.  

Facilitator behaviour  Facilitators’ body language: lots of smiling, eye contact, 

and open and relaxed body language (creation of caring 

dimension; Lieberman et al., 1973, as cited in Conyne, 

1975) 

 Facilitators use a style that is relaxed and playful; they poke 

fun at themselves and each other. They normalise the 

experience of first starting at university by telling humorous 

stories of when they first started. 

 Inclusive language used to symbolise collaborative process 

(Rosengren, 2009; e.g., ‘what are some transitions we have 

experienced?’)     

 Consultative mechanisms used, invitation, and checking in 

regularly (‘How does that process sound?).   

 Active listening skills used to emphasise the importance of 

participants’ contribution and thus foster sense of worth and 

personal efficacy (Hogan, 2000).   

 Validation and positive reinforcement to build participant 

sense of worth and competence – when the comments from 

the group sits well alongside research findings, point this 

out (“You know, you’re absolutely right and there is 

research which reflects your point…”) 

 Facilitator reflects the evident strengths of participants from 

the stories they relate to provide meaning attribution 

(Lieberman et al., 1973, as cited in Conyne, 1975) and 

priming of participants’ strengths (Clifton & Harter, 2003) 

and psychological resources (Luthans et al., 2010; Bandura, 

2008).   
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Agenda for learning 

provided to trainees 
 The executive function component of Lieberman et al.’s 

(1973, as cited in Conyne, 1975) conditions for group 

processes states that a structure needs to be in place for 

participants to have a transformational learning experience.   

 A sense of mystery about the training/ their role created to 

generate emotional arousal and interest; positive emotions 

such as excitement can benefit learning process by 

increasing interest, motivation and engagement. Emotional 

stimulation part of Lieberman et al.’s (1973, as cited in 

Conyne, 1975) emotional stimulation, required for learners’ 

transformational experience.  

Facilitators introduce 

themselves and invite 

trainees to invite themselves, 

providing short talking 

points (interest in studying 

psychology…)  

 Inclusion is a primary concern of group members at initial 

stages of group development (Schultz’s 1958 interpersonal 

relations approach to group development; as described by 

Lizzio & Wilson, 2007).   

 Rapport (or behaviours that signal non-threat/arousal) 

facilitates learning engagement and reduces 

anxiety/positive emotional arousal, and places participants 

in a position to engage with the workshop/learning (Rock, 

2009).   

Invitation to name transitions 

trainees have experienced 

(slide 4) 

Facilitator subtly reflects 

back the strengths she hears 

using her naturally positive 

style: 

“gee, that must have taken 

some resilience” 

“I imagine bravery is one of 

your signature strengths, 

having been able to…” 

 Positioning trainees in ‘surrogate’ stage 1 of the Kolb 

learning cycle through the recollection of concrete 

experience, to facilitate an experiential learning experience. 

 Facilitator names the strengths they hear for purposes of 

strengths building; Creating awareness of asserts evident in 

resilience (Masten, 2001) and hope exercise, (Snyder, 

2000); self-efficacy building through influential others’ 

pathway (Bandura, 2008).  This is also a technique popular 

in coaching for activating positive self-schemas, supported 

by neuroscience coaching practices (Thompson, 2013).       

Open questions regarding 

previous (slide 5) transitions 

and the current transition to 

university (slide 6) and 

group discussion helping and 

hindering factors. 

 Positioning trainees in phase 2 of the Kolb learning cycle 

(1984), reflection and interpretation to facilitate learning.   

 Hope, efficacy, resilience and strengths priming processes 

(modelled from Luthans et al., 2010, as described 

previously in text).   

 Sense of self-efficacy affects motivation and learning 

outcomes (Bandura, 1997).   
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Linking previous discussion 

to presentation of 5 Senses 

of Success model (slide 7; 

Lizzio, 2011).   

Inviting opinions and 

commentary using 

questioning.    

 Deepening participant learning by linking experience to 

relevant theory/empirical knowledge (Kolb, 1984) and 

integrating theory with personal experience (Walter & 

Marks, 1981; Beard & Wilson, 2006).   

 Building participants’ sense of self-worth and competency 

by validating their contributions (Wilson, 2010). 

 Questioning directs learner attention, deepens cognitive 

processing and learning achievement.   

Strengths building exercise 

linked (subtly) to the 

hypothesis of the project/ 

potential role of the 

participants using probing 

questions (Slide 8) 

 Psychological resource building processes (described 

previously in text) 

 Inviting participants to elicit material first, for the purpose 

of building a richer connection to the material and 

engagement with the workshop/training.   

Presentation of hypothesis of 

the research project (and 

goal of the training 

workshop; Slide 9), and 

empirical background to the 

project with discussion 

opportunity for participants 

to share reflections/ relate to 

personal experience (Slides 

10-11). 

Presentation of previous 

successful research project 

that the in which the primary 

facilitator was involved 

(slides 12-17) leading back 

to the premise of the current 

research project and the role 

of the participants (18-22) 

 

 Deepening participant learning by linking experience to 

relevant theory/empirical knowledge (Kolb, 1984) and 

integrating theory with personal experience (Walter & 

Marks, 1981; Beard & Wilson, 2006).   

 Participants’ engagement with the project targeted using the 

persuasion technique, presentation of facts, etc.    

 Providing further meaning attribution (Lieberman et al., 

1973, as cited in Conyne, 1975).    

 Deeper learning encouraged by presenting the same 

premises from multiple applications/context.   

 Use of repetition of ideas and emotive language as social 

influence technique and emotional stimulation to facilitate 

transformation experiences (Lieberman et al., 1973, as cited 

in Conyne, 1975)     

 

Consultative check in with 

participants’ feelings (slide 

23) 

 Humour can offer tension relieving (Lizzo & Wilson, 

2007). Tension relieving is a function that contributes to: 

participant enjoyment, and perceptions of a more relaxed 

and supportive group environment (Lizzio & Wilson).   

 Consultative questions convey concern/caring, important 

component for transformational learning experience,  

(Lieberman et al., 1973, as cited in Conyne, 1975). 
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Break with lunch.  Trainees 

are encouraged to stand up 

and walk around before 

joining in a group meal back 

at the table. Opportunity for 

further rapport building.   

 Short breaks allow the brain to consolidate information, 

improving retention and memory retrieval (Rock, 2009).  

Movement increases the amount of oxygen distributed to 

the brain, improving latter concentration and learning 

(Rock, 2009).    

 Sharing a meal as a group can increase feelings of group 

cohesion.   

Whole group discussion /role 

plays of  hypothetical 

scenarios; Assessment of 

learning made by facilitators 

during these discussion 

(described in Chapter 4) 

 Activities to build social persuasion skills/awareness of 

what participants’ naturally enact.  

 Practice guidance on training OPLs to utilise psychological 

knowledge of behaviour change through attending to group 

norms, attitudes, intentions, self-efficacy, and making 

personal endorsements of the benefits of the behaviour 

change (Kelly, 2004; Larkey, 1999, 2000; as cited in 

Larkey & Staten, 2007).   

 Assessment of learning a fundamental step in training 

evaluation to ascertain if training outcomes were achieved 

(Saks & Haccoun, 2007).  

Presentation of prescriptive 

and proscriptive principles 

for enacting the role of 

supportive leader.  Linkage 

with previous exercise and 

participants’’ previous 

comments.   

Stories and research used to 

illustrate reasons for   

 Facilitating meaning attribution (Lieberman et al., 1973, as 

cited in Conyne, 1975). 

 Prescriptive and proscriptive principles for providing social 

support to peers draw from higher education peer mentoring 

literature.  Empowerment based framework and key opinion 

leader change management concepts regarding the need to 

maintain social authenticity (Holt & Ryan, 2012; Kelly, 

2004).  

Summary and conclusion 

including ‘where to from 

here’ information.   

 Providing executing function to offer participants structure 

to the learning process, to facilitate transformational 

experience (Lieberman et al., 1973, as cited in Conyne, 

1975). 

 

Invitation to participate in 

research project  -  

Participants handed sign-up 

sheets  

Participants complete 

evaluation form (with 

facilitators absent from the 

room).  

 

 The workshop was framed as an invitation to participate in 

the program, option to opt in or out emphasised (to increase 

perceived control and minimise feelings of coercion).   

 Sense of privacy afforded by facilitators’ leaving the room 

 Evaluations offer voice to participants, sending message of 

valuing their contribution and commitment to collaboration 

to foster sense of empowerment.   

 Participants’ evaluations of training important first step in 

achieving training evaluation (Kirkpatrick, 2006).   
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Behavioural intentions   Behavioural intentions increase training transfer effects 

(Wakefield, 2004).   

 Stage 4 of Kolb (1984) cycle, generating hypotheses/ 

intentions to be tested in future interactions.   
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APPENDIX B 

Facilitator Guide I - Training Process and Goals Summary 

 

Overall purpose of the opinion leader intervention: 

To encourage the contagion of positive/engaged/proactive appraisal, attitudes, emotions 

and actions in relation to the university learning experience amongst the first year cohort at 

the School of Psychology, Mt Gravatt Campus. 

 

Objectives for the training day: 

1. For the opinion leaders to understand the value of the project and the goals and process 

2. To gain their support for the project 

3. To build the psychological resources (hope, resilience, efficacy, optimism, familiarity 

with environment, relationship building, enthusiasm, engagement etc) of the 

opinion leaders in relation to their appraisal of their university experience and their 

role as an ‘supportive peer leader’ 

4. To develop opinion leaders’ awareness of how norms can be developed and to have an 

action plan for each opinion leader for what specific things they can do to ‘turn up 

the volume’ on their social influence.   

 

Goals for the opinion leaders: 

1. To appraise their university experience in a positive/engaged/proactive manner 

2. To use the processes of social influence to encourage the contagion of their 

appraisal/emotions/actions through the student cohort 

 

The meta-process of empowerment requires a participatory framework, equality, 

encouragement of a sense of control and competence: 

 

Attitude of facilitators: 

 The knowledge is already in the group – we’re helping to stimulate 

discussions and to shape the direction it takes and encourage learning 

around key points 

 

Facilitator behaviours: 

 Body Language Lots of smiling, eye contact, and open and relaxed body 

language from Claire and Stacey.  Claire and Stacey had a facilitation style 

is relaxed and playful; they poke fun at themselves and each other. They 

normalise the experience of first starting at university by telling humorous 

stories of when they first started.  

 Use consultative mechanisms, invitation, and checking in regularly (how 

does that process sound?).  The workshop was framed as an invitation to 

participate in the program, option to opt in or out emphasised  (perceived 

control) 

 Opinions and input of participants sought and validated  
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 Active listening skills used to emphasise the importance of participants 

contribution (worth, competence).   

 Validation/ Positive reinforcement – when the comments from the group 

sits well alongside research findings, point this out with “you know, you’re 

absolutely right and there is research which reflects your point…” (worth, 

competence)  

 Claire noting the apparent strengths of participants from the stories they 

relate. (self-esteem, interactional component proactive coping emphasised) 

 

Workshop Content 

 Group discussion around the ingredients for a successful transition then 

linked to the Senses of Success model (Competence, Control, and 

Interactional component in that primed to use skills to manage environment) 

 Shared knowledge around the power structures at university and developed 

direct relationship with 2 ‘power-brokers’ (understanding of power 

environment/  

 Invitation to be an active and influencing member of the community 

(behavioural component– taking action to exert control by participating) 

 Buzz word bingo – game developed for the current intervention to make fun 

of the primary facilitators’ over use of psychology jargon to make sure 

participants’ never felt like they do not understand/ feel incompetent.   

 

Room set up:   

 All sitting in a group at equal level and spacing (PowerPoints in 

background) 

 Facilitators sitting with the participants at different ends of the table 
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Facilitator Guide II - Training Day Facilitator Talking Points 

 

Training day format/talking points: 

1. Welcome/Introductions/rapport building/ building norms for the session 

2. Talking about transitions, needs of people during transitions, things that helped us 

make the transition - Priming of Psychological Resources during these discussions  

3. Explain the project value, goals and process  

4. Checking in and building sense of psychological capital 

5. Activities to build social persuasion skills/awareness of what they do naturally 

6. Integrate/summaries what was achieved today, make clear ‘where to from here’, 

measure opinion leader training satisfaction, efficacy, readiness/likelihood of 

engaging in behaviour. 

 

1. Getting to know each other – finding common ground and sense of 

connectedness 

 What has drawn us to study psychology 

 

2. Transitions – they pull things out of us - We have all gone through transitions 

before 

 What sort of things help us make the transition 

 What things do you think may lead to some people making a better 

transition to university than others? 

 Senses of Success model – and my particular research interest is regarding 

the ‘sense of capability’  

 Can you think of a time when you have shown optimism, self-confidence, 

or resilience during a time of transition? (Probed/reflected proactive 

behaviours, etc) 

 Did you positive outlook rub off on others? 

 

3. What’s this project all about? 

 That our journey through times of transition can be affected by our frame of 

mind, emotions, outlook etc.   

 My hypothesis (and the goal of this workshop) ‘Is it possible to find those 

people high in ‘psychological resources’ in a group who are about to 

embark on a significant transition and empower them to ‘infect’ other’s with 

their positive outlook?’ 

 Does this research question have ‘legs’?  Previous research looking into the 

effects of positive environments and social contagion 

 Relating this research back to the transition to university and how this relates to 

you (the supportive leader).  Today is an invitation to take part in this 

project. 

 

4. Checking in 
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 How does this sit for you? 

 What does it mean to be optimistic/resilient/proactive? Can you think of a time 

when you have been these things?  

 Did your positive outlook rub off on others?   

 You already know what to do already 

 

5. Skilling up  

 Scenarios talked through as a group – what would participants do if they 

can across this situation (Probed around themes such as imposition, 

balancing advise giving with support, and personal barriers) 

 

6. Clarification of the role of ‘supportive leader’  

 Let’s avoid imposition.  Beehr, Bowling and Bennett (2010) found that well 

intended colleagues can do more harm than good in their effort to provide 

social support.  It’s important to be aware of and avoid “(1) interactions that 

make the person focus on how stressful the workplace is, (2) help that 

makes the recipient feel inadequate or incompetent, and (3) help that is 

unwanted.”   

 Let’s avoid turning into ‘hall way monitors’ or ‘the anti-fun police’.  This is not 

about you educating your peers! (This comes back to the notion of ‘un-

learning’ – what is your ‘schema’ of leadership?) 

 Let’s avoid creating and ‘us and them’ culture between the confidents and the 

non-confidents – There are a lot of people in your cohort who harbour a 

deep fear “I worry that I’m not smart enough or don’t have the ability for 

uni” (show graph) 

 Let’s not turn into leaning posts – this is not the intention of the project and there 

is also a risk of being dis-empowering for the leaner or the leaned against 

 

7. Healer, heal thyself - but stand tall with feet of clay 

 You don’t have to be superwoman or superman – you don’t have to be the ‘ideal 

student’ 

 Be yourself – remain true to your journey – but try to be aware of your role in 

your journey 

 Come talk to me if you would ever like to.    

 

8. Training transfer (end of training survey):   

 What specific things will you do to ‘turn up the volume’ on your positive 

contagion? 
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APPENDIX C 

Copy of Power Point Slides and Notes used in Opinion Leader Training 
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APPENDIX D 

Pilot Survey to Develop Intervention Invitation 

 

Dear Awesome Altruistic Human Being, 

 

Next year as part of my PhD I am running a peer-support leadership program with the first 

year students.  Would you mind helping me to refine my invitation to participate?  Please 

cast your mind back to when you were beginning your studies and then respond honestly 

to my invitation to self-select into the intervention.  Please highlight/bold you response and 

then type any extra comments (if you have any).  Thank you, you rock.   

 

Original version 

“Are you a friendly and easy-going person, excited about studying psychology and looking 

forward to meeting new people and the challenge of university?  This year at the School of 

Psychology at Mt Gravatt we are running a supportive leadership development project 

amongst the first-year cohort.  We are looking for commencing students who go through 

life trying to see the glass half full rather than half empty.  Ideally you would be 

comfortable meeting new people.  If this sounds like you and you would like to learn more 

about our leadership program, please select yes and provide your contact details and we 

will contact you with further information.”   

 

Interest: This would 

have caught 

my interest – I 

reckon I would 

have asked to 

receive more 

info 

This would 

have caught 

my interest 

Unsure I wouldn’t have 

been interested 

I wouldn’t have 

been interested, 

in fact, I would 

have been 

turned off 

Wank factor: No, not at all 

wanky, it’s 

fine 

No, not wanky I’m sitting on 

the fence 

It’s a little bit 

wanky 

Really really 

wanky, Claire, 

what are you 

thinking! 

Comments:  

 

 

Shortened version 

“Are you looking forward to studying psychology?  This year at the School of Psychology 

at Mt Gravatt we are running a supportive leadership development project amongst the 

first-year cohort.  We are looking for commencing students to receive this free training.  

Ideally you would be a friendly person and comfortable meeting new people.  If this 

sounds like you and you would like to learn more about our leadership program, please 

select yes and provide your contact details and we will contact you with further 

information.”   
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Interest: This would 

have caught 

my interest – I 

reckon I would 

have asked to 

receive more 

info 

This would 

have caught 

my interest 

Unsure I wouldn’t have 

been interested 

I wouldn’t have 

been interested, 

in fact, I would 

have been 

turned off 

Wank factor: No, not at all 

wanky, it’s 

fine 

No, not wanky I’m sitting on 

the fence 

It’s a little bit 

wanky 

Really really 

wanky, Claire, 

what are you 

thinking! 

Comments:  

 

 

Personalised version 

“Thank you [insert person’ s name] for completing my survey! 

Are you looking forward to studying psychology?  As part of my PhD this year at the 

School of Psychology at Mt Gravatt I am running a skill based leadership project amongst 

the first-year cohort.  I am looking for commencing students to receive this training and to 

take part in my research.  Ideally you would be comfortable meeting.  If this sounds like 

you and you would like to learn more about the training program, please select yes and 

provide your contact details and I will contact you with further information.  There are no 

costs involved for receiving the training and participation is not expected to take up much 

of your time.  

Kind regards, 

Claire Ryan” 

 

Interest: This would 

have caught 

my interest – I 

reckon I would 

have asked to 

receive more 

info 

This would 

have caught 

my interest 

Unsure I wouldn’t have 

been interested 

I wouldn’t have 

been interested, 

in fact, I would 

have been 

turned off 

Wank factor: No, not at all 

wanky, it’s 

fine 

No, not wanky I’m sitting on 

the fence 

It’s a little bit 

wanky 

Really really 

wanky, Claire, 

what are you 

thinking! 

Comments:  
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What do you think about the key words I’m using? (i.e., would you be attracted to them?  

Would they turn you off?  Are they too vague?  Do you have a favourite?) 

 

Term/ question Response, please bold/highlight or type response 

Supportive leadership 

development program 

Attracted? Turned off? Too vague? Favourite? 

Skill based leadership program Attracted? Turned off? Too vague? Favourite? 

Skill based leadership training Attracted? Turned off? Too vague? Favourite? 

Professional development 

program  

Attracted? Turned off? Too vague? Favourite? 

Peer leadership training Attracted? Turned off? Too vague? Favourite? 

Are there any other terms 

which would sound better? 

 

Is there any other word than 

leadership I could use? 

 

What do you think about the 

term ‘leadership’? 

 

 

Thank you once again for helping me out, I really appreciate it.  Hope everything is 

going well for you.  Please remember, anytime you need a postgrad student to ask 

a question, have a whinge or laugh, pop on by my office to say hi. 

Very kind regards, Claire.   
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APPENDIX E 

Intervention Invitation 

 

“Are you:  

 A friendly and easy-going person? 

 Excited about studying psychology? 

 Looking forward to meeting new people? 

 Do you consider yourself an optimist rather than a pessimist? 

This year at the School of Psychology we are running a supportive leadership-development 

project amongst the first-year students.  We are looking for interested students to receive 

this free training.  Ideally you would be a friendly person and comfortable meeting new 

people. Training is free and the small investment of your time will reap great benefits for 

you as you progress through your degree. 

Would you like to receive more information about the leadership program? (‘Yes please’ 

or ‘No thank you’).”   
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APPENDIX F 

Ethics Application 

 

QE1.  Provide  a  brief  project  description,  including  the  question  /  objective(s)  of  the  

research  and  what  participants will experience / undertake (maximum of 1,000 words).  

 

 The psychosocial environment a person exists within can have a powerful 

influence upon their wellbeing. Longitudinal social network research has emphasised that 

happiness “is not merely a function of individual experiences or individual choice but is 

also a property of groups of people” (Fowler & Christakis, 2008, p. 7).  

In knowing that psychosocial climates can have such an effect upon the wellbeing of their 

members, how then can we actually foster positive psychological environments?  One 

popular way to foster desired culture is to devise programs and policies which provide 

resources and opportunities for enacting desired values and which conversely punish 

deviance from the desired group norms. But such ‘top-down’ approaches have their 

limitations:  In the organisational psychology field, it is clear that organisations can appear 

amazing on paper, but have a very different actual compared to espoused workplace 

cultures.   This is particularly salient when considering topics such as workplace bullying, 

counterproductive work behaviours, work-life balance, safety and quality assurance.  

Research across such fields has highlighted that sizable gaps can exist between the 

workplace policies and the actual workplace practices and social norms. 

These gaps appear more common when policies and programs are developed in 

ways that do not provide stakeholders with voice and control, when competing demands 

and values exist, or when first order change is really required. With this situation of desired 

verses actual social norms in mind, the theory of the diffusion of innovations offers a 

cultural change technique that has been posited as a key for unlocking the resources 

available to members of a social system by generating attitudes and behaviours which 

promote engagement with the available resources. 

In a nutshell, the diffusion of innovations theory is a meta-theory describing 

how an idea, or new behaviour, spreads over time throughout a social network (Rogers, 

2003). Commonly, new innovations are adopted when ‘opinion leaders’ are seen by others 

in their social network to have (a) adopted and endorsed a behavioural innovation, and (b) 

the modelled behaviour change is perceived to be good, fashionable, and/or and beneficial 

(Rogers). Opinion leaders are key individuals who are able to influence the attitudes and 

actions of members of their social network. They tend to be local, informally influential, 

credible, likable and well connected (Rogers).   

Utilizing the findings from the body of observational studies, researchers 

within the public health field conducted intervention studies and found that by targeting 

behavioural change by the opinion leaders in any given context, it was possible to 

influence the attitudes, norms, self-efficacy, and actual behaviours of others.  

Given that this technique has been so widely used to help foster particular 

values, attitudes, and behaviours in other contexts, is it possible to drive the socialisation 

process of newly commencing first year psychology students and create group norms 
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orientated to make use of ‘succeeding at university’ opportunities. The Five Senses of 

Success Transition to University Model (Lizzio, 2006) provides a useful framework 

through which to consider those ‘essential vitamins’ for students achieving a successful 

transition. A number of these ‘senses of success’ have been targeted and developed into 

primary prevention strategies at Griffith University for facilitating students transition to 

university such as the role of the First Year Advisor who conduct common time lectures 

teaching a body of skills around navigating the academic environment, developing social 

supports and a sense of competency.  Is an opinion leader technique the next step in 

ensuring student engagement and buy-in with such primary prevention strategies?  Would 

this even work? 

 

Research Questions: 

1. Is it possible to influence the norms which develop in a first year undergraduate 

university cohort – specifically those that relate to ‘succeeding at university’ behaviours 

and attitudes through using a diffusion of innovations social system contagion technique?   

2. Is it possible to build the psychological capital [eg., optimism, engagement, 

proactively, resilience, mental wellbeing] of first year university students through the use 

of a social network contagion intervention?  That is, through training peer leaders in 

positive contagion techniques as informed by the diffusion of innovations theory? 

 

Research objectives: 

1. To increase the uptake of Succeeding at Griffith behaviours such as: 

 Attendance at common time lectures 

 Tutorial attendance 

 Self-reported time spent studying 

 Number and quality of peer relationships 

 Number and quality of relationships with teaching staff 

 

2. To increase the Psychological capital  

 Academic optimism,  

 Self-efficacy,  

 Sense of resilience 

 Sense of engagement and sense of purpose 

 Self-reported adjustment to university 

 Foster the presence of positive affectivity 

 Stabilise the amount of mental health symptoms (anxiety and depression) 

 

3. To investigate and document the process of this change, documenting the 

experiences of the opinion leaders.  

 

Methodology:   

 Pre-Post survey measure design with intervention 

 The School of Psychology Mt Gravatt and Gold Coast Campuses 

 Enhanced verses baseline conditions 

 Participants fill out survey (Lime Survey) before semester commences and once 

again toward the end of the semester.  
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In addition, there will be the opportunity for approximately 50 participants 

from the Mt Gravatt campus to take part in the intervention component of this research. 

Students who complete the online Lime Survey can then select to receive information 

regarding a 1 day Leadership Development Training Day which will be emailed to their 

student email account. Due to resource restrictions, participation in the training day will be 

on a first come, first serve basis and limited to approximately 50 places. The training day 

will be run by Claire Ryan and will also involve the First Year Student Advisor, Ms Karla 

Norris. The purpose of this day is for the peer leaders to get to know one another, to 

achieve a clear understating of the project goals, and to develop a simple skill set and 

behavioural action plan for enacting their role as peer leaders.  

The basic idea is that peer leaders will ‘turn up the volume’ on their natural positive 

behaviours which are conducive to development social connections (sense of connection) 

and attitudes and behaviours consistent with succeeding at university. For example, if a 

peer leader feels that they are good at meeting new people and introducing people to 

others, then they will be asked to use this strength. Peer leaders will be asked to document 

some of these behaviours and their experiences during the semester, and also invited to 

participate in a focus group regarding their experiences.   

 

QE2.  List  the  relevant  qualifications,  experiences  and  /or  skills  of  the  research  

team  which  equip  them  to  conduct this research (maximum of 200 words).  

 

Claire’s previous research project management experience: 

 Project Manager for “PSY/B7/08/HREC” ‘Needs Analysis of Education Queensland 

internal Employee Assistance Program’. Chief Supervisor Assoc Prof Paula Brough 

 Project Manager for “PSY/EO/09/HREC” ‘Human Factors Training Evaluation”, 

Chief Supervisor Assoc Prof Liz Jones. 

 

Alf is currently the HOS for Psychology and has a very strong background in higher 

education student research and holds a number of research grants in this field. 

 

QE3.  Provide  details  in  relation  to  the  potential  participant  pool:  target  

participant  group,  identification  of potential participants, initial contact method, 

and recruitment method (maximum of 300 words).  

 

Griffith University First Year School of Psychology students enrolled in the Bachelor of 

Psychology or the Bachelor of Behavioural Science programs at the Mt Gravatt (treatment 

condition) and Gold Coast (baseline condition) campuses.  

 

Potential participants will receive a flyer (Attached) and also an email invitation (sent to 

student email accounts) to participate in the online survey research as part of their School 

enrolment package.   Entire cohort emails will be sent through the Lime Survey software 

platform, pending ethics approval.   
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After completing the online survey, those participants in the treatment condition (Mt 

Gravatt campus) will be invited to register to receive more information about participating 

in a peer leadership program (see Attachment 1).  Those students who elect to receive this 

additional information will then be sent an automatic email with details regarding the 

intervention study.  From this email, participants can choose to then register (via email) to 

participate in this program if they so wish.   

 

Participants will be able to self-select to be part of the peer leadership intervention study.  

In the event that a participant registers for participation but they achieve concerning 

depression and/or anxiety scores, the participant will be contacted by the research officer to 

discuss the risks of their participation and to provide them with appropriate referral 

pathways such as the counselling services available at Griffith University and also of 

relevant support agencies (Kids Help Line, Life Line, GPs, etc).  Space for approximately 

50 students will be available for participating in the leadership training – these capped 

numbers will be flagged in the information email and a first come, first serve approach will 

be used. Similarly, any participant who scores ‘concerning’ depression and/or anxiety 

scores on the online survey, these students will be contacted and provided with appropriate 

referral information.   

 

 

QE4. Provide details in relation to the data collection: method, location, duration and 

analysis (maximum of 500 words).  

 

Time 1 online survey. 

 Invited to participate by flyer in student enrolment pack and email to 

student email account, late January-February 2011.   

 Lime Survey – Likert scales.   

  Students enrolled at the Mt Gravatt campus (treatment condition) will be 

asked to supply their student number (lack of anonymity but confidentiality) 

so that their data will be able to be matched later with sociometric data such 

as learning group membership.   Gold Coast participants will be asked to 

devise a password to enable longitudinal data matching.   

 Variables measured include wellbeing, expectations/motivations for 

university studies, academic optimism, time orientation, social connections, 

support systems, sense of personal psychological resources such as 

resilience and self-efficacy. 

 See Appendix 2 for a draft copy of the Time 1 survey 

 Time to complete survey estimated as 20 minutes 

 Analysis:  Between groups ANOVA establishing if treatment and control 

conditions are comparable.   

Time 2 online survey: 

 Invited to participate by email invitation sent toward the end of the last 

teaching week of first semester, 2011, to student email account and 

reminders offered by First Year Advisor at common time lecture.   

 As above but with additional variables such as perceived adjustment to 

university, number and quality of peer and staff relationships, perception of 
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psychosocial climate at university, satisfaction with program, perceived 

quality of teaching, time spent studying, persistence intentions, and whether 

if they participated in the school mentoring program.  Students at the Mt 

Gravatt campus will, in addition, be asked to name which learning group 

and/or mentoring group to which they belonged in order to assess if there is 

an effect of having a peer leader if their learning/mentoring group.    

 See Attachments for draft copy of Time 2 Survey 

 Time to complete survey estimated to be 25 minutes. 

 Analysis:  Mixed within-between groups ANOVAs 

 

Peer Leadership Program data collection 

 At the end of the peer leadership training day (conducted appropriate room in M24), a 

short hard-copy evaluation sheet will be provided to participates to rate their 

perceived satisfaction, effectiveness of training and perceived self-efficacy 

regarding their involvement in the project (See Attachments for draft survey).  

Estimated time to complete is 3 minutes. 

 During the semester, peer leaders will be invited via email invitation to complete short 

online surveys regarding their experiences as a peer leader.  These will be a 

combination of Likert scale questions and qualitative questions and estimated to 

take 15 minutes to complete (See Attachments for draft copy of questions).   

 A number of ‘focused focus groups’ will also be scheduled throughout first semester, 

2011.  The specific topics for the focus groups will emerge from the thematic 

analysis of the peer leaders’ experience data.  Peer leaders will be invited via email 

to register for the focus group with the topic to which they are interested in 

contributing.  Data will be collected from focus groups by notes taken during the 

sessions by the facilitator (Claire Ryan) and the participants themselves.  No 

verbatim transcriptions or audio recordings will be made of the focus group 

sessions.   Focus groups sessions are estimated to take 45 minutes and will be 

conducted in M24_4.30 in groups of about 5 participants.    Analysis:  Thematic 

content analysis with frequency counting etc.   

 

Possible further data collection in second semester, 2011: 

 Follow-up data may also be collected as part of Claire’s PhD and this would involve 

another survey (similar to Time 2 survey) and additional focus groups with the Peer 

Leaders. 

 

 

QE5. Provide details of the appropriate informed consent procedure, and attach a 

copy of the informed consent package to the Checklist (maximum of 200 words).  

 

Regarding participation in the survey research, a written information sheet/coversheet 

(Attached) with the consent being indicated by the submission of the online survey. 

 

Regarding participation in the Peer Leadership Program, participants will be provided with 

a written information sheet (sent to participants via email; Attached) and consent will be 
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indicated by the completion of a consent form (Attached) upon the day of leadership 

training.   

 

QE6. Provide details of how the results of the research will be report / disseminated, 

including the appropriate provision of results to participants.    If  appropriate  /  

required,  please  also  provide  details  of  any  planned debriefing of participants 

(maximum of 200 words).  

 

Reporting results back to participants:  Included in the participation information sheets will 

the contact details of the researchers and also a statement that if participants would like to 

receive a summary of the major outcomes of the study to contact the student researcher 

(Claire Ryan).  

 

Academic publication:  The findings from this study will be published in Claire Ryan’s 

Phd thesis.  Only aggregated results, major themes and trends will be reported.   

 

As aforementioned in QE3, in some cases it may be necessary to provide participants with 

debriefing of their survey scores and refer them to appropriate support services.    

 

QE7. Provide details of the anticipated duration of the data collection / human 

research phase of the project.  

 

Data collection is planned for 2011, with the bulk of the data being collected in first 

semester 2011.    

 

 

Amendments (approved): 

 Tape recording exit interviews 

 Interviews with raters (tutors) 

 Use of research credit points (incentive) 
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APPENDIX G 

Opinion Leader Intervention Participation Consent Sheet  

 
 
 

 
 

Building psychological resources through positive contagion:  
A minimal intervention study 

 

CONSENT SHEET – intervention participation 
 

Chief Investigator 
Associate Professor Alf Lizzio 
School of Psychology 
TELEPHONE:  373 53322 
EMAIL:  a.lizzio @griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 
Claire Ryan 
School of Psychology 
PhD Organisational Psychology 
TELEPHONE:  07 3735 3426 
EMAIL:  c.ryan@griffith.edu.au 

 

 I have read the research information sheet    

 I have been provided with an opportunity to ask any questions I may have about my 
involvement in this research 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw from this research at any stage and choosing 
to do so will in no way harm my relationships with the researchers or with Griffith 
University 

 I agree to be a part of this research 
 
Name________________________________________ 
 
 
Signed _______________________________________ 
 
 
Dated________________________________________ 

 
Questions / further information 
 

If you would like additional information about this project, please contact Ms Claire Ryan by 
telephone (ph: 07 3735 3426) or email (c.ryan@griffith.edu.au). 
 

The ethical conduct of this research 
 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research.  If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about 
the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics 
on 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.  

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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APPENDIX H 

Opinion Leader Immediate Post Training Survey 

 

Please provide your name: _______________________________ 

 

1. I feel I have a greater sense of my personal strengths after participating in this 

workshop:(Please circle) 

 

 

 

 

 

2. I feel more confident about starting uni after today’s workshop: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. I felt safe and supported during the workshop today 

 

 

 

 

 

4. I enjoyed the workshop and I’m glad I decided to do it 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. I feel confident in my ability to ‘turn up the volume’ if I choose to: 

 

 

 

 

 

6. I see the value in this project: 

 

 

 

 

 

7. I feel very motivated to take part in this project: 

 

 

 

  

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 
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8. What did you like best/ find most useful about the workshop? (please write) 

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________ 

 
 

9. I intend to give this ‘turning up the volume’ thing a crack: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10.  If in agreement, please write an example of how you might enact this ‘turning up 

the volume’?  
______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________ 
 

 

  

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 
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APPENDIX I 

Facilitator’s Form to Rate Participants’ Learning Outcomes 

  

Participant 

Name 

Appropriateness 

of comments 

Alignment with core concepts: 

1. Lack of imposition 

2. Hallway monitors 

3. Genuine 

4. Need not be perfect 

5. Boundary management 

6. Us & Them culture  

Additional comments 
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APPENDIX J 

Two-Weeks-Post-Training Survey 

 

Please remember that there are no right or wrong answers and responds honestly – 

your responses will be kept confidential.   

 

1. Have you given “turning up the volume” a go since the workshop?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. If yes, can you please provide me with a couple of examples of what you did? (e.g., 

Who did you talk to, about what? What was their response? How did you feel doing 

it?) 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How many times would you say that you have ‘turned up the volume?’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Do you feel like your ‘turning up the volume’ has influenced your peers in any 

way?  If yes, then how so? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Any other comments?
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Please highlight/bold the response which fits for you: 

 

6. I’m feeling confident in my ability to ‘turn up the volume’: 

 

 

 

 

 

7. I’ve met some nice people in my tutorials  

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. I intend to keep giving this ‘turning up the volume’ thing a crack: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Being at uni still feels like the right thing for me: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. I feel I’m coping really well with the transition to uni: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. I feel a sense of connection with the people I’ve met so far at uni: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 
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APPENDIX K 

Eight-Weeks-Post-Training Survey 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

A. What you do (part 1). Please indicate to what extent you are doing these things and also how 
effective you feel these actions have been in your role as a supportive leader.  I have provided 
examples of behaviours in some of the items but PLEASE don’t feel restricted by these when 
responding about your own behaviour/approach – just figured I better translate some of the 
mumbo-jumbo terms I used ;)   

 To what extent do you do 
this in your role as a 
supportive leader? 

1  ‘not at all’  to  5 ‘every 
time the opportunity 
presents itself’’  

What impact do you feel 
this has had on your peers? 

1 ‘not at all positive’ to 5 
‘very positive’ 

1. I do little things to make others feel 
welcome (eg., smiling, holding doors 
open, providing directions, etc). 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I do things to acknowledge others (eg., 
making an effort to say hello, etc). 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

3. I try to be a positive person 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

4. I chat with peers about common 
experiences/ favourite subjects/ 
interest in studying psychology, etc. 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

5. I ‘normalise’ the experiences of others 
(i.e., admit to experiencing similar 
feelings/issues/concerns) 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

6. I openly express my enthusiasm for 
learning when I feel it 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

7. I go out of my way to talk to other 
students/strike up conversations  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

8. I ask people how they are going  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

9. I introduce peers to one another if I 
know their names 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

10. I notice people who are not having a 
good day/feeling shy/stressed etc., and 
try to connect with them 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

11. I express my intentions to be 
proactive to my peers (eg., I 
mentioned that I was going to attend 
a lecture/ do a reading, etc) 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

This surey has 6 parts to it and is estimated to take 30 minutes or longer: 
 

A. What you do (part 1) 

B. What you do (part 2) 

C. What you do (part 3) 

D. What you do (part 4) 

E. What you’re getting and the approach you’re taking 

F. What you think and feel 
 

Please remember that there are no right or wrong answers.  Please response honestly 

from your perspective, reflecting upon your feelings, impressions, and thoughts. 
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 To what extent do you do 

this in your role as a 
supportive leader? 

1  ‘not at all’  to  5 ‘every 
time the opportunity 

presents itself’’ 

What impact do you feel 
this has had on your peers? 

1 ‘not at all positive’ to 5 
‘very positive’ 

12. I make an effort to 
volunteer/contribute in class/lectures 
if no one else seems forthcoming  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

13. I role model ‘help seeking’ 
behaviours (such as mentioning that I 
went to see student services, asked 
the FYA a question, asked the tutor to 
explain a concept in class which I had 
trouble understanding, etc.)   

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

14. I encourage ‘help seeking’ behaviours 
to my peers (such as suggesting they 
go see the FYA if having trouble 
coping, or ask convenor for a 
deferment if sick, talk to tutor if they 
didn’t understand a concept etc.)  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

15. I point out people’s strengths  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

16. I help reframe negative appraisals or 
attitudes (eg., my peers were 
expressing defeatist attitudes about 
managing uni-work-life and I 
commented that I admired their 
tenancy for giving uni a go).   

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

17. I help steer ‘helpless’ conversations 
into ‘hopeful’ conversations 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

18. I share my own issues surrounding 
study/uni but with a ‘positive slant’ 
(eg., chatted about how difficult I 
found it learning the different parts 
of the brain for the 1001PSY exam 
but shared how I overcame this with 
a particular learning technique)  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

19. I turn negative conversations into 
ones of hope or opportunity  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 
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B.  What you do(part 2).  In this section, I would like you to reflect on the type of needs or issues that your 

fellow students have/had and how well you think the supportive leadership process is going in helping 

them meet their needs.   

 To what extent have you 
focused upon this aspect of 
the transition process in your 
role as a supportive leader? 
1  ‘not at all’  to  5 ‘a lot’  

How effective do you feel 
your actions were for 
achieving this? 
1 ‘ not at all’  to  5 ‘very’ 

1. Clarifying expectations of what the 
uni student role involves (eg., being a 
self-directed learner) 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

2. Finding out about specific courses or 
staff 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

3.Discussing strategies for 
managing/organising  study 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

4.Discussing approaches to assessment   1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

5.Finding out about university resources 
and services 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

6. Discussing how to balance work, life 
and study 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

7. Learning how to navigate the uni 
system/where to get help 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

8. Discussing motivation or reasons for 
doing a degree   

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

9.  Discussing the structure of degree 
programs 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

10. Discussing career/job prospects 
from degrees 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

11. Finding out about uni social and 
recreational activities 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

12. Making friends and getting to know 
other students 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

13. Listening to and learning from other 
first-year students 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

14. Solving practical problems or  
concerns 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

15. Getting support and encouragement 
for challenges 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

16. Reassuring others that they belong 
at university and can succeed 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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C.  What you do (part 3) 

This section looks at examples of when you have tried to engage with your peer sin your role as a 

supportive leader since the last survey and what effect you feel you may have had 

Please think of an example of when you felt you made a difference 

1. What was the situation/ issue? 

 

 

2. What did you do? 

 

 

3. What effect /outcome did you observe? 

 

 

4. How did you feel? 

 

 

5. Reflecting back, would you have done anything differently? 

 

Please think of an example of when you didn’t feel you made a difference 

1. What was the situation/ issue? 

 

 

2. What did you do? 

 

 

3. What effect /outcome did you observe? 

 

 

4. How did you feel? 

 

 

5. Reflecting back, would you have done anything differently? 
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D.  What you do (part 4)  

 

  

1. Comparing: When comparing you are trying to assess who is smarter, more competent, more 
emotionally healthy – you or the other.  Some people focus on who has suffered more, who is a 
bigger victim. Consequently, you can’t let much in because you are too busy seeing if you measure 
up.  

 
How often do you use this listening block? 
Not at all 

1 
Rarely 

2 
Some of the time 

3 
Often 

4 
All of the time 

5 
 

2. Mind Reading: This listening block is evident when you aren’t really listening to what is being said 
and instead guess what the other person is ‘really’ thinking and feeling – probably because you 
distrust or doubt what the other person is saying.  When mind-reading you tend to make 
assumptions about how people react to you rather than listening to what is actually said. 

 
How often do you use this listening block? 
Not at all 

1 
Rarely 

2 
Some of the time 

3 
Often 

4 
All of the time 

5 
 

3. Rehearsing:Your attention is on the preparation of your next comment.  You are able to ‘look’ 
interested, but your mind is going a mile a minute because you’ve got a story to tell, or a point to 
make.  Some people rehearse whole chains of responses.  For some this listening block is due to 
anxiety. 

 
How often do you use this listening block? 
Not at all 

1 
Rarely 

2 
Some of the time 

3 
Often 

4 
All of the time 

5 
 

4. Filtering: When you filter, you listen to some things and not to others.  You may pay attention to 
see if somebody’s angry, or unhappy, or if you’re in emotional danger.  Once assured that the 
communication contains none of those things, you let your mind wander. People sometimes filter 
to avoid hearing anything threatening, negative, critical or unpleasant. 

 
How often do you use this listening block? 
Not at all 

1 
Rarely 

2 
Some of the time 

3 
Often 

4 
All of the time 

5 
 

Listening blocks are automatic mental habits which get in the way of us 
actively listening to others. They are natural responses, often unconscious and 
everyone uses them.  Regarding interactions with your university peers how 
often do you use the following listening blocks? 

 



523 

6. Dreaming: You are half-listening, and something the person says suddenly triggers off a chain 

of private associations.  

 

How often do you use this listening block? 

Not at all 

1 

Rarely 

2 

Some of the 

time 

3 

Often 

4 

All of the time 

5 

 

7. Identifying: In this block, you take everything a person tells you and refer it back to your own 

experiences. Everything you hear reminds you of something that you’ve felt, done, or 

suffered.  Being busy with these memories or emotions from your past affects your ability to 

accurately hear or get to know the other person. 

 

How often do you use this listening block? 

Not at all 

1 

Rarely 

2 

Some of the 

time 

3 

Often 

4 

All of the time 

5 

 

8. Advising: You are the great problem-solver, ready with help and suggestions.  After hearing a 

few sentences you begin searching for the right advice.  However, in doing so, you may miss 

what is most important such as feelings and acknowledgment of the person’s pain.  He or she 

still feels basically alone because you couldn’t listen and just be there. 

 

How often do you use this listening block? 

Not at all 

1 

Rarely 

2 

Some of the 

time 

3 

Often 

4 

All of the time 

5 

 

9. Sparring: This block leads to debating or arguing - a lot of your focus is on finding things to 

disagree with.  You take strong stands and are very clear about your beliefs and preferences. 

One type of sparring is the ‘put-down’ where you use harsh or sarcastic remarks to dismiss the 

other person’s point of view.  A second type of sparring is discounting - for people who can’t 

stand receiving compliments.  The basic technique is to run yourself down when you get a 

5. Judging: This block pops up when you prematurely place a label on someone/what is being said.  
This framework can mean that you ‘hear what you want to hear’ or it may mean you don’t pay 
much attention to what they say.  The risk with this is that you’ve ceased to listen and have begun 
a ‘knee-jerk’ reaction. 

 
How often do you use this listening block? 
Not at all 

1 
Rarely 

2 
Some of the time 

3 
Often 

4 
All of the time 

5 
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compliment. 

 

How often do you use this listening block? 

Not at all 

1 

Rarely 

2 

Some of the 

time 

3 

Often 

4 

All of the time 

5 

 

10. Being Right: Being right means you will go to lengths (twist the facts, raise your voice, make 

excuses or accusations, call up past sins) to avoid being wrong.  You find it difficult to listen to 

criticism, be corrected, and/or take suggestions to change.  Since you won’t acknowledge that 

your mistakes are mistakes, you just keep making them.   

 

How often do you use this listening block? 

Not at all 

1 

Rarely 

2 

Some of the 

time 

3 

Often 

4 

All of the time 

5 

 

11. Derailing: This listening block is accomplished by suddenly changing the subject.  You ‘derail 

the train of conversation’ when you get bored or uncomfortable with a topic.  Another way of 

derailing is by ‘joking it off’.  That is, you continually respond to whatever is said with a joke or 

a quip in order to avoid the discomfort or anxiety in seriously listening to the other person. 

 

How often do you use this listening block? 

Not at all 

1 

Rarely 

2 

Some of the 

time 

3 

Often 

4 

All of the time 

5 

 

12. Placating: You want to be nice, pleasant and supportive.  You want people to like you.  So you 

agree with everything.  You may half-listen, just enough to get the drift, but you are not really 

involved.  You are placating rather than tuning in and examining what is being said. 

 

How often do you use this listening block? 

Not at all 

1 

Rarely 

2 

Some of the 

time 

3 

Often 

4 

All of the time 

5 
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 (1 ‘not at all’ /strongly disagree to 5 ‘very’/ strongly agree) 

1.  I am able to manage the workload of the supportive leader role as well as my other 
demands 

1 2 3 4 5 

2.  I’m finding the supportive leader role to be personally rewarding 1 2 3 4 5 

3.  I’m finding the supportive leader role to be personally challenging 1 2 3 4 5 

4.  I’m learning about my personal strengths and limitations in the supportive leader role 1 2 3 4 5 

5.  I feel that by being a supportive leader I am growing as a person 1 2 3 4 5 

6.  I feel I am coping better at uni because I have been encouraged to see things through a 
different lens 

1 2 3 4 5 

7.  I feel that becoming a supportive leader has made me believe in my abilities more   1 2 3 4 5 

8.  Even though I’ve been ‘turning up the volume’ I don’t feel like I’ve been acting out of 
character 

1 2 3 4 5 

9.  Even though I’m a supportive leader, I don’t get the sense that other students see me 
any differently  

1 2 3 4 5 

10.  I feel I am useful to other students as a supportive leader 1 2 3 4 5 

11.  I feel I have not compromised my own needs in supporting others 1 2 3 4 5 

12.  I am learning skills as a supportive leader that will be useful to me in my future career 1 2 3 4 5 

13.  Being a supportive leader has increased my sense of satisfaction in being a Griffith 
student 

1 2 3 4 5 

14.  I feel I have been able to develop my leadership skills through this role 1 2 3 4 5 

15.  I would recommend the supportive leader role to other students 1 2 3 4 5 

16.  When ‘re-framing’, I try to acknowledge/ validate the feelings of others  1 2 3 4 5 

18.  Occasionally I am a bit pushy in my approach or over step the mark with people 1 2 3 4 5 

19.  I think occasionally I miss the mark a bit in terms of balancing being supportive and 
not imposing unwanted help upon others 

1 2 3 4 5 

E. What you’re getting and the approach you’re taking. In this section we would like you to 

reflect on your sense of the value of ‘being a supportive leader’ as well as the overall approach 

you’ve taken.   
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12. I’m feeling confident in my ability to ‘turn up the volume’: 
 

 

 

 

13. I’ve met some nice people in my tutorials: 

 

 

 

 

14. I intend to keep giving this ‘turning up the volume’ thing a crack: 
 

 

 

 

15. Being at uni still feels like the right thing for me: 

 

 

 

 

16. I feel I’m coping really well with the transition to uni: 

 

 

 

17. I feel a sense of connection with the people I’ve met so far at uni: 

  

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither agree 

not disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

F.  How you’re tracking.  This section is about checking in with how you’re feeling about your 

place in the role of a supportive leader 
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APPENDIX L 

Exit Interview Schedule  

 

Interview questions: 

 

1. How has your semester been? (what has your transition to uni been like?  How 

satisfied are you with your transition?) 

2. What was the most challenging thing that happened to you this semester?  What did 

you think/ mean for you?  How did you react?  Did you do anything about the 

challenge? 

3. At the time 1 survey you mentioned that…Would you mind telling me a bit more 

about that? 

4. At the time 2 survey you mentioned that… 

5. So the things you did were… 

6. So the areas you focused upon were… 

7. How much time would you say you devoted to doing supportive leader things? 

8. Were you mentally aware of stepping into and out of the supportive leader role or was 

it more of an unconscious process? 

9. What has been the most significant difference you think you have made as a 

supportive leader?   

10. What has been the most significant challenge you have faced as a supportive leader? 

11. Did you have any reservations/concerns/problems did you foresee could happen if you 

were involved in the program? Did any of these eventuate? 

12. What has been the most significant learning you have had as a supportive leader? 

13. Do you feel you have gotten anything out of this program?   

Probes if needed: 

a. Have there been any personal benefits for you? 

b. Has being an opinion leader changed you in any way?  

14. Looking back on how this intervention has been managed, what would you say were 

the good and also the less good things about how it was managed – Do you have 

any ideas for improvement if this intervention was going to run again in the future? 

15. Do you think you will continue to act as an ‘informal’ supportive leader? 
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APPENDIX M 

Tutor Interview Questions  

 

 

 

1) When thinking about your 1008PSY tutorial classes this year, which students stand 

out for you? 

 

 

 

2) For what reasons do those students stand out? 

 

 

 

 

 

3) Considering this student (opinion leader), based upon your observations of them, 

how would you characterise this student (what have you observed which has given 

you that impression?) 

 

 

 

 

 

4) What’s it like to teach this student?  Why is that? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5) What’s the impact on you? 

 

 

 

 

 

6) In tutoring work, sometimes there’s a balance and sometimes there’s an imbalance 

between what you give and what you get out of it – in relation to teaching this 

student, how would you characterise the balance of giving and getting?    

  



529 

APPENDIX N 

Ethics Information Sheet 

 

 

 

 

 

Building psychological resources through positive contagion:  

A minimal intervention study 

 

INFORMATION SHEET – validation survey participation 

 

Chief Investigator 
Associate Professor Alf Lizzio 
School of Psychology 
TELEPHONE:  373 53322 
EMAIL:  a.lizzio @griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 
Claire Ryan 
School of Psychology 
PhD Organisational Psychology 
TELEPHONE:  07 3735 3426 
EMAIL:  c.ryan@griffith.edu.au 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 
  

The experience of first year university students is an important issue. In particular student 
wellbeing during this significant transition and mechanisms for supporting mental health 
require further understanding and investigation.  This research forms part of Ms Ryan’s thesis 
dissertation (PhD Organisational Psychology).   
 

What you will be asked to do 
  

If you would like to participate in this study, you will need to complete this survey. The link to 
the survey website is available through the School of Psychology subject pool.   Your consent 
to participant in this research will be indicated by your submission of the completed 
questionnaire.   
 

The expected benefits of the research 
  

For those participating in the research you will receive credit points for research participation 
to count toward your 1002PSY or 1003PSY course credits.  To the wider university 
community, this research will help strengthen the successful transition of students into 
university life.   
 

Risks to you 
  

There are very few likely risks of participating in this survey.   We have taken actions to 

mitigate these risks through ensuring: 
 

1) Confidentiality and anonymity of responses 
2) Electronic data stored through secure Griffith University server 
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Your confidentiality and anonymity  
  

The survey will ask basic demographic questions such as your age and gender.  This 
information is important in understanding the research question.   
At no stage will data be able to be interpreted or linked to individuals.  Only aggregated 
data will be reported in academic publications of in feedback to Griffith University.  At all 
times the reporting of data will follow Griffith University and Australian Psychological Society 
guidelines.   
At no stage will any individuals or parties have access to original survey responses apart from 
the chief investigator (Professor Alf Lizzio) and student investigator (Ms Claire Ryan).  Control 
and storage of data will be maintained by Griffith University researchers.    
 

Your participation is voluntary 
 

Your participation in this research is voluntary.  If you do not want to complete this survey 
your decision not to participate will in no way impact upon your relationship with Griffith 
University or the researchers conducting this study.  You are also free to withdraw from the 
study at any time.  Your consent to participant in this research will be indicated by your 
submission of the completed questionnaire.   
 

Questions / further information 
 

If you would like additional information about this project, please contact Ms Claire Ryan by 
telephone (ph: 07 3735 3426) or email (c.ryan@griffith.edu.au). 
 

The ethical conduct of this research 
 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research.  If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about 
the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics 
on 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 
Legal privacy statement 
 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 
third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements.  A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 
purposes.  However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.  For further information 
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan  or telephone 
(07) 3735 5585.  

 
Feedback to you 
The overall findings from this research will be published in Claire Ryan’s PhD dissertation.  If 
you would like to receive feedback regarding the overall findings of the research, please 
contact Ms Claire Ryan by telephone (ph: 07 3735 3426) or email (c.ryan@griffith.edu.au). 
  

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan
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APPENDIX N (contd). 

Study 3 Vignette Survey  

 

PART I 

In this section we are interested to better understand your actual experiences with your peers. In 

particular, we would like you to tell us of any positive, helpful or supportive behaviours that you 

have either offered or received.  

Enacted or offered to other students by yourself 

What was the situation? 

 

What did you say or do? 

 

What do you think was the result or impact for the other student? 

 

What was the result or impact for you? What did you think and feel?  

 

Experienced or received yourself from another student 

What was the situation? 

 

What did they say or do? 

 

What was the result or impact for you? What did you think and feel?  

 

What do you think was the result or impact for the other student? 
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PART II 

Vignette 1  

Please imagine yourself in this situation and respond to the following questions: 

It’s orientation day for your university program and you don’t know anyone.  A fellow student 

approaches you and sits next to you in the auditorium and strikes up a conversation with you.  

The two of you talk about your interest in studying psychology, whether you know anyone else in 

the program, as well as how you are feeling about starting university. 

 

A. How socially appropriate do you think the other student’s behaviour was in this situation? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                   very 

appropriate                                  appropriate                                                appropriate 

B. If you were in this situation what would have been your likely reaction? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                        very 

positive                                         positive                                                          positive 

Please tell us the reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

What might you think and feel if you were approached in this way? 

................................................................................................................................................ 

C. How likely, if at all, would this student’s approach prompt you to engage in positive or 

proactive behaviour? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

 

What do you think you might actually do as a result of this interaction? 

.............................................................................................................................................................. 

D. To what extent is this something that you would appreciate your peers doing for you? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 
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Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very much 

appreciate                                     appreciate                                                   appreciate 

Please tell us the reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

E. How likely would you be to say or do something like this with your peers? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

 

Vignette 2  

Please imagine yourself in this situation and respond to the following questions: 

You see a student that you have come to know standing with a couple of other students who you 

don’t know.  The student you know waves and invites you over and then introduces you to the 

other students they are with.   

A. How socially appropriate do you think the other student’s behaviour was in this situation? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                   very 

appropriate                                  appropriate                                                appropriate 

B. If you were in this situation what would have been your likely reaction? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                        very 

positive                                         positive                                                          positive 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

What might you think and feel if you were approached in this way? 

................................................................................................................................................ 

C. How likely, if at all, would this student’s approach prompt you to engage in positive or 

proactive behaviour? 
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1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

What do you think you might actually do as a result of this interaction? 

.............................................................................................................................................................. 

D. To what extent is this something that you would appreciate your peers doing for you? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very much 

appreciate                                     appreciate                                                   appreciate 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

E. How likely would you be to say or do something like this with your peers? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

 

Vignette 3  

Please imagine yourself in this situation and respond to the following questions: 

You were trying to find resources to cite in your 1008PSY assignment but having difficulties.  You’d 

type in the word “communication” into the search engine but would end up with a million articles 

unrelated to your topic.  A fellow student who you’ve become friends with notices that you are 

looking overwhelmed and sits down with you and shows you how to search for more specific 

terms and you end up finding some relevant resources together.  The fellow student admits that 

they had this problem at first too before they attended a ‘data-base searching workshop’.   

A. How socially appropriate do you think the other student’s behaviour was in this situation? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                   very 

appropriate                                  appropriate                                                appropriate 

B. If you were in this situation what would have been your likely reaction? 
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1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                        very 

positive                                         positive                                                          positive 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

What might you think and feel if you were approached in this way? 

................................................................................................................................................ 

C. How likely, if at all, would this student’s approach prompt you to engage in positive or 

proactive behaviour? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

What do you think you might actually do as a result of this interaction? 

.............................................................................................................................................................. 

D. To what extent is this something that you would appreciate your peers doing for you? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very much 

appreciate                                     appreciate                                                   appreciate 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

E. How likely would you be to say or do something like this with your peers? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 
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Vignette 4  

Please imagine yourself in this situation and respond to the following questions: 

You didn’t do as well on the 1001PSY exam as you had hoped and mentioned this to a fellow 

student.  Your colleague points out that it was your first university exam ever and that it was only 

worth 20% and that you still had a lot of assessment to go and therefore lots of opportunities to 

turn things around.  They also mention that there is an ‘easy’ 5% to be gained through research 

participation.  They suggest sitting down with your tutor to figure out where you lost marks and 

develop practical strategies for turning things around.   

A. How socially appropriate do you think the other student’s behaviour was in this situation? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                   very 

appropriate                                  appropriate                                                appropriate 

B. If you were in this situation what would have been your likely reaction? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                        very 

positive                                         positive                                                          positive 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

What might you think and feel if you were approached in this way? 

................................................................................................................................................ 

C. How likely, if at all, would this student’s approach prompt you to engage in positive or 

proactive behaviour? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

What do you think you might actually do as a result of this interaction? 

.............................................................................................................................................................. 

D. To what extent is this something that you would appreciate your peers doing for you? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very much 

appreciate                                     appreciate                                                   appreciate 
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Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

E. How likely would you be to say or do something like this with your peers? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

 

Vignette 5 

 

Please imagine yourself in this situation and respond to the following questions: 

It’s about week 4 during the semester and you’re chatting with a fellow student (who is at least 10 

years older than you) before your tutorial begins.  You mention how you just can’t see there being 

enough time for a social life, work, sleep, coming to uni and doing the uni work.  The older 

student says to you that they respect your decision to come to university and that they admire 

your hard work and determination.   

A. How socially appropriate do you think the other student’s behaviour was in this situation? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                   very 

appropriate                                  appropriate                                                appropriate 

B. If you were in this situation what would have been your likely reaction? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                        very 

positive                                         positive                                                          positive 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

What might you think and feel if you were approached in this way? 

................................................................................................................................................ 

C. How likely, if at all, would this student’s approach prompt you to engage in positive or 

proactive behaviour? 
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1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

What do you think you might actually do as a result of this interaction? 

.............................................................................................................................................................. 

D. To what extent is this something that you would appreciate your peers doing for you? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very much 

appreciate                                     appreciate                                                   appreciate 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

E. How likely would you be to say or do something like this with your peers? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

 

Vignette 6 

 

Please imagine yourself in this situation and respond to the following questions: 

You mention to a fellow student how stressed you are feeling because you have gotten behind in 

your readings while focusing upon the assignments.  Your colleague admits that they are behind 

as well and had been feeling overwhelmed before they sat down and worked out a clear study 

schedule.  Your colleague talks you through how they are going to approach the ‘catch up’ 

including their mental position that ‘you can only do your best with the time that you’ve got’.   

A. How socially appropriate do you think the other student’s behaviour was in this situation? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                   very 

appropriate                                  appropriate                                                appropriate 

B. If you were in this situation what would have been your likely reaction? 
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1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                        very 

positive                                         positive                                                          positive 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

What might you think and feel if you were approached in this way? 

................................................................................................................................................ 

C. How likely, if at all, would this student’s approach prompt you to engage in positive or 

proactive behaviour? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

What do you think you might actually do as a result of this interaction? 

.............................................................................................................................................................. 

D. To what extent is this something that you would appreciate your peers doing for you? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very much 

appreciate                                     appreciate                                                   appreciate 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 

E. How likely would you be to say or do something like this with your peers? 

1                 2                 3                    4                    5                6                        7 

Not at all                                       moderately                                                 very 

likely                                                likely                                                          likely 

Please tell us the your reasons for your rating on the above scale 

............................................................................................................................................... 
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APPENDIX O 

Coding Schema for Reactions to Vignettes 

 

Benefits perceived 
 

Academic capital increases 

Typically included: acquisition of new research skills, awareness of learning supports and 

strategies, and time management skills. 

Example quotes:  

“[I would] Know more about how to do the assignment” (#94) 

“I would have learnt how to search for more specific terms for future reference” (#131) 
 

Psychological capital increase 

Positive Affect increase: “I would feel happy and pleased” (#147) 

Negative Affect decreased: “I would feel relieved and less stressed about the uni work” 

(#42) 

Confidence and optimism: “I would probably feel a little more confident to engage in 

interaction with others when uni starts, realising that uni and uni students are not so scary 

after all” (#76); “It would have given me hope” (#122) 

Sense of Purpose increase: “It would make me feel appreciated and remind me of why i 

was doing what I was doing” (#81) 

Sense of acknowledgment increase:  “feel appreciative that someone is acknowledging 

your hard work.” (#82); “It would make me feel appreciated and like I was worth being 

introduced” (#170).   
 

Social Capital increases 

Typically included: increased network, sense of belonging, peer support, and awareness of 

opportunities for vicarious learning. High dual coding with psychological capital increases.  

Example quotes: “I think I will be positive and be happy because my social network will 

become bigger and I will have some more friends” (#128); “It would show me that the 

other person cares! (#130); “This is a great opportunity to meet more people” (#127); 

“Makes you feel you belong” (#94); “It is nice to have someone to share the experience of 

university and someone to talk to” (#143). 
 

Neutral/ Ambivalent  

Both positives and negatives perceived 

Typically included: increased NA initially but grateful/positives also perceived. Details 

provided in Table 7.   

Increased NA initially but grateful for support: “I would think how lucky I was to have 

someone come along and how nice they were to lend a helping hand. I probably would 

feel somewhat embarrassed and it may hit on my insecurities not feeling capable 

enough to have worked it out on my own…. [I would] Be able to finish the task more 

easily and be comforted in the fact that there are genuine kind souls out there :)” (#136) 

Some incongruence with needs  “It's always good to meet new people however there 

are times where you'd like to be alone seeming as you're by yourself in the first place” 

(#11).   
 

Negatives perceived 

Typically included an incongruence with needs/expectations.  Details provided in Table 

7.   
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APPENDIX P 

Calculations for Student Success Behaviours as Stimulated by Interaction with 

Supportive Leader 

 

 

Vignette 1 (5 + 42 + 62)/ 118 = 92.37% 

 

Vignette 2 (5 + 20 + 12 + 84)/ 130 = 93.08% 

 

Vignette 3 (35 + 41 + 28 + 12)/ 119
27

 = 97.48% 

 

Vignette 4 (68 + 17 + 5 + 3)/112
a 
= 83.03% 

 

Vignette 5 (88 + 18 + 7)/128
a
 = 88.28% 

 

Vignette 6 (76 + 6 + 8 + 14)/130
 a
 = 80% 

 

  

                                                 
27

 “Express gratitude” was excluded from this frequency count as it unfairly deflates the percentage of 

proactive actions stimulated (Vignette 3:  139 actions in total, 20 of which were express gratitude, leaving 

119; Vignette 4:  120 actions, 8 of the 12 students expressing gratitude also provided a student success 

behaviour, leaving 112; Vignette 5:  134 actions, 6 of which were express gratitude, leaving 128; Vignette 6:  

130 less 6 ).  Although it is likely to increase a sense of connection between peers, expressing gratitude does 

not traditionally come to mind when thinking of student success behaviours.  Typically, students who noted 

that they would express gratitude also provided a student success behaviour.   
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APPENDIX Q 

Coding Schema for ‘Behavioural Stimulation’ 

Definitions 

 Student success behaviours. Student success behaviours in this research are 

defined as actions engaged in by a student that help to increase the five senses of success 

(connection, capability, resourcefulness, purpose, and student identity) and will 

theoretically lead to better student performance.   

 

 Self-regulation behaviours – behavioural. In defining the behavioural component 

and learning strategies of self-regulation, Zimmerman (1990) highlights behaviours and 

strategies that are proactive and intended to facilitate learning: 

 

In their behavioral processes, self-regulated learners select, structure, and create 

environments that optimize learning…They seek out advice, information, and 

places where they are most likely to learn; they self-instruct during acquisition 

and self-reinforce during performance enactments…Self-regulated learning 

strategies refer to actions and processes directed at acquisition of information or 

skills that involve agency, purpose, and instrumentality perceptions by learners.  

(p. 4) 

 

Development of the Coding Schema 

 In developing a coding schema for the behavioural stimulation produced by the 

interactions with the supportive leader, there were a number of nomological challenges.  

These centred upon the coding of the behaviour “develop friendships with peers” and will 

be elucidated below.   

 Using the above definition, the action of “developing friendships with peers” could 

be classified as a self-regulation behaviour, assuming the intention or implication of the 

friendship “directed at the acquisition of information or skills” (Zimmerman, 1990, p. 4) 

that will facilitate learning at university.  For instance, will the peers meet up for study 

dates, share resources, provide informational, instrumental, and emotional support that 

facilitates their learning?  For the purposes of this research, a distinction was made; 

responses that were coded as "develop friendship/relationships with peers" were not 

classified as a self-regulation behaviour, however, response that were coded “developing a 

friendship with a view to meeting up for study dates/to help seek/to benefit learning at 

university” were classified as a self-regulation behaviour.  With or without the focus upon 

learning/acquisition of information or skills, developing friendships at university is 

considered a student success behaviour.   

 Another challenge presented when coding “developing friendships with peers” in 

relation to ‘self’ verses ‘other’ orientated student success behaviours.  A student could 

have self,other, or both self and other motivations in performing this activity (and it is most 

likely that the most common motivation is the latter).  The distinction made here was that, 

unless only personal benefits or benefits to others were noted by a participant for forming 
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friendships, ‘developing friendships’ was coded as an ‘self and other’ related activity.  

This is because developing friendships would be likely to build the success resources of 

both the peer and their colleagues.  The one exception to this is in relation to Vignette 2, 

“Build a relationship with the new acquaintances and copy the inclusive behaviour and 

invite others”, which was coded as a generalised reciprocity behaviour as the action 

involved mimicking the actions of the supportive leader for the benefit of others.     

 Lastly, at times there is no clear presentation of a construct.  For example, what 

‘direct reciprocity’ would be in Vignette 1 is unclear due to the context of the interaction. 

 

 

Coding Schema for ‘Student Success Behaviours’ 

 

Vignette 1 

Self-focused success behaviours: Become more engaged with university 

Other-focused success behaviours:   

 Paying it forward: Strike up conversations with other peers 

 Direct reciprocity: NA 

Both self and other: Talk back, develop friendship with the supporter, get contact 

details/arrange to meet 

 

Vignette 2 

Self-focused success behaviours: Make internal change to feel good about myself  

Other-focused success behaviours: 

 Paying it forward:  Build a relationship with the new acquaintances and copy the 

inclusive behaviour and invite others, Introduce self/peers to people in different 

situations. 

 Direct reciprocity:  Introduce the supportive leader to their peers  

Both self and other: Build a relationship with the new acquaintances 

 

Vignette 3 

Self-focused success behaviours: Attend workshop, Increase help-seeking, Make use of 

new skills, [add “Meet up for study date” for self-regulation behaviours].  

Other-focused success behaviours: 

 Paying it forward:  Provide support to/share knowledge with other peers  

 Direct reciprocity: Reciprocate support to supportive leader   

Both self and other: Develop friendship with supportive leader, Meet up for study date. 

 

Vignette 4   

Self-focused success behaviours: Take advice, Consider advice, Work harder, Strategize 

approach to studying, Attend workshop, Continue in the course, internally re-frame 

situation [add “Develop study-based relationship with supportive leader” for self-

regulation behaviours].  
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Other-focused success behaviours: 

 Paying it forward:  Provide support to other peers. 

 Direct reciprocity: Reciprocate support to supportive leader.   

Both self and other: Develop study-based relationship/friendship with supportive leader.  

 

Vignette 5  

Self-focused success behaviours: Follow their example, Consider their example, Seek 

further info on study plan, Study more, Study more but not via a schedule, reframe 

stressor, [add “Develop study-based relationship with this or other peers” for self-

regulation behaviours] 

Other-focused success behaviours: 

 Paying it forward:  Provide support to/share knowledge with other peers  

 Direct reciprocity: Reciprocate support to supportive leader   

Both self and other: Develop study-based relationship/friendship with this or other peers 

 

Vignette 6 

Self-focused success behaviours: Seek info on how they cope, Make Work-Life-Uni 

balance changes/ prioritise, Try harder, Keep up effort, Connect with long-term 

goals/reframe problem, Foster self-determination, Persist with university (n=3; %) 

Other-focused success behaviours: 

 Paying it forward:  Encourage other peers 

 Direct reciprocity: Return the compliment/support to the peer 

Both self and other: Develop friendship with supportive leader 
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APPENDIX R 

Study 1 Time 1 Invitation to Participate  

 

 

 

Dear {student’s first name} 

 

 

 

Studying psychology calls for understanding ourselves as much as an understanding of 

others.  At the School of Psychology, we value our students and we appreciate the 

importance of learning about ourselves to achieve personal and professional growth.  To 

this end we want to provide commencing students with opportunities to both better 

understand themselves and get off to a good start at university.  We are offering a free 

online survey with feedback to all first year Griffith University psychology students. 

 

       

 Learn about factors important to your success at 

university 

 Use this data to create personal and professional 

development goals  

 

 

 

 

 

How does it work? 

 The survey is estimated to take 20 minutes  

 Answer rating scale questions about your motivations, interests etc.   

 Upon completing the survey you will receive feedback on factors such as your preferred 

time orientation, psychological resources such life outlook, and sense of self-

confidence.   

 De-identified data will be used from the surveys as part of Ms Claire Ryan’s phd 

project.   

 

 

Please take advantage of this special opportunity! 

 

Project Officer: Ms Claire Ryan 

Organisational Psychology PhD candidate 

School of Psychology First Year Advisor for the Mt Gravatt Campus 

c.ryan@griffith.edu.au  
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APPENDIX R (contd) 

Study 1 Time 1 Survey Information Sheet  

 

 

 

 

 

Building psychological resources through positive contagion:  

A minimal intervention study 

 

INFORMATION SHEET – survey participation 

 

Chief Investigator 

Associate Professor Alf Lizzio 

School of Psychology 

TELEPHONE:  373 53322 

EMAIL:  a.lizzio @griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 

Claire Ryan 

School of Psychology 

PhD Organisational Psychology 

TELEPHONE:  07 3735 3426 

EMAIL:  c.ryan@griffith.edu.au 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 
  

The experience of first year university students is an important issue. In particular student 
wellbeing during this significant transition and mechanisms for supporting mental health 
require further understanding and investigation.  This research forms part of Ms Ryan’s thesis 
dissertation (PhD Organisational Psychology).   
 

What you will be asked to do 
  

If you would like to participate in this study, you will need to fill out a survey during the survey 
period. The link to the survey website will be emailed to your student email at data collection 
times.   Your consent to participant in this research will be indicated by your submission of 
the completed questionnaire.  The questions asked cover topics such as your psychological 
wellbeing, your sense of purpose and motivations as they related to your studies, your sense 
of connection with your peers, your sense of confidence in your study skills and demographic 
information.  For Mt Gravatt students, there are also questions regarding your experience in 
your learning group (group cohesion and functioning).   
 

The expected benefits of the research 
  

For those participating in the research the option of receiving feedback scores on factors 
important to your success at university are available, providing you with real data which you 
can develop into personal and professional development goals.  To the wider university 
community, this research will help strengthen the successful transition of students into 
university life.   
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Managing Risks to you 
  

There are very few likely risks of participating in this survey.   We have taken actions to 

mitigate these risks through ensuring: 
 

1) Confidentiality of responses 
2) Appropriate referrals to ‘at risk’ scoring participants  
3) Electronic data stored through secure Griffith University server 

 
Your confidentiality 
  

The survey will ask basic demographic questions such as your age, gender, and tertiary 
entrance rank score.  This information is important in understanding the research question as 
demographic factors can influence the university transition experience.  In addition, the 
survey will ask for your student ID number – this is so that your survey results can be matched 
to what mentoring or learning groups to which you belong, as developing peer relationships 
is another factor which influences the transition to university.  Please be assured that at no 
stage will your responses be reported at an individual level – collecting your student ID is 
for matching purposes only and once this has been completed student ID numbers will be 
deleted from the data set. 
 
At no stage will data be reported at a level that could potentially identify individual 
participants. Only aggregated data will be reported in academic publications of in feedback to 
Griffith University.  At all times the reporting of data will follow Griffith University and 
Australian Psychological Society guidelines.   
 
At no stage will any individuals or parties have access to original survey responses apart from 
the chief investigator (Professor Alf Lizzio) and student investigator (Ms Claire Ryan).  Control 
and storage of data will be maintained by Griffith University researchers.   
 

Your participation is voluntary 
 

Your participation in this research is voluntary.  If you do not want to complete this survey 
your decision not to participate will in no way impact upon your relationship with Griffith 
University or the researchers conducting this study.  You are also free to withdraw from the 
study at any time.  Your consent to participant in this research will be indicated by your 
submission of the completed questionnaire.   
 

Questions / further information 
 

If you would like additional information about this project, please contact Ms Claire Ryan by 
telephone (ph: 07 3735 3426) or email (c.ryan@griffith.edu.au). 
 

The ethical conduct of this research 
 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research.  If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about 
the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics 
on 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Legal privacy statement 
 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 
third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements.  A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 
purposes.  However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.  For further information 
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan  or telephone 
(07) 3735 5585.  

 
Feedback to you 
Individual feedback scores for some of the survey measures are available to participants if 
you select to receive this option.  The overall findings from this research will be published in 
Claire Ryan’s PhD dissertation.  If you would like to receive feedback regarding the overall 
findings of the research, please contact Ms Claire Ryan by telephone (ph: 07 3735 3426) or 
email (c.ryan@griffith.edu.au). 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan


549 

APPENDIX S 

Study 1 Time 1 Example Feedback Report (Text and Screen Snapshot) 

 

Life outlook 

This scale measured your optimistic verses pessimistic thinking styles and showed that you 

are more inclined to see the glass half full rather than half empty. 

 

Having an optimistic outlook on life means that you are more likely to be happier, to face 

challenges head on and the knuckle down where the going gets tough, to have better 

mental and physical health and are more likely to do well at things you put your mind to.  

So long as your optimism isn’t overly ‘unrealistic’ then by and large, seeing the glass half 

full is a powerful way to see life.  By expecting the best you motivate yourself and channel 

your energy.  Your positive outlook may even be contagions for those around you. 

 

Beliefs about your university skills 

This scale asked about how confident you felt in regard to some key skills involved with 

learning at university. 

You indicated that you have some doubts in regard to your academic skills. 

Doubt is a normal (and even a useful) part of walking into a new environment.  But 

sometimes this doubt can be debilitating.  You are not feeling confident about your skills, 

and the key will be to “approach” this issues that than “avoid” it.  Sometimes, when we 

hold doubts, we give up too soon, handicap ourselves, or fail to see what it is that we are 

doing well.  The research shows that this creates a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’. 

 

Key thing you may like to do to “approach” rather than “avoid” this issue: 

 Make yourself know to your tutors and ask them for regular feedback on your 

progress 

 Attend ‘Common Time’ lectures which are gear around developing these sorts of 

student skills 

 Check out some of the workshops offered by the Learning Services Team 

www.griffith.edu.au/library/workshops-training 

 

 

Beliefs about managing your time and energy 

 

This scale asked about how confident you feel in regard to balancing all the things you 

have on in your life with uni work, getting things done on time, and also regulating your 

motivation.   

 

You have indicated that you have doubts about managing these things.   If these doubts are 

very serious, you may benefit from asking yourself if taking on board uni studies is the 

right thing for you in this point of time in your life.  But if you think there is a chance you 

can get on top of 'the balancing act' then here are some things which may help: 

 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/library/workshops-training
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 Talking with your family/partner/house mates about what university will require of 

you 

 Investigating if you are eligible for Centerlink payments to help assist you while 

you study 

 Investigating if reducing your course load (i.e., going part-time instead of full-time) 

might suit you better 

 Asking yourself if there is some 'other' reason why you might have doubts about 

your ability to keep up with uni (i.e., low motivation to be at uni at this point in 

time in your life etc). 

 

Time orientation  

 

This scale measured your general tendency to think and plan about the future and also your 

inclination to discipline yourself when there is hard work to be done. 

 

Overall you scored low on this measure, suggesting that you have trouble putting off 

rewards and have trouble doing boring or difficult tasks, even though you know they need 

doing.  People who score low on this scale often have trouble sticking to time lines and 

might be inclined to procrastinate more than usual - and these things usually impact upon 

university studies in a negative way.  By not being inclined to set goals and work toward 

these (by putting off rewards) you may run the risk of increasing your anxiety while at uni 

and not getting a valuable experience out of your studies. 

 

An important question to consider is why might this be the case for you? 

  

 

What can be done about this? 

 

The research clearly shows that time orientation, although a preferred thinking style, is not 

set in stone and can be changed through different techniques, tools, and life experiences.  

 

Things you may like to consider:  

 Checking out GU's Learning Services and participating in a time management 

workshop (e.g., app. secure.griffith.edu.au/bookit/service_detail.php) 

 Visiting a learning advisor at Learning Services and having a chat about study 

approaches 

 Making an appointment with Student Services to discuss your time orientation 

 Checking out online resources to learn more about time perspectives (such as 

http://www.ted.com/talks/philip_zimbardo_prescribes_a_healthy_take_on_time.ht

ml) 

https://app.secure.griffith.edu.au/bookit/service_detail.php?serviceID=405
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APPENDIX T 

Chapter 7 Time 1 Survey Items 

 

Wellbeing 

For each of the following statements and/or questions, please select the point on the scale that you feel is 

most appropriate in describing you 

1. In general, I consider myself: (not a very happy person - a very happy person) 

2. Compared to most of my peers, I consider myself: (less happy - more happy) 

3. Some people are generally very happy.  They enjoy life regardless of what is going on, getting the 

most out of everything.  To what extent does this characterization describe you? (not at all - a great 

deal) 

4. Some people are generally not very happy.  Although they are not depressed, they never seem as 

happy as they might be.  To what extent does this characterization describe you? (Not at all - a great 

deal) 

 

Psychological Health Scale  

These questions concern how you have been feeling over the past 30 days.   

Please select the response to each question that best represents how you have been feeling 

1. tired out for no good reason? 

2. nervous? 

3. so nervous that nothing could calm you down 

4. hopeless? 

5. restless or fidgety? 

6. so restless you could not sit still? 

7. depressed? 

8. that everything was an effort? 

9. so sad that nothing could cheer you up? 

10. worthless? 

 

Life Outlook  

This measure looks at your general outlook on life.   

Please select the response on the scale which you feel best represents you 

1. In uncertain times, I usually expect the best 

2. I'm always optimistic about my future 

3. I'm optimistic about what will happen to me in the future 

4. Overall, I expect more good things to happen to me than bad 

5. If something can go wrong for me it will 

6. I rarely count on good things happening to me 

 

Beliefs about your university skills  

This scale investigates how you feel about the various skills involved in being a university student 

1. Studying 

2. Writing assignments 

3. Doing well on exams 

4. Preparing for exams 

5. Improving my reading and writing skills 

6. Researching for assignments 

7. Getting the grades I want 

8. Doing well in my toughest subject 

9. Understanding my text books 

10. Understanding what is expected of me regarding the standard of assignment work 

11. Keeping up with the required readings 

12. Getting assignments done on time 

13. Balancing all the other things I have in my life with my uni work 

14. Managing time effectively 

15. Managing my attention span when in class 
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16. Motivating myself to do uni work when I'm just not in the mood 

17. Getting my class readings done each week 

18. Finding time to study 

19. Having enough money while studying 

20. Asking questions in class 

21. Talking to my lecturers 

22. Getting help and information at uni 

23. Understanding university rules 

Typical feelings when thinking of uni 

This scale explores the typical moods you feel when you think of uni 

 

1. Afraid 

2. Scared 

3. Nervous 

4. Jittery 

5. Irritable 

6. Hostile 

7. Guilty 

8. Ashamed 

9. Upset 

10. Distressed 

 

Typical feelings when thinking of uni (contd) 

 

1. Active 

2. Strong 

3. Alert 

4. Attentive 

5. Determined 

6. Enthusiastic 

7. Excited 

8. Inspired 

9. Interested 

10. Proud 

 

Time Orientation 

This scale measures your tendency to think about and plan for the future 

1. When I want to get something done, I make step by step plans and think about how to complete 

each step 

2. I take care of what needs to be done before having fun 

3. I am able to resist temptation when there is work to be done 

4. I keep working at a difficult, boring task if it will help me to get ahead 

5. I get things done by working at a steady pace 

 

Sense of Purpose 

This scale explores how you are feeling in regard to your choice to be at university 

 

1. I have a clear sense of why I am attending uni 

2. It feels right for me to be doing the degree I've chosen 

3. I understand how my current degree will lead to the career that I want 

4. University is just marking time while I decide my future 

     

 

Motivations for studying 

This scale looks at what motivates you to study at university 

 

1. I am looking for intellectual stimulation from the topics I will be studying 
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2. I am very curious about and keen to explore the ideas covered in my degree 

3. My serious plan is to excel academically in my current degree 

4. It is important for me to achieve top grades at university 

5. I am looking to develop skills that will be practically useful to me in my future career 

6. A key aim in doing this degree is to get a qualification that will eventually help me to get a good 

job 

7. I aim to experience the student lifestyle and the social aspects of uni 

8. I want to do this degree to develop a broader and better understanding of myself and life 

9. A key reason for doing this degree is to develop and improve myself as a person 

10. I am looking to develop skills and understanding that will help me a positive difference in the 

world 

11. My aim in doing this degree is to develop my capacity to contribute to society 

12. For me the social side of university is just as (or more) important as the academic 

 

 

When things don’t go to plan 

This measure explores how you think you will react if things don't go according to plan at uni.   

Please provide an honest response - there are no right or wrong answers 

1. I'm not going to let study stress get on top of me 

2. I think I'll be good at dealing with university work pressure 

3. I won't let a bad mark affect my confidence 

4. I'll be good at dealing with any set backs I may encounter (e.g., bad marks, negative feedback on 

my work, etc) 

 

What I intend 

This measure looks at what you're intending to do in regard to some aspects of your uni work 

1. I intend to seek the advice and assistance of the teaching staff if I need it 

2. I intend to work consistently through first semester 

3. I have a quiet place where I can do my study

 

4. I think it is OK to miss a lot of classes because the notes will be on the internet 

5. I'm going to skip some classes 

6. Sometimes I think I'll come to class without completing the readings 

 

Support 

This measure asks about how supported you feel by your family and friends in regard to your university 

studies 

1. My family are really supportive of me doing this degree 

2. I feel that my family understand what's involved with doing a degree at uni 

3. I feel I can turn to a family member for advice regarding uni things if I need to 

4. I feel I can turn to a family member for emotional support if I need to 

5. I feel I can turn to a family member for physical support (e.g., accommodation, money, loan of a 

car) if I need to 

6. I feel under pressure by my family to do well at uni* 

7. My family are providing me with the kind of support that I want 

1. My friends are really supportive of me doing this degree 

2. I feel that my friends understand what's involved with doing a degree at uni 

3. I feel I can turn to a friend for advice regarding uni things if I need to 

4. I feel I can turn to a friend for emotional support if I need to 

5. I feel I can turn to a friend for physical support (e.g., accommodation, money, loan of a car) if I 

need to 

6. I feel under pressure by my friends to do well at uni* 

7. My friends are providing me with the kind of support that I want 

                                                 

 Item removed following scale psychometric testing 
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Existing peer relationships 

1. I already know someone else who will be in my degree this year too 

2. I consider this person a friend 

3. I am comfortable asking this person for help if I need to 

 

Demographics 

These questions ask some basic details to help us learn more about the things  

which may affect people's experience at uni 

1. What is your gender? 

2. What is your age in years? 

3. Are you the first person from your family to attend university? 

4. Please select any of the factors which apply for you(First in family to attend university, English as 

a second language, 

 primary care giver in family, Indigenous or Torres Strait Islander, single parent, refugee,  

recently relocated (or still live) in a rural location, differently abled (disability), none of the above. 

5. Please enter (in hours) how many hours you intend to work in employment in a 'normal' week 

during this semester. 

6. What is your previous highest qualification 

7. What is your current degree program 

8. What is your enrolment status? 

9. Is this program your first preference choice? 

10. What OP score did you receive? 

11. Which campus for psychology are you enrolled at? Mt Gravatt or Gold Coast campus? 

 

  



556 

APPENDIX U 

Chapter 7 Time 2 Survey Items  

Campus  

Which campus for psychology are you enrolled at? Mt Gravatt;  Gold Coast 

 

Psychological Wellbeing 

During the last 30 days, about how often did you feel... 

1. tired out for no good reason? 

2. nervous? 

3. so nervous that nothing could calm you down  

4. hopeless?  

5. restless or fidgety?  

6. so restless you could not sit still?  

7. depressed? 

8. that everything was an effort?  

9. so sad that nothing could cheer you up? 

10. worthless?  

 

Outlook  

1. When things are uncertain for me at uni, I usually expect the best  

2. I always look on the bright side of things regarding my time at uni  

3. I'm optimistic about what will happen to me in the future as it pertains to my university studies  

4. Overall, I expect more good things to happen to me than bad at uni 

5. If something can go wrong for me uni-work-wise it will 

6. I rarely count on good things happening to me  

 

Efficacy 

Please rate how confident you feel in terms of your ability to do (complete/achieve) the following things 

1. Seeking the advice and assistance of the teaching staff if I need it 

2. Motivating myself to study 

3. Working consistently  

4. Asking questions and contributing to class discussion  

5. Completing the readings  

6. Attending classes  

7. Using the student learing support services (i.e., workshops, learning advisors, online support 

material such as the PsychMe website, etc) 

8. Checking material on Learning@Griffith  

9. Doing well in the upcoming exams  

10. Studying well for the upcoming exams  

11. Managing time efficiently  

12. Balancing all the other things I have in my life with my university work  

 

NA 

During the past week or so, how often has the thought of uni made you feel: 

1. Afraid 

2. Scared  

3. Nervous 

4. Jitter  

5. Irritable  

6. Hostile  

7. Guilty  

8. Ashamed  

9. Upset 

10. Distressed  
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PA 

During the past week or so, how often has the thought of uni made you feel: 

1. Active 

2. Alert 

3. Attentive  

4. Determined 

5. Enthusiastic  

6. Excited  

7. Inspired  

8. Interested  

9. Proud  

10. Strong 

 

Subjective Wellbeing  

 

1. In general, I consider myself... (not a very happy person - a very happy person) 

2. Compared to most of my peers, I consider myself... (less happy - more happy) 

3. Some people are generally very happy.  They enjoy life regardless of what is going on, getting the 

most out of everything.  To what extent does this characterisation describe you? (not at all - a great 

deal) 

4. Some people are generally not very happy.  Although they are not depressed, they never seem as 

happy as they might be.  To what extent does this characterisation describe you?(not at all - a great 

deal) 

 

Social Capital 

1. How many people at uni would you estimate know your first name?  

2. How many peers at uni would you estimate that you know their first name?  

3. Out of the peers you know at uni, what percentage of them do you feel would help you if you asked 

for it?  

4. Out of the peers you know at uni, what percentage of them would you help if they asked for it?  

 

Social Capital Control Items (displayed if indicated did not complete T1) 

1. Did you know someone who would also be in your program before starting at uni?   

2. Would you have considered this person/any of these people a friend?  

3. Were you comfortable asking this person for help if you needed it?  

 

Social Cohesion 

Please rate how true the following items are for you.  Please read these items carefully ;-) 

1. I would you like to meet more people at uni 

2. I would like to strengthen connections with those people at uni I have already met 

3. Getting to know people in my course is not a priority for me  

4. It's important to me that I get to know people in my courses  

5. I think the likelihood of me making more or deepening existing friendships at uni is high  

6. I expect to make more or deepen existing social networks at uni 

7. I think, realistically speaking, that I will build strong connections with my peers through my degree  

8. I'm confident that if I wanted to meet more people at uni I could do this  

9. I'm confident that if I wanted to make more friends at uni I could do this  

10. I find people in my class to be friendly and approachable 

11. People in my class don't seem to be all that interested in getting to know each other  

12. Making friends doesn't seem to be a priority for most psychology students in this program  

13. I am satisfied with the relationships I have developed at uni so far  

14. The student friendships that I have developed at this uni have been personally satisfying  

15. I would have liked to have made more friends by now at Uni

 

 

  

                                                 

 Item removed following scale psychometric testing 
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Academic Adjustment 

Please rate how true each statement is for you 

1. I find it really hard to keep up with the volume of work in this program  

2. I feel overwhelmed by all I've had to do  

3. My course workload is too heavy 

4. I find it difficult to comprehend a lot of the material I am supposed to study  

5. I have had difficulty adjusting to the style of teaching at university  

 

Sense of Purpose 

1. I have a clear sense of why I am attending university  

2. It feels right for me to be doing the degree I'm doing  

3. I understand how my current degree will lead to the career that I want  

4. University is just marking time while I decide my future  *(not part of SOP GU scale) 

5. I worry that I'm not smart enough or don't have the ability for uni *(note, efficacy item) 

 

Retention intentions 

Which ONE of the following statements best applies to you in regard to your current intentions about your 

studies  

1. I intend to continue with my present degree program. 

2. I intend to transfer to another degree program at Griffith. 

3. I intend to transfer to a similar degree at another university. 

4. I intend to transfer to a different degree at another university. 

5. I intend to transfer to another study/training program at an institution other than a university. 

6. I will most likely not complete my program as I am only intending to complete a few courses. 

7. I will most likely not complete my program for other reasons 

 

Smooth sailing  

1. Did any thing 'out of the ordinary' unfortunate happen to you this semester which affected your 

university life (such as an illness, bereavement, unexpected event etc)?  

2. How much of an impact did this have upon your ability to engage with your studies this semester?   

 

Resilience  

1. I don't let study stress get on top of me  

2. I think I'm good at dealing with university work pressure 

3. I don't let a bad mark affect my confidence 

4. I'm good at dealing with any set backs I encounter at uni 

 

Proactive Student Behaviours 

Please select the response which best represents your behaviour this semester  

1. Sought advice and assistance of the teaching staff if I need it  

2. Worked consistently 

3. Asked questions and contributed to class discussions  

4. Made use of student learning support services (ie., went to a workshop, saw a learning advisor, 

looked at online support material such as the PsychMe website, etc)  

5. I checked material on Learning@Griffith 

6. Found it difficult to get myself motivated to study  

7. Came to class without completing the assigned readings  

8. Skipped classes  

9. Missed some assessment deadlines

 

 

  

                                                 

 Item removed following scale psychometric testing 
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Please select the reason(s) for why you missed an assessment deadline   

1. Illness;  Bereavement;  Financial;  Carer responsibilities/ family responsibilities;   Work 

commitments;  Didn't start the assignment early enough;  Couldn't be bothered;  Felt too 

overwhelmed;  Other  

2. I contacted the Course Convenor, my Tutor, or my First Year Advisor to get an extension or special 

consideration  

 

Time on Task 

1. On average, how many hours outside of class have you spent doing your uni work per week 

(readings, studying, assignments)?  

2. How many courses are you enrolled in?  

 

Peer Support 

1. How much do your uni colleagues go out of their way to do things to make your uni life easier for 

you? 

2. How easy is it to talk with your uni colleagues?  

3. How much can your uni colleagues be relied on when things get tough at uni?  

4. How much are your uni colleagues willing to listen to your personal problems?  

 

Demographics 

Did you complete this survey at Time 1?  (around orientation week/early in the semester)  

1. What is your gender?  

2. What is your age in years?  

3. Are you the first person from your family to attend university?  

4. What is your current degree program  

5. What is your current degree program [Other]  

6. Is this program your first preference choice?  

7. What is your enrolment status?  

8. What OP (out of 25) or rank score/tertiary entrance score/UAI score (out of 100) did you receive?  

9. What is your previous highest qualification  

10. What is your previous highest qualification [Other]  

11. Please select any of the factors which apply for you (First in family to attend university, English as a 

second language, primary care giver in family, Indigenous or Torres Strait Islander, single parent, 

refugee, recently relocated (or still live) in a rural location, differently abled (disability), none of the 

above.   

12. Please enter (in hours) how many hours you worked in paid employment in a 'normal' week during 

this semester.   

13. To what extent do you think your work commitments interfere with your performance at university?  

14. Do you have carer responsibilities? (eg., are you a parent with dependents, caring for elders, etc)  

15. How many hours per week do you estimate you spend caring for dependents?  

16. How often is your financial situation a source of worry for you? 

 

 

 

 


