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ABSTRACT: The aim of this longitudinal study was to examine the empathy levels and personal meaning profiles of
the psychological counseling candidates studying at university. The research was based on descriptive method. The
main purpose was to comparatively examine the changes in the empathy levels and personal meaning profiles of the
participants with respect to years. The study group consisted of 36 participants (30.6% of whom were boys, and
69.4% of whom were girls) who were studying at university between the academic years of 2015 and 2019. The data
were collected once each year (first, second, third, and fourth grades) from the participants involved in the study
group. In order to collect data, which were then analyzed using Statistical Package (SPSS), One Way Anova with
repeated measures and the Friedman Test were used. The findings revealed that the basic empathy levels of the
prospective psychological counselors did not change during their undergraduate studies, whereas the level of their
pursuit of personal meaning in religion and intimacy did change. Counselor Candidates received the highest score in
the first year and the lowest score in the fourth year on the dimensions of religion and intimacy of the Personal
Meaning Profile scale.

Keywords: Empathy, meaning, longitudinal screening, psychological counseling.

OZ: Bu arastirmanim amaci, tiniversitede 6grenim gérmekte olan psikolojik danisman adaylarnmn empati diizeyleri
ve kigisel anlam profillerinin boylamsal olarak incelenmesidir. Aragtirma betimsel yontemle gergeklestirilmistir.
Temel amag psikolojik danigman adaylarinm empati diizeyleri ve kisisel anlam profillerinin yillara gére degisimini
karsilastirmali olarak incelemektir. Aragtirmanin ¢aligma grubunu 2015-2019 egitim 6gretim yillart arasinda dort yil
boyunca dgrenim goren, ¢aligmaya goniillii olarak katilim saglayan 36 psikolojik danigman adayi (%30.6’s1 erkek,
69.4’1 kiz) olusturmaktadir. Arastirmanin verileri ¢alisma grubunda yer alan katilimcilardan 6grenim gordiikleri her
egitim yilinda (birinci, ikinci, tigiincii ve dordiincii smif) toplamda dort kez toplanmustir. Arastirmanin verileri Temel
Empati Olgegi ve Kisisel Anlam Profili ile toplanmustir. Veriler SPSS paket programu ile analiz edilmistir. Verilerin
¢oziimlenmesinde tekrarli dlgiimler igin Tek Yonlii Varyans Analizi ve Friedman testi uygulanmistir. Arastirma
sonucunda, psikolojik danigman adaylarmin temel empati diizeylerinin lisans egitimleri siiresince degisim
gostermedigi, kisisel anlami dinde arama ve yakinlikta arama diizeylerinin ise lisans egitimleri siiresince degisim
gosterdigi bulunmustur. Psikolojik danigman adaylari, Kisisel Anlam Profili 6lgeginin din ve yakimlik boyutlarma ait
en yiiksek puani birinci smifta, en diisiik puani dérdiincii sinifta almiglardir.

Anahtar kelimeler: Empati, anlam, boylamsal tarama, psikolojik danigmanlik.
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Psychological counseling and guidance is a profession that aims to offer help to
people (Eryilmaz & Mutlu Siiral, 2014). The qualifications of the individuals who will
perform this profession, which serves a universal purpose, and the adequacy of their
education are important in terms of the quality of the service to be provided in mental
health. Rogers (1957) states that the counseling relationship established between the
client and the counselor is both necessary and sufficient for constructive changes in the
client and attributes a great deal of value to this relationship. In the counseling process,
the most meaningful theme for both clients and counselors is the counseling relationship
(Sackett et al., 2012). The desire to be understood in therapy interviews is at the top of
the list for clients (Egan, 2011). Accordingly, it is possible to say that the relationship
between the client and the counselor has therapeutic power. The effective use and
development of this power are among the issues that researchers examine.

In the counseling process, counselors use various therapeutic skills such as
active listening, reflection, and empathy. These therapeutic skills strengthen the
relationship between the client and the counselor (Nelson-Jones, 2015). Counselors
listen to their clients to understand them and their problems and respond to them in
constructive ways (Egan, 2011). Ensuring the necessary conditions in the process will
encourage the client to participate in the process and increase the counselor’s self-
esteem (Hackney & Cormier, 2008). To provide these conditions, psychological
counselor training is important.

Psychological counseling is a field that requires theoretical knowledge as well as
field-specific skills (Kurtyilmaz, 2015). Many researchers emphasize empathy when
responding to the question “What are the characteristics of an effective psychological
counselor?” (Combs, 1986; Egan, 2011; Rogers, 1957). Empathy is generally defined as
a person’s correct understanding of their feelings, needs, and thoughts by putting
themselves in place of the other people (Dokmen, 2006; Egan, 2011). In terms of
psychological counseling process, it can be defined as the capacity of a counselor to
mentally identify themselves with the client to understand the client’s inner world
(Nelson-Jones, 2015). Empathy is regarded as a skill that can be developed through
training (Karaca et al., 2013; Sargin, 1993; Yiiksel, 2004). To feel empathy for a person
does not mean to have the same feelings and thoughts that the other person has
(Dokmen, 2006). Sayar (2011) refers to empathy as “the other within oneself” with a
more metaphorical description and describes it as the great meeting where the beings
flow into each other, but still, each entity remains separately.

The courses offered to psychological counselor candidates in Turkey within the
scope of counselor training such as ‘principles and techniques of counseling’ and
‘individual counseling skills’ include theories and practices which aim at developing
empathy skills. The psychological counselor’s ability to give an advanced level of
empathic response is possible with effective use of content and emotion reflection skills.
Understanding what the client is saying and communicating with them are the main
features expected from psychological counselors (Gladstein, 1983; Voltan-Acar, 2015).
Empathic understanding plays a crucial role in establishing a therapeutic relationship
(Erdur-Baker, 2016). The level of demonstrating or developing this skill in
psychological counseling and guidance has been the subject of many studies (Alver,
2005; Combs, 1986; Egan, 2011; Sargin, 1993; Uslu, 2005). However, no longitudinal
study that examined whether the empathy levels of psychological counselor candidates
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changed during their undergraduate studies was found. It is believed that this study will
help fill this gap in the literature. In this context, this study aims to examine the current
educational status of psychological counselor candidates developmentally and
contribute to the process of structuring psychological counseling education.

Another aspect of the study is the personal meanings of the psychological
counselor candidates. People keep looking for answers to many existential questions
like “What is the meaning of life?”, “What is my purpose in this life?”, “Why are we
here?” or “What am I struggling for?” throughout their lives (Batthyany & Russo-
Netzer, 2014). According to Frankl, one can find meaning in life in three different ways,
which he lists as:

1. Creating a work or doing a work (creative values),
2. Experiencing something or interacting with a person (experiential values),

3. Developing an attitude towards unavoidable suffering (attitudinal values)
(Frankl, 2007).

Wong (1998) further expanded these three ways suggested by Frankl in his scale
of Personal Meaning Profile and examined the meaning experienced by the individual
with seven factors: intimacy, achievement, relationship, religion, self-transcendence,
self-acceptance, and perceived justice. The sources of meaning cover many different
levels of needs, from physiological needs to transcendental and spiritual needs
(Mcdonald et al., 2012). As social creatures, human beings can get help from someone
else while meeting these needs. In this direction, Logotherapy, known for its
existentialist origin, puts forward the “therapy through meaning” argument (Frankl,
1999). This indicates that individuals can find meaning in their lives and recover.

Although counselors have a role in leading others (clients) to find meaning in
their lives, it can be said that it is important for them to find meaning in their own lives.
Being able to stay fit and stay away from burnout is an important point in occupations
with a high level of interaction with the group s/he works as counselor and therapist
(Skovholt & Trotter-Mathison, 2011). This makes the psychological counselor’s
personal life related to their counseling skills. Life satisfaction of psychological
counselors who find meaning in their lives increases (Degges-White & Stoltz, 2015).
Consequently, the well-being of the counselors also affects the level of meeting the
needs of their clients. (Lawson, 2007). It is thought that psychological counselors who
take healthy steps in their pursuit of personal meaning will contribute to the meaning
worlds of their clients.

Considering a positive relationship between empathy and the meaning of life
(Damiano et al., 2017), both variables were considered together in this study. Wong
(2012), who has many works on the meaning of life, states that “empathy can also be
developed by recognizing the universality of existential concerns and human problems.”
In this context, depending on whether the psychological counselors’ search for the
meaning of life in a personal sense changed with the empathy skills, they will
demonstrate in the professional sense formed a basis for this study.

It can be said that if psychological counselor candidates’ can realize the meaning
of their own lives, this will contribute to their psychological counseling skills. The
undergraduate education that psychological counselors receive to develop these skills
also corresponds to a period representing the transition from adolescence to adulthood.
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In other words, it is possible to say that in this period, counselor candidates’ inquiries
about the meaning in their lives were intense. Starting from this point, this study aims to
examine and compare the changes in the empathy levels and personal meaning profiles
of psychological counselor candidates during their undergraduate studies year by year.

In line with the purpose, answers to the following questions have been sought in
this study:

1. Do the empathy levels of psychological counselor candidates change during
their undergraduate studies?

2. Do the personal meaning profiles of psychological counselor candidates
change during their undergraduate studies?

Method

Research Design

The research was conducted using the longitudinal screening model.
Longitudinal screening studies involve repeated measurements of a variable at different
times, and it is done to examine time-dependent changes in individuals (Fraenkel &
Wallen, 2006). The data were collected from the psychological counselor candidates
periodically in the first, second, third, and fourth grades (four times in total).

Study Group

This study was initiated in the spring semester of the 2015-2016 academic year
by performing the first application to 70 students enrolled in the first grade of the
Faculty of Education guidance and psychological counseling program at a public
university in Turkey. The students were informed that their names and surnames would
be recorded to keep track of their development throughout four years, and those who
volunteered to participate were involved in the study. The data were obtained from the
same participants in every spring semester during 2015-2019 academic years. In the
spring semester of 2018-2019 academic year, it was found out that 11 of these students
had graduated, two had ended their studies at their request, and two had been transferred
to other universities. In addition, 19 students could not be reached when the data for
repeated measures were collected. Therefore, the study was completed with 36
psychological counseling candidates, 11 of whom were boys (30.6%) and 25 of whom
were girls (69.4%), who took part in the study throughout four years. The ages of the
participants ranged from 23 to 31 by the spring semester of 2018-2019 academic year.

Data Collection Tools

Two different data collection tools were used in the study. These were the Basic
Empathy Scale and the Personal Meaning Profile Scale. Detailed information about
each is given below.

The Basic Empathy Scale

Jolliffe and Farrington originally developed the scale in 2006, and it was adapted
to Turkish by Topcu et al. in 2010. The Basic Empathy Scale is a five-point Likert-type
(1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neither Agree, nor Disagree, 4=Agree,
5=Strongly Agree) scale consisting of 20 items in total. Eight negatively worded items
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(reversed items) are reverse-scored. To obtain a total score, all items were collected. It
was observed that the fit indices (GFI=.90, AGFI=.87, RMSEA=.06) obtained as a
result of the scale were adequate. The Cronbach Alpha coefficient of the scale, whose
psychometric properties were found sufficient in the Turkish adaptation study, was
measured between the range of .76 -.80 (Topcu et al., 2010). Some sample items related
to the scale are as follows: “My friend’s emotions don’t affect me much,” “I don’t feel
sorry when I see other people crying.”

Personal Meaning Profile

The original scale, which was a seven-point Likert-type scale (“1” Not at all; “7”
quite a lot) which included 57 items, was developed by Wong (1998). There are no
reverse-scored items on the scale. According to this scale, the more the number of sub-
scales with a high score is, the greater gives information about the widening of personal
meaning in life. The scale provides information on how close an individual is to ideal
perception of personal meaning by showing the specific areas in which s/he is seeking
for and experiencing meaning (Wong, 1998).

Akin et al. carried out the adaptation of the scale into Turkish in 2016. In a study
conducted with 304 university students, as a result of confirmatory factor analysis, it
was found that the fit indexes obtained from the scale consisting of 57 items and seven
factors (achievement, relationship, religion, intimacy, self-transcendence, self-
acceptance, and perceived justice) were acceptable (x?=3170.41, sd=1518, p=.00, x%
sd=2.08, RMSEA=.060, NFI=.87, NNFI=.92, CFI=.93, IFI=.93, SRMR=.07). Personal
Meaning Profile, the factor loads of the Turkish form, are between .30 and .69. The
Cronbach Alpha coefficient of the scale was measured as .93. Therefore, the Turkish
version of the scale can be said to be a reliable and valid measurement tool (Akin et al.,
2016).

Data Analysis

While analyzing the data collected to determine whether psychological
counselor candidates’ empathy levels changed during their four-year undergraduate
studies, One Way Anova for repeated measures was utilized. To perform One Way
Anova for repeated measurements, it is necessary to examine the assumptions of
normality and sphericity (Can, 2013). For the assumption of normality, the Shapiro-
Wilk test was used because the number of participants was fewer than 50. It was
observed that the psychological counselor candidates’ first-year, third-year, and fourth-
year empathy scores showed a normal distribution according to the Shapiro-Wilk Test
(p>.05). In contrast, their empathy scores in the second year did not show a normal
distribution. However, it was accepted to have a normal distribution since the kurtosis
and skewness coefficients of their empathy scores in the second year were within the
range of -1 to +1 (Kkurtosis=.299; skewness=-.885) (Can, 2013). According to the
Mauchly Sphericity test, which was conducted to determine whether the homogeneity
assumption was achieved or not, it was seen that the empathy scores of the participants
did not meet the sphericity assumption (p<.05). When the sphericity assumption is not
provided, it is necessary to decide whether the difference is significant with the
corrections to be made in F statistics according to the epsilon value. In general, it is
suggested that Huynh-Feldt epsilon value be used when epsilon values are more
significant than .75 (Can, 2013; Leech et al., 2005; Sencan, 2005).
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While analyzing the data collected to determine whether psychological
counselor candidates’ personal meaning profiles changed during their four-year
undergraduate studies, One Way Anova for repeated measures was utilized. To perform
One Way Anova for repeated measurements, it is necessary to examine the assumptions
of normality and sphericity (Can, 2013). For the assumption of normality, the Shapiro-
Wilk test was used because the number of participants was fewer than 50. The results of
the Shapiro-Wilk test revealed that the achievement, relationship, religion, and intimacy
dimensions of the personal meaning profiles of the candidates did not have a normal
distribution (p<.05) in their first, second, third, and fourth years, whereas a normal
distribution was observed in terms of self-acceptance dimension (p>.05). According to
the Mauchly Sphericity Test, which was used to determine whether the sphericity
assumption was achieved or not, the self-acceptance scores of the participants met the
assumption of sphericity, too (p>.05).

The first, second, and fourth-grade self-transcendence scores of the
psychological counselor candidates showed normal distribution according to the
Shapiro Wilk test (p>.05). In contrast, the third-grade self-transcendence scores did not
show normal distribution. However, the third-year self-transcendence scores were
accepted to have a normal distribution since their kurtosis and skewness coefficients
were within the range of -1 to +1 (kurtosis= .888; skewness=-.084) (Can, 2013).
Considering the results of the Mauchly Sphericity Test, which was done to determine
whether the homogeneity assumption was met or not, it can be said that the self-
transcendence scores of psychological counselor candidates met the assumption of
sphericity (p>.05).

Psychological counselor candidates’ first-year, second-year, and third-year
perceived-justice scores were observed to have a normal distribution according to the
Shapiro-Wilk Test (p>.05); however, those scores did not show a normal distribution in
the fourth year. However, the fourth-year perceived justice scores were accepted to have
a normal distribution since their kurtosis and skewness coefficients were within the
range of -1 to +1 (kurtosis= .043; skewness=-.812) (Can, 2013). Based on the results of
the Mauchly Sphericity Test, which was conducted to determine whether the sphericity
assumption was met or not, it can be said that the perceived justice scores of
psychological counselor candidates met the assumption of sphericity (p>.05).

The Friedman Test, one of the non-parametric tests, was applied in this study
because the normality assumptions of the achievement, relationship, religion, and
intimacy dimensions of the personal meaning profile scale were not met. On the other
hand, One Way Anova for repeated measures, which is among parametric tests, was
also applied since normality assumptions of the self-transcendence, self-acceptance, and
perceived justice dimensions were met. The data were analyzed with SPSS 22 package
program.

Ethical Procedures

The study was designed in accordance with ethical principles and rules. Ethics
committee document numbered 61923333/050.99 of the study was given by Sakarya
University Social and Human Sciences Ethics Committee.
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Results
The results of the One Way Anova for repeated measures aiming at revealing

whether psychological counselor candidates’ empathy-related scores show a significant
difference according to their grade level (year-by-year) are given in Table 1.

Table 1

The Results of One Way Anova with Repeated Measures Aiming at Revealing Whether
Psychological Counselor Candidates’ Empathy-Related Scores Show A Significant Difference
according to Their Grade Level (year-by-year)

Grades  n X sd Sum-of- e Meanof p
Squares Squares
1 36 76.69 7.76  Between Groups  5646.58 35 161.33
2 36 7550 8.70 Factor 74.91 2.53 29.55
85 45
3 36 7753 745 Error 3091.34  88.72 34.84
4 36 76.64 7.63 Total 8812.83

According to Table 1, the empathy levels of psychological counselor candidates
do not differ significantly based on their grade level (p>.05). This finding shows that the
empathy levels of psychological counselor candidates did not change throughout their
undergraduate studies.

The results of the Friedman analysis, which was conducted to reveal whether the
participants’ scores related to the religion dimension of the personal meaning scale
changed throughout their undergraduate studies, are given in Table 2.

Table 2

The Results of the Friedman Analysis Aiming at Revealing Whether Psychological
Counselor Candidates’ Religion-Related Scores Changed throughout Their
Undergraduate Studies

Grade n Mean Rank df Chi-Square p
1 36 3.25
2 36 2.54
3 22.741 .000
3 36 2.33
4 36 1.88

According to Table 2, it can be said that psychological counselor candidates’
scores related to the religion dimension of the personal meaning scale showed a
significant difference during their undergraduate studies (p<.05). To understand
between which grade levels this difference happened, Bonferonni correction was made
and interpreted. Their first-year scores of the religion sub-dimension of the personal
meaning profile scale are statistically higher than their third and fourth-grade scores.
The analysis also showed that psychological counselor candidates had the highest score
for the religion dimension of the personal meaning profile scale in the first year while
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they had the lowest score for the same dimension in the fourth year. In addition, the
effect size calculation was made to reveal the effect of the change. As the effect size
statistics of the Friedman test, Kendall’s W value can be used (Green & Salkind, 2014).
The Kendall W value, related to the change in the scores of the religion dimension of
the personal meaning profile scale of the psychological counselor candidates during
their undergraduate education, was calculated as .211. This value shows that the change
that occurs during education is very low.

The results of the Friedman analysis, which was conducted to examine whether
the participants’ scores related to the intimacy dimension of the personal meaning scale
changed throughout their undergraduate studies, are given in Table 3.

Table 3

The Results of the Friedman Analysis Aiming to Reveal Whether Psychological
Counselor Candidates’ Intimacy-Related Scores Changed throughout Their
Undergraduate Studies

Grade n Mean Rank df Chi-Square p
1 36 2.52
2 36 2.63
3 10.653 .014
3 36 2.63
4 36 1.93

Considering the findings given in Table 3, it can be concluded that the
participants’ scores related to the intimacy dimension of the personal meaning profile
scale showed a significant difference during their undergraduate studies (p<.05). To
understand between which grade levels this difference happened, Bonferonni correction
was made and interpreted. The scores for the intimacy dimension of the personal
meaning profile scale of the participants in their first year were statistically higher than
their scores in the fourth grade. The analysis also demonstrated that the participants had
the highest score for the intimacy dimension of the personal meaning profile scale in
their first year, while they got the lowest score in the fourth year. In addition, the effect
size calculation was made to reveal the effect of the change. As the effect size statistics
of the Friedman test, Kendall’s W value can be used (Green & Salkind, 2014). The
Kendall W value, related to the change in the scores of the intimacy dimension of the
personal meaning profile scale of the psychological counselor candidates during their
undergraduate education, was calculated as .099. This value shows that the change that
occurs during education is very low.

Furthermore, Friedman’s analysis indicated that the participants’ scores related
to the achievement and relationship dimensions of the personal meaning profile scale
did not change significantly during their undergraduate studies (p>.05). Finally, the One
Way Anova for repeated measures suggested that there was no significant difference in
their scores regarding the self-acceptance, self-transcendence, and perceived justice
dimensions of the personal meaning profile scale of the participants during their
academic studies at university (p>.05).
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Discussion and Conclusion

The main subject of this research is whether empathy as a concept identified
with the field of guidance and psychological counseling is a feature acquired by
students in their undergraduate studies. The study results indicated that the empathy
levels of psychological counselor candidates did not change during their four-year
undergraduate studies. Karatas (2012), in his research involving university students, has
found that the highest level of empathy skill was among fourth graders. It is possible to
come across studies indicating that empathic tendency and empathic skill scores of
guidance and psychological counseling program students are higher than the scores of
students in different programs (Ekinci, 2009; Karatas, 2012; Yavuz-Giiler & Ismen-
Gazioglu, 2008). However, there is no evidence proving that their empathy levels
change over the years depending on their education.

In the literature, it is possible to find studies which indicate that training to
develop empathy skills can help psychological counselors (ikiz & Karaca, 2011; Sargin,
1993) and nursing students (Karaca et al., 2013) to develop their empathy skills.
Furthermore, the studies conducted by Karaca et al. (2013) and Sargin (1993) examined
the empathic tendencies of the participants, and it was seen that the training provided to
the participants did not change their empathic tendencies (Karaca et al., 2013; Sargin,
1993). In these studies, empathic tendencies and empathic skills were treated as two
different concepts (Karaca et al., 2013; Sargm, 1993). While the tendency is mostly
used to express an internal situation, skill indicates the unleashing of a potential through
practice and learning (Budak, 2003). Since the basic empathy scale used in the current
research (Topcu et al., 2010) is mainly intended to measure the empathy tendencies of
individuals, it can be considered that there is no change in the empathy levels of the
candidates during the undergraduate education.

In a cross-sectional study conducted with 171 college students studying in
psychological counseling and guidance, Alver (2005) used the Empathic Skills Scale
developed by Dokmen (1988). In Alver’s study (2005), the second, third, and fourth-
graders’ empathy skill levels were found to be significantly higher than those of first
graders. Another cross-sectional study carried out by Unal in 1997 also showed that
students studying psychological counseling and guidance program students’ empathic
tendency levels are low in the first year of their education. Taking both studies (Alver,
2005; Unal, 1997) into consideration, the distinctive features of this current study were
that it was a longitudinal study in which measurements were made with the same
participants at intervals of one year, that psychological counselor candidates’ empathy
levels were not observed to develop during their undergraduate studies, that a different
tool was used for empathy level measurements, and that personal meaning profiles of
the participants were also examined besides their empathy levels.

Some inexperienced psychological counselors fail to empathize with a client
properly because they feel too intertwined due to their willingness to help (Hackney &
Cormier, 2015). Uslu (2005) stated in his study that it is found that some psychological
counselors see themselves as inadequate in terms of their psychological listening skills,
including empathy. Uslu’s (2005) study supports the finding that researchers did not
change their empathy scores during their undergraduate education. This conclusion
raises whether there are sufficient educational and experiential opportunities provided to
psychological counseling and guidance students and the counselors to improve their
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empathy levels. In an experimental study, Schomaker (2013) found that mindfulness
training resulted in an increase in mindfulness, empathy, and therapeutic alliance scores
of counselor trainees doing clinical practice. Similarly, Leppma (2011) found that
mindfulness-based loving-kindness meditation improved the cognitive empathy levels
of psychological counselors. These studies done by Schomaker (2013) and Leppma
(2011) suggest that experiential training based on different approaches can contribute to
the psychological counselors’ training. It can be said that integrating the advancements
in the field of mental health into the programs in institutions providing education in the
field of psychological counseling and guidance constitutes a critical point.

Another result of the research: The psychological counselor candidates’ the
religion dimension of the personal meaning profile scale had the highest score in the
first grade and the lowest score in the fourth grade. King et al. (2012) have conducted
supportive studies that empathy connects spiritual and emotional intelligence to each
other. Therefore, empathy can be said to interact with spiritual life. Uysal (2016)
examined the relationship between religiosity variables and empathic tendencies among
young people with an age range of 14-26, found that the higher the level of religiosity
got, the better empathic skills became. In the present study, the fact that the fourth-grade
psychological counselor candidates were lower than the first-grade religion scores and
that their empathy levels did not develop throughout their undergraduate education
included the points that overlap with the findings of Uysal. It can be thought that in the
first years of university, students are trying to find meaning in the values they have
brought from their families. One of these values includes the religious dimension.
However, in a sense, the young person trying to discover himself/herself may have
developed the ability to find meaning in different ways at the end of his university
years. This may have led to a decrease in the level of finding meaning in religion in the
fourth year.

Morrison and Borgen (2010) presented a study on the impact of psychological
counselors’ Christian spiritual and religious beliefs on the counseling process. In this
study, it was observed that for some counselors, the idea that God brought the client and
the counselor together strengthened their relationship, that the counselor formed a way
to connect to God, and that some tried to integrate Jesus’ empathetic approach into
counseling processes. The current research was conducted in Turkish society.
Karairmak (2008) defines Turkey as a country that consists of sub-groups and sub-
cultures emerging from social class differences, religious beliefs, traditions, geographic
location, and family structure. These rich diversity sources in Turkish society may be
considered an obstacle to benefiting from the sources of religion during the counseling
process. The place of religion in psychological counseling processes will be a topic of
discussion (Abanoz, 2020; Dilmag et al., 2016). However, considering the human
characteristics of the psychological counselors, it can be suggested that how religion
affects counseling process in the Turkish community be studied, as well.

According to the study, the psychological counselors had the highest score for
the intimacy dimension of the personal meaning profile scale in their first year, while
they got the lowest score for the same in their fourth year. Having a shared, pre-existing
hermeneutical structure, intimate relationships differ from non-intimate relationships
(Kirk, 2007). For intimacy to develop, people need to introduce something. When
people choose intimacy with others, they can reduce the inherited existential isolation
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(Jurica et al., 2014). The importance of intimacy, which people use to find meaning, for
psychological counselors is seen in Ates’s (2016) study. According to Ates (2016), the
social support of psychological counselor candidates, the relationships they establish
with relatives in a context positively affect their well-being.

Although there is no significant difference in the averages, when we consider the
decrease of approximately one point in the participants’ scores in their fourth year, as
the psychological counselor candidates are nearing the end of the undergraduate
education process, it can be thought that the psychological counselor candidates are
distanced from intimacy relations by using suppression and emotional isolation
(Blackman, 2014) mechanisms which are the primary defense mechanisms used by
adults. Although Turkey is often regarded as a community culture, it also shows
individualistic characteristics, especially in areas where urbanization is intense.
Kagitgibagi (2008) addressed these characteristics under the title of ‘autonomous-
relational self’ and stated that individuals are autonomous in making decisions and
being effective, but still connected to the society through values. The vast majority of
students who step into university life are separated from their families for the first time
and get into an individualistic existence process. It can be thought that they continued
the traditional techniques they brought from their families in the first year of their
university life. However, in the last years, there was a decrease in the situation of
finding meaning in intimacy with individualization.

The study’s findings indicate that there was no significant difference in the
participants’ scores regarding the achievement, relationship, self-acceptance, self-
transcendence, and perceived justice dimensions of the personal meaning profile scale
during their academic studies. No similar findings were found in the literature. It may be
the subject of another study to investigate which variables shape these dimensions,
which influence the way individuals find meaning in their lives.

Conclusion and Suggestions

All in all, contrary to common belief, empathy, which is a skill directly
associated with being a psychological counselor, has not changed undergraduate
education. A similar study to be conducted with psychological counselor candidates
studying at other universities could contribute to the results of this study.

The empathy skills and empathy tendencies of psychological counseling and
guidance students with a longitudinal study may be suggested to make a comparison by
measuring.

It may be suggested that a cross-sectional and longitudinal study can be
conducted using the same tool to measure the empathy levels of psychological
counselor candidates to examine the development in their empathy levels during their
undergraduate studies.

According to the result of the research, it can be said that the training aimed at
improving the empathy levels of the psychological counselor candidates should be made
more functional. It can be suggested to enrich the content of psychological counselor
candidates to gain empathy skills in both theoretical and practical courses during their
undergraduate education. Training can be organized within the Psychological
Counseling and Guidance Association.

© 2021 AKU, Kuramsal Egitimbilim Dergisi - Journal of Theoretical Educational Science, 14(3), 373-388



384 Betiil DUSUNCELIL Tugba Seda COLAK, & Mustafa KOC

In addition, the reasons why psychological counselor candidates’ search for
personal meaning in religion and intimacy is at the highest level at the beginning of
undergraduate education but at the lowest level at the end of undergraduate education
can be investigated. During undergraduate education, studies that support the search for
personal meaning can be planned.
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