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Background: Graduate Tracer Studies plays a key role in informing higher education institutions worldwide about the effectiveness
of their programs and preparing graduates for the job market. The study aimed to trace its psychosocial counselling graduates working
in different healthcare facilities across Malawi.

Methods: The tracer study employed a descriptive cross-sectional research design where the quantitative research method, specifi-
cally a survey was used. Data was gathered from Psychosocial counselling graduates of Saint John of God College of Health Sciences
using a questionnaire. The data were analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS).

Results: Out of 123 participants, 72 responded, yielding a response rate of 59%. Of these, there were 40 (55.6%) females and 32
(44.4%) males. Results indicated strong belief among participants that the program provided them with valuable skills. The majority of
graduates reported successful employment outcomes, with an impressive 62 (86.1%) securing jobs, often within a short period. Many
participants effectively utilized the knowledge and skills acquired during the program within their workplace settings. However,
a subset of graduates faced challenges in applying their training. Recommendations for program improvement included the addition of
courses such as Project Management and Monitoring and Evaluation. The identified key challenges encompassed low staffing levels
and limited resources.

Conclusion: The study confirms program effectiveness based on positive outcomes reported by graduates in job relevance, skill
development, and knowledge use. Addressing identified gaps and implementing recommended improvements can enhance graduates’
employability, meet market demands, and improve the psychosocial counselling health sector in Malawi. The study recommends that
the College should consider collaborating with industry partners, monitoring employment outcomes, and proactively adapting the
curriculum is vital for program success and professional development.
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Introduction

Graduate Tracer Studies (GTS) are commonly becoming a recognizable practice worldwide.' In general, tracer Studies
play a pivotal role in informing universities worldwide to accredit their study programmes to better prepare their
graduates to meet the demands of the job market.* In addition, tracer studies assist in showing the uniqueness and
positioning of higher education institutions in their respective countries to make informed and evidence-based decisions
about improvements and quality education; and services in higher education.' There is a growing body of literature that
recognizes the importance of graduate tracer studies in the identification and follow-up of graduates from higher
education institutions (HEIs) worldwide so that they express how they view the experiences they underwent during

their studies and their transition to the job market.'*?
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A tracer study is employed to investigate the trajectories and outcomes of alumni who have completed a specific
educational or training programme.®’ The context of conducting a tracer study resides in the educational and workforce
development domains, where it serves as an invaluable tool for program evaluation and enhancement. The rationale
stems from the imperative to assess the programme’s effectiveness, its alignment with labour market demands, and its
impact on graduates’ career paths and professional development. Tracer studies provide essential data to inform
programme improvements, ensure quality assurance, guide policy formulation, and offer career guidance to students,
thereby fulfilling a vital role in optimizing the relevance and effectiveness of educational and training endeavours.®’ The
data from the tracer study can be used to give feedback for further action and communicate any appropriate gaps and
evidence-based action to be undertaken. The financial crisis and unemployment rate are increasing globally and in
Malawi, one intervention is to produce highly competent and knowledgeable graduates who have their skills aligned with
workplace needs.® The intervention could only be achieved if the curriculum is aligned to match the needs of the
industry.

In general, literature reveals that several academics and institutions across the world have conducted tracer studies in
various fields. For instance, in the United States of America, Laguador and Dotong (2013)° conducted a Tracer study on
computer engineering graduates. The study found that most graduates worked in the field related to computer science
jobs. The study also established specific subjects that were more relevant and crucial to the industry. According to
Heidemann (2011., p10)'® analysis of 45 German higher education institutions, “tracer studies give information regarding
the entry into the labour market and workforce as well as retrospective evaluations of study programs.” In the
Philippines, Rizal Technological University (RTU), research conducted by Ramirez et al'' discovered that graduates
were employable and that there was a strong correlation between specialization and employment.

A synthesis of the literature review shows that related studies have also been carried out in Africa. The Uganda
National Council for Higher Education (2013)'? advises higher education institutions to assess the marketability of their
programs by conducting tracer studies that provide feedback loops for responding to the needs of the industry. There is
a need to strike a balance between theory and practice abilities in all undergraduate and diploma programmes. There is
a need for universities to review and reflect on their curricula, teaching and assessment methods, and teaching personnel
to ensure that graduates are prepared to meet the needs of the labor market.'? Fentiman (2007)"* conducted a tracer study
of the Namibia College of Open Learning graduates to determine how much the college had contributed to creating
employment opportunities and found that 56% of their graduates were employed while 41% were not.

In the context of Malawi, it is evident in the literature that tracer studies have also been conducted by some scholars
in the country. Manda and Matidza (2016)'* conducted a tracer study on Land Management program graduates of Mzuzu
University. The study established that 19 (49%) graduates were employed by the Malawi government. At the same
institution, Chipeta and Chawinga (2018)'° carried out a study on library and information science graduates from 2005 to
2018. The study found that 19 (30.2%) graduates were employed by parastatals. Nyasulu et al® conducted a Tracer Study
of Mzuzu University ICT Graduates. The main findings from the study were that the ICT program is relevant to the
industry. The study also established that the curriculum should be strengthened by revising it through the addition of
courses that are more relevant to the current job industry.

The conceptual framework used in this study is the input-process-output-outcomes model (Figure 1). On the input
aspect, there are the students (now graduates). Their individual motives, performances, biodata, and experiences are at
the focal point. The second category of input are the institutional resources committed to educating students (teaching
staff, institutional resources). Both of these inputs can influence the teaching and learning process and determine the
outcome. The process variable includes teaching, learning styles, curriculum, etc.). On the “result” side, it can distinguish
between the “output” and the “outcomes” constructs. Output measures refer to the explicitly targeted results such as
competencies, skills, grades and knowledge gained. The output produced can completely shape graduates’ character and
competence. The outcomes “are measures of desired or likely impacts beyond mere output, for instance status, work
assignment, job satisfaction and service to society.”'®

The field of psychology and counseling in Malawi encompasses a range of professionals dedicated to promoting mental
health and well-being. To practice as a registered psychologist or counsellor, individuals typically require a minimum of
a Diploma in academic programmes such as: Psychology, Psychosocial counselling, Psychotherapy or equivalent
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Figure | Conceptual framework of tracer study (Schomburg, 2010).

qualification recognized by the Medical Council of Malawi. In Malawi, such academic programmes are only offered by the
University of Malawi (UNIMA) and Saint John of God College of Health Sciences. Chima et al'” argues that the Diploma in
Psychosocial Counselling program was introduced at Saint John of God College of Health Sciences when Malawian citizens
were facing a lot of psychological and emotional problems that required professional psychosocial counsellors. Psychosocial
counsellors also provide HIV counselling and testing services (HTS).!” In addition, the HIV and AIDS pandemic and its
psychological, emotional, relational, and spiritual impact led to an increased number of orphans and the situation regarding
drug and alcohol abuse needed to be addressed urgently using psychosocial counsellors. The need for professionally trained
counsellors has also become imperative for the many personal, social, and cultural challenges faced by adults as well as
adolescents and children.'™' Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic exposed Malawians to mental health challenges
requiring psychosocial counselling due to high transmission and mortality rates.”’ Recognizing the urgent need for
professionally trained Counsellors, the College started offering Counselling Training Course at a certificate level, which
was later upgraded to a Diploma level. This was to give a more solid academic and practical foundation to counsellors, which
included clinical practice. Saint John of God College of Health Sciences diploma in psychosocial counselling program has
graduated 179 students since its inception in 2004. The following were the specific objectives of this tracer study: to
determine graduates’ satisfaction with the provision of the psychosocial counselling programme at Saint John of God College
of Health Sciences, to determine the graduate’s utilization of knowledge and skills acquired at Saint John of God College
of Health Sciences in their respective workplaces, to assess the graduate’s employment status after graduating at Saint John
of God College of Health Sciences, to identify gaps in the delivery of the psychosocial counselling program at Saint John of
God College of Health Sciences and to establish improvement areas on the delivery of psychosocial counselling program at
Saint John of God College of Health Sciences.

In Malawi, education regulatory bodies such as the National Council for Higher Education (NCHE), the Nurses Council of
Malawi, and the Medical Council of Malawi encourage institutions of higher learning to be conducting graduate tracer studies
to be obtaining feedback.?' The feedback obtained assists institutions in improving their curricula and aligning them to the
needs of the industry. The major concern is that since 2004 when the College started graduating students, a tracer study has
never been conducted to trace its psychosocial counselling students. It is against this background that the researchers conducted

a study that aimed to trace the psychosocial counselling graduates working in different healthcare facilities across Malawi.
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Materials and Methods

The tracer study employed a descriptive cross-sectional research design where the quantitative research method,
specifically a survey was used. Employing a survey in this study is aligned to tracer study best practices.®’ This provides

a more objective and systematic understanding of the phenomenon being studied at a particular point in time.”*>*

Study Setting

The study was conducted in the northern, central, and southern regions of Malawi at institutions where Saint John of God
College of Health Sciences graduates were employed. This is because Saint John of God College of Health Sciences
Psychosocial counselling graduates are working with different non-governmental organizations placed in different health
facilities under Malawi government and Christian Health Association of Malawi (CHAM) health facilities across
Malawi."”

Study Participants
The study participants included only Psychosocial Counselling graduates of Saint John of God College of Health
Sciences in Malawi.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The study excluded all non-psychosocial counselling graduates of the institution and included those that completed their
studies from 2004 to 2022.

Sampling Methods

To ensure that the graduate cohorts were represented in the sample, the study employed a combination of convenient and
snowball sampling methods. Convenient sampling and snowballing techniques were used because of a lack of contact
information for some graduates. Some chances were there that some graduates may have changed some of their contact
numbers over time. Related studies by Chipeta and Chawinga (2018),'> Manda and Matidza (2016),'* and Ocholla and
Shongwe (2013)* also adopted the convenient sampling and snowballing technique because they lacked graduate contact
details. In such situations, relatives, friends, and employers were used to get contact details of other graduates.

Sample Size

In this study, the target population was 179 Saint John of God College of Health Sciences Psychosocial Counselling
graduates. Since the population of graduates being targeted was known (179), the formula shown below as developed by
Cochran (1963)%® was employed in calculating the minimum sample size for the study.

_ (Zp(1-9)
o e? de
where n,, is the sample size to be estimated;

Z is the selected critical value of desired confidence (1.96 for a 95% level of confidence);

p is the estimated proportion of an attribute present in the population (this was, set at default at 50%)

q=1p

e is the desired level of precision or margin of error in the results, which we tolerated as 0.05

de is the Design Effect of the sampling strategy and we assume it to be 1, on the assumption that there is likely to be

minimal variation in the survey target population characteristics.

Using this formula, the minimum sample size for the survey was 123 graduates. Probability proportionality to size
was used to spread 123 graduates across 11 cohorts to ensure that a representative sample size was obtained. Table 1
shows the sample size distribution by graduate cohorts.

Twenty-nine healthcare facilities were contacted and 25 gave permission. Out of 123 graduates who were contacted as
a minimum sample, 82 gave permission and 72 responded (34 hardcopies were received and 38 responded online).
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Table | Sample Size Distribution by Graduates’ Cohorts

Cohort The Number Proportions | Sample Size
of Graduates Distribution

2004 12 0.067 8

2005 13 0.073 9

2006 14 0.078 10

2007 16 0.089 I

2008 27 0.151 19

2011 17 0.095 12

2012 4 0.022 3

2014 15 0.084 10

2015 17 0.095 12

2017 19 0.106 13

2022 25 0.140 17

Total 179 1.000 123

Data Collection Instruments

A self-developed questionnaire was used to collect data from the alumni. The questionnaire had closed and open questions to
comprehensively capture the required information. The researchers had printed and online questionnaires. In the visited sites, the
researchers collected the data physically using printed ones. For those that were not reachable for hardcopies, online ques-
tionnaires (used Google forms platform) were sent to them through a link on their Facebook inbox, WhatsApp personal numbers,
WhatsApp groups, and emails. Once the web-based questionnaires were filled and submitted, they were automatically stored on
the principal investigators’ server. This was also possible because the College has a database of its graduates.

The development of the data collection instruments involved a comprehensive and systematic process that incorpo-
rated insights from the literature, expert input, and pilot testing to ensure their quality and appropriateness for the study’s
objectives. The instruments were rigorously assessed for content validity, reliability, construct validity, and face validity
to uphold the highest standards of research methodology.

The data collection instruments were pretested on Saint John of God College of Health Sciences Psychosocial
Counselling graduates working with Saint John of God Hospitaller Services in Mzuzu, Malawi to test their validity and
reliability. Thereafter, the tools were amended accordingly based on feedback.

Data Management Methods

Data were collected in June 2023 for three weeks from the respondents. To ensure privacy and confidentiality, participants’ data
were stored in a locked cabinet and only accessible to the researchers. Data collection instruments were in the English language
and were not translated into any local language. This is because the study was conducted among Psychosocial Counselling
graduates who completed their training at Saint John of God College of Health Sciences in English and participants were
expected to be conversant with the language. After the study, the data were archived in the institution’s repository.

Data Analysis Methods

The data were analyzed using a software package called Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 23 to
present charts, graphs, and tables. The study utilised frequency distributions as one of the specific descriptive statistics to
analyze the gathered data. This approach allowed researchers to gain insights into the distribution and frequency of data
points, which was relevant to the research objectives.
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Ethics

Ethical approval was obtained from the National Commission for Science and Technology (NCST) (Approval number:
P.10/22/682) and permission was sought from the Ministry of Health, which confirmed the principles embodied in the
Declaration of Helsinki. Official permission was also obtained from the management of the health facilities before
approaching the study participants. The objective and purpose of the Tracer study were clearly explained to the study
subjects to obtain informed consent before data collection. Written informed consent were obtained for hard-copy
respondents while online informed consent were obtained for online respondents. Participants were also informed that
they could discontinue or decline to participate in the study at any time. The confidentiality of the information was
maintained, and the data were recorded anonymously throughout the study. Participants were also informed that their
responses would be published anonymously in a scientific journal.

Results
Out of 123 participants, 72 responded, yielding a response rate of 59%.

Demographic Characteristics

Of these, there were 40 (55.6%) females and 32 (44.4%) males. On the place of work, an analysis of findings shows that
the majority 55 (76.4%) graduates were working with non-government organizations, and 27 (37.5%) were in the age
range of 35 years and above. On the number of years in the post, 49 (68.1%) had worked for 5 years and below. In terms
of qualifications, 51 (70.8%) were at the Diploma level. As regards to job title, 43 (58.1%) graduates were working as
psychosocial counsellors, 12 (16.2%) were working as HIV Diagnostic Assistants, and 6 (10.80%) were working as HIV
Testing Services Providers (See Table 2).

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics of the Participants’ Demographic Characteristics

Dimension Category Frequency | Percentage (%)
Gender Male 32 44.4%
Female 40 55.6%
Place of work Malawi Government Hospital 3 4.2%
CHAM hospital facility 5 6.9%
Non-Governmental Organization 55 76.4%
Academic Institution 5 6.9%
Religious organization | 1.4%
Self-employment 3 4.2%
Age range 20-24 years 13 18.1%
25-29 years 22 30.6%
30-34 years 10 13.9%
35 years and above 27 37.5%
The number of 5 years and below 49 68.1%
years in the post 610 years 14 19.4%
11-15 years 2 2.8%
16 years and above 7 9.7%
(Continued)
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Table 2 (Continued).

Dimension Category Frequency | Percentage (%)
Qualification Certificate level 2 2.8%
Diploma level 51 70.8%
Bachelor’s Degree 15 20.8%
Master’s degree 2 2.8%
Doctorate of Philosophy (Ph.D.) 2 2.8%
Job title Business | 1.4%
Care and Treatment Coordinator | 1.4%
Coordinator | 1.4%
District Education Management Information | 1.4%

Systems Officer (planning section)

District lead or District Coordinator | 1.4%
Field Officer | 1.4%
Head of Programs | 1.4%
Headteacher | 1.4%
HIV Diagnostic Assistant 12 16.2%
HIV Testing Services Provider 6 10.8%
Lecturer | 1.4%
Nurse midwife technician | 1.4%
Pastoral Worker | 1.4%
Psychosocial counsellor 43 58.1%
Specialist Teacher (Specialised in Visual | 1.4%
Impairment)

Primary School Teacher | 1.4%

Graduates’ Satisfaction with the Provision of the Psychosocial Counselling Program
The Relevance of the College Studies on the Current Job

Overall, out of the total 72 respondents, 64 (88.9%) strongly agreed that the studies at Saint John of God College of
Health Sciences were relevant to their current job, 7 (9.7%) agreed that the studies were relevant, 1 (1.4%) expressed
a neutral opinion regarding the relevance of their studies to their current job. Specifically, respondents were asked nine
questions to describe their level of agreement concerning the relevance of the College studies on their current job in
a five-scale response format from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The 5-point Likert scale response options
scored from 1 to 5, were strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly agree. It is apparent from the results that
the majority 64 (88.98%) of respondents strongly agreed that their studies at Saint John of God College of Health
Sciences equipped them to perform professional practice, 63 (87.5%) strongly agreed that their studies made them
knowledgeable in their professional discipline, 64 (88.9%) strongly agreed that their studies have led to increased skills
in their professional discipline, 41 (56.9%) strongly agreed that their studies have created opportunities for pursuing
further studies, a substantial proportion 43 (59.7%) strongly agreed that their studies have created more employment
opportunities, 50 (69.7%) strongly agreed that studies created a desire for recognition in their profession, 63 (87.5%)
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strongly agreed that studies brought enhanced empathy and care for others, 63 (87.5%) strongly agreed about their ability
to apply professional and ethical principles gained from their studies (Table 3).

Development of Essential Skills Through a Psychosocial Counselling Academic Program

Table 4 present the development of important skills through the psychosocial counselling academic program. Generally, the
majority 58 (80.6%) of participants reported that they developed the skills very much through the program and 11 (15.3%)
indicated that their skills were developed a lot. On the development of specific essential skills, the majority 54 (75%) of

participants reported very much development in verbal communication, 38 (52.8%) reported very much in written

Table 3 The Relevance of the College Studies on Their Current Job

Overall relevance of studies on the current job

Response Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
Overall relevance 64 (88.9%) 7 (9.7%) | (1.4%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
The relevance of the College studies on Specific Aspects of their Current Job

Better perform a professional practice 64 (88.98%) 6 (8.3%) I (1.4%) 1 (1.4%) 0 (0%)
Knowledgeable in professional discipline 63 (87.5%) 7(9.7%) 2 (2.8%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Increased skills in professional discipline 64 (88.9%) 6 (8.3%) I (1.4%) 1 (1.4%) 0 (0%)
Has created opportunities for further studies 41 (56.9%) 19 (26.4%) 12 (6.7%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Has created more opportunities for employment 43 (59.7%) 20 (27.8%) 8 (11.1%) 1 (1.4%) 0 (0%)
To be recognized in the profession 50 (69.7%) 18 (25%) 3 (4.2%) 1 (1.4%) 0 (0%)
To get promotion 21 (29.2%) 27 (37.5%) 22 (30.6%) 2 (2.8%) 0 (0%)
To have empathy and care for others 63 (87.5%) 9 (12.5%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Ability to apply professional and ethical principles 63 (87.5%) 8 (I1.1%) I (1.4%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

Table 4 Development of Skills Through Psychosocial Counselling Academic Program

Overall development of important skills
Skill Not at all Very little Moderately A lot Very much
2 (2.8%) 0 (0%) | (1.4%) Il (15.3%) 58 (80.6%)
Development of Specific Skills through Psychosocial Counselling Academic Program
Verbal communication 2 (2.8%) 0 (0%) | (1.4%) 15 (20.8%) 54 (75%)
Written communication 0 (0%) 2 (2.8%) 10 (13.9%) 22 (30.6%) 38 (52.8%)
Independent learning 0 (0%) 2 (2.8%) 10 (13.9%) 22 (30.6%) 38 (52.8%)
Working with others 2 (2.8%) 0 (0%) 3 (4.2%) 12 (16.7%) 55 (76.4%)
Solving complex problems 2 (2.8%) 0 (0%) I (1.4%) 20 (27.8%) 49 (68.1%)
Critical thinking 1 (1.4%) I (1.4%) 2 (2.8%) 15 (20.8) 53 (73.6%)
Creativity 0 (0%) 3 (4.2%) 4 (5.6%) 21 (29.2%) 44 (61.1%)
Empathy 1 (1.4%) I (1.4%) 0 (0%) Il (15.3%) 59 (81.9%)
Research 1 (1.4%) 6 (8.3%) 18 (25%) 24 (33.3%) 23 (31.9%)
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communication, 38 (52.8%), indicated very much in independent learning, 55 (76.4%) reported very much in working with others,
49 (68.1%) reported very much in solving complex problems, 15 (20.8%) reported very much in critical thinking, 44 (61.1%)
reported very much in creativity, 59 (81.9%) reported very much in empathy, 24 (33.3%) indicated that they developed a lot in
research.

The Graduate’s Employment Status

The findings revealed that the majority 62 (86.1%) of graduates were employed after graduating. Additionally, 5 (6.9%)
reported not being employed, 2 (2.8%) reported being self-employed, and 3 graduates (4.2%) were engaged in piece
work (See Figure 2).

The Period Taken to Find a Job After Graduation

The findings revealed that a high proportion of graduates secured employment within a relatively short period.
Specifically, 18 (25%) graduates reported finding a job in less than a month after graduation, 33 (45.8%) within the
time frame of 1 to 6 months, 5 (6.9%) graduates reported finding employment between 7 to 11 months after graduation,
16 (22.2%) graduates reported finding employment within the time range of 1 year to less than 2, and notably, no
graduates indicated taking more than two years to find employment (Figure 3).

2.8% 4.2%

Y

= Employed = Not employed = Self employed Piece work

Figure 2 Employment status.
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Lessthana 1to6 months 7to 11 months 1to2years More thantwo
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Figure 3 Period taken to find a job after graduation.
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The Graduate Utilization of Knowledge and Skills Acquired at College in Their Respective Workplaces

The majority of respondents, 53 (73.6%), expressed using the knowledge and skills acquired from the College courses
“very much” in their workplace, 14 (19.4%) respondents reported “a lot”, 3 (4.2%) graduates reported “moderately” and
none (0%) reported “very little”. However, 2 (2.8%) respondents indicated that they did not use the knowledge and skills
acquired from the College courses in their workplace (Table 5).

The Proposed Courses are to Be Added to the Psychosocial Counselling Curriculum

These results in Table 6 highlight the proposed courses to be included in the curriculum. The majority 60 (83.3%) of
respondents strongly agreed to include a Project Management course, 59 (81.9%) respondents strongly agreed to include
a Monitoring and Evaluation course, and 43 (59.7%) strongly agreed to the inclusion of an Entrepreneurship course.

Gaps and Improvement Areas in the Delivery of the Psychosocial Counselling Program

The analysis in Table 7 revealed several gaps and improvement areas in the delivery of the psychosocial counselling
program. On gaps, fourteen (19.4%) of the respondents reported a shortage of lecturers and support staff, 11 (15.3%) of
the respondents indicated a shortage of resources, such as cameras, screens, memory cards, and computers for practicum

Table 5 Using the Knowledge and Skills Learned in the

Workplace
Relevance Frequency Percentage
Not at all 2 2.8%
Very little 0 0%
Moderately 3 4.2%
A lot 14 19.4%
Very much 53 73.6%

Table 6 Proposed Courses to Be Added to the Curriculum

Course Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
Entrepreneurship 43 (59.7%) 13 (18.1%) 9 (12.5%) 6 (8.3%) I (1.4%)
Business management 36 (50%) 22 (30.6%) 10 (13.9%) 2 (2.8%) I (1.4%)
Project management 60 (83.3) 7 (9.7%) 4 (5.6%) 0 (0%) I (1.4%)
Monitoring and evaluation 59 (81.9%) Il (15.3%) 1 (1.4%) 0 (0%) I (1.4%)

Table 7 Gaps Identified in the Delivery of the Psychosocial Counselling Program

Gaps Frequency | Percentage
None 13 18.1%
Inadequate content covered in Research and other courses 3 4.2%
Contextualize curriculum to tackle local problems | |.4%
Shortage of lecturers and support staff 14 19.4
The shortage of resources such as cameras, screens, memory cards, and computers | |1 15.3%
for practicum and supervision

(Continued)
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Table 7 (Continued).

Gaps Frequency | Percentage
Inflexible mode of delivery 3 4.2%
No scholarships | 1.4%
Internet problems | 1.4%
Limited sites of clinical placements 7 9.7%
Psychosocial report writing is not well covered | 1.4%
No Medical Council registration | 1.4%
Absence of covering some courses and topics 10 13.9%
Late marking and releasing of end-of-semester examinations 2 2.8%
Lack of marketing of the program to prospective employers | 1.4%
Too much content is covered in a short period | 1.4%
Transport challenges during clinical placements | 1.4%
Some lecturers have bad attitudes toward students | 1.4%

Improvement areas
Intensify and enhance counselling practicals 15 20.8%
Identify more clinical placement sites 6 8.3%
Introduce newer relevant courses 9 12.5%
Purchase more resources such as screens, cameras, memory cards, and computers 19 26.4%
Ensure flexibility in the mode of delivery by starting weekend and online classes 4 5.6%
Broaden and deepen the content of the courses to cover more information 4 5.6%
Lobby with the government to create an establishment with government through the | 4 5.6%
Ministry of Health
Market the program widely 2 2.8%
Recruit more lecturers and support staff | 1.4%
Redesign the curriculum to have some breaks | 1.4%
Reorganize research course 2 2.8%
Speed up releasing of end of semester examinations | 1.4%
Upgrade the curriculum to a degree level | 1.4%
Create more partnerships with other organizations and institutions | 1.4%
Improve transportation that ferries students on clinical placements | 1.4%
Show empathy to students of diverse backgrounds | 1.4%

and supervision. In regards to improvement areas, a significant number of 19 (26.4%) respondents highlighted the need

for additional resources such as screens, cameras, memory cards, and computers, 15 (20.8%) of respondents expressed

the need to intensify and enhance the practical components of the counselling courses, 9 (12.5%) of respondents believed
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that introducing more new relevant courses would be beneficial, 6 (8.3%) of respondents emphasized the importance of
identifying additional clinical placement sites.

Discussion

According to Babbie and Mouton (2001: 261),>” a response rate of 50% is considered adequate for analysis and
reporting, 60% is deemed good, and 70% is considered very good. In this study, out of the 123 questionnaires distributed,
72 were completed, resulting in a response rate of 59%. Although slightly below the desirable 60% threshold, this
response rate can still be considered good, especially considering the challenges associated with finding respondents in
Tracer studies. It is worth noting that Tracer studies pose difficulties in obtaining high response rates because these
studies involve tracking students who have left the institution, some of whom may have changed their contact
details.>***° In the same vein, it was argued that the average response rate for tracer studies is usually below 50%
because of the reluctance of qualified learners (or other stakeholders) to participate.”® Additionally, this study partly used
online survey questionnaires, which are generally associated with lower response rates compared to paper surveys.>’
Despite these challenges, the achieved response rate of 59% provides a substantial number of participants for analysis
and interpretation.

The study sample consisted of slightly more females, which contrasts with the male-dominated admission rates at the
College as seen in the recent studies conducted by Chima (2022)*' and Chima et al**>* at Saint John of God College of
Health Sciences in Malawi. This disparity may reflect a gender imbalance in the field of psychosocial counselling. The
field of psychology and psychosocial counselling is internationally characterized by a predominance of female profes-
sionals. The majority of graduates found employment in non-government organizations (NGOs), indicating the important
role of NGOs in employing psychosocial counselling professionals in healthcare facilities across Malawi. Most
participants reported having worked for five years or less, indicating a relatively early stage in their careers, which
may influence their experiences of growth within the healthcare sector. Studies indicate that experienced professionals
bring valuable perspectives and practical knowledge to their work.** The educational qualifications of the graduates
revealed that a majority held diplomas, indicating the prevalence of diploma-level education among psychosocial
counselling professionals in Malawi’s healthcare facilities. This calls for the need for upgrading of qualifications to
meet evolving demands in the field of psychosocial counselling in Malawi.

The analysis of the psychosocial counselling academic program revealed a high level of skill development among
participants. The majority of respondents reported a significant growth in essential skills necessary for professional
practice in the field. The program successfully fostered communication, independent learning, teamwork, problem-
solving, critical thinking, creativity, empathy, and research skills. The findings from this study align with existing
literature, which emphasizes the importance of relevant and practical education in preparing graduates for their
professional roles.’>*® This implies that the program successfully equips graduates with the comprehensive skill set
required for successful practice in the field of psychosocial counselling. The positive outcomes reported by participants in
terms of job relevance and skill development reflect the positive impact of the College’s program and confirm its
alignment with industry standards.

The most important result was that most graduates were employed after graduation. This high percentage suggests
a positive outcome in terms of the employability of psychosocial counselling graduates in Malawi. Several studies have
emphasized the growing need for mental health and psychosocial support services globally, including in developing
countries such as Malawi.'®2%*7>% This implies that the high employment rate demonstrates the relevance and market-
ability of the skills and knowledge acquired through the academic program. It is worth noting that a small proportion of
graduates reported not being employed. It is essential to explore the potential factors contributing to unemployment. Prior
studies have noted factors such as limited employment opportunities, lack of work experience, lack of connections, or
individual circumstances might have influenced their employment status.>***~*! Identifying the challenges faced by this
group can inform interventions to improve their employment prospects and address any potential gaps in the transition
from education to employment.

In the Malawian context, St John of God College of Health Sciences Psychosocial Counselling curriculum is planned
to prepare its graduates to be employed in the public and private sectors in the delivery of psychotherapy. Those that find
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employment opportunities in government institutions work in health facilities (hospitals, health centres and clinics),
schools, the army, the police service, orphanage centres, refugee camps and prisons. While others are employed in the
private sector, including Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and Christian Health Association of Malawi
(CHAM) health facilities. In Malawi, the majority of psychosocial counselling graduates are employed by NGOs but
are strategically placed in government and CHAM health facilities across Malawi.'” For example, some of the NGOs that
employ Psychosocial counselling graduates include: Elizabeth Glaser Pediatric AIDS Foundation (EGPAF), Baylor
College of Medicine and Children Foundation, Pakachere Institute for Health Development Communication,
Lighthouse trust, Malawi AIDS Counselling and Resource Organization (MACRO), Medic to Medic, Saint John of
God Hospitaller Services, Partners in Health, Partners in Hope, and SOS Children’s Villages."’

A huge proportion of graduates from the College were able to secure employment within a relatively short period.
This quick employment attainment suggests a favourable job market and high demand for graduates with psychosocial
counselling qualifications in Malawi. These results corroborate the findings of a great deal of previous work, which
emphasized the need for mental health professionals and the growing demand for psychosocial support services
globally.'® %342 The implications of these findings include highlighting the market demand for graduates, and
confirming the effectiveness and significance of the program.

Perhaps the most striking finding of the study is that there is a strong alignment between the knowledge and skills
acquired by graduates from the College and their use in the workplace. The majority of respondents reported using the
acquired knowledge and skills to a great extent, indicating the effectiveness of the educational program. This aligns with
existing literature on the importance of practical application and transferability of education.’*-° Studies highlight the
need for ongoing collaboration with industry partners.*****> This implies that collaboration can help identify and
address any discrepancies between the curriculum and workplace requirements.

Another important finding is that the majority of respondents strongly agreed on the inclusion of specific courses that
can enhance their professional competencies and broaden their skill set. The high agreement for a Project Management
course reflects the recognition of the importance of organizational and project management skills in the practice of
psychosocial counselling. In accordance with the presented results, previous reports have shown that professionals must
have the capabilities to effectively manage projects, coordinate services, and ensure the efficient delivery of
interventions.***” Similarly, the strong agreement for a Monitoring and Evaluation course highlights the growing
emphasis on evidence-based practice and the need for professionals to effectively measure and assess the impact of
their interventions. These results affirm the observations of a great deal of previous work in Monitoring and evaluation
skills are essential for maintaining quality standards, improving program effectiveness, and demonstrating the value of
psychosocial counselling services.*” ™ The significant agreement for an Entrepreneurship course suggests an increasing
recognition of the importance of entrepreneurial skills in the field. This aligns with literature that emphasizes the need for
professionals to be proactive, innovative, and capable of initiating and managing their businesses.’®>* The implication is
that incorporating courses on Project Management, Monitoring and Evaluation, and Entrepreneurship can enhance the
graduates’ skill set, increase their employability, and equip them with the competencies needed to address the evolving
challenges in the field.

The analysis of the data revealed gaps in the delivery of the psychosocial counselling program at Saint John of God
College of Health Sciences in Malawi. These include a shortage of lecturers and support staff, inadequate resources for
practicum and supervision, absence of coverage of certain courses and topics, limited sites for clinical placements,
inadequate coverage of research content, and an inflexible mode of delivery, which are consistent with previous
studies.'**!"3375% Addressing these gaps is crucial for improving the quality and effectiveness of the program, ensuring
students receive comprehensive training, and meeting the evolving needs of the field of psychosocial counselling.

The analysis of the results revealed several improvement areas in the delivery of psychosocial counselling courses at
Saint John of God College of Health Sciences in Malawi. These areas include the need for additional resources,
enhancing the practical components of courses, introducing new relevant courses, identifying additional clinical place-
ment sites, providing flexibility in course delivery, broadening and deepening course content, and lobbying with the
government for establishment opportunities, which are consistent with the literature.'*3*~>> Addressing these areas can
enhance the quality of education and better prepare graduates for their professional careers in Malawi and beyond.
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Limitations

The major limitation of this study is that it did not generate an adequate response rate. The minimum sample size for this
study was 123 participants, but only 72 participants responded. This entails that the sample was not representative of the
population; therefore, the findings of this study cannot be generalized to the population. In light of this, caution should be
exercised when interpreting and generalizing the findings of this study. The tracer study mostly covered health facilities
within urban and semi-urban, disregarding those in rural areas due to financial constraints.

Conclusion

The study aimed at tracing its Saint John of God College of Health Sciences Psychosocial Counselling Graduates
working in different healthcare facilities across Malawi. The findings from this study have important implications for
psychosocial counselling program evaluation, development, and enhancement. By working on the identified gaps and
incorporating recommended improvements, the College can further enhance the employability of its graduates, contribute
to the overall improvement of the psychosocial counselling workforce, and meet the demands of the field in Malawi.
Addressing the “Gaps and Improvement Areas in the delivery of Psychosocial counselling program” such as procuring
the required resources and recruiting academic and support staff are imperative for the benefit of future psychosocial
counselling program development. After a critical analysis, theoretical and practical recommendations can be drawn to
say that monitoring of employment outcomes, and proactive curriculum adaptation are crucial for the success of the
program and the professional development of graduates in the field of psychosocial counselling in Malawi.
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