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Abstract

Background: Life skills, according to the World Health Organization, can promote youth well-being through educational
school programs. Among life skills, decision-making and problem-solving skills can help adolescents consciously choose
their career path.

The Italian school system, in fact, requires students, already at a young age (13—I4years old) to make important
decisions about their future, like for example choosing the high school that they would like to attend. This study aims to
analyze differences in decision-making, self-efficacy, and life satisfaction in a sample of adolescents in secondary school in
Italy. It aims to analyze whether there are differences in those dimensions according to students’ age, gender, regularity,
and future choice intentions.

Design and methods: Here we present a cross-sectional study involving 2104 students, balanced by gender, and
attending upper secondary school in Italy. Participants completed Soresi and Nota’s questionnaires on life satisfaction
and Caprara’s questionnaire on problem-solving self-efficacy. The data were processed using MANOVA.

Results: Research results show significant differences in self-efficacy and school satisfaction in relation to the age at
which school transition occurred. Specifically, incoming preadolescents (13—14years old) scored lower than outgoing
late adolescents (I7—18years old) in both decision-making self-efficacy and school satisfaction. Girls scored lower than
boys in decision-making self-efficacy. Students who expressed the intention to drop out of school scored lowest on both
the self-efficacy and perceived support satisfaction scales.

Conclusions: The results highlight the importance of promoting the development of self-efficacy in life skills and school
satisfaction to help students in school transitions.
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Introduction transitions, students are challenged to use problem-solving
skills to choose post-high school paths in line with their
plans for future.

In Italian schools,” the transition phases occur between
the ages of 13 and 14, in early adolescence, and then
between the ages of 17 and 18, then in late adolescence.

Unemployment Life skills education is one of the goals
promoted by the World Health Organization, WHO,' to
support well-being of young people.

Life skills education refers to specific programs for the
prevention of youth problems, to be implemented in
schools and in other places dedicated to learning. Life
Skills are soft skills necessary to relate to others and to
cope with the problems of daily life.

Among the main Life Skills, WHO' considers problem-
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Life skills related to problem-solving and decision-
making are particularly important at these transitional
stages in helping adolescents deal with choices for the
future. Problem-solving is a skill that allows one to deal
constructively with various problems that can cause psy-
chosocial stress in young people.? Decision-making is the
ability to make decisions in different situations and con-
texts of adult life.?3

In the context of adolescent-oriented activities, it is
therefore important to promote self-efficacy in young peo-
ple’s decision-making and problem-solving.>® Self-
efficacy is a person’s perception of the ability to adequately
perform predetermined tasks®; it is the belief in one’s abil-
ity to successfully perform designated tasks even in the
face of school challenges.* Students’ self-efficacy beliefs
have a substantial impact not only on their academic per-
formance but also on their future careers.’ Self-efficacy
has been shown to predict students’ graduation and career
choices.’

Soresi and Nota? highlighted gender differences in self-
efficacy associated with decision-making tasks: males
exhibit higher efficacy expectations of their decision-mak-
ing abilities, while girls believe more in their perseverance
and thus in completing the tasks they undertake.

Soresi and Nota® found that in decision-making self-
efficacy males generally tend to score higher than females.
Also, they found that older students (18—19 years old) are
generally more self-confident than younger students. Girls,
although they tend to report better academic performance
in adolescence than boys, also tend to show more rela-
tional distress.’®

Recent studies on life skills are focusing on self-effi-
cacy in life skills in adolescence.’

For example, there is evidence of a correlation between
perceived self-efficacy in life skills and students’ well-
being!®!" and between resilience in overcoming difficul-
ties and students’ self-efficacy,!""!? in the transition from
middle adolescence to late adolescence.

Other studies in this area are focusing on life satisfac-
tion. The subjective sense of satisfaction with one’s living
conditions is a psychological aspect that figures in numer-
ous studies on quality of life.!>!

Student satisfaction can include various contextual
dimensions, such as school experiences, relationships with
classmates, family relationships, perceived support, living
conditions, and decision-making.? In adolescence, mean-
ingful family and social relationships are particularly
important to adolescents’ satisfaction'’; satisfaction with
the school experience, support and backing from signifi-
cant others, and a sense of belonging to social reference
groups are also particularly important.®”16

There is also a higher level of stress associated with
parental limitations and school demands in this age group,
especially in the presence of study failures.!” Students’
school satisfaction also seems to be associated with

choices: very undecided students in fact experience higher
levels of distress.” In the Italian context, only a few studies
have focused on the relationship between life satisfaction
and self-efficacy in life skills in adolescence,'’'? and only
a few studies have specifically analyzed self-efficacy in
problem-solving. and decision making, taking into
account students’ expressed intention about their future
choices,'® and risk of dropping out of school."®

Aims of the study: given this background, the present
study aims to analyze in a sample of secondary school stu-
dents in Italy possible differences between first year and
fifth-year students in self-efficacy in the dimensions of
problem-solving and decision-making. It also aims to
investigate any differences in life satisfaction by age and
gender.

A further objective is to test whether there are differ-
ences in decision-making self-efficacy and in life satisfac-
tion in relation to future choice intentions and regularity in
the study.

Method

The proposed study is cross-sectional involving 2140 stu-
dents, balanced by gender, and attending upper secondary
school in Italy. The Data collection took place in the pre-
pandemic period in presence, during regular school hours,
and in full compliance with privacy regulations and APA
guidelines for ethical research in psychology.

An Ethics Committee of the Department of Pedagogy,
Psychology and Philosophy at the University of Cagliari
approved the research (Prot. 10/07/2018, No. 25).
Participants completed the questionnaire individually and
the response rate to the questionnaire was 90%.

Participants

The research participants are 2104 students attending
upper secondary school in Italy of whom 59% are male
(N=1242) and 41% are female (N=862). 63.7% attend
grade one (N=1340; mean age=14.6; SD=1.1) and 36.3%
attend grade five (N=764); mean age=18.8; SD=1.3).

34.2% attend high schools, 40.3% attend Technical
Institutes, and 25.6% attend Institutes for specific
professions.

The schools were selected through a convenience sam-
pling, based on the willingness of the schools to join the
research project in a region of Southern Italy, Sardinia,
particularly at risk for early school leaving. 23.1% of stu-
dents are repeaters (N=485), 30.5% say they have thought
about dropping out at least once (N=641), and 46.5% are
regular in their studies (N=978).

53.4% of students are or have been at risk of dropping
out of school (N=1052) and 46.6% are students in good
standing, which say that they have never thought of drop-
ping out of school.
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As regards the intentions about the choices for the
future, 54% of students intend to work immediately after
graduation (N=1063), and 46% intend to continue their
studies at university (N=906).

Instruments

Caprara's Perceived Self-Efficacy in Problem-Solving
scale’ was used to assess self-efficacy in problem-solving,’
Soresi and Nota’s “How much confidence do I have in
myself” questionnaire? was used to assess self-efficacy in
choices, and Soresi and Nota’s “My Student Life” ques-
tionnaire’ was used to measure satisfaction with the qual-
ity of life.

The Problem-Solving Self-Efficacy Scale® consists of
14 items such as “How capable are you of identifying posi-
tive alternative solutions in the face of problems”; “How
capable are you of generating and discussing solutions
before making a decision”; “How capable are you of tack-
ling something new without someone explaining to you
how to proceed” (0=0.87). The response alternatives
range from 1=not at all capable to 7=fully capable.

The psychometric properties of the scale validated on a
sample of 2069 students aged 15-19 from 14 Italian cities
are described in Caprara.’

The first scale of the Clipper questionnaire, “How much
confidence do I have in myself?” by Soresi and Nota,? was
used to measure self-efficacy in decision-making. This
scale is entitled “Confidence in one’s ability to make deci-
sions” (seven items including “If I set my mind to some-
thing, I will surely be able to accomplish it” and “When I
decide to do something, I start working right away”
a=0.82). Responses are associated with a five-point Likert
scale (1=not at all satisfied; 5=extremely satisfied). The
psychometric properties of the instrument are illustrated in
Soresi and Nota.?

To assess students’ satisfaction in different school and
life domains, the “My Student Life questionnaire” by
Soresi and Nota? was used. Specifically, we considered the
following scales:

- School experience and type of preparation received
(seven items, e.g., “I am really satisfied with the
school I am attending”; a=0.86);

- Relationships with classmates (three items, e.g., “I can
say that I really talk a lot with my classmates”;
a=0.70);

- General situation (three items, e.g., ““I think things are
better for me than for my classmates”; a=0.70);

- Perceived support (two items, e.g., “In case of need, I
know where to find those who can help me”; a=0.79).

The respondent can rate themselves on each item using
a five-step Likert scale (1=not at all satisfied; 5=very

satisfied).

The psychometric requirements of the instrument are
given in Soresi and Nota.>

A sociographical form was also used to analyze past
and future choice intentions, regularity in the study, and
family socioeconomic status.

Data analyses

This is a cross-sectional study, which included several
steps.

In the first phase of the work, reliability checks were
carried out on the scales using Cronbach’s Alpha.

A Factorial Multivariate Analysis of Variance
(MANOVA) was carried out to assess if some independent
grouping variables (in our case, at first, gender and the
age’s transition) explain a statistically significant amount
of variance in the questionnaire’s scales (self-efficacy in
decision-making and life satisfaction).

After, the MANOVA was carried out using other inde-
pendent grouping variables: type of career choice; univer-
sity versus job; and presence/absence of school drop-out
risk.

The significance level for all statistical analyses was
p= 0.05.

Results

Self-efficacy in decision-making: Differences by
gender and age

The MANOVA showed significant differences in decision-
making self-efficacy associated with gender (Wilks’
Lambda=0.983; F=18.035; df=2; sig=0.0001; p <0.05)
and age (Wilks’ Lambda=0.98; F=20.935; df=2;
sig=0.0001; p<<0.05): girls obtained lower scores
(N=862; M=3.38; SD=0.85) than boys (N=1242;
M=3.51; SD=0.83) and younger students (school class of
first: N=1340) obtained lower scores than older students
(school class of fifth: N=764). No interaction effects
between the variables emerged. Regarding self-efficacy in
problem-solving, only differences emerged by age
(F=41.585; df=1; sig=0.0001; p < 0.05) with no interac-
tion effects with gender: younger students scored lower
(M=4.67, SD=1.02) than older students (M=4.96;
SD=0.86).

Differences by type of future choice and
intention to drop out of studies

The MANOVA highlighted significant differences in the
self-efficacy scales by type of future choice (Wilks’
Lambda=0.974; F=25.848; df=2; sig=0.0001; p <0.05),
both as regards self-efficacy in problem-solving (F=51.658;
df=1; sig=0.000) and self-efficacy in decision making
(F=11.173, df=1; sig=0.001). Students intending to
choose university obtained higher scores in self-efficacy in
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problem-solving (N=906; M=69.871; DS=12.021) than
students intending to immediately choose a job (N=1063;
M=65.418; DS=13.101). The same type of result was also
obtained with reference to self-efficacy in decision-making
(M=14.389 vs M=13.866).

The MANOVA revealed significant differences also
with regard to the intention to drop out (Wilks’
Lambda=0.997; F=3.287; df=2; sig=0.038; p<0.05):
students, who thought of dropping out during secondary
school, obtained lower scores in self-efficacy in problem-
solving (N=1052; M=66,424; DS=13,707) than students
who never thought of dropping out (N=917; M=68,195;
DS=12,853). The same results were also obtained about
self-efficacy in decision-making (N=1052, M=14.246,
DS=3.299; N=917, M=13.01; DS=3.302).

Satisfaction with quality of life: Differences by
gender and age

The MANOVA showed significant differences in satisfac-
tion with the quality of life associated with gender (Wilks’
Lambda=0.966; F=24.902; df=3; sig=0.0001; p <0.05)
and age (Wilks’ Lambda=0.912; F=67.84; df=3;
sig=0.0001; p <0.05).

In reported satisfaction with relationship with peers,
girls scored lower (N=862; M=3.23; SD=0.82) than boys
(N=1242; M=3.46;, SD=0.88); while in satisfaction with
support received, they scored higher (N=862; M=3.866;
SD=0.84) than boys (N=1242; M=3.72; SD=0.76).

Older students also scored significantly higher in school
satisfaction (N=764; M=3.63; SD=0.86) than students at
first years in secondary school (N=1340; M/=3.12; SD=0.85).

Differences by type of choice and intention to
drop out of studies

The MANOVA highlighted significant differences in the
scales of satisfaction by type of future choice (Wilks’
Lambda=0.988; F=4.23; df=6; sig=0.0001; p<0.05)
and by intention to abandon the studies (Wilks’
Lambda=0.962; F=27.93; df=3; sig=0.0001; p<0.05)
without interaction effects between these two variables.
Students intending to choose a career path (N=1063;
M=3.32; DS=1.02) obtained lower scores in academic
satisfaction than students intending to enroll in university
(N=906; M=3.51; DS=1.01). They also scored lower
than the others in satisfaction with the support received
(N=1063; M=3.66; DS=0.78).

Discussion

The research results show, as found in previous studies
conducted in Italy,>®” that in decision-making self-effi-
cacy, girls in the surveyed sample, score lower than their
male peers in Italy. However, no differences emerged
between boys and girls in problem-solving self-efficacy.

This finding is very interesting for possible interven-
tions that could be implemented in schools to promote
self-efficacy in decision-making for girls’ futures.
Reflecting on these variables and other life skills at school
would allow students and female students to understand
how they represent their competencies with respect to their
educational and professional future, to also grasp the pos-
sible limitations they think they have with respect to their
future choices.

Regarding satisfaction with perceived support, adoles-
cent boys surveyed tended to score lower than girls. This
should give teachers and educators pause about the need to
undertake early educational initiatives aimed at preventing
psychosocial distress at school.

This proves to be especially important for students at
risk of dropping out of school. In fact, research results®
showed that satisfaction with perceived support is lower in
first-year secondary school students, students who are not
regular in their studies, and students who are undecided
about whether to take the path to college.

Interventions could be designed’® to improve students’
well-being in the upper secondary school specifically with
students who reported low levels of self-efficacy in life
skills and in problem solving.

Strengths and limitations

This study has some limitations that need to be acknowl-
edged. First, the sample identified is on a voluntary and
convenient basis, and this may have resulted in a selection
bias in questionnaire respondents. Second, the question-
naire is self-report and it could carry with it the limitations
related to the subjectivity of compilation.

In future research, it will be appropriate to accompany it
with additional objective indicators (e.g. economic and psy-
chophysical conditions) that would allow a more complete
representation of students’ satisfaction and well-being.

The issue of well-being in school, which is already
well-known and studied in the scientific literature, requires
further study regarding students’ subjective experience in
the post-pandemic period.

Although the data collected for this research predates
the first lockdown that occurred in Italy by Covid (we had
to stop collecting questionnaires precisely because, as of
March 2020, the school was closed, and it was not possible
for students to fill out the questionnaire), the proposed
results can be useful in providing an articulate and com-
prehensive key to the student’s experiences, in the period
just before the pandemic.

Conclusions

Our study investigated differences in decision-making,
self-efficacy, and life satisfaction in a very large sample
size. Our results confirm many of the findings in the litera-
ture, highlighting how life skills can help students to
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increase and encourage autonomy, problem-solving skills,
and stress management skills related to school transitions
and school dissatisfaction. In recent discussions about
school well-being, educational policymakers have sug-
gested the use of school policies regarding adolescents’
life skills implementation.?° In this regard, the OMS' sug-
gests promoting the prevention of students’ distress in
school and recent research found empirical evidence
showing that high levels of self-efficacy and better student
perceptions of school climate, were associated with lower
student dropout rates.°

It is also worth mentioning the need to create psycho-
logical and guidance counseling paths, according to the
specific transition point students find themselves in, as
well as according to age and gender differences, particu-
larly in contexts in which is high the school dropping-out
risk?! and there are other school problems.?>?}
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Significance for public health

Adolescents’ psychosocial well-being is a central public health
issue, given the quantitative and qualitative consequences it can
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transitions.
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Note

a. Secondary education in Italy lasts 8years and is divided into

two stages: lower secondary school or middle school (ages 11—

14) and upper secondary school or high school (ages 14-19).

Italian students can choose which level of secondary school

to attend; there are three types of secondary school:

- Lyceum, which aims to prepare students for university.

- Technical institute, which is the most common route, and
still leads to a university entrance qualification.

- Institute for specific professions: which includes practi-
cal work related to a specific industry or trade.

References

1. World Health Organization. Life skills education for chil-
dren and adolescent in schools. Geneve: World Health
Organization, 1994.

2. Soresi S and Nota L. Clipper. Portfolio per l'orientamento dai
15 ai 19 anni. Una raccolta di strumenti per l'orientamento
nella scuola superiore. Firenze: Giunti, 2003.

3. Nota L, Ferrari L, Solberg S, et al. Career search self-effi-
cacy, family support, and vocational decision-making: rep-
lication and extension with Italian youth. J Career Assess
2005; 15(2): 181-193.

4. Bandura A. Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New
York: Freeman Impact Publishers, 1997.

5. Lent RW, Wang RJ, Morris TR, et al. Viewing the career
indecision profile within a theoretical context: application of
the social cognitive career self-management model. J Couns
Psychol 2019; 66(6): 690—700.

6. Pedditzi ML and Marcello P. School social context, stu-
dents’ self-efficacy and satisfaction in high school. Open
Psychol 2018; 11: 249-260.

7. Pedditzi ML, Nonnis M and Massidda D. Assertivita ¢ sod-
disfazione degli studenti nelle transizioni scolastiche: Una
ricerca nella scuola secondaria superiore. Psicol della Salut
2016; 2: 43-62.

8. Commodari E, Platania S, La Rosa VL, et al. Psychological
well-being in adolescence: relationships between life skills,
self-efficacy, and metacognitive skills. Mediterr J Clin
Psychol 2022; 10(1): 1-19.

9. Pastorelli C, Vecchio GM and Boda G. Autoefficacia
nelle life skills: soluzione dei problemi e comunicazione
interpersonale. In: Caprara GV (ed.) La valutazione


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2276-4581
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4862-4213

Journal of Public Health Research

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

dell’autoefficacia. Costrutti e strumenti. Trento: Erickson,
2001.

De Caroli ME and Sagone E. Generalized self-efficacy and
well-being in adolescents with high vs. low scholastic self-
efficacy. Procedia Soc Behav Sci 2014; 141: 867-874.
Sagone E, De Caroli ME, Indiana ML, et al. Psychological
well-being and self-efficacy in life skills among Italian
preadolescents with positive body esteem: Preliminary
results of an intervention project. Psychology 2018; 9:
1383-1396.

Sagone E, De Caroli ME, Falanga R, et al. Resilience and
perceived self-efficacy in life skills from early to late adoles-
cence. Int J Adolesc Youth 2020; 25(1): 88-890.

Edgerton RB. Quality of life from a longitudinal research per-
spective. In: Schalock RL (ed.) Quality of life: Perspectives
and issues. Washington, DC: American Association on
Mental Retardation, 1990, pp.149—-160.

Lewinsohn P, Redner J and Seeley J. The relationship between
life satisfaction psychosocial variables: New perspective. In:
Strack F, Argyle M and Schwartz N (eds) Subjective wellbe-
ing. New York: Plenum Press, 1991, pp.141-169.

Levitt MJ, Silver ME and Santos JD. Adolescents in transi-
tion to adulthood: Parental support, relationship satisfaction,
and post-transition adjustment. J Adult Dev 2007; 14: 53—63.
Kumar R, Seay N and Warnke JH. Risk and resilience in
adolescents’ transnational school transitions: academic

18.

20.

21.

22.

23.

motivation and psychological well-being. Adv Motiv Achiev.
2012; 17: 147-176.

. Bonino S, Cattelino E and Ciairano S. Adolescenti e rischio.

Comportamenti, funzioni e fattori di protezione. Firenze:
Giunti Editore, 2007.

Lo Presti A, Nonnis M and Briscoe J. The Protean and
Boundaryless Career in Italy: Game on? In: Cortini M.,
Tanucci G and Morin E (eds) Boundaryless careers and
occupational wellbeing. London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2011, pp.7-16.

. Pedditzi ML, Fadda R and Lucarelli R. Risk and protective

factors associated with student distress and school dropout:
A comparison between the perspectives of preadolescents,
parents, and teachers. Int J Environ Res Public Health 2022;
19: 12589.

Delle Fave A and Bassi M. Psicologia e salute. Esperienze e
risorse dei protagonisti della cura. Torino: Utet, 2013.
Ministero dell’Istruzione, dell’Universita e della Ricerca.
Dispersione scolastica: Fenomeno in calo ma resta divario
nord-sud. Roma: MIUR, 2017.

Pedditzi ML and Lucarelli L. Bullismo e rischio depressivo:
Una indagine esplorativa in un campione di studenti nella
prima adolescenza. Med Bambino 2014; 33(8): 533-534.
Pedditzi ML, Nonnis M and Nicotra EF. Teacher satisfaction
in relationships with students and parents and burnout. Front
Psychol 2021; 12: 703130.



