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Introduction
In countries such as Canada, international education has undergone rapid policy shifts aimed at reducing international student numbers. These changes have included restrictions on working rights while in study and shifting pathways to post‑graduation employment. These changes also affect accompanying partners who migrate with international students but hold neither student nor immigrant status. Accompanying partners often face limited access to supports and constrained employment opportunities, which have implications for their well-being. Importantly, international students and accompanying partners make career decisions to pursue international education as a shared strategy for advancing long‑term career development. Under changing policy conditions, these decisions become jeopardised. Understanding how couples navigate this uncertainty is essential for supporting their well-being and future career pathways.
Objectives
This study aimed to:
1. Explore how international students and accompanying partners make sense of their shared career decision‑making in shifting restrictive policy contexts.
2. Generate insights to inform career development practice that supports couples navigating these uncertain, shifting contexts.
Theoretical Basis
Happenstance Learning Theory (HLT; Krumboltz, 2009) focuses on unplanned events, experiential learning, and intentional engagement with uncertainty. For international students and accompanying partners, labour market barriers and shifting policy contexts create unanticipated challenges that require ongoing learning and adaptation. HLT supports an exploration of how couples interpret unexpected events and cultivate readiness to act, navigating uncertainty and co‑creating career pathways.
Methodology
This Intepretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) study included international students and their accompanying partners who participated in 1.5 to 2‑hour semi‑structured interviews exploring their shared decision‑making and how it was shaped by experiences of policy change. IPA enabled an in‑depth exploration of how partners individually and collectively interpret their experiences and respond to uncertainty.
Results
Three general experiential themes illustrate how couples navigated uncertainty together:
· Dual navigation of geography and policy from different social positions. Partners experienced the same policy context differently due to their distinct visa statuses, employment access, and social identities. Couples described navigating both physical relocation and shifting policy contexts simultaneously, remaining persistent through these unplanned events.
· Working as a unit to achieve more than as individuals. Participants emphasised collaboration, mutual support, and shared strategising. Career progress for one partner was experienced as progress for both, reinforcing a shared orientation toward flexibility and learning.
· Openness to the unknown and readiness to act. Couples described cultivating curiosity and staying alert to possibilities. This reflects the HLT skill of optimism in the face of uncertainty as a catalyst for growth.
Conclusions
Given the likelihood of continued policy uncertainty, career development services need responsive approaches that recognise both international students and accompanying partners, and the relational aspects of career decision‑making. Aligned with the focus on Matariki, this presentation will provide study insights that support wellbeing through acknowledging uncertainty and strengthening couples’ capacity to navigate shifting contexts, navigating toward hopeful career futures.
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