Title: Career Identity Reconstruction and Emergence of Agency Among Detained Young Adults with Substance Use Histories 


[Introduction] The career development of young adults with substance use histories is often shaped by a "split identity," reflecting a psychological disconnection between their core selves and illicit behaviors. This fragmentation is further compounded by stigma, disrupted relationships, and repeated institutionalization. Within compulsory detention settings, individuals face intersecting adversities, including legal labeling, economic instability, and psychological distress. For individuals with co-occurring mental health challenges, these conditions may further deepen their marginalization and make them more vulnerable to institutional neglect. Although such environments are typically characterized by rigid and passive programming, they may also function as a buffered space for reflection when interventions shift toward participatory engagement.

[Objectives] This study builds upon a previously established multilevel adaptability framework comprising three interrelated dimensions—life, career, and recovery—and has informed the development of a strengths-based career group intervention (Tien et al., manuscript under review). It aims to investigate how such an intervention facilitates the emergence of self-initiated agency and supports the reconstruction of career identity among young adults with a history of substance use within a constrained institutional context.

[Theoretical Basis] Grounded in McAdams’ (2011, 2013) narrative identity theory and a strengths-based perspective, this study is situated within an East Asian cultural context. It attends to relational dynamics in Chinese culture—such as filial responsibility, face, and role-based accountability—and conceptualizes their influence as dialectical. These cultural forces may operate both as sources of pressure and as psychological resources that facilitate transformation and responsibility-taking.

[Methodology] Using grounded theory, this study analyzed in-depth interviews with 15 participants aged 25-40 in a strengths-based career group conducted at a Taiwanese compulsory detention center. The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Fu Jen Catholic University (FJU-IRB No. C114042). Semi-structured individual interviews were conducted using an interview guide that explored participants’ group experiences, perceived changes, personal adversities, strengths, resources, and future perspectives. The analysis focused on transformation trajectories across three temporal phases: past adversity, present transformation, and future-oriented reconstruction. To enhance rigor, the research team engaged in ongoing dialogic discussion to establish analytical consensus, employing researcher triangulation throughout the coding and interpretive process.

[Results] The findings reveal a dynamic, process-oriented transformation. First, participants described identity fragmentation, characterized by a split between survival-driven illicit behaviors and their core aspirations. Second, detention functioned as a simplified and buffered environment that reduced external triggers and enabled reflection. Within this context, group dialogue and writing-based activities—including the "Life ECG," a timeline-based tool through which participants mapped the interweaving of significant life events and drug use trajectories—served as mediational tools that externalized internal experiences and supported self-reflection. Rather than being directly produced by intervention content, transformation emerged through participants’ developing capacity for self-initiated agency. At the same time, culturally embedded relational dynamics—particularly feelings of indebtedness, responsibility, and aspirations to become a "responsible son" or "parent"—served as key catalysts for change. Third, participants reconstructed future-oriented identities, characterized by clearer career planning, relational repair, and the development of a "rehearsed identity"—a process through which participants, within a constrained institutional environment, began to pre-enact future selves through narrative, dialogue, and reflection in preparation for social reintegration.

[Conclusions] The findings suggest that transformation in constrained environments is driven less by directive intervention than by the cultivation of conditions that support the emergence of agency. The creation of a "space of choice"—through voluntary participation and reflective engagement—is central to this process. This study contributes to the field of career guidance by offering a culturally grounded and process-oriented account of identity reconstruction among marginalized populations, highlighting the importance of participatory, relational, and context-sensitive interventions in promoting sustainable reintegration.
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