Classification of Career Counselling Theories

The practice of career counselling requires a thorough theoretical and developmental grounding. We are often "inclined to overlook the significance of one fundamental principle--that one can perform effectively in a professional position only when one has mastered the knowledge and theory in which that profession is based. For the beginner, concerned with building skills or competency, (HOW to do something), it is easy to overlook the more essential factor--WHY--that something is done. The why is based on the theory that serves as a frame of reference for counselling." (Isaacson, 1993, p.20). The goal of this lesson and lesson 4 is to provide you with sufficient understanding of existing career counselling theories upon which to build a theoretical foundation and begin to find the answers to "why" certain foci are taken within career counselling.

Classifying different career counselling theories is difficult. Each theory often has certain commonalities with other theories and thus it is easier to deal with a cluster of somewhat similar concepts than to learn each theory individually.

Trait and Factor Approach

Frank Parsons is frequently viewed as the father of the vocational guidance movement and he was an early proponent of the trait and factor method of vocational counselling, having published the book, Choosing a Vocation, in 1909.

Parsons believed that career decision-making could be accomplished by a three-step approach involving, (a) evaluating the individual; (b) evaluating occupations and (c) matching the individual with a well-fitting occupation. His theory evolved during a time of intense study of individual differences and the simultaneous introduction of psychometric testing. Thus, the trait and factor approach played a significant role in the development of vocational tests and the use of career information.

Jones (1970) lists five assumptions underlying the trait and factor approach: (1) vocational development is largely a cognitive process in which the individual uses reasoning to arrive at his decision; (2) occupational choice is a single event; (3) there is a single right goal for everyone making decisions about work; (4) a single type of person works in each job; and (5) there is an occupational choice available to each individual.

From a trait and factor perspective, the goal of career counselling is to assist clients to identify their particular abilities, aptitudes, interests, and values in order to determine what occupation one would be best suited to. The individual's traits are then matched to factors associated with information gathered about particular occupations to identify the best type of work for the individual. It is assumed that there is an optimal career niche for everyone based on their measured abilities.

Williamson (1939, 1949, 1965) promoted a trait and factor approach to career counselling, helping to establish it as a widespread practice, even when integrated with other career decision making theories. Williamson believed that humans are capable of rational career choices when they are provided with adequate information about themselves. He used six steps in career counselling: (1) analysis (collecting data about the client from all available sources); (2) synthesis (organizing and summarizing data to identify client strengths and weaknesses); (3) diagnosis (drawing inferences from the data that help to explain the client and the client's problems); (4) prognosis (attempting to predict the degree of success the client might encounter); (5) counselling (helping the client to understand the different possibilities and their potential likelihood of success); and (6) follow-up (checking later with clients to ascertain what happened). 

While a standardized approach and psychometric testing can be useful within the career counselling process, trait and factor theory is relatively static, failing to view individuals from a developmental perspective where abilities, interests, values, aptitudes and personalities can grow and change (Sharf, 1996). Questions have also been raised with regard to its applicability to cultural and socio-economic groups outside the relatively homogeneous white middle-class male samples upon which this theory and much of the standardized testing used for career decision making was developed.

The trait and factor approach progresses from a gathering of personal data and self-analysis information, discussion of the client's own choices and decisions with counsellor analysis, and assessment of the vocational future, all based on Parsons' approach of examining the individual, the work, and the relationship between the two. It is these basic components upon which most other theories rely.

A Needs Approach

Ann Roe's (1956) theory of career choice grew out of her developmental study of five scientists and social scientists and their backgrounds and personalities. Roe posited that early childhood experiences influence career development, particularly as it pertains to satisfaction in person-oriented and nonperson-oriented occupations.

The basic assumption underlying Roe's theory is that the quality of one's early relationships affects the development of interests and in turn, occupational choice. This theory is known as a needs theory because attention is situated on the wants and desires stimulating the individual to develop an occupational preference. Roe relied on Maslow's (1954) hierarchy of needs to help explain the role that needs play in occupational choice. Basic needs are patterned on the basis of childhood experiences. Lifestyle is formed as a product of both heredity and early environment, is motivated by one's needs, and is channelled into career seeking behaviours. The central suppositions of this theory are that one's psychological needs must be met and major personality development occurs during early childhood years.

Based on psychometric research and the development of interest inventories (Roe & Lunneborg, 1990), Roe developed an occupational classification system based on two major categories, person-oriented and nonperson-oriented work. Person-oriented occupations include (a) service; (b) business contact; (c) managerial; (d) general culture; and (e) arts and entertainment whereas nonperson-oriented occupations include (a) technology; (b) outdoors; and (c) science. How far an individual progresses in a career within any chosen category is thought to be dependent on one's ability and socioeconomic background.

Family Atmosphere

Roe proposed that the emotional climate in the home, the relationship between parents and child, is one of three types: (1) emotional concentration, (2) avoidance, and (3) acceptance, with subdivisions overlapping each type.

Let's examine these three types of family atmospheres in more detail.

Emotional Concentration of the Child

1. Overprotective Parents encourage dependency. These parents are indulgent, they limit the child's friendships and protect the child from other children.

2. Overdemanding Parents set high standards, enforce conformity and expect the child to be constructively busy. They select friends for the child in accordance with their own standards.

The parental atmosphere of emotional concentration of the child could lead to occupations in service, business contact, organizations, general culture, arts and entertainment.

Avoidance of the Child

1. Rejecting Parents' attitude toward the child is one of coldness, hostility and ridicule. These parents tend to establish rules to protect themselves from intrusions by the child.

2. Neglecting Parents do not express hostility but simply ignore the child and provide a minimum of physical care without affection. 

These two types of parental attitudes lead to occupational choices that are non person oriented such as technology, the outdoors, and science.

Acceptance of the Child

1. Loving Accepting Parents give the child warmth and affection, and help with important things without being monopolistic. They tend to reason rather than punish and encourage independence in the child.

2. Casual Accepting Parents are noninterfering largely by default. These parents produce a child with a major orientation towards people and therefore occupational choices would include careers in service, business contact, organizations, general culture, and arts and entertainment.

Individuals raised by warm and attentive parents are thought to seek careers in person-oriented occupations, meeting their needs for a sense of belongingness and affection. Nonperson-oriented occupations attract individuals who need safety and security, having been raised by cold or rejecting parents and therefore avoid interpersonal contact in their work.

Roe's two-way occupational classification (person vs. non-person orientation) has been used in the development of several standardized interest inventories. However, Roe did not design a counselling programme in concert with her theory. Moreover, she has modified her position in that she now acknowledges that in addition to early parent-child relations, other variables unaccounted for by her needs theory are also important factors in career decision making. She digresses from trait and factor theory in a number of ways, one important one being her belief that there is not one niche occupation for a given individual and more than one type of individual can succeed with in a given occupation.

Revisions of the Needs Approach

Although there is little empirical research to support Roe's needs theory, her two-way classification of occupations is well applied and her attention to the developmental impact of childhood on career issues is noteworthy.

Typology Approach

John Holland's typology approach is well-established and his personal orientations have been applied to a number of standardized interest inventories. From Holland's perspective, individuals are attracted to careers compatible with their personality types and one's career choice is viewed as an extension of his or her personality. Moreover, careers have distinct personalities, attracting particular workers. A good fit between the personality of the individual and the personality of the work environment will lead to career fulfilment and satisfaction whereas a poor fit will decrease the likelihood of satisfaction.

Holland's (1992) theory of six modal personalities and occupations is based on the following assumptions:

1. In our culture, most persons can be categorized as one of six types: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising or conventional (p.2).

2. There are six kinds of environments: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, or conventional (p.3).

3. People search for environments that will let them exercise their skills and abilities, express their attitudes and values, and take on agreeable problems and roles (p.4).

4. A person's behavior is determined by an interaction between his/her personality and the characteristics of his/her environment (p.4).

Personality Types

A personality type is developed through genetic inheritance and developmental experiences, leading an individual to seek employment compatible with his or her approach to life tasks. Holland categorizes people into six categories described briefly below. Zunker provides more detailed descriptions in Chapter 2 of Career Counseling: Applied Concepts in Life Planning.

Realistic - People who have athletic or mechanical ability, prefer to work with objects, machines, tools, plants, or animals, or to be outdoors.

Investigative - People who like to observe, learn, investigate, analyze, evaluate, or solve problems.

Artistic - People who have artistic, innovative or intuitional abilities, and like to work in unstructured situations, using their imagination or creativity.

Social - People who like to work with people--to inform, enlighten, help, train, develop, or cure them; people who are skilled with words.

Enterprising - People who like to work with people--influencing, persuading or performing or leading or managing for organizational goals or for economic gain.

Conventional - People who like to work with data, have clerical or numerical ability, carrying things out in detail or following through on others' instructions.

Holland's hexagonal model of personality types presents five concepts. These concepts are important as individuals with similar personalities may bring very different issues to career counselling. These concepts are as follows:

Consistency - Consistency refers to both personality and work environments. Some types have more in common then others. Typically, codes adjacent to each other have more in common than those in opposition on the hexagon. The closer the individual's personality types on the hexagon, the more consistent will be the individual's preferences.

Differentiation - An individual whose personality type falls into one category will be dissimilar to other categories whereas individuals whose personality fits into several categories is thought to be undifferentiated or poorly defined.

Identity - An individual with a strong sense of identity will have a clear and stable idea of their career goals, interests and talents. A workplace's identity describes its clarity, stability and integration of goals, tasks and rewards.

Congruence - Congruence is the extent to which an individual's personality fits with his or her work environment.

Calculus - Holland posits that the theoretical relationships between types of occupational environments make these environments well suited to empirical research techniques.

Holland believes that not only is self-knowledge critical but occupational knowledge is essential to making sound career judgements and decisions. Thus, it is imperative that one has knowledge of both the personality of oneself and different work environments in order to come to an appropriate career decision.

