Emerging Theories of Career Development and Counselling

Chapter 2 discusses five new career development theories published in the 1990s. These theories devote more attention to the needs of women and cultural minorities. The theorists also attempt to develop counselling interventions based on their theories. You will be aware of the influence of other theories from the social sciences and humanities within these emerging theories. 

Peterson, Sampson, and Reardon (1991) developed a theory based on the predication that cognitive information processing (CIP) is central to career decision-making. This theory is based on ten assumptions with its focal point on the development of processing and career problem solving abilities. The role of the counsellor in CIP theory is to identify the client's individual needs and develop strategies for assisting the client to acquire the identified knowledge and skills required to address his or her needs. This is achieved through a sequential career problem solving process called CASVE.

Lent, Brown and Hackett (1996) present social cognitive career theory (SCCT) as a complementary addition to existing theories of career development. Lent et al. focus on the concept of self-efficacy, particularly as it relates to self-efficacy deficits, restricting one's range of career options and leading to the underutilization of one's abilities. Social cognitive career theory (SCCT) is derived from Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory, combining cognitive, self-regulatory and motivational processes into a lifelong phenomenon. Key theoretical constructs include self-efficacy, outcome expectations and personal goals. An individual's personal agency is viewed as an important variable in determining one's progress in his or her career choices. 

Brown's (1996) value-based, holistic model of career and life-role choices, and satisfaction is based on the fundamental assumption that human function is greatly influenced and shaped by one's value orientation. From this perspective, values are viewed as the most important variable in career decision-making. Values develop out of the interaction between one's inherited characteristics and life experiences and value-laden messages acquired from one's environment form the core of individual cognitive, affective, and behavioural patterns. Values will guide one's behaviour within a given environment based on the extent of congruence found in the environment. 

Contextualist theories focus on the relationship between the individual and the environment as each is considered inseparable and reciprocal. One contextualist explanation of career counselling is action theory, proposed by Young, Valach and Collin (1996). The fundamental tenet of this theory is action, focusing on the whole in the context in which action takes place, thus the study of actions is the major focus of careeer counselling. Joint actions include those career-related actions taking place among people whereas project refers to an agreement of action between two or more people. Career, used within this theoretical context, is similar to project but can also form connections among actions and evaluate plans, goals, emotions and internal cognitions. The major distinction between a project and a career is the duration of time involved. This theory offers a systematic method of evaluating and interpreting actions and the context in which they take place. With regard to career decisions, the relationship between an individual's unique characteristics and the environment is central, resulting in insight as to the goodness of fit.

Self-efficacy theory (Hackett & Betz, 1981) focuses on gender differences, particularly as they relate to low self-efficacy among women, thus limiting their career mobility and options. This theory is founded on Bandura's (1977, 1986) social learning theory, emphasizing self-efficacy in one's thoughts and images, thus influencing psychological functioning.

Cognitive Information Processing (CIP) Theory

Cognitive Information Processing (CIP) theory was developed by Peterson, Sampson and Reardon (1991). CIP theory focuses on how individuals make career decisions and use information in career problem solving and decision-making. CIP theory is based on the following ten assumptions:

1. Career choice results from an interaction of cognitive and affective processes;

2. Making career choices is a problem solving activity;

3. The capabilities of career problem solvers depend on the availability of cognitive operations as well as knowledge;

4. Career problem solving is a high-memory-load task;

5. Motivation;

6. Career development involves continual growth and change in knowledge structures;

7. Career identity depends on self-knowledge;

8. Career maturity depends on one's ability to solve career problems;

9. The ultimate goal of career counseling is achieved by facilitating the growth of information-processing skills;

10. The ultimate aim of career counseling is to enhance the client's capabilities as a career problem solver and a decision maker.

Based on these ten assumptions, career counselling should provide clients with learning events designed to develop their processing abilities and thus their capabilities as career problem solvers. Viewing career problem solving as primarily a cognitive process, Peterson et al. (1991) developed a sequential procedure known as CASVE. This procedure includes (a) communication; (b) analysis; (c) synthesis; (d) valuing; and (e) execution. This model places an emphasis on learning within career counselling and views cognition as the medium by which to attain greater personal power and control over one's career path. In this regard, CIP is similar to other theories focusing on the development of career decision-making skills.

The role of the counsellor using CIP theory is summarized as follows:

1. Initial interview;

2. Preliminary assessment;

3. Definition of problem and analysis of cause;

4. Formulation of goals;

5. Development of individualized learning plan;

6. Execution of individualized learning plan;

7. Summative review and generalization.

If, by stage 7, the problem is resolved, counselling is terminated. If the problem remains unresolved, the counsellor and client return to Stage 3 to re-define the problem and its cause and work through the sequential process again. 
Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT)

Lent, Brown and Hackett (1996) present SCCT as a complementary theory, highlighting the increasing emphasis on cognitive development within career development theory. Working from a collaborative stance with other theorists, Lent et al. suggest three ways to translate and share knowledge. These include (1) seeking agreement on the meaning of conceptually related items; (2) fully describing and defining common outcomes found among different theories; and (3) fully explaining the relationships among diverse constructs.

Underlying SCCT is Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory, bringing together cognitive, self-regulatory and motivational processes into a lifelong phenomenon. The major goals of SCCT are: (1) delineate the particular mediators from which learning experiences shape, and therefore influence career behaviour; (2) explain how diverse career variables interrelate and influence growth and the contextual variables that lead to career outcomes; and (3) enhance individuals' sense of personal agency to achieve a career outcome or adapt to career change.

SCCT emphasizes three theoretical constructs. First is self-efficacy, representing a set of beliefs about a particular domain of performance. Lent et al. postulate that self-efficacy develops out of four forms of learning: (1) personal performance accomplishments; (2) vicarious learning; (3) social persuasion; and (4) physiological states and reactions.

The second construct is outcome expectations, reflecting one's beliefs about anticipated outcomes or consequences of a particular behaviour. Individuals' motivation may be extrinsically or intrinsically driven and outcome expectations arise from learning experiences similar to those identified for self-efficacy.

Personal goals comprise the third construct and are identified as guides sustaining behaviour. Through the processing of personal goals, individuals develop a sense of personal agency, which interacts with self-efficacy and outcome expectations, and shapes self-directed behaviour.

Because SCCT places an emphasis on learning within the social and cultural world, variables such as gender and ethnicity are viewed from a social construction perspective rather than as immutable biological traits. Therefore, this theory focuses on how learning opportunities are shaped by social, cultural and economic conditions, thus influencing self-efficacy and outcome expectations. 

Career choice is conceptualized as a process rather than a discrete event. The choice process is comprised of three components: (1) establishing a goal; (2) taking action to implement the choice; and (3) attaining a level of performance determining the direction of future career behaviour. An individual's personal agency is the most important variable influencing progression within the choice process. Lent et al. describe the pathways to career choice as follows:

1. Self-efficacy and outcome expectations promote career-related interests;

2. Interests influence personal goals;

3. Goal-related actions lead to performance experiences;

4. The outcome of one's performance determines future paths by strengthening or weakening one's self-efficacy;

5. A career decision is established or goals are re-directed.

Lent et al. note that the extent to which an individual is supported in his or her career-related endeavours and experiences positive environmental influences, the more easily are goals turned into actions. 

Values-Based Approach to Career Development

Brown's (1996) values-based approach to career development is based on the assumption that one's level of functioning is impacted and shaped by the individual's value orientation. Whereas interests play a minor role in career development for Brown, values are thought to greatly influence one's accepted standard of behaviour, forming rules by which individuals judge their own and others' actions. From this perspective, Brown considers values to comprise the most important role in career decision-making, providing direction to a desired end state and have a central role in goal setting. Values also become a determinant in rationalizing one's behaviour.

Values are thought to develop out of the interaction between (a) inherited characteristics; and (b) life experiences. From this developmental perspective, Brown suggests that children are exposed to thousands of value-laden messages which are assimilated and shaped into core values, ultimately influencing one's cognitive, affective, and behavioural patterns. When faced with contradictory messages, values weaken, leading to ambivalent cognitions, and portrayed in conflicting behaviour.

Using this values-based approach to career choice, Brown provides six propositions:

1. Individuals prioritize only a small number of values.

2. Highly prioritized values are the most important determinants of life-role choices if they meet the following criteria:

3. a) One option must be available to satisfy the life-role values.

4. b) Options to implement life-role values are clearly delineated.

5. c) The difficulty level of implementing each option is the same.

6. Values are acquired through learning value-laded information in the environment. This information is cognitively processed while interacting with the individual's inherited characteristics. Other factors influencing social interactions and opportunities are cultural background, gender, and socioeconomic level. These factors influence career choices and other life roles.

7. Life satisfaction depends on life roles that satisfy all essential values.

8. A role's salience is directly related to the degree of satisfaction of essential values within roles.

9. Success in a life role depends on many factors, some of which are learned skills and some of which are cognitive, affective, and physical aptitudes.

Brown adheres to the following protocol within career counselling: (a) carefully scrutinizing clients for mood problems such as anxiety, depression and other mental health issues; (b) assessing values via both quantitative and qualitative methods; (c) using feedback interviews for inventory results as a counselling intervention to increase client introspection about his or her values; and (d) linking values with occupational exploration guides and computer programmes. 

Contextual Career Theories

Contextual explanations of career counselling arise from a philosophical position known as constructivism, suggesting that "individuals construct their own way of organizing information and that truth or reality is a matter of perception" (Sharf, 1996, p.405). This philosophy forms the core of contextualist theories which attempt to understand how clients make meaning from current actions and subsequent experiences. 

Action theory (Young, Valach & Collin, 1996) offers a contextual explanation of career counselling. Young et al. define action as the whole in the context in which action is taken and the study of actions is the major focal point of this theory. Actions include both everyday experiences and social processes, reflecting one's social and cultural world. Actions are examined from three perspectives: (1) manifest behaviour; (2) internal processes; and (3) social meaning. Actions and events can only be analyzed as people engage in events.

Key Theoretical Constructs

Action: The wholeness of an event and the succession of changes that result from interaction with others and their contexts.

Joint Action: An action occurring among people. The focus is on the action of the dyad.

Project: An agreement of actions between two or more people.

Career: Similar to a project as it can construct connections among actions and evaluate plans, goals, emotions, and internal cognitions. A career extends over a longer period of time than a project.

Elements: Physical and verbal behaviour organizing action.

Goals: The highest level of action, usually representing the general intention of the individual or group.

The focus of action theory is to interpret and evaluate human actions and the context in which they take place, looking at what the counsellor and client are doing together. In terms of career choice, contextualist theorists consider both the individual and the environment and their reciprocal effects on each other. The relationship between the individual's unique characteristics and those of the environment determine the goodness of fit. Individuals either adapt to the environment or limit career choices according to the demands of the environment.

