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New theory: implications for guidance practice. Liane Hambly

Our understanding of career choice theory and, indeed, our own experience suggest that

people make career decisions in a variety of ways depending on personality and the

decision in hand. Career choice theory and research increasingly recognises the validity

of diverse approaches to decision making and yet there is evidence to suggest that

actual guidance practice remains largely unchanged (Bimrose 2006). The Trait and

Factor model is still dominant in the UK despite there being no evidence to support or

refute its effectiveness (Sharf cited in Bimrose 2006).

The aim of this paper is to explore how individual guidance may acknowledge and work

with different decision making styles. It is outside the scope of this article to fully explore

the relationship between reason, intuition and feeling but useful references are provided.

The practical examples provided are the results of a two year field study in which over

600 advisers were asked to share best practice and generate new ideas for working with

clients.

Beyond Trait and Factor; theoretical developments

Inherent in the trait and factor approach is the notion of rational career planning whereby

the client logically appraises information in the light of set criteria to select the best

option (Nelson-Jones 1996). Gelatt (1989) argues that, whilst of value, rational career

planning alone does not enable clients to navigate a world which is complex,

unpredictable and in a constant state of change. The following is a brief summary of

theoretical developments which advocate a more flexible approach to career guidance:

 Decision making styles: just as with learning styles, there are diverse decision

making styles (Nelson-Jones 1996) or mindsets, (Blenkinsop et al 2005). Whilst we

may utilise a range of decision making methods, people appear to have mind-sets

that reflect their personality. Our approach to decision making will be influenced by

how optimistic, how risk adverse, how pragmatic, rational or intuitive we are.

 Intuitive decision making: there is evidence to suggest that intuitive decision

making may even be more effective in some situations than rational decision making

(Gladwell 2005) (Zhaoping and Guyader 2007). Intuition has received scant attention

due to a misapprehension that it is a fuzzy, emotional knee-jerk response that
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maintains clients’ comfort zones (Claxton 2000). However intuition is an informed

way of knowing; a mental process that is informed by tacit rather than explicit

knowledge, (Gladwell 2005).

 Planned Happenstance: our pathways are often not planned but unfold in the light

of whom and what we meet along the way. The Planned Happenstance theory

(Mitchell et al 1999) regards keeping an open mind and actively preparing for chance

opportunities as an effective approach to career management.

 Community Interaction A primary influence on career planning is the interaction

that a client has with significant others such as parents, peers and teachers (Law

1981). For example, with its emphasis on individualism, the trait and factor model is

culturally biased and has been shown to have little relevance for sections of the

Asian community (Arulmani 2007).

If any of these arguments ring true for practitioners, then we need to seriously question

practice purely based on trait and factor models, not to negate its validity but to

challenge its dominance.

Exploring Motivation and Approach

Practice based on Trait and Factor tends to start with an exploration of the client’s

requirements (‘self awareness’) and the options available (‘opportunity awareness’). If

we take into account the above theories, then it makes sense to take a step back and

begin by discovering the client’s approach to decision making and their motivation to

engage in the process.

Advisers, consciously or unconsciously, use frameworks to explore client needs. The

Career Management Cycle (Fig 1) is an attempt to integrate a number of existing

assessment or narrative frameworks such as the Wheel of Change (Prochaska and

DiClemente 1994) and DOTS (Law 2000). It is not anticipated that every stage will be

explored in a single interview, nor is it intended that the sequence always has to be

rigidly followed.
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Fig 1: Career Management Cycle

Approach
Employ a conscious, effective
process for decision making

Motivation
Ready and able to face

change

Self awareness
Aware of own wants,
needs, abilities etc

Opportunity awareness
Aware of the valid options,

what they involve and require

Decide
Select best option

Implement decision
Access opportunities: apply,
manage selection etc.

Manage outcomes
Cope with success or
‘failure’

Evaluate process
Reflect on learning

Pre-motivation: not
realising there’s a change or
decision to be faced

Most of the stages are self explanatory but the stages of motivation and approach

require further clarification.

‘Motivation’ is the client’s readiness to face the decision, a commitment to taking

responsibility and a degree of confidence in one’s capacity to manage the process.

‘Approach’ is the process by which clients explore and identify suitable options, the way

in which they make decisions, select and reject ideas (their mindset or style).

During the period September 2004 – November 2006, 617 advisers1 were asked to

identify questions and activities which could be used to explore the client’s Motivation

and Approach (fig 2). It is important to place a few caveats on the use of these findings:

 The questions are not intended as a script, merely as illustrative examples.

 They are written in note form and do not reflect the actual language used.

 Such questioning would take place only after a rapport and contract had been

established.

1 The sample consisted of 372 Qualified Advisers (QCG/DCG/ NVQ4) and 245 working towards NVQ4.
Of these, 399 worked for Careers Companies in Wales and Scotland, 56 Adult Advisers in England
(Learndirect and nextstep) and 162 for Connexions. The clients worked with included Adults, young people
and those with additional or special needs.
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 These are initial questions and tactics – the client would be encouraged to reflect

and expand.

Fig 2
Motivation Decision Making Approach

NB: In contracting some indication
of the client’s motivation may have
been gathered in response to the
question ‘what brought you here
today?’

How do you feel about ….?
(decisions faced such as leaving
school, changing jobs, going back
to work).

On a scale of 0-10, a) how ready
do you feel? b) how confident do
you feel about making this
change? c) how important is this to
you?

Is there anything holding you back
from making this decision?

What are your reasons for wanting
to make this decision/ change?
Why now?

Have you done anything so far to
sort this out? (research etc) Has
anything stopped you from taking
action?

How long have you been trying to
sort this out?

Activity: using pictures. The client
selects a picture that represents
how they feel about their situation.

What made you think of (their ideas)? How did you arrive at
that idea?

Have you had any other ideas? What happened to those
ideas? What made you change you mind?

How are you going to choose between option ‘A’ and option
‘B’? What steps do you think you need to take to make this
decision?

How have you approached such decisions in the past?
(work experience, options, jobs, courses). In hindsight,
would you do anything differently? Is this how you want to
approach this decision?

What made you decide to do Option ‘A’ and not Option ‘B’?
(reasons for rejecting options).

How would you feel about ____? (the different options
available e.g. routes and their reactions to these/ reasons
for rejecting options).

What have other people said about your ideas?
(influences).

How do you make other decisions (choosing clothes etc)
Would you use the same method for choosing a job/
course?

If you were to advise a friend about how to choose what to
do, what would you say?

Activity: prompt cards of decision making styles. The client
is asked to reflect on how they have made/ are making
decisions.

The advisers made a number of observations regarding the findings and current

practice;

a) Whilst they may ask some motivation and approach questions, many felt that

they paid insufficient attention to these areas.

b) They subsequently identified additional tactics for strengthening current practice.

For example, to understand the client’s approach it’s useful to move beyond the

justification for an existing plan and explore how they made past decisions,
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rejected previously held ideas and ruled out other options. These territories often

reveal more about the client’s values, influences and assumptions.

c) The sequence of questioning was also regarded as important, that if an

exploration of motivation and approach had occurred at the outset, then the

methods used to explore self and opportunities could have been more tailored to

the client.

d) Advisers who work intensively with clients appreciated having a framework that

acknowledges the importance of motivation and soft outcomes.

e) Prompt cards with words and/or symbols to explore the client’s motivation and

approach were regarded as a useful addition to the adviser toolkit for clients who

did not respond to the traditional question-answer sequence.

Implications for self and opportunity awareness.

The exploration of motivation and approach will have implications for whether and how

the client and adviser continue to work through the cycle e.g.

 Identifying and addressing motivational issues will ensure that the client sees the

relevance of and engages fully in the process.

 Enabling the client to become conscious of their decision making encourages

clients to step back and evaluate the potential consequences, whether their

approach is working or whether they need to utilise alternative strategies. The

adviser can then ensure that any exploration of self and opportunities is an

agreed approach, tailored to individual clients and their needs.

A challenge for the adviser is to be able to employ a number of tactics to supplement or

use as an alternative to the rational approach. The following are examples of methods

for working with intuition, all of which provide a starting point for further discussion and

reflection;

 Reacting to opportunities: glancing at vacancies or courses and asking for their

immediate reactions as to what they would like or dislike; which key words they

react against or towards; which images are appealing or not.

 Visualisation; imagining they have made the choice (taking each option one at a

time) and seeing what it feels like. This exercise can be used to discern whether

or not to listen to one’s intuition.
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 Hypothetical removal: outlining the options, taking these one by one and asking

the client how they would react if it was not available. At the end the client is

asked which evoked the strongest response. A more positive variation is to write

the options on folded pieces of paper and ask the client to pick one and ask for

their reaction if this was the option they had chosen. They proceed to select the

other pieces and answer the same question.

Methods for supporting other decision making approaches include the following:

 Experiential: a pragmatic approach of reaching a decision through tasters, visits

and talking to people in the workplace;

 Planned Happenstance: keeping an open mind but engaging in a process of

curious exploration through pro-active networking and trying out new learning

experiences to see where they lead.

Conclusion: integration, not negation

The argument for recognising the validity of different decision making styles does not

negate the value of rational decision making but does challenge its dominance. There

are some people for whom rational career planning is an effective decision making style,

the way in which they approach and manage their lives. However, it should not be

imposed on everyone, and other equally effective methods should be acknowledged and

worked with.
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