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Section 1: Introduction 

 
1.i Programme aim and learning outcomes  
Aim: To provide an overview of and introduction to the main theories of career 

choice and change management 
 

Learning outcomes:  
The learning outcomes for working through this handbook are as follows. To 

• Understand the role and purpose of research to inform career guidance 

theory and practice  

• Understand some of the key concepts underpinning career theory and 

practice 

• Understand a range of career “choice” theories 

• Understand theories of motivation and their application in career 

development practice 

• Understand a range of concepts and models for supporting clients in their 

career planning and development 

• Understand theories of change management in career development 

practice 

• Understand the application of career theories, concepts and models to 

support own practice 

 
1.ii How to use the workbook 
 

Key to symbols: 
 

 

Questions for reflection 

 

Activities  
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The workbook is not meant to provide a comprehensive overview of all career 

theory but an introduction with references for further research. References are 

provided throughout the handbook using footnotes. There is a separate reading 

list which is updated annually, and which includes 

- Websites 

- Core texts 

- Blogs by recognised authors 

- Web-based articles 

- Free journals 

- Videos 

 

The document is unprotected so that tutors can highlight those they suggest as 

core reading and add any additional resources. The copyright header, however, 

must remain.  

 
 

 

 
         



4.ii Overview of career choice theories (excerpt for sample – a wide range of key theories are addressed) 
 

Theory Simple explanation Allied practice models Authors and references 

Differentialist 
theories 
Also known as: 
Trait and factor, 
Person-environment 
fir, Technical 
rational matching. 
 
Academic 
discipline: 
Differentialist 
psychology 

“To make a career decision you need to 
identify your interests and skills and 
then match these to job profiles” 
 
This theory is based on a premise 
that people’s interests and needs 
can be identified, classified and 
then matched to opportunities.  
A rational approach to decision 
making is seen as leading to greater 
job satisfaction. 
 

Psychometric tests 
 
Skills and interest inventories 
that are subsequently linked 
to areas to research 
 
Computer aided guidance 
matching programmes (that 
generate job ideas) 
 

 
Parsons, F. (1909) Choosing a vocation. 
  
Holland, J. (1997). Making vocational 
choices 
  
Rodgers, A. (1952) The 7 point plan 
  
 

Developmental 
theories 
 
Also known as Life-
stage theories 
 
 
Academic 
discipline: Social 
and Developmental 
psychology 

“We can’t simply match people to jobs 
…. Our sense of who we are and what’s 
important to us changes over time” 
  
These theories are largely based on 
an understanding of adult and child 
development. The basic premise is 
that people’s self-concept or identity 
develops and changes over time as 
they pass through different life-
stages. 
  
In career terms, people become 
more vocationally mature, realistic 
and able to compromise.   

Career learning programmes 
that enable people to 
become more self-aware and 
objective about 
opportunities. 
 
Career conversations that 
explore and develop a 
client’s self-concept. 
 
Understanding that people 
have to go through a dream-
setting and fantasy stage 
before becoming realistic 

Super, D. (1957) The psychology of 
Careers 
  
Super, D (1990) A life-span, life-space 
approach to career development. 
 
Ginzberg, E. et al (1951).  
Occupational Choice: An Approach to a 
General Theory.  
 
Ginzberg E. (1971). Toward a Theory of 
Occupational Choice. 
  
Levinson, D. (1978) The seasons of a 
man’s life 
 
Levinson, D (1996) The seasons of a 
woman’s life 
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4.iii Overview of theories of motivation, transition and change management  (excerpt for sample) 
There is some overlap between the theories – understanding what motives people enables us to design models and 

techniques to increase motivation to change. The categorisation below is a matter of where the emphasis of the theory lies.  

 

A. Transition theories: aligned to developmental theory, these explore how people experience and respond to change.  
Theory Simple explanation Allied practice models Authors and references 

 
Young people 
and transition 
 
 
Academic 
disciplines 
Youth employment 
Sociology 
Anthropology 
 

Rites of passage are socially 
recognised times and experiences 
that facilitate the movement from 
one stage of life to another. Often a 
collective experience.   
Roberts is probably the most well-
known author on career transitions 
(the same Roberts as Opportunity 
Structuralism!). His latest work 
examines how young people’s 
transition from school to 
employment has become prolonged 
(they enter the workforce later than 
in the 1970s), individualised (less of 
a collective experience than it used 
to be) and increasingly uncertain. 
 
Hodkinson (the same as the 
careership theory) studied a group 
of young people transitioning from 
school to work. 
 

 
As long-term work may be a 
way off, longer term goals 
may be less of a focus 
(broad job families rather 
than specific ideas). The 
focus is on routes and 
options 
 
Reality adjustment – learning 
to accept the realities of the 
labour market. 
 
Recognising how young 
people create other rituals 
and ways of belonging e.g. 
gang culture 
 
Mentoring and support 
through transition 

Roberts, K. (1968) The entry into 
employment:  an approach towards a 
general theory', Sociological Review, 
16, 1968, pp. 165-184.   
 
Roberts, K. (1997) Prolonged 
transitions to uncertain destinations: 
the implications for careers 
guidance', British Journal of Guidance 
and Counselling, 25, 1997, pp 345-360. 
 
Hodkinson, P. Hodkinson, H. 
Sparkes, A.C. (1996) Triumphs and 
Tears 
Young People, Markets, and the 
Transition from School to Work. David 
Fulton 
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B. Motivation theories (excerpt for sample) 

Theory Simple explanation Allied practice models Authors and references 
 
Pink’s theory of 
motivation 

 
 
Academic 
discipline 
Behavioral science 

Based on research in the US and India, 
once people have sufficient money so as 
not to be worried about it, money ceases 
to be a motivator. In fact, bonuses drive 
down performance. What motivates 
people are three factors – autonomy 
(self-determination) mastery (skill) and 
finding purpose in what one is doing. 
These build intrinsic motivation or drive.  
  

Identifying what financial 
rewards are enough in order to 
focus on mastery, sense of 
purpose and autonomy. 
 
When someone says they want 
to make a difference, then tools 
such as the UN’s sustainable 
development goals may be 
useful (which goals/world 
problems would they like to 
contribute to?)  

 
Pink, D. (2009) Drive: the 
surprising truth about what 
motivates us 
 

 
Career Inaction 
 
Academic 
discipline 
Psychology: 
• the psychology of 

“doing nothing” 
• career transition 

theory 
 
 

This theory explores the psychological 
reasons why people don’t take action or 
prematurely give up even when 

a) they want to and  
b) there are no external barriers to doing 

so. 
Rather they stay in unsatisfactory jobs 
and suffer burnout, regrets and lowering 
of performance.  
Reasons behind inaction include: 
- difficulties in making decisions,  
- anxiety about uncertain outcomes 
- short-term costs winning over long term 

gains  
- cognitive overload/stress 
- pays offs in current job such as pay, 

pension and people. 
- Norms around staying  

Motivational interviewing 
(rolling with resistance, 
empathising with reasons for 
ambivalence, increasing 
discrepancy) 
 
Cognitive behavioural 
coaching (“what’s the worst 
that could happen?”) 
 
Reality testing – making the 
future more concrete through 
visioning, visits, information 
 
Breaking action into smaller, 
timescaled steps 

 
Verbruggen and De Vos (2020) 
When People Don’t Realize Their 
Career Desires: Toward a Theory of 
Career Inaction.  Academy of 
Management Review Vol. 45, No. 2 



 

6. Early Sociological Theories 
 
Structuralism has its roots in sociology and focuses less on the individual and more 

on the impact that social structures may have in shaping career choices and 

development. The main argument is that people’s access to opportunities is limited 

by factors such as gender, race, social class, globalisation, geography and culture.  
  
6.i Ken Roberts’ Opportunity Structuralism 
Perhaps the most well-known theorist is Roberts (19681). He challenged the 

emphasis on individual choice inherent in the psychological theories of career 

choice. Roberts’ initial research (1968) into working class males indicated that 

entry into employment is determined by the home, the environment, school, peer 

groups, job opportunities. He believed that choice for many people is a fallacy, that 

careers are determined by factors such as class. His later work expanded the study 

of factors to include gender, race, networks. 

Roberts therefore challenged the whole notion of there being ‘occupational choice’, 

preferring the concept of ‘opportunity structure’ within which there was little or no 

choice for some people. As a result, career guidance should focus on  

a) enabling the client to adjust to what is available   

b) providing a placement service with job search.  

(Daws 1981)2 argues that this theory is far too deterministic and does little to 

address inequalities in society - a more proactive approach of advocacy, capacity 

building and challenging of opportunity structures is required. 

 Roberts’ later work (1997)3 maintained the central tenet of structural determination 

but did recognise the increased individual nature of transitions.  

 
1 Roberts, K., (1968). The Entry into Employment: An Approach towards a General Theory. The 
Sociological Review, 16(2), pp.165-184 
2 Daws, P.P. (1981) The socialisation/opportunity-structure theory of the occupational location of school 
leavers: A critical appraisal, in Watts, A.G., Super, D.E. & Kidd, J.M. (Eds) Career Development in 
Britain: Some contributions to theory and practice, Cambridge, England:CRAC/Hobsons Press, 246-278. 
3 Roberts, K. (1997) `Prolonged Transitions to Uncertain Destinations: the implications for careers 
guidance', in British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 25, 3, p345-360 
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6.ii Phil Hodgkinson (19974) Careership  
Hodgkinson acknowledges the powerful influence of structures but is less 

deterministic than Roberts. He draws on Bourdieu’s concepts of Habitus and 

Cultural Capital to explain the interaction between individual agency (the power to 

act and think for yourself) and social structures (institutions, cultural norms etc).  

 

Habitus – people learn or absorb values, beliefs, ways of thinking and behaving 

from the world they inhabit. A young person with a middle-class upbringing is more 

likely to hold views in alignment with that social group. Likewise for someone from 

a working class background. In counselling theory this learning process would be 

called introjection. 

Cultural Capital – these are social assets that enable people to achieve, climb the 

ladder, “fit” into certain situations. They include accent, networks, education, 

mannerisms, language. 

Social structures are designed by those in power, and therefore will reflect their 

own values and interests.   

 

The field - central to the careership theory is the metaphor of the field. Individuals 

stand in a field of life experience, social norms and expectations. This will be their 

comfort zone, but also the boundaries of the field will set the limits for the 

opportunities they believe are open to them. Hodgkinson called these boundaries 

“horizons for action”. Outside the field are opportunities that are unknown, 

unfamiliar, or simply seen as out of reach. People therefore make pragmatic 

decisions within their fields – they have choice but it is constrained or influenced 

by the horizons for action. 

 

 

 
4 Hodkinson, P and Sparkes, A.C. (1997) Careership: A Sociological Theory of Career Decision 
Making. British Journal of Sociology of Education, Vol. 18, No. 1 (1997), pp. 29-44 
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Reflection – what did 
your field look like 

when you were young?  
 

Activity – draw 
this field. Inside the 
boundaries, what 

were the social and cultural 
norms? The opportunities 
you were exposed to, that 
were seen as open to you? 
What opportunities lay 
outside the field? 

 

Whilst acknowledging the constraints of the habitus and cultural capital, 

Hodgkinson is not deterministic. Horizons do shift in the light of experience.  

 

Reflection: what life experiences changed your perceptions, increased your 

cultural capital? What are the implications for career development work?  

 

  

CAREERSHIP -HODKINSON
38

Horizons for action

Pragmatic decisions based on what 
one knows, is familiar with, “fits” 
cultural norms and expectations

Even if given information, people are 
not rational 

©Liane Hambly 2022



Career Theory Development Theory ©Liane Hambly 2023 

  12 

 
Section 8: Constructivism, Life-design and Narrative 

 
 
8.i Constructivism 
Building on social learning theory, constructivism delves deeper into 

understanding how we form our individual lens (constructs), how we construct 

knowledge of self and the world. Early constructivist theories were primarily 

psychological, whereas social constructivism pays more attention to the 

influence of context in shaping these constructs.  

 

Modern developments in understanding how the brain works (neuroscience and 

neuropsychology) enable us to understand further the subjective aspect of career 

choice and behaviour. According to Gothard et al (2001)5, whilst people are 

capable of rational thinking, the notion of a rational ‘self’ is untenable. Rational 

career planning is limited because it ‘neglects the subjective perspective that a 

person lives’ (Cochran 1997:viii)6. The way in which people interpret the world and 

make sense of it is highly personal and informed by experience and culture. Trait 

and Factor matching approaches impose a set of constructs which may have little 

relevance to the way in which the client views and makes sense of the world. In 

contrast, the constructivist approach emphasises the importance of exploring and 

understanding the client’s constructs.  

 

Individuals make their choices in context (Young and Collin 1992)7 (Savikas 1997, 

2005)8 and construct their own meaning and interpretation of their world. Each 

time a choice has to be made a range of different factors may come into play. 

 
5 Gothard, B. et al (2001) Careers Guidance in Context. SAGE Ch 2. 
6 Cochran, L. (1997) Career Counseling: A Narrative Approach, Thousand Oaks, California, Sage.  
7 Young, R.A. and Collin, A. (1992) Interpreting Career: Hermeneutical studies of Lives in Context. Westport, 
CT:Praeger 
8 Savickas, M.L. (2005) ‘The theory and practice of career construction’ in Brown, S.D. and Lent, R.W. (eds) 
Career Development and Counseling: putting theory and research to work, New Jersey, USA: John Wiley & 
Sons Inc, p42-69. 
Savickas, M.L. (1997) ‘Constructivist career counseling: models and methods’, Advances in Personal 
Construct Psychology, Vol.4, No.2. pp149-182.  
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Advisers need to be aware of and strive to understand the client’s constructs but 

also be mindful of imposing their personal constructs and values onto the client.   

 

8.ii Savikas and Life-Design9 
Savikas uses the metaphor of the story to explore how we make sense of our past, 

present and future, weaving together themes, interpreting what happened, 

replaying patterns or making changes so that events unfold in a different direction. 

The client is the author of their story, the practitioner helps them to reflect, make 

sense of and express it. Once conscious of the themes and patterns, the 

client/author can make conscious choices as to how they interpret events and 

manage transitions. 

This theory shifts the focus from personality (as in matching theories with its stable 

traits) to two meta career competencies 

a) Identity  

b) adaptability 

“Identity is knowing your story and when to change, and adaptability is knowing 

how to change …. in an unstable world we don’t unfold, we adapt” (Savikas 

2013)10.  

To have career adaptability, people possess the following … 

a) concern - about the future 

b) control – having a sense of agency, that you can be the active agent 

c) confidence 

d) curiosity 

 

The term career counselling is used for the role of the practitioner. The theory is 

laden with language such as meaning-making, purpose, belonging, mattering, 

career-management (managing yourself), author of the unique you, facilitation, 

story-telling.  

 
9 Life-Design Counseling Manual, M. L.  Savickas, 2015 
10 Savikas, M. (2013) Keynote. International conference. Larios. Video (26.45-27.10 mins) 
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