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Abstract

Occupational decision-
making is an ongoing concern
with university students and
knowing what developmental
tasks facilitate the process can
make this particular problem-
solving task easier. The present
study explored the connection be-
tween vocational self-concepts,
ego-identity and career indeci-
sion. Participants (N=202) were
university students enrolled in an
Introductory Psychology class.
Correlational and regression
analyses revealed a strong nega-
tive relationship between voca-
tional self-concept crystallization
and occupational indecision and a
more moderate negative relation-
ship between advanced identity
status and career indecision.
These results make a case for the
importance of a vocational iden-
tity in the developmental and ca-
reer decision-making process.
Limitations and implications for
future research and practice are
discussed.  

Résumé

Travail de prise de déci-
sion est une préoccupation per-
manente avec les étudiants
universitaires et de savoir quelles
sont les tâches de développement
de faciliter le processus peut faire
ce notamment à résoudre les
problèmes tâche plus facile. La

présente étude a exploré la rela-
tion entre formation profession-
nelle des auto-concepts,
l’ego-identité et l’indécision de
carrière. Les participants (n =
202) étaient des étudiants univer-
sitaires inscrits dans une classe
introduction à la psychologie.
Les analyses de corrélation et de
régression a révélé une forte rela-
tion négative entre la formation
professionnelle du concept de soi
de cristallisation et de l’indéci-
sion professionnelle et une rela-
tion plus modérée négative entre
le statut des identités avancée et
l’indécision de carrière. Ces ré-
sultats plaident en faveur de l’im-
portance d’une identité
professionnelle dans le
développement et la carrière du
processus décisionnel. Limita-
tions et les implications pour la
recherche future et de la pratique
sont discutées.

Occupational decision-
making can be seen as a problem-
solving task that, even under the
best of circumstances, can be
daunting and difficult.  Students
as early as Grade 6, but in partic-
ular grade 12 and through the
years immediately following
graduation, are typically required
to make decisions regarding edu-
cation and training that will im-
pact their occupational path.  In
making these decisions they are,
by necessity, compelled to use
whatever self-knowledge they

have available at the time, re-
gardless of developmental status,
along with whatever occupational
information they have been given
or with which they are familiar.
Jarvis (2002) points out that it is
“testimony to their personal re-
sourcefulness that most students
eventually find their way to ac-
ceptable, if not optimal, employ-
ment and lifestyles” (p. 41).  The
common belief during much of
the twentieth century was that,
given access to sufficient occupa-
tional information and guidance,
students would make appropriate
career decisions (Jarvis, 2002).
Studies of school-to-work transi-
tions have raised doubts about
whether simply providing infor-
mation and guidance is sufficient
(Krumboltz & Worthington,
1999; Savickas, 1999), however,
and in contrast, the present
world-of-work environment ne-
cessitates an attitude of continu-
ing self-appraisal and attunement
to occupational information,
within the context of self-knowl-
edge, starting at an early age.
This is something Savickas
(1999) referred to as the need for
students to “look ahead” and
“look around”.  

In order to be able to en-
gage in occupational decision
making, Savickas (1999) sug-
gested that students leaving
school need to have developed
competence and skill in five do-
mains: (a) self-knowledge, (b)



occupational information, (c) de-
cision making, (d) planning, and
(e) problem solving. When any
one of these requisite factors is
lacking the task of making occu-
pational decisions can move from
daunting to insurmountable.
While the provision of informa-
tion that facilitates the develop-
ment of the last four of these
competencies and skills may po-
tentially be quite uniform in con-
tent, the acquisition of
information about self is both
personal and idiosyncratic.  

The research described
here was motivated by the desire
to better understand how the de-
velopment of self-knowledge im-
pacts occupational
decision-making, within a cogni-
tive information-processing
model. 

Growth at University

The university experience
provides the opportunity to ex-
plore and develop a more clear
and well-differentiated sense of
self and the period of time stu-
dents spend in university offers
an environment structured prima-
rily around facilitating student
cognitive development.  The de-
velopmental needs of university
students, however, are not limited
to cognitive development but in-
clude growth in the areas of per-
sonal and vocational identity
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993;
Morgan & Ness, 2003).  Univer-
sity students frequently change
their occupational plans and ma-
jors while in college.  In addition,
or possibly as contributing fac-
tors, they often experience a lack
of confidence in the occupational

exploration process, self-knowl-
edge that is unclear and uncer-
tain, limited occupational
knowledge, and the anxiety of
vocational indecision (Johnson,
Nichols, Buboltz, & Riedesel,
2002).  Vocational indecision
among university students and
their high school counterparts has
been a significant and widespread
concern for career professionals
across North America (Symes &
Stewart, 1999). 

Developmentally speak-
ing, university students are typi-
cally moving from a recent
“decision point” (Patton &
Creed, 2001), senior year of high
school, into a period that allows
for further growth and explo-
ration, but with another decision
point on the horizon.  It is during
this period of late
adolescence/early adulthood that
they develop a realistic self-con-
cept (Super, Savickas, & Super,
1996).  Late adolescence is also
viewed as the period in life when
childhood identifications are syn-
thesized (Marcia, 1966) and as a
time of growing occupational and
ideological commitment (Erik-
son, 1956) as ego-identity moves
towards an achieved status.  Iden-
tity formation involves a signifi-
cant amount of personal
exploration and Cote and Levine
(1988) point out that the social
contact typical of the university
experience is likely to pressure
students into exploring their iden-
tity, even when they may appear
to have already made firm iden-
tity commitments.  Developmen-
tally speaking, there is an
expectation in North American
society that at this stage in life
students should be able to “crys-

tallize” or specify, and implement 
an occupational choice (Savickas,
1984).

Vocational Decision-Making
and Career Indecision

While “few if any stu-
dents are ideal career
planners…some appear to have
less career indecision and seem-
ingly find it easier to decide on a
career path than others do” (Mor-
gan & Ness, 2003, p. 33).  Inde-
cision refers to a broadly
accepted term that encompasses
both undecidedness and the more
complex, indecisive decision
maker.  A majority of individuals
appear to experience undecided-
ness, a normal developmental
state, and in most cases the unde-
cidedness is due to information
deficits or a lack of developmen-
tal readiness (McAuliffe, Picker-
ing, & Calliotte, 1991). While
undecided individuals will typi-
cally make a decision when the
appropriate circumstances arise,
career indecisiveness is seen as
more trait-like in its characteris-
tics and often extends to other de-
cision-making situations in their
lives (Vondracek, Hostetler,
Schulenberg, & Shimizu, 1990).
Individuals who are indecisive
tend to possess a more pervasive
pattern of psychological difficul-
ties than the undecided, with psy-
chological type (DiRusso,
Carney, & Bryan, 1995), anxiety
(Healey, 1991), and a number of
personality dimensions (New-
man, Gray, & Fuqua, 1999)
found to be related to vocational
indecision.

Periods of vocational in-
decision may come and go over
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the life span and these periods
can be viewed as a necessary
state through which individuals
pass on their way to reaching a
decision (Osipow, 1999).  For
adolescents and young adults,
however, on-going indecision can
result in missed opportunities, in-
appropriate decisions, and anxi-
ety.  Osipow et al. (Osipow,
Carney, Winer, Yanico, &
Koschier, 1976) suggested that
there are four reasons for occupa-
tional indecision, the first of
which, a lack of self-knowledge,
may be related to deficits in en-
coding, processing, or being able
to access relevant information
about self stored in memory.  In-
sufficient episodes or ineffective
integration and/or differentiation
of information could result in a
lack of knowledge or insight into
the aspects of self that are related
to vocations (Tokar, Hall, &
Moradi, 2003). 

Development of Self 
Knowledge

Every new experience
adds to our network of concepts
and contributes to the overall or-
ganization of knowledge in mem-
ory and repeated experiences lead
to generalizations that can en-
hance memory (Siegler, 1998).
Thinking about and talking about
memories helps to consolidate
them in long-term memory and in
the schema network (Schacter,
1996; Savickas, 2011).  Pre-exist-
ing knowledge influences mem-
ory and the way one remembers
an event will depend on the pur-
poses and goals at the time of the
event and when the event is re-
called (Schacter, 1996).  As peo-
ple get older they have access to

a greater store of content knowl-
edge to bring to bear on under-
standing new situations, and this
greater store of knowledge helps
in making decisions about what
subsequent information to focus
on.  Existing knowledge also pro-
vides a framework for organizing
new information and serves as a
point of comparison against
which to check the plausibility of
recalled sequences. 

What we believe about
ourselves then, is largely deter-
mined by our past experiences
and the episodes they create in
memory.  Schacter (1996) stated
that our sense of self or identity
is highly dependent on explicit
memory for past episodes. The
self is represented in memory at
different levels (Hart & Fegley,
1997).  At the highest level the
self-concept is a theory with a set
of assumptions about the nature
of self in relation to the world.
At a lower level the self is made
up of many interrelated schemas.
And at the most specific level the
self is derived from personal
episodes in memory.  There are a
number of factors related to an
episode that make it likely that it
will be reflected upon in deter-
mining a self-trait (Hart & Feg-
ley, 1997).  The episode’s
uniqueness and consequentiality,
or relevance to personal goals,
tend to make it more memorable.
Unexpected events or episodes
that evoke emotion are better re-
membered and actions are better
remembered than thoughts. 

Exploratory experiences
are critical to vocational deci-
sion-making and occupational
development because they mod-
ify and shape the way students
see themselves and the world of

work.  Taylor (1988) suggested
that college work experiences
like internships may aid in the
transition from school to work
because they contribute to a
greater crystallization of voca-
tional self-concept and work val-
ues.  Clarification of vocationally
related self-concepts can occur
while reflecting on these past
paid and unpaid work experi-
ences (Sampson, Lenz, Reardon,
& Peterson, 1999).  The concepts
that arise out of experience be-
come the material for the devel-
opment of a more broad system
of self-concepts as described by
Super (Super, Starishevsky,
Matlin, & Jordaan, 1963) in the
literature.

Vocational Self-concept

Super (Super, Stari-
shevsky, Matlin, & Jordaan,
1963; Super, Savickas, & Super,
1996) advanced a model of voca-
tional development that identified
a series of age-related stages of
development across the life span,
leading to a constellation of per-
sonal constructs, or self-concepts,
that individuals have about self
and the world.  Some of our self-
concepts have relevance to occu-
pations and their attributes.
Vocational self-concepts have
relevance to occupations and
their attributes, and as one part of
our self-concept system, overlap
with other self-concepts within
the system.  For example, one’s
academic self-concept likely has
a great deal of overlap with one’s
vocational self-concept.  At the
same time, the self-concepts con-
sidered to be part of the voca-
tional self-concept do not have to
be related to one’s occupational
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preferences (Landine, 2004).  For
instance, traits such as landscap-
ing skills could be part of the vo-
cational self-concept but may not
be relevant to one’s vocational
preference.  For some people,
this system of self-concepts is
well organized and for others it
isn’t. 

Vocational self-concept
crystallization is the term applied
to the extent to which an individ-
ual has a clear sense of their own
vocationally relevant interests,
abilities, traits, and attitudes
(Tokar, Hall & Moradi, 2003).
The lack of a crystallized voca-
tional self-concept as described
here has been clearly linked with
occupational indecision (McAuli-
ffe, Pickering, & Calliotte, 1991;
Tokar, Withrow, Hall, & Moradi,
2003). 

Experience, in the form of
practical work experiences such
as domestic and overseas term
work, has been shown to increase
vocational self-concept crystal-
lization (Hannigan, 2001), pre-
sumably because it provides
students with the opportunity to
test the “fit” between their abili-
ties, interests, values and satisfac-
tion with the chosen work
environment.  Hargrove, Creagh
and Burgess (2002) suggested
that greater exposure to a diver-
sity of experiences in the form of
different cultures, types of peo-
ple, work environments, and
leisure activities fosters greater
self-awareness and knowledge of
the world-of-work.

With a confident and
clear understanding of self, based
on developmental experiences,
individuals are able to integrate
additional information into voca-
tional planning with some confi-

dence (McAuliffe, Pickering, &
Calliotte, 1991).  In contrast, for
individuals whose understanding
of self is less clear and whose ex-
pectations and cognitive schema
are negative about their place in
the world-of-work, the provision
of self- and occupational infor-
mation may not be useful and vo-
cational planning may be
impeded.  For example, a study
by Cabral and Salomone (1990)
found that well-developed self-
concepts enabled individuals to
process information that had been
unforeseen.  This same informa-
tion was confusing to persons
with negative schemata about
their own occupational potential.

It appears, not unexpect-
edly, that vocational concept
crystallization increases with age.
Older students and students in
higher grades have been shown
to score higher on crystallization
(Barrett & Tinsley, 1977) and
lower on indecision (Osipow,
1987).  Poe (1991) found that
students in later years of their un-
dergraduate program reported
more stable vocational identities
and less need for occupational in-
formation.  According to Chick-
ering and Reisser (1993),
autonomy is one of the major
areas of development necessary
to the formation of one’s identity.
As individuals grow up and expe-
rience more of the world they be-
come more autonomous and their
level of vocational maturity in-
creases.  Vondracek, Silbereisen,
Reitzle, and Wiesner (1999) saw
the timing of being able to state a
vocational preference corre-
sponded to more advanced levels
of identity development. 

Identity and Vocational 
Identity

The period of adolescence
to young adulthood is one of syn-
thesizing childhood identifica-
tions into something Marcia
(1966) referred to as ego-identity
status.  Recognizing that not
everyone achieves identity status
the same way or at the same time,
Marcia used empirical studies to
identify four possible statuses of
ego development: identity
achievement, moratorium, fore-
closure, and identity diffusion.
The four identity statuses vary
along two dimensions: the extent
to which individuals have (or
have not) experienced an identity
crisis, and the extent to which in-
dividuals have committed to an
ideological and interpersonal
possible self. This analysis yields
four identity status categories: at
the extremes lie the identity-
achieved status (people who have
experienced a crisis and have
made commitments) and identity
diffused status (no crisis, no com-
mitment).  Between these ex-
tremes lie the foreclosed (no
crisis, high degree of commit-
ment) and the moratorium (cur-
rently experiencing a crisis, but
have not yet made commitments)
statuses.  Research findings have
left little doubt regarding the im-
portance of these statuses. For in-
stance, adolescents in the
achieved and moratorium identity
statuses, the extremes in status,
tend to be more cognitively de-
veloped (Boyes & Chandler,
1992) and score higher on meas-
ures of occupational planning and
exploration (Wallace-Broscious,
Serafica, & Osipow, 1994).  By
contrast, youths identified as hav-
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ing foreclosed and diffused iden-
tity statuses tend to hold more
traditional masculine/feminine at-
titudes, experience more social
anxiety (Adams, Ryan, Hoffman,
Dobson, & Nielson, 1985), and
display fewer prosocial behaviors
and cognitions than moratorium
and achieved adolescents
(Adams, Bennion, & Huh, 1989).
Subsequent studies (Vondracek,
Silbereisen, Reitzle, & Wiesner,
1999) examined how ego-identity
status relates to vocational prefer-
ence and found that early forma-
tion of vocational preferences
was associated with more ad-
vanced levels of identity develop-
ment.  Marcia’s (1980) final
status, Achievement, would rep-
resent an individual with a clear
commitment to a vocational
choice and the research has
shown this status to be character-
ized by significantly less career
indecision than the other three
statuses (Vondracek, Schulen-
berg, Skorikov, Gillespie, & Wal-
heim, 1995) and fewer
occupational decision-making
difficulties (Morgan & Ness,
2003).  Marcia’s theory suggests
that those who are further along
in the identity development
process (Moratorium and
Achievement) should experience
fewer difficulties with vocational
tasks than those at an earlier sta-
tus of development because their
sense of self is more developed.  

Generally speaking, iden-
tity is the process of deciding
“who one is with knowledge
about oneself in the present and
aspirations for the future” (Con-
roy, 1997, p.13) and forms from
family background, education,
and socialization experiences.
Identity development occurs in a

variety of domains, one of which
is vocation.  Vondracek et
al.(1999) suggested that voca-
tional identity may actually lead
all other domains in terms of ad-
vancement in development.  The
growing body of research litera-
ture in this area has formed a
strong connection between the
development of identity and vo-
cational self-concept (Adamson,
Hartman, & Lyxell, 1999; Blus-
tein, Devenis, & Kidney, 1989;
Grotevant & Thorbecke, 1982;
Skorikov & Vondracek, 1998;
Wallace-Broscious, Serafica, &
Osipow, 1994).  Vocational self-
concept refers to the occupation-
ally relevant traits the individual
attributes to him or herself and
identity refers to the level of dif-
ferentiation and integration of the
self-concept (Harren, 1979).  The
highly differentiated self-concept
is aware of a wide range of traits
that are held with clarity and con-
fidence.  A highly integrated self-
concept is one in which the traits
are unified and consistent.  The
result is a clear and stable sense
of “who one is” or identity (Har-
ren, 1979).  A more recent study
(Adamson, Hartman, & Lyxell,
1998) reversed the roles of self-
concept and identity, conceptual-
izing identity as the broad
theoretical construct of which the
self-concept is but one compo-
nent.   

Saunders, Peterson,
Sampson, and Reardon (2000)
suggested that a strong vocational
identity may serve as a cognitive
structure or schema on which the
tasks of assimilation and integra-
tion of occupational knowledge
and self-knowledge can be based.
In terms of making an occupa-
tional choice, young people may

be viewed as forming an identity
template prior to their entrance
into the world-of-work (Conroy,
1997).  The template is composed
of a compilation of identities in-
cluding ideal and expected work
roles, similar to Super’s (1980)
occupational self-concepts.
These identities or occupational
self-concepts result from gather-
ing and processing conceptual in-
formation of a number of
occupations, including those of
parents, neighbors, and people
read about in books or seen on
television.  These concepts are
related to concepts of self and
over time they evolve into con-
siderations of vocational opportu-
nities.

In the studies of voca-
tional self-concept and identity
development the uniform effect
of age was similar to that found
in the research literature for oc-
cupational decision-making.
Generally speaking, vocational
self-concept crystallization and
ego-identity status achievement
increase with age (Grotevant &
Thorbecke, 1982; Skorikov &
Vondracek, 1998; Wallace-
Broscious, Serafica, & Osipow,
1994).  Gender differences were
found in some studies and differ-
ences were attributed to accept-
ance of challenging tasks and
lack of concern for the negative
evaluations of others for men,
and an orientation toward work-
ing hard and avoiding competi-
tion for women (Grotevant &
Thorbecke, 1982), men’s ten-
dency to establish identity and
women’s to intimacy (Skorikov
& Vondracek, 1998), and men’s
orientation toward autonomy and
women’s toward connectedness
(Lucas, 1997).  Finally, and most
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importantly in the context of this
research, identity achievement
and vocational self-concept crys-
tallization have both been posi-
tively associated with career
decidedness (Cohen, Chartrand,
& Jowdy, 1995; Kelly & Lee,
2002; Nauta & Kahn, 2007; Wal-
lace-Broscious, Serafica, & Os-
ipow, 1994).  The message
emanating from this line of re-
search is that when individuals
lack crystallized self-concepts,
identity development is less than
optimal or lagging and the ability
to articulate occupational choices
is curtailed, resulting in indeci-
sion, or as in one study (Cohen,
Chartrand, & Jowdy, 1995), a
state of chronic indecision.

Based on these key fac-
tors identified in the literature as
related to the decision-making
task, the research hypotheses
stated that:
1) Individuals who experi-
ence high degrees of occupa-
tional indecision will indicate a
decreased clarity of vocational
self-concept crystallization.
2) Individuals who experi-
ence high degrees of occupa-
tional indecision will indicate the
less advanced identity statuses
(diffused and foreclosed statuses)
and those individuals who experi-
ence low degrees of occupational
indecision will indicate more ad-
vanced identity statuses
(achieved and moratorium sta-
tuses).    

Method

Participants in the re-
search were all members of Intro-
ductory Psychology classes
offered at a university in Atlantic

Canada between March and May
2005.  Two hundred and two stu-
dents volunteered to participate.
A cross-sectional research design
was employed and participants
were asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire package that consisted
of a demographic questionnaire,
a measure of career indecision
and measures of vocational self-
concept and identity. 

Measures

Career decision scale.

The Career Decision
Scale (CDS, Osipow, Carney, &
Barak, 1976) consists of 18 items
measuring the degree of an indi-
vidual’s career indecision.
Agreement with each item is in-
dicated on a Likert scale of 1
(Not at all like me) to 4 (Exactly
like me).  Items 1 and 2 indicate
certainty of choice of career
and/or major, while items 3 to 18
indicate indecision.  The indeci-
sion score is the sum of items 3-
18, with higher scores indicating
higher levels of indecision.  

The CDS manual (Os-
ipow, 1987) reports indecision
test-retest reliability coefficients
ranging from .90 and .82 for two
weeks to .70 for 6 weeks.  A
more recent study (Marco, Har-
tung, Newman, & Parr, 2003) re-
ported an estimate of internal
consistency for the Indecision
scale of .89 (Cronbach’s alpha).
A Cronbach alpha of .89 was ob-
tained when internal-consistency
reliability was assessed in the
present study.  Discriminant va-
lidity of the Decided scale of the
CDS has been demonstrated by
its ability to differentiate career

decided and undecided groups
(Osipow, 1987).  

Crystallization of 
vocational self-concept.

Crystallization of voca-
tional self-concept was assessed
with the Vocational Rating Scale
(VRS; Barrett & Tinsley, 1977).
The VRS was developed as a
global measure to assess the clar-
ity and certainty of self-perceived
patterns in vocational abilities
and interests.  An individual’s de-
gree of vocational self-concept
crystallization was defined as
“the degree of clarity and cer-
tainty of separate vocationally
relevant self-concepts and the
structure of the self-concepts as a
whole” (Tinsley, Bowman, &
York, 1989).  It consists of 40
self-descriptive statements re-
garding the individual’s aware-
ness of vocationally relevant
attributes and characteristics.
Each item is rated on a five-point
Likert scale (1 = completely
false; 5 = completely true) indi-
cating how true the respondent
feels the statement is about him
or herself at the time of testing.
High total scores (range is 40-
200) indicate a high degree of vo-
cational self-concept
crystallization.  

The VRS was validated
on selected groups of university
undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents by examining the relation-
ship between scores on the VRS
and the Distribution Scale on the
Tennessee Self-Concept Scale
(TSCS).  The VRS has shown
high internal-consistency reliabil-
ity (Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
of .94) in previous research and



has been significantly related to
students’ level of confidence in
their vocational decisions (Tay-
lor, 1985).  A test-retest reliability
of .76 was obtained in the origi-
nal study after a two-week inter-
view.  A Cronbach alpha of .95
was obtained when internal-con-
sistency reliability was assessed
in the present study. 

Identity status.

The instrument used to
assess adolescent identity status
was the Extended Objective
Measure of Ego Identity Status-II
(EOMEIS-II, Adams, Bennion &
Huh, 1989).  The EOMEIS-II is a
64-item self-report scale de-
signed to assess both ideological
and interpersonal identity.  Ideo-
logical identity includes occupa-
tional, religious, political and
philosophical life-style values,
goals, and standards, while inter-
personal identity incorporates as-
pects of friendship, dating, sex
roles, and recreational choices.
Items were designed to determine
the extent of crisis, exploration,
experimentation, and commit-
ment in which adolescents had
engaged in each of these do-
mains. The total scale is broken
down into eight subscales (each
containing eight items), with ex-
aminees receiving four scores in
the ideological domain and four
scores in the interpersonal do-
main.  Items target each of the
four identity statuses in four ide-
ological domains (politics, reli-
gion, occupation, lifestyle) and
four interpersonal domains
(friendships, dating, gender roles,
recreation) (Schwartz, 2004).
Responses to each item are on a
6-point scale, ranging from

strongly agree to strongly dis-
agree. Thus, scores on each sub-
scale can range from 8 to 48. 

Adams et al. (1985) re-
ported status classification agree-
ments between the original
EOMEIS and Marcia’s Ego Iden-
tity Interview that ranged from
70% and 100% working with a
population of undergraduate stu-
dents (late adolescence).   For the
eight EOMEIS-II subscales,
Adams et al., (1989) reported in-
ternal consistency alphas ranging
from .37 to .77, four-week test-
retest reliabilities ranging from
.59 to .82, and moderate correla-
tions between the ideological and
interpersonal subscales, suggest-
ing that these identity domains,
although related, are generally in-
dependent.  Klaczynski, Fauth,
and Swanger (1998) collected
six-week test-retest reliabilities in
the ideological domain (achieve-
ment .33, moratorium .36, fore-
closed .54, diffused .60) and in
the interpersonal domain
(achievement .27, moratorium
.38, foreclosed .67, diffused .74).
With the exception of the inter-
personal-achievement subscale (p
= .07) each of these correlations
was significant.  A more recent
study by Klaczynski (Klaczynski
& Lavallee, 2005) reported Cron-
bach’s alphas of .66, .72, .80, and
.7 for the achieved, moratorium,
foreclosed, and diffused statuses.
A Cronbach alpha of .76 was ob-
tained for the overall instrument
when internal-consistency relia-
bility was assessed in the present
study.  

Results 

Males represented 28 %
(56) of the sample and females

72 % (146).  The average age of
the participants was 20.92, rang-
ing from 17 to 54 years.  The ma-
jority came from the Faculty of
Arts (40.1 %), with the Faculty of
Science (20.8 %) as the next
highest faculty represented.  As
participants were drawn from an
Introductory Psychology class, it
was not surprising to find that the
majority of participants were in
their first year (75.1 %) and the
percentages grew smaller the fur-
ther away from first year partici-
pants got.  When asked to
indicate a chosen major, over half
(51.5 %) answered none/un-
known.  Over one quarter of the
sample (26.7 %) had seen a ca-
reer counsellor or participated in
career counselling before.  Partic-
ipants were also asked to assess
their level of self-knowledge on a
10 point Likert scale in three dif-
ferent areas: interests, abilities,
and personality (A score of 10
was described as High and a
score of 1 Low).  The mean score
for self-knowledge of interests
was 7.8.  For self-knowledge of
abilities the mean was 7.4 and for
personality 8.1.  Participants
were also asked to rate their level
of information about the occupa-
tions they had considered (using
the same scale as above) and the
mean score for this rating was
7.1.  The final two demographic
questions asked participants to
indicate whether or not they had
made a career choice and then
were asked to name, if possible,
two occupations, in addition to
their first choice, that they had
thought about.  More than three
quarters of the sample (86.5%)
indicated some present career
choice and 72.3% named another
two occupations that they had
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considered.  
Mean scores and ranges

were calculated for all variables
and then correlation analyses
were done on the variables in
groups according to their func-
tion in the study.  To answer the
question of how much of the
variability in indecision could be
determined by vocational self-
concept crystallization a standard
multiple regression analysis was
calculated using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS). 

Vocational self-concept,
identity and occupational 
decision-making

Vocational self-concept
crystallization scores represent
the sum of all items endorsed on
the Vocational Rating Scale.  The
mean score for vocational self-
concept crystallization was
144.60. The scores for this sam-
ple ranged from a low of 85 to a
high of 194 (possible range 40 to
200), meaning that although the
sample represented a normal
curve, the curve was situated at
the high end of the range of pos-
sible scores.  Ideological Identity
and Interpersonal Identity Sta-

tuses were calculated using the
SPSS computer syntax provided
by the authors (Adams, Bennion
& Huh, 1989).  All participants
were grouped into one of four
status groups (1 = diffusion, 2 =
foreclosure, 3 = moratorium, 4 =
achieved) for the Ideological side
of identity status and then again
for the Interpersonal identity sta-
tus construct.  For the Ideological
aspect of identity, the part con-
taining vocational identity, the
majority of participants were
placed in two of the status
groups: diffused (41.6 %) and
moratorium (43.6 %).  The other
two groups, foreclosed and
achieved accounted for 5.4 % and
9.4 % of the sample respectively.
For the Interpersonal aspect of
identity the majority continued to
fall into the diffused (19.8 %)
and moratorium (58.9 %) and the
foreclosed and achieved groups
accounted for 7.9 % and 11.6 %
of the sample respectively.  

Correlational analysis of
the variables with age and gender
indicated a low but significant
correlation between age and vo-
cational self-concept (.17, p<.05).
The first research hypothesis pro-
posed that vocational self-con-
cept crystallization and

ego-identity status were related to
each other and related to career
indecision.  The Pearson product-
moment correlation was used to
determine the relationships be-
tween these variables.  The first
two hypotheses stated that voca-
tional indecision scores would be
higher for those participants with
lower vocational self-concept
crystallization, and that voca-
tional indecision scores would be
lower (a negative correlation) for
more advanced identity status
(achieved and moratorium sta-
tuses) and higher for the less ad-
vanced identity statuses (diffused
and foreclosed statuses).  Corre-
lation coefficients (Table 1) indi-
cate that a significant inverse
correlation between vocational
self-concept crystallization and
career indecision was present (r =
-.72, p<.01) as well as smaller
but significant inverse correla-
tions between both Identity status
domains and indecision: Ideolog-
ical (r =  -.32, p<.01) and Inter-
personal (r = -.17, p<.05).  The
two domains were also signifi-
cantly correlated (r = .24, p<.01)
and vocational self-concept was
ignificantly correlated with both
Ideological (r = .39, p<.01) and
Interpersonal (r = .18, p<.01).

 

 

Table 1 
 
Means, Ranges and Inter-correlations of Age, Gender, Vocational Self-Concept Crystallization, Identity Status 
and Career Indecision 
       Correlations 
      __________________________________________ 
 Variable M Range   1   2   3   4   5   6   
1. Age  20.91 17 – 54  -- -.05 .17* .10 -.01 -.13 
2. Gender      -- -.04 -.09 .22** -.07 
3. VSC  144.60 85 – 194    -- .39** .18** -.72**   
4. Ideological Id.  2.21 1 – 4     -- .24** -.32** 
5. Interpersonal Id. 2.64 1 - 4      -- -.17* 
6. Indecision 30.80 16 – 57       --  
 
N = 189 
*    p < .05 
**  p < .01 
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Standard regressions were
performed on both variables in-
dependently with career indeci-
sion as the dependent variable in
an effort to determine the amount
of variance each variable con-
tributed separately to career inde-
cision.  Vocational self-concept
crystallization [F (1, 192) =
201.84, p<.001], contributed 51%
(R2 = 0.513) of the variability in
predicting career indecision.  The
Ideological identity status do-
main [F (1, 192) = 21.53,
p<.001], contributed 10% (R2 =
0.101) and the Interpersonal
identity status domain [F (1, 192)
= 5.51, p<.001], contributed 3%
(R2 = 0.028).  When taken to-
gether the vocational self-concept
crystallization variable con-
tributed almost all of the variance
accounted for by the two vari-
ables in predicting career indeci-
sion, suggesting that the two
variables are measuring things
that are quite consistent and that
ego-identity status is only a sig-
nificant contributor to the vari-
ance when paired with vocational
self-concept crystallization.  Sta-
tistically speaking, while the sim-
ple correlations between the two
identity scales, ideological iden-
tity and interpersonal identity,
and indecision were -.32 and -.17
respectively, the partial correla-
tions were much closer to zero (-
.03 and -.05), indicating
redundancy between the voca-
tional self-concept scale and the
ego-identity status scales.  Alto-
gether, 55% (51% adjusted) of
the variability on career indeci-
sion was predicted by knowing
the level of participants’ voca-
tional self-concept crystallization
and ego-identity status in the two
domains.

Discussion

The results of this study
indicated a number of significant
statistical relationships that serve
to support the importance of self-
knowledge to the occupational
decision-making process.  The
sample population was relatively
young (average age 20.92) and
predominantly enrolled in the
Faculty of Arts, traditionally a
haven for the occupational unde-
cided.  Half of the students had
not chosen a major but 86% indi-
cated a career choice.  This
would suggest the possibility of a
lack of realism or commitment to
the indicated career choice
(Super, 1980).  The three self-
knowledge areas (interests, abili-
ties, and personality) were all
scored on the high end of the
Likert scale, indicating that these
students believe that they have a
high level of self-knowledge in
these areas.  

The first of two research
questions asked if a relationship
existed between vocational self-
concept crystallization and the in-
cidence of occupational
indecision.  The second consid-
ered the relationship between
ego-identity status and the inci-
dence of occupational indecision.
A third question, considered in
the regression analysis, asked
which of the two (vocational self-
concept crystallization and ego-
identity status) is the stronger
predictor of occupational indeci-
sion (and would hence warrant
more attention in the decision-
making process).   

The results would sug-
gest, as predicted, that there is a
strong negative relationship be-
tween vocational self-concept

crystallization and occupational
indecision.  This is not surprising
as the literature is filled with re-
search that supports the positive
impact that a clear and certain
vocational self-concept has on
career indecision (Barrett & Tins-
ley, 1977; McAuliffe, Pickering,
Calliotte, 1991; Tokar et al.,
2003).  Mean and range scores
for the vocational self-concept
variable, suggest that this group
of largely first year Psychology
students have self-concepts that
are well crystallized. 

The literature was less
clear about the relationship be-
tween the development of ego
identity and career indecision
(Vondracek, Silbrereisen, Reitzle,
& Weisner, 1999; Zagora &
Cramer, 1994), but the results
here indicate that the more estab-
lished the identity, the less the
likelihood of occupational indeci-
sion.  The majority of students
were in the diffused or morato-
rium groups in both identity do-
mains.  This would suggest that
the majority of students in this
study were neither initiating ex-
ploration into possible selves nor
committing to possible (diffu-
sion) selves or they were in the
process of self-exploration, mov-
ing towards achieving an identity,
but had not committed to future
selves (moratorium).  While the
second group could be seen as
figuring themselves out, the first
group isn’t trying yet.  What was
surprising was the finding that
identity status scores for the In-
terpersonal domain saw more
people in the more established
status groups (moratorium and
achieved made up 72.3 % of the
participants in this domain) than
for the Ideological identity do-
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main (moratorium and achieved
groups made up only 53% of the
total sample) and fewer still were
in the less established groups (In-
terpersonal diffused and fore-
closed 27.7 % and Ideological
diffused and foreclosed 47.0 %).
This is surprising because voca-
tional identity is measured as part
of the Ideological domain, along
with politics and religion, and in
the literature frequently develops
before the Interpersonal domain.
This finding may be a result of
the large gender imbalance and
the tendency for females to de-
velop in the interpersonal domain
earlier than males (Lucas, 1997). 

The significant correla-
tions between the two domains of
identity and vocational self-con-
cept were expected, and suggest
that they are measuring the same
thing, with vocational self-con-
cept being the better formulated
of the two constructs for this
group.  The two constructs to-
gether accounted for over half of
the variability in indecision
scores, providing clear support
for the importance of vocational
self-concept and identity to the
occupational decision-making
process (Wallace-Broscious, Ser-
afica & Osipow, 1994).  

Conclusion, Limitations and
Further Research

As with most studies of
this nature, the fact that the sam-
ple is quite homogenous (all uni-
versity students, majority first
year student, majority in Arts)
limits the extent which results
can be extended to the larger
community or to a comparable
group that differed in age for ex-
ample.  Super (1980) would sug-

gest, however, that the majority
of these students are still in the
exploration stage (albeit, with
some commitment) of vocational
development and so should be
engaged in the tasks of crystalliz-
ing a sense of self and specifying
and implementing an occupa-
tional choice.  The potential lack
of generalizability becomes less
significant when the study is
done with the group most firmly
entrenched in the tasks being as-
sessed.

The close relationship be-
tween vocational self-concept
and ego-identity, in particular the
ideological domain including vo-
cational identity, was also sup-
ported.  As Marcia (1966) and
Erikson (1968) both contended,
the vocational identity is one of
the first to develop.  Given that
identity is conceptualized in the
literature as the level of differen-
tiation and integration of the self-
concept (Harren, 1979) and that
self-concept refers to the occupa-
tionally relevant traits the indi-
vidual attributes to him or
herself, it would seem that the
crystallization of vocational self-
concept may precede and facili-
tate the formation of the
vocational identity.  The question
of how, specifically, vocational
self-concept and ego-identity sta-
tus are related represents an area
of research that would contribute
to researchers’ and practitioners’
understanding of how vocational
and mainstream psychology con-
structs are related.

The literature review has
identified a number of possible
reasons why students flounder
when it comes to the school-to-
work transition including: anxi-
ety (Healey, 1991), a lack of

readiness (Peterson, Sampson, &
Reardon, 1991), individual per-
sonality and cognitive differences
(Newman, Gray, & Fuqua, 1999).
The results here would suggest
that a poorly developed system of
vocational self-concepts or cer-
tain identity statuses also con-
tribute to these difficulties.  The
results indicating strong effects
for age were encouraging as they
support the contention that while
not all students are at the same
place developmentally, they will
likely, in their own time, reach
the place of maturity where they
will be able to effectively make
occupational decisions.  

Possibly the most impor-
tant result to come out of this
study is the rationale it provides
for continued integration of ca-
reer development theory into the
mainstream of developmental
psychology (Blustein, Devenis,
& Kidney, 1989).  Erikson (1968)
clearly set vocational identity as
the developmental precursor to
the formation of other identities.
The strong empirical ties evi-
denced in the present study be-
tween identity development
through Marcia’s stages and the
development of self-concept,
more specifically vocational self-
concept, are encouraging.  Blus-
tein et al. (1989) suggest that
adolescents and young adults will
be able to engage in a process of
self-discovery that need not be
compartmentalized (“It’s time
you started focusing on what
you’re going to be when you
grow up”).  The connection of
identity and vocational self-as-
sessment offers the opportunity
for broader exploration with the
knowledge that ultimately the 
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vocational self-concept is being
crystallized also.      

These results serve to
stimulate a number of practical
implications for working with
university students and late ado-
lescents on career development
issues.  Firstly, Poe (1991) sug-
gested that a choice of major by
freshman and sophomore stu-
dents should possibly be “re-
garded more as career
exploration than as a reflection of
a mature vocational choice”
(p.251).  Given the tremendous
variability in the development of
vocational self-concept and iden-
tity, and the potential for prema-
ture, and possibly unrealistic,
foreclosure on aspects of self-
concept and identity, it may be
best to treat the first years of uni-
versity as a period of exploration.
It is possible that the results pre-
sented here describe a group of
largely first year students who
believe that they have formed a
clear sense of who they are voca-
tionally speaking, but are accept-
ing that picture prematurely.
Students who foreclose too early
do not learn to expand their expe-
riences and develop skills com-
mensurate with the struggle
(Greene, 2006).

The importance of voca-
tional identity in the developmen-
tal process can’t be understated.
Cohen, Chartrand, and Jowdy
(1995) found that differences in
ego identity development are re-
lated to the kinds of career deci-
sion difficulties that individuals
experience and Zagora and
Cramer (1994) suggested, based
on their research, that students
who have not yet reached desired
levels of self-awareness may not
yet have a clear and stable picture

of their goals, interests, personal-
ity, and talents, while high voca-
tional identity students may still
be uncertain, albeit temporarily,
merely waiting for the appropri-
ate time and context to acknowl-
edge an already well thought
through decision.  Gordon and
Meyer (2002) recommend differ-
ential counseling, including the
development of specific skills,
for different types of undecided
client and undecided students
may well benefit from interven-
tions that enable them to explore
and crystallize identities as they
acquire career info (Kelly & Lee,
2002).  If a well-articulated iden-
tity and crystallized vocational
self-concept contribute to less
problematic occupational deci-
sion-making, as the results here
would suggest, it might be in
practitioners best interest to as-
sess individual student readiness
(Sampson, Peterson, Reardon, &
Lenz, 2000) and ensure that the
identity and vocational self-con-
cept are developed before further
vocational development work is
done. 
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