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Abstract
William Perry’s cognitive stage de-

velopment and David Kolb’s experien-
tial learning theories provide
complementary theoretical frameworks,
that when used with traditional career
development theories, provide a holistic
approach to career counseling. In this
article the authors explain how these
theories can be used to better under-
stand their clients’ developmental needs
in order to individualize the career de-
velopment process.

Going Beyond Traditional Career De-
velopment Theories: Individualizing
Counseling Using Cognitive Stage
and Experiential Learning Theories

During the many years that we have
been doing career development work,
we have asked ourselves why some
clients seem to be highly engaged and
self-directed in their work, while others
look to us for direction and answers.
Why do some manage the ambiguity of
the career development process well,
while others find the lack of clarity and
ambiguity unbearable? Why do some
genuinely enjoy engaging in the journey
of self-discovery, while others seem to
resist new ideas and ways of under-
standing themselves in the world of
work? Why do some relish the possibil-
ities of ideas, but have difficulty making
decisions, while some want to jump
right into the decision-making process
without careful reflection? These re-
sponses seem to occur unrelated to age,
gender, and socioeconomic level. These

situations that challenge our clients re-
flect cognitive attributes that may cause
them to experience stress and anxiety
when engaged in career counseling.

We have looked to existing career
development theories, particularly those
that deal with vocational personality and
environment (Holland, 1976), develop-
ment (Super, 1953), and social learning
(Krumboltz, 1979) to explain these dif-
ferences. These founding, well-re-
spected theories have informed career
development practice for many years,
but they are based on thinking from the
modern industrial era and, as such,
focus primarily on the career develop-
ment needs of white middle class men
in traditional organizational systems
(Savickas, 2003). Our inability to fully
understand our clients through tradi-
tional theory alone has led us to explore
the use of both cognitive stage develop-
ment and experiential learning theories
to help inform our career counseling,
advising and teaching. To that end we
have found that Perry’s cognitive stage
development theory and Kolb’s experi-
ential learning theory complement these
existing theories and provide additional
insights and perspectives into how our
diverse clients acquire and integrate ca-
reer information.

Cognitive Stage Development Theory

Among the best known adult cogni-
tive development models are
Kohlberg’s, Loevenger’s and Perry’s
(1969, 1966, 1999). In our work, we
have found Perry’s (1999) theory to be

highly useful because of its focus on
adult stage development. Cognitive
stage development theory posits that
people advance through stages of cogni-
tive development sequentially, develop-
mentally and predictably. Depending on
the clients’ levels, there are qualitative
differences in the way they approach
and make sense of their world. To that
end, career development professionals
should take a client’s level of cognitive
stage development into account when
counseling or advising (Knefelkamp &
Sleptiza, 1976).

William Perry, who studied the cog-
nitive development of college students
at Harvard in the 1950’s and 1960’s,
found that students go through four
stages (with nine overlapping positions),
of intellectual and ethical development,
initially seeing knowledge as simplistic
and dualistic, and progressing to a level
where their view of the world and them-
selves is highly complex and contextual
and where they see knowledge as ac-
tively constructed by themselves based
on their existing cognitive structures.
He called these stages Dualism, Multi-
plicity, Relativism and Commitment
(Perry, 1999) as illustrated in Figure 1.

Although one might justifiably
question the generalizability of Perry’s
model to the work we do with adult
clients of both genders, researchers such
as Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and
Tarule (1986) studied women with a
wide range of ages and socioeconomic
levels and found similar developmental
stages. Knefelkamp & Sleptiza (1976),
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students of Perry’s, adapted his stages
and positions to provide a model that
could be used in career development.

Use of Perry’s Theory in Career De-
velopment

In the Dualism Stage clients sees
the world in “right and wrong” terms.
Believing there is only one “right” ca-
reer path for them, they rely on authori-
ties to provide the “right” answers. In
our role as career counselors, we are
often asked by clients in this stage to
tell them which career path they ought
to follow.

Position 1: Clients rely completely
on an external authority to answer
their question, “What is the right
career for me?” and then expect the
authority to provide the “right” an-
swer to their question. The decision
is unexamined; there is no self- pro-
cessing.
Position 2: Clients begin to believe
that there can be right and wrong
career decisions, which causes them
to have anxiety. Dissonance ensues,
which causes the client to question
the counselor as the right authority.
Still engaging in dichotomous
thinking, the client has little under-
standing of how to make decisions.
Clients’ thinking in the Multiplicity

Stage is more cognitively complex and
they begin to realize the possibility of
making right and wrong decisions, caus-
ing considerable dissonance for them,
fearing that they will make the wrong
decision. To minimize this risk clients
rely on the counselor for help in using
the appropriate decision making
process.

Position 3: Clients come to believe
that there is an increased possibility
that they can make right or wrong
career decisions and that the
process of making good decisions
is quite complex. This creates anxi-
ety for them. While they have seen
others find satisfying careers and
hope they can too, they have also
seen others make decisions that
have led to unsatisfying ones and
believe this can happen to them as
well. They have confidence that the
correct decision making process
will lead them to the right career.
This process consists of many ele-

ments, including examination of
their own identity. Thus, they begin
to see career decision making as a
process involving both external au-
thorities and knowledge of self.
Position 4: Clients believe there are
several possible good choices and
use a decision making process that
weighs the factors, hoping prioriti-
zation will lead them to the right
choice. They begin to understand
the role of self in decision-making
but view the role of external influ-
ences such as the counselor, family,
the job market, and even what their
assessment tests suggest as more
important.
In the Relativism Stage, clients

move from an external to internal locus
of control (Rotter, 1966). The counselor
is no longer the authority to provide the
right answer, but rather becomes a re-
source. Clients see many legitimate ca-
reer possibilities and use an objective
and analytical process that meets their
needs in making a decision, for which
they take responsibility.

Position 5: Clients in this stage
begin exploring, using a process
they create for themselves with the
guidance of a counselor. They
begin to use their analysis of self to
systematically examine various ca-
reer possibilities. They take owner-
ship for the decisions they make
that result from this careful analy-
sis.
Position 6: Clients begin to experi-
ence chaos from examining all the
alternatives and realize that in order
to eliminate this chaos they must
choose, even though they do not
see themselves as ready to do so.
Knefelkamp and Sleptiza (1976)
describe this as a reflective stage
where people consider the conse-
quences of making a decision and
confront the responsibility that goes
with doing so.
In the Commitment Stage, clients

take greater responsibility for the career
decision making process, analyzing and
synthesizing complex information. They
begin to see career choice as a commit-
ment of self, moving initially from fear
of narrowing their choices to viewing
the decision as one that allows them to
join a new world. They begin to inte-

grate career choice as part of their self-
identity.

Position 7: Early in this position
clients fear being defined by the
role they have chosen. Later, how-
ever, they come to understand that
they themselves define their own
role and affirm their decision.
Position 8: Clients examine the
consequences, both pleasant and
unpleasant, of the commitment they
have made in their career choice.
They are challenged to reconsider
that which has led to the choice,
such as their values, to reconfirm
their self identity- who they are,
what their beliefs are, and what
they will do with their lives.
Position 9: Clients in this position
have clear knowledge of who they
are. They reach out to the outer
world, seeking out challenges in
order to widen their knowledge and
learn new things in an effort to at-
tain their full potential.
We have found knowledge of our

clients’ stages and positions allows us to
customize our counseling approach to
allow for differences in intellectual pro-
cessing and meaning making, thus al-
lowing for more developmentally
appropriate counseling approaches.

Experiential Learning Theory

In our work with clients and stu-
dents we have also seen significant dif-
ferences in how they learn from their
experiences. Because career develop-
ment is a learning process, we examined
how differing learning styles affect the
counseling process.

Perry (1999), Piaget (1969), Friere
(1970), Dewey (1958) and Lewin
(1951) stressed that the heart of all
learning lies in the way we process ex-
perience, in particular, our critical re-
flection of experience. To that end, we
have found experiential learning theory,
as developed by David Kolb, comple-
mentary to cognitive stage development
and helpful in informing our career de-
velopment work. Kolb’s experiential
learning theory is consistent with
Perry’s model of how people learn,
grow and develop; both believe the abil-
ity to learn from experience is a highly
important life long skill. Experiential
learning theory posits that learning is a
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holistic process of adaptation to the
world “whereby knowledge results from
the combination of grasping and trans-
forming experience” (Kolb, p. 41).
The process of experiential learning de-
picts two dialectical modes for grasping
experience; Concrete Experience (CE)
and Abstract Conceptualization (AE),
and two dialectical modes for trans-
forming experience; Reflective Obser-
vation (RO) and Active
Experimentation (AE). Experiential
learning theory portrays a continuous
cycle involving these four distinctive
learning modes for processing experi-
ence as depicted in figure 2. Present tan-
gible experiences are the basis for
thoughtful reflections; in turn, these are
assimilated into essential meaning as
expressed in abstracted concepts. From
this derived meaning new implications
for action can be drawn and intention-
ally experimented with in the shaping of
new experiences. For holistic learning
to occur, it is necessary to go through all
of the phases of Kolb’s learning cycle.
Learning thus proceeds as a result of the
utilization of the four adaptive modes.

To be effective, learners require all
four different abilities depicted in the
experiential learning cycle model. A
learner will choose the appropriate
learning abilities needed depending
upon the specific situation. Concrete
Experience is the mode in which experi-

ences are grasped through reliance on
the tangible, felt sensing qualities of im-
mediate experience, such as that coming
from an informational interview or the
first day on a new job. Others perceive
new information through Abstract Con-
ceptualization, relying on conceptual
understanding, symbolic representation,
and analysis of ideas such as analyzing
and synthesizing one’s skills, interests
and values. Similarly, in transforming
dialectical modes some of us tend to re-
flect on our actions and carefully watch
others in the process while seeking to
understand and derive meaning from the
experience from different perspectives
in Reflective Observation. A client ask-
ing for feedback about one’s abilities or
clarifying one’s values and priorities in
life are examples of this reflective
mode. Others choose Active Experimen-
tation where they are action oriented
and initiate or involve themselves in ac-
tivities such as scheduling meetings for
informational interviews or doing an in-
ternship. While each of these dimen-
sions is an independent mode of
grasping experience, in combination
their emphasis on the development of
learning produces the highest level of
learning (Kolb, 1984).

Truly effective learners are able to
rely flexibly on the four learning modes
in whatever combination the situation
requires of the individual. Having de-

veloped skills in each area, a client can
call on any one of them as needed.
While this may be the ideal, Kolb
(1976, 1984) theorized that while every
individual utilizes each mode to some
extent, each has a preferred mode of
learning resulting from the tendency to
either learn through Concrete Experi-
ence, Abstract Conceptualization, Re-
flective Observation or Active
Experimentation.

We believe that experiential learn-
ing theory works well in conjunction
with cognitive stage development the-
ory and concur with William Perry’s
(1999) belief that multiple theories are
needed to explain the complexity of
human learning and meaning making.
Indeed Kolb (1984) himself felt that ex-
periential learning theory complements
Perry’s theory of cognitive stage devel-
opment.

Early theories of cognitive develop-
ment, including those developed by Pi-
aget, Kohlberg, Loevenger and Perry
presented development as a linear, se-
quential process. We believe one of the
major shortcomings of these theories is
that they do not explain the process of
moving from one stage to the next.
While Perry reports his findings about
college students’ experience as moving
from stages of “dualism” to “commit-
ment”, experiential learning theory
frames the developmental process by
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which one moves to increasingly com-
plex stages.

Kolb’s cyclical model enriches
Perry’s linear theory by integrating the
experiential learning process as a means
of understanding cognitive growth and
development. Kolb describes learning as
a dynamic process, allowing for a more
holistic way of understanding and work-
ing with individuals as they move
through their stages of development.
Kolb’s model is not an alternative to
Perry’s, but rather a complementary
framework that addresses cognition, ex-
perience, perception, and behavior,
thereby embellishing our understanding
of personal development; used together
they provide a more powerful and use-
ful guide to the understanding of indi-
vidual growth and development than
can either alone. While Perry’s theory
moves us through increasingly complex
stages of intellectual development,
Kolb’s theory provides a way to under-
stand the deeper level learning neces-
sary to prepare one to enter subsequent
stages of cognitive development (see
figure 3). In this way the client incorpo-
rates earlier learning from experience
into a new, higher level of cognitive
functioning, much the way we might en-
vision a helix.

Use of Kolb’s Theory in Career De-
velopment

When one or more of the four
learning abilities are underdeveloped or
overlooked, holistic learning may be
blocked. And, since career development
entails a learning process, the inability
to use all of these dimensions may well
impede client successes in achieving
goals. Over utilization of a preferred
mode, or under development of another,
can lead to incomplete learning in the
career development process. Career de-

velopment professionals who under-
stand clients’ experiential learning pref-
erences can capitalize on them, while
encouraging the strengthening of under-
developed modes of learning.

When Reflection predominates over
Abstract Conceptualization, clients may
enjoy gathering a considerable amount
of information, but find it challenging to
analyze it and make a decision. Clients
who are strongest in Abstract Conceptu-
alization may find it rewarding to as-
similate disparate facts gathered into a
solid plan for action and yet they may
have difficulty carrying through with
their good intentions because they fear
taking risks. Another pitfall of relying
on the Abstract Conceptualization mode
is that clients may embark on a career
without regard for how well it fits their
personal values and individual needs.

Others may find it challenging to
immerse themselves in an experience,
but have difficulty reflecting upon its
meaning and significance. For example,
one client might rush into an opportu-
nity to act on a career decision without
gaining adequate information or reflect-
ing upon the personal value of that in-
formation. When Reflective
Observation predominates at the ex-
pense of other modes for learning from
experience, clients may have a flood of
ideas, but be unable to make a decision
to move forward with a plan of action.
When Active Experimentation predomi-
nates in the extreme, clients may have a
history of making the same mistakes
over and over again, neglecting reflec-
tion upon the experience as part of a
learning process to transform their expe-
rience. We so often see clients who par-
ticipate in numerous interviews without
a resulting job offer; this may be attrib-
uted to failure to reflect on the effective-
ness of their interviewing skills and

demeanor. Or consider clients who fail
to recognize their need for working in a
collaborative environment and who
have a succession of jobs that consis-
tently isolate them from others. In these
and similar other situations, a coun-
selor’s intervention could guide clients
to greater integration of experience by
encouraging reflection, thus aiding their
development towards a higher level of
cognitive functioning. In this regard,
feedback processes from a counselor
would seek to counter an imbalance be-
tween observation and action, either
from a tendency for an individual to em-
phasize decision and action at the ex-
pense of information gathering, or from
a tendency to become bogged down by
data collection and analysis at the ex-
pense of risk taking. Ultimately, a holis-
tic learning process seeks to counter
ineffective tendencies by promoting
higher-order purposeful action to
achieve personally directed goals.

Information about clients’ preferred
modes of learning can inform career
counselors in designing an individual-
ized strategy and methodology that en-
hances their learning and facilitates
growth in cognitive development. For
example, clients whose strengths are in
concrete experience will have a prefer-
ence for learning through job shadowing
and internships, feedback and discus-
sion, and career coaching. On the other
hand, clients whose learning strengths
are abstract conceptualization will learn
best by conducting their own research
about their career options and welcome
guidance by a counselor who has
knowledge about occupations and asks
thought provoking questions.

It is important for us to recognize,
however, that the comfort with which
clients engage in typical career develop-
ment activities will depend on their
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stage of cognitive development.
Thus, clients in the early stages of cog-
nitive development whose dominant
mode of learning is abstract conceptual-
ization will not eagerly pursue a higher
order activity such as conducting re-
search until they have developed the
sense of personal agency found in later
stages.

Conclusion

As we learn more about cognitive
stage development and experiential
learning theory, it becomes increasingly
apparent to us that our clients enter ca-
reer counseling at many different devel-
opmental levels and with different
strengths and styles of learning. We be-
lieve that a comprehensive career devel-
opment approach will enable them to
engage in a career development process
that takes their stages of cognitive de-
velopment and their experiential learn-
ing preferences into consideration. We
believe Perry’s cognitive stage develop-
ment and Kolb’s experiential learning
theories when used together, and in con-
junction with traditional career develop-
ment theories, provide career counselors
with a holistic, integrative, individual-
ized approach to career counseling that
can successfully be used with traditional
career development theories. Thus, ex-
periential learning theory and cognitive
stage development theory provide addi-
tional lenses through which we may un-
derstand our clients. However,
conducting research using the Learning
Styles Inventory (Kolb, 1999) and the
Learning Environment Preferences
(LEP) (Moore, 1987) would provide
empirical data about the usefulness of
these theories in practice. Nonetheless,
we believe using these theories in coun-
seling not only maximizes the likeli-
hood of successful career outcomes, but
perhaps as importantly engages clients
in a developmental experience that pro-
motes a higher level of cognitive func-
tioning.
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Patterns of Workplace
Supervisory Roles:
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Abstract
This paper explores the incidence

of four supervisory duties and several
factors influencing the likelihood of
having experience with such responsi-
bilities in the workplace. Supervisory
experiences of working Canadians are
investigated through secondary analysis
of longitudinal panel data from the Sur-
vey of Labour and Income Dynamics
(SLID) over a six-year time frame
(1996 to 2001). Over this period, a ma-
jority reported at least some workplace
experience with supervisory roles, with
male workers, university-educated
workers, and those from management
and certain professional occupational
sectors exhibiting markedly higher pro-
files of supervisory duty experience
over time. Two trivariate interactions
(university education by occupational
sector by supervisory experience, and
sex by occupational sector by supervi-
sory experience) are identified as impor-
tant through multivariate log-linear
modelling, and examined further
through percentage tables. The strengths
of associations between education and
supervisory experience, and gender and
supervisory experience were mediated
to some degree by occupational sector
of employment.

Patterns of Workplace Supervisory
Roles: Experiences of Canadian
Workers

Recent transformations across a
wide range of contemporary work or-
ganizations are evident in flattened hier-
archies with fewer levels of graded
authority, reduced ranks of middle man-
agers and smaller core workforces (Foot
and Venne, 1990; Leicht, 1998; McBrier
and Wilson, 2004). Given such transfor-
mations, it is reasonable to expect an in-
creasing proportion of regular full-time
workers to assume supervisory roles in
the workplace, as evolving organiza-
tional demography dictates revised divi-

sions of labour with many such respon-
sibilities being assigned to non-man-
agers. Accordingly, the specific
form/content and span of control of su-
pervisory responsibilities will likely be-
come even more important for the
career development and progress of
large numbers of workers. This paper
investigates four dimensions of supervi-
sory duties as experienced by Canadian
workers over a six-year period, through
the secondary analysis of longitudinal
panel data from the Survey of Labour
and Income Dynamics (SLID, Panel 2,
covering 1996 to 2001 inclusive). An
analysis of specific dimensions of su-
pervisory duties is essential since posi-
tion or job titles may not accurately
reflect the actual supervisory roles of
workers (Pergamit and Veum, 1999;
Rosenfeld, Van Buren and Kalleberg,
1998; Rothstein, 2001). Beyond this, the
four dimensions were combined into a
basic supervisory duty experience scale
to distinguish broad levels of experience
(from none to high). Log-linear model-
ling techniques were applied to explore
the interactive effects of sex of worker,
university education and occupational
sector for first-reported job (at the be-
ginning of the longitudinal panel) upon
supervisory duty experience. Significant
bivariate and trivariate interaction ef-
fects were also explored through per-
centage tables to reveal the complexity
of these associations.

Supervisory Roles in the Contempo-
rary Workplace

Previous empirical research has
documented considerable numbers and
proportions of workers assuming super-
visory roles in the workplace, especially
in terms of supervising the work of oth-
ers (Jacobs, 1992; Rothstein, 2001;
Pergamit and Veum, 1999, Rosenfeld,
Van Buren and Kalleberg, 1998,
Maume, 2006). While employee-ori-
ented supervision may represent only

one of many possible skill dimensions
associated with management work
(Schippman, Prien and Hughes, 1991),
supervising other workers represents a
common and important dimension of
supervisory responsibilities in the mod-
ern workplace. Yet this form of duty is
often distinct from managerial or true
decision-making authority within the
workplace (Rosenfeld, Van Buren and
Kalleberg, 1998; Rothstein, 2001;
Smith, 2002). To illustrate, drawing on
US General Social Survey data, Roth-
stein (2001:666) found large percent-
ages of workers reported supervising the
work of others, but much lower propor-
tions of these same workers indicated
that they had full responsibility for set-
ting pay or determining promotions of
subordinate workers, leading him to
conclude that control over pay and pro-
motions likely represents “… a higher
grade of responsibility than control over
their job tasks, and may be associated
with a higher rung on the job ladder.”
Beyond supervising other workers, the
present research explored three other su-
pervisory duty dimensions captured in
Canadian SLID data, including influ-
encing budget and staffing, influencing
pay and promotions, and deciding work
for others. Together, these four dimen-
sions of supervisory responsibility rep-
resent useful indicators of the scope of
supervisory experiences of workers in
the modern workplace.

Given recent transformations
within work organizations, supervisory
roles in the workplace are expected to
assume even greater importance for
worker careers paths and progression
over time. Accepting one or more super-
visory duties in the workplace may po-
tentially reduce negative consequences
for workers associated with “career
blockage” (Foot and Venne, 1990, Roth-
man, 1998), or may reduce the risk of
reaching a “professional plateau” in the
course of a career (Lee, 2002), as new
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responsibilities would help workers to
develop additional skills to remain em-
ployable, marketable and current in
their occupations or professions. As-
suming supervisory roles in the work-
place is consistent with the emergence
of the “boundaryless career” (Arthur,
Khapova and Wilderom, 2005), which
highlights individual worker accounta-
bility for career development and
progress in an era of downsized organi-
zations and flattened hierarchies. It is
also consistent with emerging “spiral
career trajectories” (entailing multiple
lateral changes and fewer upward
moves within flattened work organiza-
tions – Foot and Venne, 1990), supplant-
ing traditional linear career paths of
upward status mobility via formal pro-
motions in the workplace. Assuming su-
pervisory responsibilities may alter
workers’ subjective assessment of “ca-
reer plateau” reflected in their perceived
prospects for advancement within an or-
ganization (Nachbagauer and Riedl,
2002). Further, taking on supervisory
duties in the workplace may reduce the
destruction of individual worker
“human capital” (experience within a
given occupation or industry) ensuing
from high levels of occupational / in-
dustrial mobility (Kambourov and
Manovskii, 2004), and may reduce the
negative economic consequences asso-
ciated with high external mobility over
time (Dwyer, 2004; le Grand and Tåh-
lin, 2002; Kambourov and Manovskii,
2004).

Factors Influencing Supervisory Re-
sponsibility Experiences

This analysis focused on three im-
portant factors expected to influence the
supervisory responsibility experiences
of Canadian workers – gender, attain-
ment of university-level education, and
initial occupational sector of employ-
ment (for the first-reported job of work-
ers at the beginning of the survey panel
in 1996). Beginning with gender effects,
previous research has documented that
female workers are less likely to assume
supervisory duties relative to their male
counterparts (Jacobs, 1992; Smith,
2002; Rosenfeld, Van Buren and Kalle-
berg, 1998, Maume, 2006), and also less
likely to attain higher levels of supervi-
sory responsibility (Smith, 2002; Roth-
stein, 2001). Despite the trend of

growing female employment in a range
of traditional male-dominated profes-
sional and managerial occupations
(Hughes, 1995; Jacobs, 1992; Cooke-
Reynolds and Zukewich, 2004), there
remains a high degree of gender occu-
pational segregation in post-industrial
labour markets which limit career ad-
vancement opportunities for females to
positions of authority in the workplace.
“Glass ceiling” effects continue to limit
female workers’ success in terms of
workplace authority level, with rela-
tively few women attaining senior man-
agement positions (Jacobs, 1992; Smith,
2002). Smith (2002:532) identified gen-
der differences in workplace authority
as a significant source of gender in-
equality, arguing that “The relative loca-
tion of men and women within the
structure of the economy, and their pro-
portional representation within such
structures, account for more of the gen-
der gap in authority than the human cap-
ital attributes of workers”. For the
present research, it was hypothesized
that female workers would be more
likely to report no supervisory duty ex-
perience in the workplace over the six-
year period relative to their male
counterparts. Conversely, male workers
were hypothesized to exhibit ‘high’ lev-
els of supervisory duty experience (sig-
nified by at least some experience on all
four duty dimensions over time), rela-
tive to female workers.

The human capital model is a use-
ful perspective for interpreting and un-
derstanding supervisory responsibility
experiences of workers over time. Per-
sonal investments in human capital
(such as university education) impact
employment outcomes (such as occupa-
tional sector), which in turn can influ-
ence the likelihood of attaining
supervisory roles in the workplace. Ca-
nary and Canary (2006) found that
within personal career narratives of su-
pervisors, most interviewees identified
individual-level determinants of educa-
tion and training as contributing to their
career development and impacting one
or more career moves over time. Previ-
ous research has demonstrated that per-
sonal investments in different forms of
human capital (including education,
training and development, career tenure,
and hours of work) enhances prospects
for attaining supervisory authority in the

workplace (Smith, 2002; Metz and
Tharenou, 2001). For the present re-
search, it was hypothesized that workers
with any university-level education
would be more likely to report ‘high’
levels of supervisory duty experience,
while those without any university edu-
cation would be more likely to have no
supervisory duty experience over the
six-year period.

Occupational sector of employment
was used in this analysis as a basic indi-
cator of occupational status within the
labour force, broadly distinguishing
management, professional, white collar
and blue collar occupations. Previous
empirical research has not specifically
explored the relationship between occu-
pational sector and supervisory duty ex-
perience in the workplace, although
hypotheses were articulated drawing on
an understanding of the content of each
of these broad sectors. For the present
research, it was hypothesized that work-
ers initially employed in the manage-
ment occupational sector would be most
likely to exhibit ‘high’ levels of supervi-
sory duty experience over time, given
the obvious linkage between managerial
authority and supervisory roles in the
workplace. Second, workers initially
employed in professional occupational
sectors (such as natural and applied sci-
ences, social sciences and related, and
health occupations sectors) were hy-
pothesized to be more likely to report
‘high’ levels of supervisory duty experi-
ence. Third, workers from white collar
(sales and service) and blue collar occu-
pational sectors were hypothesized to be
most likely to have no supervisory duty
experience over time.

While there are many other factors
which may influence or impact supervi-
sory responsibility experiences over
time, the present research concentrated
on these three variables investigating in-
teractions with the dependent variable
of level of supervisory duty experience
of workers. Beyond testing hypothe-
sized relationships between each of
these three influencing factors (gender,
university education and occupational
sector) and the level of supervisory duty
experience of workers over time, trivari-
ate interactions involving pairs of fac-
tors and the dependent variable of
supervisory duty experience were also
explored. Although formal hypotheses
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were not specified for trivariate interac-
tions, it was generally expected that the
nature and strength of associations be-
tween gender and supervisory duties,
and university education and supervi-
sory duties, would be mediated by occu-
pational sector. Multivariate log-linear
modelling techniques were applied to
statistically prioritize relationships, ac-
companied with interpretation of spe-
cific associations found within both
bivariate and trivariate percentage tables.

Research Methods

The research methodology em-
ployed was secondary analysis of longi-
tudinal survey data from the Survey of
Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID,
Panel 2, 1996-2001). This is a national
survey collected by Statistics Canada,
designed and stratified to be broadly
representative of the Canadian labour
force (excluding residents of the north-
ern territories, residents of institutions
and persons living on Indian reserves).
Each SLID longitudinal panel is com-
prised of approximately 30,000 individ-
ual Canadians with multiple interviews
conducted with the same survey respon-
dents over a six-year time period. As
noted by Giles (2001:365), “In SLID,
the focus extends from static measures
to the whole range of transitions, dura-
tions and repeat occurrences of people’s
financial and work situations.” The
scope, breadth of content and large sam-
ple size of SLID, along with its longitu-
dinal design made it ideal for exploring
the dynamic nature of experiences of
Canadian workers with respect to super-
visory roles in the workplace. Four dis-
tinct supervisory duties were recorded
in SLID for employment positions held
at the end of each year of the panel
(1996 to 2001 inclusive). Only Cana-
dian workers with a valid occupation
code for all six years of the SLID panel
(signifying employment in all years)
were included in this secondary data
analysis. Data presented in tables below
were weighted to produce estimates of
the Canadian working population, in ac-
cordance with SLID data release guide-
lines.

The four facets of supervisory du-
ties captured in SLID data include influ-
encing budget and staffing, influencing
pay and promotions, deciding work for
others, and supervising others. For each

of these four dimensions, end-of-year
states were binary coded to indicate ei-
ther not having or having the supervi-
sory role (coded ‘0’ or ‘1’ respectively).
These binary variables were then aggre-
gated across all panel years to capture
the 64 possible permutations of binary
outcomes across the six years (26), rang-
ing from ‘000000’ signifying no super-
visory experience on a given dimension,
to ‘111111’ denoting continuous experi-
ence with that duty. Given sample size
limitations, it was not practical to exam-
ine each of the 64 distinct permutations
representing stability and mobility in su-
pervisory duty experiences, so permuta-
tions were collapsed into a smaller set
of logically-coherent categories reflect-
ing broader patterns. The collapsed su-
pervisory experience scales were
anchored by two stable end categories
of no experience and continuous experi-
ence over time. Intermediate scale cate-
gories represented different forms of
mobility including being promoted to
the duty, demoted from the duty, and a
residual category for various forms of
irregular or mixed mobility. The con-
structed supervisory duty experience
scale represents a continuum of the
form and extent of supervisory experi-
ence on each of these four dimensions,
depicting both stability and mobility in
experience, and trends over time (pro-
motion, demotion and irregular pat-
terns).

The supervisory duty experience
scales are presented in Table 1 for each
of the four duty dimensions. About two-
thirds of Canadian workers had no duty
experience over the six-year period with
influencing budget and staffing or pay
and promotions, while less than half had
no experience with deciding work for
others and supervising others. Con-
versely, only about a third of the popula-
tion had experience with influencing
budget and staffing or pay and promo-
tions, duties which are typically associ-
ated with more senior managerial
occupations. At the other end of the
continuum, continuous supervisory ex-
perience over the six-year period ranged
from about one in 31 workers influenc-
ing budget and staffing, to about one in
ten workers supervising others. These
two end categories of no experience and
continuous experience represent true
stability on these supervisory duty di-

mensions (no change over time). In
total, these two categories accounted for
between half of workers (51.8 percent)
for supervising others, to over two-
thirds (71.1 percent) for influencing pay
and promotions. Conversely, between
28.9 and 48.2 percent of all workers ex-
hibited at least some degree of mobility
or change over time across these four
dimensions of supervisory duties.

There is a relatively tight range in
promotion percentages, from almost one
in thirteen for influencing pay and pro-
motions, to one in nine for supervising
others. ‘Promoted to duty’ signified that
workers did not hold the duty at the be-
ginning of the survey panel (1996), but
assumed the role sometime after and
continued to hold the duty to 2001. De-
motions from duties ranged from about
one in 24 workers for influencing pay
and promotions, to about one in twelve
for supervising others. ‘Demoted from
duty’ indicated that workers held the
duty initially in 1996, but dropped the
role some time after that, and did not re-
sume the duty. Unfortunately, demotions
could not be broken down further to dis-
tinguish voluntary or involuntary demo-
tions – whether the decision to give up a
supervisory role was that of the worker,
or his/her employer. Canadian workers
were more likely to be promoted to than
demoted from a given duty, with a dif-
ference of about three percentage points
across the four dimensions. This implies
a net gain or increase in experience on
each of these duty dimensions over
time.

When Canadian workers are mobile
with respect to these supervisory duties,
they are less likely to follow a standard
path (either promotion or demotion),
and more likely to exhibit an irregular
form of mobility. Mixed mobility refers
very broadly to all forms of irregular
mobility in relation to given roles, and
in total exceeds the combined percent-
ages for the more pure forms of mobil-
ity – promoted to and demoted from
duty. Between about one in six and over
one-quarter of workers exhibited mixed
mobility across these four dimensions.
Within the residual mixed mobility cate-
gory (not shown in Table 1), the most
common occurrence was short-term
limited experience (Out-In-Out) with
each of these four roles. Canadian work-
ers were more likely to test or try out a
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supervisory role (exhibiting the Out-In-
Out pattern), than to have a temporary
interruption from a given duty (the re-
verse In-Out-In path). All other irregular
mobility (involving multiple promotions
to and demotions from a given duty
over six years) accounted for about one
in ten workers at most. Data in Table 1
revealed both stability and mobility, and
complex patterns of experience with re-
spect to these four supervisory duty di-
mensions.

Data Analysis

Having introduced supervisory duty
experience on these four dimensions in
an aggregate profile, the focus of subse-
quent analysis is on a collapsed, basic
scale reflecting the degree of experience
across all four duties, with categories of
‘none’ (no experience with any of the
four duties between 1996 and 2001),
‘some’ (indicating experience with at
least one of the four duties over time),
and ‘high’ (at least some experience on
all four of these duties). The effects of
gender, university education and occu-
pational sector for first reported jobs of
Canadian workers upon the collapsed
supervisory experience scale are ex-
plored initially using bivariate percent-
age tables (Tables 2 and 3). Log linear
modelling is then applied as a heuristic
technique to statistically prioritize rela-
tionships or interactions between the
three independent variables and the de-
pendent variable of supervisory duty ex-
perience (Table 4). This leads to the
identification of two important trivariate

interaction terms which are then investi-
gated more closely through trivariate
percentage tables (Tables 5 and 6).

In aggregate terms (first panel of
Table 2), over a third of all Canadian
workers had no supervisory duty experi-
ence, while about two in five exhibited
some experience, and less than a quarter
of the population reported ‘high’ super-
visory duty experience. In terms of gen-
der effects, over a quarter of male
workers exhibited ‘high’ supervisory
duty experience compared to about one
in six female workers (8.9 percentage
point difference). Conversely, female
workers were much more likely to re-
port no supervisory duty experience rel-
ative to male workers (12.1 percentage
point difference). Hence at the bivariate
level, there is a clear gender distinction
in supervisory duty experience in favour
of male workers. This is entirely consis-
tent with gender differences in supervi-
sory roles reported in previous empirical
research. With respect to university edu-
cation, there is a stronger association
with supervisory duty experience at the
bivariate level. Over a third of Canadian
workers with at least some university
exhibited ‘high’ supervisory duty expe-
rience compared to less than one in five
without any university education (16.2
percentage point difference). Con-
versely, two in five workers without any
university education had no supervisory
duty experience over time compared to
about one-quarter of workers with some
university education (14.8 percentage
point difference). Hence, education does

matter and having any university-level
education has a markedly positive im-
pact on the likelihood of assuming su-
pervisory roles in the workplace.

The third determinant of supervi-
sory duty experience explored in this
paper is occupational sector of employ-
ment, reflected in the classification of
the first reported job of Canadian work-
ers in 1996, as coded using the 1991
Standard Occupational Classification or
SOC (Statistics Canada, 2005). Al-
though SLID survey data revealed sig-
nificant occupational mobility over the
course of the six-year panel period, the
focus for this analysis is on the first re-
ported occupation in 1996 since this
would represent a starting or reference
point and serve as a potential spring-
board for subsequent supervisory duty
experiences over time. Table 3 profiles
the collapsed supervisory experience
scale for ten broad occupational sectors
of employment. There are substantial
differences in supervisory duty experi-
ences across the ten occupational sec-
tors profiled, with management
occupations being the most obviously
distinct sector. About three in five work-
ers in management occupations exhib-
ited high supervisory duty experience,
and over 90 percent reported at least
some experience over time. This is an
expected finding since authority and
control associated with managerial posi-
tions generally entails direct supervisory
responsibilities such as those captured
in the SLID survey. The next highest su-
pervisory duty experience profile was

Supervisory Experience Scale For Four Supervisory Duties  

For Canadian Working Population (1996-2001)* 

 

Supervisory Duty 

 

No 

Experience 

 

Demoted 

from  

Duty
1

Mixed 

Mobility
2

Promoted 

to  

Duty
3

Continuous 

Experience 

 

Canadian 

Working 

Population
4

Influence Budget and Staffing 

 

Influence Pay and Promotions 

 

Decide Work for Others 

 

Supervise Others 

 

65.1% 

 

66.9% 

 

47.8% 

 

41.9% 

 

4.4 

 

4.2 

 

7.0 

 

8.1 

 

19.3 

 

17.2 

 

27.2 

 

28.6 

 

8.0 

 

7.5 

 

10.9 

 

11.5 

 

3.2 

 

4.2 

 

7.2 

 

9.9 

 

8,691,400 

 

8,691,400 

 

8,691,400 

 

8,691,400 

* Data from Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) Panel 2 (1996-2001) 

 

1 Held duty in 1996, but was demoted from duty sometime after 1996 and did not assume duty again. 

 

2 All irregular patterns of mobility, of both promotion to and demotion from supervisory duty during 6-year time frame. 
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Table 1
Supervisory Experience Scale for Four Supervisory Duties

for Canadian Working Population (1996-2001)

1 Held duty in 1996, but was demoted from duty sometime after 1996 and did not assume duty again.
2 All irregular patterns of mobility, of both promotion to and demotion from supervisory duty during 6-year time frame.
3 Promoted to supervisory duty sometime after 1996 and continued to perform duty up to 2001
4 Includes only Canadian workers reporting an occupation in each of the SLID survey years – 1996 to 2001 inclusive.
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found for the natural and applied sci-
ences occupational sector (which would
include engineers, architects, and re-
lated professional and technical occupa-
tions). About a third exhibited ‘high’
supervisory duty experience, and fully
three-quarters of workers from this sec-
tor reported at least some experience
over time. Other professional-oriented

sectors also had high supervisory expe-
rience profiles including social sciences
and related occupations, as well as art,
culture, recreation and sport occupa-
tions.

Workers from traditional blue collar
occupational sectors (the last three sec-
tors in Table 3) exhibited the lowest
profiles of supervisory duty experiences

with the highest percentages of no su-
pervisory experience, along with those
from the white collar sales and services
occupational sector. Conversely, work-
ers starting out in managerial or profes-
sional occupational sectors exhibited
much stronger profiles of experience,
and were generally less likely to report
no supervisory duty experience. One

Table 2
Summary Supervisory Experience Scale (1996-2001)

By Sex and Education of Canadian Worker*

Supervisory Duty 

Variable / Category 

 

None
1

Some 

 

High
2

Working 

Population
3

Working Population 

 

37.4% 

 

40.4 

 

22.2 

 

8,691,400 

Sex of Worker 

 Female 

 Male 

 

44.2% 

32.1% 

 

38.6 

41.8 

 

17.2 

26.1 

 

3,812,000 

4,879,400 

Education of Worker 

 No University Education

Yes, Some University 

 

40.9% 

26.1% 

 

40.7 

39.3 

 

18.5 

34.7 

 

6,678,300 

2,013,200 

* Data from Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) Panel 2 (1996-2001) 

 

1 No experience on any of four supervisory dimensions between 1996 and 2001. 

 

*Data from Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) PANEL 2 (1996-2001)
1 No experience on any of four supervisory dimensions between 1996 and 2001.
2 Experience on all four supervisory dimensions for at least some time between 1996 and 2001
3 SLID sample data weighted to produce working population estimates.

Summary Supervisory Experience Scale (1996-2001)

By Occupational Sector in 1996 (First Reported Job) *

Supervisory Duty

SOC Sector in 1996

None Some High Working

Population

Management Occupations

Business, Finance and 

Administrative Occupations

Natural and Applied Science 

and Related Occupations

Health Occupations

Occup. in Social Science, 

Education, Government Service 

and Religion

Occup. In Art, Culture, 

Recreation and Sport

Sales and Service Occup.

Trades, Transport and 

Equipment Operator Occup.

Occupations Unique to Primary 

Industry

Occup. Unique to Process, 

Manufacturing and Utilities

7.1%

38.6%

23.9%

40.2%

33.6%

34.9%

41.9%

45.6%

42.9%

50.8%

31.9

40.0

44.1

46.7

44.1

39.2

41.0

40.3

44.6

37.2

61.1

21.3

32.0

13.1

22.3

25.9

17.1

14.1

12.5

12.0

843,000

1,600,700

449,000

461,500

585,800

238,800

2,101,000

1,302,900

432,700

676,000

Working Population 37.4% 40.4 22.2 8,691,400

* Data from Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) Panel 2 (1996-2001)

Table 3
Summary Supervisory Experience Scale (1996-2001)
By Occupational Sector in 1996 (First Reported Job)*

*Data from Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) PANEL 2 (1996-2001)
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notable exception to this pattern was
seen for the health occupations sector
with a high percentage for no duty expe-
rience and a very low percentage for
‘high’ supervisory duty experience. The
content of this sector (ranging from high
status professional positions to highly-
skilled technical to less-skilled assisting
occupations) along with the relative in-
dependent and often autonomous nature
of work of many health care practition-
ers may partially explain the lower su-
pervisory duty experience profile found
for this occupational sector. As well,
workers from the business, finance and
administrative occupations sector exhib-
ited an average supervisory experience
profile which is not surprising given the
wide diversity of occupations within
this sector, ranging from clerks and sec-
retaries to professional accountants and
auditors.

A wide variation was found across
the occupational sectors for the ‘high’
supervisory duty experience category,
ranging from a low of 12.0 percent for
workers in blue collar processing, man-
ufacturing and utilities occupations to
the high of 61.1 percent for workers in
management occupations (49.1 percent-
age point difference). The same is true
for the other end of the scale, with no

supervisory duty experience ranging
from as low as 7.1 percent for workers
starting in management occupations to
50.8 percent for workers in the same
blue collar sector (43.7 percentage point
difference). Even excluding the obvi-
ously distinct management occupations
sector from consideration, there are still
substantial percentage differences for
these two scale categories (‘none’ and
‘high’) across the remaining nine occu-
pational sectors. Hence, the strength of
this bivariate association is not uniquely
attributable to differences between
workers initially employed in manage-
ment and non-management occupations.
Despite large magnitude differences
across these ten occupational sectors, it
warrants noting that workers throughout
the Canadian labour force (covering
managerial, professional, white-collar
and blue-collar occupational sectors)
have supervisory opportunities – across
all ten occupational sectors, half or
more of workers exhibited at least some
supervisory duty experience over the
six-year time frame.

Log-linear modelling was applied
to the four-variable data array (sex by
university education by occupational
sector by collapsed supervisory experi-
ence scale, producing a 120-cell table)

as a heuristic device to statistically pri-
oritise both bivariate and trivariate inter-
action terms (all involving the
dependent variable of level of supervi-
sory duty experience), leading to selec-
tion of an optimal model. All data were
weighted to incorporate SLID survey
design effects, and then re-weighted to
produce the original sample size for cor-
rect sample-based statistical contrasts
using log-linear modelling. A forward
hierarchical inclusion design was ap-
plied to the data array beginning with
the model of structural independence
(assuming no relationships between in-
dependent and dependent variables),
and progressively testing each possible
interaction term and selecting the best
term at each stage for inclusion in the
final model. At each stage of model test-
ing, a single interaction term is selected
for inclusion in the optimal model – the
term which maximizes the reduction in
the maximum likelihood estimate (L2

statistic). Only interaction terms which
include the dependent variable of super-
visory duty experience are tested since
this is the primary variable of interest.

Table 4 reports all tested log-linear
model contrasts for supervisory duty ex-
perience data ordered from simplest to
most complex model. Given the large

Table 4 

Log-Linear Model Contrasts for Supervisory Duty Data  

Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) Panel 2 (1996-2001) 

 

Model Specification - see variable legend below 
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(S)(U)(O)(D) 
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--- 

 

--- 

 

--- 
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 (S)(U)(O)(D), (U*D) 
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(S)(U)(O)(D), (O*D)(U*D) 

 (S)(U)(O)(D), (O*D)(S*D) 
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58

402.86 

294.59 

 

269.72 

 

.828 

 

.158 

* (S)(U)(O)(D),  (O*D)(S*D)(U*D) 

 

56 160.07 
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(S)(U)(O)(D),  (O*D)(U*D)(S*D), (S*U*D) 
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(S)(U)(O)(D),  (O*D)(U*D)(S*D), (U*O*D)(S*U*D) 

** (S)(U)(O)(D),  (O*D)(U*D)(S*D), (U*O*D)(S*O*D) 

 

36

20
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39.47 
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.023 

(S)(U)(O)(D),  (O*D)(U*D)(S*D), (U*O*D)(S*O*D)(S*U*D) 

 

18 50.35 

 

15.97 

 

.971 

 

.010 

S : Sex of Worker U : University Education O : Occupational Sector D : Supervisory Duty Experience 

* Optimal bivariate model  ** Optimal trivariate model 

Pattern of Workplace Supervisory Roles
13



Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de developpement de carriére
Volume 7, Number 2, 2008

sample size drawn from SLID Panel 2
for analysis, virtually any statistical
contrast of maximum likelihood esti-
mates (simply comparing L2 statistics)
would be deemed statistically signifi-
cant at conventional alpha criteria lev-
els. To avoid this complication in
statistical contrasts, the unique effect of
each interactive term inclusion at each
stage is assessed using an R2 analog sta-
tistic (so named because it takes on the
properties of a multiple R2 with values
ranging from zero for no improvement
in fit, to 1.0 for a perfect fit, attained
only with the saturated log-linear model
containing all possible interaction terms
involving the dependent variable).
Model building continues until the in-
clusion of additional interaction terms
yields modest reductions to maximum
likelihood estimates reflected in negligi-
ble change to R2 analog values.

Moving beyond the model of struc-
tural independence (first block of Table
4), the most significant bivariate interac-
tion term is occupational sector by su-
pervisory duty experience (O*D – the
last row of block 2), which reduces the
maximum likelihood statistic by 67 per-
cent (as revealed by the R2 analog statis-
tic). The next stage of model building
(block 3) tests the remaining two bivari-
ate interaction terms, and identifies sex
by supervisory duty experience (S*D)
as a highly significant term, resulting in
a further 15.8 percent reduction in maxi-
mum likelihood estimate, above and be-
yond that contributed by the interaction
of occupational sector by supervisory
duty experience – this is shown as ÄR2

which quantifies statistical improvement
between the optimal models at block 2
and 3 stages. Beyond this, the university
education by supervisory duty experi-
ence interaction term (U*D) yields a
smaller reduction to maximum likeli-
hood estimates, with a ÄR2 of only 7.9
percent, above and beyond the previous
model. The block 4 log-linear model
(including all possible bivariate interac-
tion terms involving the dependent vari-
able) is selected as the optimal bivariate
model to serve as a baseline for subse-
quent testing of trivariate interaction
terms.

Trivariate interaction terms are
tested in subsequent blocks presented in
Table 4 to determine if more complex
terms should be included to define the

optimal model. Inclusion of the trivari-
ate interaction term of university educa-
tion by occupational sector by
supervisory duty experience (U*O*D)
results in the greatest reduction in maxi-
mum likelihood estimates, with a ÄR2 of
3.1 percent above and beyond the best
bivariate interaction model. The addi-
tion of the interaction term of sex by oc-
cupational sector by supervisory duty
experience (S*O*D) results in another
2.3 percent improvement, and this log-
linear model is selected as optimal for
explaining relationships between this set
of variables. The final block shown in
Table 4 tests the last of the three trivari-
ate interaction terms of sex by univer-
sity education by supervisory
responsibility (S*U*D) with negligible
improvement of 1.0 percent.

Previous tables (2 and 3) profiled
bivariate relationships with the depend-
ent variable corresponding to each of
the three bivariate interaction terms in-
cluded in the optimal log-linear model.
The two trivariate interaction terms con-
tained in the optimal model are profiled
in percentage form in Tables 5 and 6
below. Beginning with the interaction
between education, occupation and su-
pervisory duty experience, Table 5 re-
veals that Canadian workers with some
university education consistently had
higher supervisory duty experience pro-
files across all ten of the SOC occupa-
tional sectors. However, the education
effect varied markedly in magnitude
across these ten sectors. Differences be-
tween workers with and without univer-
sity education in ‘high’ supervisory
experience percentages ranged across
the sectors from 2.9 to 33.3 percentage
points for workers from social sciences
and related occupations, and those from
processing, manufacturing and utilities
occupations sectors, respectively. Per-
centage differences between workers
with and without university education
with no supervisory duty experience
ranged from 6.1 to 29.5 percentage
points for workers from these same two
occupational sectors, respectively. How-
ever, caution should be exercised with
the interpretation of results for the blue
collar processing, manufacturing and
utilities occupational sector, given the
relatively small number (both in un-
weighted sample size and working pop-
ulation estimate) of workers in this

sector with any university education.
Beyond this, the largest percentage
point differences between workers with
and without university education were
found for natural and applied sciences,
and health occupations sectors, with
‘high’ supervisory duty experience dif-
ferences in the order of 19 percentage
points.

For workers without any university
education, levels of ‘high’ supervisory
duty experience ranged from as low as
one in ten workers (10.8 percent for
workers in the processing, manufactur-
ing and utilities occupations sector) to
over half (56.0 percent for workers in
management occupations). Levels of
high supervisory duty experience were
markedly higher for workers with some
university education, ranging from
about one in five (20.1 percent for
workers in primary industry occupa-
tions) to almost three-quarters (70.7 per-
cent for workers in management
occupations). Once again, workers start-
ing out in management occupations
were distinct from workers from all
other occupational sectors with a
markedly higher profile of supervisory
duty experience. For the ‘high’ supervi-
sory experience category, the percentage
of workers from management occupa-
tions is 26.6 to 31.4 percentage points
greater than the second highest occupa-
tional sector, for workers with and with-
out university education, respectively.
This confirms that workers starting out
in management occupations – with or
without university education – are much
more likely to have had experience in-
volving all four of the supervisory du-
ties examined over the six-year time
frame.

Turning to the interaction between
sex, occupation and supervisory duty
experience, Table 6 shows that male
workers had higher supervisory duty ex-
perience profiles relative to female
workers across all ten SOC occupational
sectors. Male workers consistently ex-
hibited higher percentages in the ‘high’
supervisory experience category, while
female workers consistently had greater
percentages in the ‘none’ category.
However, beyond this general pattern
there was marked variation in the mag-
nitude of gender differences across the
ten occupational sectors. Differences
between male and female workers in
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‘high’ supervisory experience percent-
ages ranged from 1.5 to 18.6 percentage
points for workers from primary indus-
try occupations, and those from social
sciences and related occupations sec-
tors, respectively. Percentage differ-
ences between male and female workers
with no supervisory duty experience
ranged from 2.1 to 23.4 percentage
points for workers from health occupa-
tions, and those from social science and
related occupational sectors, respec-
tively. Male workers from social science

and related occupations, and from busi-
ness, finance and administrative occupa-
tions were much more likely to exhibit
‘high’ supervisory duty experience rela-
tive to female workers from these same
occupational sectors, with differences of
18.6 and 17.6 percentage points, respec-
tively. Conversely, female workers from
social science and related occupations,
and processing, manufacturing and utili-
ties occupations were much more likely
to have no supervisory duty experience
relative to male workers, with differ-

ences of 23.4 and 22.3 percentage
points, respectively.

For male workers, levels of ‘high’
supervisory duty experience ranged
from about one in eight workers (12.9
percent for workers from primary indus-
try occupations) to almost two-thirds
(65.1 percent for workers from manage-
ment occupations). For female workers,
‘high’ supervisory experience levels
ranged from as low as one in 16 work-
ers (6.2 percent for workers from pro-
cessing, manufacturing and utilities

Table 5 

Summary Supervisory Experience Scale (1996-2001) 

By Occupational Sector in 1996 (First Reported Job) By Education of Worker * 

 

Any University Education 

 

No 

 

Univ. 

 

Some 

 

Univ. 

 

Supervisory Responsibility 

 

SOC Occupational Sector (1996) 

None Some High Canadian 

Working 

Population 

None Some High Canadian 

Working 

Population 

Management Occupations 

Business, Finance, Admin. Occup. 

Natural & Applied Science Occup. 

Health Occupations  

Soc.Sci., Educ., Govt. Serv., Relig. 

Art, Culture, Recreation, Sport Occ.

Sales & Service Occupations 

Trades, Transport, Equipment Oper.

Primary Industry Occupations 

Processing, Mfg., Utilities Occup. 

 

9.3% 

42.6% 

27.5% 

44.1% 

38.3% 

38.8% 

42.9% 

46.2% 

43.6% 

51.9% 

 

34.6 

39.3 

48.8 

50.1 

37.1 

39.1 

42.1 

40.0 

44.6 

37.3 

 

56.0 

18.1 

23.7 

5.8 

24.6 

22.0 

15.1 

13.8 

11.8 

10.8 

555,200

1,240,400

253,800

282,400

131,100

136,000

1,777,000

1,255,600

395,900

651,100

2.7% 

24.9% 

19.3% 

34.0% 

32.2% 

29.8% 

36.5% 

32.0% 

34.9% 

22.4% 

 

26.6 

42.6 

38.0 

41.4 

46.1 

39.2 

35.5 

47.2 

45.0 

33.5 

 

70.7 

32.5 

42.7 

24.7 

21.7 

31.0 

28.0 

20.8 

20.1 

44.1 

 

287,900

360,300

195,300

179,100

454,800

102,800

324,000

47,300

36,800

25,000

Working Population 

 

40.9% 

 

40.7 

 

18.5 6,678,300 26.1% 

 

39.3 

 

34.7 

 

2,013,200

* Data from Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) Panel 2 (1996-2001) 

Table 6 

Summary Supervisory Experience Scale (1996-2001) 

By Occupational Sector in 1996 (First Reported Job) By Sex of Worker * 

 

Sex of Worker 

 

Female 

 

Worker 

 

Male 

 

Worker 

 

Supervisory Responsibility 

 

SOC Occupational Sector (1996) 

None Some High Canadian 

Working 

Population 

None Some High Canadian 

Working 

Population 

Management Occupations 

Business, Finance, Admin. Occup. 

Natural & Applied Science Occup. 

Health Occupations  

Soc.Sci., Educ., Govt. Serv., Relig. 

Art, Culture, Recreation, Sport Occ.

Sales & Service Occupations 

Trades, Transport, Equipment Oper.

Primary Industry Occupations 

Processing, Mfg., Utilities Occup. 

 

10.3% 

44.1% 

28.2% 

40.6% 

43.0% 

42.0% 

50.4% 

62.9% 

51.7% 

67.6% 

 

37.0 

39.8 

44.5 

47.2 

42.2 

33.6 

36.4 

29.3 

36.9 

26.1 

 

52.7 

16.1 

27.4 

12.3 

14.8 

24.4 

13.2 

7.8 

11.4 

6.2 

273,700

1,124,500

84,600

376,500

350,200

129,700

1,141,200

67,500

96,200

168,100

5.5% 

25.8% 

23.0% 

38.5% 

19.6% 

26.5% 

31.8% 

44.7% 

40.4% 

45.3% 

 

29.4 

40.6 

44.0 

44.8 

47.0 

45.8 

46.6 

40.9 

46.8 

40.8 

 

65.1 

33.7 

33.0 

16.7 

33.4 

27.7 

21.7 

14.4 

12.9 

13.9 

 

569,300

476,200

364,400

85,000

235,700

109,100

959,800

1,235,400

336,500

507,900

Working Population 

 

44.2% 

 

38.6 

 

17.2 3,812,000 32.1% 

 

41.8 

 

26.1 

 

4,879,400

* Data from Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) Panel 2 (1996-2001) 
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occupations) to just over half (52.7 per-
cent for workers from management oc-
cupations). Consistent with previous
findings, both male and female workers
starting out in management occupations
exhibited markedly greater supervisory
duty experience relative to workers
from the remaining nine occupational
sectors. The percentage of workers with
‘high’ supervisory duty experience for
workers from management occupations
is 25.3 and 31.4 percent greater than
that found for the second highest occu-
pational sector for female and male
workers, respectively. While significant
gender differences remain, both male
and female workers starting out in man-
agement occupations were much more
likely to report experience with all four
supervisory duty dimensions over time.

Discussion and Conclusions
Over three in five Canadian work-

ers reported at least some supervisory
duty experience between 1996 and
2001, with more than half deciding
work for, and supervising other workers,
and about a third influencing budget and
staffing, and pay and promotions in the
workplace. Beyond the prevalence of
supervisory responsibilities revealed by
the aggregate profile, the multivariate
log-linear modelling results and analysis
of percentage tables provided support
for each of the bivariate hypotheses
stated above. Specifically, male work-
ers, workers with any university educa-
tion, and workers from management
(especially) and certain professional oc-
cupational sectors exhibited markedly
higher profiles of supervisory duty ex-
perience over the six-year time frame.
Conversely, female workers, those with-
out any university education, and work-
ers from both blue and white collar
occupational sectors were more likely to
report no supervisory duty experience
over time. Based on the cumulative R2

analog statistic from the optimal bivari-
ate stage model (Table 4), log-linear
modelling confirmed that approximately
90 percent of variation found in the 120-
cell, four-variable data array could be
accounted for through the inclusion of
these three bivariate interaction terms
(of gender, university education and oc-
cupational sector, each by supervisory
duty experience of workers).

Log-linear modelling also identi-

fied two trivariate interactions (univer-
sity education by occupational sector by
supervisory experience, and sex by oc-
cupational sector by supervisory experi-
ence) as statistically important,
accounting for an additional five percent
of explained variation within the data
array, yielding a cumulative total R2

analog value of 96.1 percent (Table 4).
Closer inspection of the percentage ta-
bles for these two trivariate interaction
terms (Tables 5 and 6) revealed that as-
sociations between university education
and supervisory experience, and sex and
supervisory experience were mediated
to some degree by occupational sector
of employment. The strengths of the bi-
variate associations were clearly im-
pacted by the occupational sector where
workers were initially employed at the
beginning of the survey panel.

In terms of notable interactive com-
binations, male workers from manage-
ment occupations were the most likely
to report experience on all four supervi-
sory duty dimensions over time (70.7
percent), followed by university-edu-
cated workers from the same occupa-
tional sector (65.1 percent).
University-educated workers from natu-
ral sciences and related occupations also
exhibited a ‘high’ supervisory experi-
ence profile (42.7 percent), along with
male workers from business, finance
and administrative occupations, and so-
cial sciences and related occupations
sectors (33.7 and 33.4 percent, respec-
tively). Conversely, workers without
any university education from the health
occupations sector were the least likely
to report a ‘high’ level of supervisory
experience over time (5.8 percent), as
well as female workers from blue collar
occupational sectors (ranging from 6.2
to 11.4 percent across the three sectors).
From the other end of the scale, female
workers from each of the three blue col-
lar occupational sectors were most
likely to report no supervisory duty ex-
perience (ranging from 51.7 to 67.6 per-
cent across sectors), along with female
workers from white collar sales and
services occupations (50.4 percent). As
well, workers without university educa-
tion from blue collar sectors of process-
ing, manufacturing and utilities
occupations, and trades, transport and
equipment operator occupations were
most likely to have no supervisory duty

experience over time (at 51.9 and 46.2
percent, respectively).

This analysis focused on four dis-
tinct dimensions of supervisory respon-
sibilities in the workplace (influencing
budget and staffing, pay and promo-
tions, deciding work for others, and su-
pervising others), as captured in SLID
longitudinal panel data, and subse-
quently reduced to a basic supervisory
duty experience scale. While these four
dimensions are clearly important in
defining workplace supervisory roles,
they are certainly not exhaustive. There
are other facets of supervisory responsi-
bilities in the workplace – these would
include the number of subordinates su-
pervised, relative position within the or-
ganizational hierarchy, the scope or
extent of decision-making responsibili-
ties within organizations, and whether
decision-making authority is exclusive
or shared. These facets were not cap-
tured through SLID and accordingly
could not be investigated. Future re-
search could explore these and other di-
mensions of workplace supervisory
roles to better appreciate the full scope
and context of such duties.
The temporal design of the SLID longi-
tudinal panel (covering a six-year period
between 1996 and 2001) restricted the
analysis of supervisory duty experiences
to a relatively short time span. Given
typical career durations of thirty or
more years, the panel design covers
only a small segment of total career ex-
periences of workers. If feasible, future
research could broaden the scope of in-
vestigating supervisory experiences and
career outcomes either through the use
of more extended longitudinal panel
surveys, or through survey methodolo-
gies which gather more retrospective
data encompassing a broader time
frame. For research on the many and
varied forms of job mobility, Rosenfeld
(1992) highlighted the importance of
examining complete work histories,
which would go well beyond the limited
time frame afforded by SLID longitudi-
nal data. Ideally, future research could
address the full career histories of work-
ers, from the school-to-work transition
to currently-held positions. Despite the
aforementioned limitations to the meas-
urement of supervisory duty experi-
ences, these SLID data did reflect the
prevalence of such experiences among
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Canadian workers, and also exposed the
dynamic and evolving nature of such
duties over even a relatively brief time
span in the careers of workers.

While log-linear modelling tech-
niques applied in this paper were very
useful for identifying and statistically
prioritizing both bivariate and trivariate
interaction effects involving the depend-
ent scale of supervisory duty experi-
ence, this analysis was clearly restricted
in terms of the number of factors or de-
terminants which could feasibly be in-
cluded in the model. Even working with
the large-scale national sample captured
in SLID, higher dimension data arrays
(more than the four-variable/120-cell
array explored here) would produce se-
rious statistical complications with un-
acceptable numbers of ‘sampling zero
cells’ and associated inflated sampling
errors. Other multivariate techniques
(such as multinomial logistic regression
to investigate a three-category ordinal
dependent variable) could certainly ac-
commodate greater numbers of inde-
pendent variables in a given model, but
are far less suited to exploring complex
interaction effects among determinants
or factors within the model. The pri-
mary purpose of this analysis was to ex-
plore complex interactive effects with
supervisory duty experience. This was
accomplished through the application of
log-linear modelling techniques to a
limited set of variables, supplemented
by assessing and interpreting identified
interaction effects within percentage ta-
bles.

Future research could explore other
factors or determinants which may in-
fluence or impact supervisory responsi-
bility experiences over time, going
beyond the gender, university education
and occupational sector effects investi-
gated here. Differences in work time
arrangements (employment status,
working hours, weeks worked) between
male and female workers may impact
supervisory duty experiences in the
workplace, with consequences for ca-
reer progression and mobility. Among
workers with some post-secondary edu-
cation, the field or discipline of study, or
possession of specific educational cre-
dentials may directly influence subse-
quent supervisory responsibility
experiences in the workplace. Other ca-
reer-related factors such as tenure with a

given organization, occupational and in-
dustrial mobility, as well as career inter-
ruptions may alter supervisory duty
experiences. As well, individual-level
socio-demographic attributes such as
age, race or ethnicity (and gender inter-
actions with these characteristics) may
also have some bearing on the likeli-
hood of assuming supervisory duties in
the workplace. Future research investi-
gating these and other factors or deter-
minants is important given the
prevalence of supervisory roles among
workers, and the consequences for
longer-term career development and
progress for workers.
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Abstract
Abuse creates barriers that effect

women’s ability to enter the paid work
force: barriers that persist long after ini-
tial supports have been exhausted. The
present paper examines the questions:
how do women make meaning of the
ways in which they have experienced
the intersection of abuse and work after
they have been away from abusive ex-
periences for a period? Five women vol-
unteered for extensive one-on-one
interviews employing a narrative
methodology. The long-term affects of
abuse experiences resulting in loss of
mental and physical health, educational
and work experiences, self-esteem and
self-efficacy, voice and emotional sup-
port, and loss of a sense of safety in the
world was a major across participant
theme. Additional themes included
readiness for change, housing issues,
and working for change with other
women. Implications for career coun-
selling practice, from the perspective of
a social constructivist career theory, em-
phasize counselling in the context of
women’s whole lives, the importance of
hearing women’s stories of abuse, un-
derstanding the nature of complex
trauma and the need for long-term tar-
geted support in employment programs.

Career counsellors working with
women who have had a history of abuse
realize that many individual and social
realities affect women’s ability to enter
the paid work force. Several authors
contend that relational issues are a dom-
inant theme for women in the ways in
which they approach work situations
(Flum, 2001; Josselson, 1992;
Schultheiss, 2003). If primary relation-
ships have been disrupted by abuse ex-
periences, it is likely that issues and
problems within a work context will
also emerge (Flum, 2001). Components
of physical, emotional, intellectual, and
psychological well-being influence a
woman’s ability to work (Elliot & Re-
itsma-Street, 2003) and work becomes

very important for women who are try-
ing to rebuild their lives after experienc-
ing various forms of abuse (Chronister
& McWhirter, 2003).

Immediate support for women as
they leave abusive situations is very im-
portant. Yet the effects of abuse create
barriers that persist long after initial
supports have been exhausted. Women
who have experienced abuse encounter
a number of specific life situations that
often interact, overlap, and connect to
create barriers to work. Experiences of
assault by an intimate male partner and
historical abuse combined with poverty,
and current health conditions contribute
to potential barriers when women seek
to find and hold employment (Wells,
1994). How are women giving meaning
to the intersection of their abuse experi-
ences and their work histories in light of
the fact that problems may persist for
them when it comes to finding and
maintaining employment? How would
they go about telling these stories? The
present paper explores these questions.

Survivors and Work

Career choice and career develop-
ment unfolds in particular ways for
women; options and opportunities are
influenced by a social context that in-
cludes balancing work and family, deal-
ing with career interruptions, and
diverse career patterns (Schreiber,
1998). Lent, Brown and Hackett (2000)
describe Social Cognitive Career The-
ory (SCCT) as providing an important
theoretical perspective from which to
view women’s situations in terms of
work. An emphasis on variables such as
self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and
goals, as well as environmental vari-
ables that include family, friends, finan-
cial conditions, and the larger societal
context allows this theory to be espe-
cially useful when examining how ca-
reer unfolds for women.

Chronister and McWhirter (2003)
have applied the SCCT model specifi-
cally to women who have been the tar-

get of domestic violence. Learning ex-
periences were limited; opportunities to
succeed in education and career related
activities were low; and fear, anxiety,
and depression influenced self-efficacy
and future expectations. In the face of
harassment in the workplace by abusers,
absenteeism, impaired work perform-
ance, and lack of advancement, it was
not hard to understand that women held
negative outcome expectations.

Little attention has been paid to the
long-term effects of domestic violence
on employability (Chronister &
McWhirter, 2003). Women who re-
ported domestic violence were more
likely to have had more jobs but a lower
personal income with their socio-eco-
nomic status dropping over time (Lloyd,
1997). Studies confirm that these
women do seek employment but are un-
able to maintain it (Raphael & Tolman,
1997).Women who have experienced
histories of abuse experience a complex
set of circumstances and behaviours that
may present multiple barriers to em-
ployment (Elliot & Reitsma-Street,
2003).

Psychological trauma contributes to
hyper-arousal tendencies (Herman,
1997). Job interviews can create panic;
women survivors may experience ex-
treme levels of fear over appearing une-
ducated, being asked personal questions
that are uncomfortable to answer, or
having to explain problematic job histo-
ries (Chronister & McWhirter, 2003).
Elevated levels of fear and anxiety can
accompany job evaluation or testing sit-
uations (Gianakos, 1999). Stress related
illnesses can result in time lost from
work, education, or training and women
often quit jobs or are fired due to their
absences (Wells, 1994). Raphael and
Tolman (1997) found rates as high as
56% of women reporting that they had
missed school or training due to abuse.
Abuse has robbed women of control
over their lives and their bodies at a
very deep level and this leads to feeling
powerless (Chronister & McWhirter,

Women Survivors’ Experiences of
the Intersection of Abuse and Work1

Francis Guenette
University of Victoria



Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de developpement de carriére
Volume 7, Number 2, 2008

2003). Powerlessness can result in an
inability to make choices about employ-
ment options, a lack of awareness that
one can be assertive, the tendency to re-
linquish power, and difficulties with au-
thority figures (Wells, 1994).

Gianakas (1999) writes that women
who have unresolved issues resulting
from abuse may behave inappropriately
with male supervisors in work situa-
tions. Interpersonal conflicts with co-
workers and supervisors can emerge in
training and work settings (Prigoff,
2000) because of this inability to main-
tain healthy boundaries. Many studies
indicate links between domestic vio-
lence, childhood abuse and substance
misuse (Bala et al., 1998; Raphael &
Tolman, 1997; Reitsma-Street,
Schofield, Lund, & Kasting, 2001; Ull-
man & Brecklen, 2003; Wells, 1994).
Women experience difficulty accessing
treatment due to pressures related to ob-
taining childcare, lack of funds, and
transportation problems (Schober &
Annis, 1996).

Hall (2000) interviewed 20 urban,
low-income women who had suffered
multiple forms of childhood abuse and
were in recovery treatment due to sub-
stance abuse. She analyzed the women’s
stories as they related to learning and
work difficulties and found four do-
mains of interest: a) problems with
school because abuse in the home envi-
ronment had compromised school as a
source of learning and as an arena of
peer socialization, b) a lack of adult
skills related to relationship compe-
tency, money management, life plan-
ning, and parenting, c) problems around
academic and health literacy, and d)
problems related to alcohol and drug ad-
diction. These four issues represented
barriers to success in the job market for
these women.

The above authors have raised
questions about the ways in which
women with abuse histories move past
the initial supports offered to them to
negotiate the world of work. The focus
of the present study was to explore sur-
vivors’ stories of the intersection of
abuse and work experiences in a rela-
tional context.

Methodology
The research question, situated

within an overarching framework of so-

cial constructionism, assumes an ap-
proach to career and work that is rela-
tional. Blustein, Schultheiss, and Flum
(2004) argue that this point of view
leads to a particular leverage in under-
standing how people comprehend, con-
struct, and act in relation to the
challenges and opportunities of their
working experience. Relationship and
relational frameworks, woven through
the stories these women constructed
about career and the work process, pro-
vide many important points of interest
for career counsellors working with
women who have a history of abuse, as
well as with women who have experi-
enced other relational difficulties.

Narrative methodology honours
and allows the unique voice and story of
each participant to emerge. Bluestein,
Kenna, Murphy, Devoy, and DeWine
(2005) write that, “Narrative analyses
are particularly informative to the psy-
chology of work for individuals who
have been outside of the mainstream of
career development discourse” (p. 359).
Career narratives in particular have the
ability to identify aspects of the social
realm that have enabled or constrained
individuals (Cohen, Duberly, & Mallon,
2004).

Five women, recruited from a local
employment program created for
women with abuse histories participated
in a 90 minute audio-taped one-on-one
interview with the author. The women
were asked to speak of how their past
experiences of abuse had intersected
with their abilities to find and maintain
employment. As each woman sat down
for the interview, she was asked, “When
you heard me say that this research was
about work and your experiences of
abuse and I asked if you thought you
might have a story to tell about that –
what did you start to think about? What
stories came to mind for you?” Work
was defined in a broad sense as the car-
rier of meaning in their lives, not just
paid work outside the home. During the
interview, each woman was offered the
opportunity to create a time line draw-
ing in which she could illustrate the
times in her life when abuse experiences
intersected with her choice of work, her
ability to obtain or retain work.

Frank (2000) writes of the ethical
and intellectual responsibility to enter
into relationship with the stories we

elicit as researchers. The analysis of the
women’s narratives became an entering
into the relational space created between
the participant and the interviewer. This
entailed working amidst several layers
of interpretation – field notes taken
throughout the process, tape recorded
interviews, verbatim transcripts, time
line drawings, and concept maps created
to illustrate major themes.

Results
Becky22

Becky described verbal abuse from
her father as a starting point that made
her vulnerable to sexual abuse as a teen
that then precipitated her slide into pros-
titution and criminality. Living within
this belief system led to missed opportu-
nities. Becky spoke of the people she
had known and the type of work she had
done as blinding her to any reality out-
side of criminality for a large portion of
her life. “Most of my life has been spent
in a different world and if it had been
spent working at MacDonald’s and
going to Burger King and having a
paper route it would be a whole differ-
ent reality . . . If I hadn’t had to put so
much time into surviving the mental
abuse and I hadn’t put so much time
into abusing myself, I wonder how
much differently my life would be and I
would be . . . I bet I’d be walking out
proud of my resume and being comfort-
able with getting a job.” 

The four themes identified in
Becky’s story include: a fragmented
sense of self, loss of opportunities, a
lack of “job getting skills”, and a desire
to work for change with other women.
Becky described issues related to a lack
of support to become the self she might
have been and a distorted sense of self
worth due to her experiences. She de-
scribes her experience of assault at the
hands of an intimate male partner as
being her lowest point, “When I first got
out of the situation, my sense of self,
there was no sense of self, and I remem-
ber just describing it as ‘I fragmented’.”
Loss of opportunity connected to her
belief that she was living a life script
that she did not have a hand in writing.
Becky spoke of how her life was on a
certain path she had no control over. 

Becky struggled with not being
able to visualize herself in the world of
work and her lack of experience with
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any of the “getting a job skills” that
most people begin to experience at a
much younger age. She shared that she
had never had to go on an interview, or
sit across from someone who was judg-
ing her as capable to do a certain job; “.
. . you don’t have to apply to be a prosti-
tute and they don’t ask you to fill out a
job application to be a drug dealer.”
When speaking about the world of
work, Becky’s story was filled with ex-
pressions of unfamiliarity, lack of vi-
sion, and fear. What Becky lacked was
the recognition that many of the job
skills she had acquired in her life were
in fact transferable and she could draw
on them now as she moved into a differ-
ent type of work world. 

A prominent theme in Becky’s
story was her desire to work to educate
and help other women. She believed
that her experiences of domestic vio-
lence have made her sensitive to this
issue. She shared her desire to work in
the field of social work and how experi-
ences with other women had shown her
that she was able to do that type of
work. “I do have the ability, I know that.
I am able to give people hope and I
think that is a gift.” 

Jeannie

When Jeannie first began to recover
from the shock of a break-up with a
long-term, abusive partner, she spoke of
waking up in the morning and thinking,
“What am I going to do for myself
today. Not for my son, or for anybody
else, but for me.” She spoke of not re-
ally knowing how to think about herself.
She had been looking after her partner
and her son for so long, that had consti-
tuted her work. Jeannie was amazed by
the notion of being by herself and learn-
ing how to do things for herself. “I had
to keep reminding myself, you know,
that there was no one to tell me what to
do.” The realization that she was on her
own was scary. “I was scared thinking
how I would have to go out and look
after myself and make money.” 

Four significant themes identified
in Jeannie’s story included: doing things
just for herself, being taken by surprise
and not being heard, feeling silenced in
the face of abuse, and questions related
to being ready to move forward with her
life. As Jeannie told her story, she re-
peated a theme related to the number of

times she was caught off guard by what
was happening to her. She entered into a
relationship after leaving her abusive
partner only to find herself in another
abusive relationship and it was a shock.
“He started hitting me and doing things
and saying things I never expected.”
Jeannie also described speaking and not
being heard. She told her abusive part-
ner to leave and yet he remained, she
broke off a subsequent abusive relation-
ship only to find the man back in her
apartment as if she had never spoken of
ending their relationship. In not know-
ing and not being heard, Jeannie did not
seem to be an active agent in her own
life.

Jeannie spoke of being uncomfort-
able with talking about being a victim of
the abuse. “I was so ashamed of what
was happening to me and I didn’t want
anybody else to know about it . . . I did-
n’t think it was a good feeling to have
other people know these things.” She
worried about being part of an employ-
ment program for women with abuse
histories because she knew she would
have to talk about things that had hap-
pened to her. 

Parts of Jeannie’s story relate to her
lack of readiness to move forward with
her life. While doing the time-line draw-
ing, Jeannie spoke about not remember-
ing her childhood at all. These gaps in
her memory and experience limit her
ability to understand and move forward.
When speaking of her long-term rela-
tionship with an abusive partner, Jean-
nie says, “I had a good life” and
minimized how he had abused her. Jean-
nie did not seem ready to completely
face these experiences and she shared a
sense of limitation in her ability to be an
active agent in her life and move for-
ward.

Betty

Before the age of fourteen, when
she ran away from home to live on the
street, Betty had already undergone in-
tense trauma. She became vulnerable to
alcohol abuse. “I started drinking heav-
ily when I was around that age. Cause I
discovered that even through it tasted
awful, it made everything okay.” She
was vulnerable to men in the workplace
and ultimately she was vulnerable to a
relationship with an abusive husband.
When Betty finally got away from this

violent and abusive marriage, barely
with her life, her emotional and physical
health was severely compromised. She
fell into a pattern of addiction and de-
pression that made work impossible.
Betty spoke of surviving two major
breakdowns and a serious suicide at-
tempt. It took her a long time to begin to
find her way out of the darkness. 

The three themes identified in
Betty’s story: low self-esteem, ability to
work, and lost opportunities, were not
discrete units. These themes merged and
overlapped. Long-range affects of abuse
set Betty up to be vulnerable to other in-
cidents of abuse, to addiction issues,
and to the extreme distress she has lived
with most of her life. The long-range af-
fects of abuse overlap with the other
themes and create intersections with her
work experiences: 

Betty’ physical weakness and her
drinking compromised jobs she was
able to obtain after getting away from
her abusive husband. She was unable to
cope with a job she had in a truck fac-
tory where men harassed her. “I was
still quite afraid of men at that point . . .
I was trying to be tough, to prove to my-
self I could be around men . . . I just
started getting more and more stressed
. . . I still had the physical problems
from the abuse in my back and legs . . .
I would be on Demerol for the pain and
still trying to work. I was drinking
pretty heavily then.” In subsequent at-
tempts to obtain employment, Betty
shared that her abuse affected her. “I
don’t have the confidence to apply for a
job and when I did work at a job I
couldn’t handle the stress, physically or
mentally, and I would need to go on sick
leave.” 

When Betty was homeless and liv-
ing on the street after losing her job at
the truck factory, she ran into a friend
who was able to connect her with a
woman who let Betty stay at her house
until she could qualify for social assis-
tance. Betty shared that she was amazed
this woman would open her home to
her. She saw herself as the “scum of the
streets” and wondered why anyone
would let her live in their home. The
state of Betty’s self-esteem seriously
impeded her ability to see herself as ca-
pable or able to work. 
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Melanie

For much of her life, Melanie had
defined herself in terms of her past
abuse experiences. She alluded to the
many implications: her lifelong eating
disorder, relationship issues, question-
able choices with work, and a sense of
fear. Speaking of her work experiences,
“I think that one of the major ways my
abuse has affected work is in how I feel
about myself and then how that trans-
lates to the type of work I have chosen
and how that reinforces those feelings.”
She chose cleaning work, being around
other people’s dirty things, seeing her-
self as an observer, standing on the out-
side of life looking in. “That explains a
lot of my life and it comes from the sex-
ual abuse and never feeling like I could
really participate in my own life.” 

The four themes that connected
Melanie’s experiences of abuse and her
work history included: being defined by
her abuse experiences, her perceptions
of being unsafe in the world of work,
paths not taken and opportunities lost,
and how healing became her work. 

Melanie defined her work life as
having been guided by her strong attrac-
tion to unsafe work experiences that
served to reinforce what she already felt
about herself: that her purpose in life
was to be used by others. Many of her
work experiences are seen through this
lens: out delivering papers all by herself
or working at a summer resort out in the
middle of nowhere. “Now I see that I
was choosing things that weren’t neces-
sarily safe.” 

Melanie named many opportunities
she missed because of her abuse. She
felt regrets about missed opportunities
in her relationship with her husband be-
cause of the sexual abuse issues she was
dealing with. “I wish I could have al-
lowed him to be my ally.” Opportunities
missed in the world of work figure
largely in Melanie’s story. “If I hadn’t
had this idea that work was where I
would get used and feeling like that was
all I was good for . . . maybe I could
have chosen a different path with
work.” She also reflected that dealing
with sexual abuse meant she could not
work full time and have access to the
money necessary to pursue certain
paths. “. . . maybe I could have just kept
working somewhere and had the money
to do some training – maybe then some

of those other paths would have been
possible.”

Very early in her interview Melanie
made a telling statement, “When I think
about the question of abuse and work, in
some ways I have started to perceive
that my healing from the abuse is a big
part of my work.” For a number of years
she had been in counselling and had
been part of many healing programs and
experiences. Melanie’s healing work be-
came full-time work. “I couldn’t have
got to where I am now without having
gone through the blackness and the
searching and the healing. It was worth-
while, all of it.”

Cinnamon

A dominant theme that emerged
from Cinnamon’s story was her struggle
to understand and deal with an un-
healthy relationship with her mother.
Cinnamon spoke of always trying to
please her mother and this had an im-
pact on work and intimate relationships
over her life span. She described the tra-
ditional mindset her mother held, “It’s
the whole religious thing, you know . . .
my background and my mom’s was
very traditional . . . my mom wouldn’t
have even had a way to get what was
happening to me.” These early experi-
ences and family values created vulner-
ability for Cinnamon that she connected
with unhealthy choices in the work en-
vironment and an abusive marriage. 

Cinnamon’s story generated four
themes that connected her experiences
of abuse with her experiences of work:
family of origin issues, how these issues
influenced both work and relationships,
loss of confidence and belief in herself,
and current feelings about work. Living
out a script of trying to please her
mother was transferred to her work life.
“I was always trying to please the owner
. . .it all got overwhelming, I had a
breakdown, everything fell apart.” Cin-
namon shared that when she met her
husband she transferred all the control
and people pleasing to him and, “ . . .
just went on doing the same thing . . . “
She talked about the links between what
she went through in her marriage and
what she went through in her childhood
with her mother, “I guess you could say
I married my mom.” 

Cinnamon’s experiences of abuse in
her marriage reached out to influence

what she could envision for herself in
the future. She described a marriage in
which she was isolated; her husband did
not like her to have friends or speak to
her family on the phone or to work out-
side of the home. “I’m still in isolation
in some ways . . . years of living like
that takes a toll on you . . .” 

What Cinnamon had gone through
was characterized by what she had lost.
When she previously worked in man-
agement, she speaks of having confi-
dence. She could attack problems and
find solutions, now decision making is
difficult. “I don’t have confidence in my
abilities anymore . . . confidence is a big
challenge right now.” 

Cinnamon’s relationship with the
world of work is fraught with fear, re-
luctance, and distrust. She is afraid to go
back to work, “. . . going back to work,
I’m just not ready. That is why I’m
choosing school right now. . . ” The
pressure to get out and find work made
her feel as though she had moved from
one controlling environment, her mar-
riage, to another. “I still feel like I don’t
have a say. I have a bit more control but
I’m still not calling the shots on my life
and it’s frustrating.”

Discussion
The five women in this study expe-

rienced barriers in terms of being able to
find and maintain employment, a pre-
requisite for forging a work identity that
is capable of providing an ongoing
sense of agency. Isaacson and Brown
(2000) state that work is the means of
relating to society and it can provide
status, recognition, and affiliation.
Though work may come to serve these
functions for some of these women,
they did not speak of work in this way
when they told their stories. Work was
going to be something to figure out
(Becky), something never done before,
but now necessary (Jeannie), something
not likely to be done again (Betty),
something to be envisioned as many dif-
ferent paths even though the way is
blocked (Melanie), or something that is
feared (Cinnamon). Their experiences
of abuse continue to effect their views
of and participation in the world of
work. 

Women who have experienced vio-
lence and abuse are at risk for mental or
physical health problems (Elliot & Re-
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itsma-Street, 2003). This was clear in
Betty’s story: she had not had a paying
job in twelve years; and it seemed un-
likely, in view of her fragile state, that
employment would be part of her future.
Betty’s struggle to deal with her pain,
both physical and emotional, by self-
medicating with alcohol relates to stud-
ies that have linked childhood abuse,
domestic violence, and addiction issues
(Bala et. al., 1998; Raphael & Tolman,
1997; Reitsma-Street et. al., 2001; Ull-
man &Brecklen, 2003; Wells, 1994) fit
with

Melanie spoke of spending the past
eight years working full-time on her
own healing. Though she had many
dreams of what she might do in terms of
work in the future she also reported
feeling very stuck and unable to move
on. The emotional affects of her abuse
experiences still had a powerful hold on
her. Melanie continued to experience a
number of stress reactions which create
further barriers to employment (Gi-
anakos, 1999).

Loss of valuable educational and
work experiences played a large role in
blocking potential work opportunities
and options. Women who have abuse
histories have often experienced limita-
tions in learning experiences. Opportu-
nities to succeed in education and career
can be few; fear, anxiety, and depression
influence future expectations (Chronis-
ter & McWhirter, 2003). Becky spoke
of school as difficult for her due to
abuse at home and the way in which her
future expectations were skewed based
on negative messages of verbal abuse
she was taking in from her father. Betty
ran away from home at a very early age,
ending up homeless and on the street;
her educational options seriously com-
promised. Melanie spoke of not being
able to pursue educational opportunities
because of her abuse. Cinnamon left
home before graduating and had to fin-
ish Grade twelve through night school
classes. 

Three of the women spoke of lost
opportunities related to work. Becky
had many work experiences but she did
not have work experiences she felt she
could put on a resume. Chronister and
McWhirter (2003) report that job inter-
view situations can create panic for
women who have experienced abuse,
this may relate to having to answer per-

sonal questions that are uncomfortable
or having to explain problematic job
histories.

Jeannie had simply never needed to
work outside the home. Her partner had
always gone out and made the money;
she just assumed her life would con-
tinue on that path. Women with abuse
histories often come from backgrounds
that are characterized by rigid gender
stereotypes about work-role attitudes
(Brown, Reedy, Fountain, Johnson, &
Dischiser, 2000). Jeannie simply never
envisioned a time when she would have
to look after herself financially and this
was a scary thought for her now. 

Melanie lost significant opportuni-
ties to pursue work that might have bet-
ter suited her because, in her opinion,
she did not receive the support to look
at other options. She also relates the
ways in which abuse experiences
blocked educational opportunities. Her
sense of herself as “garbage” and her
pattern of choosing only work that
would reaffirm this belief blocked many
other work experiences. She also speaks
about the time involved in healing and
how this has meant lost chances to sus-
tain employment over time and save
money that could have gone toward ed-
ucation.

Loss of self-esteem and self-effi-
cacy was another common theme in the
women’s stories. Abuse and trauma ex-
periences have an affect on self-esteem
and one’s basic sense of self-worth
(Rosenbloom & Williams, 1999).
Brown et al. (2000) contend that low
self-esteem is the most significant bar-
rier to employability and the barrier that
contributes the most to lower levels of
self-efficacy. Employment success is re-
lated to high levels of self-efficacy
(Chronister & McWhirter, 2003; Gi-
anakos, 1999) and the literature indi-
cates that abuse lowers these levels
(Chronister & McWhirter, 2003; Brown,
et al., 2000). Sustaining a healthy self-
concept under the circumstances of
abuse is almost impossible (Ibrahim &
Herr, 1997). Becky shared her distorted
sense of self-worth due to her experi-
ences in the sex-trade. Betty spoke,
quite poignantly, of how she had no
self-worth; she thought she was the
“scum of the streets.” Cinnamon com-
pares her confidence levels now with
how she saw herself in the past and

feels she has lost so much. Melanie de-
scribed the ways in which abuse de-
stroyed her sense of herself as capable
of following certain employment paths
in her life. Jeannie’s reference to “doing
things just for herself, for the first time”
and the struggle that has been indicates
a lack of a clear sense of self-efficacy in
the world. 

Abuse compromises interpersonal
choices. Schultheiss (2003) writes about
the need to take an in-depth look at the
role of relationship in one’s life in order
to determine how these influence one’s
work experiences. Townsend and
McWhirter (2005) suggest that connect-
edness is often seen as a central organiz-
ing principle and a critical theme for
women. When connections have been
disrupted because of relational violence,
work relationships are also affected.
Betty reflects that she would not have
chosen her “crazy” husband if she had
not experienced early childhood abuse.
Cinnamon spoke of having ended up
with her abusive husband because of a
life long habit of people pleasing rooted
in her childhood experiences. Becky be-
lieved she was targeted for sexual abuse
in high school due to her earlier abuse
experiences. The cumulative affects of
these abuse experiences have direct im-
pacts on work ability and choices. 

Loss of voice and isolation was a
further theme expressed across partici-
pants. Phillips and Daniluk (2004) write
that women who have experienced
childhood sexual abuse report feeling
different, alone, and invisible. Jeannie
spoke of feeling voiceless; Betty’s se-
verely abusive husband separated her
from all relationships, both work and
social; and Cinnamon’s husband sepa-
rated her from her friends, creating a
long-term problem in terms of trusting
people and making new contacts.
Melanie’s struggle within the actual in-
terview to find words to describe her ex-
periences seemed an aspect of silencing;
her sense of being different and isolated
is clear in her depiction of various work
experiences. 

Abuse experiences resulted in a se-
rious loss of a sense of safety. In Judith
Herman’s (1992) recovery from trauma
model, re-establishing a sense of being
safe in the world is the first stage of re-
covery. A dominant theme in both
Melanie and Cinnamon’s stories is their
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fear and the way in which they no
longer feel safe in the world, including
the world of work. Chronister and
McWhirter (2003) describe what hap-
pens to a woman when abuse has
robbed her of control of her life and her
body; she becomes quite powerless to
move about in the world with confi-
dence. Powerlessness can lead to an in-
ability to make employment choices, a
lack of ability to be assertive, and a ten-
dency to relinquish power (Wells,
1994). 

A social constructivist approach to
career that emphasizes the whole person
in the ever changing context of their life
(Peavy, 1995; Savickas, 1995) provides
an appropriate theoretical framework
for understanding the five women inter-
viewed for this research. It is not hard to
visualize the ways in which their life
context had influenced how they under-
stood work. Their stories illustrate the
interaction of the many factors involved
in approaching, making, and maintain-
ing work choices. Social Cognitive Ca-
reer Theory (SCCT) (Lent, et al., 2000)
fits particularly well with the stories of
the participants in this research. In each
of their stories it was obvious that they
brought many issues related to cognitive
and personal variables (i.e. past per-
formances, emotionality, vicarious
learning, and verbal persuasions) from
the past, most of which had affected
their sense of self-efficacy, into their
present reality of having to negotiate the
world of work. SCCT also emphasizes
contextual and environmental factors.
An upbringing that emphasized tradi-
tional sex-role stereotypes (Cinnamon),
an identity formed through adolescence
by a verbally abusive father (Becky),
and a sense that work was an arena in
which you were used like a piece of
garbage (Melanie), create very real and
specific contexts for the women who are
living with these past experiences. An
emphasis on context also allows coun-
sellors to focus on issues surrounding
relationship.

Three of the women interviewed
had gone through long waiting periods
in order to obtain safe housing. Low in-
come women experience major difficul-
ties meeting basic housing needs and
there is a serious lack of supportive
housing for women who have been vic-
tims of various forms of abuse (Re-

itsma-Street et. al., 2001). Abused
women consistently rate issues regard-
ing housing, affordable childcare, and
transportation as their priorities (Elliot
& Reitsma-Street, 2003).

In all of the participant’s stories, the
issue of being ready for various experi-
ences emerged. Becky spoke of many
fears but ended on a note of hope and
readiness to move forward. Jeannie was
at a stage of envisioning possibilities for
herself but her story seemed to indicate
a need for more time and support before
she would be able to move forward with
a sense of self-efficacy. Betty’s story in-
dicated a readiness to enter the employ-
ment program; she was able to take
advantage of counselling opportunities
in relation to her abuse experiences.
Melanie had accessed many support and
healing programs but her story indicates
that she was still not ready to move for-
ward. Cinnamon admits that the em-
ployment program came too soon for
her, she was not ready to re-enter the
world of work. 

Herman (1992) writes that the final
stage of recovery from abuse and
trauma is the desire to reconnect. This
desire is in fact the core of recovery.
Some women may adopt what Herman
describes as a survivor mission. They
feel called upon to engage in changing
the wider world in some way. They
focus their energy on helping others
who have experienced similar abuse as
a possible means of transcending their
own experience and gaining personal
power. All five of the participants
spoke directly of their desire to work for
change in the world, specifically with
other women and children. For Becky
this has to do with social work and help-
ing other women get out of abusive situ-
ations. Jeannie had managed, through
everything that happened to her, to
maintain a volunteer position working
with single moms and she experienced
this to be a safe and beneficial place for
her. Betty shared a very well-thought
out plan to create a soup kitchen once a
month for women and children. Experi-
ences of feeling unsafe in such situa-
tions have created a desire to provide
other women and children with a safe
place to be together. Melanie spoke of
her desire to carry on with her education
and pursue a career in counselling. Cin-
namon spoke quite passionately of the

need for schools to begin teaching chil-
dren conflict resolution skills and how
to stand up for themselves in an effec-
tive manner. This was in direct response
to her reflections on her own lifelong
struggle to find her voice and stand up
for herself.

Implications for Career Counselling
Practice and Policy

Counselling women about career
and work choices is counselling in the
context of their whole lives, for work is
rooted in life. Bluestein et. al.’s (2005)
contention that work is embedded in
complex layers of social, cultural, and
political factors points to a need for ca-
reer counsellors to consider how these
layers and contexts have affected all
areas of a woman’s life. The social con-
structivist career model makes it clear
that life-context matters (Peavy, 1995).
Women who have experienced abuse
bring that specific context to the career
counselling setting. 

Aspects of trauma counselling
highlight the importance of hearing
women’s stories, but also the ways in
which these stories interact with every-
thing else that is happening in women’s
lives. A constructivist framework for ca-
reer counselling is well suited to helping
counsellors recognize how experiences
of abuse have influenced other impor-
tant areas of a woman’s life. Mahoney
(2003) writes that a constructivist thera-
pist experiences clients as intentional
agents in their own lives; as active in
their own meaning-making process. The
constructivist counsellor works to col-
laborate and facilitate the client as an
agent in her own life, holds affirmation
and hope for the client at times when
she may not be able to, and comes to
understand and know the client from
within her own belief system. 

Constructivist counselling also con-
ceptualizes human experience as com-
plex, a lifelong experiment in which the
client is neither a prisoner of the past
nor totally free to choose any future
path (Mahoney, 2003). Themes in the
participant’s stories link to some of the
newest research on complex trauma
(Briere & Scott, 2006). All five of the
women interviewed described life situa-
tions that involved ongoing experiences
of abuse. Briere and Scott (2006) de-
scribe complex trauma as severe, pro-
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longed, and repeated trauma that takes
on a chronic, developmental etiology:
the result of a wide range of outcomes
that vary from person to person as a
function of their unique trauma expo-
sure; for example, age of first trauma
experience, issues related to disrupted
attachment, and subsequent revictimiza-
tion. Childhood abuse issues can lead to
maladaptive adolescent behaviour (sub-
stance abuse, inappropriate sexual be-
haviour, ongoing emotional or mental
health issues) which in turn result in
vulnerability to additional victimization,
which leads to further responses and be-
haviours leading in turn further risk. 

When working with this population
it is important that career counsellors
have an understanding of the complex
nature of trauma, especially as it may
relate to early childhood exposure to
traumatic experiences. Although Betty’s
story was severe in terms of the cumula-
tive nature of her trauma experiences
and the ways in which they made her
vulnerable to further victimization, her
story is in no way unusual. The types of
cumulative abuse that many of the par-
ticipants shared form a life context that
influenced all areas of their lives, in-
cluding their ability to work. By recog-
nizing that career counselling is
counselling for life, counsellors realize
that to facilitate readiness for work
many issues need to be addressed. 

Women who have experienced
abuse need opportunities to learn about
themselves, the world of work, and the
options they might have for their future
(Gianakos, 1999). Simply learning skills
is not enough for this population of
women (Wells, 1994). Understanding
the context of their abuse and how it has
influenced their decision-making is also
important (Belknap, 1999). Elliot and
Reitsma-Street (2003) argue against
programs that pressure vulnerable
women to take any job that comes along
without addressing the significant
stresses and barriers they face. Being
ready to access specific support experi-
ences is crucial for the success of these
endeavours. As is seen in these women’s
stories, when recovering from abuse ex-
periences, readiness is a complex
process 

The literature and the individual
women’s stories support the need for
long-term targeted support for women

who have experienced abuse and are
now moving toward re-entering the
world of work. Although the targeted
employment program all five women
took part in was a positive experience,
fourteen weeks was not long enough.
Programs also need to address the mul-
tiple issues these women face: the need
for vocational training, education, em-
ployment coaching and support, hous-
ing, childcare, legal advice, assistance
with welfare, and skills training for in-
dependent living (Moe & Bell, 2004). 

Programs need to be holistic in the
ways they view women. Models of em-
powerment, such as the one suggested
by Chronister and McWhirter (2003)
emphasize: (a) collaboration between
facilitators and clients, (b) paying atten-
tion to context which includes educa-
tional levels, attitudes to work, affects
of abuse, family demands, culture, eco-
nomics, and access to community sup-
ports, (c) an active process of
recognizing the skills and resources the
woman already has, (d) helping women
become critical thinkers about their own
life situations and move toward exercis-
ing more personal agency, and (e) con-
necting women with the wider
community. 

There is a particular need to pay
close attention to factors of readiness
for change in a woman’s life. If employ-
ment programs are offered before
women are ready, they may not be able
to take advantage of the opportunities
for education and skill development
being offered. This readiness is related
to a process of recovery from abuse ex-
periences that is hard to place on a spe-
cific timeline. Lock-step programs that
focus on one particular model of career
preparation or readiness may not work
for this population of women. Appropri-
ate assessment and programs designed
to meet individual women’s needs
would seem to make the most sense.
The stories of the five participants in
this study indicate different profiles of
readiness that is unrelated to the time
away from abusive experiences. Some
women would benefit from supportive
employment internship programs, others
are still in need of counselling to deal
with the long-term affects of abuse, and
yet others may need to enter into the
world of employment and concentrate
on the healing personal work involved

in abuse recovery later. 
Policy makers must also pay atten-

tion to the critical issue of access to safe
and affordable housing for women who
are attempting to rebuild their lives. En-
suring that women can find housing is
an essential component of their safety
and the safety of their dependent chil-
dren (Moe & Bell, 2004). In extensive
research directed at housing issues and
policy options for women living in
urban poverty in three Canadian cities,
Reitsma-Street, et. al. (2001) found that
there is a serious lack of supportive
housing for women who have been the
victims of domestic violence. This was
echoed by participants in this study.

The five women who narrated the
ways in which abuse intersected with
their experiences of work spoke of
many barriers in their lives. At the same
time, their stories shone with light and
hope. They were determined to move
beyond abuse experiences and though
they were at various points in the
process of doing that, their individual
courage and determination to not be de-
fined solely by these experiences was
clear. Many of them reflected on how
far they had come on their individual
journeys of recovery and all had hopes
and dreams for the future. Betty’s words
speak of this hope when she talks of
why she is telling her story, “. . . maybe
it will give some woman hope that you
can still have quality of life even after
being devastated, you know . . . you can
still follow your dreams.”
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Abstract
This present paper delineates the

characteristics of prospective individu-
als who wish to choose their careers by
use of empirical evidence drawn from a
comprehensive study of how Business
Management Technicians (BMTs) from
State-run Technical Institutes (SRTIs) in
The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago,
West Indies fared on the Labour Market.
BMTs (500) from a population of 1170
were surveyed using semi-structured in-
terviews, opinionnairs, academic
records and a questionnaire to examine
11 key areas representing both worker
and job characteristics. Females from
five year high schools who opted for the
business studies subject group at Cam-
bridge General Certificate of Education
(GCE) ordinary level or Caribbean Ex-
aminations Council (CXC) basic or gen-
eral proficiency level examinations
were found to be the most suitable can-
didates for prospective BMTs. On-the-
job training experience appeared
important and work in the business and
other sectors especially for the 20-29,
40-49, > 49 age cohorts was found to be
an asset. An instructive career profile
should address certain fundamental
variables like resourcefulness, dedica-
tion, resilience, patience, management,
personality orientation, critical thinking,
assertive communication, divergent
thinking, autonomy, independence,
ethics, optimism, flexibility, planful-
ness, reliability, dependability, commit-
ment to continuous learning,
responsibility, high self esteem and self-
efficacy, self-discipline and self -re-
liance. Evidenced-based knowledge of
career profiles can facilitate students in
their future choices. 

Introduction
In the present information age

where myriad opportunities abound, for
the average individual, making the right
career choice can be difficult. Global-
ization and mobility have caused job
stability to be increasingly illusive,
paving the path for informed career
management (purposeful management
of learning, training and work through-
out life). There are many questions that
surface in the minds of students prepar-
ing for the job market; such as: What
does the current job market want from a
prospective employee? How can I know
if I am suited for the job of my fancy? Is
there evidence–based research that
could help me to decide on a career? An
evidence-based career profile allows the
prospective employee to assess his/her
abilities, interests, and personality type
to link him/her with appropriate career
options. Information about these careers
such as the growth rate, salary, training
required, where to go to school and
many other important characteristics
can be useful in assisting the individual
in making the most appropriate career
choice. Hence, the purpose of this pres-
ent paper is to provide empirical evi-
dence that delineate the characteristics
of prospective individuals who wish to
choose a career in business management
in The Republic of Trinidad and To-
bago.

Further, while career profiling is
routinely studied in developed
economies, there is a paucity of research
in this area in smaller and more remote
regions. It appears reasonable to regard
vocational education and training as
performing similar functional roles of
linking employment to career profiling
in The Republic of Trinidad and To-
bago, as it does in other parts of the
world. All stakeholders like employers,
recruitment agencies, outplacement or-

ganizations, schools, colleges, universi-
ties, career management professionals,
psychologists, industry associations, ex-
ecutive coaches and aspiring profession-
als can benefit from the findings of this
present study.

The present study is significant be-
cause it argues that evidenced-based
knowledge of career profiles can facili-
tate students in their future choices.
Consequently, with information before
the fact, employers would have fewer
mis-matches in their workplaces and
employees would enjoy their work ex-
periences. Hopefully, there would be a
corresponding overall improvement in
worker production that would have far
reaching consequences on the Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) of the country.
For the purposes of this present study,
career profiling was defined as an eclec-
tic approach that develops a behavioral
pattern of an individual who is inter-
ested in pursuing a particular career.
Valuables of interest in career profiling
include resourcefulness, dedication, re-
silience, patience, management, person-
ality orientation, critical thinking,
assertive communication, divergent
thinking, autonomy, independence,
ethics, optimism, flexibility, planful-
ness, reliability, dependability, commit-
ment to continuous learning,
responsibility, high self esteem and self-
efficacy, self-discipline and self –re-
liance.

Literautre Review

Apart from professional guides,
like the Osu-okmulgee assessment cen-
ter (http://www.osu-okmulgee.edu/as-
sessment.shtml) who can lead
individuals through the job matching
process and help them to tap into the re-
sources that are critical in helping them
select an appropriate career, readily
available career profiles can help take
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the guesswork out of one of one of the
most important decisions that an indi-
vidual would make. Pelsma and Arnett
(2002) explain how all individuals may
be equipped with the knowledge, skills
and desire for lifelong learning. They
use the analogy of a chair to discuss
four strategies to assist clients in main-
taining balance as they cope with uncer-
tainty and change. Meanwhile, Scott
(2002) affirms that information taught
in graduate level career development
courses may be successfully used by
counsellors with a diversity of clients
ranging from 16-year old to those in
their sixties, making major career transi-
tions. 

When developing a career profile
some important variables that must be
considered include resourcefulness,
dedication, resilience, patience, man-
agement, personality orientation, critical
thinking, assertive communication, di-
vergent thinking, autonomy, independ-
ence, ethics, optimism, flexibility,
planfulness, reliability, dependability,
commitment to continuous learning, re-
sponsibility, high self esteem and self-
efficacy, self-discipline and self
-reliance. Stufflebeam’s (2000) CIPP
(context, input, process, and product)
model may be used to verify the suit-
ability of a useful career profile. Inter-
estingly, Cohen (2003) postulated a
four-stage model of career decision-
making based on existential themes
such as freedom, responsibility, mean-
ing, and authenticity occurring across an
individual’s life span. For him, career
satisfaction and stability are obtained
when the meaning and opportunities for
‘authentic existence’ that the vocation
provides corresponds to the vocation.
He posits that a failure to acquire oppor-
tunities for meaning and ‘authentic exis-
tence’ in an individual’s occupations
may result in an ‘existential vacuum’
and ‘existential guilt’, respectively. For
individuals making mid-career changes,
the conceptualization of career decision-
making from this perspective may be
particularly useful. By determining the
client preference about the structure and
approach to group career counseling,
Penney and Cahill (2002) proposed that
intervention methods providing clients
with either an action-oriented or self-re-
flective approach could be useful in as-
sisting them. They developed an

assessment tool that included work per-
sonality and learning style to determine
the individual’s preference for career
counseling.

But having decided on career coun-
seling, the question of career success
surfaces. Neault (2002) in her research
on career management (preferred to the
term career development) found that op-
timism and flexibility predicted career
success more accurately than other
given variables like planfulness and
continuous learning. Optimism, continu-
ous learning and planfulness predicted
job satisfaction more accurately than
other variables like flexibility. The low
variances accounted for planfulness and
continuous learning (12%, 19% respec-
tively) suggest that other variables may
be responsible for the unexplained vari-
ance. Such variables included differ-
ences among individual work teams
(conflict with immediate supervisors
and peers) and other interpersonal vari-
ables like management style, and con-
textual variables like personal crisis
(e.g. illness or death in a family). Cor-
rect choices could greatly improve an
individual’s chances of educational suc-
cess and the potential for a career that is
rewarding. Using research findings
available from studies of this type, sev-
eral assessment centers use the most ad-
vanced technology available, with
specifically designed networked sys-
tems to streamline and simplify the ex-
perience and provide profiling needs
customized to meet the specific require-
ments of the individual. 

Job satisfaction with career oppor-
tunities by definition (as given on the
questionnaire) indicated the respon-
dents’ perceived contentment with the
career opportunities at their present job.
Respondents were requested to rate on a
four point Likert scale (highly, moder-
ately, slightly or not at all satisfied) their
perceptions regarding job satisfaction
with career opportunities. For statistical
analysis nominal values from one to
four were used ranging from ‘highly
satisfied’ to ‘not at all satisfied’. Satis-
faction with career opportunities offered
at their workplaces may reasonably be
regarded as a fairly given ‘normal’ cir-
cumstance. Clearly, there is an assump-
tion here that the extent to which an
individual is satisfied with career oppor-
tunities at his/her workplace is in some

measure related to the math of his/her
career choice profile. Whilst this may
not necessarily be the situation this
present study accepts this as one of its
assumptions and limitations with re-
spect to the generalizations that may be
inferred. Lofquist and Dawis (1984) re-
ported that ‘the majority of problems
presented to counselors stem from “dis-
correspondences” between the client
and his or her environment’. They found
that while the individual brings unique
abilities to the given environment, s/he
in turn has certain needs mandatory for
success in that setting. Their Person-En-
vironment-Correspondence (P-E-C)
Theory equips the counselor with the
tools necessary to assist the client in
making changes that lead to “correspon-
dence” between the client and the spe-
cific situation. Both ‘objective fit” (does
the client have the ability to do a spe-
cific job?) and “subjective fit” (is the
client’s perception of the situation accu-
rate?) are factored in. Clearly, career
profiling would provide useful informa-
tion for determining both objective and
subjective fit. 

Career profiling must also take into
consideration personality orientation.
Holland’s Theory of Modal Personality
Orientation (1997) makes a theoretical
connection between personality and en-
vironment that facilitates the use of the
RIASEC classification system for both
persons and fields of study or occupa-
tions. The RIASEC theory says that if a
person and an environment have the
same or similar codes, e.g., investigative
person in an investigative environment,
then that person will likely be satisfied
and persist in that environment (Hol-
land, 1997). In such an environment,
satisfied individuals and other individu-
als who have the same or similar per-
sonality traits would be able to express
their personality in an environment that
is supportive. Holland notes that people
or environments are combinations of all
six types (Realistic, Investigative, Artis-
tic, Social, Enterprising or Conven-
tional) and not exclusively one type.
Essentially, their dominant type appears
to be an approximation of an ideal,
modal type. Like many inventories and
career assessment tools that use the Hol-
land typology to enable individuals to
categorize their interests and personal
characteristics in terms of combinations
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of the six types, career profiling appre-
ciates the significance of the
interest/personal characteristics nexus. 

Additionally, career profiling needs
to be cognisant of several sociological
factors of work, in particular Human
Capital Theory relative to supply and
demand in the marketplace. Because the
supply of skilled labor is generally less
than the supply for unskilled labor, then
one may expect higher wages for skilled
workers. However, a number of excep-
tions can and do occur. For example,
when unskilled work is disagreeable,
risky, or unsatisfying, the supply of
these unskilled workers will likely be
reduced and higher wages may be nec-
essary to command an adequate work
force. In a similar manner, when mo-
nopolistic controls prevent entry into
less-skilled jobs, wages again may be
higher than those of skilled workers.
Additionally, when the supply of skilled
workers is high relative to the demand
for a particular occupation, monetary
wages may not be significantly (if in-
deed it is) higher for highly educated
workers. Despite this, generally one
may typically assume that skilled work-
ers should receive a positive return on
their investments that they make in their
human capital (http://faculty.washing-
ton.edu/jacoby/BLS345/%20HCtutor-
ial.html).

To fully appreciate the context in
which this present study was conducted
it is important to note the introduction
of newer educational policies in The Re-
public of Trinidad and Tobago. Origi-
nally education was available for the
privileged few. However, with the ad-
vent of a national government, the pol-
icy was changed to give all children
who completed their primary education
three years of basic secondary education
in the junior secondary schools and give
a certain percentage of those leaving
junior secondary schools at least two
years at the senior secondary level (se-
nior comprehensive schools). The senior
secondary level was originally intended
to include three types of schools, but as
the plan was being implemented, sev-
eral types of secondary schools could be
identified in the public secondary school
system. Among them were senior com-
prehensives, seven year, five year, pri-
vate and ‘other’ schools. Private schools
were run by organizations other than the

government. ‘Other’ schools refer to
those schools other than state-run or pri-
vate schools, like trade schools or indi-
viduals who were on their own.

With a population of approximately
1.3 million, vocational education and
training in the twin small island states of
The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago
was originally provided by two state-run
technical institutes (Table 2). Technical
and further education is viewed as a
means of upward social and job mobil-
ity. Blaug (1970) posited that the eco-
nomic wealth of developing countries
depended on post secondary education
particularly of the type offered by the
state-run technical institutes under
study. The business management techni-
cian program became popular in The
Republic of Trinidad and Tobago in the
post oil boom period (1983-1993) as
world oil prices plummeted. The busi-
ness management technician program
attempts to offer hands-on, practical
simulations of real life job situations
through exposure to workshops, semi-
nars, roundtable discussions, plenary
sessions, lectures, tutorials and site vis-
its on office management, finance, ac-
counting, business management,
information technology and communi-
cation.

As explained earlier, the focus of
this present study is to present evidence-
based information of career profiles, ob-
tained from the comprehensive study
that would assist prospective students in
their future career choices. Making the
correct career choice based on accurate
information could make the big differ-
ence to an individual’s happiness and
his/her usefulness on the job market.
More productive workers will inevitably
have positive consequences on the GDP
of any country and its ability to sustain
a reasonable standard of life for all its
citizens. In essence, a career profile
should address certain fundamental im-
portant variables that include resource-
fulness, dedication, resilience, patience,
management, personality orientation,
critical thinking, assertive communica-
tion, divergent thinking, autonomy, in-
dependence, ethics, optimism,
flexibility, planfulness, reliability, de-
pendability, commitment to continuous
learning, responsibility, high self esteem
and self-efficacy, self-discipline and self
-reliance.

Method
From the population of those who

were in the BMT program at the time of
conduct of this present study, this re-
searcher obtained a random sample of
500 by use of a random number genera-
tor. The random sample, representing
43% of that population, was drawn from
Business Management Technicians
(BMTs) of state-run technical institutes
(SRTIs) in The Republic of Trinidad and
Tobago (Table 2). Participation was vol-
untary and every effort was made to en-
sure confidentiality. This researcher
administered a self-designed four-page
questionnaire (available upon request
from the author) that surveyed demo-
graphic details, academic background
and the details of present employment
(Table 3). Respondents were also asked
to detail their career aspirations. This re-
searcher assigned a three digit number
beginning from 001 to each question-
naire. Information obtained from the
completed questionnaires was coded
and the data recorded. All responses
were taken into consideration when de-
marcating categories. This researcher
used an SPSS computer software pack-
age (Norusis, 2000-2005) for data
analysis.

This researcher formulated a one
page simple letter of transmittal to re-
spondents explaining the purpose of the
research, guaranteeing anonymity of re-
spondents. Specific objectives to be
achieved by the questionnaire were out-
lined. After research specialists thor-
oughly checked the questionnaire using
the instruments the researcher formu-
lated, the questionnaire was piloted on a
sample of 200 subjects from a variety of
departments of both SRTIs. This re-
searcher made several changes using the
feedback received. The final question-
naire therefore contained questions that
were both of the closed form (only per-
mitting certain responses) and also of
the open form (responses made in the
own words of the respondents). To min-
imise the perceived amount of work to
be done by respondents in completing
the questionnaire, the researcher en-
sured that as many questions as possible
were structured in a manner that re-
quired ticked (√) responses. In addition
to providing half of the last page of the
questionnaire for ‘Additional Informa-
tion’, the researcher provided ample
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spaces within the body of the question-
naire for immediate comment to min-
imise omission of vital information. The
specific question on the comprehensive
questionnaire relating to this present
paper was, ‘How long (in months) did it
take you to get your present job?’

Apparent repetition of requested in-
formation, for example ‘courses pursued
at institutions attended, diplomas re-
ceived on graduation and the specific
area of training at Technical Institute’
served as a means of double checking
the truth/validity of given information
(Table 1). Sequencing of events, for ex-
ample dates of attendance at secondary
schools/SRTIs and date of assumption
of present job also served the same pur-
pose of double checking the truth/valid-
ity of information given. Comparison of
answers to responses to questions for
example, Status at State-run Technical
Institute (full time/part time) and the
date of assumption of present job were
used for further validation (Table 1).
Apparent request for details for example
home/job telephone numbers served to
check the validity of home/work ad-
dresses as well as to allow this re-
searcher to call for further information
in the event of omissions on the ques-
tionnaire. Finally, the researcher made
instructions as clear and concise as pos-
sible.

This researcher thought it important
to ensure that any instruments used
were validated prior to administration
by a carefully chosen group of research
specialists. Ten such persons were se-
lected on the basis of their proven track
record in educational qualifications, re-
search publications, teaching tech-
niques, interest in the work,
dependability and reliability. The se-
lected persons represented a wide range
of subject disciplines including English,
Social Studies, Science, Modern Lan-
guages, Mathematics and Information
Technology. Every attempt was made to
ensure that instructions were clear,
items were properly constructed and the
length of the questionnaire was reason-
ably short. The level of internal consis-
tency or stability of the instrument over
time was measured. This researcher felt
that the instrument should have a high
reliability since only small differences
between target and comparable groups
on several variables measured by the in-

strument were anticipated. In particular,
the coefficient of stability was investi-
gated because it was felt that it was in-
advisable to administer alternative
forms of the same instrument. It must
however be pointed out that initially the
researcher designed several alternative
forms of the instrument and allowed re-
search specialists to critique them. All
comments were carefully considered
and used as input for the formulation of

the final instrument ready for pilot test-
ing.

In investigating the coefficient of
stability (test-retest reliability), the re-
searcher administered the pilot instru-
ment to a sample of individuals. This
was again done to the same sample of
individuals after a delay of two weeks.
This researcher used a random sample
to ensure adequate account was taken of
all possible variables for example mood,
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       Table 1   Reliability Checks on Questionnaire 
 

 

Reliability Estimates 

 

Reliability Check 

 

Records/Questionnaire check 

 

Dependent/Ind. Variable Name 

 

Pg 

 

Qu.No.  

 

Pg/Reference 

 

Qu.No 

 

Name 

 

1 

 

1   

 

Aca. Records 

 

Employer 

 

Age 

 

1 

 

2 

 

1 

 

6 

 

Sex 

 

1 

 

3 

 

Aca. Records 

 

Name type 

 

Abode 

 

1 

 

4 

 

1 

 

5 

 

Academic Background 

 

1 

 

6 

 

2 

 

9 

 

Status at SRTI 

 

2 

 

7 

 

Aca. Records 

 

Comments 

 

Area of Training 

 

2 

 

8 

 

Aca. Records 

 

Comments 

 

Graduation Status 

 

1 

 

6 

 

2 

 

9 

 

On-the-Job Training 

 

2 

 

10 

 

1 

 

6 

 

Present Employer 

 

2 

 

11,12 

 

2 

 

13 

 

Present Job 

 

2 

 

14,16 

 

2 

 

11,15 

 

Previous Employer 

 

3 

 

16,18 

 

1 

 

6 

 

Job Relatedness 

 

3 

 

20 

 

Definitions 

 

Comments 

 

Job Preparedness 

 

4 

 

21 

 

Definitions 

 

Comments 

 

Job Satisfaction 

 

4 

 

22 

 

Definitions 

 

Comments 

 

Job Stability 

 

5 

 

23 

 

Definitions 

 

Comments 

 

Remuneration 

 

5 

 

24,25 

 

Definitions 

 

Comments 

 

Fringe Benefits/Perks 

 

5 

 

26 

 

Similar jobs 

 

Comments 

 

Recommendations 

 

5 

 

27 

 

Similar jobs 

 

Comments 

 

Academic Aspirations 

 

5 

 

28 

 

Similar jobs 

 

Comments 

 

Fellow Graduates 

 

6 

 

30 

 

6, Aca. Rec. 

 

Comments 
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level of fatigue and attitude toward the
instrument. 

As indicated earlier, this researcher
incorporated several validity checks into
the body of the questionnaire in an at-
tempt to minimise inaccuracies on the
part of the respondents. Discrepancies
in responses could be easily recognised
and verified by the researcher. These are
summarised in Table 1. Repeats within
the questionnaire allowed for correla-
tion of information given by respon-
dents on their first response with
information given on subsequent re-
sponses. Variables used as checks in-
cluded secondary school attended and
year of graduation.

This researcher and assistant per-
formed several validity checks to guar-
antee a reasonable instrument (Table 1).
Acquiescence was minimized by arrang-
ing the questions in such a manner that
respondents were forced to provide a
given answer from choices presented.
Some of the instructions that the re-
searcher gave to respondents included
reading carefully the entire question-
naire before attempting to complete it,
following the written instructions given
on the questionnaire, answering as hon-
estly as possible the questions posed
and checking over answers before hand-
ing in the completed questionnaire.

Calculations showed that twenty
percent of the responses arose from re-
turns of mailed questionnaires, 10%

from questionnaires completed through
visits to private homes of respondents,
2% of responses came from visits to
meetings of professional
associations/social gatherings and the
remaining 68% from questionnaires
completed at the workplaces of the re-
spondents. Several semi-structured in-
terviews (available upon request) and
opinionnaires provided relevant infor-
mation that allowed this researcher to
contextualize the data obtained. With
permission, over a two month period,
this researcher cross checked academic
records from the SRTIs to verify that in-
formation provided by respondents was
accurately recorded. In fact, respon-
dents, especially those who had left the
SRTIs for several years prior to the con-
duct of the study encouraged this re-
searcher to check with the SRTIs for
verification of the information they pro-
vided.

Results
Pertinent background information

of the respondents is summarily pre-
sented in Table 3. 

This researcher found that more
five year high schools than any other
school type provided students for entry
into SRTIs, suggesting that a general
rather than a specialized education at
the early stage provided a sound foun-
dation for future study (Table 3). Never-

theless, the business subject group was
an excellent indicator of future aca-
demic performance for prospective
BMTs since they obtained higher grades
at SRTIs than their peers who had con-
centrated on other areas of study like
sciences or modern languages prior to
entry at the SRTI. Respondents with
higher qualifications (advanced level
subjects) obtained higher grades at
SRTIs than their lesser qualified coun-
terparts who had Cambridge General
Certificate of Education (GCE) ordinary
level or basic or general proficiency
level Caribbean Examinations Council
(CXC) subjects only. More than half of
the present BMTs were temporarily em-
ployed. Business and ‘Other’ (safety, se-
curity and administration) were the
work areas of specialization found to be
most popular for BMT workers. From
results of semi-structured interviews,
opinionnaires and confidential records
checked, the business subject group area
appeared to be a more accurate predic-
tor for entry into the BM program, indi-
cating the value of proper career
guidance. Higher grades obtained by
more highly qualified entrants of SRTIs
in BM programs may indicate better
ability, superior study skills and perhaps
a more positive attitude.

Most industrial sub-sectors readily
absorbed their BMT workers with on-
the-job training (OJT) experience in
their organizations. One compelling rea-
son has to do with the challenge to re-
cruit and retain workers for maximum
efficiency of operations especially dur-
ing a period of economic recession. OJT
programs are extremely useful in afford-
ing persons practical experience and
benchmarking skills needed for per-
forming well at their jobs. The highest
percentage of BMTs reported having
their OJT experience in the petroleum
industrial sub-sector, indicating that the
petroleum industrial sub-sector in The
Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, West
Indies was a major employer for indi-
viduals from BMT programs.

One may conclude that in keeping
with the economic hardships experi-
enced during the post oil boom period,
referred to as the ‘business studies
boom’ period, employers were trying to
obtain as much as possible for as little
as possible from their employees. Ac-
cordingly, it was significant that more
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Table 2     Entrants by sex (M/F) by status (Full Time/Part Time) at SRTIs 

                  

 
 
YEAR 

 
SRTIA 

 
SRTIB 

 
 

 
 FULL TIME 

 
  PART TIME 

 
 FULL TIME 

 
 PART TIME 

 
 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
1983 

 
10 

 
15 

 
06 

 
04 

 
22 

 
33 

 
19 

 
38 

 
1984 

 
08 

 
05 

 
05 

 
09 

 
06 

 
14 

 
11 

 
37 

 
1985 

 
05 

 
09 

 
04 

 
10 

 
15 

 
34 

 
29 

 
31 

 
1986 

 
05 

 
09 

 
04 

 
21 

 
03 

 
24 

 
31 

 
30 

 
1987 

 
00 

 
00 

 
02 

 
08 

 
06 

 
23 

 
24 

 
38 

 
1988 

 
11 

 
05 

 
01 

 
08 

 
11 

 
19 

 
11 

 
15 

 
1989 

 
11 

 
05 

 
01 

 
08 

 
10 

 
18 

 
12 

 
24 

 
1990 

 
07 

 
12 

 
09 

 
15 

 
14 

 
14 

 
19 

 
10 

 
1991 

 
46 

 
01 

 
11 

 
22 

 
08 

 
08 

 
08 

 
22 

 
1992 

 
03 

 
11 

 
08 

 
05 

 
09 

 
17 

 
28 

 
00 

 
1993 

 
12 

 
12 

 
06 

 
08 

 
10 

 
14 

 
10 

 
14 

  Source: Registries of SRTIA and SRTIB. 
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than half of the BMTs on the labor mar-
ket served on a temporary rather than a
permanent basis at their jobs. Business
and ‘Other’ (safety, security and admin-
istration) were the two work areas of
specialization for BMTs. The category
‘Other’ was also favoured by those of
the 20-29 age cohort and by persons in
the 40-49 or >49 age cohort, indicating
that there may be competition for space
or a change of experience. Choice of
employees based on interviews prior to
employment led one to conclude that
employers in the area of business man-
agement preferred females to males.
This information has to be interpreted
guardedly since there were many more

(4:1) females than males in the compre-
hensive study.

Generally, graduates who success-
fully completed their BMT program
were favoured over those respondents
who did not successfully complete their
BMT program for their first time em-
ployment, if little were known about the
employee’s job experience. The favor-
ing of graduates who successfully com-
pleted their BMT program over those
who did not successfully complete their
BMT program for first time employ-
ment indicated employers’ desire for ed-
ucated persons for the labor market.
Despite this, those respondents who did
not successfully complete their BMT

program who pursued part-time courses
were not discriminated against in favour
of graduates who successfully com-
pleted their BMT program where remu-
neration was concerned. These findings
indicate some measure of customer sat-
isfaction with the BM programs offered
at SRTIs. Younger (20-29 age cohort)
female BMTs were more readily chosen
over other age cohorts, as evidenced by
results from semi-structured interviews
and opinionnaires with employers, sug-
gesting employers’ desire for staff train-
ability. 

Full time attendance at the SRTIs
did not appear to be of concern for
placement officers at SRTIs in the pro-
curement of employment. Employees
accepted part time attendance at SRTIs
to be sufficient evidence of exposure to
the required skills and competencies
needed to perform satisfactorily at the
workplace. This perhaps explained why,
on completion of the BMT program,
many part time BMTs reported taking
zero months to obtain their jobs. 

Most industrial sub-sectors offering
on-the-job training experience readily
absorbed the workers in their organiza-
tions, confirming the fact that employ-
ers considered the possession of the
on-the-job training experience impor-
tant. The majority (77.0 %) of respon-
dents felt that their training received at
the SRTIs was moderately to highly re-
lated to their present jobs. Career aspira-
tions for BMTs included ‘managerial
posts, owners of private businesses, ac-
countants and for many (58%) ‘any job
that pays well’.

Table 4 indicates that generally, re-
spondents were moderately satisfied
(42.8 %) with career opportunities of-
fered at their present jobs (Mode = 2).
Less than a quarter of respondents re-
ported no satisfaction at all (19%). 

The frequency distribution was
slightly positively skewed with more
cases lying towards the right end of the
distribution (Skew = 0.18, Standard
Error Skew = 0.11). Compared to the
normal distribution, fewer cases fell into
the tails of this distribution (Kurtosis =
0.68, Standard Error Kurtosis = 0.22).
Job satisfaction with career opportuni-
ties appeared to be most highly related
to job satisfaction with the kind of work
done (r (499) = 0.58, p < 0.01, signifi-
cant for a two tailed test). 
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Table 3   Demographic characteristics of the random sample 
 

 

Demographic Number Percentage Cumulative % 

Gender : Male 100 20  20 

              Female 400 80 100 

Age Cohort/yr:  Under 20  20  4.0    4.0 

                           20-29 211 42.2   46.2 

                           30-39 171 34.2   80.4 

                           40-49  82 16.4   96.8 

                           Over 49   6   1.2   98.8 

Geographic Area:  Tobago  41  8.2    8.2 

                                 North East Trinidad 132 26.4  34.6 

                                 North West Trinidad  58 11.6  46.2 

                                 Central Trinidad  66 13.2  59.4 

                                 South Trinidad 191 38.2  97.6 

                                 Abroad  10  2.0  99.6 

High School Type:  Senior Comprehensive 109 21.8  21.8 

                                 Five Year 134 26.8  48.6 

                                 Seven Year 132 26.4  75.0 

                                 Private  69 13.8  88.8 

                                 Other  35  7.0 100.0 

O Level Subject Group:  Business 110 22.0   22.0 

                                           Science 189 37.8   59.8 

                                           Other 109 21.8   81.6 

A Level Subject Group:  Business  28  5.0     5.0 

                                           Science  17  3.4     8.4 

                                           Other  10  3.8   12.2 

SRTI : John S. Donaldson Tech 193 38.6   38.6 

              San Fernando Tech 307 61.4 100.0 

Status at SRTI:  Full Time 311 62.2   62.2 

                             Part Time 189 34.6 100.0 

Industrial Sub-sector of On-the-Job Training 

Experience:       Agriculture 

   7  1.4   61.8 

                           Communication  14  2.8   64.6 

                           Construction  36  7.2   71.8 

                           Finance  16  3.2   75.0 

                           Government  21  4.2   79.2 

                           Manufacturing  36  7.2   86.4 

                           Petroleum  56 11.2   97.6 

                           Other  11  2.2   99.8 

                            Self     

Industrial Sub-Sector of Present Job:  

Agriculture 

  4  0.8     0.8 

                                                                 

Communication 

 53 10.6   11.4 

                                                                 

Construction 

 46  9.2   21.6 

 Finance  30  6.0   27.6 

                                                                 

Government 

 62 12.4   40.0 

                                                                 

Manufacturing 

 62 12.4   52.4 

Petroleum 122 24.4   76.8 

Other  82 16.4   94.2 

Self  17  3.4   97.6 

Present Job Status:  Temporary 266 53.2   53.2 

                                    Permanent 234 46.8 100.0 
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For the random sample of 500 re-
spondents satisfaction with career op-
portunities was graphically represented
in Figure 1. Approximately half of the
respondents claimed that they were
moderately satisfied with the career op-
portunities offered at their workplaces.
An equal number of respondents re-
ported being highly satisfied or not at all
satisfied with the career opportunities
offered at their workplaces (Figure 1).

Whilst Henderson (2000) claimed
that career happiness was more impor-
tant than job satisfaction, in this present
study job satisfaction with career oppor-
tunities was linked to both age and sex
(Table 5). The age cohort < 20 years
recorded the highest percentage (67%)
of respondents claiming that they were

not satisfied with their career opportuni-
ties compared with 44 % in the age co-
hort 40-49 years. The age cohort 20-29
years recorded the least (20%) number
of respondents claiming that they were
not at all satisfied with their career op-
portunities and the most (30%) respon-
dents claiming that they were highly
satisfied with their career opportunities.
The highest percentage of 20-29 year
old BMTs (32.4 %) reported a moderate
level of job satisfaction with career op-
portunities at their present jobs com-
pared to 55.9 % of 30-39 year old
BMTs. Weak and negative associations
of job satisfaction with career opportu-
nities and age cohort were recorded for
all age cohorts except the 20-29 age co-
hort.

Perceptions regarding job satisfac-
tion with career opportunities appeared
heavily biased by sex. Being not at all
satisfied with career opportunities at
their present jobs was 14.2 % more fe-
male than male BMTs (Table 5). There
was evidence of a significant difference
between male and female BMTs with
respect to their perception of job satis-
faction with career opportunities (chi-
square (4) = 500) = 25.4, p < 0.01). 

However, 19% of those respondents
who completed their programs reported
being highly satisfied with their career
opportunities compared to 26% of non-
completers (Table 5). Over one third of
the respondents who completed their
programs (43.9 %) from SRTIs consid-
ered themselves moderately satisfied
with career opportunities at their present
jobs whilst 44.2% of non-completers
expressed the same sentiments. Only
20.8 % of respondents who completed
their programs were not at all satisfied
(Table 5). Statistical significance of
these resultsare summarized as follows:
age: chi-square (9) = 105.4, p<0.001;
sex: chi-square (3) = 34.3, p<0.001;
course completion: chi-square (3) =
3.41, n.s.).

The majority of 20-29 year old fe-
male BMTs (31.3%) recorded being
highly satisfied with the career opportu-
nities offered at their present jobs com-
pared to 9.4 % of 30-39 year old female
BMTs (Table 6). Whilst over one quar-
ter of 20-29 year old female BMTs (29.0
%) reported being moderately satisfied
with career opportunities at their present
jobs 100 % of under 20 year old BMTs
reported the same (Table 6).

The highest percentage of BMTs
(54.4 %) working in the petroleum in-
dustrial sub-sector reported moderate
satisfaction with career opportunities at
their present workplaces compared to
100 % respondents working in the agri-
cultural industrial sub-sector and 9.7 %
respondents working in the government
industrial sub-sector (Table 7).

More than one third of the tempo-
rary BMTs (39.2%) reported a moderate
level of job satisfaction with career op-
portunities at their present jobs com-
pared to 51.9 % of temporary BMTs
(Table 8). Whilst there was a weak posi-
tive relationship of job satisfaction with
career opportunities and present job sta-
tus (Gamma = 0.19), the relationship of
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     Table 4  Frequency distribution of responses on job satisfaction with career opportunities  

 

 
Job satisfaction with  

career opportunities 

 
      Number 

 
     %   

 
     Cum  % 

 
Highly 

 
     097 

 
   19.4 

 
      19.4 

 
Moderately 

 
     214 

 
   42.8 

 
      62.2 

 
Slightly 

 
     075 

 
   15.0 

 
      77.2 

 
Not At All 

 
     095 

 
   19.0 

 
      96.2 

 Note.  3.8 % of the sample gave no response. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1
Frequency distribution of responses of sample to job

satisfaction with career opportunities

Table 4
Frequency distribution of responses on job satisfaction

with career opportunities
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Table 5  Respondents’ satisfaction with career opportunities 
 

Independent 

Factors 

N Highly 

satisfied 

Moderately 

satisfied 

Slightly 

satisfied 

Not at all 

satisfied 

Age      

<20 years 20 - 33 - 67 

20-29 211 30 32 18 20 

30-39 171 6 56 12 26 

40-49 82 22 33 - 44 

Gender      

Male 100 18 61 4 18 

Female 400 21 31 16 32 

Graduation 

status 

     

Completers 391 19 44 17 21 

Non-completers 86 26 44 11 20 

Note: N may not total 500 due to missing responses. All percentages rounded. 
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Table 6   Job satisfaction with career opportunities by age cohort by sex 
 

 

 

 
Ag/yrs 

 
<20 years 

 
20-29 years 

 
30-39 years 

 
40-49 years 

 
 >49 years 

 
Job Satisfaction 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Highly satisfied 

 
 - 

 
 - 

 
23.9 

 
31.3 

 
02.8 

 
09.4 

 
44.4 

 
 - 

 
 - 

 
- 

 
Moderately satisfied 

 
20.1 

 
100 

 
47.3 

 
29.0 

 
77.9 

 
31.2 

 
55.6 

 
11.1 

 
 - 

 
- 

 
Slightly satisfied 

 
 - 

 
- 

 
14.4 

 
18.2 

 
 - 

 
25.0 

 
 - 

 
 - 

 
 - 

 
- 

 
Not At all satisfied 

 
79.9 

 
- 

 
14.4 

 
21.5 

 
19.3 

 
34.4 

 
 - 

 
88.9 

 
 - 

 
- 

         Note.  12.1 % of responses yielded no valid answers.  
 

 

 

 

 

Table 6
Job satisfaction with career opportunities by age cohort by sex

Profiling Career Choice 
 

35    

Table 7 Job satisfaction with career opportunities by industrial sub-sector of present workplace  

 

 
Job Satisfaction 

 
Agri-

culture 

 
Commu-

nication 

 
Construct

-ion 

 
Finance 

 
Government 

 
Manufactur

-ing 

 
Petroleum 

 
Other 

sub-

sectors 

 
Self 

employed 

 
Highly satisfied 

 
  - 

 
20.8 

 
17.4 

 
06.7 

 
30.6 

 
25.8 

 
11.2 

 
30.0 

 
11.8 

 
Moderately 

satisfied 

 
100 

 
49.1 

 
39.1 

 
63.3 

 
09.7 

 
41.9 

 
54.4 

 
45.0 

 
47.1 

 
Slightly satisfied 

 
  - 

 
11.3 

 
32.6 

 
26.7 

 
29.1 

 
12.9 

 
10.3 

 
07.5 

 
05.8 

 
Not At all 

satisfied 

 
  - 

 
18.8 

 
10.9 

 
03.3 

 
30.6 

 
19.4 

 
24.1 

 
17.5 

 
05.8 

     Note.  17 % of responses gave no valid answers. 

 

Table 7
Job satisfaction with career opportunities by industrial sub-sector of present workplace

Job Agric. Comm. Const. Finance Gov. Mfg. Petroleum Other Self
Satisfaction sub-sectors employed

Table 5
Respondents’ satisfaction with career opportunities
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job satisfaction (career opportunities) to
sex appeared strongest at the slight level
of satisfaction (Gamma = 0.47) and
weakest at the moderate level (Gamma
= -0.11). There was no evidence of a
significant difference between tempo-
rary and permanent BMTs with respect
to their perception of job satisfaction
with career opportunities at all levels
(Cramer’s V = Highly: 0.23, Moder-
ately: 0.12, Slightly: 0.27, Not At All:
0.38).

The highest percentage of BMTs
(45.3 %) currently working in the area
designated ‘Other’ reported being ‘mod-
erately satisfied’ with the career oppor-
tunities at their present jobs (Table 8). A
slightly higher percentage of BMTs
(46.7 %) currently working in the area
of business management reported a sim-
ilar view. The association of job satis-
faction with career opportunities to

present job done appeared positive
(Gamma = 0.34, r (499) = 0.34, p <
0.01). There was a 19 % certainty that
an individual working in a particular
area of specialisation would hold a
given perception regarding job satisfac-
tion with career opportunities (Kendall’s
Tau C = 0.19, p < 0.01). Two way pre-
diction was found to be 23 % (Somer’s
D (symmetric) = 0.23).

Almost a third (62.5%) of the
BMTs who had their On-the-Job Train-
ing experience in the petroleum indus-
trial sub-sector reported being
moderately satisfied with the career op-
portunities at their present jobs (Table
9). Only 5.3% of BMTs reported being
not at all satisfied with the career oppor-
tunities offered.

Discussion and Conclusions
Whilst it may be argued that this

present study appears to be country spe-
cific, the method may be replicated in
different countries and states in order to
provide more relevant information.
Having used a sample of 43% of the
BMT population (Table 2), with demo-
graphic characteristics as all inclusive as
possible (Table 3), and having used reli-
able and valid instruments (Table1), this
researcher is convinced that the conclu-
sions formulated are ‘grounded’ in em-
pirical evidence, worthy of careful
consideration. The results of the present
study could serve to provide the readers
with invaluable information about the
current labor market patterns in small
developing countries in the Caribbean
or West Indies. Being the first of its kind
in the region, the present study arose
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Table 9    Job satisfaction with career opportunities by on-the-job training 

 

 
Job 

Satisfaction 

 
Agri-

culture 

 
Commu-

nication 

 
Construct-

ion 

 
Finance 

 
Government 

 
Manufactur

-ing 

 
Petroleum 

 
Other sub-

sectors 

 
Self 

employed 

 
Highly 

satisfied 

 
 - 

 
35.7 

 
16.7 

 
50.0 

 
61.9 

 
13.9 

 
14.3 

 
54.5 

 
 - 

 
Moderately 

satisfied 

 
67.1 

 
50.0 

 
38.9 

 
 - 

 
23.8 

 
50.0 

 
62.5 

 
27.3 

 
 - 

 
Slightly 

satisfied 

 
42.9 

 
14.5 

 
22.2 

 
43.8 

 
09.5 

 
25.0 

 
17.9 

 
09.1 

 
 - 

 
Not At all 

satisfied 

 
 - 

 
 - 

 
22.2 

 
06.2 

 
04.8 

 
11.1 

 
05.3 

 
09.1 

 
100 

Note.  60.4 % of respondents gave no answers. 

Table 9
Job satisfaction with career opportunities by on-the-job-training
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      Table 8  Job satisfaction with career opportunities by present job status and by present work area of specialisation    

 

 
Job Satisfaction 

 
Temporary 

 
Permanent 

 
Business Management 

 
Other Areas 

 
Highly satisfied 

 
 24.3 

 
 14.6 

 
   40.0 

 
   18.4 

 
Moderately satisfied 

 
 39.2 

 
 51.9 

 
   46.7 

 
   45.3 

 
Slightly satisfied 

 
 19.0 

 
 10.2 

 
   02.2 

 
   17.4 

 
Not At all satisfied 

 
 17.5 

 
 23.3 

 
   11.1 

 
   18.9 

                   

 Note.  6.2 % of respondents gave no valid answers for present job status,  6.8% of respondents gave no valid answers for present work  

            area of specialisation.  
 

 

 

Note: 6.2% of respondents gave no valid answers for present job status, 6.8% of respondents gave no valid answers
for present work are of specialization.

Table 8
Job satisfaction with career opportunities by present job status and

by present work area of specialization

Job Agric. Comm. Const. Finance Gov. Mfg. Petroleum Other Self
Satisfaction sub-sectors employed
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from a more comprehensive study that
was done to evaluate the business man-
agement technician program offered at
the tertiary level without a university
degree. 

Stufflebeam’s (2000) CIPP (con-
text, input, process, and product) model
served to provide direction for an in-
house evaluation of the business man-
agement technician program. The
present study was conceived at a time
when adults were convinced of the need
for higher credentials as a means of job
retention so it became necessary to in-
vestigate the career aspirations of the
business management technicians. Re-
spondents reported that the business
management technician program was a
fit for their purpose and allowed them to
be collaboratively involved in learning
thereby empowering them to self actual-
ization and self-determination. They re-
ported the training relevant for
performance at their workplaces. Fur-
ther, the training received had wider im-
pacts on the respondents’ perceptions of
their careers and the learning they were
undertaking. 

In the broader study evaluating the
business management technician pro-
gram, a number of variables like time to
obtain present job, job relatedness, job
preparedness, job satisfaction, job sta-
bility and fringe benefits/perks were
considered. Job satisfaction was exam-
ined with respect to physical environ-
ment, actual work done, salary received
and career opportunities. Information
about job satisfaction with career oppor-
tunities from that broader study was
used for this present paper with the as-
sumption that it was indicative of the
accuracy of an accurate career choice
profile. The majority (42.8%) of BMTs
reported being moderately satisfied with
career opportunities at their workplaces
(Table 4, Figure 1). Whilst the majority
of respondents who reported being
highly satisfied with career opportuni-
ties at their workplaces arose from the
20-29 age cohort, the minority of re-
spondents reporting being highly satis-
fied with career opportunities came
from the 30-39 age cohort (Tables 5, 6).
This observation may well be a reflec-
tion of changing policies by employers
to retain a fairly stable workforce in the
interest of maximizing profits, by creat-
ing additional attractive career opportu-

nities. It may also be a reflection on the
part of respondents of their honing of
qualities like resourcefulness, dedica-
tion, resilience, dedication, patience,
management, personality orientation,
critical thinking, assertive communica-
tion, divergent thinking, autonomy, in-
dependence, ethics, optimism,
flexibility, planfulness, reliability, de-
pendability, commitment to continuous
learning, responsibility, high self esteem
and self-efficacy, self-discipline and self
-reliance.

It seems that as the plateau levels
off and employers in the 30-39 age co-
hort spend more of their time possibly
concentrating on moving on while they
are in a position to do so, they appear to
think that career opportunities offered
are only moderately satisfying to them.
It is interesting to note that for older
employees (40-49 age cohort) who may
be preoccupied with raising a family
and leaving an inheritance for their next
generation, 22% reported being highly
satisfied with career opportunities. For
younger employees (< 20 years old),
many of whom may have joined the
workforce for the first time in their
lives, whilst some appeared to be taking
a cautious stance, (33%: moderate satis-
faction), allowing themselves the privi-
lege of more exposure, others (67%: not
at all satisfied) may well be out of touch
with reality (Tables 5, 6).

The interrelatedness of labor mar-
kets in the present information age,
marked by globalization has mandated
that world economies be cognizant of
current events in countries outside their
own borders. The geographical location
of The Republic of Trinidad and To-
bago, between North and South Amer-
ica, is significant in terms of the kinds
of inferences that may be drawn from a
population that has been known to serv-
ice job markets outside the region. Rec-
ognizing the career profile identified for
a BMT from a SRTI in The Republic of
Trinidad and Tobago, West Indies, an
individual who is contemplating choos-
ing a course in business management or
a career change may benchmark his/her
gender, age, geographic area, high
school type, entry qualifications, on-the-
job training experience, industrial sub-
sector of present job and present job
status, with the findings from this pres-
ent research report. This paper proposes

that such comparison could provide the
prospective BMTs with sufficient data
to make an informed career choice in
The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago,
West Indies. For instance, judging from
the data of Tables 7 and 8, it may be
worthwhile for prospective BMTs to se-
cure jobs in the petroleum or govern-
ment sub-sectors or perhaps in areas
like administration or even security
where attributes like resourcefulness,
dedication, resilience, dedication, pa-
tience, management, personality orien-
tation, critical thinking, assertive
communication, divergent thinking, au-
tonomy, independence, ethics, opti-
mism, flexibility, planfulness, reliability,
dependability, commitment to continu-
ous learning, responsibility, high self es-
teem and self-efficacy, self-discipline
and self-reliance appear to be greatly
needed for success.

In a broader context, a myriad of
factors have caused individuals from
across the world to seek employment in
countries other than their places of birth.
With nations coming together in trade
blocks and those in the Caribbean re-
gion currently deciding their status in
the proposed Caricom Single Market
And Economy, career profiling allows
individuals from different countries to
benchmark their skills, competencies
and experience and compete fairly for
the jobs available in the Caribbean re-
gion and indeed the world. Given differ-
ent physical environments in different
countries, person environment corre-
spondence and modal personality orien-
tation would provide the theoretical
backdrop that could determine an indi-
vidual’s suitability for employment in
any given country. The researcher is
cognizant of this since she continues to
have the opportunity of successfully
working in the area of measurement and
evaluation in several different countries.
With an extensive experience and expo-
sure, this researcher has found minimal
difficulty in adjusting to the different
protocols of different organizations in
different countries. Instead of being an
obstacle, supply and demand of human
capital in the marketplace has become
an opportunity. Clearly, those attributes
characterizing career profiling appear to
be internationally accepted: resourceful-
ness, dedication, resilience, dedication,
patience, management, personality ori-
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entation, critical thinking, assertive
communication, divergent thinking, au-
tonomy, independence, ethics, opti-
mism, flexibility, planfulness, reliability,
dependability, commitment to continu-
ous learning, responsibility, high self es-
teem and self-efficacy, self-discipline
and self -reliance.

One limitation of this present study
is that it did not comprehensively inves-
tigate the interaction between factors
(for instance age and sex may interact).
The findings are limited by the fact that
the cohort that is examined is one of the
many groups from the tertiary institu-
tions, and as often happens, students
may exit the course without fully com-
pleting the program and yet are employ-
able. Accordingly, the present findings
do not allow for generalizations to other
courses or to groups of individuals.
Nonetheless, the present findings sup-
port the continual need for accreditation
and upgrading of vocational programs
especially in small countries that are
heavily influenced by and are dependent
on neighboring super powers. It should
be noted that career profiling in The Re-
public of Trinidad and Tobago is often
related to political and sociocultural is-
sues that is a reflection of the current
situation in other areas of the world,
particularly the United States of Amer-
ica. A useful focus for future research
would be to compare the career profiles
of BMTs from different countries, espe-
cially because globalization has man-
dated the easy flow of capital and labor
around countries. 

In summary, making correct career
choices using current research-based in-
formation could positively influence an
individual’s future well being in terms
of his/her overall happiness and his/her
usefulness on the job market. Undoubt-
edly, more productive workers will have
more positive contributions to the gross
domestic product of any country that
would have a ripple effect on workers’
standard of living and that country’s
ability for sustainability in a world of
increasingly scarce resources. Drawing
data from a nationwide comprehensive
study- the first of its kind-this present
study aimed to provide evidence-based
information of BMTs career profiles
that would be useful in assisting
prospective BMT students in their fu-
ture career choices. With evidence out-

side the scope of this present paper, in-
formation on job satisfaction with career
opportunities appears to be linked with
certain variables. Consequently, an in-
structive career profile should address
certain fundamental characteristics like
resourcefulness, dedication, resilience,
dedication, patience, management, per-
sonality orientation, critical thinking,
assertive communication, divergent
thinking, autonomy, independence,
ethics, optimism, flexibility, planful-
ness, reliability, dependability, commit-
ment to continuous learning,
responsibility, high self esteem and self-
efficacy, self-discipline and self -re-
liance. It is hoped that the theme of this
work would provide valuable informa-
tion about Caribbean or West Indian
BMT programs and offer a diverse cul-
tural perspective of what is happening
in other parts of the planet.
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