
HISTORY & THEORIES OF CAREER DEVELOPMENT & CAREER COACHING 

Family business 
For many millennia, children grew up and took over the family business, sons followed their father’s 

professions. 

Industrialisation 
With industrialisation, jobs started to become disassociated from history, tradition and location. New 

opportunities opened up, and new careers emerged. 
During this time though, one’s job and profession tended to remain stable over a lifetime. Most 

people would do the same thing, often for the same employer. 
In this context, Career Development meant rising in one’s job, advancing in the company you 

worked for. 

Post-industrial age 
However, in a post-industrial age, everything is up for grabs. New careers rapidly emerge, old 

professions change dramatically with technology. Capital flows around the globe and companies 
appear and disappear, are taken over and evolve. 

So a career becomes a necessarily fluid thing. People have an average of 12 to 15 jobs in a lifetime 
now, and may change careers up to 5 times.  

There are few guideposts in this chaotic world.  

Career junctions 
Sometimes people launch into a career that their parents approve of; sometimes that fits, but often 

not, and they find themselves going in a different direction, towards their own interests. This is 
evident for instance in Chinese children, who often study professions approved of by their parents 
such as economics or business. Only a small percentage eventually stay in the original career they 
were trained for.  

Other times, someone will think a direction fits them, to find that other opportunities arise, or 
unexpected constraints emerge. There is often a natural evolution in new directions. 

However, people often come to a crossroads in their life. The first is the transition out of High School, 
and some decisions need to be made as to what direction to head in. 

Another time is for women, when they emerge from childrearing activities, and want to reengage 
with the workforce.  

Sometimes people get laid off from a job they have held for a long time, and that career may no 
longer be so easily available to them. The necessity for finding a new direction becomes pressing. 

Sometimes after many years of work, a person may have a lot of skills and knowledge, and could 
pursue many options, but its hard to know which direction to head in - the choice is a little 
overwhelming. 

Other times, someone may have done something they are good at for many years, but after some 
time may question whether that is simply inertia and habit, and whether that career is the best, or 
perhaps something else may be more suitable. 

Selecting a career 
Under all these circumstances, making the decision as to which career to choose is not easy. You can 

look at lists of courses, and thats one way people do it - select an educational activity which is a 
subject they are interested in. 

But these are often broad, and still do not help determine the specific career that is right for a person.  
At times, people may seek the help of an expert - a vocational counsellor, who will assess them and 

tell them the best path. 
But more often, people stay in a place of confusion; even if they make a decision, they are not 

completely confident its the right one. 
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There are a number of excellent books available, by authors such as Barbara Sher (Wishcraft), or 
Richard Nelson Bolles (What Color is Your Parachute). These books can be very helpful for people; 
but they require some ‘grunt work’ - focusing, self evaluating, perhaps engaging others in the 
process. Its often hard for people to do this work thoroughly enough to come out with a clear 
decision. 

The role of Career coaches 

Social mobility  
Evidence shows that social mobility depends not just on one’s skills and knowledge, but also on 

understanding how to use them. So career guidance becomes a part of lifelong learning. 

There are a number of ingredients. 
Firstly is understanding the person - their ambitions, interests, talents, experience, motivations 

Then how to link that with a career, the educational system, and the labour market. 

then help them follow through with the necessary educational and vocational activities.  

understanding how to find the right job, in line with their interests, and how to advance in the 
position they finally secure. 

The broad work of career coaches 
So career guidance needs to help people make the right decision for them, and then help them 

follow through with the necessary educational and vocational activities. This includes 
understanding how to find the right job, in line with their interests, and how to advance in the 
position they finally secure. 

Complete guidance therefore requires drawing on psychology, education, sociology and labour 
market economics. The psychological arena requires dealing with self esteem and motivation, 
interpersonal effectiveness, and decision making skills. Labour market understanding involves 
knowledge of the market and the complexity of the workplace, as well as improving employment 
marketability and opportunities.  

 The psychological arena requires dealing with self esteem and motivation, interpersonal 
effectiveness, and decision making skills.  

Labour market understanding involves knowledge of the market and the complexity of the 
workplace, as well as improving employment marketability and opportunities.  

Theories 

Matching theory - Parsons (1908) 
The original model, developed by Parsons involved 3 steps: 

• first, an accurate understanding of their individual traits (e.g. personal abilities, aptitudes, interests, 
etc.); 

• second, a knowledge of jobs and the labour market; 

• and third, made a rational and objective judgement about the relationship between these two 
groups of facts 

The idea -to find a ‘good fit’ between an individual’s attributes and what is required in particular jobs. 

Rodger (1952) 
In 1952, Rodger presented seven attributes of individuals: 
1. physical characteristics 
2. attainments 
3. general intelligence 
4. specialised aptitudes,  
5. interests 
6. disposition  
7. circumstances.  
Jobs are evaluated against these attributes  
…the client is assessed against the attributes to ascertain whether the client is a `good  fit’. 
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Holland (1966) 
Holland developed a classification system that categorises personalities and environments into six 

model types: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising and conventional. 
Each of the personality types are related to needs, and people can be categorised in one (or more) of 

these types. Work environments can also be classified in this way; vocational choice involves 
individuals searching for work environments that are congruent with their personality type. 

However, these approaches which use matching assume a type of stability in the labour market 
which is no longer the case. The workplace is evolving, and people must also evolve their career 
fit. So all decisions need to evolve over time. 

Donald Super (1967) and developmental theories 
Super went beyond simple job-fit matching.  

Life stages, life span 
He proposed that career evolution is a lifelong process of development through stages. Not a one-off 

decision, but a series of decisions accompanying the person’s evolving life circumstances.  
Thus he took time perspectives - past present and future, in examing the development of a career. 
He also introduced the concept of work-life balance, one of his many innovations which has become 

widely accepted and utilsied.  

Self concept 
Super outlined the different types of beliefs a person holds - about self, identity - attributes, aptitude, 

abilities and desires. 
The result of their process of comparison and integration of life experiences and beliefs is their 

occupational self-concept, which will eventually become a vocational or career preference, 
guiding them towards the job or career that they want. 

One’s self-concept change over time, and life situations will also change throughout one’s life; 
thoughts, opinions, preferences, competencies and capabilities also change and evolve. As a 
person experiences more, self-concept will also develop.  

So, career development is an ongoing process, over the course of the person’s lifetime, keeping 
abreast of these changes, and supporting the person’s evolution.  

Life space 
Super outlined eight major life roles, that a person plays out in their life space.  
1. Child    . 
2. Student 
3. Leisurite 
4. Citizen – community, volunteer work. 
5. Worker – paid employment. 
6. Parent 
7. Spouse 
8. Homemaker  
This contexualises work in the larger 

picture of a lifetime.  

Life Span 
Super described five Stages of Career 

Development which occur over the 
lifespan: 

1. Growth (0-14) 
2. Exploration (15-25) 
3. Establishment (45-44) 
4. Maintenance (45-64) 
5. Decline (65+) 
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Developmental tasks 
Within these phases, he identified five key developmental tasks: 
1. crystallisation 
2. specification 
3. implementation 
4. task stabilisation 
5. consolidation 

Three element approach 
The approach to career development that Super proposed, addresses three main factors: 
(a) Personal factors - individuals possess different abilities, interests, values 
(b) these patterns of intrapersonal characteristics make individuals more or less suited to different 

careers;  
(c) Situational factors  - individual differences and the careers available to a person are shaped by 

history, socioeconomic status, family of origin, country of residence 
This theory has been widely used for 50 years, and still has credence. There are some critiques 

though regarding the failure of the theory to integrate economic and social factors that influence 
career decisions; for instance it does not adequately address the particular challenges that women 
and ethnic groups face in the career arena.  

Roberts 1968 - Opportunity structure 
Roberts focused especially on young people, identifying determinants of occupational choice 

identified such as: 
 ▪ the home 
 ▪ the environment 
 ▪ the school 
 ▪ peer groups 
 ▪ job opportunities 
He challenges the relevance of ‘choice’, embedded in psychological theories and most approaches to 

career coaching. Instead he emphasises the structure of constraints - eg expansive or contractive 
labour markets, distance to work, qualifications, contact networks, ethnicity, gender. 

So from his point of view, career development is more about labour market linking, placement and 
followup - very practical concerns, not so theory driven.  

Individualisation 
In charting such larger forces and the ways they impact on individuals, Roberts observes that life 

patterns have become more individually distinctive, shrinking social networks and changed social 
behaviour:  

 ▪ breakup of the concentration of employment in the firms and traditional industries 
 ▪ higher rates of residential mobility 
 ▪ increasing instability of marriages and families 
 ▪ weakening of neighbourhood and religious communities. 
Again, he feels that these larger forces needed to be taken into account when working with an 

individual and their career development.  

Krumboltz (1976)  

Social learning theory 
Krumboltz focuses on lifelong learning experiences and what he called happenstance (chance). 
He points out that rying to match individuals to congruent environments assumes that both will 

remain constant, not something that occurs in the world today! 
He is interested in different types of learning experiences: 
1. Intentional direct experience, constructed, and rewarded or punished. 
2. Direct experience which is remembered due to an emotional association. 
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3. Learning by observing others, or gaining secondary knowledge (theories, books etc). 
His focus was on direct learning experiences, and the interaction between environmental conditions, 

life events, and the innate capacities of the person. Together these form people’s belief systems 
about self and the world. 

So Krumboltz suggests that people need help to: 

• Expand their capacities and interests - rather than just categorise them through assessments. 

• Learn new skills for new work tasks - can be stressful. 

• Take action - fear of making decisions, influence of external factors such as family attitudes. 

• Deal with related personal issues - burnout, career change, peer relationships, obstacles to career 
development, the work role itself and its effect on other life roles. 

• Change limiting belief systems 
He proposes the value of indecision - as an openness to new experiences and possibilities 

(happenstance). He feels that career ‘planning’ needed to also be open to and appreciate 
unplanned events and their influence. 

Key ideas 
 ▪ The ultimate goal of career counselling is creating satisfying lives, not just making a decision; 
 ▪ Tests should be used to stimulate learning, not just to match; 
 ▪ Practitioners should get clients to engage in exploratory action; 
 ▪ Open-mindedness should be celebrated; 
 ▪ Benefits should be maximised from unplanned events; 
 ▪ Lifelong learning is essential. 
Some of the implications for practitioners include: 
 ▪ Career counselling as a lifelong process, not a one-off event 
 ▪ The distinction between career counselling and personal counselling should disappear 
 ▪ ‘Transitional counselling’ is more appropriate than career counselling 

Roe (1957) 

Psychodynamic theories 
Roe approached career counselling from the point of view of understanding, making meaning of, and 

utilising individual motives, purposes and drives, in order to facilitate career exploration. 
She frames occupation as a source of individual satisfaction at all levels of need., and the basis of 

social and economic status. 
She codified an occupational classification system, along a continuum based on the intensity and 

nature of the interpersonal relationships involved, difficulty level (skill) and responsibility: 

• Service 

• Business activity 

• Organisation, technology 

• Outdoor 

• Science 

• General culture 

• Arts and entertainment 
Roe also related amily influences such as birth order to occupational interests. 

Savickas (1989)  

Narrative 
Savickas draws on Alderian understandings - life and career styles, as derived from childhood 

experiences. He focuses on getting to know and observing the client, including the subjective 
perspectives of the client, rather than attempting to be objective and fitting people into categories 
such as many assessment instruments do. 
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Modes 
He outlines the modes of career practice: 
1. Person-environment fit 
2. Developmental orientations 
3. Person-centred 
4. Goal directed 

Coaching depends on the basic orientation 
Within these modes the career coach attends to different factors: 
Trait-factor (person-environment fit - then the client is best served by being offered expert diagnosis 

and assigned a suitable role.  
Developmental approaches favour move the client on along the areas outlined in their model.  
Opportunity Structures - placement activities predominate  
A ‘skilled-helper’ -  goal-orientated, facilitative person-centred values. 

Limits of pragmatism 
He felt that simply placing people in careers where there is a ‘good fit’ loses sight of the overall 

purpose, or long term direction of the client. He  critiques competence-based approach to skills 
development, for instance where interviewing is simply a cluster of techniques. He suggests that 
this atomistic approach does not really work with the complexity and synergy of each individual.  

He suggests that in a changing world clients have a greater need for guidance than ever; wtih 
prolonged transitions to uncertain destinations, there is a recurrent need for career guidance.  

Thus career guidance is about lifelong access, rather than one-off events.  

Storytelling 
Savickas invites coaches to identify what it is that drives or motivates clients, centring on their key life 

themes. 
E.g. a client who says, “I want to help people who are being hurt or bullied or do not have a voice”; 

we can identify that they are talking about sympathy, compassion or caring, and so law, nursing, 
social work, psychology, or theology may help them develop this life theme.  

Such life themes can be uncovered by asking people about their earliest recollections or their biggest 
challenges while growing up, and who their role models were. 

Career Construction Counselling 
In 2018 Savickas introduced the idea ‘narrative transformations’, which result from coaches 

prompting, and clients reflecting on, exceptions to a problematic self-narrative. A key idea, taken 
from Narrative Therapy, is ‘innovative moments’, which emerge through coaching conversations. A 
client’s self identity may hold them back from moving in the career direction which is right for 
them. This approach bypasses resistance and negative self concepts, to realtively quickly empower 
clients through picking windows of change, created by identification of times of successful 
change. 

Inkson (2002 

Career metaphors 
Inkson identified metaphors people often use when talking about their careers: 

• I want my career path to be on the fast track 

• I'm a square peg in a round hole” 

• It's a roller-coaster ride 

• I feel I'm on a plateau 

• I need to change gear 

• What I do is a legacy from my father. 
There is not a real career "path", but these metaphors are helpful shorthand. Inkson identifies nine 

types of these metaphors, which directly dovetail with how different coaches understand their 
work with careers and clients. 
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Career can be described as: 
• an inheritance 

• a cycle of different seasons of life 

• an action or construction 

• a search for fit 

• a journey 

• a series of roles 

• a developing network of relationships 

• a resource 

• a story 
The most common metaphor of career - represented as "path", "track", "plateau", "ladder", "progress", 

"climb", "destination", "compass", and "map" - is that of a journey (used by over 50% of people). 
Journeys can be of many different types - goal-directed or autonomous, upwards or up-and-down, 
local or international, fast or leisurely. Playing with the journey metaphor offers rich material for 
individuals to question their thinking about their careers, and for coaches to encourage them to 
think outside their current box. 

Assessment-oriented coaches tend use the "fit" or "match" metaphor, seeking to learn more about 
their clients and the opportunities available in order to find a good fit, whereas developmental 
psychologists see careers as processes of growth. Those with concerns for work-life balance get 
their clients to focus on the competing demands of different work and non-work roles, and the 
conflict between them. Company managers are interested in developing employees' careers as 
resources from which the organization can benefit.  

In general, coaches can benefit by thinking about "multiple metaphors" that go beyond the 
constraints of their own favored ways of perceiving the world. 

Inkson provides the example: a client reported how her career journey had become like a car "stuck 
in the sand." That prompted a productive dialogue about the nature of the car, the journey and the 
sand, and the various strategies which might be adopted: rope-and-tackle? send for a tow-truck? 
get out and walk? stay there? Some coaches use physical drawings of the metaphor to assist 
visualization. The client's own metaphor can thus be used to assist him or her to get a new 
appreciation of the situation and possible actions. Alternatively, the coach can suggest alternative 
metaphors to encourage new insights and career planning by the client. 

The focus on metaphor is part of a "post-modern" view of careers, where flexibility, creativity and 
personal narrative are important, developing wider and more imaginative views of career 
behaviour and practice. Conventional methods which are based on rational theory, assessment, 
information and decision making, are still seen to have their place. 

• 

The ultimate aim is to help people not only choose a career and “find work” but 
also to make meaning of their career lives, find a sense of purpose and hope, 
design a successful life, and make meaningful social contributions. 

          - Kobus Maree 

Want to become a Career Decision Coach? You can enrol here today.
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	Savickas invites coaches to identify what it is that drives or motivates clients, centring on their key life themes.
	E.g. a client who says, “I want to help people who are being hurt or bullied or do not have a voice”; we can identify that they are talking about sympathy, compassion or caring, and so law, nursing, social work, psychology, or theology may help them develop this life theme.
	Such life themes can be uncovered by asking people about their earliest recollections or their biggest challenges while growing up, and who their role models were.
	Career Construction Counselling
	In 2018 Savickas introduced the idea ‘narrative transformations’, which result from coaches prompting, and clients reflecting on, exceptions to a problematic self-narrative. A key idea, taken from Narrative Therapy, is ‘innovative moments’, which emerge through coaching conversations. A client’s self identity may hold them back from moving in the career direction which is right for them. This approach bypasses resistance and negative self concepts, to realtively quickly empower clients through picking windows of change, created by identification of times of successful change.
	Inkson (2002
	Career metaphors
	Inkson identified metaphors people often use when talking about their careers:
	I want my career path to be on the fast track
	I'm a square peg in a round hole”
	It's a roller-coaster ride
	I feel I'm on a plateau
	I need to change gear
	What I do is a legacy from my father.
	There is not a real career "path", but these metaphors are helpful shorthand. Inkson identifies nine types of these metaphors, which directly dovetail with how different coaches understand their work with careers and clients.
	Career can be described as:
	an inheritance
	a cycle of different seasons of life
	an action or construction
	a search for fit
	a journey
	a series of roles
	a developing network of relationships
	a resource
	a story
	The most common metaphor of career - represented as "path", "track", "plateau", "ladder", "progress", "climb", "destination", "compass", and "map" - is that of a journey (used by over 50% of people). Journeys can be of many different types - goal-directed or autonomous, upwards or up-and-down, local or international, fast or leisurely. Playing with the journey metaphor offers rich material for individuals to question their thinking about their careers, and for coaches to encourage them to think outside their current box.
	Assessment-oriented coaches tend use the "fit" or "match" metaphor, seeking to learn more about their clients and the opportunities available in order to find a good fit, whereas developmental psychologists see careers as processes of growth. Those with concerns for work-life balance get their clients to focus on the competing demands of different work and non-work roles, and the conflict between them. Company managers are interested in developing employees' careers as resources from which the organization can benefit.
	In general, coaches can benefit by thinking about "multiple metaphors" that go beyond the constraints of their own favored ways of perceiving the world.
	Inkson provides the example: a client reported how her career journey had become like a car "stuck in the sand." That prompted a productive dialogue about the nature of the car, the journey and the sand, and the various strategies which might be adopted: rope-and-tackle? send for a tow-truck? get out and walk? stay there? Some coaches use physical drawings of the metaphor to assist visualization. The client's own metaphor can thus be used to assist him or her to get a new appreciation of the situation and possible actions. Alternatively, the coach can suggest alternative metaphors to encourage new insights and career planning by the client.
	The focus on metaphor is part of a "post-modern" view of careers, where flexibility, creativity and personal narrative are important, developing wider and more imaginative views of career behaviour and practice. Conventional methods which are based on rational theory, assessment, information and decision making, are still seen to have their place.
	•
	The ultimate aim is to help people not only choose a career and “find work” but also to make meaning of their career lives, find a sense of purpose and hope, design a successful life, and make meaningful social contributions.
	- Kobus Maree
	Want to become a Career Decision Coach? You can enrol here today.


