Career Planning Process

Congratulations!  You have chosen a proactive approach to making a decision about what career path might be best for you.  And although you’ve taken the first step by seeking career counseling, you may not have a clear sense of what comes next or what to expect from this process of career counseling.  This handout is designed to take the mystery out of this very important (and exciting!) part of most people’s lives:  choosing a career path.

Vocational Theory

There are a number of vocational theories (i.e., ideas about how to best match people with careers and vice versa) used by career counselors.  And, often times, a counselor will draw from a number of theories to best serve the client.  Briefly, common types of vocational theories include:  trait-and-factor (or person-environment fit), developmental, behavioral, personality, and sociological.  However, most counselors use one (or some combination) of the first three – often times also utilizing gender-aware perspectives, and culturally appropriate career counseling approaches.


Trait-and-Factor.  Emphasizes a match between an individual’s traits/characteristics and the aspects/factors inherent in specific jobs, job areas, and the world of work.  Major theories include that of John Holland and the Theory of Work Adjustment.  Assessment instruments often used in this approach are the Strong Interest Inventory, California Psychological Inventory, Campbell Interest and Skills Inventory, and Minnesota Importance Questionnaire.  


Developmental.  Focuses on how an individual’s self-concept becomes a vocational concept:  “vocational development is a process of making several decisions, which culminate in vocational choices that represent an implementation of the self-concept” (Swanson & Fouad, 1999, p. 83).  Major theories include those of Super and Gottfredson.  An example of an assessment instrument used in this approach is the Adult Career Concerns Inventory.


Behavioral.  Focuses on the influence of environmental conditions and events (often unplanned!) as learning experiences that introduce people to different interests they wouldn’t have chosen otherwise.  An example is Krumboltz’s social learning theory.  An instrument that might be used in this approach is the Career Beliefs Inventory.

Keep in mind that the above are theories of career development rather than those of career counseling.  Theories of career development were devised to explain vocational behavior.  For example, we might use a theory to help us predict what kind of job a person might take he/she first enters the work force, the likelihood of a person to be satisfied in a given job or field, or what different sorts of occupations or fields one would be interested in over an entire life of work.  The goal of theories of career counseling, on the other hand, is to provide counselors with a framework for how to work with career clients, in general.

Career Counseling:  What is it?

Definition.  Career counseling is an “ongoing, face-to-face interaction between counselor and client” (Swanson, 1995, p. 245) in which the focus is on work- or career-related concerns.  Career counseling is also defined as “the process of assisting individuals in the development of a life-career with focus on the definition of the worker role and how that role interacts with other life roles” (National Career Development Association, 1997, p. 1), highlighting the importance of placing career issues within the broader context of individuals’ lives. 

Forms.   Career services may also be delivered to groups, such as in classes or workshops.  Ask your career counselor about such opportunities as well as what electronic/internet/computer resources are available (e.g., DISCOVER, OSCAR). 


Approaches.  Although every counselor will differ in his/her approach to career counseling, most counselors will generally structure their work with you around a phase of introductions and relationship building, a phase devoted to exploration of your work-related concerns, interests, needs, values, and skills - and a phase devoted to helping you move toward resolution of those concerns and integration of those interests, needs, values, and skills.

Career Counseling:  The Process (The Spokane Model, 1991)

Setting the Counseling Relationship and Identifying Concerns/Goals.  You can expect that in the first session, you counselor will help to set you at ease through open discussion of what brings you in and will facilitate the beginning of a working and collaborative relationship.  The counselor will strive to create a safe, confidential, and trusting relationship with you.  This is the most important part of counseling.  Also in the beginning, you can expect the counselor assist you in defining the problem/goal.  Next, the career counselor will use a variety of techniques to help you to identify your career aspirations and dreams.  The final subphase in the beginning phase of career counseling is loosening – which is where you will identify conflicts and see incongruities between where you are currently and where you would like to be.  

Vocational Testing & Assessment.   In the second major phase of career counseling (the activation phase), your career counselor will help you to gain insight and self-awareness. In this phase, your counselor is likely to use testing and assessment to help you identify your career interests, values, needs, personality, and skills/abilities.  Commonly used instruments include the Strong Interest Inventory (SII; measures vocational interests), Campbell Interest and Skills Survey (CISS; interests and estimated skills), California Psychological Inventory (CPI; personality – 20 dimensions), Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI; personality – 4 dimensions), and Minnesota Importance Questionnaire (MIQ; vocational needs and values).

Integration. Through integrating your test results with what you have already shared with the counselor in the beginning phase, you will increase your self-awareness.  Through this self-awareness about your interests, conflicts, etc., you will begin to select out career options – often choosing among a number of viable alternatives.  This process will require some compromise given that no one career is likely to satisfy every need.

Career Research.  Finally, in the completion phase, you will begin to resolve conflicts about your career decision and will begin to implement a career choice.  The counselor will help you to set goals and follow-through with any researching of occupations, gathering of resources, planning, gathering a support system, problem-solving around personal issues that prevent forward movement, etc.  You can expect to see your counselor 3 to 5 times for 50-minute sessions in these initial stages of the process.

Ongoing Process.  You may return for periodic contact with your career counselor as a follow-up or ‘check-in’ should you find that helpful.  Often times, clients will need to gain more experience in an area, take a course, or engage in some other informational behavior before they feel able to move forward.  Remember that career decision-making is a process that is likely to span weeks, months, years, and even lifetimes!  

In summary, there are definite steps you can take to further yourself along your career decision-making process.  Treat this endeavor as you would a class or any other goal you set for yourself and you’ll clearly see that you will get out of it what you put into it!  

From Career Theory and Practice (Swanson & Fouad, 1999)


