
15
Vol. 14/ No. 1

Access this Journal online / Accédez à cette revue en ligne 

cjcdonline.ca/rcdcenligne.ca

The Canadian Journal of Career Development is a peer-reviewed publication of multi-sectoral 
career-related academic research and best practices from Canada and around the world.

La Revue canadienne de développement de carrière est une publication revue par un comité
de lecture, qui présente des recherches universitaires et des meilleures pratiques 
multisectorielles et ayant trait aux carrières, provenant du Canada et du reste du monde.

Access this Journal online / Accédez à cette revue en ligne 
cjcdonline.ca/rcdcenligne.ca

This Journal was made possible through the generous
contributions of The Counselling Foundation of Canada, the
Canadian Education and Research Institute for Counselling and
Memorial University of Newfoundland.  

Cette revue est rendue possible grâce aux généreuses 
contributions de The Counselling Foundation of Canada, 
de I’Institut canadien d’éducation et de recherche en orientation
et de l’Université Memorial de Terre-Neuve

In this Issue / Dans ce numéro 15
Vol. 14 / No. 1

4 Assessing the Multicultural and Social Justice Competencies of Career Development 
Practitioners
Sandra Collins, Nancy Arthur, Mary McMahon, and Suzie Bisson

19 Career Writing: Creative, Expressive, and Reflective Approches to Narrative Career
Learning and Guidance
Reinekke Lengelle and Frans Meijers

34 The Effects of Hope on Student Engagement, Academic Performance, and Vocational
Identity
Hyung Joon Yoon, Hyoyeon In, Spencer G. Niles, Norman E. Amundson, Barbara A. Smith, 
and Lauri Mills

48 From Hero to Zero
Stephanie M. Conn, Norman E. Amundson, William A. Borgen, and Lee D. Butterfield



INSTRUCTIONS TO CONTRIBUTORS

1. Manuscripts should be typed double-spaced on 
8 ½ x 11 quality paper. The length of the paper
should be maximum of 30 pages (inclusive of
references, tables, graphs, appendices).

2. The first page should contain the article title, 
author’s name, affiliation, mailing address and
email address to which correspondence should be
sent, and acknowledgments (if any). To ensure
anonymity in the reviewing process, the author’s
name should not appear anywhere else on the
manuscript.

3. The second and third pages should contain an
English/French version of an abstract not 
exceeding 200 words.

4. Language and format (headings, tables, figures,
citations, references) must conform to the style of
the Publications Manual of the American 
Psychological Association 6th Edition(APA).

5. All figures and tables must appear on separate
sheets and be camera-ready.

6. Manuscripts should be submitted to the Editor in
MS Word.

7. The evaluation of manuscripts include criteria
such as: significance and currency of the topic;
contribution to new knowledge in the field; 
appropriateness of the methodology or approach;
and the clarity of presentation. The review process
normally does not exceed three or four months.

8. Submission of a manuscript to The Canadian 
Journal of Career Development implies that this
manuscript is not being considered for publication
elsewhere.

REMARQUES AUX AUTEURS

1. Les manuscrits doivent être tapés à double
interligne sur du papier 8 ½ x 11 de qualité. Les 
articles ne devraient pas dépasser 30 pages
(y compris les références, les tableaux, les
graphiques, les annexes).

2. La première page doit contenir le titre de l’article,
le nom de l’auteur, l’affiliation, l’adresse postale, le
courrier électronique et les remerciements (s’il y a
lieu). Pour assurer l’anonymat du processus 
d’évaluation, le nom de l’auteur ne doit apparaître
à aucun autre endroit sur le manuscrit.

3. Les deuxième et troisième pages devront contenir
une version française et une version anglaise du 
résumé dont la longueur ne dépasse pas 200 mots.

4. Le style et le format (titres, tableaux, graphiques,
citations, références) doivent être conformes au
style décrit par le Publications Manual of the
American Psychological Association 6e édition
(APA).

5. Les graphiques et les tableaux doivent être 
présentés sur des feuilles séparées afin de faciliter
le processus de photographie.

6. Les manuscrits doivent être soumis en format MS
Word.

7. L’évaluation des articles se fera selon des critères
tels que : l’importance et l’actualité du sujet, la
contribution à l’avancement des connaissances
dans le domaine, une approche méthodologique
adéquate et la clarté de présentation. En général, le
processus d’évaluation n’excède pas quatre mois.

8. La soumission d’un manuscrit à la Revue 
canadienne de développement de carrière signifie
que cet article n’est pas présentement soumis
ailleurs pour fin de publication.

The Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de développement de carrière
Robert Shea, Founding Editor/Rédacteur en chef
Diana Boyd, Associate Editor/Rédactrice adjointe 

The Canadian Journal of Career Development is published by
Memorial University of Newfoundland. It has a mandate to
present articles in areas of career research and practice that are
of interest to career development practitioners.

The Journal is published with the support of the Canadian 
Education and Research Institute for Counselling (CERIC)
through a grant provided by The Counselling Foundation of
Canada. The opinions expressed are strictly those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of The Canadian
Journal of Career Development, Memorial University of 
Newfoundland or CERIC officers, directors or employees.

The Canadian Journal of Career Development is published
twice annually. Subscription rates: This edition is provided free
of charge online at www.cjcdonline.ca. Orders and
correspondence regarding subscriptions, advertisements,
change of address, purchase of back issues, and permission to
reprint should be sent to:  Robert Shea, Associate Vice 
President (Academic & Student Affairs), St. John’s, NL, A1C
5R3 or cjcd@ceric.ca.

La Revue canadienne de développement de carrière est publiée
par l'Université Memorial de Terre-Neuve. Son mandat est de
présenter des articles d'intérêt général pour tous les praticiens
du développement de carrière, dans les domaines de la théorie,
de la recherche et de la pratique.

La Revue est publiée avec le soutien de l’Institut canadien 
d’éducation et de recherche en orientation (CERIC) par le biais
d’une subvention accordée par The Counselling Foundation of
Canada. Les opinions exprimées par les auteurs ne reflètent pas
nécessairement celles de la Revue canadienne de 
développement de carrière, ses représentants, directeurs ou 
employés. 

La Revue canadienne de développement de carrière est publiée
deux fois par année et est disponible gatuitement en ligne, au
www.rcdcenligne.ca. Toute demande ou correspondance au
sujet des abonnements,  publicités, changements d'adresse,
achats de parutions antérieures et droits de reproduction doit
être envoyée à : Robert Shea, Associate Vice President
(Academic & Student Affairs), St. John’s, NL, A1C 5R3 ou à
cjcd@ceric.ca.  

Manuscripts should be submitted in MS Word. Authors are
requested to follow APA 6th edition Style. For full length
articles, an abstract of approximately 200 words is required.

Following final acceptance of an article for publication, all 
authors will be required to submit a copy in MS Word for 
production purposes.  

For further submission details see inside back cover or on the
website. 

Les manuscrits doivent être soumis en format MS Word. Les
auteurs doivent suivre les directives du manuel de publication
de l'APA 6e édition. Un résumé d'environ 200 mots doit être
joint à chacun des articles.

Tous les articles acceptés pour publication doivent être soumis
en format MS Word.

Pour plus de détails concernant la soumission, voir à 
l’intérieur de la couverture arrière ou sur le site.

The Canadian Journal of Career Development/
Revue canadienne de développement de carrière

Robert Shea, Founding Editor Diana Boyd, Associate Editor
Associate Vice President (Academic & Student Affairs) Career Development & Experiential Learning
Fisheries and Marine Institute  UC 4010C
Memorial University of Newfoundland Memorial University of Newfoundland 
St. John’s, NL St. John’s, NL
A1C 5R3 A1C 5S7
Phone:  709.778.0356 Phone:  709.864.6162
Fax:  709.778.0394 Fax:  709.864.2437
Email:  rshea@mi.mun.ca Email:  dianal@mun.ca

© 2001- 2015 The Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de développement de carrière. All rights
reserved/tous droits réservés. 
ISSN 1499-1845 (Print)/ISSN 1499-1853 (Online) Printed in Canada/Imprimé au Canada



The Canadian Journal of Career Development/
Revue canadienne de développement de carrière

Volume 14, Number 1, 2015

CONTENTS

Number 1

EDITORIAL

ARTICLES

Assessing the Multicultural and Social Justice Competencies of Career Development Practitioners
Sandra Collins, Nancy Arthur, Mary McMahon, and Suzie Bisson   4

Career Writing: Creative, Expressive, and Reflective Approaches to Narrative Career Learning and Guidance
Reinekke Lengelle and Frans Meijers   19

The Effects of Hope on Student Engagement, Academic Performance, and Vocational Identity
Hyung Joon Yoon, Hyoyeon In, Spencer G. Niles, Norman E. Amundson, Barbara A. Smith, and Lauri Mills   34

From Hero to Zero
Stephanie M. Conn, Norman E. Amundson, William A. Borgen, and Lee D. Butterfield   48



Editorial
Welcome to volume fourteen, issue one of The Canadian Journal of Career Development.  In this edition,
we have four wonderful and contemplative articles for you to read and enjoy. 

In Assessing the Multicultural and Social Justice Competencies of Career Development Practitioners, the
reader is introduced to how important competencies are to the profession of career development.  This 
article examines how career practitioners rate the importance of multicultural and social justice 
competencies to their field, the perception of practitioners’ skill with these competencies, and where the 
dissimilarities between the two lie.

Our second article, by Reinekke Lengelle and Frans Meijers, argues for the use of narrative approaches in 
career guidance.  They propose that career writing is a necessary tool used to provide meaning and direction
to students developing career identity.  The authors also present a model of writing for transformation, and
exercise guidance professionals can use in practice. 

Hope is a strong emotion that can lift you up when facing monumental challenges.  In The Effects of Hope
on Student Engagement, Academic Performance, and Vocational Identity, the implication and effect that
hope has on student engagement, vocational identity and academic performance are scrutinized.  Conducted
with over fifteen hundred students from both Canada and the United States of America, the results give 
career practitioners another factor to incorporate when providing guidance to students and clients.  

Emergency services personal are extremely important in society and those positions convey a great deal of
respect and power.  Many are proud to make it known that they belong to this service and tie it closely to
their personal identity.  However, what happens to these individuals mentally when it is time to retire and
they can no longer say they are working in this field?  This question is addressed in the article From Hero to
Zero.  The reader gets a window into which they can see just how important the identity of emergency 
services professional becomes to some individuals, and how it influences their decision to retire and coping
with their retirement. 

If you want to keep up to date with the Journal between publications, we now have two social media sites
where you can find snapshots of upcoming articles, special edition announcements, publication 
announcements, ask questions and more.  You can find us on Facebook at www.facebook.com/cjcdonline
and at our LinkedIn subgroup located through the CERIC Career Developer Network page
https://www.linkedin.com/groups?gid=3858255&trk=anet_ug_parent. 

Finally, a call to the profession; career development is an important part of everyone’s professional life. 
Career development practitioners need access to new and insightful research and information that will allow
them to provide the finest counselling sessions to their clients.  This Journal aims to distribute such research
and information but we cannot do it without submissions from the profession.  The Journal does not have set
deadlines for submissions, so if you have a manuscript related to career development, we would like to hear
from you. 

Rob Shea
Founding Editor
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Assessing the Multicultural and Social Justice
Competencies of Career Development Practitioners

Sandra Collins, Athabasca University
Nancy Arthur, University of Calgary

Mary McMahon, The University of Queensland
Suzie Bisson, University of Calgary

Abstract

The current focus on social
justice in career practice necessitates
identification and prioritization of
specific competencies for multicul-
tural counseling and social justice
action (Blustein, 2006; Watson,
2010).  The Multicultural Cultural
and Social Justice Competencies
(MCSJC) scale was used to examine
(a) the importance of various com-
petency domains and their compos-
ite factors to the profession of career
development and (b) the self-assess-
ment of competence by career prac-
titioners on these core domains and
factors.  The study confirms the im-
portance of multicultural counselling
and social justice competencies to
career practice and suggests that ed-
ucational programs are doing a bet-
ter job of facilitating awareness,
which focuses on attitudes and
knowledge, than the skill develop-
ment required to translate this
awareness into culture-infused and
social justice focused working al-
liances with clients.  In particular,
training in interventions at the orga-
nizational, community, and broader
systems level is needed.  Sugges-
tions for curriculum development
draw on the Culture-Infused Coun-
seling model that undergirded the
MCSJC scale. 
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Vocational psychology has
traditionally played an important
role in advocating for social justice
(SJ; Fouad, Gerstein, & Toporek,
2006).  The shifting demographics
of Western society and increased
systemic barriers to career success
are bringing SJ to the forefront, par-
ticularly in the area of career devel-
opment (Sampson, Dozier, &
Colvin, 2011).  Both career practi-
tioners and researchers have concep-
tualized SJ in a variety of ways
(Arthur, Collins, McMahon, & Mar-
shall, 2009; Watson, 2010).  Arthur
and colleagues (2009) synthesized
the meaning of SJ as: “(a) fair and
equitable distribution of resources
and opportunities, (b) direct action
to ameliorate oppression and mar-
ginalization within society, and (c)
full inclusion and participation of all
members of society in a way that en-
ables them to reach their potential”
(p. 23).  Multicultural counselling
(MC) and SJ are inseparable, be-
cause clients with multiple non-
dominant identities are at increased
risk to experience social injustices
(Arthur, 2008; Arthur & Collins,
2011; Leong, 2010). In addition, MC
without a SJ perspective risks locat-
ing both problems and solutions
with the individual client, instead of
the contexts and systems that shape
client experiences, resources, and
opportunities (Sinacore et al., 2011).
SJ is a human rights issue that im-
pacts career development and career
counselling, because access to and

attainment of education and work
provide a central means for ensuring
social equity (Fouad et al., 2006;
Hargrove et al., 2003).  To work
competently with diverse clients, ca-
reer practitioners need to be pre-
pared to address issues of social
injustice (Parra-Cardona, Kendal, &
Cordova, 2005).

Current literature has fo-
cused on identifying the problems,
from a SJ perspective, associated
with approaches to career theory and
practice.  However, McWhirter,
Blustein, and Perry (2005) called for
a move from a denunciation ap-
proach to an annunciation approach,
in which principles and processes
for embracing SJ in vocational psy-
chology are articulated.  Discussions
of SJ action have also been segre-
gated from applied practice activi-
ties, which misses the important
connection between the experiences
of clients in the real world and coun-
selling work (Parra-Cardona et al.,
2005).  Fassinger and Gallor (2006)
suggested an expansion from the sci-
entist-practitioner to the scientist-
practitioner-advocate model to
emphasize the inclusion of SJ roles
in both pre-service and continued
professional development training.
The scientist-practitioner-advocate
model necessitates increased compe-
tency of practitioners to address sys-
temic-level change and to act as
advocate, social activist, consultant,
etc. (Arthur, 2008; Arthur et al.,
2009; Toporek & Williams, 2006).  

One question that remains
unanswered is what competencies
career practitioners require to sup-



port SJ action (Arthur, 2008; McMa-
hon, Arthur, & Collins, 2008a).
There has been considerable focus
on the development of MC compe-
tencies over the past several decades
(Collins & Arthur, 2010a, 2010b);
however, the counselling psychol-
ogy field is only beginning to define
SJ competencies (Toporek, Gerstein,
Fouad, Roysicar, & Israel, 2006;
Toporek & Williams, 2006).  In spite
of its early roots in SJ, vocational
psychology is also in the initial
stages translating MC and SJ com-
petence and competencies into prac-
tice (Arthur & Collins, 2011; Pope,
2011).  Vespia, Fitzpatrick, Fouad,
Kantamneni, and Chen (2010) con-
ducted a national survey of MC
competencies of US career counsel-
lors; however, the California Brief
Multicultural Competence Scale
(CBMCS) was not designed specifi-
cally for career practitioners and de-
rived from earlier instruments
without a specific focus on SJ
(Gamst et al., 2004).  

The purpose of this study
was to explore what competencies
career practitioners require in order
to work with culturally diverse
clients, who are often most impacted
by systemic social injustices (Arthur
& Collins, 2011; Pope, 2011).  The
following research questions
evolved from our intent to highlight
the perspectives of career practition-
ers themselves in this discussion: (a)
Do career practitioners view MC
and SJ competences as important to
career practice, and, if so, what is
the relative importance they place
on specific competencies? and (b)
How do career practitioners rate
their own competence in relation to
MC and SJ competencies? The third
research question was intended to
inform career development educa-
tion, by identifying potential learn-
ing objectives: (c) Where are the
most significant gaps between what
career practitioners see as impor-
tant and their self-assessed compe-

tency level? Although SJ is not new
to vocational psychology (Fouad et
al., 2006), practitioners in the field
may be less familiar with the current
emphasis on systems level analysis
and change (Arthur, Collins, Mar-
shall, & McMahon, 2013).  We,
therefore, added two final research
questions (d) What is the relation-
ship between the demographic back-
ground of participants and their
familiarity with and training in SJ?
and (e) How do demographic back-
ground and SJ awareness impact
perspectives on importance of MC
and SJ competencies and/or per-
sonal level of competence? 

We conducted a cross-na-
tional study of career practitioners’
competencies related to MC and SJ
in Canada and Australia.  Other
components of the study have been
published elsewhere (Arthur et al.,
2009; Arthur et al., 2013; McMahon
et al., 2008a; 2008b).  As part of the
broader study, the Multicultural Cul-
tural and Social Justice Competen-
cies (MCSJC) scale was developed
and validated (Collins, Arthur,
McMahon, & Bisson, 2014).  The
structure of the MCSJC scale re-
flects its conceptual foundations in
the Culture-Infused Counselling
(CIC) model (Collins & Arthur,
2010a, 2010b; 2010c).  The three
core competency domains in the
CIC model form the first order fac-
tors in the MCSJC scale: (a) Cul-
tural Self-Awareness:Active
awareness of personal assumptions,
values, and biases; (b) Awareness of
Client Cultural Identities: Under-
standing the worldview of the client;
and (c) Culturally-Sensitive Working
Alliance: Collaboration on coun-
selling goals and processes.  The
CIC model offers a conceptual en-
hancement of the Sue et al. (1982)
and Sue, Arredondo, and McDavis
(1992) MC competencies frame-
work based on: (a) an explicit focus
on competencies for SJ; (b) a
broader definition of culture, inclu-

sive of ethnicity, gender, sexual ori-
entation, age, ability, socioeconomic
status, and religion; (c) an emphasis
on the working alliance as a more
inclusive and pantheoretical con-
struct than the original focus on
skills and techniques for bridging
the worldviews of counsellor and
client and translating cultural sensi-
tivity into practice (Collins &
Arthur, 2010a, 2010b); as well as (d)
an explicit adaptation of the compe-
tencies to career development prac-
tice (Collins et al., 2014; Arthur &
Collins, 2011).  A detailed critique
of previous models and rationale for
the CIC model is provided else-
where (Collins & Arthur, 2010a,
2010b). Only the Canadian data is
reported in this paper.  We begin
with a description of the methodol-
ogy and then present the results in
terms of the five core research ques-
tions.  The paper concludes with dis-
cussion, overall implications, and
limitations of the study.  

Method

Ethics approval was ob-
tained from the three universities
where the researchers are affiliated.
The notice for the study provided an
invitation to participate in the study
and the link to the consent form and
the Social Justice and Career Prac-
tice Questionnaire©.  The broader
survey was divided into three sec-
tions: (a) demographic information
and SJ background, (b) assessment
of MC and SJ competencies using
the MCSJC scale, and (c) submis-
sion of critical incident scenarios.
Only data from the first two sections
(demographic and the MCSJC scale)
are reported in this paper.  The sur-
vey was conducted online, and invi-
tations to participate were extended
through both national and provincial
professional organizations and ca-
reer development networks.  

All 180 participants were
Canadians, at least 18 years of age.

Multicultural and Social Justice Competencies
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Seventy-five percent were female;
25% male.  The majority of partici-
pants were from Alberta (28%),
British Columbia (24%), and On-
tario (20%), with the remaining
from maritime provinces (16%),
other prairie provinces (9%), north-
ern territories (2%), and Quebec
(2%).  Most participants identified
as Caucasian Canadian (86%); 3%
were Chinese; 2% each were Abo-
riginal, African/Caribbean, His-
panic, and Metis; and 1% each were
Arab, South Asian, and West Asian.
The participants worked for non-
profit organizations (21%) and ca-
reer and employment centres (20%);
11% each at government depart-
ments, public secondary or high
schools, and public universities; 6%
each at private practices and public
colleges; 4% in for-profit organiza-
tions; 3% each in community-based
agencies, youth serving agencies,
and private or alternative educa-
tional institutions; and 1% other
work contexts.  Participants’ age,
years of work experience, highest
level of education, and their famil-
iarity with SJ were assessed using
the ordinal scales in column 2 of
Table 1.  In some cases, two or more
values were collapsed to create sta-
tistically sound categories for the
multivariate analyses.  As a general
rule, for each independent variable,
the difference between lowest fre-
quency and highest frequency did
not exceed the lowest frequency.
See column 3 of Table 1 for the fre-
quency distributions and percent-
ages for independent variables and
corresponding values meeting this
criteria.  For example, the age cate-
gories of 29 years or less and 30 to
39 years were collapsed, because
neither of these age ranges on their
own met the inclusion criteria.  Gen-
der was eliminated from the analy-
ses because the distributions were
skewed.  

Participants were also asked
to select personal experiences of dis-

crimination from a checklist, based
on the self-selected demographics of
age, ethnicity, gender, immigration
status, language, physical or psycho-
logical disability, religion, sexual
orientation, and social class.  In ad-
dition, they identified barriers to en-
gaging in SJ practice from the
following list, derived from on a re-
view of current literature: fear of
challenging status quo, lack of fi-
nancial resources, lack of interest,
lack of influence or power, lack of
time, lack of training opportunities,
lack of support from colleagues,
lack of support from supervisors,
risk of losing funding, risk of losing
job, or other.  For each of these vari-
ables, the responses were trans-
formed into categorical data, using
the guideline noted above to cluster
the frequencies into categories (see

column 3 of Table 1).  Categorical
data was required to conduct the
multivariate analyses.  In addition,
we assumed that neither the number
of bases for discrimination nor barri-
ers encountered were continuous
variables.  Individuals with multiple
nondominant identities, for example,
are more vulnerable to cultural op-
pression; however, this relationship
is assumed to be complex, idiosyn-
cratic, contextualized, and, there-
fore, nonlinear (Collins, 2010a,
2010b). 

Frequencies and means
were calculated and, because all
variables were now categorical
rather than continuous, statistically
significant relationships among de-
mographic variables were assessed
using Pearson chi-squares.  The in-
dependent variables of gender and

Multicultural and Social Justice Competencies
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Table 1 
 
Frequency Distribution for Demographic Variables Meeting Criteria for Inclusion in Multivariate Analyses of 
Variance 
 

Independent 
Variable Original Values Final Valuesb Frequency Percent 

Age  29 years or less 
30 to 39 years 39 years or younger 57 32.4 

 40 to 49 years  48 27.3 
50 to 59 years 
60 to 69 years 
70 or more years 

50 years or older 71 40.3 

Years of 
experience 

0 to 2 years 
3 to 5 years 
6 to 10 years 

10 or fewer years  103 58.2 

11 to 20 years 
more than 20 years 11 or more years  74 41.8 

Highest level 
of education  

High school 
Certificate or diploma 
College degree 

College degree or less 38 21.5 

University undergrad  
Post-grad certificate or 
diploma 

Undergrad with or without an 
post-grad diploma or certificate 70 39.5 

Masters degree 
PhD or other doctoral degree Masters or doctoral degree 69 39.0 

Familiarity 
with social 
justicec 

Very unfamiliar 
Somewhat unfamiliar Unfamiliar 55 33.7 

Somewhat familar 
Very familiar Familiar 108 66.3 

Personal 
experience(s) 
of 
discrimination  

Age, ethnic or cultural group, 
gender, immigration status, 
language, physical or 
psychological disability, 
religion, sexual orientation, or 
social class 

No discrimination 37 20.4 
1 type of discrimination 52 28.7 
2 types of discrimination 37 20.4 

3 or more types of 
discrimination 55 30.4 

Number of 
barriers to 
social justice 
practice 

Fear of challenging status quo, 
lack of financial resources/ 
interest/ influence or power/ 
time/ training 
opportunities/support from 
colleagues/supervisors, risk of 
losing funding/of losing job, 
other… 

No barriers 67 37.0 
1 to 4 barriers 67 37.0 

5 or more barriers 47 26.0 

aOnly independent variables in which the difference between lowest frequency value and the largest did not exceed 
the frequency of the lowest were used for the MANOVAs.  bIn some cases, two or more values on a particular 
independent variable were collapsed to create workable categories for further analyses. cThe category of 
‘Undecided’ was eliminated from further analyses. 



SJ training failed the inclusion test
and were eliminated from the
MANOVAs.  The frequency distri-
bution for SJ training was 18% with
no previous exposure to SJ, 35%
with attendance at either a workshop
or a course, and 47% with atten-
dance at both a workshop and a
course.  The introduction to the sur-
vey acknowledged that SJ may be a
new concept to some practitioners
and provided the following concep-
tual framework, to assist participants
in interpreting what exposure to SJ
might mean, how it might differ
from other forms of multicultural or
diversity training, and what their
own exposure to SJ training had
been:

Before you begin, we would like
to explain what we mean by the
term social justice as it relates to
career practice. In a just society,
opportunities, resources, and
services are distributed equally
and fairly. However, in most so-
cieties, some individuals or
groups have greater access to
educational, economic, and ca-
reer success. This is because
certain groups in society hold
less power than others and may
experience stereotyping, dis-
crimination, or other forms of
oppression. In this study, we
recognize non-dominant (minor-
ity) groups by cultural factors
such as ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation, ability, age, lan-
guage, religion, and socioeco-
nomic status. Career
development clients from these
groups may struggle with access
to education and work or with
reaching their full potential be-
cause of social justice issues.
Social justice is a human rights
issue and career practitioners
have a role to play in ensuring
social equity.

One of the unique features
of the MCSJC instrument was that it
contained two scales for each item:
The first was designed to assess the
importance of the item to the profes-
sion and the second to assess per-
sonal competency level.  The
inclusion of the Importance rating
was intended to engage participants
in determining direction for the pro-
fession, rather than simply lining
their responses up against assumed
professional standards.  At the time
of the data collection, the MCSJC
scale consisted of 82 self-report
statements, organized according to
attitudes (20 items), knowledge (25
items), and skills (37 items).  Each
item was clearly worded as a learn-
ing objective, beginning with an ac-
tive verb that reflected either an
attitude, knowledge, or skill compe-
tency (AKS), drawing on Bloom’s
(1956) taxonomy of learning objec-
tives, for example: Attitudes Q1: Be-
lieve in the equal worth of all
people; Knowledge Q2: Explain
how belonging to particular groups
can lead to certain privileges in soci-
ety; and Skills Q5: Empower clients
to influence external factors affect-
ing career development.  The items
were each rated on 5-point Likert
scales (1 = very low, 2 = moderately
low, 3 = average, 4 = moderately
high, and 5 = very high) for both Im-
portance to Career Practice, “to as-
sess your personal perspective on
the importance of SJ to career devel-
opment practice generally,” and
Current Competency Level, “indi-
cates the degree to which you per-
sonally feel competent.”  

The AKS foundation of the
MCSJC instrument was intended to
address the conceptual ambiguity of
other MC assessment tools (Collins
et al., 2014; Constantine et al.,
2002).  Most instruments draw on
the original competency frameworks
of Sue et al. (1982; 1992), but they
do not reflect the evolution of this
foundational model from a one-di-

mensional model (1982) to a three-
by-three matrix of core competen-
cies by AKS in the 1992 revision,
nor do they carefully differentiate
competency statements as AKS,
making it difficult to compare out-
comes across instruments or to link
them accurately to conceptual
frameworks (see, for example,
Gamst et al., 2004; Kim, Cartwright,
Asay, & D’Andrea, 2003; Pon-
terotto, Gretchen, Utsey, Rieger, &
Austin, 2002; Worthington, Soth-
McNett, & Moreno, 2007). What is
important is that the AKS competen-
cies are seen as components of
larger constructs or themes that re-
flect the conceptual models they are
built upon. 

Based on factor analyses of
both the importance and the compe-
tence data (see Collins et al., 2014),
the number of items in the MCSJC
instrument was reduced and clus-
tered according to the factor struc-
ture in Table 2.  Descriptive
statistics were run to confirm the as-
sumption of normal distribution for
all factors that made up the MCJSC
scale for both Importance and Com-
petence dependent variable scores.
Skewness and kurtosis values be-
tween +1 and -1 were required, and
outliers were removed from the
analysis, based on Box’s M tests.
For the Importance scale, no partici-
pants were removed from the Cul-
tural self-awareness factors.  The
Awareness of client cultural identi-
ties domain had 6, 2, 2, 2, 3, and 1
participant responses removed from
each of the factors respectively.  The
Culturally-sensitive working al-
liance domain had 1, 0, 1, 1, 2, and
2 removed.  No participant scores
were removed from the Competence
scale.  Mean scores for each factor
were used in the MANOVAs re-
ported in this study. Tests of internal
consistency were run on the Impor-
tance scale and the Competence
scale; Cronbach’s Alpha values of
.91 and .94 respectively suggested
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strong internal reliability of these
measures. 

Results 

Research Questions 1 and 2: 
Importance of MC and SJ 
Competencies and Competence
Assessment

Table 2 provides descriptive
statistics for each factor across Im-
portance and Competence scales.
Participants rated all 14 factors be-
tween moderately high and very
high in Importance, confirming that
career practitioners sensed the need
for and importance of multicultural
and SJ competence. Means for the
Competence on each factor showed
a greater range between average to
moderately high. The participants
clearly viewed multicultural and SJ
competency as important to career
development practice; however, they
saw themselves as not fully compe-
tent with respect to many of the core
factors.  A weighted mean was cal-
culated for each of the three core do-
mains. For both Importance and
Competence scales, the weighted
means were highest for the second
domain, Awareness of client cultural
identities (4.52 and 3.89 respec-
tively); the first domain, Cultural
self-awareness, received the next

highest ratings (4.34 and 3.65 re-
spectively); and the last domain,
Culturally-sensitive working al-
liance, the lowest ratings (4.29 and
3.31 respectively).  The standard de-
viations were higher for Competence
than for Importance scores, indicat-
ing a greater range of ratings on per-
sonal competence scores.

Participants placed the most
importance on attitudes, knowledge,
and skills related to understanding
the cultural identities, experiences,
and context of clients’ lives (Domain
2: Awareness of client cultural iden-
tities); they also perceived them-
selves as best prepared as
practitioners in this area (moderately
high on the self-assessment of com-
petence). The specific competencies
included: (a) Attitudes (5 items),
such as awareness of the impact of
discrimination and other forms of
systemic oppression, foundational
values like respect for diversity, and
belief in the equality and worth of
all people; (b) Knowledge (2 items)
related to the impact of cultural fac-
tors on career decision-making, and
the organizational, community, and
broader systems that perpetuate in-
equities; and (c) Skills (2 items) in
identifying barriers and facilitators
to accessing resources, services, and
opportunities.  See Collins et al.
(2014) for a full listing of the items

in the MCSJC scale.  
Participants rated them-

selves within the moderately high
range in terms of awareness of their
own cultural identities (Cultural
self-awareness domain). This do-
main was also weighted towards at-
titudinal competencies: (a) Attitudes
(4 items) focused on professional re-
sponsibility to challenge inequities
and promote SJ, as well as practi-
tioners’ own personal and profes-
sional experiences of privilege; (b)
Knowledge (3 items) focused on un-
derstanding the relationship of SJ
and career, as well as the privileging
of particular groups in society; and
(c) Skills (1 item) involved self-as-
sessment of competence for SJ ac-
tivities. 

The Culturally-sensitive
working alliance domain had the
greatest range of means on rating of
both Importance and Competence.
This is also the domain in which the
percentage of MCSJC items shifts
from a stronger emphasis on atti-
tudes and knowledge competencies
to applied practice skills competen-
cies.  The 21 items included: (a) At-
titudes (2) both related to
commitment to client empowerment,
which received the highest compe-
tence rating; (b) Knowledge (5) fo-
cused predominantly on the
assessment, design, and evaluation
of SJ interventions; and (c) Skills
(14) ranging from raising SJ aware-
ness and advocacy to implementa-
tion of systemic interventions.
Career practitioners placed the least
importance and felt less personally
competent in the skills competen-
cies, with many rating at average
competence (mid range on the 5-
point Likert scale). 

Research Question 3: Gaps 
Between Importance and 
Competence  

A gap score was calculated
for each of the three core domains
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Importance and Competence Scores on Each Factor 

 Importance  Competence   
Domain/Factorc Ma SD N  M SD N  Rb 

Cultural self-awareness          
Professional responsibility 4.36 .69 178  3.63 .79 168  .34* 
Personal/professional privilege 4.33 .56 145  3.69 .71 140  .40* 

Awareness of client cultural identities          
Equality of all people 4.80 .37 179  4.3 .70 171  .45* 
Diverse values and resources 4.73 .42 176  4.26 .66 170  .41* 
Impact of discrimination 4.40 .66 176  3.97 .73 167  .40* 
Barriers and facilitators of social justice 4.38 .66 115  3.24 .88 113  - 
Impact of cultural factors 4.37 .68 137  3.73 .79 139  .32* 
Systemic perpetuation of inequities 4.35 .73 141  3.55 .83 139  .36* 

Culturally-sensitive working alliance          
Commitment to client empowerment 4.60 .54 176  3.96 .76 168  .35* 
Social injustice impact assessment 4.41 .56 114  3.31 .86 112  - 
Expanded professional roles 4.27 .61 115  3.26 .86 114  - 
Assessment, design, & evaluation of social 

justice interventions 
4.20 .69 143  3.22 .87 136  - 

Implementation of systems interventions 4.07 .83 115  2.97 .94 113  .25* 
Raising social justice awareness 4.06 .88 114  2.82 .98 112  .26* 

 

aM = Mean. SD = Standard deviation. N = number. R = Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient.  
bOnly statistically significant R scores are shown; *p < .001.   
cThe factors have been ordered based on the mean score for Importance of the factor. 
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using the discrepancy between
weighted means for the Importance
and Competence scales to suggest
general trends in training needs
(Repetto, Ferrer-Sama, & Manzano,
2008).  The gaps scores were lowest
for Awareness of client cultural
identities (.63) and Cultural self-
awareness (.69); Culturally-sensitive
working alliance had the highest gap
score (.98).  The last column in
Table 2 provides Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficients be-
tween the Importance and
Competence ratings on each of the
factors.  The pattern of factors with
statistically significant correlations
reflected the gap scores across the
three core domains in the CIC
model.  There was a significant cor-
relation for both factors in the Cul-
tural self-awareness domain and for
all but one factor in the Awareness
of client cultural identities domain,
indicating a closer relationship be-
tween assessment of importance and
perception of personal competence
in these areas.  It is noteworthy that
this one factor - barriers and facilita-
tors of SJ - was composed of the
only two skills items in the second
domain.  For the Culturally-sensitive
working alliance domain, only half
of the factors (3 out of 6) showed
significant correlation between the
importance and the competence rat-
ings.  The standard deviations were
also generally highest in this do-
main, reflecting the wider range of
responses, particularly in the self-as-
sessment of personal competence.

Research Question 4: 
Demographic Background and SJ
Familiarity and Training 

The older the participants,
the more experience they had as a
career development practitioners
(Pearson’s chi-square = 34.152, de-
grees of freedom = .000).  In addi-
tion, both older participants and
those with more experience had

higher levels of education (16.753,
.002; 13.682, .002 respectively).
Level of SJ training was also signifi-
cantly related to familiarity with the
concept of SJ (10.887, .028) and
level of education (8.227, .016).
More education meant increased fa-
miliarity with the concept of SJ.
However, those participants with
graduate education were more likely
to have completed specific SJ train-
ing through either a course or a
workshop; those with college or less
or undergraduate education were
more likely to have completed both
a course and a workshop.  There was
also a significant relationship be-
tween participants’ own experience
of discrimination and the number of
barriers to implementing SJ in prac-
tice that they encountered (23.095,
.001).  Those with experiences of
discrimination based on multiple
cultural factors also experienced
more barriers to implementing SJ in
their own practices. 

Research Question 5: Relationship
of Demographics and SJ 
Awareness to Importance and
Competence  

A total of 14 MANOVAs,
using Wilk’s Lambda, were con-
ducted using the six independent
variables in Table 1, across both im-
portance and competence measures.
The data from these analyses are
summarized in Tables 3 and 4.
There were many more relationships
between the characteristics or back-
grounds of participants (e.g., inde-
pendent variables) and their
self-assessment of Competence on
the various factors in the MCSJC
scale than on their rating of the Im-
portance of these factors to the dis-
cipline.  Where significant main
effects were observed and more than
two values existed for the independ-
ent variable, Tukey post hoc tests
were performed.

In Table 3 related to Impor-
tance ratings, significant interactions
occurred most often between highest
level of education and the various
MCSJC factors.  Specifically, the
mean for the category college de-
gree or less was significantly lower
than that for the category masters or
doctoral degree. This observation is
consistent with the analyses of inde-
pendent variables above that showed
a relationship between level of edu-
cation and familiarity with SJ.  
Familiarity with SJ interacted signif-
icantly with the only factor in the
second domain with no significant
correlation between the scales: bar-
riers and facilitators of social jus-
tice. The experience of personal
discrimination interacted signifi-
cantly with implementation of sys-
tems intervention; specifically, the
mean for one type of discrimination
was significantly higher than that for
two types of discrimination.

For the assessment of per-
sonal Competence (see Table 4),
there were more factors positively
associated with increased practi-
tioner age and experience than with
education.  For age, all post hoc
tests identified statistically signifi-
cant differences between partici-
pants in the 39 years or younger and
both/either those in 40 to 49 years
and 50 years or more.  In each post
hoc test, the means for college de-
gree or less was significantly lower
than for masters or doctoral degree.
It is important to note the number of
significant interactions between SJ
familiarity and factors in all three
domains of the MCSJC scale. In-
creased familiarity was associated
with a higher sense of personal com-
petence on each factor.  Two other
interactions are worth noting in the
competency assessment.  Partici-
pants who had experienced personal
discrimination based on two cultural
factors rated their competence in
client empowerment lower than both
those with no experience of discrim-
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ination and those more experience
of discrimination.  Finally, partici-
pants who noted 1 to 4 barriers to
engaging in SJ practice rated their
competence on social justice impact
assessment significantly higher than
those with 5 or more barriers.

Discussion

One of the central questions
raised in the vocational psychology
literature is what SJ competencies
do career practitioners require
(Arthur & Collins, 2011; Pope,
2011).  The high to moderately high
ratings of factors in the MCSJC
scale confirms that (a) career practi-
tioners view SJ competencies as
central to their practice and (b) each
of the factors assessed in this study
reflects a core SJ competency.  The
results also indicated that practition-
ers have not yet attained the level of
competency they believe is impor-
tant. 

The relatively high propor-
tion of attitudinal competencies in
the Awareness of client cultural
identities and Cultural self-aware-
ness domains may be related to the
higher self-rated competency of par-
ticipants.  Although traditionally, the
focus in education programs has
been on knowledge acquisition
(Pope-Davis, Breaux, & Liu, 1997),
there now tends to be more empha-
sis on awareness competencies,
specifically targeting change in atti-
tudes, beliefs, worldviews (Cates &
Schaefle, 2009; Pieterse, 2009).
Less attention has been paid to the
enhancement of multicultural and SJ
skills (Cates & Schaefle, 2009;
Pieterse, 2009), which factor more
prominently in the Culturally-sensi-
tive working alliance domain.  It ap-
pears that educational programs are
providing a foundation in multicul-
tural and SJ awareness for career
practitioners (Cates & Schaefle,
2009; Pieterse, 2009); however,
practitioners are not exiting those
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Table 3 

Multivariate Analyses of Variance on Importance Factors 

Domain/Factora  Level of  
Education 

Social Justice 
Familiarity 

Experience of 
Discrimination 

Cultural self-awareness     
Professional 

responsibility 
    

Personal/professional 
privilege 

 F(2,86)=5.71** 
2 = 0.117 

  

Awareness of client cultural identities   
Impact of cultural 

factors 
 F(1,84)=6.36* 

2 = 0.070 
 

Barriers and facilitators 
of social justice 

   

Impact of discrimination    
Systemic perpetuation of 

inequities 
F(2,86)=3.87* 

2 = 0.083 
  

Diverse values and 
resources 

   

Equality of all people F(2,86)=3.53* 
2 = 0.076 

  

Culturally-sensitive working alliance   
Implementation of 

systems interventions 
  F(3,87)=2.79* 

2 = 0.088 
Assessment, design, & 

evaluation of social 
justice interventions 

   

Raising social justice 
awareness 

   

Expanded professional 
roles 

F(2,86)=3.10* 
2 = 0.067 

  

Social injustice impact 
assessment 

F(2.8)=3.56* 
2 = 0.076 

  

Commitment to client 
empowerment 

   

 
a No statistically significant interactions were found for the following independent variables: age, experience, social 
justice training, or barriers encountered.  *p < .05; **p < .01.  
 

Table 4 

Multivariate Analyses of Variance on Competence Factors 

Domain/Factora Age Experience Education Social Justice 
Familiarity 

Discrimin-
ation 

Barriers 

Cultural self-awareness       
Professional 

responsibility 
F(2,99)=7.52*** 

2 = 0.132 
     

Personal/professional 
privilege 

  F(2,99)=3.27* 
2 =0.062 

F(1,95)=0.40** 
2 =0.090 

  

Awareness of client cultural identities      
Impact of cultural 

factors 
 F(1,100)=8.30** 

2 =0.077 
 F(1,95)=7.12** 

2 =0.070 
  

Barriers and 
facilitators of 
social justice 

   F(1,95)=12.05*** 
2 =0.113 

  

Impact of 
discrimination 

F(2,99)=4.58** 
 2 =0.085 

     

Systemic perpetuation 
of inequities 

F(2,99)=3.4* 
 2 =0.064 

F(1,100)=5.84* 
2 =0.055 

F(2,99)=3.36* 
 2 =0.064 

F(1,95)=14.32*** 
2 =0.131 

  

Diverse values and 
resources 

F(2,99)=3.75* 
2 =0.070 

     

Equality of all people       
Culturally-sensitive working alliance      

Implementation of 
systems 
interventions 

 F(1,100)=3.99* 
 2 =0.038 

 F(1,95)=8.59** 
2 =0.038 

  

Assessment, design, & 
evaluation of 
social justice 
interventions 

 F(1,100)=4.55* 
2 =0.043 

 F(1,95)13.82*** 
2 =0.127 

  

Raising social justice 
awareness 

   F(1,95)=11.36*** 
2 =0.107 

  

Expanded professional 
roles 

   F(1,95)=13.73*** 
2 =0.126 

  

Social injustice impact 
assessment 

  F(2,99)=4.19* 
2 =0.078 

F(1,95)=8.24** 
2 =0.080 

 F(2,100)=4.71* 
2 =0.086 

Commitment to client 
empowerment 

F(2,99)=7.01*** 
2 =0.124 

F(1,100)=5.83* 
 2 =0.055 

  F(3,99)=4.87** 
2 =0.129 

 

 
aNo statistically significant interactions were found for social justice training. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 
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programs with a solid set of applied
practice skills for developing effec-
tive working alliances and engaging
in career development processes
with culturally diverse clients or
those whose challenges are impacted
by systemic oppression (Fassinger &
Gallor, 2006; Toporek & Williams,
2006).

It was in this third domain,
Culturally-sensitive working al-
liance, that there were fewer signifi-
cant correlations between the
Importance and the Competence rat-
ings.  In the CIC model (Collins &
Arthur, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c), it is
within a culturally-sensitive working
alliance between counsellor and
client that the following critical
processes are possible: cultural in-
quiry and bridging of worldviews,
client self-identification in relation
to non-dominant cultural identities,
shared understanding and/or con-
sciousness raising in relation to the
systemic factors that potentially im-
pact client wellbeing, collaborative
exploration of the salience of cul-
tural and SJ factors to case concep-
tualization and intervention
planning, and agreement on the ca-
reer goals and processes (including
level of intervention targeted).  Cul-
tural influences are increasingly rec-
ognized as foundational to career
practice (Leong, 2010).  Culture and
context are both shaped and made
meaningful through interaction
(Knapik & Miloti, 2006), as co-con-
structions between counsellor and
client (Pare, 2008; Young & La-
lande, 2011).  It is in the context of
the working alliance that cultural
identities and cultural contexts
emerge, are defined, and become
salient.  The very meaning of work
and career are culture and context-
bound (Arthur & Collins, 2011;
Blustein, 2006). 

In the Culturally-sensitive
working alliance domain, practition-
ers move from a predominant focus
on attitudes and knowledge to ap-

plied practice skills in MC and SJ. It
is in this how to of multicultural and
SJ work that career practitioners had
the largest gaps between what they
see as important and their own per-
sonal competence.  As noted above,
applied practice skills generally
have received less focus in educa-
tional programs than attitude and
knowledge competencies (Cates &
Schaefle, 2009; Pieterse, 2009).  The
lower overall ratings on Importance
and Competence in this domain are
not surprising; yet, they are of con-
cern.  

Wells, Delgado-Romero,
and Shelton (2010) reviewed the
Career Development Quarterly,
Journal of Career Assessment, Jour-
nal of Career Development, and
Journal of Vocational Behavior to
analyze racial and ethnic character-
istics of participants in research
studies and noted an increase in rep-
resentation of nondominant ethnic
groups in 2000 to 2007 compared to
1990 to 1999.  There has also been
an increase in specific intervention
strategies for career practice with
clients of various ethnic back-
grounds, ages, genders, sexual ori-
entations, abilities, religions, and
social classes; however, these tend
to focus on micro level interventions
with individual clients rather than
change in the organizations, commu-
nities, or broader systems that im-
pact the career development of these
clients (Arthur, 2008; Arthur et al.,
2009; Arthur & McMahon, 2005).
The dominant vocational theories
and practice models have been de-
veloped without sufficient attention
to client-counsellor cultural differ-
ences or contextual factors influenc-
ing both career goals and change
processes (Vespia et al., 2010), with
the most glaring gaps in the area of
SJ action (Toporek et al., 2006;
Toporek & Williams, 2006).  The
available literature in this area is
also primarily conceptual in nature
rather than focusing on specific

skills for incorporating SJ into prac-
tice (Arthur et al., 2009).   

It was interesting to note the
characteristics or backgrounds of
participants (e.g., independent vari-
ables) exhibited more interactions
overall with their self-assessment of
Competence on the various MCSJC
scale factors than with their rating of
the Importance of these factors to
the discipline.  A logical explanation
for this difference is that perceived
competence is more directly con-
nected to the individual, as person
and professional, than to prioritiza-
tion of the competences for the pro-
fession overall.  Higher level of
education most frequently interacted
with participants’ views of the Im-
portance of multicultural and SJ
competencies to the profession of
career development.  However, prac-
titioner age and experiences inter-
acted with more factors on the
Competence scale than level of edu-
cation.  One possible explanation for
this observation is that the educa-
tional experiences of practitioners
raise their consciousness of the im-
portance of multicultural and SJ
competencies (Cates & Schaefle,
2009; Pieterse, 2009), but their ac-
tual practice experience either en-
ables the development or supports
the mastery of these competencies
(Vespia et al., 2010).   Other studies
have shown a relationship between
general counselling and MC compe-
tence (Constantine, 2002); it stands
to reason that general counselling
competence would increase with
both age and experience.  Vespia and
colleagues also noted a small to
moderate correlation between both
amount of training and years of
counselling experience and self-re-
ported competence, although they
used a different assessment tool that
did not explicitly target SJ compe-
tence.  In their regression analysis,
both dependent variables con-
tributed to the variance, but only
years of experience accounted for
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unique variance, and the overall ef-
fect size was small.  More notably,
in the current study, the highest
number of interactions was noted
between SJ familiarity and the Com-
petence factors.  Those most famil-
iar with the concept rated
themselves as more competent.  In-
tuitively, this makes a great deal of
sense, because it would be difficult
to self-assess as competent in an
area where one lacked conceptual
familiarity.  SJ familiarity offers a
potentially robust independent vari-
able, integrating experience or/and
education, that warrants exploration
in future studies. 

Implications and Conclusions

Similar to Vespia and col-
leagues (2010), we were unable to
find other studies that explicitly as-
sessed the self-perceived multicul-
tural competence of career
practitioners.  What this study adds
is a more explicit focus on SJ com-
petencies, using the MCSJC scale,
and a comparative analysis of practi-
tioners’ ratings of the importance of
the factors with self-assessed com-
petence level.  It is clear that practi-
tioners view SJ competencies as
important to career practice, sup-
porting the broader range of compe-
tency assessment in this study.  

Vespia and colleagues
(2010) concluded that career coun-
sellors rated themselves as above
average in cultural competence.  Ca-
reer practitioners in this study rated
themselves as average to moderately
high, depending on the factor.
Structuring the MCSJC instrument
according to the CIC model (Collins
& Arthur, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c) en-
abled career practitioners to provide
information on both the core compe-
tency domains for multicultural and
SJ career practice, as well as differ-
entiation among specific competen-
cies (factors) clearly identified as
attitudes, knowledge, or skills.  This

increased conceptual clarity, enables
the recommendation that pre- and
post-service training opportunities
be developed that move beyond in-
creasing awareness of counsellor
and client cultural identities (which
mainly involve attitude and knowl-
edge competencies) to focus on the
development of specific MC and SJ
practice skills, in the context of a
culturally-sensitive working al-
liance. 

This study offers explicit
learning objectives that could form
the foundation for curriculum devel-
opment focused on applied practices
skills for MC and SJ.  The complete
conceptual foundations and full de-
scription of the items that compose
the MCSJC factors are provided
elsewhere (Collins et al., 2014).  Ca-
reer practitioners rated themselves
increasing lower in competence as
they moved down this list of compe-
tencies:   

Engage clients in self-explo-•
ration and assessment of the im-
pact of social injustices on
health and wellbeing.
Engage in prevention, con-•
sciousness-raising, consultation,
community capacity building,
advocacy and other professional
roles that target SJ issues.
Describe how to ethically as-•
sess, design, implement, and
evaluate change strategies for
communities, organizations, and
broader social, economic, and
political systems.
Implement interventions that•
target communities, organiza-
tions, and broader social, eco-
nomic, and political systems.
Advocate for the promotion of•
SJ through research, profes-
sional organizations, and media.

There was a stronger rela-
tionship to competence for both age
and counselling experience in this
study.  Vespia and colleagues (2010)

assessed, more specifically, experi-
ence working with cultural diverse
clientele, concluding that one of the
ways to increase the efficacy of edu-
cation is to include more experien-
tial or applied practice learning
activities that engage students di-
rectly in skill development.  Our
study supports this conclusion
through the call for more applied
practice skills training.  Unfortu-
nately, there is no standardized cur-
riculum for enhancing student
competency for SJ practice in coun-
selling psychology, generally, or in
the area of career development,
specifically (Singh et al., 2010).
There is growing agreement, how-
ever, that experiential and practice-
based learning is essential (Arthur &
Collins, 2005; Hodge et al., 2011).
The lack of relationship of level of
education in this study to perceived
competence may reflect the nature
of current educational models.
There is evidence that the traditional
single course model is much less ef-
fective than infusing competencies
related to MC and SJ throughout the
curriculum, particularly into applied
practice experiences (Arthur &
Collins, 2005; Dickson & Jepsen,
2007). 

Targeted learning experi-
ences, based on various demo-
graphic variables, are not clearly
indicated through this study.  How-
ever, the lower overall ratings on
both Importance and Competence
for the Culturally-sensitive working
alliance domain may suggest the
need to educate practitioners about
the relevance of these competencies
to their practice.  Other data, from
the broader research project in
which this study is embedded, sug-
gests that practitioners face multiple
barriers in implementing SJ inter-
ventions, many of which are related
to organizational or other system re-
straints, organizational philosophies,
or lack of human or financial sup-
ports (Arthur et al., 2009).  It may
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be important to the advancement of
a SJ agenda in career development
to invest energy in educating career
organizations, funding agencies, and
universities about the centrality of
SJ, not only to case conceptualiza-
tion but to multilevel systemic inter-
ventions. 

There are a number of po-
tential limitations to this study.  The
lower than anticipated number of re-
sponses to the online survey limited
the statistical analyses, particularly
because of fewer responses to fac-
tors associated with the Culturally-
sensitive working alliance domain
(Collins et al., 2014).  The lack of
ethnic diversity in this study is also
a limitation: 97% of participants
were Caucasian.  It may be that
practitioners from nondominant eth-
nic groups differ in terms of famil-
iarity with and understanding of
issues of SJ, which may, in turn, im-
pact ratings of both importance and
competence in relation to SJ compe-
tencies.  The skewed frequencies on
gender limited further examination
of the impact of this independent
variable.  Although the inclusion of
the Importance scale is one of the
strengths of this study, in that it en-
gaged career practitioners them-
selves in providing input on what is
important to career practice, com-
bining this measure with the assess-
ment of Competence on the same
questionnaire may have skewed the
responses on the competence meas-
ure.  There was no measure of social
desirability included, and practition-
ers may have been inclined to over-
estimate their competence
(Constantine & Ladany, 2000;
Gamst et al., 2004; Vespia et al.,
2010), particularly if they have just
stated that an item was important to
the profession.  None-the-less, ca-
reer practitioners in this study
clearly indicated only moderate
competence on many factors. The
gap scores should be considered as
exploratory, and further investiga-

tions are needed to draw conclusions
(Repetto et al., 2008).  All self-re-
port instruments have potentially
limited accuracy as measure of com-
petence, in contrast to behavioural
measures (Constantine, 2002).  In
fact, the study by Vespia et al.
(2010) showed a discrepancy be-
tween participants’ self-rated com-
petence and external assessment of
their competence, based on analysis
of their responses to open-ended
questions.  However, neither of
these studies provided a comparison
of self-assessed competence to ac-
tual behaviour (Constantine &
Ladany, 2000). 

This study advanced the call
within the field of career develop-
ment to bring the focus on SJ back
to the forefront (Arthur, 2013,
McWhirter et al., 2005).  It also sup-
ported the argument that SJ activi-
ties must be directly connected to
applied practice (Parra-Cardona et
al., 2005), and provided support for
the recommendation that this con-
nection be built from the outset in
pre-service training to ensure com-
petence in multicultural and SJ ap-
plied practice skills.  Fassinger and
Gallor’s (2006) scientist-practi-
tioner-advocate model is an appro-
priate fit for the range of
competencies that career practition-
ers identified as important in this
study.  The conceptual foundations
of the MCSJC scale (Collins et al.,
2014) within the CIC model, which
was developed primarily as a frame-
work for curriculum design within
counsellor education (Collins &
Arthur, 2010a, 2010b, 2010b), in-
creases the ease of translation of the
outcomes of this study to specific
learning objectives that may form
priorities for multicultural and SJ
curriculum.  We invite both career
practitioners and educators to con-
sider the outcomes of this study in
terms of priorities for curriculum
and program design, as well as con-
tinued competency development. 
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Recordings
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Campbell & Matt Wood
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the profile of career development in 
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développement de carrière au 
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avec Nova Scotia Career Development 
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Glossaire du développement de 
carrière

Glossary of Career Development
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Canadian Council for Career Development 
(CCCD)

CERIC (Canadian Education and

Research Institute for Counselling) is

a charitable organization that advances

education and research in career

counselling and career development.

Le CERIC est un organisme

caritatif voué à la progression de

l’éducation et de la recherche en 

matière d’orientation professionnelle 

et de développement de carrière.

INITIATIVES

CERIC funds both research as well as
learning and professional
development projects that advance
the body of knowledge in career
counselling and career development
in Canada. For more information
about our current funding priorities
and project partnership details,
please visit ceric.ca.
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recherche et des projets pédagogiques 
et de développement professionnel qui 
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Canada’s bilingual National Career
Development Conference promoting
the exchange of information and
innovative approaches for career
development and counselling.
Ottawa, January 25 - 27, 2016.

Cannexus est un congrès national 
bilingue favorisant l’échange 
d’informations et d’initiatives 
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et du développement de carrière. 
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ContactPoint is a Canadian online
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career resources, learning and 
networking for practitioners.
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communautaire canadien en ligne
destiné aux praticiens(iennes), qui fournit 
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connaissances et le réseautage.
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La RCDC est une publication
qui porte sur Ia recherche universitaire
et les meilleures pratiques
évaluées par des spécialistes du 
secteur. rcdcenligne.ca.

Graduate
Students

Étudiants(es) aux 
cycles supérieurs

Graduate Student Engagement
Program and Graduate Student
Award. For information,
visit ceric.ca.

Programme de mobilisation des
étudiants(es) aux cycles supérieurs et 
Prix des études supérieures. 
Pour obtenir plus d’informations, 
veuillez visiter ceric.ca.

ceric.ca
18 Spadina Road, Suite 200, Toronto, ON  M5R 2S7 | 416.929.2510

Charitable Registration # I Numéro d’enregistrement d’organisme de bienfaisance 86093 7911 RR0001

Career Services Guide
Supporting people affected by mental 
health issues
Guide pour les centres de carrières 
Soutenir les gens aux prises avec des 
troubles de santé mentale

Hope-Centred Career Interventions
Guiding Young People in the Decade 
After High School
Emerging Green Jobs in Canada

Coming in early 2015!

Disponible bientôt en 2015!



Graduate Student Engagement Program
CERIC encourages the engagement of Canada’s full-time graduate 
students whose academic focus is in career development or related 
�elds. Faculty members are asked to help identify appropriate 
graduate students.

Through this program, graduate students will be introduced to CERIC 
and invited to:

Compete for the CERIC Graduate Student Program Award, which 
provides funding to attend and present at the Cannexus conference; 
Join one of CERIC’s committees (one graduate student per year);

Write for ContactPoint / OrientAction online communities 
for professionals in the career development �eld; 
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des cycles supérieurs par année);
rédiger des articles pour OrientAction ou 
ContactPoint, les communautés en ligne pour 
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soumettre un article pour la Revue canadienne de développement 
de carrière, une publication académique évaluée par les pairs;
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grâce au réseau GSEP, groupe spécialisé de Linkedln.
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Abstract

Narrative approaches in ca-
reers guidance have been developed
to address the increasing complex-
ity, insecurity, and individualization
of the career journey. Well-founded
practical and creative approaches are
needed to help students and guid-
ance professionals construct narra-
tives that provide both meaning and
direction. The authors argue for ca-
reer writing to promote career learn-
ing and distinguish three types:
creative, expressive, and reflective
writing. The necessity of developing
a career identity (i.e. narrative) will
be discussed and a model of writing
for transformation will be presented
along with exercises that can be
used and examples from practice.

Resumé

Des approches narratives
dans l’orientation professionnelle
ont été développées pour répondre à
la complexité croissante, l’insécurité
et l’individualisation des parcours de
carrière. Des approches pratiques et
créatives sont nécessaires pour aider
les étudiants et les professionnels de
l’orientation à construire des récits
qui donnent un sens et une direction.
Les auteurs plaident pour une écrit-
ure professionnelle afin de promou-
voir l’apprentissage et de distinguer
trois types d’écriture : créative, ex-
pressive et réfléchie. La nécessité de
développer une identité profession-
nelle (c-à-d narrative) sera discutée
et un modèle d’écriture pour la
transformation sera présenté avec
des exercices qui peuvent être 

utilisés et des exemples tirés de la
pratique.

Acknowledgments 

We thank the Andrea, Edith, Kelly,
and Margot who allowed us to use
their stories to illustrate career writ-
ing. We also note that we have also
used select pieces from earlier arti-
cles to describe and explain the the-
ory and practice behind career
writing. 

As a result of the shifting
economy and changing notions and
arrangement of work (Arthur,
Khapova & Wilderom, 2005; Sav-
ickas, van Esbroeck, & Herr, 2005),
schools are increasingly acknowl-
edging a role in guiding students,
not only in their academic growth,
but also in their career development
(Gysbers & Henderson, 2005; Jarvis
& Keeley, 2003; Mittendorff, 2010).
That said, (vocational) education in-
frequently provides effective career
guidance, nor are career dialogues
between teachers and students the
start of career learning (Winters,
Meijers, Kuijpers, & Baert, 2009;
Winters, Meijers, Lengelle, & Baert,
2012). Although employers now ex-
pect new employees to have more
knowledge and skills and be more
intrinsically motivated than three
decades ago (Bailey, Hughes, &
Moore, 2004) there are serious
doubts whether students have
enough practical and theoretical
knowledge (OECD, 2006), let alone
the work habits and emotional skills
necessary for success (Jarvis, 2013). 

Studies indicate that most
students are not intrinsically moti-

vated to do their school work (Holt,
1995; Light, 2001; Gatto, 2009;
Fecho, 2013) nor do the majority of
them know what they want to do ca-
reer wise. The latter fact leads to
rather random educational selections
and subsequent dropout rates of be-
tween 30 to 50% (Eurostat, 2008;
National Center for Education Sta-
tistics, 2001). A Dutch study
(Borghans, Coenen, Golsteyn, Hij-
gen, & Sieben, 2008) estimated that
the societal costs of students taking
longer to complete their studies as a
result of unsuitable choices was 5,7
billion euros a year. Similarly, a
Canadian study found that the ma-
jority of high school graduates do
not have career goals to which they
are emotionally committed and that
about a third of students enter uni-
versity or college directly after high
school without clear workplace
goals, hoping to discover their call-
ing through further study (Jarvis,
2013). It is therefore not surprising
that more than a third of post-sec-
ondary students change programs or
drop out by the end of their first
year. “Considering how badly our
workforce now needs the right talent
in the right place at the right time,
today’s ‘talent pipeline’ has far too
many leaks”, Jarvis concludes
(2013, p. 3). That said, there are also
studies that show that the issues
mentioned above can be addressed if
youngsters are helped in developing
a fuller picture of who they are and
what their program and work op-
tions look like (Lewin & Colley,
2011; Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy,
2013). 

In this article we propose
that ‘career writing’ a narrative and
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dialogical guidance approach that
uses creative, expressive, and reflec-
tive writing, can address the need
for personal (and thereby profes-
sional) growth in the area of career.
We already know that enabling stu-
dents to face the career challenges of
the 21st century – which requires the
making of intrinsically motivated
choices and being more luck ready
(i.e. able to respond constructively
in the face of uncertainty and un-
planned change; Pryor & Bright,
2011) – is not merely a matter of
providing more information nor fo-
cusing on matching skills to existing
work (i.e. trait-and-factor model)
(Savickas et al, 2010). Career learn-
ing now requires that students un-
derstand more deeply what is
important to them personally (i.e.
meaning), and what they would like
to contribute to society (i.e. direc-
tion) (Wijers & Meijers, 1996; Sav-
ickas et al, 2010). Those who are
preparing and re-preparing them-
selves for work must not only invest
their knowledge and skill base and
orient themselves on the labour mar-
ket, but they must be helped to con-
struct a career identity (Meijers &
Lengelle, 2012). 

Such self-construction is re-
quired precisely because of the in-
crease in both the range and number
of choices. Traditional patterns are
losing hold as the ‘cafeteria of op-
tions’ (Guichard, 2009, p. 252) ex-
pands and the ‘grand narratives’ that
used to dominate career choices no
longer offer realistic models to emu-
late (Meijers, 2013). To illustrate
this more concretely, one has only to
consider that in 1976, in The Nether-
lands there were 5500 recognized
professions and 2000 job titles that
could be described as “nonspecific”
(e.g. policy assistant; regional advi-
sor; data worker). By 2010 the num-
ber of professions had dropped to
1073 and the “nonspecific positions”
had grown to over 23,000 (CBS,
1993; CBS, 2012). In light of these

issues, we argue for a more narrative
and dialogical approach to career
guidance, so that students are helped
to construct a workable and mean-
ingful career identity. Whereby a ca-
reer identity is defined as an
emotionally salient and flexible
story, based on life themes, that ex-
plains, “how the self of yesterday
became the self of today and will
become the self of tomorrow” (Sav-
ickas, 2005, p. 58). Such a story is
“not factual truth but narrative truth;
meaningful to the individual in
terms of experience, understanding
of the world and of future possibili-
ties” (Reid & West, 2011, p. 4). It
takes into consideration the complex
and fragmented nature of self and
society, whereby the self (in relation
to career) can be defined as a dy-
namic multiplicity of positions or
voices regarding work (Meijers &
Lengelle, 2012). 

In introducing “career writ-
ing” and arguing for its use in career
learning, we will begin by explain-
ing this inherently narrative and dia-
logical approach in more detail. First
we will present the model of writing
for transformation, which describes
the process an individual goes
through in constructing a career
story. With that we will present and
explain the three types of writing,
which can be distinguished and con-
sidered part of this approach and
make going through the learning
stages possible. Along with the three
types of writing we will show –
using partial case studies – how ca-
reer writing works concretely and
thereby illustrate how it contributes
to career learning. We also explain
why there is a need for dialogue in
career learning, how it is lacking,
and argue that writing is both cost
and time effective dialogical ap-
proach. We will conclude with sev-
eral reflections on the use of career
writing in practice.  

Career Writing Model

To make understandable
how career writing facilitates the
creation of a career identity, we have
developed the Model of Transforma-
tion through Writing (Lengelle &
Meijers, 2009; Meijers & Lengelle,
2012) or what we refer to in this
context as the “Career Writing
Model”. This model shows the steps
and elements by which people come
to identity learning through a story-
construction process and is useful to
practitioners because it helps them
understand the learning stages as
well as the process as a whole. The
model shows the learning here is in-
tended to take us out of our story of
chaos (e.g. I have no idea of my di-
rection) or restitution (e.g. I will do
what has always worked) towards a
quest narrative (e.g. This is the new
direction in which I can now take
steps) (Sparkes & Smith, 2003). The
overview the model provides is im-
portant for the career professional
and allows him/her to identify which
stage a student or client may be in
and ease the discomfort or resistance
a person might have, but without
denying the insecurity which is part
and parcel of this type of transfor-
mative learning process.   

At the start of any new
learning is what Bühler (1935; Büh-
ler & Allen, 1972) refer to as a
boundary experience, “an experi-
ence whereby an individual encoun-
ters the boundaries of his or her
existing self-concept and cannot
cope with a situation and its exigen-
cies” (Meijers & Wardekker, 2002;
Lengelle & Meijers, 2009, p. 58). It
is a situation, event, or (outmoded or
unhelpful) attitude where a person’s
default response so longer brings
positive meaning or direction. In the
career context, this crisis might be
becoming suddenly unemployed or
being uncertain about a career direc-
tion. The (first) story we tell our-
selves about that experience triggers
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the fight, flight, or freeze response
of our limbic system (i.e. survival
system), effectively blocking out our
ability to use the neo-cortex and
gain perceived (i.e. cognitive) con-
trol over the situation (Griffin and
Tyrrell, 2002).  The symptoms of a
first story are summed up succinctly
in Baker & Stauth (2002) useful
acronym VERB – the signs are a
sense of Victimization, or Entitle-
ment, imaginings of needing Res-
cue, or resorting to Blame.  

That said, a first story is not
all bad – life themes emerge that
have the potential to provide the
unity in life (hi)stories (Savickas,
2002, 2005). Our habituated and
negative responses to boundary ex-
periences are “…the affective and
cognitive representation of a prob-
lem or set of problems, perceived or
experienced either consciously or
unconsciously, which constituted a
fundamental source of psychic stress
for a person during childhood, for
which that person wished resolution
above all else, and which thereby
triggered adaptive efforts, resulting
in an attempted identification of the
perceived problem, which in turn
formed the basis for a fundamental
interpretation of reality and ways of
dealing with that reality.” (Csik-
szentmihalyi & Beattie, 1979, p.
48). 

Thus, a boundary experi-
ence, is a triggering event and re-
lates not only to the situation or
event at hand but connects with
ways in which we have are used to
coping (or not). The invitation to
construct a more life-giving second
story is what Savickas (2011) sum-
marizes aptly when he says that in
our careers we are in fact trying to
“actively master what we have pas-
sively suffered” in youth. The aim of
career writing then – like other nar-
rative approaches – is to help those
in a career crisis with the aim to de-
velop a ‘second story’ (i.e. a narra-
tive that provides both meaning and

direction). This happens in four cog-
nitive learning stages – though not
always linearly – and includes: sens-
ing, sifting, focusing, and under-
standing based on the Piagetan
learning theory and developed by
Law (1996, 2010). In order to move
through the stages effectively, indi-
viduals require both a dialogue with
self and others. Here a career narra-
tive is an interaction (LaPointe,
2010) between an individual who is
trying to understand his/her life via a
story shared and an audience (e.g.
career counsellor, coach, (imagined)
reader). The various exercises that
fall within the three types of writing,
which we will describe below, con-
stitute the practical tools that can be
implemented in order to move
through the transformational space
in stages. 

Three Types of Career Writing

Career writing as a narrative
approach to career construction
(Cochran 1997; Savickas 2005)
draws its forms and practices prima-
rily from the field of writing for per-
sonal and professional development
(Bolton 1999, 2010; Hunt & Samp-
son, 2002). The three types of writ-
ing are creative, expressive, and

reflective. Most, if not all, practical
writing exercises and approaches
fall within these categories. The
table below shows generalized dis-
tinctions.

Creative Writing

Creative writing refers to
the writing of fiction or (fictional)
autobiography, with the potential of
gaining self insight (Hunt & Samp-
son, 2002; Bolton 1999); the idea
here is that one’s deepest truths are
often told in the form of lies made
up to tell a story (Allende, 2013).
One’s creations are compelling and
revealing not because they are true
reflections of reality but because a
story is psychically credible (Sonik,
2006) and symbolically salient. Aca-
demics and practitioners of writing
for personal development have also
found that fiction can be a way of
exploring professional issues that
are too problematic or not accessible
enough to deal with by any other
means (Bolton, 1994).

In creative writing, the one
writing is encouraged to make up a
story and find out what happens
without preplanning the storyline
too much (Sonik, 2006; Lengelle,
2002). This is contrary to what most
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students are taught in school, but re-
sembles that way in which many
novelists work (King, 2000; Doc-
torow, 2013). All that is usually
needed is a starting point: a charac-
ter and a situation, which may come
in the form of a prompt from exist-
ing (literary) fiction. A facilitator
brings to the student(s) some knowl-
edge of fiction writing (e.g. showing
as opposed to telling) and encour-
ages the student/client to use con-
crete, specific details so that
characters and situations are brought
alive. One might say that the self in-
sight that emerges comes through
the backdoor; the writer plays a trick
on him/herself by letting the “inner
writer” (or narrator) express some
dimension of his/her multi-voiced
self (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka,
2010) and then spies on him/herself
to discover what it might reveal
(Sonik, 2006, p. 5). 

The stories used to illustrate
the types of writing below are from
students who engaged in the courses
created and taught by one of the au-
thors, Writing the Self (Lengelle,
2002), Narrative Possibilities
(Lengelle, 2008) at Athabasca Uni-
versity, and finally “In Other Words”
which was part of a research project
on the efficacy of career writing at
the Hague University of Applied
Sciences in The Netherlands
(Lengelle, Meijers, Poell & Post,
2013). 

Andrea’s creative writing

In response to a fiction-writ-
ing prompt, Andrea wrote the fol-
lowing piece:

My assistant pulls diarized files
and brings them to me for re-
view and instruction. We dis-
cuss payroll and sub-contracts
that must be reviewed and I
speak to her of her potential in
business management and ac-
counting and my excitement at

her continuing education. She is
a major part of my succession
plan and I hope to groom her
into taking over the majority of
my duties in the months to fol-
low. We, however, still need to
deal with the situation with my
partners. My assistant desires
to please, and it appears that
her desire to please my two
male colleagues carries a much
higher value to her than pleas-
ing me. Ironically, if my col-
leagues wanted her removed, I
would not let her go easily. But
she doesn’t seem to connect her
future career to the only other
woman in her employment
world: a woman who is her sen-
ior, an owner, and her immedi-
ate supervisor.

Upon reflection, Andrea made the
following discoveries about herself: 

“My assistant is one version of a
younger me: born into patri-
archy in the early 1960s behind
four older brothers, working in
careers with only men for au-
thority figures, understanding
safety only when authority fig-
ures (men) were pleased, and al-
ways choosing peace over
conflict, regardless of the per-
sonal cost. I recognize that I
longed for a mentor; a woman
who would teach me how to be
confident in what I know to be

true and still be feminine, how
to stand firmly and not allow
myself to engage in co-depen-
dent behaviour, and how to not
compromise myself for the sake
of peace. I realize I was looking
for a female role model; a pio-
neer from whom I could fashion
my career and my relationships.
I also realize that I see my older
self as the mentor for whom I
longed, and that through fiction,
I could return to support and
care for my lost younger self.
(My reflection is entirely accu-
rate (ouch)…”

It may be argued that An-
drea could have discovered these
things by talking to someone or
through her own private journal
writing. However, the power of writ-
ing fiction is that often the parts (or
‘selves’) that are hidden in the mar-
gins of our lives appear on the stage.
And if we’ve shared and shown oth-
ers, we project on those readers a
witness of our self-discoveries and
once that happens, we can no longer
pretend we did not see what we saw.
Such a piece and associated reflec-
tion can provide insight into the
“self of yesterday” and how the self
of today needs to be supported and
nurtured. 
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Table 1 

Creative, Expressive, and Reflective/reflexive writing 
 
Category  Creative Expressive Reflective/reflexive 
Brief 
definition 

 The writing of 
fictional 
pieces for the 
purposes of 
personal and 
professional 
development. 

Writing about one’s 
deepest thoughts and 
emotions surrounding 
a painful experience 
for the purpose of 
processing life events. 

Writing from life 
experience, reflecting to 
gain insight, 
constructing meaning 
and direction, and 
questioning pre-existing 
identifications.  

Primary form   Fiction Non-fiction Non-fiction/Inquiry 
Role or 
Archetype  

 Artist Healer Scientist/Philosopher 

Chief qualities  creativity 
imagination 

expressiveness reflexivity/examination 
structure 

Vital 
drive/goal 

 play 
exploration 

pain/resolution insight/a sense of order 

Pitfall/dangers  superficiality 
flights of 
fancy 

rumination  
VERB* 

over-intellectualizing 

*VERB: victimization, entitlement, rescue, blame (Baker & Stauth, 2003) 
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Expressive Writing

Research has been done in
the past three decades on the thera-
peutic effects of writing in the face
of loss and trauma (for an overview
see Pennebaker, 2011) and this type
of writing has become known as ex-
pressive writing. The term expres-
sive writing itself has been used to
refer to a number of different prac-
tices, but in this context it refers to
writing where an individual is en-
couraged to explore his/her deepest
feelings and thoughts about an emo-
tionally charged or negative life
event. 

A myriad of topics have
been explored in expressive writing
research, including college perform-
ance (Frattoroli et al, 2011), the alle-
viation of asthmatic and rheumatoid
arthritis symptoms (Smyth et al,
1999), and whether professionals
could be helped by writing in the
wake of job loss (Spera et al., 1994).
The job-loss study focused on the
benefits of writing about one’s deep-
est thoughts and feelings following a
layoff and found that professionals
who did so were much more likely
to be reemployed within the months
that followed the layoff than those
who did not write or those who
wrote about superficial topics. 

Researchers concluded that
it was the emotional as well as the
cognitive processing that made the
writing a successful intervention;
“having a coherent story to explain a
painful experience was not necessar-
ily as useful as constructing a coher-
ent story” (Pennebaker, 2011, p.11).
Much like the “talking cure”, the
benefits of expressive writing (i.e.
better college performance; reduced
doctor’s visits; fewer illness symp-
toms) have been attributed to the al-
leviation of the pent-up feelings of
non-disclosure, the freeing of work-
ing memory, and the sense of gain-
ing control over a situation 

(Pennebaker & Seagal, 1999; Pen-
nebaker, 2002).    

Expressive writing’s most
common prompt asks those writing
to write about their deepest thoughts
and feelings for a period of 20 min-
utes for 3-4 consecutive days. The
writing about traumatic experiences
is not ongoing because researchers
noted certain pitfalls of revisiting
painful life events for an extended
period and noted the following
drawbacks: over-intellectualizing,
rumination, or substituting writing
for action (Pennebaker, 1997). How-
ever, research has confirmed bene-
fits in numerous studies (Lepore &
Smyth, 2002, Pennebaker, 2013) and
now the development of ‘healthy
writing’ can be identified in part
with the Linguistic Index Word
Count (LIWC) program developed
by Pennebaker, Booth, and Francis
(2007) looking at for instance a shift
in the use of pronoun words and the
presence of both positive and nega-
tive emotions words. 

Edith’s expressive writing

Graduate student, Edith
Robb, (2009) shared her experience
of a sudden layoff; her story was
used elsewhere as a more extensive
case study (Meijers & Lengelle,
2012). Edith lost her job suddenly
and unexpectedly after 38 years as a
journalist and describes the pain as-
sociated with this event. Although
her story happened at a stage later in
her career, the challenges and inse-
curities she describes are compara-
ble to those students face. In both
cases, a person is challenged to ask
questions like “what am I suited to
do?” or “what kind of work is mean-
ingful to me?” and “what must I do
to enter (or re-enter) the labour mar-
ket successfully?”  The initial part of
her writing to process this boundary
experience included expressing her
pain and frustration, as well as gain-
ing a sense that she was not yet in a

place to make a career decision.

“Each night my journal was full
of questions about faith, and
how I could have any, and how
it can be betrayed. My quest be-
came as spiritual as it was prac-
tical; I wasn’t just looking for a
replacement job now; I was
looking for work that really
mattered.” (p. 9) 

Following the layoff, Edith was en-
couraged by others to send out re-
sumes and look for new work
immediately, but the expressive
writing she did as part of her course
work necessarily slowed her down,
giving her time to grieve and not
foreclose. With the guidance from
the online course instructor and
course peers, she began writing to
uncover new meanings and direc-
tions. 

“On cold winter nights that fol-
lowed my lay-off, I wrote and
wrote, for the first time not on a
deadline, not determined to get
from point A to point B, but to
simply express my thoughts and
penetrate those others I was ex-
posed to in the course.” (p.10)

Besides getting out her pain, she
also gained insight into why it might
be useful to do so. 

“At this point in my resurrec-
tion, I encountered the work of
Charles M. Anderson and Mar-
ian MacCurdy in their book
Writing & Healing. When they
described trauma survivors, I
could immediately identify, “We
feel powerless, taken over by
alien experiences we could not
anticipate and did not choose.
Healing depends upon gaining
control over that which has en-
gulfed us. We cannot go back
and change the past.” (p. 8)
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It is noteworthy that despite
Edith having spent almost four
decades as a journalist, she did not
discover or know writing to be a
transformational process until she
took the Narrative Possibilities
course (Lengelle, 2008). We antici-
pate that even for those working in
careers that require writing compe-
tency or for whom journaling is a
place of refuge, career writing will
offer new ways to work with career
challenges.

Reflective/Reflexive Writing

Reflective/reflexive writing
refers to practices that are intended
to “take us out of our own narrow
range of experience and help us to
perceive experiences from a range
of viewpoints and potential scenar-
ios” (Bolton, 2010, p. 10). Reflec-
tive writing can include memoir
writing, list-making, poetry and is in
principle non-fiction. It involves re-
living, rerendering, and structuring
experience by means of witnessing
and reworking one’s life experience,
to gain, absorb, and integrate in-
sight. It also requires the questioning
of existing preoccupations and iden-
tifications that might stand in the
way of one’s agency (Lengelle &
Meijers, 2009). 

Reflexivity is not the same
as reflection and involves ‘doubling
the self’ (Hunt & Sampson, 2006, p.
4) or working directly with the idea
of the self as multi-voiced, “so that
we are both ‘inside’ and ‘outside’
ourselves simultaneously and able to
switch back and forth fluidly and
playfully from one position to the
other, giving ourselves up to the ex-
perience of ‘self as other’ whilst also
retaining a grounding in our familiar
sense of self” (Bolton, 2010, p.4).
Although reflective practice and re-
flexivity differ, reflexivity can be
seen as a broader and multi-dimen-
sional form of reflection and there

fore we use the term reflective writ-
ing to refer to either or both. 

Kelly’s reflective insight

In our most recent research
into career writing (Lengelle et al,
2013) Kelly, a student in her early
twenties wrote that she had always
wanted to join the military. At the
same time she was about to embark
on a trip to Thailand to ‘find peace’.
In her writing she described herself
as a ‘down-to-earth’ type with a fer-
vent wish to become a helicopter
pilot. As the course progressed she
articulated an interesting discovery,
“The military is a family…it is a
family I want desperately to be a
part of. Because my family has
fallen apart completely, I think this
is why the army is attracting me
now.” By the end of the course she
reported having “more doubts” and
“seeing how broken I am in places”.
Her career wish to join the military
was still present, but she expressed
it with the realization that it was not
only the excitement of the work she
sought but also a sense of family.
We anticipate that, just as in suc-
cessful career counselling, such dis-
coveries may help students make
suitable choices. Career writing may
give them a chance to give more
meaning to what they believe they
should choose and discover what
may underlie their directions and ac-
tions. 

Margot’s deconstruction

Another aspect of construct-
ing a career identity – whether it is
done in a counselling office or on
paper as a reflective writing exercise
– is de-construction (Savickas,
2011). Shifts in perspective and
restorying require both gains and
loss in the ‘selves’ and self-defini-
tions that we cling to and gain
strength from and therefore career
writing must include this element.

There are specific writing exercises
that are particularly effective in this
deconstruction process (Lengelle &
Meijers, 2013) and “The Work”
(Katie 2002) is such an exercise. 

Margot, a graduate student
in the final stages of her project felt
gripped by a sense of fear and inep-
titude as she embarked on her mas-
ter’s thesis. She had taken the MAIS
(2008) course and, like the other stu-
dents, had done the 4-question in-
quiry process called “The Work”.
Although she was being supervised
by other professors, she asked one
of the authors for support; we rec-
ommended that she try the process
on the thought that seemed to be
paralyzing her, which was, “I am not
an academic.” 

The idea of this form of in-
quiry begins with the invitation to
write down a host of fears and com-
plaints on what is called the “Judge-
your-neighbour” (JYN) worksheet.
From that worksheet, one thought at
a time can be worked through. The
process can also be done if a single
fear or thought is already clear as
was the case with Margot.  

While, in memory, going
back to a concrete situation that
seems to trigger or verify the belief
(e.g. trying to write the thesis pro-
posal), the person doing the work
writes the thought out in full and
then answers four questions about
that statement.

Statement: I am not an academic
1. Is it true, I am not an academic?
(Yes or No)
2. Can I absolutely know that it’s
true, I’m not an academic? (Yes or
No)
3. How do I react when I believe
the thought, I am not an academic
(and have to write the thesis pro-
posal now)? 
4. Who would I be without the
thought, I am not an academic (in
this situation of embarking on the
writing the thesis proposal)? 
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The first two questions
allow the writer to consider the va-
lidity of her assumption and usually
this loosens the sense of panic or
certainty about a given story. How-
ever, even if the answer to question
1 and 2 are still firmly yes, the Work
remains effective. This might be be-
cause the third question allows a
person time to revisit the feelings of
hopelessness and fear and notice
what such a belief is costing
him/her, while the fourth question
provides a concrete contrast to that
experience. At question four, a per-
son can make the (temporary) leap
into the imagination and re-experi-
ence the situation in memory with-
out the limiting or fearful thought.  

After the 4 questions are an-
swered, the person questioning their
thoughts is asked to formulate a
“turnaround”, the same statement
worded in alternate ways. In this
case, the student wrote, “I am an ac-
ademic” and had to find three spe-
cific examples of how this statement
applied to her and/or was just as true
or truer than her initial statement.
Margot named her course work, pa-
pers she had completed with suc-
cess, and the fact she was greatly
interested in academic readings on
her subject matter. Later, after fin-
ishing her thesis with success, she
wrote to say that she had attended a
meeting in her field and felt like
“the only academic in the room.”
When the irony of this statement
was pointed out to her, she was both
delighted and humoured by it.

Although there is overlap
between creative, expressive, and re-
flective writing, it should be clear
that each has a particular emphasis
and starting point. We propose that
actual writing exercises fall within
the categories or combinations
thereof. Poetry might more often be
used for expressive and reflective
purposes, while playwriting would
be a creative approach that might
morph into non-fiction as a reflec-

tive dialogue where various voices
can be tried out on the page. The
aims of all three types of career
writing are essentially the same: to
be the means by which a person
constructs (and deconstructs) his/her
career identity or story using narra-
tive, poetic, dialogical, and inquiry-
based exercises. The latter are the
veritable tools that students or
clients use to give body to their sto-
ries and move through the cognitive 
stages described below. 

The Stages

Whether applied to the con-
text of students and study choices or
an employment crisis, an individual
must be supported and encouraged
to acknowledge the range of
thoughts and feelings experienced,
even if the content of what ends up
on the page is not directly or fully
shared. It is important to note also
that effective career writing is not
just about catharsis – writing out
what is thought and felt about a par-
ticular situation, event, or attitude
also promotes noticing (i.e. engag-
ing the observer) and viewing the
situation with some detachment
(Griffin & Tyrrell, 2002) alongside
space for emotional expression. This
dual process of engaging with emo-
tions and detaching from the stress
or drama (i.e. V.E.R.B), supported
by a writing teacher using specific
writing exercises as shown above,
allows a movement out of the ‘first
story’ into the cognitive stages: sens-
ing, sifting, focusing, and under-
standing. 

Sensing is the stage in
which information is gathered and
put on the page – in particular as-
pects of a person’s experience that
are emotionally compelling, while
no explanation or perspective is yet
developed. Edith entered the sensing
stage as she started to write out her
hopelessness instead of trying to
find other work right away. Had she

done the latter, she would have been
trying to ‘jump’ to a second story.
Sensing is the stage that sets the
tone for a second story that will
eventually be felt by the person writ-
ing, instead of an attempt to reach
for a comforting affirmation. The
Work’s third question, “how do I
react when I believe (stressful
thought)” is also a way to sensing,
as is the JYN worksheet that is used
to capture a fuller picture of one’s
first story at the start of the process
(Katie, 2002). 

Sifting is a sorting process,
which moves a person “towards the
issue of causality” (Law, 1996,
p.55). One compares one’s circum-
stances with those of others and
starts to develop analogies and from
those analogies, constructs and con-
cepts start to emerge. Andrea did
this as she looked at the themes in
her fictional piece and compared
them with those in her personal re-
flection. Sifting also occurs when a
person does the Work and has
started to identify and articulate spe-
cific stressful thoughts to put
through the four-question inquiry
process.

Focusing allows actual
viewpoints to be formulated. These
viewpoints are still fragmented, but
they are an attempt to string together
feelings and ideas that arose during
the sensing and sifting stages. This
stage ideally segues into the final or
understanding stage, where felt in-
sights become a second story.  We
see this in Margot’s story, where fo-
cusing on the question, “who would
I be without the thought, I am not an
academic” and turning it to “I am an
academic” and finding evidence in
support of such a statement led her
to a supported viewpoint. 

The four stages taken to-
gether are referred to as episodic
learning and involve a combination
of expressing thoughts and feelings,
ordering one’s thoughts, uncovering 
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key themes, and articulating insights
that are also felt (Law, 2008). 

Discussion

The learning stages de-
scribed by Law do not clarify how
the macro-narrative takes shape; the
model assumes that processing an
experience leads necessarily to clar-
ity (i.e. understanding) and the de-
velopment of a coherent reflective
narrative of lived experience. How-
ever, evidence shows that develop-
ing a coherent reflective narrative is
anything but an automatic process.
Because emotional reactions happen
before thoughts (Damasio, 2000;
Pinker, 1997; Stuss & Anderson,
2003), feelings of fear, sadness, and
anger dominate (Hermans & Her-
mans-Jansen, 1995) when process-
ing a boundary experiencing and
that usually results in avoidance and
irrational behaviour (Tversky &
Kahneman, 2000). The tendency to
remain stuck in a first story is very
tempting, despite the accompanying
symptoms.  

What then, makes for suc-
cessful career learning (i.e. a learn-
ing process resulting in a second
story) possible? To understand this,
the development of a career story
must not only be understood as an
emotional-cognitive learning
process but as a dialogical learning
one as well (see Figure). A story can
only be developed when its episodes
are tested by reality and the only
way to do so is by telling the story
to relevant others (Cochran, 1997).
The ‘motivational engine’ that
drives career learning is dialogical
in nature because the “I” is actually
a kind of “polyphonic novel”– it en-
tails a combination of various voices
embodied as one person (Hermans
& Kempen, 1993). Although written
by one person, the polyphonic novel
is spoken by many ‘sub-personali-
ties’ (i.e. inner authors of the story),
characters or I-positions. “As differ-

ent voices these characters exchange
information about their respective
Me’s and their world, resulting in a
complex, narratively structured self”
(Hermans, Kempen, & Van Loon,
1992, p. 28-29). The dialogical self
is not static and is inherently trans-
formed by the exchanges amongst I-
positions (the internal dialogue with
ourselves) or with other individuals
(the external dialogue). 

A career identity, therefore,
is co-constructed, socially situated,
and performed in interactions. Ac-
cording to Hermans & Hermans-
Konopka (2010) this co-construction
is a practice of positioning, whereby
‘master narratives’ (Davies & Harré,
1990) and discourses – as LaPointe
(2010, p.2) puts it - “position indi-
viduals and construct their identities
in the interaction between narrator
and audience. (…) Positioning refers
to the process through which people
can adopt, resist and offer the sub-
ject positions made available in dis-
courses and master narratives”.  In
short, second stories take shape
through emotional-cognitive learn-
ing stages that are driven by an in-
ternal and external dialogue and
social forces shape our stories. As
Bakhtin (1981, p.345) puts it “the
internally persuasive word is half-
ours and half-someone else’s”. The
construction of career identity is a
dialogical learning process. 

Dialogue as it stands

It is clear that career stories
are not constructed in isolation
(even if a person is writing alone at
a desk) and courageous conversa-
tions (Whyte, 2001) are needed to
give them shape, whether in the con-
text of narrative counselling or not,
however the necessary dialogue isn’t
happening in most career-learning
settings. Research in Dutch voca-
tional education shows that students
are frequently spoken about and
spoken to, but that they are rarely

spoken with. Researchers found that
65% of conversations were directed
at students, 21% were about stu-
dents, and a mere 9% were with stu-
dents (Winters et al. 2011).
Guidance counsellors also rarely
have enough time to spend with stu-
dents (Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy,
2011) even though the two resources
considered “most helpful” to stu-
dents are one-on-one time with a
guidance counsellor and practical
work experiences (Dietsche, 2013),
where a combination of the latter
two proved to be most effective
(Kuipers & Meijers, 2012a). Studies
continue to show that guidance
counsellors spend most of their time
focusing on academic achievement.
And even when career topics are ad-
dressed, students frequently consider
these conversations unhelpful (Mei-
jers, Kuijpers, & Gundy, 2013). 

Narrative and dialogical
counselling approaches, though
more effective in career learning and
promising to remedy the issues of a
lack of dialogue, pose a considerable
problem in that they are time con-
suming and have hitherto depended
largely on focused verbal exchanges.
To be truly effective, this time must
also be spent with someone who has
well-developed narrative and dialog-
ical counselling skills, including
compassion and an understanding of
the self-construction processes. A
skilled career counsellor within
schools infrequently has enough
time to spend with each student, let
alone use a narrative approach, and
such services outside of schools are
unaffordable for most. Studies have
shown that unless career counselling
is publically funded or heavily sub-
sidized, the use of such services
drops sharply (Meijers, 2001). We
argue that career writing is a dialogi-
cal career guidance approach and
addresses – at least in part – the
issue of time investment, cost, and
the need for professional skill.
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Career Writing as a Viable Career
Narrative Approach

There are several reasons
why writing is a dialogical learning
process. First, the moment one puts
pen to paper, the writer is in the
company of two (or more) selves.
Anne Frank wrote to “Kitty” – the
name of her inanimate diary and al-
though she would never know she
would be read by millions, she
wrote for herself but also for that
imagined audience. Her writing is a
conversation between various parts
of herself and the world: the teenage
school girl, the house-bound pris-
oner, the child dreaming of fame and
the future. Everything is entrusted to
the witness Kitty and the conversa-
tion goes on between the selves and
the imagined reader. 

Indeed, writing is innately
suited for expressing the self as “a
dynamic multiplicity of positions”
or voices. Also, as the reader of
one’s own work, the writer becomes
the observer of his/her life and the
words constructed about a life and
self – which consciously or inadver-
tently reveals things about social,
cultural, psychological, and biologi-
cal influences – become the object
of conversation. Not only are these
inner characters or selves at the table
ready for conversation, but the text
itself becomes the basis for ex-
change and dialogue (Bolton, 2010).  

Besides dialogical, writing
is also time and cost effective; it can
be done independently or in a group
setting where more students or
clients are helped at the same time.
It is also cost saving because few re-
sources are needed to begin and pur-
sue the process. Students can work
with pen and paper or on a mobile
device or computer. Writing can also
be done in an online classroom envi-
ronment where pieces are posted
and can become part of a greater di-
alogue, which might include teach-
ers, peers, and even mentors.

Additionally, a lot of the work that
might otherwise be done in the
classroom or with a teacher one-on-
one, can be worked on further by the
student once he/she has become in-
trinsically motivated (i.e. inspired)
to do writing outside of class time. It
is precisely the ‘internal’ dialogue
that can get underway if a student
tries various approaches on his/her
own. A teacher can also have a
whole group of students working
during class in this way and turn the
products into fodder for group dis-
cussion (and/or performance), in-
stead of scheduling one-on-one
meetings. The added advantage here
is that in a group setting, the conver-
sation is no longer only between stu-
dent and teacher, but between
students, teachers, and peers; the
workload of reflection and dialogue
is spread out among more individu-
als. 

Career writing is also cost
and time effective because a teacher
or counsellor working effectively
with students’ written pieces can
provide more tailor-made feedback,
instead of more general information
or guidance. An oft-cited issue, out
of research done with students, is
that teachers frequently provide “an-
swers” to questions students have
never asked and don’t consider rele-
vant to them. If teachers are to make
more effective use of their time, they
would benefit from responding with
“just enough” information and they
would do so “just in time” (Harg-
reaves, 2003; Bailey, Hughes, &
Moore, 2004). Responding to stu-
dents’ written work is useful be-
cause it is the student him/herself
who has effectively ‘set the agenda’
for the conversation.  Writing is also
cost effective because approaches
and exercises can be taught to stu-
dents, teachers, counsellors, and
mentors with relative ease. We have
found that interested teachers, ac-
tively engaged with the exercises 

themselves, can learn a lot with an
experienced facilitator in two days. 

Facilitating Career Writing

In foundational skills a fa-
cilitator of career writing requires
needs are much the same as those a
career counsellor or teacher uses in
careers guidance (Lengelle & Mei-
jers, 2013).  Those in the guiding
role must create a safe enough hold-
ing space for the expression and
sharing of emotions, encourage
clients and students to express them-
selves, and in steps help the client to
reflect and construct a story (or ca-
reer identity) that provides both
meaning and direction. 

In the context of career writ-
ing, it is also important for a facilita-
tor to have actual experiences with
writing creatively, expressively, and
reflectively and thereby access in
themselves the inner “artist, healer,
and philosopher”. This is only possi-
ble if a teacher or guidance counsel-
lor is open to the experience of
writing for the purpose of personal
(and professional) development as
describe in this article. It is not
enough to ‘teach’ writing exercises
and hope students will gain some-
thing from doing so. 

An advantage of career writ-
ing is that the approaches are intu-
itive for those who already work in a
narrative or dialogical way and
learned by career professionals with
a modest time investment, again, as-
suming there is genuine interest and
a willingness to try the approaches
out for themselves (Kuijpers & Mei-
jers, 2012b). In addition, a wide
range of writing activities for per-
sonal and professional development
already exist and can be modified
and applied to the career context
(Bolton, Field & Thompson, 2006,
2010; Bolton, 2010); there are ex-
amples of such exercises applied to
career learning already  (Hunt,
2010). 

The Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de développement de carrière
Volume 14, Number 1, 2015

Career Writing

27



Once facilitators have their
own developing experience of career
writing, they can begin to facilitate
others successfully. The authors ad-
vise a simple ‘test’ in evaluating
whether a career professional or
teacher is indeed becoming
equipped to teach career writing: 

1. Safe space: can he/she create a
safe space for students/clients to
share personal material? 
2.  Personal experience: has
he/she tried the process and no-
ticed a sense of ‘reconnection’; a
development of an internal dia-
logue in the face of personal
stressors (i.e. boundary experi-
ences
3. Curiosity and Inspiration:
does she/he want to learn more
about the writing exercises that
are possible to use. One might
start by exploring existing cre-
ative, expressive, and reflective
approaches and eventually find
oneself improvising and adding
one’s own ideas.

A first and key piece of ad-
vice on guiding others is that when
writing work shared (e.g. read aloud
in class or handed in), feedback is
given on the text and is not directed
at the writer (Bolton, 2010). Two
helpful prompting lines to achieve
this and give and receive feedback
are “I like the sound of…” and “I
want to hear more about” (E. Scarfe,
June 1993, personal communica-
tion).

Conclusion

Career writing can serve as
an adjunct to existing career learn-
ing practices (Taylor, 2013) or be
used as an approach unto itself, ad-
dressing in part the issue of the lack
of “structures, techniques and tangi-
ble products” in the field of narra-
tive career’s guidance (Reid, 2005).
The examples and ideas presented

here may help career professionals
see a use for this creative, expres-
sive, and reflective form of narrative
guidance and they may even reduce
the fear and trepidation practitioners
face when they do not yet have ex-
tensive experience with narrative
methods (Reid & West, 2011). The
career-writing model presented here
also provides a theoretical founda-
tion for those methods; a way to
view what learning process is at
work in the “quest” towards career
construction.

The oft-quoted William
Arthur Ward’s (2013) insight that,
“The pessimist complains about the
wind; the optimist expects it to
change; the realist adjusts the sails”
is an apt description of how different
people respond to the current world
of work. The world of the boundary-
less career serves up a host of
boundary experiences, which indi-
viduals have to navigate. Those who
stay in their first story might be con-
sidered the pessimists; the optimists
are those who wish to jump immedi-
ately to second stories without con-
sideration for their feelings and the
circumstances that challenge them,
while realists are people who know
where to go to get sailing lessons
and counselling to tackle fears of
drowning. 

To translate the metaphor:
those who would set a successful
course on today’s rough and change-
able labour market will require op-
portunities to define themselves in
ways that provide meaning and di-
rection. Young people must receive
support during their education from
career professionals who have ap-
proaches, tools, and ideas to share
and do so in a truly dialogical way.
Career writing in this context may
be a viable and promising addition
to narrative career guidance ap-
proaches, one in which “poetic cre-
ativity” (Meijers & Lengelle, 2012)
is at the heart of identity construc-
tion. 
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Abstract

This study examines (1) the
baseline measure of the Hope Cen-
tred Career Inventory (HCCI) in
Canada and the United States and
(2) the relationships among hope,
student engagement, academic per-
formance, and vocational identity,
having hope as a primary predictor.
The sample consisted of 1685 stu-
dents at two universities in Canada
and two universities in the United
States. Normative scores of the
HCCI for Canadian and U.S. stu-
dents were derived from the data.
The results indicate that hope has ef-
fects on both vocational identity and
academic performance (GPA) via
student engagement as a mediator.
The effects of hope on GPA were
found to be weak. Student engage-
ment fully mediated the relationship
with GPA and partially mediated the
relationship with vocational identity. 

Résumé de recherche

Cette étude porte sur la
mesure de référence du répertoire
des carrières axées sur l’espoir
(HCCI/RCAE) au Canada et aux
États-Unis et sur le lien qu’il peut
exister entre espoir, engagement des
élèves, résultats académiques et
identité professionnelle, avec l’e-
spoir comme principal indicateur.
L’échantillon se composait de 1685
étudiants issus de deux universités
au Canada et de deux universités
aux États-Unis. On a ainsi pu déter-
miner à partir des données rassem-
blées, des scores normatifs du

HCCI/RCAE concernant les étudi-
ants canadiens et américains. Les ré-
sultats révèlent que l’espoir a un
impact à la fois sur l’identité profes-
sionnelle et la performance
académique (moyenne pondérée cu-
mulative des notes/MPC) et se man-
ifeste par un facteur décisif,
l’engagement des étudiants. Il a en
revanche été établi que l’espoir in-
fluait faiblement sur la moyenne.
L’engagement des étudiants, quant à
lui a un impact direct sur le rapport à
la moyenne des notes et un impact
relatif sur le rapport à l’identité pro-
fessionnelle.

Author Note

This research was con-
ducted by a hope-centered research
team at The University of British
Columbia and The Pennsylvania
State University with financial sup-
port from the Canadian Education
and Research Institute for Coun-
selling (CERIC). 

The construct of hope has
received growing attention given its
linkages with positive outcomes in
life domains such as work and edu-
cation (Snyder, 2002). More re-
cently, Niles, Amundson, and Yoon
(in Niles, Amundson & Neault,
2011) developed and presented the
hope-centred model of career devel-
opment (HCMCD) using hope as a
central construct. The model con-
sists of seven competencies: hope,
self-reflection, self-clarity, vision-
ing, goal setting and planning, im-

plementing, and adapting. In this
model, hope is a necessary precondi-
tion for the use of other competen-
cies. Niles, Amundson, and Yoon
integrated and synthesized three the-
ories to create the HCMCD: Sny-
der’s (2002) hope theory, Bandura’s
(2001) human agency theory, and
Hall’s (1996) career metacompeten-
cies. As the central construct in the
HCMCD, hope aligns with Snyder’s
hope theory comprised of goals,
agency, and pathways. Self-clarity
and adapting correspond to Hall’s
career metacompetencies of self-
awareness and adaptability, respec-
tively. Lastly, Bandura’s human
agency constructs of selflectiveness
(labeled self-reflection in HCMCD),
forethought (visioning in HCMCD),
self-reactiveness (goal-setting in
HCMCD), and intentionality (plan-
ning and implementing in HCMCD)
represent the remaining HCMCD
components. People with high hope-
centred career competencies tend to
be successful in their career plan-
ning (Niles et al., 2011).

Niles, Yoon, and Amundson
(2010) created the Hope-Centered
Career Inventory (HCCI) based on
the HCMCD to measure the seven
hope-centered career competences.
The HCCI has been piloted in a
number of countries: Bermuda,
Canada, Germany, Turkey, South
Korea, and the United States. HCCI
reliability and validity information
has been accumulated and analyzed,
confirming its structural soundness
(Niles, Yoon, Balin, & Amundson,
2010). Additionally, norm scores on
target populations are critical for
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HCCI score interpretation as the
norms scores provide a peer group
context for the individual student or
client’s scores. Scores from the
HCCI can be used to identify
strengths and areas for growth to en-
able HCCI users to develop their
personal career self-management
plans. The HCCI has also been used
to explore the relationships among
career and academic outcome vari-
ables associated with hope within a
university population. Researchers
have found that highly hopeful indi-
viduals seem to achieve positive
outcomes in both their studies and
their careers, and yet, the role of
hope in students’ career success has
not been fully explored (Niles, In,
Chen, Su, deShield, &Yoon, 2013). 

In the current study, we
chose vocational identity as one of
student outcome variables from the
perspective of career development.
According to Holland, Daiger, and
Power (1980), vocational identity
indicates one’s clear sense of inter-
ests, talents, and personality that are
related to career choice. We also
used grade point averages (GPAs) to
indicate academic success. In addi-
tion, we selected student engage-
ment as a mediator between hope
and outcome variables to further an-
alyze the relationships. In post-sec-
ondary settings, student engagement
has been used as a predictor for aca-
demic performance (e.g., Carini,
Kuh, & Klein, 2006; Gordon, Lud-
lum, & Hoey, 2007). There is, how-
ever, no study investigating the
relationship between hope and
school engagement in the prediction
of career and academic
outcomes among college
students. Thus, this study is mean-
ingful as it examines how hope links
to school engagement, and how stu-
dent engagement, in turn, links to
academic and career outcomes.

Literature Review

The Effects of Hope

Snyder, Irving, and Ander-
son (1991) defined hope as “a posi-
tive motivational state that is based
on an interactively derived sense of
successful (a) agency (goal-directed
energy) and (b) pathways (planning
to meet goals)” (p.287). In this defi-
nition, goals offer the targets toward
which one’s energy and actions are
directed. Agency and pathways are
equally important components for
reaching desired goals. More specif-
ically, agency thinking refers to the
motivational element that allows a
person to begin and continue to
move towards pursuing goals. Path-
ways thinking indicates a person’s
perceived capability to formulate a
variety of plans to achieve their
goals (Snyder, 2002). These agency
and pathways components of hope
enable people to persist in their
goal-pursuit and to generate alter-
ative pathways when they encounter
obstacles to their goals.   

Hope is associated with de-
sired outcomes in various domains
of life such as physical and mental
health, athletics, and academics
(Snyder, 2002). In particular, re-
searchers have found that hope pre-
dicts positive outcomes in work and
academic lives. With regard to
workplace behaviours, studies have
revealed that workers with higher
hope are likely to demonstrate better
job performance (Combs, Clapp-
Smith, & Nadkarni, 2010; Luthans,
Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007;
Luthans, Avolio, Walumbwa, & Li,
2005; Peterson & Byron, 2008),
higher job satisfaction (Tombaugh,
Mayfield, & Wooten, 2011; Youssef
& Luthans, 2007), higher workplace
happiness (Youssef & Luthans,
2007), and lower absenteeism
(Avey, Patera, & West, 2006) than
workers with lower hope. 

Despite the considerable
amount of attention given to the re-
lationships between hope and work-
place outcomes, few studies have
examined the role of hope in the ca-
reer development process of post-
secondary students. Those studies
support associations between high
hope and positive career develop-
ment variables. For example, several
studies have found significant and
positive correlations between hope
and vocational identity (Jackson &
Neville, 1998; Niles, Yoon, Balin, &
Amundson, 2010). Juntunen and
Wettersten (2006) proposed the con-
cept of work-domain specific hope
based on Snyder’s hope theory. They
also found strong relationships be-
tween work hope and vocational
identity as well as career decision
self-efficacy among diverse adoles-
cent and adult populations in the
United States. Another study found
that the agency component of hope
predicted, and was predicted by,
adaptive educational and career de-
velopment skills and outcomes
among students at a public Ameri-
can university (Sung, Turner, &
Kaewchinda, 2012). Collectively,
these research findings suggest that
hope plays an important role in stu-
dents’ career development. Rela-
tively few studies have addressed
this topic, however, and the samples
have focused on students in the
United States. Therefore, further
studies are needed to examine the
linkages between hope and career
development among diverse univer-
sity students beyond those in the
United States.

Furthermore, hope has been
found to contribute to academic suc-
cess. Researchers have found that
higher hope is associated with
greater academic achievement
(Curry et al., 1997; Day, Hanson,
Maltby, Proctor, & Wood, 2010;
Rand, 2009; Seirup & Rose, 2011;
Snyder, Shorey, Cheavens, Pulvers,
Adams III, & Wiklund, 2002) as
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well as higher university completion
rates (Snyder, Shorey et al., 2002).
Moreover, results from several stud-
ies indicate that hope predicts stu-
dent GPAs beyond the effects of
previous academic achievement and
related personal characteristics such
as intelligence (Curry et al., 1997;
Day et al., 2010; Seirup & Rose,
2011; Snyder, Shorey et al, 2002).
For instance, hope positively pre-
dicted semester GPAs among uni-
versity athletes, while controlling
for their cumulative GPAs and sense
of self-worth (Curry et al., 1997).
Likewise, Seirup and Rose (2011)
found that higher hope of university
students on academic probation was
associated with higher end of semes-
ter GPAs even after controlling for
students’ previous GPAs. Further-
more, Day et al.’s (2010) three-year
longitudinal study revealed that
hope was predictive of the academic
achievement of college students
over and above their prior academic
performance, intelligence, and per-
sonality.  

Overall, research evidence
supports the importance of hope for
university students’ seeking to
achieve their career and academic
aspirations. However, little is known
about how the positive links be-
tween hope and career and academic
outcomes are mediated. In other
words, the mechanism through
which hope exerts its influence on
students’ career development and
academic achievement has not been
examined.

Precursors and Outcomes of 
Student Engagement

Engagement in an educa-
tional setting has been referred to
using such terms as engagement, ac-
ademic engagement, school engage-
ment, and student engagement with
at least 19 different definitions (Ap-
pleton, Christenson, & Furlong,
2008). However, according to Kuh

(2003), “the engagement premise is
deceptively simple, even self-evi-
dent: the more students study a sub-
ject, the more they learn about it” (p.
25). Engagement is further specified
to emotional, behavioural, and cog-
nitive engagement (Appleton et al.,
2008; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, &
Paris, 2004). Fredricks et al. (2004)
found that emotional engagement
does not correlate as strongly with
dropping out as does behavioural
engagement, and evidence involving
cognitive engagement is insufficient.
Appleton et al. (2008) add that cog-
nitive engagement is considered less
observable, as it has been measured
with such internal indicators as
value of learning, self-regulation,
and relevance of school experience
to future possibilities. Therefore,
choosing a behaviourally oriented
approach to engagement would be
desirable when exploring the effects
of engagement. 

In order for students to be
motivated to engage in learning,
they must feel and believe that they
belong to the community, that they
are respected, and that the lessons of
the post-secondary institution are
relevant to their own situations (Na-
tional Research Council & Institute
of Medicine, 2004). Environmental
variables such as family, culture,
community, and educational context
influence engagement (Fredricks et
al., 2004). These findings suggest
the importance of maintaining sup-
portive surroundings to facilitate
feelings of hopefulness within the
learning context. Theoretically, ac-
cording to HCMCD (Niles, Amund-
son, & Neault, 2011), hope is
influenced by the environment. For
example, if one is in a supportive
environment, he or she is more
likely to experience a higher level of
hope than others who are in a detri-
mental environment. Thus, it makes
sense to suppose that a high level of
hope would positively influence
one’s engagement, and in turn it

would induce one to deliver desired
outcomes in a given setting.

Outcomes of student en-
gagement have been associated with
test scores and GPA. Gordon et al.
(2007) conducted a study at a large
university in the United States using
multiple years of National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE) data
and found that student engagement
is positively and significantly corre-
lated with academic performance
(GPA), retention, and post-gradua-
tion job attainment. Gordon et al.
used each item of the NSSE to in-
vestigate the relationships. For ex-
ample, tutoring experience
explained 2.6% of the variance in
first-year students’ GPA and 2.7% of
the variance in senior students’
GPA; and community service or vol-
unteering work explained 10.3% of
the variance associated with job at-
tainment for senior-year students.
Although some items predicted the
student outcomes, overall results in-
dicated that the NSSE benchmarks
offer marginal predictive power of
the outcomes (Gordon et al., 2007).
Carini et al. (2006) also conducted
an extensive study of the effects of
NSSE scores on learning outcomes,
using two standardized tests, the
RAND and the Graduate Record Ex-
amination (GRE), and GPA, at 14
four-year colleges and universities.
Although they found some positive
correlations between student en-
gagement and these standardized
test results, it is important to note
that the strength of the relationships
between student engagement and
GPA was weak.

Other student outcome
measures should be explored. Ac-
cording to the National Research
Council & Institute of Medicine
(2004), the majority of 100,000 7th
through 11th grade students in the
United States responded that their
main reason to actively engage in
school work is to achieve good
grades to enter university. The fact
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that some studies in higher educa-
tion settings (e.g., Carini et al.,
2006; Gordon et al., 2007) still focus
on test results seems to reflect ex-
pectations established in secondary
schools. In contrast, Astin’s study
confirmed that student engagement
increases learning, retention, and
cognitive and affective develop-
ment, in addition to academic per-
formance in a post-secondary setting
(as cited in Saenz et al., 2011). Al-
though the setting is different from
higher education, job and organiza-
tional engagement predicted job sat-
isfaction, organizational
commitment, organizational citizen-
ship behaviour, and intentions to
quit (Saks, 2006). It is imperative to
find other outcome variables of stu-
dent engagement in higher education
settings than academic performance. 

Student engagement could
be used as a mediator between an-
tecedents and outcomes. Fredricks et
al. (2004) argued that there is lim-
ited evidence concerning the mediat-
ing role of engagement between
context and achievement, and en-
gagement has been used as an out-
come variable rather than a mediator
leading to student achievement.
More recently, scholars such as Ap-
pleton et al. (2008) have discussed
the need to use student engagement
as a mediator between contextual
factors and outcome variables.
Perry, Liu, and Pabian (2009) exam-
ined the mediating role of student
engagement between career prepara-
tion and academic performance in a
high school setting. It seems, how-
ever, that there is still limited evi-
dence related to the role of student
engagement as a mediator in a
higher education setting.

Purpose and Research 
Questions

The purpose of this study
was to explore how the hopefulness
(as measured by the hope subscale

of the HCCI) of college/university
students intersects with critical vari-
ables such as student engagement,
academic performance, and voca-
tional identity. We used the HCCI
and other measures with groups of
post-secondary students in Canada
and the United States 1) to establish
the baseline scores of the HCCI, 2)
to examine how hope positively ef-
fects student engagement, vocational
identity, and academic performance,
and 3) to investigate to what extent
student engagement mediates the re-
lationships in hope predicting voca-
tional identity and academic
performance. Accordingly, we de-
veloped two questions to guide this
research: Research Question 1
(RQ1): How do students in Canada
and the United States score on the
HCCI? Research Question 2 (RQ2):
What are the relationships among
hope, student engagement, academic
performance, and vocational iden-
tity? 

Method

Participants

Using an online survey con-
sisting of 101 items, we collected re-
sponses from 1756 participants from
the University of British Columbia
(UBC) and Thompson Rivers Uni-
versity (TRU) in Canada and from
The Pennsylvania State University
(PSU) and The Pennsylvania Col-
lege of Technology (PCT) in the
United States. Seventy-one re-
sponses were excluded, accounting
for 4% of the participants, in order
to insure the integrity of the data.
The exclusion criteria included par-
ticipants’ responses that took less
than 4.3 minutes representing 2% or
responses that took over 63.1 min-
utes, also representing 2% of the
total respondents. The 2% with the
fastest completion times had ex-
tremely high intercorrelations
among the HCCI variables (≥ .90),
which suggests that the respondents

may have not responded sincerely to
the survey questions. We excluded
the slowest 2% for similar reasons,
based on comparisons between the
correlation patterns of the majority
group and the slowest group. After
the exclusion process, we analyzed
1685 cases, that had an average sur-
vey completion time of 11.6 minutes
(see Table 1 for the demographics of
the participants).

The 1685 participants were
comprised of 676 students attending
Canadian institutions and 1009 stu-
dents attending U.S. institutions. Fe-
male participants made up 64.9% of
the sample, while males comprised
35.1% of the sample. The mean age
of the participants was 21.55 years
(SD = 5.88). The sample consisted
of 68.8% first and second year stu-
dents, while third year and higher
students represented 31.2%. Interest-
ingly, the demographic profiles of
the institutions varied; for example,
visible minority students accounted
for 65.1% of the UBC responses,
whereas Caucasians accounted for
94.3% of the PCT responses. Fur-
thermore, 94.6% of the PSU re-
sponses came from first and second
year students, while the UBC and
PCT dataset did not show the skew-
ness in the academic standing. 

Measures

The Hope-Centred Career
Inventory (HCCI). Niles, Yoon,
and Amundson (2010) developed the
HCCI with 28 items with an aim to
measure individuals’ levels of hope-
centred career competencies. A 4-
point Likert scale (4 = definitely
true; 3 = somewhat true; 2 = some-
what false; 1 = definitely false) was
used for the HCCI response options.
A subscale with a high score indi-
cates that the individual has a signif-
icant level of its respective
hope-centred career competency.
The following items are a sample of
the seven HCCI subscales: 
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Hope: I try to stay hopeful even•
when I face difficulties in my life.

Self-reflection: I take time to•
think about my thoughts and feel-
ings.

Self-clarity: I can clearly de-•
scribe my strengths.

Visioning: I spend time thinking•
about what will happen in my fu-
ture.

Goal setting and planning: I•
make a list of things that I want to
complete.

Implementing: I take the next•
steps to meet my goals.

Adapting: I am open to change•
that might improve my chance to
reach my goals.

Niles et al. (2010) reported
that the HCCI’s overall scale had a
coefficient alpha of .92, indicating
strong internal consistency reliabil-
ity. The coefficient alphas for the
subscales ranged between .74 and
.86. For the current study, the coeffi-
cient alpha of the overall HCCI was
.91, and the coefficient alphas of the
subscales were .81 (hope), .61(self-
reflection), .73(self-clarity), .77(vi-
sioning), .74 (goal setting and
planning), .77 (implementing), and
.74 (adapting). 

The HCCI has sound inter-
nal validity with seven distinct fac-
tors tested by confirmatory factor
analysis for the factor structure
(Niles et al., 2010). The HCCI’s
convergent validity was tested by
examining the correlations between
relevant constructs. According to
Niles et al. (2010), the total scores
of the HCCI and the Assessment of
Human Agency (Yoon, 2011) corre-
lated highly at .82, because both
measures used human agency as one
of core theoretical backgrounds.
Similarly, the total scores of HCCI
and the Adult Hope Scale (Snyder,
Harris, et al., 1991) correlated
highly at .74, perhaps due to the fact
that the the central concept of both

scales is hope. These results confirm
that the HCCI has strong convergent
validity. 

In this study, Research
Question 1 examined the scores of
all seven HCCI subscales of among
college/university students in
Canada and the United States. For
Research Question 2, the 4-item
hope subscale was used to measure
respondents’ degree of general hope.

Student engagement. The
National Survey of Student Engage-
ment (NSSE; Kuh, 2003) is the most
widely used measure among post-
secondary institutions in the United
States. The NSSE is designed to be
used at four-year institutions, while
its companion version, the Commu-
nity College Survey of Student En-
gagement (CCSSE; Angell, 2009) is
designed for use at two-year institu-
tions. We identified 14 items with
behavioural indicators that are com-
monly used between NSSE and
CCSSE, because one of the institu-
tions (PCT) participated in this re-
search offers two-year programs.
The items represent three domains:
student-faculty interaction (SFI; 5
items), level of academic challenge
(LAC; 3 items), and active and col-
laborative learning (ACL; 6 items).
We excluded two domains, enrich-
ing educational experiences (EEE)
and supportive campus environment
(SCE), because they do not directly
measure students’ engagement in ac-
ademic activities. Out of the 16
items, we deleted two items that ex-
hibited low factor loadings for in-

tended factors. Sample items include
“Asked questions in class or con-
tributed to class discussions” (ACL),
“Worked harder than you thought
you could to meet an instructor’s
standards or expectations” (LAC),
and “Ideas from your readings or
classes with instructors outside of
class” (SFI). 

After that, we parceled the
remaining 14 items using the do-
main-representative parceling tech-
nique (Kishton & Widaman, 1994),
and it resulted in three parceled
items for the student engagement
construct. We used parceling be-
cause our primary interest was to
use the overall construct of student
engagement without further explor-
ing its sub-constructs (Little, Cun-
ningham, Shahar, & Widaman,
2002). For the current study, the stu-
dent engagement scale with three
parceled items was .85. Although
the reliability and validity of the
NSSE has been challenged due to its
low internal consistency for individ-
ual subscales and lack of theoretical
background for the formation of
them (see Porter, 2011), this reliabil-
ity result with one latent variable
avoids the concern. 

Vocational Identity Scale
(VIS). The Vocational Identity Scale
(VIS) of the My Vocational Situa-
tion (MVS; Holland et al., 1980)
was utilized to measure participants’
vocational identity. VIS consists of
18 items measuring respondents’
sense of clarity as to their career in-
terests, talents, and goals (0= true; 1

Table 1 
 
Demographics of Participants 
 

School  Total (n) 
Gender (%) Race (%) Year in School (%) 

Female Male Caucasian Visible 
Minorities 

1st, 2nd 
year 

Above 2nd 
year 

UBC(CA) 447 74.3  25.7  34.9  65.1  41.2  58.8  

TRU(CA) 229 71.2  28.8  84.7  15.3  70.3  29.7  

PSU(US) 643 64.1  35.9  79.8  20.2  94.6  5.4  

PCT(US) 366 50.8  49.2  94.3  5.7  56.6  43.4  

Total 1685 64.9  35.1  71.7s  28.3  68.8  31.2  
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= false). Sample items include “I
need reassurance that I have made
the right choice of occupation,” and
“I am confused about the whole
problem of deciding on a career.”
Higher scores of VIS reflect higher
vocational identity.

According to Holland et al.
(1980), VIS’s coefficient alphas
ranged from .86 to .89. Scott and
Ciani (2008) also observed the coef-
ficient alphas in the similar range,
between .84 and .86 with U.S. un-
dergraduate students in the Midwest
region. In terms of test-retest relia-
bility, Holland, Johnston, and Asama
(1993) reported an average correla-
tion coefficient of approximately .75
with 1- to 3- month intervals. Hol-
land et al. (1993) found significant
correlations between the VIS and
various career outcomes. On the Ca-
reer Indecision Scale (Osipow, Car-
ney, & Barak, 1976), for example,
the certainty subscale positively cor-
related with VIS (r = .60), while the
indecision subscale negatively corre-
lated with VIS (r = -.78) in a study
with college students (Wanberg &
Muchinsky, 1992). The internal con-
sistency for the VIS in the current
study was .89 using the Kuder-
Richardson formula 20 (KR-20). 

In this study, in order to an-
alyze structural equation models, the
original 18 items were parcelled to
three 6-item parcels based on the
single factor method. That is, after
items were forced into the one-fac-
tor solution using exploratory factor
analysis (EFA), the highest and low-
est loading items were grouped in
the first parcel, the second highest
and second lowest loading items
were grouped in the second parcel,
and this continued until the ninth
highest and ninth lowest loading
items were grouped in the ninth par-
cel (Landis, Beal, & Tesluk, 2000).
The nine parcels were forced into
the one-factor solution again and
grouped into five parcels, and finally
these five parcels were grouped into

the final three parcels using the sin-
gle factor method.

Students’ self-reported
GPA. We used the participants’ cu-
mulative GPA to measure their aca-
demic performance. Participants
were requested to report their cumu-
lative GPAs using a 4-point scale (1
= mostly Ds or lower; 2 = mostly Cs;
3 = mostly Bs; 4 = mostly As).

Data Analysis

SPSS 19.0 was used to ana-
lyze the data relating to RQ1 and
generate descriptive statistics for
each HCCI subscale and the total
scale. In addition, we calculated t-
test results for the differences in
HCCI scores between the data from
Canada and the United States. We
used Lisrel 8.80 to answer RQ2 and
tested a structural equation model
with the variables of hope, student
engagement, and vocational identity,
academic performance, and voca-
tional identity.

Results

RQ 1. Baseline Measure of the
HCCI

First, we produced per-
centile scores for hope-centred ca-
reer competencies of samples in
Canada and the United States (see
Table 2 & 3). These tables can be
used when counsellors interpret stu-
dents’ HCCI results. Second, we
checked whether significant differ-
ences exist in the mean scores of the
samples from Canada and the
United States using a t-test (see
Table 4). Interestingly, the U.S. data
exhibited higher scores on all hope-
centred career competencies at a sta-
tistically significant level. However,
cautions need to be given when in-
terpreting these significant differ-
ences between the two samples,
because the samples represent only

two institutions in each country and
their demographic compositions,
particularly around culture, are dif-
ferent. Further investigation is nec-
essary to interpret this finding. In
both countries, the HCCI subscale
with the lowest mean score was
goal-setting and planning (M =
3.08, SD = .59 in Canada and M =
3.19, SD = .59 in the Unites States).
In terms of highest mean scores,
adapting was highest in the Cana-
dian sample (M = 3.39, SD = .45),
whereas visioning was highest in the
U.S sample (M = 3.52, SD = .50). 

RQ 2. Role of Hope in Student
Engagement, Vocational Identity,
and Academic Performance  

Figure 1 depicts a hypothe-
sized model to answer RQ2. We hy-
pothesized that a higher sense of
hopefulness contributes to higher ac-
ademic performance (GPA) and
clearer vocational identity via en-
hanced student engagement. We
used student engagement as a medi-
ator between hope and two outcome
variables. In other words, we hy-
pothesized that hope predicts aca-
demic performance and vocational
identity through student engagement
in a postsecondary education setting. 

Table 5 exhibits the means
and standard deviations of hope, stu-
dent engagement, GPA, and voca-
tional identity and the correlations
between the variables. All of them
were significantly correlated with
each other at the .01 levels. 

We tested the hypothesized
mediation model using Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) after
controlling for country, race,
parental educational level, and age
with the maximum likelihood
method of parameter estimation. We
excluded the effects of these demo-
graphic variables in order to test
pure relationships among hope, stu-
dent engagement, academic per-
formance (GPA), and vocational
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identity. The test results of the
model fit revealed that the chi-
square test was significant, χ2 (df =
67) = 241.252, which indicates the
lack of model fit. The chi-square,
however, is very sensitive to sample
size and almost always rejects the
model with large samples (Hooper,
Coughlan, & Mullen, 2008). The
sample size in this study (N = 1685)
is considered as very large; there-
fore, three practical fit indices were
used to determine the degree of
model fit: CFI (Bentler, 1990),
NNFI (Tucker & Lewis, 1973), and
RMSEA (Browne & Cudeck, 1993).
The fit indices of the hypothesized
model include CFI = .974, NNFI =
.960, and RMSEA = .056. This
model was found to be good based
on the overall pattern of fit indices
(Hu & Bentler, 1999), demonstrat-
ing that the hypothesized mediation
model is well supported by the sam-
ple of this study. This led us to fur-
ther examine regression coefficients
within the model. Figure 2 exhibits
the standardized regression weights
of our hypothesized mediation
model.

Hope predicts both GPA
and vocational identity among col-
lege/university students. Hope had
total effects on both GPA (β = .078,
p < .05) and vocational Identity (β =
.407, p < .001) at statistically signif-
icant levels. This denotes that hope
had significant effects on GPA and
vocational identity when the media-
tor, student engagement, was not
considered in the model.

Hope predicts student 
engagement. When controlling for
GPA and vocational identity, hope
had a significant effect on student
engagement (β = .377, p < .001).
This indicates that one standard de-
viation of hope increase results in
the increase of .377 standard devia-
tion of student engagement. 

School engagement fully
mediates the effect of hope on
GPA. When controlling for hope,
the effect of school engagement on
GPA was statistically significant (β
= .127, p < .01). However, the resid-
ual direct effect of hope on GPA was
not statistically significant when stu-
dent engagement was considered (β
=.031, p > .05). These results in ad-
dition to the significant effect of
hope on student engagement indi-
cate the effect of hope on GPA was
totally mediated by student engage-
ment, based on the joint significance
rules for mediation (MacKinnon et
al., 2002).  

School engagement 
partially mediates the effect of
hope on vocational identity. When
controlling for hope, the effect of
school engagement on vocational
identity was also statistically signifi-
cant (β = .100, p < .05). This result
in conjunction with the significant
effect of hope on student engage-
ment indicates that school engage-
ment mediated the effect of hope on
vocational identity. However, the
residual direct effect of hope on vo-

cational identity (β = .370, p < .001)
was significant, indicating that
school engagement was a partial
mediator between hope and voca-
tional identity.  

Discussion

With regard to RQ1, the
norm scores in each country could
be used as a useful reference when
interpreting HCCI results, because
the tables allow career practitioners
to locate percentile scores of indi-
viduals. However, career practition-
ers needs to be cautions when using
the norm scores due to its limited

geographical representation in each
country. Furthermore, the mean
scores of HCCI results of students in
Canada and the United States signif-
icantly differed from each other, but
we are unsure about what accounts
for the differences. Therefore, we
need to gather more data from
across both countries with more ge-
ographic representations in order to
draw any meaningful conclusions.
Despite of the varying results be-
tween the two countries, the mean

Table 2 
 
Percentile scores of HCCI in Canadian Institutions 
 

 Hope  Self-
reflection  

Self-
clarity  Visioning  

Goal 
setting/ 
planning  

Imple-
menting  Adapting  Overall  

Percen-
tiles          

10 2.50 2.75 2.50 2.50 2.25 2.43 2.75 2.75 

25 3.00 3.00 2.75 3.00 2.75 2.75 3.00 2.96 

50 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50 3.00 3.00 3.50 3.25 

75 3.75 3.50 3.50 3.75 3.50 3.50 3.75 3.50 

90 4.00 3.75 4.00 4.00 3.75 3.75 4.00 3.75 
  
 
Table 3 
 
Percentile scores of HCCI in United States Institutions 
 

 Hope  Self-
reflection  

Self-
clarity  Visioning  

Goal 
setting/ 
planning  

Imple-
menting  Adapting  Overall  

Percen-
tiles          

10 3.00  2.75  2.75  2.75  2.25  2.50  3.00  2.89  

25 3.25  3.00  3.00  3.25  2.75  3.00  3.25  3.18  

50 3.50  3.50  3.50  3.75  3.25  3.25  3.50  3.43  

75 4.00  3.75  3.75  4.00  3.75  3.75  4.00  3.68  

90 4.00  4.00  4.00  4.00  4.00  4.00  4.00  3.86  
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scores of the all subscales of the
HCCI were above 3.0 in both Cana-
dian and U.S. samples. Considering
the response options of the HCCI (4
= definitely true; 3 = somewhat true;
2 = somewhat false; 1 = definitely
false), it appears that the participants
in both countries reported positive
views on their levels of hope-cen-
tred career competencies on aver-
age. In addition, it appears that
students in both countries scored
lowest on goal setting and planning.
This might indicate the need for cur-
riculum around goal setting and
planning to provide students with
additional opportunities to develop
these skills.  

The findings from RQ2 ex-
pand the hope-related research in the
context of career development by
exploring a mechanism (i.e., student
engagement) through which hope
predicts GPA and vocational identity
among post-secondary students. The
results of structural equation model-
ing confirmed the hypothesis that
hope predicts academic performance
and vocational identity via student
engagement. First of all, the signifi-
cant total effects of hope on both
GPA and vocational identity indicate
that high levels of hope are linked to
high GPA and clear vocational iden-
tity. Specifically, each standard devi-
ation increase in hope produced a
0.078 standard deviation increase in

GPA, indicating a weak but still sig-
nificant relationship between hope
and GPA. These results are consis-
tent with previous findings of the
significant associations between
hope and academic achievement
(Curry et al., 1997; Rand, 2009;
Seirup & Rose, 2011) and hope and
vocational identity (Jackson &
Neville, 1998; Juntunen & Wetter-
sten, 2006; Niles et al., 2010). 

Second, the results suggest
that student engagement fully medi-
ated the effect of hope on GPA,
given 1) the significant effect of
hope on student engagement, 2) the
significant effect of student engage-
ment on GPA, and 3) non-significant
effect of hope on GPA in the hypoth-
esized mediation model. This find-
ing suggests that hope indirectly
affects students’ GPA through en-
hancing students’ school engage-
ment activities. In other words, it
appears that positive expectations
about students’ futures should ac-
company with students’ engagement
in their academic work in order to
achieve higher GPAs. Specifically,
student engagement mediated 61.4%
of the total effect of hope on GPA.
Appleton et al. (2008) and Perry,
Liu, and Pabian (2009) addressed
the need for employing school en-
gagement as a mediator, and this
finding confirmed that school en-
gagement can be used as a mediator
in the particular relationship be-
tween hope and GPA. 

Third, the results indicated
that school engagement partially
mediates the effect of hope on voca-
tional identity. This assumes three
significant path relationships: 1) ef-
fect of hope on school engagement,
2) effect of school engagement on
vocational identity, and 3) effect of
hope of vocational identity. The
findings suggest that post-secondary
students with higher hope are more
likely to engage in meaningful
school activities; those students, in
turn, are more likely to develop a

Table 4 
 
Comparison between Canadian Sample and the United States Sample 
 

 
Canada (n = 676)  US (n = 1009) 

T 
M SD  M SD 

HCCI (Overall) 3.23 .38  3.40 .36 -9.12 
Hope 3.25 .59  3.50 .49 -8.95 
Self-reflection 3.27 .46  3.35 .44 -3.39 
Self-clarity 3.19 .55  3.43 .48 -9.18 
Visioning 3.34 .55  3.52 .50 -6.66 
Goal setting and planning 3.08 .59  3.19 .59 -3.76 
Implementing 3.10 .53  3.32 .51 -8.58 
Adapting 3.39 .45  3.50 .44 -4.78 
  
 

 

 

Figure 1. Hypothesized mediation model 

 

Table 5  
 
Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations of Study Variables 
 

 Hope 
Student 

Engagement 
Vocational 

Identity 
GPA M SD 

Hope -    3.40 .54 
Student Engagement .336 -   2.39 .51 
Vocational Identity .417 .271 -  .59 .29 
GPA .123 .148 .143 - 3.36 .67 

Note. All correlations significant at p < .01.  
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better understanding of their voca-
tional interests, strengths, or goals.
More specifically, it appears that
having hope about one’s future mo-
tivates post-secondary students to
actively interact with faculty, work
collaboratively with peers on aca-
demic work, and invest more time
on class preparation and assign-
ments. As students engage in these
academic activities, they will likely
learn more about their talents, inter-
ests, and/or values, as well as some
career possibilities, which may
eventually contribute their voca-
tional identity development. 

Interestingly, when the me-
diator, student engagement, was
considered, the direct effect of hope
on vocational identity remained sub-
stantial and statistically significant
(β = .370). Student engagement me-
diated only 9.3% of the total effect
of hope on vocational identity. This
finding implies that there may be an-
other process by which hope influ-
ence vocational identity. Thus,
further research is needed to exam-
ine other potential mediating vari-
ables. Another possible mediating
variable is career exploration activi-
ties such as job shadowing, partici-
pating in experiential learning
opportunities, or attending job fairs.
Studies have supported that career
exploration activities allow students
to refine and solidify their voca-
tional identity (Gushue, Scanlan,
Pantzer, & Clarke, 2006; Robitschek
& Cook, 1999). In demonstrating
that more hopeful students are likely
to engage in meaningful school ac-

tivities, it is possible that being
hopeful prompts students to partici-
pate in career exploration activities
such as attending career fairs, partic-
ipating in co-operative education or
internship programs, and taking vo-
cational inventories. These activi-
ties, in turn, may facilitate students’
vocational identity development.

In summary, results of the
present study suggest that hope
plays an important role in the devel-
opment of vocational identity and, to
a lesser degree, academic perform-
ance among college and university
students in Canada and the United
States. In addition, the analyses sug-
gest that the mediating role of stu-
dent engagement was confirmed in
the relationships between hope and
two outcome variables—academic
performance and vocational identity.  

The findings from this study
have important implications for ca-
reer counsellors and educators who
work with students. When hope is
lacking, students may not actively
engage in academic activities such
as completing homework, communi-
cating with faculty, and engaging in
discussions relevant to course top-
ics. Furthermore, students who lack
hope may be less likely to achieve
high GPAs and to have solid voca-
tional identities. Thus, it is critical
for career counsellors and educators
to promote hope in their students.
Career and school counsellors are
encouraged to assess and address
students’ hope as an integral part of
the career counselling and education
process. In order to effectively foster

hope in students, it is necessary to
identify strategies and resources that
can enhance hope. By doing so,
counsellors can assist students to ac-
tively engage in academic activities,
which in turn, aid students in im-
proving academic performance and
developing a strong sense of voca-
tional identity. 

Limitations and 
Recommendations

This study holds several
limitations. We acknowledge that
cross-sectional data was used in this
study, so it is difficult to draw con-
clusions regarding causal relation-
ships. Future research needs to adopt
causal research designs (e.g., experi-
mental research, longitudinal re-
search) to rule out confounding
factors and draw causal conclusions.
Some studies have shown the recip-
rocal relationships between hope
and student engagement (Van Ryzin,
2011) as well as hope and vocational
competency (Wandeler & Bundick,
2011). Future researchers may want
to examine the possible reciprocal
relationships among hope, student
engagement, and career/academic
variables using longitudinal data.
Additionally, this study used self-re-
port measures to assess each vari-
able, which may introduce potential
limitations of social desirability and
common method bias. Future re-
searchers could use methods of
measurement other than self-report,
such as actual GPA data, attrition
rates, or observations in order to ex-
amine various academic and career-
related variables in relation to hope.  

Furthermore, the partici-
pants were limited to the four insti-
tutions in Canada and the United
States. For the Canadian portion of
the samples, participants were re-
cruited using a list of students who
had previously accessed career serv-
ices at their respective universities.
The majority of participants were

 
 

 
Figure 2. Standardized Parameter Estimates for Mediation Model 

                               Note. * p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.   

 

The Effects of Hope

42



The Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de développement de carrière
Volume 14, Number 1, 2015

Caucasian, female, and first- and
second- year students. As a result,
the generalizability of the findings
to other populations and institutions
is limited. Replicating this study
with diverse populations is neces-
sary, such as undergraduate students
with high barriers and low hope,
older workers, graduate students,
and people who are unemployed.
Thus, using more sites for data col-
lection is recommended.

Conclusions

This study provides empiri-
cal evidence that hope significantly
predicts academic performance and
vocational identity using student en-
gagement as a mediator. Student en-
gagement served as a full mediator
between hope and GPA and as a par-
tial mediator between hope and vo-
cational identity. The significant
total effects of hope on both GPA
and vocational identity suggest that
high levels of hope are linked to
high GPA and clear vocational iden-
tity. Taken together, career practi-
tioners and educators are
encouraged to provide necessary in-
terventions based on assessment
considering the roles of hope and
student engagement in students’ vo-
cational identity development and
academic performance.
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Abstract

This article discusses the
identity processes involved in the
transition to retirement for emer-
gency service workers, which in-
cludes police officers, fire fighters,
and emergency medical personnel.
The author conducted a study using
the Enhanced Critical Incident Tech-
nique (ECIT) to determine what
helped, hindered and might have
helped emergency service workers
in making decisions regarding retire-
ment.  One of the factors partici-
pants identified as hindering their
ability to retire was the loss of their
professional identity.  This loss was
discussed and compared to theories
that explain the processes of identity
role assimilation and identity role
salience.  Theory and research re-
garding the accumulation, mainte-
nance and narrowing of the number
of identity roles is discussed.  The
tendency of emergency service
workers to narrow their identity role
to the singular professional role is
examined for its impact on coping
and for its subsequent impact on re-
tirement.  Future directions in re-
search and practice are suggested.      
There’s some that have offed them-
selves.  

There’s some that just wither and
die.  I’m at a very high level of
influence and all of a sudden you
go from a hero to a zero.  So you
think about those things too.  You
should.  (57-year old firefighter) 

The preceding quote cap-
tures the sentiment of a firefighter
discussing his reasons for not retir-
ing from emergency services.  His
concerns were echoed by police and
emergency medical personnel in a
Enhanced Critical Incident Tech-
nique (ECIT) (Butterfield, Borgen,
Maglio, & Amundson, 2009; Flana-
gan, 1954) study conducted by the
author examining the factors older
emergency service personnel con-
sider in making decisions regarding
retirement.  The author conducted a
semi-structured interview with po-
lice, fire, and emergency medical
personnel in the Vancouver Lower
Mainland area of British Columbia
regarding their decision to continue
working despite having reached eli-
gibility status for retirement.  The
study participants included seven
police officers, three firefighters,
and three emergency medical per-
sonnel and consisted of 11 males
and 2 females.  The average age of
the participants was 57 and the aver-
age number of years of experience
was 27.  The excerpts included in
this article represent a portion of the
data from this study.  They are in-
cluded here to illustrate a salient as-
pect that emerged from the data.  A
full report of the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council
funded study (Grant #410-2009-
0952) being conducted by Dr.
William Borgen, Dr. Norm Amund-
son and Dr. Lee Butterfield study
will be provided in a publication that
is under development.* (*Contact 

the first author for questions regard-
ing this study.) 

The concept of assimilating
the police, fire, or emergency med-
ical role has been well-documented
in emergency services (Gilmartin,
2002; Kirschman, 1983, 1997, 2004;
Paton, Violanti, Burke & Gehrke,
2009) and in work roles in general
(Bandura, 1977; Becker & Carper,
1956; Hall, 1976; Schein, 1978; Hill
1992).  Yet very little research has
been directed at how the process of
separating from emergency service
work impacts the identity of the
worker.  To go from hero to zero by
retiring from the profession appears
to require the assimilation of the re-
tiree role, which seems to have a
strong negative connotation in the
profession.  The retiree role appears
to have been equated with the ab-
sence of meaning due to a lack of
other identity roles that give the
worker a sense of meaning.  An
emerging body of research demon-
strates that there is a tendency over
time for emergency service workers
to narrow their identities to the sin-
gular role of police officer, fire-
fighter, or paramedic (Gilmartin,
2002).  Other roles that would ordi-
narily comprise the worker’s iden-
tity and, consequently, add to the
worker’s sense of meaning are di-
minished by the functional role of
the profession. One (identity role)
minus one (identity role) equals
zero.  As evidenced by the opening
quote, this can be a very problematic
occurrence.  Violanti (1995; 1997)
has found that suicide risk is ele-
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vated for those who separate from
emergency service work. Therefore,
based on the reasons outlined above
(the assimilation of the role, the lack
of other roles, the unique nature of
emergency work, and the life-threat-
ening quality of this transition for
some), the process of transitioning
from the emergency service worker
identity role to the retiree role merits
examination.  

This purpose of this article
is to discuss foundational literature
pertaining to professional identity,
apply this knowledge to the emer-
gency service profession, and dis-
cuss potential implications from this
application.  This article will begin
by familiarizing readers with com-
monly-used terms such as identity,
role and professional identity fol-
lowed by a discussion of theories re-
lating to the salience of identity
roles and the social processes of role
assimilation.  Thoits’ (1983) identity
accumulation hypothesis is dis-
cussed next as a resilience factor in
a section regarding the tendency for
emergency service workers to con-
strict their role identities.  The next
section concerns the difficulties
emergency service workers experi-
ence in the transition from work to
retirement.  The article concludes
with practical implications and sug-
gestions for possible future research
to further explore emergency service
workers’ retirement concerns.

Role and Identity

It is important to delineate
between role and identity and to dis-
cuss the relationship between the
two.  Burke and Tully (1977) refer
to role as the interactional setting
where the identity is enacted.  They
refer to role and identity as
role/identity because they propose
the relationship between the two
concepts renders them inseparable,
stating “We may think of role/identi-
ties as the meanings a person attrib-

utes to the self as an object in a so-
cial situation or social role” (Burke
& Tully, 1977, p. 883).  Thoits
(1995) proposes a definition for
identity that echoes the social aspect
proposed by Burke and Tully, stating
that identities are “positions occu-
pied in the social structure, which
are enacted in role relationships with
others and viewed as descriptive of
oneself ” (p. 72).  Role-identity is
part of the self-concept because it is
self-descriptive and internalized by
individuals, informing how they op-
erate in their everyday lives, espe-
cially in their social lives (Owens,
Robinson, & Smith-Lovin, 2010).
Identity also includes personal char-
acteristics that the individual dis-
plays, such as race, gender, and age
(Gecas, 1982). 

Professional Identity

Another concept that re-
quires elaboration is professional
identity.  “Professional identity
refers to one’s sense of his or her
professional role, and the message
he or she conveys about herself to
others” (Khapova, Arthur, Wilderom
& Svensson, 2006, p. 585).  Profes-
sional identity may be differentiated
from the emergency service
worker’s workplace identity where
they identify more with being a po-
lice officer, firefighter, emergency
medical technician or paramedic in-
stead of assuming their identity from
the agency they work for.  This dif-
ferentiation has been noted in other
careers (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1996;
Weick, 1996).  The differentiation
between professional identity and
work place identity may make it
even more difficult for the emer-
gency service worker to retire be-
cause they may leave the agency
through retirement but maintain
their professional identity as a police
officer, firefighter, or emergency
medical technician or paramedic.  

Khapova and colleagues

proposed a relationship between
professional identity and Ajzen’s
(1991) theory of planned behavior.
The theory of planned behavior
states that human behavior is guided
by considerations of 1) beliefs about
the likely consequences of a behav-
ior, 2) beliefs about the expectations
of other people, and 3) beliefs about
the presence of factors that may fur-
ther or hinder performance of the
behavior (Ajzen, 1991).  Profes-
sional identity was predicted to
moderate the strength of the rela-
tionship between the three factors of
Ajzen’ theory and the worker’s in-
tent toward career change (Khapova,
et al., 2006).  Khapova and col-
leagues found that professional iden-
tity and career self-efficacy were
significantly related to career change
intention.  They conducted addi-
tional analyses, using professional
identity as a predictor instead of as a
moderator, and found it to be the
only significant predictor of inten-
tion to change careers.  They pointed
to research that proposed self-effi-
cacy as a component of identity
(Svejenova, 2005) or suggested that
identity and self-efficacy were inter-
dependent concepts (Sargent, Allen,
& Bradley, 2005).  These findings
might explain the study participants’
responses regarding their thoughts
about retiring.  Participants spoke of
their loss of identity and also re-
ported varying degrees of career
self-efficacy.  The mandatory retire-
ment age in emergency service pro-
fessions has been contested with
varying degrees of success.  One
participant stated he did not want to
retire at 60 years of age but would
be required to due to mandatory re-
tirement at his agency.  Some indi-
cated that they felt they had
developed a skill set that allowed
them to continue to contribute at
work, while others lamented that
they did not feel that they were able
to do the same tasks they could
when joining the profession.  Still
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others felt their skill set restricted
their options to their current em-
ployment.  One officer talked about
feeling she did not have other career
options, stating

I don’t think that I’m that mar-
ketable.  It just looks crazy to
apply for jobs now, the kind of
information that you need and
what’s expected and the courses
and the competition and the in-
terviewing.  I think I’m a bit
scared to go out into the job
market and feel like I’m very ill
prepared.    

Identity Salience

Identity theories also seek to
explain how and when various iden-
tities are activated.  According to
Stryker’s Identity Theory, individu-
als organize their identities into a
salience structure.  Identity salience
is based on two elements: interac-
tional commitment and affective
commitment (1968, 1980).  Interac-
tional commitment involves the ex-
tent of interactions individuals have
with their social network in the par-
ticular identity category.  Emergency
service workers have constant inter-
action with members of their
crew/squad/shift, elevating the inter-
actional commitment to this identity.
The second element, affective com-
mitment, refers to individuals’ emo-
tional investments in relationships in
this identity.  The connectivity of re-
lationships in emergency services
can be quite intense due to the na-
ture of the work, oftentimes referred
to as the “trauma membrane”
(Lindy, Grace & Green, 1981).  Re-
lationships with others in this pro-
fession are built upon trust because
oftentimes their lives are literally in
the hands of those with whom they
work.  

Similar to Stryker’s theory,
McCall and Simmons’ Role-Identity
Theory proposes a hierarchy of roles

within individuals’ identities (1978).
Roles that are considered more valu-
able to individuals’ self-concepts,
that promote their self-esteem, are
more prominent in defining individ-
uals’ identities.  In addition to the
individuals’ valuation of their roles,
the valuation of others also con-
tributes to role-identity prominence.
Lastly, the rewards that accompany
a given role also promote its
salience.  The firefighter referred to
his professional identity as a “hero”
in the opening quote.  One para-
medic who participated in the study
relayed 

I often say to my fiancé, even if
we won $30 million dollars, I’d
still want to be something.  I
wouldn’t want to be that guy
that won the lottery or that re-
tired guy.  I’d still want to be a
paramedic.  

Emergency service work is
typically also publicly regarded as
an honorable profession.  The high
regard for these professions can be
deduced from the prevalence of toys
such as fire trucks, ambulances, and
police cars for children who dream
of being a hero when they grow up.
These professions also come with a
high degree of authority.  Few pro-
fessions grant people the right to
drive at high speed, run red lights,
carry a weapon, take away people’s
freedom, and make emergency deci-
sions about people’s medical care
without their consent.  The same
paramedic relayed his feelings about
his professional identity:

It’s quite gratifying.  I don’t have
to do anything and I’d stand out.
I wear my uniform or I drive in
my ambulance and I stand out, so
it’s a rather shallow ego thing
where itfeels good to be you.

As evidenced from these quotes, and
the literature demonstrating the in-

ternal and external valuation of and
authority that comes with these pro-
fessions, the emergency service
worker identity may appreciate a
high degree of salience.  

Assimilation of the Emergency
Service Role-Identity

Entrance to the policing pro-
fession has been referred to as a
“process of abrupt resocialization”
(Paton, Violanti, Burke & Gehrke,
2009).  A similar process occurs
with firefighters and emergency
medical workers (Kirschman, 2004.
Gilmartin (2002) suggests a physio-
logical and social dependency on the
police role, called the “brotherhood
of biochemistry.”  Van der Kolk
(1987) also suggested a physiologi-
cal dependence on the police role
due to the physiological “high” that
tends to accompany their exposure
to traumatic events.  Adherence to
the emergency services role is en-
couraged by emergency service
agencies to promote conformity in
the paramilitary structure (Paton, et
al., 2009).  Harris (1973) contended
that police officers’ identities are
constricted because they are forced
to behave in ways that may be con-
trary to their true feelings and identi-
ties, a concept referred to as false
personalization.  The organizational
culture is transmitted to the emer-
gency service worker throughout the
hiring, training, and daily work
processes and affects the worker’s
beliefs and behaviours, which are
key aspects of the worker’s identity
(Paton, et al., 2009).  

Fine (1996) noted a varia-
tion in how people construct a sense
of self in a role, referring to it as sit-
uated differentiation.  Variations in
role acquisition are due to historical,
organizational, and personal factors.
In emergency service work, situated
differentiation could be understood
as the varying influence on role ac-
quisition that would occur due to
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being assigned to various ranks
and/or assignments, department size,
and the impact of historical events.
For instance, newly-hired emer-
gency service workers in New York
City around the time of the attacks
on the World Trade Center in 2001
would likely have a different experi-
ence of assimilating into their emer-
gency services worker roles than
those who started working ten years
earlier.  This differentiation concept
may explain the difference noted by
some of the participants who related
that younger workers’ attitudes re-
garding their obligations to work are
different.  In regards to these differ-
ences in younger officers, one police
officer participant relayed that 

. . .the expectations and the
sense of entitlement in some of
the younger people.  (They) 
are going “Well, I’ve worked a
year and a half on shift work.  I
need a day shift job now” and
I’m going “You’ve got to be
kidding me!”   

Ibarra (1999) suggested that
the process of role assimilation is
experimenting with provisional
selves.  Provisional selves evolve
into a professional identity, which
she contends are more mutable early
in one’s career.  Ibarra states “These
‘provisional selves’ are temporary
solutions people use to bridge the
gap between their current capacities
and self-conceptions and the repre-
sentations they hold about what atti-
tudes and behaviors are expected in
the new role” (1999, p. 765).  The
evolution into the new role is not
fully understood but involves nego-
tiated adaptations of their existing
identity to accommodate the new
role demands and expectations.   

Constriction of Role-Identities 

Gilmartin (2002) proposes
that, over time, police officers fall

prey to what he refers to as the “I
Usta” Syndrome”, where they notice
that they used to participate in more
activities than they do now.
Gilmartin suggests

The nonpolice dimensions of of-
ficer’s lives, such as spirituality,
cultural and ethnic identification,
core values, family, friends, hob-
bies, and other perceptual sets or
ways of viewing the world, re-
duce if not disappear. . . Because
of the “I usta” syndrome, officers
can begin distancing themselves
from core aspects of their sense
of self.  The officer’s identity be-
comes tied only to the police role
(p. 73).  

This tendency to narrow one’s iden-
tity and reduce interaction with oth-
ers is problematic for emergency
service workers for two primary rea-
sons: 1) it narrows their social sup-
port network and 2) they do not
have autonomous control over their
work identity.  They may be forced
out of this role, and consequently
the source of their identity, through
injury or voluntary or involuntary
resignation.  Gilmartin (2002) warns
“As some force outside of their con-
trol affects the cop role, officers who
overidentify with the police role find
the impact on their personal lives
not far behind.  The sense of self
also takes a hit” (p. 83).  Gilmartin
(2002) suggests that the once-pow-
erful officer becomes more of a vic-
tim due to the loss of control.  One
police officer spoke about how his
social circle had narrowed, stating 

Well, a huge portion of my life
revolves around policing and my
associates and my friends and
everything else revolve around
policing.  A lot of people proba-
bly, once the door hits my ass,
won’t remember who I was.  The
contact sometimes after you leave
a job or not even a long-term job,

any job, the friendships and
things you’ve developed along…
are not always gonna’ stay intact
once you leave the job or retire.
Other people that I’ve worked
with have retired and our contact
is not as good as it could be.

The accumulation of multi-
ple identities is suggested to pro-
mote individual well-being
(Gilmartin, 2002; Thoits, 1983,
1986; Paton et al., 2009).  Thoits’
(1983, 1986) identity accumulation
hypothesis, a reformulation of
Faris’(1934) social isolation hypoth-
esis, proposes that psychological
well-being is related to multiple
identities through identity enact-
ment.  Identity enactment takes
place through the interplay of role
relationships.  According to Thoits
(1983), 

Role relationships are governed
by behavioural expectations; the
rights and duties of each inter-
actant are normatively pre-
scribed.  Thus, if one knows
who one is (in a social sense),
then one knows how to behave.
Role requirements give pur-
pose, meaning, direction and
guidance to one’s life.  The
greater the number of identities
held, the stronger one’s sense of
meaningful, guided existence.
The more identities, the more
“existential security”, so to
speak (p. 175).  

Accordingly, if one lacks an
identity or loses his or her identity,
the prescribed behaviours are also
lost.  The process has been likened
to Durkheim’s views on egoistic and
anomic suicide (Thoits, 1983).
Durkheim (1951) proposed that
members embedded in groups are
given a sense of purpose, norms, and
stability.  Therefore, members who
are accepted and enacting in their
roles are psychologically protected.
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Paton et al (2009) suggest that when
officers retire, the structure of work
is lost which may lead to more diffi-
culties.  Furthermore, they contend
that police officers who retire and
withdraw their emotional investment
in their work but do not reinvest it in
their retired lives may soon experi-
ence depression.  This is troubling as
Violanti et al (2008) found depres-
sion and suicidal ideation to be cor-
related in police officers.  For each
standard deviation increase in de-
pressive symptoms reported the
prevalence ratio of suicidal ideation
was increased 73% for female offi-
cers and 67% for male officers.        

Thoits (1983) contends that
the relationship between the accu-
mulation of identities and well-being
is not additive but may be curvilin-
ear.  Having too many identities may
result in role conflict or role strain
while having too few will not pro-
mote well-being through having an
integrated identity.  In addition to
the number of identities, several
other factors must be considered
when weighing the interplay be-
tween identities and well-being.
Identity salience is one factor that
must be considered.  Thoits (1983)
contended that roles are differen-
tially valued and those that are val-
ued more will have more impact if
they are lost or gained.  Thoits also
theorized that the more identities
one has the commitment levels to
any one identity will decrease.  Con-
versely, the fewer identities one has
the commitment levels to the re-
maining few identities will increase.
Thoits (1983) suggested the terms
“isolated” and “integrated” refer to
those with few identities and those
with many identities, respectively.
An isolated individual who loses an
identity is believed to suffer more,
as he or she has likely been very in-
vested in the lost role and does not
have another identity to turn to.  An
isolated person who acquires an
identity should also have a stronger

gain than an integrated person, since
the isolated person will perceive a
new sense of purpose.  To apply the
concepts of isolated and integrated
roles to emergency service workers
would be to say that an integrated
hero would still have value in retire-
ment because the individual would
turn to other roles.  On the other
hand, an isolated hero, upon retire-
ment, would lack value because
there were no or few other roles to
turn to, essentially becoming a
“zero.” 

Another argument for multi-
ple identity roles can be made in the
research regarding career transitions
and possible selves (Markus &
Nurius, 1986; Yost, Strube, & Bai-
ley, 1992).  Ibarra (1999) found in a
study of work role socialization that
the availability of diverse models for
observation resulted in workers gen-
erating a broader set of possible
selves and an increased chance of
gaining self and role knowledge.
These gains, in turn, resulted in
broader repertories and, conse-
quently, more opportunities for in-
novations.  These findings seem
quite consistent with Thoit’s con-
tention that maintaining a broad
identity allows for more resources
for coping with trauma.  

Sieber (1974) and Marks
(1977) also proposed that multiple
roles conferred more energy and re-
sources to individuals Marks’(1977)
energy-expansion theory suggests
that time and energy are resources
that can be shared, integrated, and
expanded using creative strategies
employed across multiple roles.
Sieber (1974) contended that having
multiple identity roles offered four
benefits: 1) role privileges, 2) over-
all status security, 3) resources for
status enhancement, and 4) enrich-
ment of the personality and ego grat-
ification.  These benefits, Sieber
suggested, might outweigh the stress
of managing multiple roles.  

Separating from Emergency 
Services (From Hero to Zero)

Ibarra (1999) contends that
career transitions provide opportuni-
ties for renegotiating one’s identity.
As individuals face a career transi-
tion, such as retirement, there is a
consideration of what one might be-
come, would like to become, or
would fear becoming.  This process
has been referred to as considering
possible selves (Markus & Nurius,
1986; Yost, Strube, & Bailey, 1992).
In approaching retirement emer-
gency service workers, like all
workers, consider who they will be
following separation from their
work.  It is clear from the study con-
ducted by the author that many of
the participants feared a possible
self without meaning.  Another par-
ticipant, a police officer, relayed
concern regarding identity upon sep-
arating from police work

You lose a little bit of your iden-
tity I suppose.  You’re just a reg-
ular person again, you’re not a
police officer, you’re not carry-
ing a badge.  People aren’t re-
ally interested in how many
times you had to cut your lawn
last month.  Everybody likes to
hear the stories of cops.

Assimilation into emergency serv-
ices work roles is facilitated by an
abundance of role models who pro-
vide opportunities for observational
learning and external evaluation
feedback.  Retirement, on the other
hand, typically does not offer role
models to assist emergency service
retirees in developing a guide for be-
haviours and making sense of their
retirement status.  They tend to be
“out of the loop” if they are not
working shift rotations with their
colleagues and tend to lose regular
contact.  Fear of this loss was com-
municated by several study partici-
pants.  Ordinarily, an individual
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entering retirement could use age
peers retiring from various profes-
sions as a reference for comparison.
Comparison with others of non-
emergency service professions
would prove rather difficult for the
emergency service worker based
upon a pervasive culture of “us and
them” that divides them from the
general public.  This dilemma is ex-
acerbated by the documented ten-
dency for emergency service
workers to exclude non-emergency
service workers from their social
group during their career (Gilmartin,
2002; Kirschman, 1997, 2004;
Paton, et al., 2009).       

Retiring emergency service
workers who have narrowed their
identity and, consequently, their so-
cial group, will lose their sources of
external evaluation, which is also
their support network.  Emergency
service workers who have main-
tained a broad identity and diverse
social group will be less likely to re-
turn to the workplace because they
will be engaged in various activities
related to their other roles.  As such
they will not be role models for
what a positive retirement experi-
ence looks like.  This would limit
the variety of models that workers
observe to those who are not doing
well with retirement.  One police of-
ficer participant relayed her senti-
ment regarding her exposure to a
retiree who was not doing well 

There’s one guy who worked in
traffic and he found it very diffi-
cult, because he so identified
with this job.  He’d been a po-
lice officer since he was like 19
and when he went to retire, he
was having a really hard time
with it, because he said “I don’t
know how to do anything else
and I don’t want to do anything
else” and I was like “That’s kind
of sad.”

Ibarra (1999) found that in-
dividuals rely on external and inter-
nal evaluations to determine which
possible selves to keep and which
ones to discard.   Internal evalua-
tions are the individuals’ determina-
tion of the match between their
self-concept and beliefs and how
they present themselves through
their actions.  Paton et al (2009) sug-
gest that officers may have difficulty
understanding their new role as a
civilian.  Rafaeli and Sutton (1989)
suggested that emotive dissonance
occurs when individuals experience
discrepancies between what they
feel and what they must display as
an occupant of their role.  The au-
thor noted emotive dissonance
throughout her research interviews
as participants expressed their dis-
comfort with the idea of becoming a
retiree.  Many of the participants re-
layed that they did not feel like they
were psychologically ready to ac-
cept the role of a retiree.  One police
officer in the study stated 

Retirement seems like an old per-
son thing.  I can’t believe how
time has flown and I’m at that
point where I have to think about
retiring.  I guess I thought when
you retired you would feel
old and tired.  I got to sip my cup
of tea in a rocking chair and I
certainly do not feel anything re-
motely like that.  I still feel like I
have a lot of energy and a lot to 
contribute.  

Emotive dissonance is well-
documented in the emergency serv-
ices field (Gilmartin, 2002;
Kirschman, 1997, 2004; Paton et al.,
2009) and may explain why so many
continue to work until they are
forced out of the profession due to
injury or mandatory retirement poli-
cies.  Mandatory retirement policies
are complex and relate to the con-
cept of bona fide occupational re-
quirements where the employer

must demonstrate 1) a rational con-
nection to the performance of the
job, 2) an honest and good faith be-
lief that the requirement or standard
is necessary and 3) the reasonable
necessity of the standard (Treasury
Board of Canada Secretariat, 2003).
Therefore, the option to remain
working is not always available, de-
pending on each agency’s ability to
demonstrate bona fide occupational
requirements for the job.    

External evaluation of the
retiree role also influences individu-
als’ negotiated possible selves.
Ibarra (1999) suggests that one’s
identity is shaped in interaction with
external evaluation sources in two
primary ways: by validation (or fail-
ure to endorse) new behaviours and
through feedback on how to im-
prove.  When individuals receive
positive feedback regarding their
new role behaviours they tend to re-
peat these behaviours.  The impact
of negative feedback is a more com-
plicated process.  Negative feedback
involves more identification
processes and depends on the affec-
tive bond between the person receiv-
ing the feedback and the person
giving the feedback (Foote, 1951;
Van Maanen & Schein, 1979).  For
instance, if the person receiving
feedback does not identify with or
respect the person giving feedback,
he or she will be less likely to accept
the feedback and make changes
based upon it.       

Two additional concepts that
may explain the difficulty of shed-
ding the emergency service worker
identity is the concept of self-verifi-
cation (Burke & Stets, 1999) and
self-categorization (Turner, Hogg,
Oakes, Reicher & Wethrell, 1987).
Self-verification appears to promote
self-esteem and self-efficacy (Burke
& Stets, 1999) and may be moti-
vated by the person’s desire for self-
consistency and self-regulation
(Burke, 1991; Burke & Stets, 1999;
Stets, 1997).  Transitioning to the

The Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de développement de carrière
Volume 14, Number 1, 2015

From Hero to Zero

53



new role of retiree may disrupt the
emergency service worker’s sense of
self-consistency, lowering his or her
self-esteem and self-efficacy as a re-
tiree.  According to social identity
theory, the process of seeing the self
reflexively whereby one categorizes,
classifies, and name itself is referred
to as self-categorization (Turner,
Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell,
1987).  There is an awareness that
one belongs to a social category or a
group.  An increase in self-worth
from receiving the group’s accept-
ance may be a motivating factor to
maintain the group-based identity
(Ellison, 1993).  Transitioning from
the group of “us” to the group of
“them” may threaten the emergency
service worker’s desire for group ac-
ceptance.      

Implications for Emergency 
Service Personnel 

Several implications can be
drawn from the application of our
knowledge on professional identity
to emergency service personnel.
These implication can be divided
into individual and organizational
changes.  

Individual changes. At the
individual level, emergency service
personnel could greatly benefit from
having positive role models for their
career life as well as their retirement
life.  Emergency service personnel
might find it helpful to have a senior
peer to observe as they are develop-
ing their professional identity
through consideration of their possi-
ble selves.  This might be accom-
plished by developing a
mentor-mentee program where new
employees can be paired with senior
employees who have demonstrated
successful work-life balance.   

Just as emergency services
workers need role models for assim-
ilating their role, meaning making,
and identifying appropriate behav-

iours, they also need role models
that portray what successful retire-
ment from emergency services looks
like.  One firefighter spoke of the
cultural shift in transitioning to the
retiree role, stating

It’s a cultural change.  You’re
looked at differently and you
can’t come back.  So, ba-
sically, are you ready for that
change?  There’s not enough in-
formation, so you’re just seeing
what you see at a retirement din-
ner.  The other retirees show up
and you’re thinking “Do I want
to do that?”

One possible option for pro-
viding positive role models in retire-
ment is a retiree peer support team.
Typically, peer support teams mem-
bers are active-duty police, fire, and
emergency medical workers that
offer support services to other ac-
tive-duty emergency service work-
ers.  These services tend to end
when the worker leaves the depart-
ment.  Some departments have
added a peer support team specifi-
cally for retirees comprised of and
for retired employees.  For instance,
the author participated in a peer sup-
port team for a police agency that
had three separate teams: one for po-
lice officers, one for police retirees,
and one for police family members.
All three teams work in concert to
support officers in their work and
thereafter.  This is a win-win situa-
tion because the retirees can serve as
positive role models for other work-
ers who are transitioning into retire-
ment.  The valuable career
experience of retired peer support
team members is not lost when they
retire, but is able to be shared with
those still working.  A retiree peer
support team also helps retired peer
members and retiring workers to
maintain their social network, and, if
desired, ease the transition of retir-
ing workers into full retirement.  

Having a peer support team
for family members also contributes
to the employees’ ability to maintain
multiple identity roles as it can re-
duce friction between work and
family roles by facilitating behav-
iours such as better communication
and understanding of worker and
non-worker roles.  Creating a family
peer support team can highlight the
importance of a life outside of the
job.  A team sanctioned by the or-
ganization signifies the importance
of employees’ roles as family mem-
bers, and contributes to their social
resources.  

Organizational changes.
Promoting the maintenance of a
multiple identity roles also calls for
a widespread cultural change in the
emergency service profession.  Cur-
rently, emergency service organiza-
tions promote unwavering
dedication to the job by rewarding
promotions and desirable assign-
ments to employees who do not use
their annual vacation leave or sick
time.  Making matters worse, over-
time is rarely restricted and is even
regarded as evidence of employees’
commitment to their work.  If, in-
stead, the organization made annual
vacation leave compulsory, and lim-
ited the amount of overtime allowed
per employee, hopefully this would
contribute to their employees’ abili-
ties to build and enjoy their personal
lives.

Shift work is an unavoidable
part of the emergency service pro-
fession.  However, there are ways
shift work can be coordinated to be
more accommodating to employees
and their families.  For instance,
several agencies rotate shifts
weekly.  The constant rotation of
shifts prevents employees from par-
ticipating in sporting teams, volun-
teer opportunities, and other
regularly-scheduled activities out-
side of work due to varying hours
and days off.  When employees can-
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not participate in these activities
outside of work, it serves to discon-
nect them from social networks out-
side of their profession.          

Organizations can also offer
education regarding the psychologi-
cal aspects of the work and how
maintaining multiple life roles can
benefit employees in mitigating the
negative psychological impact.  Be-
ginning in the academy, emergency
service personnel could learn about
the tendency to narrow their life
roles by excluding friends, interests,
and activities located outside of their
profession.  Employees could learn
to monitor for the signs of identity
constriction and take proactive
measures to counter this tendency as
it is occurring, instead of working to
reverse this trend after it has already
happened.  During a mandatory an-
nual health check-up employees
could be challenged to perform an
annual review of their lifestyle and
health.   

The study participants also
indicated that they wished that early
in their careers their agencies had
provided them with information re-
garding the psychological aspect of
retiring.  They reported receiving in-
formation regarding the financial as-
pect of retirement in the beginning
of their career and they neared their
retirement date.  They felt that it
would have been helpful if they had
been encouraged and supported in
maintaining interests and hobbies
outside of work.  Participants stated
that they felt this would have better
prepared them for the difficulties
they were facing as they prepared to
leave their professions.  

Future Directions

It is important to examine
the circumstances that lead some
emergency service workers to main-
tain multiple identities despite the
documented tendency to narrow
identities.  Studying those who have

maintained multiple identity roles
may aid in generating strategies to
promote identity maintenance in all
emergency service workers.  It
might also reveal personality charac-
teristics that could be used in the hir-
ing process for emergency service
workers.  The influence of culture
on the maintenance of multiple iden-
tity roles should also be explored.
For instance, do those from a collec-
tivist culture maintain identity roles
differently than persons from an in-
dividualistic culture?  How do gen-
der roles affect identity role
maintenance?  These are important
questions that may generate expla-
nations for variations in role mainte-
nance observed in emergency
service workers.      

Emergency service workers
give so much throughout their ca-
reers, putting their lives on the line
in the service of their communities.
They deserve to retire as heroes, not
zeroes.    
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