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Today, young adults are expected to decide between educational, vocational, and
job options and to make the best choice possible. Career literatures emphasize
the importance of young adults' career decision making but also acknowledge the
problems related to making these decisions. The authors argue that career coun-
selors could support clients' intuitive processing of career information and help
their clients to develop a positive and flexible view of the self and the environment
while diminishing concerns about accountability for and irreversibility of career
decisions. The authors argue that career adaptability rather than decision making
should become the focal concept of career theory and practice.

Most people struggle with making career decisions, for example, when
they have to choose between available educational, vocational, and job
options. Especially young people who face the transition from school
to work may experience indecision, often feeling unable to decide what
career they wish to pursue. Career indecision is prevalent among college
students and is frequently experienced as a burden and associated with
feelings of anxiety and lowered self-esteem (Betz & Serhng, 1993).
Generally, humans find it difficult to use rational strategies when mak-
ing decisions (e.g., Anderson, 2003). Moreover, they are sometimes
unhappy with their decisions once they are finally made. Yet, many
career theories emphasize conscious decision making as a necessity for
healthy career development. This pressure on career decision making
as reflected in daily practices together with the difficulties that young
people experience with making career decisions may cause them to feel
insecure and unhappy.

In this article, we question the need for younger people to in fact decide
about their careers, given the traditional definition of the career concept.
Using the literature on decision making and cognitive processing as a
basis, we argue that conscious decision making is a less optimal strategy
for making career decisions than is often thought. In addition, taking
a perspective on the concept of careers that is focused on the fiiture.
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we argue that traditional career theories are no longer adequate and
should be replaced by new concepts that emphasize career adaptability,
such as malleable selves, mastery of different roles, and short-term
decision making.

Derision Making: Rationality and Tntnition
Each day, people have to make many choices and decisions. The moment
they enter a shop, they start the process of choosing and deciding: What
do I eat today, what brand of a product should I buy,' Today, people live
in a world with numerous choices. The economic prosperity of Western
society has provided them with this choice luxury. Moreover, modern
societies emphasize people's self-determination and freedom of choice
(Schwartz, 2000). Many aspects of human lif e have become self-
determined: People can choose whether they will marry or whether they
wil l have children, and they have the freedom to choose their career.
Young adults have more freedom in fashioning their career than their
parents did at the time they were young. Although social mobility is
often difficult (e,g,, Leong, 1995), children are not necessarily bound
to the economic class of their parents that dictated the educational level
they could reach. Young adults are often not constrained to do the type
of work their parents did. Instead, they have the opportunity to choose
from a long list of vocational and career options. This seems like a luxury
but may not be experienced as such.

Decision making is difficult. It involves a complex process of cognitive
reasoning and, therefore, it costs time and effort. Moreover, decisions
regarding one's vocation and career usually have to be made under con-
ditions of great uncertainty. Decision making generally encompasses five
stages: defining the problem, understanding the underlying mechanisms,
formulating plausible alternatives, prioritizing alternatives, and evaluating
the outcomes (Peterson, Sampson, Lenz, & Reardon, 2002).

Defining the decision problem is the very first obstacle with which
young people are confronted. They struggle with questions such as
What are the specific ¿oals I strive for in my future career.' Should I
focus on a short-term or a long-term perspective? Should I go for what
I prefer right now or for more realistic opportunities, eventually at the
expense of my actual preferences? In addition, the overall picture of
the decision-making task is often unclear. A good overview of plausible
alternatives is usually missing (i.e., the options in the labor market and
exactly what these options include), as is a clear idea of one's self-concept
(i,e,, knowledge regarding who one is and of one's capacities and
interests). It seems almost impossible to make a conscientious choice
when the two components ofthat choice, the self and the environment,
are highly ambiguous. Moreover, if all choice options are listed, it yet
remains difficult to rank-order them because it is uncertain which deci-
sion strategy may lead to a good decision. Also, there may be no single
correct or best option, so there is no guarantee that the decision will
ensure success (Germeijs & De Boeck, 2002).

Although young adults face these uncertainties, they nevertheless
should come to a decision. How do they do that? Researchers (Singh
& Greenhaus, 2004; Spicer & Sadler-Smith, 2005) have recognized
individual differences in decision-making behavior and have identified
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five decision-making styles: (a) a logical and structured approach to
decision making {rationalstyle), (b) reliance on feelings and impressions
{intuitive style), (c) reliance on the support of others {dependent style),
(d) postponing or avoiding making decisions {avoidant style), and (e)
impulsive decision making {spontaneous style).
Which style people use may depend on their unique cognitive style,

but it also depends on the circumstances in which decisions have to
be made. A rational strategy, for example, cannot be used if a person
is under time pressure and if the decision problem is highly complex.
Thus, although a rational style has been conceived of as being beneficial
for good decision making (Singh & Greenhaus, 2004), this decision
strategy is not always an option. In fact, most studies that examined
decision making have shown that decisions are seldom made in a rational
way (e.g., Payne, Bettman, & Johnson, 1993). This is not surprising
because people seldom have complete information about all possible
choice alternatives. But what is more important is that if they did have
this information they would not be capable of adequately dealing with
it. Nevertheless, individuals often do their best to approach decision
making in a rational way, for example, by thorough thinking, simplifying
the decision task, or developing straightforward decision-making rules
(e.g., Tindale, 1993).
Career researchers have studied people's job decision-making strategies

and which of these strategies result in a suitable job. Singh and Green-
haus (2004) found that a rational strategy was valuable for finding a
good job fit, but mostly this occurred when this strategy was combined
with intuitive decision making. People who relied on both rational and
intuitive thinking reported having a higher awareness of the self and
the environment, which helped them to make a better choice. Hence,
rationality requires intuition to gain awareness of possible options.

Recently, cognitive social psychologists (e.g., Dijksterhuis, 2004) have
studied the role of unconscious thought in decision making. They exam-
ined whether cognitive and affective decision-making processes also take
place outside conscious awareness and found that unconscious processes
occur and influence individuals' decisions. For instance, individuals often
decide to postpone a difficult decision for a while. Then, after a period
of what seems to be cognitive inactivity regarding the decision problem,
an individual may suddenly have a feeling about what to decide. This
transition from indecision to zfeltpreferenee is the result of unconscious
thought. What is most interesting is that research (e.g., Dijksterhuis,
2004) has shown that this unconscious processing led to better and
more coherent decisions than did rational thinking alone. Unconscious
thought seems to be a rather intelligent way of decision making. This
notion is not new, because Gelatt (1989) had already advocated using
the nonrational and intuitive side of thinking and choosing. Yet, current
scientific knowledge about human decision making has confirmed that
Gelatt was right with his early view.
This ñindamental research on unconscious processes has some implica-

tions for young adults' career decision making. First, rational thinking is
usefial if individuals have information that enhances their awareness of self
and environment. Second, too much emphasis on rational thinking may
block rather than encourage decision making. Instead, after acquiring the
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necessary informational input, unconscious processes may do their job,
which will result in vague feelings rather than explicit thoughts about
the direction the decision will take. This suggests that the combination
of rational thinking and "gut feeling" may ultimately lead to making
optimal decisions. Thus, self-efficacy in career decision making may take
the form of having confidence in one's gut feelings.

Tnderi.sion

The dependent, avoidant, and spontaneous styles of decision making
are all expressions of indecision. Extant research on career indecision
has mostly addressed individual determinants of career indecision, such
as people's career maturity (attitudes regarding planning and explora-
tion), career competencies (knowledge of careers and decision-making
strategies), and decision-making self-efficacy (e.g.. Creed, Prideaux, &
Patton, 2005; Gordon, 1998). Yet, there are other important mecha-
nisms that cause indecision. In general, people make a decision when
two conditions are fulfilled. First, a chosen option must be at least
minimally attractive. Second, the chosen option must be relatively bet-
ter than other options. Indecision is more likely to occur when these
conditions are not fulfilled (Anderson, 2003; Nijstad, 2004). People
themselves set the norm for what is minimally attractive to them, and
this norm depends on the type of aspects to which individuals attend.
Individuals tend to set higher norms if they focus on the negative rather
than on the positive aspects of alternatives. Consequently, individuals
who focus on the negative aspects of possible job options will have
more difficulty making a job choice than will individuals who focus
on the positive aspects of job options.
People differ in their regulatory focus., that is, their tendency to focus on

either positive or negative aspects. These differences have been referred
to as having either a promotion focus or a prevention focus. A promotion
focus involves sensitivity to positive outcomes, whereas a prevention
focus involves sensitivity to negative outcomes (Higgins, Roney, Crowe,
& Hymes, 1994). Individuals' regulatory focus is not completely fixed
and can be influenced, as many experimental studies have shown (e.g.,
Friedman & Forster, 2001). This implies that career counselors can help
their clients to overcome their indecisiveness by assisting them to focus
on positive outcomes.
In addition to regulatory focus, several situational factors may induce

people to set higher standards and thus delay their decisions: (a) having
to choose from among a large number of available alternatives, (b) being
held accountable for the decision, and (c) having the perception that the
decision is irreversible (Nijstad, 2004). The question now is Do young
adults live in a context that creates indecision? Yes, they do.

Many Choice Options
These days, socioeconomic status continues to have a significant and
pervasive influence on many people's lives in that it limits their opportu-
nities and choice options (e.g., Arbona, 1995; Trusty, Robinson, Plata,
& Ng, 2000). However, young people generally have more freedom in
choosing their career than ever before, and they have a better chance to
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truly design their career. At first glance, these opportunities may seem
beneficial. Indeed, it is often argued in the career literature (e.g.. Brown
& Associates, 2002) that when people have chosen their own career,
they will be more satisfied with their work. However, research on deci-
sion making shows a somewhat different picture; that is, when people
are faced with more choices, they are less happy. The social psychologist
Barry Schwartz (2000) even claimed that people's increased possibilities
of self-determination have led to a "tyranny of freedom" (p. 80).
Several experimental studies (e.g., Iyengar, Wells, & Schwartz, 2006)

have examined how people react to having many choice options. In
one of these studies (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000), participants were as-
signed to one of three experimental conditions. In the first condition,
the no-choice condition, participants were offered one chocolate. In
the second condition, a limited-choice condition, participants could
choose a chocolate from six flavors. In the extensive-choice condition,
participants had to choose from 30 types of chocolate. After having
tasted the chosen chocolate, participants reported their satisfaction with
the chocolate. The participants in the no-choice and extensive-choice
conditions were least satisfied, whereas participants in the limited-choice
condition were most satisfied. Hence, having no choice at all or too
many choice options both resulted in less satisfaction.

Iyengar and Lepper (2000) provided several explanations for this
outcome. First, the more choice options people have, the more they
tend to strive to choose the best one. This implies that they set higher
norms for their choice; they aim for the maximum. When thinking about
a future job, for example, a person could opt for a job that is exciting,
pays well, and offers optimal career opportunities. Unfortunately, very
few such jobs actually exist. Second, if people have many choice op-
tions, they develop the illusion of having control over the final result of
their choice. Hence, if the final choice turns out to be disappointing,
people may infer that they apparently did not take enough control of
the decision-making process. Indeed, if there are many choice options,
there is also a higher risk of making the wrong decision. Because people
are very much aware of their inadequacy to make complex choices, the
more choice options they have, the more worries they will have about
possible future regret.
These maximizing tendencies just described seem to be negatively

related to age; thus, younger persons tend to maximize more than do
older ones (Iyengar et al., 2006). Young adults set high standards for
good decisions, and they engender unrealistically high expectations
about ftiture outcomes. In fact, career counselors in the Netherlands
have reported an increase in decision-making stress among young adults
because of the high norms they set for reaching a decision, the illusion
of control over the decision-making process, and worries about pos-
sible regret regarding their final decision (van Vianen, 2006). Having
to decide on a job or career from among a multitude of options could
lead to less favorable outcomes for young adults.

Accountability and Irreversibiiity
Our modern society encourages young people to aspire to the best
possible job and the best possible career. Yet, the consequence of this
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is that if they are not able to achieve the perfect career, they have only
themselves to blame. They are held accountable for their success and
failures. Young people who aim for the optimal career choice invest effort
in an exhaustive search of all career possibilities. This type of decision
making is applauded in the career literature that neglects the negative
effects of such maximizing behaviors. Moreover, the literature neglects
the positive role that unconscious cognitive processes and intuition may
play in decision making, as we previously argued. Young adults might
be more likely to rely on intuition if they were not encouraged to aim
for the burdensome goal of considering maximum choices.
Young people may develop specific beliefs about how they should make

career choices. A popular conception among university graduates is that
one should choose the right job, that is, the job that offers the best
opportunities for a successful career. If the first job they choose is not
the right one, their career seems to be ruined forever. That is, young
adults are likely to view their early career choices as being irreversible,
which in turn enhances career indecisiveness and increases worries about
possible loss of control of their career choice.
The connotation of irreversibility fits the concept of traditional linear

careers but not that of future nonlinear careers (DeFillippi & Arthur,
1994). Actually, there seems to be a conflict between this new reality
and the pressures that society and parents place on their children. Young
adults are still urged to choose the right job after graduation because
their parents have experienced themselves how their early choices indeed
determined their career. This is unfortunate, because the current real-
ity is that the first optimal job for the optimal future career will almost
certainly not exist. Yet, many individuals tend to have a traditional view
of the concept of a career, which seems to be supported by the conven-
tional career literature.

Traditional Career Theory
Extant career literature seems to promote the maximizing behaviors of
young adults, meanwhile discussing the problematic delay in decision
making. However, delay behaviors may actually be the result of a maxi-
mizing approach toward vocational and career choices. Traditionally, a
career has been described as the process by which people narrow their
lif e choices as a way to create and find the self (Gottfredson, 2002). The
mainstream career theories portray the principles that guide this process.
First, several career theories emphasize that people search for environ-
ments that match their abilities, attitudes, and values. Two well-known
career theories that represent such a person-environment fit  approach
are Holland's (1985) theory of vocational personalities and Schein's
(1996) theory of career anchors. Holland distinguished six personality
profiles of individuals and jobs (realistic, investigative, artistic, social,
enterprising, and conventional), arguing that individuals' personality
should be congruent with the psychological features of jobs. In a similar
vein, Schein organized people's motives and personality into a higher
order pattern of eight career anchors (autonomy and independence,
security and stability, technical-functional, managerial, entrepreneurial
creativity, service or dedication to a cause, lifestyle, and challenge) that
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guide career directions and decisions. Both of these theories assume
that, during their career, people will finally find and fulfil l the job that
fits their personality profile best.

Other theories, such as the social cognitive career theory (Lent, Brown,
& Hackett, 1994, 2000), argue that people's environment and experi-
ences shape their occupational interests and choices. Through learning
experiences, people come to know both the outcomes of their choices
and what their competencies are. These outcome and self-efficacy expec-
tations affect the goals that people select in their career. Individuals will
not pursue an activity in which their self-efficacy is weak or when they
anticipate arriving at negative outcomes. Social cognitive career theory
delineates how people's self-concept develops over time as a result of
these expectancy-driven choices.
Super's (1990) approach to career choice and development was (and

still is) highly influential in the career literature and in organizational
practices. In particular, his description of the different stages through
which career paths develop has received much attention. Each career
stage represents a major goal (growth, exploration, establishment,
maintenance, and disengagement) and is, for the most part, bound to
a person's age. For example, the exploration stage is expected between
the ages of 14 and 24 years, and the establishment stage concerns the
period between the ages of 25 and 44 years. The latter stage involves
the implementation of the self-concept in an occupational role that is
preserved in the maintenance stage (the typical midlife stage). Hence,
sometime around the age of 35 years, people are thought to arrive at
the goal of career consolidation. This linear and fixed element of Super's
career approach, referred to as the maxicycle, is still highly prevalent in
modern work organizations. In the first 10 to 15 years of a work career,
employees are offered all sorts of opportunities for training and learning.
After this critical period, employers tend to provide fewer development
and learning resources on the assumption that their older employees
are no longer interested in learning (Maurer, 2001).
These well-known theories and aspects of career approaches have some

central thoughts in common: People themselves are active shapers of
their career development (whether this is through their personality or
learning experiences), and the maxicycle of careers evolves along a fixed
line. It seems as if it is a given rule of life that people should arrive at
a stage of stabilization, preferably sometime at the midpoint of their
career. In light of these premises, the career literature tends to empha-
size that the choices that individuals make regarding their career "wil l
close doors on other opportunities or make other career possibilities
more difficult to pursue later" (Johnson & Mortimer, 2002, p, 67),
The idea that individuals will reach a point of stability in their career is
still widely held. The question is whether this idea that is now taken for
granted will remain viable in fiiture theories of career and will remain
worthwhile for both clients and theorists to pursue,

Fntnre Career Theory

It has been argued that because of changing job markets that require
rapid adaptation of knowledge and skills, traditional linear careers will
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become less common (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994). Future careers will
include periodic shifts between work activities, jobs, and occupational
areas. Hence, the conventional path of career development, which
leads to stability, will be replaced by a concept of careers characterized
by lifelong learning and change. The consequence of all this is that a
career path will not be predictable far into the future. This also implies
that current career theories will no longer be adequate to predict career
processes and outcomes. Social cognitive theories, for example, have
stressed the role of task-specific self-efficacy for career development.
That is, individuals may want to pursue specific tasks only if they feel
confident in performing those tasks. Obviously, this task-specific self-
efficacy will easily lead to a fixed path of task choices and, thus, to fixed
rather than nonlinear careers.

Continuous Experimenting and Learning
Future job markets need employees who feel confident about carrying
out tasks that expand on their earlier experiences. If people rely on their
task-specific self-efficacies alone, these self-efficacies may become a con-
Straining factor for their development and career opportunities. Future
job markets need employees who have worked on developing their role
breadth self-efficacy (Parker, 1998) rather than task-specific self-efficacy.
Moreover, seeking career stability that entails the conscious planning of
predestined career paths may also be less beneficial for individuals.

Career professionals and tutors should encourage young adults to seek
opportunities that allow them to experience a broad array of activities.
These broader formative experiences are crucial for ftiture careers. The
early career stages of growth and exploration should be extended with
the idea that complete establishment and management of careers may
never be attained. Therefore, early career choice should not be associated
with planning a distant ftiture. The future is unpredictable, and people
themselves are not completely fixed regarding their personality, interests,
preferences, and competencies. Alternatively, early career choices should
be associated with making a first step on a career path that will involve
continuous experimenting and learning. Super's (1990) career approach
also included nonlinear and unfixed career lines or minicycles through
which people move (see also Savickas, 2002). Minicycles are successive,
short career periods of growth, exploration, and establishment. A career
choice can be conceived of as the start of a minicycle, with many more
such cycles to follow.

Career Adaptability
Career adaptability should become the focal concept in career theory. In
the past 30 years, adaptability has often been mentioned in the career lit-
erature, thus this concept is not new. Yet, the definition of adaptability has
varied. Originally, the term adaptability mostly referred to the transitions
that people have to make between different career stages or the balance
that individuals seek between their work and their personal environment
(Goodman, 1994). More recently, career adaptability has been defined
as "the readiness to cope with the predictable tasks of preparing for and
participating in the work role and with the unpredictable adjustments
prompted by changes in work and work conditions" (Savickas, 1997, p.
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254). The second part of this definition reflects, in particular, the continual
need to respond to novel situations, whereas the first part refers to the
traditional concept of career maturity. In addition, it has been argued that
adaptability involves planful attitudes, exploration of self and environment,
and informed decision making. This further operationalization of adapt-
ability also seems to mirror the traditional focus on conscious planning
and decision making. Planning, in particular, is seen as a core dimension
of adaptability, because planflilness is thought to facilitate exploration and
decision making. This indeed might be the case. However, if planflilness
is the core element of adaptability, it should be conceptualized in a very
different way from how it has been up to now. Planfulness in the tradi-
tional sense seems to inhibit rather than support adaptability because it is
primarily associated with life planning and "plotting the future" (Savickas,
1997, p. 256). In contrast, planfiilness and adaptability in new career
theory should refer to short-term foci, "good enough" decision making
with a focus on the possible positive rather than negative outcomes; role
breadth self-efficacy; and an orientation toward experimenting, learning,
and possible selves.

Adaptability is generally defined as "capable of being or becoming adapted"
("Adaptability," n.d.) and refers to the ability to modify one's behavior accord-
ing to changing circumstances. The ability to modify one's behavior may partly
depend on individual characteristics, but it can be influenced as well. In the case
of careers, people may become more adaptable if they focus on their short-term
rather than long-term decisions, if they aim for the good options rather than the
maximum ones, if they focus on the idea of a career that includes the mastery of
different roles rather than fixed roles that lead to a final destination, and most
important if they apply a self-theory of malleability (my personal qualities can
be changed) rather than fixedness (Dweck & Molden, 2005).
The right time to nurture adaptability is when individuals are just

starting their career. In this period, it is particularly important to opt for
the good quality of work experiences. The quality of work experiences
refers to the richness, variety, and breadth of tasks and responsibilities
that people encounter in their work. The core element of these work
experiences is that they challenge people to explore their capacities and
to acquire new skills. Recent research has shown that young adults
are not always willing to engage in challenging experiences (De Pater,
2005). In De Pater's study, college students chose from among a set
of tasks, some of which were more challenging than others. They were
told that after their task performance, they would be given extensive
feedback. About 40% of the students mainly chose to perform nonchal-
lenging tasks. This result denotes that young people might be less willing
to engage in experimenting than is usually assumed. This particularly
pertains to young individuals who are focused on demonstrating and
validating their current competencies and, therefore, avoid any risks
of failure. They prefer to work on nonchallenging tasks that they can
perform well instead of on challenging tasks from which they can learn.
Mastery-oriented individuals, on the other hand, focus on the develop-
ment of competence, which can be accomplished by performing tasks
that are new and challenge their abilities. Individuals are adaptable to
the extent that they have learned to use a mastery orientation toward
their career. Career counselors could support young adults by focusing
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on the quality of their learning experiences and offering them help in
structuring these experiences (see Krumboltz, 1996).

Summary
Research on the fiandamental principles of decision making has provided
new insights for career theory, research, and counseling, some of which we
have addressed in this article. First, research on unconscious thought has
shown that methods could be developed to support the intuitive processing
of career information and decision making. Second, research pertaining to
causes of indecisiveness has indicated that career counselors could help their
clients to focus on the possible positive rather than negative outcomes of
career decision making. Furthermore, the idea of people's accountability
for early career decisions could be emphasized less and career decisions
could be considered reversible rather than permanent.

Up to now, counseling and research have mainly stressed the development
of task-specific self-efficacy and a person-environment fit  approach toward
careers. The underlying assumption of these approaches is that people's
capacities and interests are restricted. This assumption is rooted in the tradi-
tion of psychological sciences that sought to assess stable human traits and
abilities. As a consequence, people may have the idea that their characteristics
are fixed. If counselors strongly focus on supporting their clients in finding
jobs that are a good fit, they actually assert that their clients' characteristics
are indeed stable. This perception of the self is not accurate and, more im-
portant, no longer fits the reality of the modern world. People's adaptive
characteristics, including malleable (possible) selves, should be emphasized
in career counseling practices, rather than their nonadaptive characteristics.
With Krumboltz (1996), we argue that current and fiiture states, rather
than past traits, should be the focal ingredients of career counseling. This
is particularly important for marginalized groups in society who have had
limited access to learning experiences. Their past traits grounded in these
limited resources are an obvious basis for maintaining the status quo, but
they are useless for designing a better ftiture.

About 20 years ago, Gelatt (1989) proposed a decision-making and
counseling framework that he called "positive uncertainty" (p. 252). The
main purpose of such a counseling approach was to help clients to be
positive, comfortable, and confident in the face of uncertainty. Counselors
should help clients to develop a flexible attitude toward their career, which
wil l ease people's responses to change and may open options to create
change. Gelatt's counseling framework of positive uncertainty must be
brought to life again: Career adaptability rather than decision making
should become the focal concept of career theory and practice.
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