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You may find yourself at a choice point with an opportunity to 
make a career decision. It may be a long-anticipated decision as 
you near completion of a doctoral degree in psychology, a decision 
that arose unexpectedly, or one that has been a long time in com-
ing as you approach retirement. Choosing a career for satisfaction 
and success can lead you down a path to more meaningful work 
that matches your interests and meets your needs, values, desired 
lifestyle, and goals.

The science of vocational psychology informs this concise 
guide designed to provide an overview of theory, research, and 
practical applications to assist in the career decision-making pro-
cess. Vocational psychology is founded on traditional and evolving 
theories of work and career, and informs interventions to promote 
satisfying and successful work lives (Lent & Brown, 2020a). Vo-
cational psychologists help people find supportive occupational 
environments in which they can experience meaning and purpose 
in their work (Blustein & Flores, 2023). Brief descriptions of major 
theoretical advances and practical applications related to career 
decision making and choosing a satisfying career are offered. Re-
sources are provided to further your research.

Most people enter graduate psychology programs with profes-
sional goals and images of a future career. However, education, 
training, professional growth and development, institutional and 
societal contexts, and life experiences can awaken interests in a 
variety of fields and occupational contexts both inside and out-
side of psychology. Similarly, the desire to find a meaningful and 
fulfilling career, can provoke a heightened awareness of the im-
portance of occupational and institutional climates, and diverse, 
supportive, and equitable environments that can cultivate a wel-
coming workplace. Indeed, doctoral education itself continues to 
face fundamental questions of purpose, vision, and quality (Walk-
er et al., 2008). It also continues to be affected by structural and 
institutional transformations resulting from new demands and ex-
pectations related to the role of higher education in the knowledge 
society and economy (Cardoso, Tavares, Sin, & Carvalho, 2020).

Historically, the doctorate was the gateway to an academic 
position, yet more recently well under half (34.3%) of U.S. psy-
chology doctoral graduates in 2022 accepted non-postdoc em-
ployment in academia, as compared to 49.3% in 2009. Over 
that same time-period, non-postdoc employment in industry and 
business increased from 19.7% to 37.9% (NSF, 2023). There are a 
number of unique considerations when deciding between an aca-
demic and non-academic career (Seo et al., 2021). On average, ac-
ademic positions offer lower salaries and opportunities are more 
geographically limited. On the other hand, academia may provide 

job security once tenured, intellectual freedom to develop your re-
search agenda and pursue your interests, and offers more time for 
contemplation and reflection (Urban & Linver, 2019a). Although a 
decision facing many doctoral psychology graduates is the choice 
between academia and clinical practice, the possibilities extend 
well-beyond these options (Urban & Linver, 2019b). Vocational 
psychology theory, research and practice can shed light on how to 
use the plethora of information on careers in psychology to make 
a career choice (e.g., Davis, Giordano, & Licht, 2009; Morgan, 
Kuther, & Habben, 2005; Sternberg, 2016).

What kinds of issues might one face at this career decision 
crossroad? Some people need assistance identifying or choosing 
between viable opportunities, while others may have prematurely 
eliminated promising options. Often people need support commit-
ting to or acting on a career choice (Lent & Brown, 2020b). What 
factors contribute to a good decision and career satisfaction? The 
science of vocational psychology can provide insight into answer-
ing these questions.

Historical roots of vocational psychology trace back to trait and 
factor theories originally promulgated by Frank Parsons in 1909. 
Parson’s theory (1909), based on the matching of a person to the 
environment, proposed that a good fit between an individual’s apti-
tudes and abilities—and the requirements of a job—would lead an 
individual to be more successful and satisfied in their work. Hence, 
the essence of the theory purported that a clear understanding 
of yourself, knowledge of work requirements, and a true reasoned 
match between the two would result in a good choice (Parsons, 
1909). This led to one of the most widely relied upon trait and 
factor models that utilizes a six-factor hexagonal structure of in-
terests and environments: Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, 
Enterprising and Conventional (RIASEC; Holland, 1997). Holland 
(1997) theorized that career choice was an expression of one’s 
personality and that environments are determined by the type of 
people in them, noting that people tend to gravitate toward people 
who are like them. A good fit between the person and environ-
ment is thought to lead to positive outcomes. More specifically, 
theory suggests that work that is compatible with one’s interests, 
abilities, personality, and values will likely lead to satisfaction and 
success. The tenets of Holland’s theory are largely supported by 
existing research (e.g., Nauta, 2020; Nye et al., 2017). This parsi-
monious theory is easy to communicate and understand, hence it 
has provided the foundation for a number of interest inventories 
(e.g., Self-Directed Search, Strong Interest and Competencies In-
ventory)  and a framework for interpreting others (e.g., U.S. De-
partment of Labor’s O*Net).
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Self-knowledge includes more than interests, including person-
al aspects such as values, self-efficacy, and skills. Considerations 
of skill include expertise, experiences, and abilities (Gallagher & 
Gallagher, 2020). It is important to identify and clarify your trans-
ferable skills, particularly when considering a career outside of 
psychology. Gallagher and Gallagher (2020) have identified five 
major groups of transferable skills of doctoral psychology gradu-
ates: research, statistics and data analysis, literature search and 
generating recommendations, writing, and insight into people. 
Other transferable skills may include: innovation, project man-
agement, team building, and strategic planning. Consult Gallagher 
and Gallagher for more information and strategies for communi-
cating how your skills offer value-added aspects to your profes-
sional portfolio and how these skills effectively transfer to many 
roles and organizations.

The prescreening, in-depth exploration, and choice (PIC) mod-
el of career decision-making (Gati & Asher, 2001) includes three 
stages that aim to enhance the career decision-making process 
and improve career outcomes. Prescreening involves identifying 
a set of career options based on aspects acknowledged during 
self and environmental exploration, and identifying those aspects 
deemed to be most important (e.g., pay, work environment). Begin 
by screening options by eliminating those that are incompatible 
with the aspect you deemed to be the most important and con-
tinuing with the aspect second in importance. The aim is to reduce 
the promising list to fewer than seven (plus or minus two) career 
options. In-depth exploration entails seeking additional informa-
tion through informational interviews, online research, and other 
methods to create a short list that identifies the most viable op-
tions. The choice stage involves a systematic comparison of the al-
ternatives on the final shortlist, based on the assessment between 
the information about the self and the information about each of 
the career alternatives, with the aim of identifying the one with the 
highest compatibility. The alternative that emerged as best in the 
systematic comparison may then be compared with the intuitive 
choice. When these choices differ, the source of the discrepancy 
should be identified and resolved.

When difficulties with career decisions arise, the cause should 
be determined (Gati et al., 1996), and then consideration should 
be given to how to cope with them (Lipshits-Braziler, 2018).  De-
cision-making difficulties can keep individuals from initiating the 
decision-making process or lead them to prematurely discontinue 
the process. Both can potentially lead to decisions that are less 
than optimal (Gati et al., 1996; Gati & Kulcsar, 2021). Gati and 
his colleagues proposed a number of factors related to the career 
decision-making process, including career decision-making style 
(Harren, 1979) or profile (Gati et al., 2010), emotional and per-
sonality-related difficulties (Saka et al., 2008), and dysfunctional 
beliefs about career decision making (Hechtlinger et al., 2019). 
Additional aspects related to the career decisions making process 
include career decision-making strategy (Voss et al., 2019), toler-
ance of ambiguity in career decisions (Xu & Tracey, 2014), career 
decision making self-efficacy (Betz & Luzzo, 1996), and perceived 
or actual barriers (Levin & Gati, 2015).

Cognitive information processing (CIP) theory (Sampson et 
al., 2020) applies general information processing theory to ca-
reer choice (Peterson et al., 1991; Sampson, 2008; Sampson et al., 
2004). According to CIP, information processing plays a key role 
in learning, which in turn is essential to understanding oneself and 
the available options, and ultimately to making an informed career 

choice. A key element of the theory includes a pyramid of informa-
tion processing domains: a knowledge domain, decision-making 
skills domain, and executive processing domain. The knowledge 
domain consists of self-knowledge related to values, interests, and 
skills, as well as employment preferences and occupational infor-
mation. The decision-making skills domain includes information 
processing skills applied in a Communication, Analysis, Synthe-
sis, Valuing and Execution (CASVE) cycle, and the executive pro-
cessing domain represents metacognitions. Other key elements of 
the theory include readiness for career decision making and in-
tervention, and a differentiated service delivery model. CIP theory 
is aligned with Holland’s (1997) RIASEC theory as a schema for 
organizing self and occupational information.  For further informa-
tion on promoting career choices consult Sampson, Osborn and 
Bullock-Yowell (2020).

The Theory of Work Adjustment (Dawis, 2005), another per-
son-environment fit theory, describes personal characteristics 
that predict satisfaction with work, as well as satisfactoriness in 
the work environment (i.e., the demands of the work environment 
are being satisfactorily met). Research has supported the predic-
tion of satisfaction, satisfactoriness, work adjustment and tenure 
(e.g., Dawis, 1996; Bayl-Smith & Griffin, 2018), and work-related 
decisions (e.g., Fouad et al., 2017).  For further information on pro-
moting satisfaction, consult Lent and Brown (2020b). Person-en-
vironment fit theories tell part of the story. Other theories consider 
an expanded range of factors influential in career decision making 
and satisfaction. Some of these theories and the pertinent issues 
are addressed next.

Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 
1994; Lent & Brown, 2006, 2008, 2013) focuses on interest de-
velopment, choice and performance, well-being and satisfaction 
at work, career success and stability, and educational and career 
self-management. It is important to emphasize that career choice 
is not a once and done phenomenon. It is more accurately con-
ceptualized as part of a larger set of dynamic processes with mul-
tiple influences and choice points, such as self-efficacy, outcome 
expectations, interests, and skills. (Lent, 2020). Self-efficacy and 
outcome expectations are formed and evolve within the context 
of personal (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, disability/health status) 
and environmental affordances (e.g., economic, social, and mate-
rial resources or deficits), and learning experiences. Hence, SCCT 
posits that educational and occupational choices are often - but 
not always - based on interests. Satisfaction has been found to 
be related to personality (e.g., positive and negative affect) and 
job characteristics. More specifically, satisfaction is likely to be 
achieved when an individual is involved in tasks they find valu-
able, is making progress on personal goals, and possesses strong 
self-efficacy and the environmental resources needed to promote 
self-efficacy and goal achievement. SCCT has achieved broad re-
search support (Brown & Lent, 2019, and Lent & Brown, 2019), 
and has been used as a framework for studying doctoral students’ 
career decision-making experiences (Curtin et al., 2016; Gibbs & 
Griffin, 2013).

Recent vocational research has presented a broadened the fo-
cus on work as a calling, meaningful work, and work volition (Dik, 
Steger, & Autin, 2020; Duffy, Autin, England, Douglass, & Gens-
mer, 2018). Work as a calling refers to a sense of purpose that 
leads people toward personally and socially fulfilling work. Mean-
ingful work is experienced when a person believes their work 
accomplishes something significant and worthwhile. It has been 
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noted that work as a calling and meaningful work are more likely 
to emerge when individuals perceive they are able to make career 
choices despite barriers and constraints, a construct known as 
work volition (Allan, Autin, & Duffy, 2016; Duffy, Autin, & Dou-
glass, 2016). Evidence indicates that a sense of calling relates to 
occupational and career decision self-efficacy, intrinsic work mo-
tivation, and job satisfaction (Duffy et al., 2023).

The psychology of working theory (PWT; Duffy et al., 2016) 
provides a framework for understanding the contextual factors 
related to an individual’s ability to attain decent work (Duffy, Blus-
tein, Perez, & Smith, 2023). The theory is based in part on the idea 
that access to meaningful work is constrained by powerful social, 
economic, and political forces (Blustein & Duffy, 2020). The psy-
chology of working framework on which PWT is based, suggests 
that work fulfills basic needs for survival, power, social connec-
tion/contribution and self-determination. This theory represents 
a shift to a more contextual view of working that focuses on social 
class, poverty, and the impact of social identities on one’s work-
life. Critical consciousness is thought to provide protection in the 
face of marginalization and oppression, and to promote action to 
address barriers to decent work.

Life design for career construction is informed by career con-
struction theory (CCT) which evolved from Super’s (1980; 1990) 
lifespan/life-space theory (Savickas, 2020). Career construction 
theory evolved as a contextualist view of career development 
with an emphasis on career adaptation throughout the lifespan. 
It places emphasis on social, cultural and economic factors. For 
more information about CCT, consult Savickas (2020) and McIl-
veen and Luke (2023). 

Vocational psychology has long considered that career op-
portunities differ for individuals from diverse identities, including 
gender and racial/ethnic groups (e.g., Hill et al., 1999; Jones et 
al., 2018; Kim, Santana, & Daheim, 2023; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). 
Recent literature has reviewed and critiqued research focused on 
environmental and social aspects of career development from 
a perspective of diversity, equity and inclusion (Kantamneni & 
Fouad, 2023). This work has recommended that vocational re-
search attend to culture in a more holistic, comprehensive and 
complex manner, and that an intersectional perspective is nec-
essary to fully understand how societal and economic contexts 
affect career choices (Fouad & Kantamneni 2008; Kantamneni & 
Fouad, 2023). An explicit anti-racist philosophy has been called 
for that examines factors beyond perceived barriers and supports 
to inform more effective interventions for those in minoritized 
groups, and to inform public policy to effectuate systemic change 
(Kantamneni & Fouad, 2023). An intersectional identity perspec-
tive that increases knowledge and understanding of the cumula-
tive effects of marginalization due to sexism, racism, heterosex-
ism, ableism, etc., has also been recommended.
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