
Analysing Careers Notes: 
 
 
Lecture 1 – Intro: 
 
Bulk of the content is around theory.  
… this theory should then be applied to careers (i.e., your own or somebody else’s). 
… also make sure to evaluate the theory. 
… 
So, this module is about thinking about career theory, and using your own career ideas to 
evaluate theory. 
 
CW: 
Up to us to decide what theories we focus on in the CW. 
… for example, you could so it on diversity. 
… 
The coursework brief goes into quite a lot of detail about what the CW is expecting, and what 
we need to cover in there. There is also a suggested structure. 
… so, there is some guidance there. 
… 
The CW requires us to critically examine career theory and apply it to our own career plans 
… so, select two ANY theories and discuss how or how they cannot help to describe and 
understand careers, including consideration of limitations of theory (i.e., critically evaluate, 
as no theory is perfect) – and relating this to your own career plans. 
… 
Suggested structure: 

 
… 
See recommended readings for academic literature. 
…  
A lot of people write about the boundaryless and the protean career theories. 
 
 
Lecture 1, part 2: Intro to career studies (i.e., what career is a topic) 
 
When did we start talking about ‘career’? 
Career is a topic / a field of study the really started to be looked at in the 19th century during 
periods of real upheaval in the form of revolutions in France, America, and the UK (where 
we had the industrial revolution). 

… the industrial revolution was where people were moving from the countryside into 
the cities to work in factories – and this was a real time of upheaval. 

So, this is when we really started to talk about career in a way that would be recognisable to 
us now. 
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Looking in detail at a study by Smith that used the life history method. 
This was a study on women's careers in teaching, and it was framed by an aim to try to 
understand why there was an underrepresentation of women at senior levels in the secondary 
education sector. 
So in this study, Smith explored perceptions of factors that affected career decisions of women 
and used life history interviews to do that. 
In the interviews the participants were allowed to reflect as they spoke, and this resulted in very 
interesting data. 
What was interesting about this study is the way that the researcher acknowledges their own 
relationship to the study as she already knew the participants. As a result, she acknowledged a 
lack of detachment in the research and that this might have possibly changed the way that the 
participants told their story. However, a limitation to this close relationship is that maybe the 
participants were more open with the researcher because they already knew them and trusted 
them. So, there are pros and cons - but basically the life history method was the specific tool that 
Smith used to try to understand some of the issues that you can see within the quantitative data. 
So the study then started off by trying to look for evidence of barriers, but the stories suggested 
that there were different factors at work, as a result of tension between structure and agency. 
So what Smith found in her analysis of the data was that there were examples of accounts where 
women were showing agency (i.e., they were pushing forward with their careers, and were able to 
really define for themselves what will success and where they wants to go), but the structural 
barriers that they experienced will still keenly felt. 
So this method was a useful tool for trying to understand career, and it gives you a lot of 
information that you might not get to if you use a different sort of method. 
In addition to this, we can look at self-defined and externally defined career, and how Smith, in 
talking with these women teachers found that both views were quite influential in how the 
women talked about what they were doing (see examples below). 

 
- The first quote really demonstrates how this person saw career development as a self-

defined activity – i.e., that they had agency to conduct, so they were self-driven. 
- In the second quote the person is talking about something quite influential that 

happened in their career – however, the way they're talking about their career as things 
that happen to them (e.g., that where they when there wasn't a career guidance / the job 
she applied for was given to simple else) results in this quote being very much about 
what other people and rather than what she was doing. 

So, time and again we will come across this tension between agency and structure in the career 
accounts that you read or hear. 

-  
So in looking at life history and the data that comes out of these approaches - what they're 
doing is paying attention to what people say and how old and say it (i.e., as the researcher you 
have to really listen and thinking about how they're doing the storytelling). 

12 of 88



Two Dimensions of the Protean Career:

 
So the two dimensions off the protein career orientation are to be values driven and self-
directed. 
You can see above diagram that the Protean Career that the theory refers to is somebody who is 
highly values driven and highly self-directed. 
… it is worth noting that you can also get different combinations for these two dimensions - for 
example: 

- High values-driven, but not so self directed is defined as rigid. 
- Low values-driven with low self direction is dependent. 
- Low values-driven with high self direction is reactive. 

So the protean squarely fits on that top right hand corner of the these two dimensions (i.e., both 
need to be present to be considered protean). 

-  
… 

Hall (2004): 
So, Hall talks about the fact that work here is an important part of your personal identity – and 
therefore, there’s an overlap between your values (i.e., what’s important to you as a person) and 
what you do in your work. 
… in addition to this, (similarly to some of the characteristics of the boundaryless career) it’s your 
subjective experience that’s the most crucial in terms of defining success – e.g., how satisfied you 
are with your life and work. 
… so, in this theory, the career is developed through the learning cycles – and this occurs because 
you’re constantly moving / trying new things / pushing yourself in different directions / or trying 
to focus on different things. Therefore, it's not a steadily progression from not knowing much to 
knowing a lot, but rather it is this constant cycling through of the learning circle, if you like. 
So the emphasis is not on specific work competency (e.g., not necessarily mastering a software 
programme to help with work), but rather actually pushing yourself to be adaptable and aware of 
what it is and that your values are and what you're trying to experience yourself (in terms of what 
really matters to you). 
… some people see traditional careers as rate races – and therefore, even if you win, you’re still a 
rat. 
So this is the idea that you're stepping away from traditional ideas about career and being 
successful, to actually thinking more about what it is that you want out of life. 

-  
-  
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… however, overtime the argument might be that those terms (and this differentiation) are 
blurred somewhat as people do different kind of work and arrange their work life in a more 
integrated way into their daily life outside of work. 

-  
So, this idea of balance in relation to work and life infers that there’s a harmony / equilibrium 
that you can achieve. 
Note that this harmony / equilibrium makes you happy and refers to how you want it to be in 
work and outside of work.  

-  
In addition to this, Lyness & Judiesch talk about ‘achieving satisfying experiences in all life 
domains’  
… so, you can see here that work-life balance is really about how the person experiences it. 
Therefore, we can say that it’s quite a subjective concept (i.e., as one person’s ideal work-life 
balance might not work for somebody else). 
 
 
Work-life balance: why is so much attention devoted to it these days? 
Guest (2002) suggested the following 3 sets of influences to explain this: 

 
… in addition to this, we can also see that thinking about career in relation to work-life 
balance is quite a crucial topic because when you speak to people and ask them about their 
careers, they will often they will talk about things outside of work that have been really 
import to them. 
… however, on the other hand, it is worth noting that academic interest in it is really based on 
the idea that things change with different types of working arrangements, and therefore we 
need to understand how important it is for people careers. 
 
 
Work / Non-Work Causes of WL Balance problems: 
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… so, Collin and Watts’ definition is very much about the whole life and individual 
development – so, it isn’t closely tied to an organisation (although you could argue that a lot 
of peoples learning is based at work). 
… and then Arnold talks about the sequence of employment-related positions – which again 
emphasises the role of organisations in career development. 
 
 
New Career Forms as a response to changing career contexts: 

 
So, what we can see in the development of career theory when we looked at the 
contemporary theories in week 3 is that historically there have been changes in the career 
environment (i.e., in the way organisations look after their employees and in the general 
economic climate) which in particular happened in the UK around the 1980’s, but obviously 
these changes are happening all the time. 
… but what we can see is that there was a change in the context in which people were 
working, and then this led to individuals having to take more responsibility for their own 
career development (i.e., in the way that developing your career is reliant on your pushing for 
development – so, it’s therefore not something that organisations are doing because of all the 
changes)  
So, if you think about changes like outsourcing, offshoring, globalisation, higher workloads, 
etc. – all these things mean that peoples careers are developing without the organisational 
support that perhaps people experienced before these changes happened. 
… so, we can see that individuals are taking more responsibility for their own career 
development – which has led to new career forms in research (i.e., things like the 
boundaryless career / the protean career / the kaleidoscope career – so, these career theories 
are generated through change in career context). 

-  
-  

New Career Forms as critical response to the idea of ‘traditional careers’: 

 
So, it’s this idea that things have changed, and traditional careers are no longer relevant. 
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Career shock has a slightly different emphasis. 
… so, you can see that transitions are acknowledging periods of change when things move in 
perhaps a different direction or move on in some way. 
… career shock is similar, but perhaps more strongly experienced. 
Akkermans et al define career shock as:

 
 
 
 
  
So here there are two elements to the definition: 

1.) There's an event most likely outside of the individual's control in some way. 
2.) And there's a response to an event where the individual is trying to make sense of that 

event - and it leads to reflections on what perhaps relationship to work / perhaps 
thinking about things like what's most important to the person  

So, what's important to note about career shock is that a disruptive and extraordinary event in 
itself is not necessarily experienced as a career shock, but rather it’s how it’s interpreted. 
So an experience for one person might be experienced as a shock and for another, it might be 
like business as usual. 
… so there’s very much a subjective interpretation of a significant event - that can mean 
something is experienced as a career shock (/ or would be defined as a career shock). 
… so, career shock is really interesting because of the extent to which an event can be / or may 
not be experienced as a shock. 
 
 
What is the link to contemporary theories? 

 
i.e., if we look back to some of the theories, we covered in week three – how does this topic (what 
we’re doing this week) relate to those theories? 
There are some similarities in the sense that contemporary career theories have been developed 
to a certain extent in response to more fractured and fragmented career paths. 
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- The crisis recedes – i.e., this exploration. 
- The postcrisis building. 

So, here they’re trying to visualise what's happening in the relationship between a person and 
what's happening in their environment (i.e., how they're engaging with the world around them).  
… so, this this is what they were trying to do in their study. 
So this is quite a broad look – i.e., it’s trying to say something about this process that 
people might experience during this time. 
… 
… 
… 
Transition Shock (Boychucker-Duchscher, 2008): 
Another study looked specifically at nurses and when they transitioned from university to work 
… and Boychucker and Duchscher in 2008 were trying to understand this real sense of shock that 
they'd seen by nurses who were making this transition. 
… so this is a very specific example where there are obviously very specific demands that happen 
in terms of making that transition from education to work. 
… and in this study, they started to make some distinctions between different domains in which 
change is required / it occurs / and which stresses is found. 
So this includes in relation to their role, responsibilities, their relationships and their knowledge. 
… so obviously, you can only do so much preparation for the world of work at university and 
there needs to be an adjustment to work. 
And during that adjustment period, there's all kinds of stresses that occur around these different 
domains. 
… and the facts that were thought by the nurses, was that this really affected how they felt 
physically, emotionally, cognitively, and developmentally. 
(i.e., how they felt about how they were doing and whether they felt well or not, physically and 
emotionally). 
… and the study found that this transition shock lasts between four and six months. 
So this is this give us an idea of how long it might take for a person to go through this 
adjustment period. 
… what's it what's important about a study like this (i.e., this acknowledgement that the 
transitions are or can be felt as a shock) is that you can put in the supporting mechanisms. 
So, can let people know to be prepared for these feelings and that these feelings are normal and 
over time things become easier to deal with. 
… so, obviously, this is specific to nurses, but you could see how this approach could potentially 
be used for any kind of role where there's evidence that people making transitions into the work 
are finding it difficult or feeling stressed. 

-  
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-  
Sargent and Domerger (2007) did a study on the relationship between a protein career 
orientation in graduates and how they dealt with a shock of a transition.  
And what they found was that those who had a protean career orientation were more likely to 
change their career when faced with the shock of a transition. 
(i.e., so, this represents willingness to adapt and change in response to what's happening in your 
life). 
 
 
Thinking about the consequences of transitions, shocks and fractured careers: 

 
So thinking now about the consequences of these transitions and shocks (that we've talked 
about) and the way it's conceptualised 
… so often it's seen as quite a positive thing in the sense that as individuals, we have the agency, 
freedom and independence to respond to and work through these transitions and changes in our 
life. 
In addition to this, these changes and transitions are part of life, and therefore, building resilience 
through experience helps us to deal with what comes next. 
… however, a more negative view of some of the problems in relation to this is the outcome of 
feeling insecure and the increased risks in relation to employment (i.e., this is because it's really 
been focussed on individual responsibility and this can have significant negative outcomes, despite 
some of the positive psychology type of analysis of transitions). 
 
 
Concluding comments: 
 
 
So they the idea then is for us to think about the extent to these types of careers (i.e., where 
there are transitions and shocks, and people are developing particular resources) are flexible (and 
a good thing), or fractured (i.e., can we actually say that this is a problem for careers in the long-
term - and because of this we cannot brush over the negative impacts of all this uncertainty). 
So there were different perspectives on the same kinds of things happening – i.e., so, there’s the 
focus on how we respond and on our flexibility and resilience, and then there’s the issue of  
the problems being individualised rather than dealt with as a society. 
… another question is the extent to which the contemporary trends that we're seeing are really so 
different to what came before. 
So this is ongoing debate within career theory because the idea that traditional careers gave way 
to contemporary careers leads us to needing to think that did traditional careers really exist for 
everybody (ori.e., is it a kind of stereotyped view of a certain period of time). 
And therefore, is what we're seeing now that different to what came before? 
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