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ABSTRACT:  The article explores the interactions between developmental stage differences and career planning. It illustrates how developmentally-based beliefs about work and career, the nature of career counseling, the role of a counselor, and one’s current life task lead to different client and counselor behaviors, expectations, and satisfaction. The article provides an overview of developmental theory and its application to careers; suggests strategies for incorporating developmental differences into career planning; advocates individualized career counseling approaches that respect developmental differences; and points to new directions for professional preparation and training activities in the field.  The article is helpful for practitioners seeking to expand their effectiveness with diverse clients, as well as those engaged in the preparation and continuing education of career professionals. 


Career Counseling Revisited: A Developmental Perspective 


Career is a developmentally progressive concept – the dynamic outcome of the interaction among an individual’s evolving self-concept, worldview, environmental experiences, and vocational development over the life span.  From this perspective, the role of career counseling is learning-based and facilitative.  At its best, career planning is a life-long process of reflection and engagement that expands the meaning of self, work,  world, and the options available for enacting a satisfying professional life.  At its core, career counseling encourages cognitive and socio-emotional growth – whether career professionals or clients understand fully the meaning and consequences of that reality or not. 

 
How can developmental thinking shed new light on common dynamics and better inform career counseling and planning?  What are the essential linkages between developmental theory and career development?  In what ways does developmental theory expand a counselor's ability to respect and better utilize individual differences in the career counseling process? This article will explore these under-examined issues.

The article is divided into two parts.  Part one is a brief introduction to developmental theory.  It also explores the interactions between developmental stage differences and career planning, illustrating how developmentally-based beliefs about the meaning of work and career, the nature of career counseling, the role of a counselor, and an individual’s current life task lead to very different client responses and expectations.  Part two addresses what can be done – next steps for incorporating a deeper understanding of developmental stage differences into career planning to facilitate learning for client and counselor over the life-span.  The paper concludes by advocating for individualized career counseling approaches that respect developmental differences, and points to new directions for professional preparation and on-going professional development activities for the field.  


DEVELOPMENTAL THEORY: A SIMPLE INTRODUCTION

Developmental theories explain and predict how people make sense of experience.  There are two ways to approach the study of human development: developmental phase theories and developmental stage theories. This distinction provides a simple lens for sorting through the major ways of defining and assessing human development.
   



Developmental phase theories define a sequence of tasks, achievements, and transitions over the course of a lifetime.  Phase theories emphasize what individuals typically do at different chronological ages – how, for example, they break away from parental ties in the teen years,  establish themselves in the adult world during their twenties, settle down in their thirties, and so on –  providing a portrait of what life is commonly like.  Bardwick (1980), Erikson (1968),  Gould (1978),  Levinson (1978),  Sheehy (1974),  and Vaillant (1977) are well-known examples of a phase approach to adult development.


The second approach to human development is an exploration of developmental stages – typical patterns of psychological organization at different points in an individual's growth.  Developmental stage theorists, such as Belenky et.al. (1986), Gilligan (1982), Kohlberg (1976),  Loevinger (1976), Kegan (1982),  and Perry (1970), have delineated a specific number of stages along a developmental continuum and provide descriptions about how one experiences the world and self at each of these junctures.  Developmental stages are arranged in hierarchical sequence and map a basic progression in ways of thinking, feeling, and responding.      


Developmental stages, therefore, are abstract concepts. They are labels to describe the frame of reference used to structure one's world and from within which one perceives the world.  Different capabilities for self-reflection, relative thinking, acceptance of personal causality, and tolerance for ambiguity are critical dimensions for assessing development in stage theories.  Developmental growth implies increasing capacities for understanding self, other, interpersonal relationships, and broad social issues; taking personal responsibility for choices, actions, and learning; dealing with cognitive complexity; and applying "more complicated" intellectual and ethical reasoning  (Weick, 1979).  Unlike phase theories which assume that everyone faces similar developmental tasks and transitions at a set age, stage theories assert that age is no guarantee of movement to higher or more sophisticated ways of making sense out of reality. 



Both phase and stage approaches to the study of human development are useful for exploring careers.  The seminal work of Donald Super (1957), for example, employs a life phase approach to career maturity – and has strongly anchored developmental thinking about the consequences of time, life experiences, and age-specific tasks within the career theory base and in practice.


This article, however, focuses on developmental stage theories – powerful yet less obvious differences that affect how career professionals and clients view themselves and the career planning process. Many life-phase issues, for example, are easily recognized.  Erikson's (1968) and Levinson's (1978) developmental phase theories are part of mainstream culture, and afford insights into life-phase tasks like confronting authority in the teens years, facing mid-life crisis, and so on.  Age then becomes an  index for understanding where a client “might be coming from.”  A recent college graduate of 22, dealing with adult life-phase tasks of establishing herself in the adult world, will bring different expectations to career planning than a 50-year-old manager reevaluating priorities at mid-life.  It is not, however, as straightforward to work with developmental stage differences, since neither age nor experiences are predictors of how individuals see, make sense of, or enact their world.  What developmental stage issues and indices can assist counselors and career professionals in their important work? 

key developmental stage issues

The study of developmental stages yields underlying continuities that individuals face over the course of their growth.  While there are variations in terminology and focus across the various theories and frameworks, comparisons of three, historically important developmental stage theories (Perry, 1968;  Loevinger, 1976;  Kohlberg, 1976),  and an important feminist update (Belenky  et.al., 1986) show individuals navigating one main line of cognitive and socio-emotional development, illustrated by the continuum below.    
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This continuum outlines an individual's developmental journey.  The journey begins with an absolute "it's right or it's wrong" outlook and a search for "The One Truth."  Development brings a modification of this right-wrong dualism to allow simple pluralism.  Here individuals acknowledge that different views and beliefs exist but they see them as procedural impediments – something you need to sort through in order to find "The Right Answer."  Next comes an evolution of pluralism into contextual relativism – "Everyone has a right to his or her own opinion."  Here,  an "anything goes" perspective toward truth leaves individuals awash in infinite possibilities and divergent explanations.  The developmental journey eventually leads to an appreciation of multiple perspectives, a tolerance for ambiguity and life's paradoxes, a deep and grounded respect for diversity, and a personal commitment to seek and live by higher order truths based on universal principles, such as equity, fairness, respect, and justice.  


Within the context of this main line of development, one can examine changing views of a host of developmental variables.  Three of these – one's definition of self in relationship to others, truth, and authority – are highly relevant to the work of career professionals.  Figure 1 outlines critical stage differences on these issues. [INSERT FIGURE 1]

Figure 1:  The Developmental Nature of the Social Self, Truth and Authority  

	Developmental Stage
	Central Developmental Concern 
	Nature of Social Self
	Nature of Truth


	Nature of Authority

	right-wrong dualism
	self-protection
	Sees world as a dangerous place

Limited awareness of an internal world: few capacities for self-reflection

Externalizes blame for failures or ineffectiveness
	Truth = authority
	enforcer 

	simple pluralism
	conformity
	Strong desire for inclusion

Feels guilt at breaking rules

Sees peer views as impediments to finding Truth

Limited capacity for introspection: ability to meet others’ expectations
	“legitimate” authority tells Truth 
	instructor, revealer of Truth

	realizing relativism
	beginning recognition of conscience 
	Interested in learning what others know and about oneself

Holds standards based on both authority’s expectations and budding self-evaluated ideals

Acknowledges uncertainty as more than an impediment to truth 

Has an elementary conception of tolerance  
	authority knows the way to Truth via experience
	role model, teacher

	appreciating a multiplicity of perspectives
	autonomy
	High tolerance for ambiguity and life’s paradoxes

Sees autonomy and personal responsibility as critical to identity

Assumes complexity as a rule
	truth is an outcome of a personal search
	facilitator, guide, fellow traveler 

	commitment
	search for higher order truth
	Distinguishes a principled conscience from externally imposed moral rules 

Respects diversity in its fullness

Seeks to live consistently with self-chosen ethical beliefs based on universal principles (e.g., justice, equity, respect, human rights)  
	truth is micro and macro: universal in nature, local in application   
	mentor, shaman



Differing developmental capacities for understanding self in relation to the world, for example, influence client capacities to define the meaning of work and career, fully engage in career planning, learn from planning activities, and establish a productive client-counselor relationship.  Developmental growth, for example, implies evolution from a basic definition of career as means to a paycheck to a more developmentally sophisticated conception of an internally-driven vehicle for enacting a sacred life calling or vocation – and various permutations of those developmental end-states along the way.  Career planning looks very different from the perspective of an individual with limited capacity for self-reflection who defers to authority than it does for someone who embraces complexity, peer mentoring, and the social  construction of human reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1967).  


Client beliefs about the nature of truth affect their responses to career advice and planning methods. Individuals in developmental positions at the left side of our continuum, for example, seek clear advice, answers, and direction.  They expect processes controlled by those in authority – the same strategies that would be rejected as intrusive and simplistic by their more developmentally sophisticated peers.  Differing stage-specific definitions of authority remind career professionals that clients come to career planning with their own stage-driven understanding of the counselor’s role and power – and tacit  rubrics for assessing their counselor’s success and professionalism.  Increasing development implies a movement to embrace an internal locus of control in career planning, appreciate the contributions of a wider range of others (including peers) in charting one’s life journey, and expect more interactive and facilitative career planning processes.  The three continua in Figure 2 illustrate these progressions and parallel the main line of development provided earlier in this paper.  [INSERT FIGURE 2] 

FIGURE 2:   Three Continua: Developmental Movement on Career Planning Variables  

In short, learning to work with developmental differences facilitates the accomplishment of career planning’s common metagoals: the development of more complex ways to understand and use one’s experiences, envision and enact a life plan, and appreciate the social construction of one’s reality.  Developmental thinking points to clear stage-related comfort and preferences for different definitions of work and career, expectations for counselor roles, possibilities for the client-counselor relationship, methods and strategies employed, and measures for success of the planning process.  Figure 3 summarizes five different developmental portraits, each with its own central developmental concern, stage-specific life task, and perspectives toward careers.     [INSERT FIGURE 3]

Figure 3:  Five Developmental Portraits
	Developmental Stage

	Central Developmental Concern
	Meaning of Career
	Nature of Career Counseling 
	Role of Career Counselor
	Life Task  

	right-wrong dualism
	self-protection
	a paycheck
	straight-forward directions: job options, hiring practices, employment rules, etc.  
	“parent” 
	Life task:  protect self from “powerful others” 

	simple pluralism
	conformity
	a good job
	job seeking advice

how to instructions and norms for success

elementary career planning 
	instructor

monitor 
	Life task:  follow the rules

	realizing relativism
	beginning recognition of conscience 
	a respected job path 
	guidelines and directions for a given career path
	guide
	Life task: learn yet remain open: “everyone is entitled to his or her opinion”

	appreciating a  multiplicity of perspectives
	autonomy
	a personal work plan, an evolving sense of vocation   
	facilitation to develop a satisfying career and appropriate career path  
	coach
	Life task: embrace the journey to personally generated truth 

	commitment
	search for higher order truth
	a vocation, a sacred calling, a balanced life plan
	questions to assist in identifying one’s calling;  developing a satisfying work-life plan  
	mentor

catalyst

provocateur

shaman  
	Life task: develop and commit to a personal code of ethics   



DEVELOPMENTAL DIVERSITY AND CAREERS

Armed with this basic understanding of developmental theory,  it is easy to see why clients at various developmental stages respond differently to the career planning process – or why tried-and-true methods work well with some but not all clients.  Developmental stage theory suggests the possibility for radically different views of how the world works, and provides insights into what might be happening for a confused or complaining client.  It offers opportunities for career professionals to positively reframe client  behaviors: what may seem like passivity or resistance to a suggested planning strategy may well be a developmental mismatch between client need and counselor strategy.  It expands a career professional’s alternatives and suggests productive directions for how to engage a “developmentally lost soul” in a powerful, learning-filled conversation by meeting the client in his or her developmental comfort zone.  It provides a developmentally-grounded starting point for encouraging clients to examine their own perspectives, explore differences, and begin the career planning process in a way that validates their developmental starting point.  It reminds career professionals to be patient in the face of criticism or blank stares: all client reactions are grist for the developmental mill when explored and probed in an environment of trust and learning.  Once career professionals acknowledge developmental differences as a legitimate form of diversity,  it becomes second nature to examine what career planning methods and strategies "developmentally mean" to clients, or how developmental thinking can better inform counseling choices or predict client response.     


WHAT TO DO?  IMPLICATIONS FOR CAREER PROFESSIONALS

Explorations of the implications of developmental stage theory for career planning suggest that there is much to learn from understanding better the interactions between developmental meaning-making processes and current approaches to careers and career counseling.  Where to begin?  Four starting points seem obvious:  learn about clients, diversify strategies, understand the career professional’s own development, and think developmentally.   


learn about clients

If career professionals accept the reality of developmental diversity,  a logical next step is to gather information about it.  Who are their clients developmentally?  How similar are they to each other?  To the counselor?  How can professionals begin to speculate about client developmental preferences and limitations?  


A caution about assessing development is in order.  Accurately determining developmental stages is a complex process.  Developmental stages are inferred from what individuals say or how they respond to problems.  Developmental theory is based on the premise that what a person says is not capricious or arbitrary but corresponds to the understanding of reality that a person has.  Kohlberg (1976),  for example,  determined developmental stage by charting responses to the famous "would you steal the drug to save a dying spouse?" dilemma.  Loevinger (1976), Rooke and Torbert (2005), and others, on the other hand, assess development by asking people to respond to a series of sentence completions.  Scoring the completions is complicated and often done by trained scorers.  


A complete and thorough assessment of each client’s developmental stage, however, is probably not possible – nor is it practical or necessary for incorporating developmental thinking into career planning.  It is more essential to get the developmental flavor of a relationship and begin the process of gathering developmental data and forming developmental hunches that can be tested and refined over time.  The career counselor, in essence, becomes a "developmental detective," looking and listening for clues that might shine a developmental light on what may be happening for a particular client or group.


As a way of surfacing developmental diversity in teaching and training (Gallos, 1988, 1989a, 1993a, 1993b, 1993c, 2003), for example, I suggest using some of Loevinger's sentence completions as the basis for getting a handle on student differences and their implications for teaching and learning.  [Loevinger's Ego Development (1976) provides options.]   Sentence completions, for example, that deal with authority, personal responsibility and causality, and the nature of learning provide insights into dynamics that directly impact the baseline of conversation necessary for a productive teaching-learning relationship.  Or, if working with small or large groups in discussions or experiential activities, sentence completions can be collected and examined for their suggested developmental implications of how well group members can support each other in their collective learning efforts,  what interventions can best facilitate conversations across developmental stages, or what problems the group or the instructor can anticipate as a result of developmental differences or similarities among the group members. 

diversify strategies and methods



If direct advice on how to secure a simple job can be viewed as brilliant by a self-protective client and heresy by a more developmentally-advanced one, career professionals need to acknowledge those developmental differences and accept the reality that they will want a wide array of strategies, approaches, and options for working with clients across the developmental spectrum.  This also implies that they need to stay developmentally vigilant and flexible in their work, checking in often to see what clients are understanding, valuing, and taking from planning activities.  Career professionals may need to switch mid-gear – tightening or loosening their control based on the abilities and capacities that clients bring to career planning or develop as a result of their planning efforts.  

understand the career professional’s own development

Using developmental theory in career planning means more than understanding the developmental needs of clients.  It means understanding a career professional’s own development, the developmental predilections that underpin favorite planning activities and approaches, and the developmental reasons that a career professional might prefer certain types of clients over others.  Stage-related blinders can easily screen out client needs and tacitly replace them with a career professional’s own developmental preferences.  They also limit counselors in employing a full range of appropriate strategies and approaches in their professional work.  Career professionals who acknowledge the importance of developmental differences, for example, recognize that clear and simple directions can be as effective and facilitative when developmentally appropriate as sophisticated opportunities for client experimentation and freedom of choice.  Developmental expectations can leave processionals feeling criticized by client requests, anger, or disappointment.  On the other hand, a developmentally-perfect match between client and counselor can account for the “good chemistry” that career professionals instantly feel toward some clients – a mismatch for the antipathy and frustration in not knowing how to connect with some clients at all.  


Career professionals need to ask themselves, how they developmentally see the world?  What are their developmental capacities and limitations?  Where do they themselves fall along the continuum? How do they know this to be developmentally true?  How do they define trust and authority?  When confronted,  where do they characteristically lay blame for error or confusion?  What does all this say about their preferred career counseling approach?  Their expectations for clients?  Their role in the career planning process?  Commonly used methods?  Standard responses to client criticism and feedback?  Tolerance or dislike for certain kinds of client behavior?  It is only when career professionals are aware of their own developmental tendencies and preferences that they can easily distinguish between their own developmental needs and those of others.  It is then that they can separate their view of the career planning world from the developmental realities of others.   


think developmentally 

Using developmental theory in career planning and counseling activities requires the ability to reframe events and activities from a developmental perspective while they are happening.  Like learning to use group process skills, slipping between the content of a discussion and its developmental meaning requires practice, patience, and simultaneous attention to two levels of the conversation.  Using developmental insights in career planning activities, therefore, means starting slowly.  


One place to begin is reexamining client data that a career professional may already have – this time, however, using a developmental lens.  Or, it may mean learning to listen to conversations with a developmental ear  or engage clients in discussions that can provide clues to their key developmental needs.  Professionals use to wearing only their career’s hat can forget that developmental diversity is alive in every interpersonal exchange – and that unique developmental messages underlie all client behaviors. Developmental differences are masked in behavior that career professionals look at and like – “Gee, that person is really digging into resume building” – or write off as demanding and annoying – “Why won’t those people take responsibility for their own life?”  Behaviors that appear on the surface as disinterest or avid engagement have clear developmental explanations, and, in that, implicit prescriptions about how to best reach clients, generate interest, and encourage learning.  When career professionals understand the developmental messages that others send through their behavior, they are empowered in their options, less threatened with their usual bag of professional tricks does not work, and more respectful and tolerant of individual differences.   

conclusion

This article identifies an often overlooked form of diversity – developmental differences.  Exploration of the implications of developmental differences in the career arena suggests that there is much to learn from understanding the interaction between human development and a career professional’s approach to his or her work.  The developmental frameworks that clients use to make sense of their world are powerful influences on how they respond to suggested planning activities.  When they developmentally understand methods and intended outcomes,  they are better able to learn about themselves and their options in the world of work.  When clients can engage fully in charting their life course – whatever that developmentally means to them in the moment – they gain confidence in themselves and set the stage for long-term learning, growth, and life satisfaction. 


The article also advocates the importance of understanding and working with developmental diversity as a way to increase career professionals’ own success and satisfaction in their work.  When they understand the developmental messages that they send through their behavior, choice of planning strategies, and respect for a client’s capacities and developmental starting point,  career professionals are less threatened and better prepared to respond when their usual approaches fall short of intended outcomes.  


Finally, this article points to the need for incorporating developmental stage theory in new ways into professional preparation and continuing education in the career field.  This might include educational activities at multiple levels: (1) instruction on developmental stage theory to support career professionals in acquiring the knowledge base necessary to apply developmental thinking to their work; (2)  opportunities for career professionals to fine-tune their diagnostic skills and develop professional comfort with working in the developmental arena;  and (3) structured activities that facilitate a deeper understanding of a career professional’s own developmental propensities and limitations.  In addition, work to developmentally codify career planning activities, methods, and strategies can assist career professionals in expanding and diversifying their own professional repertoire, better aligning their interventions and guidance with their client’s development needs, and acquiring good developmental habits of the mind in their work.  It also can identify potential gaps in current career planning methodologies and approaches, foster innovation and creativity in the field, and enhance the impact and power of the profession.      
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 LOCUS OF CONTROL FOR CAREER PLANNING  


control rests  										control rests  


with others --------- -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------->    within self





SOURCES OF CAREER PLANNING SUPPORT





authority --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------->self and wise 


											others 


EXPECTATIONS FOR THE CAREER PLANNING PROCESS


expect direction	   								 expect facilitation 


and answers -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------->  and questions 





     � Those interested in a more complete, historical introduction to developmental theory should see Crites and Cytrynbaum (1989).  An exploration of women's development is found in Gallos (1989b).   Extensive bibliographies in both papers identify classics in the literature and other readings on the topic. 
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