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Career maturity, career decision-making self-efficacy and career indecision:

A review of the accrued evidence

Abstract

This paper reviews the recent literature on the three related career developmental
constructs of career maturity, career decision-making self-efficacy and career indecision.
Articles included are those published since 1990, and were generated by searching the
relevant psychology and education databases. Criticisms of the usefulness and validity of
the constructs are highlighted. In particular, there have been calls for the career maturity
and career indecision constructs to be revised and widened. The strengths and
weaknesses of the research methodology used in the three areas are also examined, and
recommendations for future research are made. In all areas there is a clear need for

longitudinal designs to examine these developmental constructs.
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Career development theory building, despite its relatively short history, has
established a number of well-defined constructs that are substantiated by a growing body
of evidence. Three such constructs provide the focus for this paper: (a) career maturity,
(b) career decision-making self-efficacy and (c) career indecision. These and other allied
expressions (e.g., vocational maturity, career certainty) were used as search terms to
access the appropriate research papers for this review via psychology and education
databases. Reference lists from the articles obtained from this process were also inspected
for relevant papers. Participant samples were not specified; thus the articles generated
included college and university populations as well as high school students. Several
literature reviews concentrating on each of the above constructs are already in existence
and indeed, warrant attention in this paper. However, to our knowledge, the range of
accumulated support for these three variables has yet to be appraised. It was our intention
then to step back from the details of gathered information on these constructs and attempt
to gain a big picture view of the accrued evidence. Some broad deductions are tendered in
response to conjecture both about the research advances and the apparent limitations of

evidence supporting each construct.

Career Maturity

Super has been very influential in the area of career development. His work, initially
formulated in the early 1950s, has been widely tested, expanded, revised and refined until
the present day. Portrayed as a segmental model, Super’s “loosely unified set of theories”
(1990; p. 199) utilises the construct of career maturity (CM), which has become one of
the most prevalent variables in research involving the career development of adolescents

(Powell & Luzzo, 1998). CM is the extent to which individuals are able to make career-
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related choices independently, and was defined by Super as the “individual’s readiness to
cope with the developmental tasks (for) that stage of development” (1990; p. 213). It is
generally accepted as comprising both cognitive and affective components.

Several assessment instruments have been constructed to measure CM. One of the
most widely used, the Career Maturity Inventory (CMI; Crites, 1973), was designed to
test attitudes in regard to decisiveness, involvement, independence, orientation and
compromise. It also contains a competence test that assesses knowledge in terms of self-
appraisal, occupational information, goal selection, planning and problem solving. The
CMI, and the Career Development Inventory (CDI; Super, et al., 1988), another
instrument designed to measure CM, have acquired adequate psychometric validation to
warrant their continued use (Levinson, Ohler, Caswell & Kiewra, 1998).

Patton and Lokan (2001) presented a comprehensive report on research into the
correlates of CM including age, gender, socio-economic status, culture, role salience,
self-directedness, career indecision and work experience. They argued that the concept
needs to be revitalized to make it “more appropriate in times of changing career patterns
and more applicable to a wider range of societal groups” (p. 43). Indeed, these authors
stressed the importance of contextualism as reflected by Super's original conception of
the construct, joining calls from others for more consideration of this factor. They viewed
such a re-formulation as the key to providing theoretical momentum for future work with
the construct while also advocating the retention of its general principles.

In a special edition of the Career Development Quarterly (1998, Volume 47), Niles
(1998) affirmed the role of CM in career development theory and emphasized the need to
consider it within a social context. A second author (Raskin, 1998) suggested that

personality and decision-making style needed to be integrated into research on CM, while
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others (Vondracek & Reitzle, 1998; Schmitt-Rodermund & Silbereisen, 1998)
demonstrated the need for considering cultural contexts, historical determinants and
economic/political structures. As a group, these authors endorsed Blustein’s (1997)
argument for the facilitation of exploratory skills and attitudes within a “context-rich
perspective” (p. 260) to equip people “for the rather dramatic turns that may exist in
travels through the life-career rainbow” (p. 272).

CM has also been criticised as a construct. Savickas (1997) argued that its fragmented
structure and lack of parsimony were major weaknesses. He called for the inclusion of
learning and decision-making processes into the model and the replacement of the
construct of maturity with one of adaptability. Supporting this, Raskin (1998) proposed
that “career adaptation is a richer, broader, developmental construct than career maturity”
(p- 34).

Despite these comments, many authors continue to acknowledge the contribution of
CM and apply it in their research. For example, Powell and Luzzo (1998) examined the
CM of 253 high school students in relation to their career decision-making attributional
style. This study found that those who had more personal control over their career
decisions had more positive attitudes toward career decision-making and were more
career aware. In another investigation using a high school sample of 1,971 Australian
adolescents, Patton and Creed (2001) found developmental differences with 15-17 year
olds scoring higher on CM attitude and knowledge than the 12-14 year olds. This study
also revealed a complex pattern of gender differences, which led these authors to
conclude “boys may benefit from increased attention to career knowledge and girls from

attention to the appropriateness of career planning” (p. 349).
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At a more general level, research into CM and its demographic (e.g., age, gender),
career (e.g., identity, career indecision) and personality correlates (e.g., self-efficacy) has
been criticised as being unsystematic and poorly integrated (Patton & Lokan, 2001).
Longitudinal studies are required to augment this correlational evidence, and some
equivocal findings need further investigation. For instance, an increase of CM with age
has generally been demonstrated, but, for example, decision points in the educational
systems have been shown to disturb maturation. Studies of CM and gender also produce
inconsistent results. Females tend to score higher than males on CM, though some studies
have found the opposite, and others have found no differences (see Patton & Lokan).
Lastly, there is a growing case for CM to include cultural and time-specific contexts and

to have other factors, such as planning, exploration and adaptation, taken into account.

Career Decision-making Self-efficacy

Hackett and Betz (1981) were the first to apply Bandura’s (1977) propositions about
self-efficacy to career behaviour in a seminal study of women’s career development.
They demonstrated that career decisions, achievements and adjustment behaviours were
subject to the influence of self-efficacy beliefs in both men and women. Taylor and Betz
(1983) developed the Career Decision-making Self-efficacy (CDMSE) scale to measure
these self-efficacy expectations, in terms of goal selection, occupational information,
problem solving, planning, and self-appraisal. In the process, Taylor and Betz
demonstrated that participants with lower levels of efficacy for decision-making were
also more undecided.

Several reviews have been published on the CDMSE. Betz and Hackett (1986)

focused on the use of CDMSE in clarifying “the mechanisms affecting women's
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disadvantaged status in the labor force” (p. 279). They pointed to sex-role stereotyping of
particular career-related tasks as being a key determinant of gender differences in
CDMSE. More recently, Betz and Luzzo (1996) reviewed the research on the CDMSE
scale (both 50 and 25-item versions) and cited research attesting to their reliability, and
content, criterion and construct validity. These authors also reported on a small number
of counselling and educational interventions (Foss & Slaney, 1986; Fukuyama et al.,
1988; Luzzo, Funk & Strang, 1996; Luzzo & Taylor, 1994), which they suggested were
underrepresented in an area dominated by correlational studies. They appealed for more
intervention studies in order to clarify, for example, which sources of self-efficacy more
readily lead to changes in CDMSE.

A large number of articles has examined the psychometric properties of the CDMSE
scale (Betz, Klein & Taylor, 1996; Gati, Osipow & Fassa, 1994; Luzzo, 1993a, 1996a;
Peterson & delMas, 1998; Sandler, 1998). In the main, these investigations have verified
the scale’s strengths (based on clearly defined theory, high internal consistency, high test-
retest reliability), although they have generally found high inter-subscale correlations and
a single general factor, meaning the CDMSE scale is best viewed as a general measure.
Unfortunately, the near-exclusive use of convenience samples of college students is a
weakness with these studies (Luzzo, 1996a).

A criticism of the area generally is that the research has chiefly involved correlational
designs with students enrolled in introductory university courses. The correlates of
CDMSE that have been examined include mathematics self-efficacy, generalized self-
efficacy and global self-esteem (Betz & Klein, 1996), environmental and self-exploration
(Blustein, 1989), women’s attitudes toward nontraditional occupations (Mathieu, Sowa &

Niles, 1993), underprepared college students’ institutional integration (Peterson, 1993),

This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the ACER journal. It is not a copy of the record. Final and
authorised version first published in the Australian Journal of Career Development in 10 (2), published by the Australian Council for
Educational Research. Copyright 2001 Australian Council for Educational Research.



user
Text Box
This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the ACER journal. It is not a copy of the record. Final and authorised version first published in the Australian Journal of Career Development in 10 (2), published by the Australian Council for Educational Research. Copyright 2001 Australian Council for Educational Research.


college major indecision (Bergeron & Romano, 1994), locus of control and aspiration-
occupation congruence (Luzzo & Ward, 1995), sex-role identity (Gianakos, 1995),
patterns of career choice development (Gianakos, 1999), cultural differences (Mau,
2000), trait anxiety and ethnic identity (Gloria & Hird, 1999), occupational barriers
(Luzzo, 1996b), and career maturity (Luzzo, 1993b; 1994). Typically, these studies
demonstrate significant relationships between CDMSE and the respective variables, and
where group differences are investigated ethnic minorities and undecided participants
report lower levels of CDMSE.

While this body of evidence related to young adults is impressive, there have been few
studies conducted using high school participants. Brown, Darden, Shelton and Dipoto
(1999) present one exception. These authors examined students’ CDMSE in relation to
their beliefs about career exploration, and found the latter to significantly predict
CDMSE. They concluded “students’ perception of the labor market and expectations of
attaining career goals is related to how efficacious they feel in the implementation of
career decisions" (p. 235). In another high school study, Anderson and Brown (1997)
found that career development attitude was able to predict CDMSE for both rural and
urban students. Lastly, Larson and Majors (1998) used factor and cluster analysis of
several career-planning measures, including the CDMSE scale, to identify career
indecision subtypes in 16-17 year old high school students. Two underlying dimensions
were revealed (personal agency and affective distress), however, results cannot be widely
generalised, as participants were those nominated as “gifted and talented”.

Only six articles were identified where participants were assessed more than once.
Four of these were referred to above in relation to intervention evaluations. They used

pretest-posttest designs to assess the value of (a) a videotape program designed to
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broaden women’s perceived career options (Foss & Slaney, 1986), (b) a computerized
career guidance program entitled DISCOVER (Fukuyama, et al., 1988), (c) the effects of
verbal persuasion on career decision-making activities (Luzzo, et al., 1996) and, (d) an
attributional retraining video (Luzzo & Taylor, 1994). The fifth study was Luzzo and
Day’s (1999) evaluation of college students’ CDMSE before and after a self-efficacy
enhancing feedback session. Significant increases in CDMSE were recorded in each of
the above cases. Lastly, Kraus and Hughey (1999) evaluated lessons focusing on self-
appraisal, occupational information gathering, goal selection, planning and problem
solving for high school students. Unfortunately, this study used a questionable design
(posttest-only with delayed posttest control-group) and conclusions were difficult to
draw.

To summarize, CDMSE is a well-developed construct, and the two main instruments
used to measure it have been shown to exhibit sound psychometric properties. The
construct has undergone rigorous examinations, albeit with a disproportionate emphasis
on college samples and correlational data. It is also important to note that in every
instance except two (i.e., Blustein, 1989; Kraus & Hughey, 1999), there were marked

female/male imbalances of participants, which future research should seek to amend.

Career Indecision

Like CDMSE, career indecision (CI) is closely related to the concept of CM. Super
and Jordaan (1973) viewed one aspect of CM as being the ability “to make socially
required career decisions” (p. 4). Consequently, CI is viewed as a developmental problem
within the career maturation process “that results from a lack of information about self or

the world of work” (Chartrand et al., 1994, p. 55). The assessment of CI provides
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information about the specific problems that prevent respondents from making career
decisions.

The Career Decision Scale (CDS; Osipow et al., 1976) is the most widely used
measure of indecision in the literature (Meier, 1991). This was developed to assess the
extent and nature of CI as well as to provide a criterion index for the evaluation of career
counselling interventions (Betz & Voyten, 1997). It has been extensively revised and
tested and has accumulated impressive validity evidence (Levinson et al., 1998). Because
the original items were generated from problem statements, scores on the CDS can be
analyzed to determine whether there is a need for intervention and, if so, examined to
pinpoint particular concerns in terms of the career decision-making difficulties.

CI was the focus of three review papers generated by our search. First, Hall (1992)
concluded that work in this area was characterized by a static and mechanistic, rather
than developmental approach, and that CI was viewed as a feature of the individual rather
than the outcome of a dynamic process. Hall also censured CI research for its apparent
disregard of relevant career theory, and concluded that the construct needed to be
broadened to include career exploration. In the second review, Osipow (1999) drew
attention to the difference between indecision, classified as a normal developmental
phase within the career decision-making process, and indecisiveness, which he depicted
as a personal trait impinging on many decision-making situations. He cited research by
Haraburda (1998), which has begun to establish the characteristics of indecisiveness that
may boost “the design of interventions to deal with indecisiveness as opposed to
indecision” (p. 152). Osipow also highlighted the difficulties associated with measuring
these two entities, as they often look alike. He endorsed the CDMSE scale as being

helpful in identifying “aspects of the career decision-making process itself in which
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clients may be deficient” (p. 152), whereas the CDS was viewed favourably as a “pre-
post measure to establish what, if any, changes have occurred in career indecision after
counseling” (p. 150). The third review, by Osipow and Winer (1996), also had a testing
focus, and catalogued the research findings using the CDS, including in the areas of
gender, cross-cultural research and special populations.

Of the papers reporting individual CI studies, most again entailed measurements taken
on one occasion and used undergraduate psychology students. Researchers here have
identified associations between CI and task-specific self-efficacy (Temple & Osipow,
1994), family interaction patterns (Whiston, 1996), students’ perceptions of the parental
relationship and career decision-making (Guerra & Braungart-Rieker, 1999), and Kortas,
Neimeryer and Prichard (1992) have initiated work on the relationship between
vocational structure and participants' decision-making style. Stead and Watson (1993)
factor analysed data from the CDS and other related instruments and found the former to
be a unidimensional measure of indecision compared with the others that were more
multidimensional. Likewise, Leong and Chervinko (1996) examined the construct
validity of CI. Negative personality traits such as perfectionism and fear of commitment
were found to account for up to 20 percent of the variance when CI was measured by the
CDS. These authors also highlighted the two aspects of CI, as “a trait-based vocational
problem” and as part of “a normative developmental process” (p. 327).

Brisbin and Savickas (1994) used the CDS, My Vocational Situation (Holland,
Gottfredson & Power, 1980) and the Career Decision Profile (Jones, 1989) to
discriminate between identity status groups. Diffused and moratorium groups were

successfully discriminated from identity achieved and foreclosed groups, but the
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measures were found to be insensitive to differences in the two committed statuses (i.e.,
foreclosed and achieved).

One group of articles incorporated both the CDS and CDMSE scales. Taylor and
Popma (1990) found a moderate negative relationship between CDMSE and CI, and
identified CDMSE as the only variable to make a significant contribution to the
prediction CI. Betz and Voyten (1997) also established self-efficacy beliefs as the best
predictor of CI. These authors verified indecision as a significant predictor of career
exploration intentions amongst women, with those less decided being more likely to
make plans to undertake career search activities. Lastly, Osipow and Gati (1998)
examined the construct and concurrent validity of the Career Decision-Making
Difficulties Questionnaire (CDDQ; Gati, Krausz & Osipow, 1996). These authors also
found a moderate correlation between CDMSE and CI, and recommended CDDQ as a
suitable adjunct to the CDS as it “enables assessment of systematic categories of
difficulties... some of which are represented in the CDS... only indirectly” (p. 361).

Finally, our search produced four studies using high school students that explicitly
examined results obtained from the CDS. In the first, Staley (1996) found CI was
positively related to fear of success and negatively related to self-esteem. Second, CI was
found to be related to identity status (Vondracek et al., 1995). Third, gender differences
were found to account for 21 percent of the variance in career decision-making problems,
with males perceiving greater problems than females (Rojewski & Hill, 1998). In
contrast, Patton and Creed (2001) found girls in their large sample to have higher
indecision scores than boys. A fluctuating pattern of CI according to age was also
revealed by these authors who concluded that “decisiveness was affected by external

pressures within the school system” (p. 348).
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Despite this widespread and useful research, the mainly cross-sectional designs
undermine the merit of this accrued knowledge base. The studies’ inability to deal with
causal relationships or interaction effects was frequently acknowledged and the critical
need for longitudinal data was repeatedly stressed. Only one alternative design (Kraus &
Hughey, 1999) was identified in the present review (although this study failed to gather
pre-test data). It is imperative that longitudinal designs be used on a wider variety of
populations. Lastly, there have been calls for the CI construct to be expanded to give it a
more process-oriented focus, for it to be viewed more positively as a temporary status
within the career development course, and for it to include career “exploration” to

enhance its scope.

Conclusion

It was our intention to provide a brief review of the literature on CM, CDMSE and CI,
and to glean an overall impression of the accumulated evidence. We have attempted to
portray the strengths and weaknesses associated with the studies in each area, and to
summarize the recommendations for future research related to the constructs. In sum, the
instruments commonly used to assess these variables have been shown to exhibit sound
psychometric properties, and the studies involving these constructs generally attested to
their value in terms of describing how career development transpires and what problems
or deficiencies young people experience along the way. Furthermore, a wide range of
personal and contextual variables has been identified as correlates of all three constructs.

At best, the body of evidence associated with these variables may be viewed as a firm
foundation from which more parsimonious and heuristic advancements may be launched.

It is our contention that the ultimate judgement will depend upon how subsequent
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research efforts are managed. If researchers and theorists are to heed the call for
refinement of these constructs and implement more sophisticated research designs, we
envisage an optimistic outcome.

The big picture view we have acquired is threefold. First, these three constructs are
intimately linked, and as such may need to be investigated in unison more often. CM
describes an unfolding of ability to make career related decisions; CI is a stumbling block
within that developmental process; and CDMSE reflects the confidence to undertake
these related tasks. Assertions that these three constructs are linked abound in the
literature. For example, CI has been viewed as one of six approaches to measure CM
(Levinson et al., 1998), and CDMSE has been considered as important in resolving career
indecision (Osipow, 1999). If more research were undertaken with these aspects of career
decision-making examined in unison then findings would be more comprehensive and
gaps in the research field would be more limited.

Second, the constructs of CM and CI in particular require revision. Calls have been
made to streamline CM so that it is more responsive to contextual influences. For
example, Patton and Lokan (2001) reviewed research on this construct and illustrated
ways in which it may evolve to become more relevant to contemporary career patterns
and diverse cultures. Other suggestions for the revision of CM and CI focus on giving
them a more positive slant. Career adaptability, which is the capacity to change to meet
new circumstances has been proposed as a more useful conceptualization than CM.
Savickas (1997), for instance, presented a strong argument for this move, stating that it
“would focus counselors’ attention on developing readiness to cope in clients of all ages,
across all life roles" (p. 254). Likewise, CI could be couched in a more positive

framework by considering it as part of “identity exploration and identity formation...
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rather than emphasizing the ultimate goal of reaching a decision” (Vondracek et al., 1995,
p. 27). Hall (1992) also asserted that career exploration can be a more useful construct as
“exploration can lead to trial activity, new choices, identity changes, and increased
adaptability and personal agency” (p. 247).

Third, CM, CDMSE and CI need to be explored more systematically. With the advent
of modern communication, researchers worldwide are now well placed to coordinate their
efforts. The correlational studies that have already been undertaken need to be
meticulously replicated with populations of various age groups across a diversity of
cultures. Methodological designs also need improvement. Of all the studies incorporated
in this review, only six were not cross-sectional. This is disturbing given the
developmental nature of these constructs. Moreover, according to Hall (1992), this
practice of “taking narrow slices of experiences in cross-sectional [static] terms does not
do justice to the developmental process” (p. 247).

The accrued evidence for CM, CDMSE and CI is strong. However, better integration
and a more sophisticated approach will enhance theory building in this area. Theoretical
constructs are not intended to be immutable, but rather are expected to develop as

contexts change and the body of evidence supporting them accumulates.
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