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Abstract
Career development theories can help practitioners to support their clients’ career 
development, yet evidence suggests that they are not well used in practice. This 
study explores career practitioners’ perceptions of the value that career development 
theories can add in guidance. Data were gathered through semi-structured inter-
views with thirty UK career practitioners exploring their perceptions of the bene-
fits of theory-driven practice and were analysed with a reflexive thematic analysis. 
Three themes were developed: theories add value through boosting the confidence 
of client and practitioner, through deepening the understanding of client and practi-
tioner, and through directly and indirectly improving career guidance conversations.

Keywords Career development theory · Career practice · Thematic analysis

Résumé
Les théories du développement de carrière peuvent aider les praticiens à soutenir le 
développement de carrière de leurs clients, pourtant les preuves suggèrent qu’elles ne 
sont pas bien utilisées en pratique. Cette étude explore les perceptions des praticiens 
de carrière de la valeur que les théories du développement de carrière peuvent ajouter 
dans l’orientation. Les données ont été recueillies par des entretiens semi-structurés 
avec trente praticiens de carrière au Royaume-Uni explorant leurs perceptions des 
avantages d’une pratique guidée par la théorie, et ont été analysées avec une analyse 
thématique réflexive. Trois thèmes ont été développés : les théories ajoutent de la 
valeur en renforçant la confiance du client et du praticien, en approfondissant la com-
préhension du client et du praticien, et en améliorant directement et indirectement les 
conversations d’orientation de carrière.
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Resumen
Las teorías de desarrollo profesional pueden ayudar a los profesionales a apoyar el 
desarrollo de la carrera de sus clientes, sin embargo, la evidencia sugiere que no se 
utilizan bien en la práctica. Este estudio explora las percepciones de los profesionales 
de la carrera sobre el valor que las teorías de desarrollo profesional pueden agregar en 
orientación. Los datos se recopilaron a través de entrevistas semi-estructuradas con 
treinta profesionales de la carrera en el Reino Unido explorando sus percepciones de 
los beneficios de la práctica impulsada por la teoría, y se analizaron con un análisis 
temático reflexivo. Se desarrollaron tres temas: las teorías agregan valor a través de 
aumentar la confianza del cliente y del profesional, a través de profundizar la comp-
rensión del cliente y del profesional, y a través de mejorar directa e indirectamente las 
conversaciones de orientación profesional.

Zusammenfassung
Theorien zur Karriereentwicklung können Praktikern dabei helfen, die Karriereent-
wicklung ihrer Kunden zu unterstützen, doch die Beweise deuten darauf hin, dass sie 
in der Praxis nicht gut genutzt werden. Diese Studie untersucht die Wahrnehmungen 
von Karriereberatern über den Wert, den Theorien zur Karriereentwicklung in der 
Beratung hinzufügen können. Daten wurden durch halbstrukturierte Interviews mit 
dreißig britischen Karriereberatern gesammelt, in denen ihre Wahrnehmungen der 
Vorteile einer theoriegetriebenen Praxis untersucht wurden, und wurden mit einer re-
flexiven thematischen Analyse analysiert. Drei Themen wurden entwickelt: Theorien 
fügen Wert hinzu durch Steigerung des Selbstvertrauens von Klient und Praktiker, 
durch Vertiefung des Verständnisses von Klient und Praktiker und durch direkte und 
indirekte Verbesserung von Karriereberatungsgesprächen.

Introduction

The career industry in the UK has struggled over the last decades to be seen as a 
credible profession. The Harris review in 2001 described careers services in higher 
education as ‘Cinderella services’, a reference to a traditional fairy tale, in which 
the protagonist, and in this metaphor, the careers service practitioners, are depicted 
as hard-working employees not recognised for their contributions. Nearly a decade 
later, the UK government’s Career Profession Task Force declared that career prac-
titioners were not always seen as a ‘highly-esteemed group of professionals’ (2010, 
p. 10) and called for increased professionalism, a message re-stated 10 years later 
(Gough & Neary, 2020; Moore, 2021). This focus on further professionalisation in 
the career industry is not limited to the UK. O’Reilly and colleagues highlighted 
the challenge of ‘social recognition’ for the profession in Australia (O’Reilly et al., 
2020, p. 84) and there have been recent calls for the further professionalisation of 
the industry in countries such as Australia (O’Reilly et al., 2020) and Sweden (Nils-
son & Hertzberg, 2022).

At the heart of a profession is the ‘development, transmission and application of 
a theoretical body of knowledge’ (Victoria, 2018, p. 1) and the aim of using this 
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specialist knowledge to benefit society. There is no shortage of specialist theoreti-
cal knowledge in the discipline of career development, with hundreds of theories 
that explain and predict career choices and career paths. Theories are emphasised in 
professional frameworks (Career Development Institute, 2021) and in textbooks and 
papers (Reid, 2015; Yates, 2022) and are covered in initial training and continuing 
professional development (CPD) courses (OCR, 2021). But despite this centrality, it 
is not at all clear that the theories are well-used by career development practitioners. 
Polkinghorne, in 1992, identified a gap between theory and practice, and evidence 
suggests that there has not been a significant improvement since (Yates & Hirsh, 
2022). Whilst a scientist–practitioner approach is gaining ground in some related 
professions, such as organisational psychology (Bulsara et al., 2022) and coaching 
(Miles & Fassinger, 2021), the career industry is not alone in its struggle to bridge 
theories and practice. In social work, for example, it is argued that professionals 
lack the time, the access and sometimes the critical thinking skills to interpret aca-
demic literature (Muurinen & Kääriäinen, 2021) and within human resources (HR), 
the academic research is criticised for being inaccessible, and HR practitioners have 
been accused of oversimplifying the advice they give (Timming & Macneil, 2023). 
Given the recent interest in the professionalisation of the career development com-
munity, it seems timely to reflect on the role of career development theories in career 
practice, and this study aims to start to address this, exploring the contribution that 
career development theories can make.

Theories in career practice

Career practitioners draw on two groups of theories: counselling and guidance theo-
ries and career development theories (Kidd et al., 1994; Perera & Athanasou, 2019; 
Sharf, 2016). Career counselling and guidance theories offer frameworks to help 
practitioners to manage and structure their interventions. Common models include 
Egan’s skilled helper model (2013) and Rogers’s person-centred approach (1961).

Career development theories offer an explanation of the process of career choice 
and development. They provide a ‘conceptual framework within which to view the 
types of career problems that emerge during a person’s lifespan’ (Sharf, 2016, p. 4). 
A useful categorisation of these theories comes from Patton and McMahon (2014) 
who identify theories of content, theories of process, theories of content and pro-
cess, and constructivist theories.

Theories of content focus on influences – both within the individual (for example 
Holland’s trait and factor theory (1973) or work as a calling theory, Duffy et  al., 
2018), and within the environment (for example Roberts’ theory of opportunity 
structures, 1977 and Blustein et  al.’s psychology of working theory, 2008). Theo-
ries of process address career development over time and include Super’s theory 
of life stages (Super et al., 1996), Gati’s work on career decision-making (Gati & 
Asher, 2001) and Verbruggen and de Vos’s career inaction theory (2020). Theories 
that combine process and content include Lent et al.’s social cognitive career theory 
(1994) and de Vos et al.’s sustainable career theory (2020). Constructivist theories 
acknowledge that careers are co-constructed between the individual and their context 
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and include Pryor and Bright’s chaos theory of careers (2003) and Savickas’s career 
construction theory (2013).

Career practitioner trainees are exposed to both counselling theories and career 
development theories as part of their initial career practice training (Career Devel-
opment Institute, 2021), but studies suggest that whilst career counselling and guid-
ance theories are well used in practice, career development theories are not (Bim-
rose et al., 2016; Everitt et al., 2018; Kidd et al., 1994; Reardon et al., 2011; Yates 
& Hirsh, 2022). As such, it is career development theories that are the focus of the 
present study.

Career development theories in career practice

Career development theories have the potential to add great value to practice. Theo-
ries are designed to simplify and explain, so the more complex the phenomenon, the 
more useful the theories; the complexity of career development is such that theories 
could have a great impact (Yates, 2022). Career development theories can be used 
in practice in different ways. They can help practitioners to conceptualise clients’ 
career problems to help them understand what is going on for their clients and iden-
tify a suitable direction for the conversation (Sharf, 2016). Theories can also be use-
ful if directly shared with clients, normalising their experiences and validating the 
choices that they have made (Yates, 2022). Some theories offer tools and techniques 
that practitioners can use: Savickas’s theory of career construction (2013), for exam-
ple, offers the career style interview to help identify life themes (Taber et al., 2011) 
and the career inaction theory offers specific suggestions for practice (Verbruggen & 
de Vos, 2020).

Existing research offers some detail of the career development theories that are 
most recognised and most often used by career practitioners. Brown, in a survey 
of US career practitioners in 2002 found that practitioners were most likely to use 
Holland’s trait and factor theory (1973) and Super’s life stages (1990). More recent 
research indicates that those two theories are popular in the UK, along with Roberts’ 
theory of opportunity structures (1977), social learning theory (Krumboltz, 2009) 
and planned happenstance theory (Everitt et al., 2018; Mitchell et al., 1999; Yates 
& Hirsh, 2022). There is limited evidence of more recent theories being used in 
practice, and the reasons for this are not clear. New theories will of course take time 
to filter through to practice, but it might be reasonable to expect more significant 
shifts in the theories that are most often used. Another group of theories are rarely 
mentioned in research that examine practice, despite their prominence in the aca-
demic career literature; examples include Lent et al.’s social cognitive career theory 
(1994), Patton and McMahon’s systems theory framework (2014) and Savickas’s 
career construction theory (2013). Sharf notes that theories with three or four con-
structs are more likely to be useful than those which are more complex (2016), and 
perhaps the more comprehensive nature of these particular theories makes them less 
readily applicable.

More limited attention has been paid to how the theories are applied in practice 
and less still to the perceived benefits of theoretical career practice. Brown’s 2022 
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survey indicated that career development theories were used either through specific 
related assessment instruments or to help with case conceptualisation. Kidd et  al. 
(1994), who worked with UK practitioners, found that they used broad principles 
rather than applying the theories in a more specific way. Neither study examined the 
value that practitioners felt their use of theories added to their practice or to their 
clients.

Yates and Hirsh (2022) interviewed career practitioners in higher education in the 
UK and found that whilst they recognised the value of career development theories, 
they did not feel equipped to apply them in practice. Everitt et al. (2018) reported 
that very few of their practitioner participants drew on any career development theo-
ries in their practice, and Bimrose et al. (2016) described theoretical career practice 
as ‘scarce’ (p. 147). Most striking, perhaps, is Kidd et  al.’s conclusion that their 
career practitioner participants were ‘virtually unanimous in their dismissal of the 
value of theories’ (1994, p. 391).

Explanations have been put forward to explain the limited use of career devel-
opment theories in practice. Some authors suggest that the problem may lie in 
the nature of the theories, which may not be suitable for a contemporary context 
(Lauder & Neary, 2020; Matthews, 2017). Others critique the way theories are 
taught, highlighting that theory and practice are usually covered as distinct topics 
(Brown, 2002; Kidd et al., 1994) and the fact that many of those who write about 
and teach career theories are not themselves career practitioners (Lenz, 2008). There 
is some evidence that practitioners do not see learning about career theories as para-
mount (Athanasou, 2012), and some studies suggest that the careers service context 
in the UK, in particular the culture of short one-off interventions, might make the 
application of theories more difficult (Reid, 2022).

The reality may well be that the reasons are complex and incorporate all of these, 
but notwithstanding the intractability of these challenges, they must be addressed. 
Without the transmission and application of these theories, the career development 
community is failing to fulfil its potential, failing its clients, and will continue to 
fall short of its desired professional status (Sampson et al., 2011; Tapper & Millett, 
2015).

In this study we aim to address the topic in a new way, evoking the solution-
focused philosophy that holds that solutions are not found in problems but in excep-
tions and resources (de Shazer & Berg, 1997). Rather than concentrating on the bar-
riers, the focus of this study is on existing good practice in the field, and the study 
aims to explicate the benefits of using theories and identify enablers. The expecta-
tion is that this positive approach could yield some compelling reasons for using 
theories in career practice and illustrate how they are used and how they are learned. 
A clear description of both the value that theories add and the ways that they are 
used could help to convince practitioners of the value of engaging with theories and 
offer career practitioner trainers and professional bodies ideas for initial training and 
continuous professional development.

The participants for this study are career practitioners who use career develop-
ment theories in their practice. Through in-depth interviews with 30 practitioners, 
this study will explore how practitioners use theories and what value they feel the 
theories add to their practice. Specifically, the research question focuses on career 
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practitioners who incorporate career development theories in their practice and asks: 
What benefits do practitioners see from their theoretically informed practice?

Methods

This study is underpinned by critical realism which aligns a realist ontology with 
a relativist epistemology, proposing that whilst there is an objective reality, it can 
only be seen through the lens of individuals’ experiences and understood through 
the meaning they make of those experiences (Bhaskar, 2020; Willig, 2013). In 
this study, it is therefore assumed that using career theories in practice can have an 
impact, but that this impact can only be understood through the lens of people’s 
experiences–in this case drawing on the perceptions of the career practitioners. Crit-
ical realism focuses on explicit meanings within the data, reporting the reality of the 
participants’ experiences as described in their narratives. The study offers an induc-
tive analysis, providing a rich account of the participants’ experiences, exploring the 
topic, and not aiming to fit the data into a pre-existing theoretical framework.

Researcher perspective

As a career coach and academic who teaches career coaching to entry level trainees 
and to experienced professionals in the UK, I have a long standing and deep interest 
in improving career practice. My interest in the topic of this research was sparked 
off by conversations with students and career practitioners which revealed a wide 
range of attitudes towards and approaches to theory-driven practice and led to a gen-
uine curiosity on my part to learn more about the way practitioners use theories, 
the theories they use and the benefits they perceive. This enthusiasm for identifying 
good practice risked a positive bias during both the data gathering and the analysis 
stage. To mitigate against bias during data collection, the interview questions were 
kept deliberately open and neutral, so as to avoid leading the participants. During 
the analysis I remained acutely aware of the risks of bias and committed to keeping 
the coding and development of themes closely grounded in the data. The initial find-
ings were then shared with four of the participants who reported that they felt that 
the analysis resonated with their experiences, and the account of the findings in this 
paper are well illustrated with direct quotes from the participants.

UK context

The career development industry in the UK operates on a devolved model, with sep-
arate organisations determining policy and provision in each of the four nations. The 
Scottish Development Service provides all age support through educational insti-
tutions and the community. Career Wales provides support for young people and 
adults whose jobs are at risk or who are unemployed. The Northern Ireland Careers 
Service provides all age guidance. There is no single body overseeing provision in 
England leading to a more fragmented service offering different levels of support 
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to young people through schools and universities and to adults in particular priority 
groups across the country. Whilst the provision of career support across the UK var-
ies, the Career Development Institute, the dominant professional body, supports and 
accredits the initial training of career practitioners across the country and offers a 
wide range of continuing professional development for practitioners.

Participants

Participants were 30 UK career practitioners (m = 7, f = 23) who self-identified as 
using theories in their career practice. The participants came from across the career 
industry, working (either at the time of the study or in previous roles) with clients 
in schools (n = 13), further education colleges (n = 8), higher education (n = 19) and 
with adults (n = 12); 16 of the practitioners had experience working with more than 
one client group. All participants were trained and qualified: 14 participants quali-
fied with a post-graduate diploma in career development, 14 had been awarded a 
Masters qualification in career development, and 3 had National Vocational Qual-
ification in advice and guidance – 2 at level 6 (equivalent to the final year of an 
undergraduate degree programme) and 1 at level 4 (equivalent to the first year of 
a degree programme). The practitioners’ qualifications had been awarded between 
41 years and 2 months prior to the interviews (mean = 15.6 years, standard devia-
tion (SD) = 12.6). There were no discernible patterns in the participants’ responses 
based on type of qualification or length of time since qualification. Some differences 
emerged on the basis of client group which are discussed in the findings section. 
Further details of the participants can be seen in Table S1 in the Supplementary File.

Sample size in qualitative studies can be difficult to determine and to justify. The 
present study was exploratory but had a narrow aim and highly specific participant 
characteristics. An information power analysis would suggest that a medium sized 
sample would be sufficient for such a study (Malterud et al., 2016); 30 participants 
is within the recommended sample size (Clarke & Braun, 2017) and well within the 
range used in similar recent studies (for example Sharma et al., 2021; Yates & Hirsh, 
2022) and thus was considered suitable for the study.

Procedure

Once ethical approval was granted from X University Psychology Ethics Commit-
tee (approval number ETH2122-0335) [blinded for review], the researcher posted a 
message on two professional social media groups. The message invited practitioners 
who use career development theories in their practice and who find that this theo-
retically informed practice adds value to get in touch with the author. Fifteen prac-
titioners responded to a message posted on the researcher’s LinkedIn page and a 
further seven responded to a message posted on X (formerly Twitter). The remain-
ing participants were recruited through snowball sampling, with 6 of the first set of 
22 participants inviting suitable colleagues to contact the researcher. There was no 
discernible impact of the sampling method in the findings.
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Data collection

Interviews took place on Microsoft (MS) Teams between December 2021 and June 
2022 and were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim and pseudonymised. The inter-
views lasted between 40 min and 75 min and averaged 52 min long. The interviews 
were semi-structured – designed to gather the data needed to answer the research 
questions but with enough flexibility to ensure that the researcher was able to follow 
the conversation in any unexpected but potentially valuable direction. The partici-
pants were asked to describe their theoretical practice ‘Tell me a bit about how you 
use theories in your practice’ and to explain ‘What value do you think the theories 
add?’ Prompt questions ensured that participants had considered all aspects of their 
practice, and that they were given the opportunity to offer a range of examples from 
their work. Participants were also asked to comment on their theoretical training and 
development and the range of theories they draw on. The full set of questions asked 
can be found in the Supplementary File.

Data analysis

The data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s approach to reflective thematic 
analysis (RTA) (2020). This approach aims to identify patterns of data across a data 
set, identifying common themes that answer the research question. RTA is a method 
of data analysis that can suit a range of epistemological positions, here being used 
within a critical realist framework. It is an approach that acknowledges researcher 
subjectivity as a resource and thus is recommended for single-coder research. I fol-
lowed Braun and Clarke’s specific steps for data analysis (2006). I became familiar 
with the data, reading the transcripts through and then coded the entire data set, 
working through line by line and giving participants’ comments descriptive codes 
that reflected my understanding of their meaning. In  vivo code labels were used 
where possible to try and represent the participants’ meanings as faithfully as pos-
sible (including ‘credibility as a career coach’, ‘bring the insides outside’ and ‘affir-
mation’). In an RTA, coding is an organic process which makes no use of codebooks 
and does not strive for accuracy or reliability. The process of analysis is iterative and 
slow, and the time and space required allows the research to develop a deeper and 
more nuanced analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019). The participant narratives in this 
study were in some ways quite diverse, as the participants were working with dif-
ferent clients in different contexts, and each practitioner offered specific examples 
of the way they worked with theories. This heterogeneity encouraged me to delve 
deeper with my analysis, as the patterns of meaning came from what was behind 
the examples, rather than the examples themselves, and this helped me to avoid 
what Braun and Clarke call topic summaries, which are more descriptive (Braun & 
Clarke, 2021).

Working with the codes from the whole data set, I then began to develop themes 
– identifying codes that were similar and grouping them together, reflecting on the 
relationships between the codes and developing themes. The way that I grouped 
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the codes into themes developed over time. In my initial analysis I developed two 
themes, identifying the benefits of theory-driven practice for (1) practitioners and 
(2) practice. Benefits for practitioners included codes linked to increased credibil-
ity and increased confidence. Benefits for practice included codes that covered the 
way that theories can normalise and validate clients’ experiences and the way they 
can inform questions. This analysis did seem to fit the data, as I interpreted it, but 
didn’t seem to offer a sufficiently deep analysis. With further thought and reflection, 
I developed the final themes (greater confidence, deeper understanding and more 
effective practice) and felt that this offered a deeper level of analysis, explaining not 
only how the theories can be used but also what they can achieve. This final analy-
sis, evoking Beck’s cognitive triangle of emotions, cognitions and actions (Beck, 
1995), seemed to me to offer a more comprehensive analysis of the value of theories 
and to be faithful to the data.

Throughout the process, I aimed to stay as close to the data as possible, identify-
ing quotes from the participants’ narratives that could illustrate the themes, and I 
kept coming back to the research question to ensure that the final model of themes 
offered the best and most faithful answer.

With an RTA, researchers are encouraged to use their subjectivity as a resource, 
as a tool to help them to deepen their analysis and to support knowledge production 
(Braun & Clarke, 2021). To this end, I kept a detailed reflective journal through-
out, noting down and questioning my own pre-understanding of the issues and their 
responses, feelings and ideas generated across the whole process to allow me to offer 
a deeper level of analysis (Sundler et al., 2019).

Findings and discussion

The practitioners were asked which theories they used in their practice and alto-
gether mentioned 33 different theories. Of the theories, 17 were discussed by multi-
ple practitioners and 16 were mentioned by one individual practitioner. Practitioners 
predominately drew on the traditional theories, focusing on a fairly narrow range 
of well-established career development theories, most commonly Mitchell et  al.’s 
theory of planned happenstance (1999), Holland’s trait and factor theory (1973), 
Law’s theory of community interaction (1981) and Roberts’ theory of opportunity 
structures (1977). There were fewer references to theories developed this century 
(exceptions included Ng & Feldman’s theory of occupational embeddedness, 2007 
and Savickas’s theory of career construction, 2013) and just one from the past dec-
ade (Tomlinson’s graduate capital model, 2017). Table S2 in the Supplementary File 
provides a full list.

The range of traditional theories recalls the theories most commonly used in 
Kidd et al.’s study in the UK (1994) and Brown’s in the USA (2002) and high-
lights the enduring dominance of Holland’s trait and factor theory and Super’s 
theory of life stages. Mitchell et al.’s theory of planned happenstance (1999) was 
noted by the highest number of practitioners, with 19 using it in their practice, 
echoing the findings from two more recent surveys of practice in the UK (Everitt 
et al., 2018; Yates & Hirsh, 2022). Participants here explained that they shared 
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the concept of planned happenstance explicitly with their clients and found that 
it helped their clients to, in David’s words, ‘feel better’.

Unexpectedly, these findings suggest that the leading twentieth century the-
ories, identified in previous studies both in the UK and the USA, still domi-
nate in practice. The context in which practitioners are working, and the labour 
market that their clients are entering have both changed significantly over the 
last decades (Savickas, 2011; Thambar et al., 2020). The myriad career develop-
ment theories, which have emerged in response to these changes, would seem 
to be far more relevant to a contemporary context, yet they do not appear to 
have been widely adopted. Older theories are criticised for their assumptions 
about the static nature of people and jobs and their limited acknowledgement of 
the experiences of diverse groups (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005; Patton & McMa-
hon, 2014; Yates, 2022), so the limited use of more recent theories in this study 
is arguably a cause for concern. Given that modern theories are arguably more 
suited to support clients in navigating career development in the contemporary 
world, what explanations can there be for the persistent popularity of the older 
theories?

Most of the practitioners had received their initial training before 2010 and 
would have learnt about the more traditional theories at that stage. Some of the 
participants, however, had trained more recently, and still did not describe using 
the newer theories much in their practice. Further research could identify the 
range of theories that are covered in initial training programmes and in continu-
ing professional development in the UK to explore whether the limited range of 
theories identified in this study is a consequence of the approach to training.

Another possible explanation is offered by the participants who explained that 
some of the more recent theories were difficult to understand and apply. Steve, 
commenting on the systems theory framework (Patton & McMahon, 2014), said, 
‘I can see what they are trying to do with it, but how do you even use that as a 
practitioner?’ and Alex, recalling Savickas’s career construction theory (2013), 
said, ‘I kept reading it and reading it and it still made no sense’. This aligns with 
Sharf’s suggestion that complicated theories are hard to use (2016), and echoing 
the calls from Lauder and Neary (2020) and Matthews (2017), a renewed focus 
on how theories are communicated might be timely.

Three key themes reflect three different ways in which career theories can 
enhance career practice: greater confidence, deeper understanding, and more 
effective practice.

Theme 1: knowledge of career theories leads to greater confidence

The participants showed that a knowledge of career theories leads to greater 
confidence, both for themselves and for their clients. For practitioners, knowing 
about theories can enhance their sense of professionalism and boost their cred-
ibility with others. Those who share theories explicitly with clients reported that 
learning about a theory can validate and normalise clients’ experiences.
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Theories enhance professional credibility

Some practitioners reported that using theories had a positive impact on their cred-
ibility with their clients and made clients more confident in the practitioner’s profes-
sional knowledge and practices. Ruth explained that using theories ‘demonstrates 
my credibility as a career coach’ and Nicky explained that for her, ‘credibility comes 
from the theories on which you base your practice’.

Practitioners also spoke about other stakeholders. Katrina, who works in a uni-
versity explained that ‘it boosts my credibility significantly to use research and theo-
ries with academics because that’s at the heart of what is valued’ and Carole echoed 
this, saying that ‘you have to justify that the work you are doing is not airy fairy 
nonsense’. Practitioners also reported that using theories specifically increases the 
status of their job role. Becky explained that acknowledging a theoretical underpin-
ning makes the point that ‘not everyone is a careers adviser’ and Susan in a similar 
vein said that it shows that ‘it’s not easy to become a career consultant’.

The practitioners spoke about the positive impact that understanding theories can 
have on their own sense of professionalism. Tessa explained, theories ‘make me feel 
I have more of a professional identity’, Maddie spoke about the ‘legitimacy’ that 
theories bring and Steve said, ‘I am an expert here’.

The ability to boost confidence is a particularly interesting finding in this study. 
It is not inherent in the nature of theories to have impact of this nature and is not 
something that has been identified in previous studies that have examined the use of 
career development theories in career practice, yet the use of theories appears to be 
a potent source of professional credibility for these practitioners. The practitioners 
explained that they felt more confident about their profession and their professional-
ism through understanding the theoretical underpinnings of their work and, echoing 
definitions of professionalism in literature (Victoria, 2018), they described this as an 
important element of their professional identity. A professional identity – a particu-
larly prestigious kind of occupational identity which makes use of esoteric skills and 
knowledge (Lepisto et al., 2015) – can help individuals to find purpose and mean-
ing and to see how they make a contribution to society (Caza & Creary, 2016). The 
participants described the association between their knowledge of theories and their 
own professional identity in strong terms, suggesting an almost existential need for 
the additional standing that a theoretical basis can add. A strong professional iden-
tity brings individual benefits, boosting self-esteem and job satisfaction (Ashforth 
& Mael, 1989; Dutton et al., 1994), but could also make a positive contribution at 
a broader level. The strength of the impact that a familiarity with the underpinning 
theory had on the participants’ professional identities chimes with a profession that 
has been struggling to increase its status (Gough & Neary, 2020); a deeper engage-
ment with theory may constitute a useful approach to dealing with this long-running 
issue.

Knowledge of theories boosts practitioners’ confidence in what they do. Christine 
talked about the reassurance the theories offered, saying that they ‘affirm that I’m 
already doing and thinking the right things’ and Ruth explained that her knowledge 
about theories is ‘to some degree a confidence booster – to reassure me that I know 
what I’m doing’.
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The affirmation that an understanding of theories gave to the practitioners in 
terms of their own practices may also have a more direct positive impact on 
practitioners. Professional self-efficacy has been shown to confer a range of ben-
efits, increasing psycho-social well-being (Ventura et al., 2015), commitment to 
a profession (Chesnut & Burley, 2015), the ability to deal with set backs and 
to embrace challenges (Staples et al., 1999) and job satisfaction (Caprara et al., 
2006). Ayliffe et al., (2024) explain that a theoretically informed employability 
curriculum can lead to more effective learning, as it can give practitioners the 
confidence to raise their expectations of what the students can achieve and to 
challenge them more.

Engaging with theories boosts clients’ confidence

Most of the practitioners said that they sometimes explicitly share details of a 
theory with their clients and reported that this can be validating, making clients 
feel more confident about the choices that they have made. David talked about 
students ‘physically relaxing’ when they realise that there is a theory which 
explains their own experiences, and Jasmine recounted an interaction with a cli-
ent in which she described a relevant theory, saying ‘I saw that little smile come 
on his face – he liked that, knowing that he fitted into a theory […] it gives them 
a bit of affirmation’.

A similar but distinct value that learning theories can confer on clients is that, 
in Rosalind’s words, they ‘normalise clients’ experiences’. For clients who feel 
that they have made mistakes with their career choices, or fear that they have 
fallen behind their peers, learning about a theory which reflects their experience 
or explains their current situation can normalise what they have been through. 
Penny explained that clients will ‘often think they are the only one’ and explained 
that knowing there was a theory that accounted for their situation can make them 
feel ‘they’re not alone’. The practitioners also noticed that learning about a the-
ory made their clients feel empowered. Lee explained that clients can think that 
‘careers just happen’ and learning about theories ‘empowers them, gives them 
some agency’, giving clients, as Maddie said, the ‘drive to take control’ of their 
own futures.

The idea that theories can normalise and validate clients’ experiences echoes the 
advice from Yates (2022), and the boost of confidence that it seems to confer may 
have very positive benefits on clients’ career development (Hirschi, 2012). The idea 
of empowerment and agency are also important for career development (Blustein 
et al., 2008), and offering clients tools that they can use beyond the career conversa-
tion itself is of great value (Fleuren et al., 2020). Career development theories may 
therefore have a very positive, direct impact on clients’ career decision-making.

Alex reported that her year 11 pupils would be more likely to put their theory-
inspired plans into action, feeling ‘more confident’ about their value and therefore 
their own ‘chances of success’. This echoes the findings of Ayliffe et al. (2024) who 
found that their theory-driven employability sessions gave students the confidence to 
override pressure from friends or anecdotal evidence.
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Theme 2: knowledge of career theories leads to deeper understanding

The second theme was the role that theories play in deepening understanding. Again, 
this offered value for the career practitioners, leading to a deeper understanding of 
their clients, and for clients themselves, allowing them to unlock insights.

Deeper understanding of clients

Every practitioner talked about theories as a mechanism to help them to understand 
their clients better. David stated that for him, theories ‘give you insight into what’s 
happening with the student; they help with understanding where they’re at and how 
things around them are influencing their decision-making and their ideas’. Cathe-
rine said that her knowledge of theories allowed her ‘to understand the complexity’ 
and illustrated this talking about a hypothetical client who wanted to be a lawyer, 
explaining:

rather than just accepting that a client wants to be a lawyer, you think about 
where the idea came from (opportunity structures), whether they would fit in 
(trait and factor), how it suits their life roles (LifeSpan LifeSpace) how it fits 
with their identity (identity theory). (Catherine)

Echoing advice in literature (for example, Sharf, 2016) Catherine’s example shows 
how she was able to draw on a range of different theories, picking those that were 
most suitable for the client in front of her and using them to help her to look behind 
the client’s words to understand some of the complexity. Previous studies have indi-
cated that career theories may only be useable in longer career conversations (Reid, 
2022), but this quote from Catherine illustrates how theories can be used to delve 
deep quickly, suggesting that rather than being something that takes time within a 
career conversation, theoretical knowledge can serve as a short-cut.

Deeper self‑awareness for clients

Practitioners explained that when they were able to share a relevant theory, clients 
were able to use the theory as a framework or lens through which to understand 
their own thoughts or emotions better. Karen felt that it often leads to ‘lightbulb 
moments’ for clients and Ruth spoke about using theories as a way to challenge cli-
ents’ thinking – exposing ‘blind spots’. Alex saw theories as ways to help clients by 
‘bringing the insides outside – bring out what is already in their heads’.

Self-awareness is at the heart of good quality career decision-making (Law & 
Watts, 1977) and has been identified as one of the aspects of the process that those 
making choices find most difficult (Gati et al., 1996). The examples above illustrate 
the potential value of sharing theories with clients, yet even our highly theoretically 
aware participants were not always keen to do so. Whilst some, particularly those 
working with students and researchers in higher education, were comfortable shar-
ing the details of the theoretical basis of their sessions with their clients, others were 
more hesitant. Carole explained ‘I don’t talk to the clients about specific theories’ 
and Steve simply said that his clients ‘wouldn’t need to know’ details about the 
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name or authors of the theory. Career theories themselves can be complicated and 
difficult to grasp and perhaps this is one factor that makes is difficult for practition-
ers to share theories explicitly with clients. Brown (2002) reported that career prac-
titioners wanted theories that were clearly and simply expressed, and some of the 
practitioners in this study also noted how rarely they found simple explanations of 
career theories: Marina explained that to really understand the academic literature ‘I 
had to read it so many times to get my head around it’.

Theme 3: knowledge of career theories leads to more effective practice

The practitioners spoke about the ways in which theories influenced their career 
conversations, and the indirect influence the theories had on their conversations, 
through deeper understanding.

Enhancing the relationship

Existing literature has repeatedly shown that the quality of the relationship between 
the client and the practitioner has a positive impact on the outcomes of the interven-
tion. It is often cited as the single most important aspect of the interaction (Graß-
mann et  al., 2020; Whiston et  al., 2017), and experiencing and communicating 
empathy with clients is one of Rogers’ core conditions for effective practice (1961). 
It seems that theories can be useful tools to help with this.

The practitioners explained that the deeper understanding of their clients devel-
oped through their theoretical knowledge allowed them, as Nancy said ‘to under-
stand and empathise more’. Freya talked about it leading to ‘deeper empathy’ and 
greater ‘unconditional positive regard’ for her clients and Ben felt it meant that he 
was able to say ‘I recognise that’ to his clients, illustrating that this understanding 
leads both to more empathy and the communication of that empathy. Again, the nar-
ratives from this study illustrate that a knowledge of theories can offer a short-cut 
to effective practice, allowing practitioners to develop deeper relationships more 
quickly.

Jasmine and Beatriz both explained that using theories can make the process 
be more of a ‘collaboration’ between the coach and client, invoking, as Alex said, 
‘a third party’ whose work they can critique together. Ellen described sharing the 
names of the scholars and theories so that clients ‘can go away and research them-
selves if they want to’, guarding against a power imbalance in the relationship, by 
sharing their expertise and inviting the client to embrace, reject or critique the ideas.

This collaborative working relationship is a goal of good career practice (Whis-
ton et  al., 2017) and it seems that using theories is one mechanism for achieving 
this. Sharing theories allows practitioners to add value through specialist knowl-
edge, without disrupting the collaborative nature of the relationship, or putting the 
practitioner in a position of expert, which can risk removing agency from the client 
(Hawkins, 2008).
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Improving the conversation

The practitioners talked about using this deeper knowledge to guide their actions 
within the career conversation, as Rosalind said, it helps her ‘to work out what we 
need to work on’. Catherine sees an improvement in the way she listens, explain-
ing that her knowledge of theories lets her ‘listen in a deep way […] which allows 
you to have a better and deeper conversation about it’. George said that the better 
understanding he has developed through their theoretical knowledge, allows him to 
‘ask the right questions’ and Leila spoke about her deeper understanding making her 
questions ‘sharper and cleverer’.

For other practitioners, theories offer some guidance as to the direction of conver-
sation. Ben uses his knowledge of theories to develop a ‘working hypothesis’ about 
his clients which ‘gives me some ideas about what to do next – what questions to 
ask, what direction to take the conversation and some ideas for solving the prob-
lems’. Rosalind felt that they could add some ‘shape and structure’ to her conversa-
tions, and Nicky went as far as to say that the theory-driven structure ‘transforms it 
from a chat to a useful workshop’.

The skills described here are some of the most important that a practitioner will 
use in their practice. Textbooks and courses offer ideas for improving listening skills 
and asking powerful questions (Ali & Graham, 1996), and it is interesting to see that 
career theories can stimulate these important skills.

Supporting professional skills

Some practitioners, including Catherine and Freya, used theories as a mechanism 
through which, in Caitlin’s words ‘to reflect on practice and improve it’. Reflective 
practice is an important part of professional development (CDI, 2021) that serves 
to improve practice, support ethical practice and increase self-awareness (Carroll, 
2009; McMahon, 2004). Using theories to help structure these reflections seems to 
support this important aspect of professional practice.

A few of the participants also saw that through this reflection, theories could lead 
to what Ben described as ‘self-compassion’. He explained that ‘they can make you 
understand that something isn’t down to you – it’s just where the client is’. Freya 
spoke in a similar vein about theories making her more resilient, explaining that 
they can ‘give you comfort and a bit of hope when things go wrong’ as they allow 
her to see that a lack of progress with a client is just part of a process and not down 
to her professional failings. She finds that this makes her more resilient, allowing her 
to ‘feel better about the small steps and the small impact’. Self-compassion, the pro-
cess of noticing inner pain and identifying it as a normal part of human experience 
and making a choice to be kind to oneself, has been established as an antecedent 
of resilience (Lefebvre et al., 2020) and a valuable way to help workers cope with 
stressful contexts (Finlay-Jones et al., 2017)

A small number of the practitioners spoke about theory as the fundamental bed-
rock of their entire work. Beatriz explained that theories have given her ‘my philo-
sophical understanding of how careers work – of what career development is’. Chris-
tine explained that the theories inform ‘how I understand what career choice is’ and 
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Alex said that her knowledge of theories ‘shapes me as a practitioner – my views, 
it shapes everything’ adding, ‘I don’t really understand how people can work in 
careers without theory’. Susan spoke passionately about the importance of theories 
in careers work, explaining that ‘theories deepen what we do’ and Rosalind asserted 
‘You have to have some kind of foothold in theory and research; without that we 
would not be doing our jobs’.

This is an interesting and unexpected subtheme. It seems that theories can help 
practitioners to crystalise and articulate what they are doing, why they are doing it 
and how they can do it well.

It was notable that the practitioners in this study reported making better use of 
older theories – mostly those published in the twentieth century. It seems plausible 
that incorporating newer theories, which are more relevant to current labour markets 
and practices, and which acknowledge the experiences of a wider range of clients, 
could have an even more positive impact.

Learning to use theories

The participants were asked to talk about how they learned about theories and how 
to use them in practice. They generally felt that they had been well introduced to 
career theories during their initial training courses, with the best experiences involv-
ing training or assignments which brought the theories to life for them, as Carole 
said, ‘helping them to see the connection between the theories and their own lives’. 
Their experiences of theory in CPD were less fruitful, with the practitioners report-
ing that they had sought out and learnt about theories independently, as they had 
been aware of few formal opportunities to expand their knowledge. Perhaps more 
shocking was the dominant message, that, as Nicky said, ‘we were never taught to 
use the theories in practice’. Tessa recalls leaving her Master of Arts (MA) course 
thinking ‘well I’ve learned this stuff, but I don’t know how I’m going to use any of 
it’. They noted that the theory classes were separate from the practical classes, and 
each participant spoke about having worked out, for themselves, how to apply the 
theories in their practice. It seems that the problem does not necessarily lie in how 
theories are taught, but in how practice is taught. Kidd et al. in 1994 identified the 
problem with teaching theories and practice separately, and we see with these practi-
tioners, some of whom are only very recently qualified, that this problem has not yet 
been addressed.

This study was conducted in the UK, but there is reason to think that the findings 
could be relevant elsewhere. The benefits identified in this study are not theory-spe-
cific but rather relate to the nature of theory, its explanatory power and its associa-
tions with the professions, indicating perhaps that theoretically-driven career prac-
tice could bring benefits with a range of theories, in a range of different contexts.

Implications for practice

In contrast to the messages from previous research (Everitt et al., 2018; Reid, 2022), the 
present study shows that it is quite possible to use theories in the current UK context 
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and identifies a range of benefits from a more theoretical practice. The findings do, 
however, highlight some challenges that need to be addressed. Specific recommenda-
tions are:

• Professional bodies need to redouble their efforts to emphasise the value of theo-
ries through conference input, training and prominent, fairly priced or free online 
resources.

• More post-qualification training should explicitly focus on the application of theo-
ries in practice, with regular CPD courses promoted to the careers community.

• Initial training providers need to bridge the gap between theories and practice, 
explicitly teaching students how to use theories in practice and how practice can 
encompass theories. This could be supported by relevant assessments where train-
ees demonstrate the use of theories in practice, and guidelines and scrutiny from 
accrediting boards.

• Further resources could be produced which describe theories in accessible language 
and which offer practical ideas for their application, for example bite sized online 
CPD and practitioner-orientated written resources. These should be accessible in 
terms of cost and should be focused on the practical application of theories.

• Other professions, including some branches of psychology (for example occupa-
tional, coaching and counselling psychology) seem to be more adept at incorpo-
rating theories into their practice and it may be that there are lessons the careers 
profession could learn about how this is managed elsewhere.

Limitations and directions for future research

The participants in this study self-selected and are therefore not representative of the 
population; however, as the aim of the study was to explore theory-driven practice, the 
lack of representation was not considered problematic. More relevant is that the par-
ticipants were relying on their own recollections of their practice, so their claims of 
adding value to their clients cannot be objectively verified; further exploration of the 
clients’ perspectives would be beneficial. An intervention study, offering some theory-
based practice training and examining the impact this has on practitioners and practice 
would be a useful next step. The data were analysed by a single researcher, resulting 
in themes that are highly influenced by this researcher’s perspective; further research 
from a different perspective would enrich our collective understanding of the topic. The 
data were all collected in the UK, from participants who practiced in the UK. As high-
lighted above, there is reason to feel that there could be similar benefits seen with prac-
titioners in other countries, but it would be useful to replicate this study internationally 
to see whether similar themes would be seen elsewhere.
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Conclusions

Career development theories can be highly useful to career practice, adding value 
to clients in various direct and indirect ways. The findings show that theories can be 
used in a wide range of contexts and can offer increased confidence, deeper under-
standing and more effective practice. Their application may also have the potential 
to make a significant impact on the status of the profession, re-educating stake-
holders and demonstrating the specialist expertise of practitioners, and could also 
enhance the status of the profession indirectly through improving practice. However, 
further support must be given to practitioners, who need explicit training on how to 
apply the theories in practice, both during initial training courses and in post-quali-
fication professional development. Theory-driven practice is at the heart of profes-
sionalism and the career development community must redouble its efforts to enable 
and embrace this to fulfil its fundamental purpose and contribute fully to individuals 
and to society.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s10775- 025- 09726-6.

Funding This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commer-
cial, or not-for-profit sectors.

Data availability The data are available from the author on reasonable request.

Declarations 

Conflicts of interest On behalf of all authors, the corresponding author states that there is no conflict of 
interest.

Ethical approval All procedures were performed in compliance with relevant laws and institutional guide-
lines and have been approved by the Psychology Department Committee at City, University of London, 
ethical approval no. ETH21/22-0335. Informed consent was obtained from all participants. The privacy 
rights of human subjects were observed.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative 
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended 
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permis-
sion directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Ali, L., & Graham, B. (1996). Counselling in careers guidance: a practical approach. Routledge.
Ashforth, B. E., & Mael, F. (1989). Social identity theory and the organization. Academy of Management 

Review, 14, 20–39. https:// doi. org/ 10. 5465/ amr. 1989. 42789 99

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10775-025-09726-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10775-025-09726-6
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1989.4278999


International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance 

Athanasou, J. A. (2012). Career development practitioner survey analysis. Career Industry Council for 
Australia. CICA.

Ayliffe, L., Shah, A., & Yates, J. (2024). Boosting student engagement through a research-driven employ-
ability curriculum. Phoenix, 172, 40–42.

Beck, J. S. (1995). Cognitive therapy, basics and beyond. Guilford Press.
Bhaskar, R. (2020). Critical realism and the ontology of persons. Journal of Critical Realism, 19(2), 113–

120. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14767 430. 2020. 17347 36
Bimrose, J., Mulvey, R., & Brown, A. (2016). Low qualified and low skilled: the need for context sensi-

tive careers support. British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 44(2), 145–157. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1080/ 03069 885. 2016. 11451 90

Blustein, D. L., Kenna, A. C., Gill, N., & DeVoy, J. E. (2008). The psychology of working: a new 
framework for counseling practice and public policy. The Career Development Quarterly, 56(4), 
294–308. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/j. 2161- 0045. 2008. tb000 95.x

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psy-
chology, 3(2), 77–101. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1191/ 14780 88706 QP063 OA

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in 
Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589–597.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). Can I use TA? Should I use TA? Should I not use TA? Comparing 
reflexive thematic analysis and other pattern‐based qualitative analytic approaches. Counselling 
and psychotherapy research, 21(1), 37–47.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). One size fits all? What counts as quality practice in (reflexive) the-
matic analysis? Qualitative Research in Psychology, 18(3), 328–352. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 
14780 887. 2020. 17692 38

Brown, C. (2002). Career counseling practitioners: reflections on theory, research, and practice. Jour-
nal of Career Development, 29(2), 109–127. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1023/A: 10199 16203 761

Bulsara, S. M., Sansom-Daly, U. M., Begley, K., Forsythe, L., Livermore, N., & Riashi, M. (2022). 
Navigating the scientist-practitioner continuum: strategies to enhance Australian psychologists’ 
capacity to be research leaders. Australian Psychologist, 57(1), 1–7. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 
00050 067. 2021. 19817 43

Caprara, G. V., Barbaranelli, C., Steca, P., & Malone, P. S. (2006). Teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs as 
determinants of job satisfaction and students’ academic achievement: a study at the school level. 
Journal of School Psychology, 44(6), 473–490. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. jsp. 2006. 09. 001

Career Development Institute (CDI). (2021). Blueprint of learning outcomes for professional roles in 
the career development sector. Stourbridge: Career Development Institute.

Career Profession Task Force. (2010). Towards a strong careers profession. Department for Educa-
tion. https:// www. gov. uk/ gover nment/ publi catio ns/ towar ds-a- strong- caree rs- profe ssion

Carroll, M. (2009). From mindless to mindful practice: on learning reflection in supervision. Psycho-
therapy in Australia, 15(4), 38–49. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3316/ infor mit. 67263 82972 53917

Caza, B. B., & Creary, S. (2016). The construction of professional identity. In Perspectives on con-
temporary professional work (pp. 259–285). Edward Elgar Publishing.

Chesnut, S. R., & Burley, H. (2015). Self-efficacy as a predictor of commitment to the teaching pro-
fession: a meta-analysis. Educational Research Review, 15, 1–16. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. 
edurev. 2015. 02. 001

Clarke, V., & Braun, V. (2017). Thematic analysis. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 12(3), 
297–298.

De Shazer, S., & Berg, I. K. (1997). ‘What works?’ Remarks on research aspects of solution-focused 
brief therapy. Journal of Family Therapy, 19(2), 121–124.

De Vos, A., Van der Heijden, B. I., & Akkermans, J. (2020). Sustainable careers: towards a conceptual 
model. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 117, 103196.

Duffy, R. D., Dik, B. J., Douglass, R. P., England, J. W., & Velez, B. L. (2018). Work as a calling: a 
theoretical model. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 65(4), 423–439.

Dutton, J. E., Dukerich, J. M., & Harquail, C. (1994). Organizational images and member identifica-
tion. Administrative Science Quarterly, 39, 239–263. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 23932 35

Egan, G. (2013). The skilled helper: a problem-management and opportunity-development approach 
to helping. Cengage Learning.

Everitt, J., Neary, S., Delgardo Fuentes, M. A., & Clark, L. (2018). Personal guidance, what works? 
Careers and enterprise company. CEC.

https://doi.org/10.1080/14767430.2020.1734736
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2016.1145190
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2016.1145190
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-0045.2008.tb00095.x
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706QP063OA
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1769238
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1769238
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1019916203761
https://doi.org/10.1080/00050067.2021.1981743
https://doi.org/10.1080/00050067.2021.1981743
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2006.09.001
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/towards-a-strong-careers-profession
https://doi.org/10.3316/informit.672638297253917
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2015.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2015.02.001
https://doi.org/10.2307/2393235


 International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance

Finlay-Jones, A. L., Kane, R. T., & Rees, C. S. (2017). Self-compassion online: a pilot study of an 
internet-based self-compassion cultivation program for psychology trainees. Journal of Clinical 
Psychology, 73(7), 797–816. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ jclp. 22375

Fleuren, B. P., de Grip, A., Jansen, N. W., Kant, I., & Zijlstra, F. R. (2020). Unshrouding the sphere 
from the clouds: towards a comprehensive conceptual framework for sustainable employability. 
Sustainability, 12(16), 6366.

Gati, I., & Asher, I. (2001). Prescreening, in-depth exploration, and choice: From decision theory to 
career counseling practice. The Career Development Quarterly, 50(2), 140–157.

Gati, I., Krausz, M., & Osipow, S. H. (1996). A taxonomy of difficulties in career decision making. 
Journal of Counseling Psychology, 43(4), 510. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ 0022- 0167. 43.4. 510

Gough, J., & Neary, S. (2020). The career development profession: professionalisation, professionalism, 
and professional identity. In P. Robertson, P. McCash, & T. Hooley (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of 
career development. OUP.

Graßmann, C., Schölmerich, F., & Schermuly, C. C. (2020). The relationship between working alliance 
and client outcomes in coaching: a meta-analysis. Human Relations, 73(1), 35–58. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1177/ 00187 26718 819725

Hawkins, P. (2008). The coaching profession: some of the key challenges. Coaching: An International 
Journal of Theory, Research and Practice, 1(1), 28–38.

Hirschi, A. (2012). The career resources model: an integrative framework for career counsellors. British 
Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 40(4), 369–383.

Holland, J. L. (1973). Making vocational choices: a theory of careers. Prentice Hall.
Kidd, J. M., Killeen, J., Jarvis, J., & Offer, M. (1994). Is guidance an applied science? The role of theory 

in the career guidance interview. British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 22(3), 385–403. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 03069 88940 82536 83

Krumboltz, J. D. (2009). The happenstance learning theory. Journal of Career Assessment, 17(2), 135–
154. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10690 72708 328861

Lauder, L., & Neary, S. (2020). The role and relevance of theory in careers professionalisation and prac-
tice. British Journal of Guidance and Counselling. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 03069 885. 2020. 17505 60

Law, B. (1981). Community interaction: a ‘mid-range’ focus for theories of career development in young 
adults. British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 9(2), 142–158.

Law, B., & Watts, A. G. (1977). Schools, careers and community. Church Information Office.
Lefebvre, J. I., Montani, F., & Courcy, F. (2020). Self-compassion and resilience at work: a practice-ori-

ented review. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 22(4), 437–452. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 
15234 22320 949145

Lent, R., Brown, S., & Hackett, G. (1994). Toward a unifying sociocognitive theory of career and aca-
demic interest, choice, and performance. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 45(1), 79–122. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1006/ jvbe. 1994. 1027

Lenz, J. G. (2008). Designing effective models of career service delivery: connecting theory and practice. 
In Adapted from one originally prepared for a keynote presentation at the 2008 Australian Associa-
tion of Career Counsellors Conference, Hobart, Tasmania.

Lepisto, D. A., Crosina, E., & Pratt, M. G. (2015). Identity work within and beyond the professions: 
toward a theoretical integration and extension. In A. Desilva & M. Aparicio (Eds.), International 
handbook of professional identities (pp. 11–37). Scientific & Academic Publishing.

Mainiero, L. A., & Sullivan, S. E. (2005). Kaleidoscope careers: an alternate explanation for the “opt-
out” revolution. Academy of Management Perspectives, 19(1), 106–123.

Malterud, K., Siersma, V. D., & Guassora, A. D. (2016). Sample size in qualitative interview studies: 
guided by information power. Qualitative Health Research, 26(13), 1753–1760. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1177/ 10497 32315 617444

Matthews, R. J. (2017). A theory for everything? Is a knowledge of career development theory necessary 
to understand career decision making? European Scientific Journal, 13(7), 320–334. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 19044/ esj. 2017. v13n7 p320

McMahon, M. (2004). Career counsellors as reflective practitioners and lifelong learners: what is the 
place of supervision? In H. Reid & J. Bimrose (Eds.), Constructing the future—Reflections on prac-
tice (pp. 55–68). Institute of Career Guidance.

Miles, J. R., & Fassinger, R. E. (2021). Creating a public psychology through a scientist-practitioner-
model. American Psychologist, 76(8), 1232–1247. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ amp00 00855

https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.22375
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.43.4.510
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726718819725
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726718819725
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069889408253683
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072708328861
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2020.1750560
https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422320949145
https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422320949145
https://doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.1994.1027
https://doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.1994.1027
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315617444
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315617444
https://doi.org/10.19044/esj.2017.v13n7p320
https://doi.org/10.19044/esj.2017.v13n7p320
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000855


International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance 

Mitchell, K. E., Al Levin, S., & Krumboltz, J. D. (1999). Planned happenstance: constructing unexpected 
career opportunities. Journal of Counseling & Development, 77(2), 115–124. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1002/j. 1556- 6676. 1999. tb024 31.x

Moore, N. (2021). Should career development be a chartered profession? Career matters. Career Devel-
opment Institute.

Muurinen, H., & Kääriäinen, A. (2021). Using theory in practice—An intervention supporting research 
dissemination in social work. Human Service Organizations: Management, Leadership & Govern-
ance, 46(1), 1–10. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 23303 131. 2021. 19353 76

Ng, T. W., & Feldman, D. C. (2007). Organizational embeddedness and occupational embeddedness 
across career stages. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 70(2), 336–351. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. jvb. 
2006. 10. 002

Nilsson, S., & Hertzberg, F. (2022). On the professionalism and professionalisation of career guidance 
and counselling in Sweden. Nordic Journal of Transitions, Careers and Guidance, 3(1), 1–15.

O’Reilly, V., McMahon, M., & Parker, P. (2020). Career development: profession or not? Australian 
Journal of Career Development, 29(2), 79–86.

OCR. (2021). Level 6. Diploma in career guidance and development unit 03 career guidance theory. 
https:// www. ocr. org. uk/ Images/ 81058- level-6- unit- 03- career- guida nce- theory. pdf

Patton, W., & McMahon, M. (2014). Career development and systems theory: connecting theory and 
practice (3rd ed.). Sense Publishers.

Perera, H. N., & Athanasou, J. A. (2019). Introduction: an international handbook of career guidance. In 
J. Athansou & H. Perera (Eds.), International handbook of career guidance (pp. 1–22). Springer.

Pryor, R. G. L., & Bright, J. E. H. (2003). The chaos theory of careers. Australian Journal of Career 
Development, 12(3), 12–20. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10384 16203 01200 304

Reardon, R. C., Lenz, J. G., Sampson, J. P., Jr., & Peterson, G. W. (2011). Big questions facing vocational 
psychology: a cognitive information processing perspective. Journal of Career Assessment, 19(3), 
240–250.

Reid, E. R. (2022). Impacts of shortening the length of career guidance: implications for practice, profes-
sionalism, service delivery and social justice. British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 50(1), 
95–109. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 03069 885. 2021. 19348 16

Reid, H. (2015). Introduction to career counselling & coaching. Sage.
Roberts, K. (1977). The social conditions, consequences and limitations of career guidance. British Jour-

nal of Guidance and Counselling, 5, 1–9. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 03069 88770 82580 93
Rogers, C. R. (1961). On becoming a person. Houghton Mifflin.
Sampson, J. P., Jr., Dozier, V. C., & Colvin, G. P. (2011). Translating career theory to practice: the risk 

of unintentional social injustice. Journal of Counseling & Development, 89(3), 326–337. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1002/j. 1556- 6678. 2011. tb000 97.x

Savickas, M. L. (2011). Constructing careers: actor, agent, and author. Journal of Employment Coun-
seling, 48(4), 179–181.

Savickas, M. L. (2013). Career construction theory and practice. In R. W. Lent & D. Brown (Eds.), 
Career development and counseling: putting theory and research to work (2nd ed.). Hoboken: 
Wiley.

Sharf, R. S. (2016). Applying career development theory to counseling. Cengage Learning.
Sharma, G., Yukhymenko-Lescroart, M. A., & Scarton, C. (2021). Purpose and career development: 

implications for career counseling and counselor education. International Journal for Educational 
and Vocational Guidance, 23, 481–497. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10775- 021- 09517-9

Staples, S. D., Hulland, J. S., & Higgins, C. A. (1999). A self-efficacy theory explanation for the manage-
ment of remote workers in virtual organizations. Organization Science, 10(6), 758–776. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1287/ orsc. 10.6. 758

Sundler, A. J., Lindberg, E., Nilsson, C., & Palmér, L. (2019). Qualitative thematic analysis based on 
descriptive phenomenology. Nursing Open, 6(3), 733–739.

Super, D. E. (1990). A life-span, life-space approach.  In D. Brown, L. Brooks et  al. (Eds.), Career 
choice and development: Applying contemporary theory to practice (pp. 197-261).  San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass.

Super, D., Savickas, M., & Super, C. (1996). The life-span, life-space approach to careers. In D. Brown & 
L. Brooks (Eds.), Career choice and development (3rd ed., pp. 121–178). Jossey-Bass.

Taber, B. J., Hartung, P. J., Briddick, H., Briddick, W. C., & Rehfuss, M. C. (2011). Career style inter-
view: a contextual approach to career counseling. The Career Development Quarterly, 59(3), 274–
287. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/j. 2161- 0045. 2011. tb000 69.x

https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.1999.tb02431.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.1999.tb02431.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/23303131.2021.1935376
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2006.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2006.10.002
https://www.ocr.org.uk/Images/81058-level-6-unit-03-career-guidance-theory.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/103841620301200304
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2021.1934816
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069887708258093
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2011.tb00097.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2011.tb00097.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10775-021-09517-9
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.10.6.758
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.10.6.758
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-0045.2011.tb00069.x


 International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance

Tapper, A., & Millett, S. (2015). Revisiting the concept of a profession. In Conscience, leadership and 
the problem of ‘Dirty Hands’. Emerald Group Publishing Limited.

Thambar, N., Neary, S., & Zlatic, F. (2020). The 21st century HE careers professional. Luminate. 
Retrieved January 17, 2025, from https:// lumin ate. prosp ects. ac. uk/ the- 21st- centu ry- he- caree rs- profe 
ssion al

Timming, A. R., & Macneil, J. (2023). Bridging human resource management theory and practice: impli-
cations for industry-engaged academic research. Human Resource Management Journal, 33(3), 
592–605. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ 1748- 8583. 12523

Tomlinson, M. (2017). Forms of graduate capital and their relationship to graduate employability. Educa-
tion + Training, 59(4), 338–352. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1108/ ET- 05- 2016- 0090

Ventura, M., Salanova, M., & Llorens, S. (2015). Professional self-efficacy as a predictor of burnout and 
engagement: the role of challenge and hindrance demands. The Journal of Psychology, 149(3), 277–
302. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 00223 980. 2013. 876380

Verbruggen, M., & De Vos, A. (2020). When people don’t realize their career desires: toward a theory of 
career inaction. Academy of Management Review, 45(2), 376–394.

Victoria, A. (2018). Characteristics of a profession. https:// doi. org/ 10. 13140/ RG.2. 2. 36676. 32643
Whiston, S. C., Li, Y., Mitts, N. G., & Wright, L. (2017). Effectiveness of career choice interventions: a 

meta-analytic replication and extension. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 100, 175–184. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1016/j. jvb. 2017. 03. 010

Willig, C. (2013). Introducing qualitative research in psychology. McGraw-Hill Education (UK).
Yates, J. (2022). The career coaching handbook (2nd ed.). Routledge.
Yates, J., & Hirsh, W. (2022). One-to-one career conversations in UK higher education: practical 

approaches and professional challenges. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 46(9), 1304–
1317. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 03098 77X. 2022. 20721 95

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

https://luminate.prospects.ac.uk/the-21st-century-he-careers-professional
https://luminate.prospects.ac.uk/the-21st-century-he-careers-professional
https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12523
https://doi.org/10.1108/ET-05-2016-0090
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.2013.876380
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.36676.32643
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2017.03.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2017.03.010
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2022.2072195

	Career development theories in practice: a thematic analysis of practitioner perceptions of the benefits of theoretically informed practice
	Abstract
	Résumé
	Resumen
	Zusammenfassung
	Introduction
	Theories in career practice
	Career development theories in career practice

	Methods
	Researcher perspective
	UK context
	Participants
	Procedure
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Findings and discussion
	Theme 1: knowledge of career theories leads to greater confidence
	Theories enhance professional credibility
	Engaging with theories boosts clients’ confidence

	Theme 2: knowledge of career theories leads to deeper understanding
	Deeper understanding of clients
	Deeper self-awareness for clients

	Theme 3: knowledge of career theories leads to more effective practice
	Enhancing the relationship
	Improving the conversation
	Supporting professional skills

	Learning to use theories
	Implications for practice
	Limitations and directions for future research

	Conclusions
	References


