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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to focus on the effects of career development and guidance
among students (age 17-23) enrolled in higher education in The Netherlands. First the paper explores
whether the development of career competencies contribute to career identity, learning motivation,
certainty of career choice and drop out, and also whether the learning environment affects
these variables. In the study, four career competencies are identified: career reflection (reflective
behavior), work exploration (exploring behavior), career action (pro-active behavior) and networking
(interactive behavior). Aspects of the learning environment that are taken into account are
practice- and inquiry-based curriculum and career guidance conversations.
Design/methodology/approach – A questionnaire-based study was carried out among 4,820
students and 371 (school) career counsellors in 11 universities.
Findings – The results show that career competencies are related to learning motivation, career
identity, certainty of career choice and drop out threat. The learning environment also contributes to
these outcome variables. Students who participate in a practice-based and inquiry-based curriculum,
and who have helping conversations about their study with their teachers, feel more motivated for
learning, are more certain of their career choice and are less likely to quit their study.
Research limitations/implications – A limitation of this study is that, due to the cross-sectional
design with no control group, no strong evidence for effectiveness can be presented. Moreover, the lack
of well validated instruments limits the value of the results. The explained variance of the outcome
variables, however, does indicate that there are relationships between career competencies and career
learning environment on one hand, and career identity, learning motivation and certainty of choices
on the other.
Practical implications – Constructing and attributing meaning when engaging in these dialogues
is of central importance; the development of personality traits and qualities only takes place when
those learning find the content meaningful (and that is something quite different than content
being considered “necessary”). In order to achieve such a learning environment within the dominant
educational culture, transformative leadership is essential. Such leadership, however, is rare in Dutch
universities of applied sciences until now.
Social implications – Universities are increasingly acknowledging that they have a strong
responsibility to guide students not only in their academic growth, but also in their career development.
Universities – and especially universities of applied sciences – cannot leave this task to the public or private
sector for two key reasons. First, universities are funded by the government and are therefore expected to
prepare their students adequately for life in our individualized society as well as for the labor market. In the
second place because organizations in the private and public sector often lack the knowledge and the
motivation to guide young people on their career paths.
Originality/value – A limitation found in the research, as well as in actual career interventions in
schools, is that they focus on change in students’ knowledge, attitudes and decision-making skills,
while students’ behaviors are not examined. Hughes and Karp (2004) maintain that research should
focus on exploring the relationships between guidance interventions and positive students’ behavioral
outcomes. Therefore, the paper concentrates – in search of the influence of school-based career
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interventions – not on decision-making skills, attitudes or knowledge but on actual career behavior, i.e.
career competencies of students.

Keywords Career development, Learning environment

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
The future of the majority of youngsters is very uncertain. “Grand narratives,” that
gave identity and direction in life, have disappeared leaving youngsters (and many
adults) with the problem how to give meaning to their lives themselves (Giddens, 1991;
Beck, 1994; Amundson, 2010). Careers do not develop within clear boundaries anymore
and are, therefore, to a large extent unpredictable (Arthur et al., 2005; Pryor and Bright,
2011). At the same time, however, youngsters are expected to be intrinsically motivated
when they enter the labor market, because the personalities of employees in a service
economy are becoming an increasingly important production factor (Sennett, 1998;
Irving and Malik, 2005; Bimrose and Hearne, 2012). Thirty years ago, 100 percent of
the vacancy descriptions for jobs requiring higher education in the Netherlands, clearly
noted what the required education was, 50 percent described the necessary work
experience and 20 percent outlined the preferred interest for the job (Van Beek, 1993).
Nowadays, all vacancy descriptions contain general competencies, of which half relate
to employability and personal development in terms of flexibility, learning ability and
reflective and pro-active behavior. Even for jobs in for-profit organizations, qualities
such as passion, ambition and self-development are listed under the requirements
(Kuijpers, 2007).

Universities are, therefore, increasingly acknowledging that they have a strong
responsibility to guide students not only in their academic growth, but also in
their career development ( Jarvis and Keeley, 2003; Gysbers and Henderson, 2005).
Universities – and especially universities of applied sciences – cannot leave this task to
the public or private sector for two key reasons. First, universities are funded by the
government and are therefore expected to prepare their students adequately for life in
our individualized society as well as for the labor market (Kronman, 2007; Trilling and
Fadel, 2009; Wagner, 2010). In the second place because organizations in the private
and public sector often lack the knowledge and the motivation to guide young people
on their career paths ( Johnson, 2009; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2006). They assume – as their personnel ads frequently demonstrate –
that aspiring workers have made a clear career choice when they enter an organization.
Universities can also not leave the task to students, as brain research shows they are
seldom able to make these choices without guidance (Schwartz, 2004; Stuss and
Anderson, 2003; Meijers and Lengelle, 2012).

In Dutch universities, a mismatch exists between “theory in use” and “espoused
theory” (Argyris and Schön, 1974). The espoused theory states that students – in order
to deal with the effects of the individualization of society, the emergence of an
unpredictable career and the growing emotionalization of work – have to develop
not only career competencies (Kuijpers and Scheerens, 2006) but also a career identity
(Savickas et al., 2010). Career identity can be defined as a story told by a person,
expressing his/her life theme(s) and the way (s)he identifies her/himself based on these
life theme(s) with a specific occupation or career (Ashforth et al., 2008). Life themes
provide the unity in life (hi)stories and can be viewed as “an existing and enduring
orientation that guides interpretation and action” (Cochran, 1997, p. 60). A career story
helps a person to define who one is and how one should act in the changing career
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context, by giving meaning and direction (Wijers and Meijers, 1996; Meijers and
Lengelle, 2012; Lengelle et al., 2013). The theory in use, however, is still predominantly
the trait-and-factor approach (European Commission and OECD, 2004; Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2004; Sultana, 2004; Irving and
Malik, 2005; Watts and Sultana, 2004; Reid and West, 2011). In this approach focus is
placed on achieving the best possible match between the skills of an individual and the
“right” education, training or job opportunities. It is assumed that students can match
their skills with education, training or job opportunities efficiently, if they have enough
information about their own skills, preferences and personality and the educational,
training or job requirements. Many scholars, however, have argued that there
is little research supporting the trait-and-factor approach as a viable way of career
development; especially its usefulness in fluid labor market conditions has been
questioned, since matching assumes a degree of stability (Mitchell and Krumboltz,
1996; Sharf, 1997; Krumboltz and Worthington, 1999; Pryor and Bright, 2011). Career
paths have become unpredictable and research and practice show that it is no longer
possible to make career choices in a purely rational and information-based way
(Mitchell et al., 1999; Guindon and Hanna, 2002; Krieshok et al., 2009; Savickas, 2013).
It is, therefore, not surprising that students overall are negative about the guidance
they receive and to a large extent consider it useless (Mittendorff, 2010; Foskett, 2004).

At the same time, however, it is clear that the managers responsible for guidance in
universities have little or no vision regarding career guidance and counselling that
aims at the development of career competencies and a career identity. They simply
invest in providing information (mainly because the costs are much lower than
providing narrative career guidance), while at the same time expecting that students
acquire a career identity (Kuijpers and Meijers, 2012). In part, the lack of a clear vision
among managers is the result of the lack of consensus about what constitutes effective
career guidance in an educational context (Law, 2005; OECD, 2004).

2. The effects of education-based career development: an overview
Despite it’s shortcomings, the trait-and-factor model is dominant in effect studies.
Sampson et al. (2003) suggest that the apparent lack of progress in the development
of useful accountability-based and evaluation models is linked to the absence of
conceptual and operational constructs that define the outputs of career service
interventions. The trait-and-factor model, however, offers clear constructs that are
relatively easy to measure: “informed choice” and – along with that – “decision
making.” Almost all effect studies concentrate on the question if a specific guidance
intervention results in more informed choices and/or better decision making; only a few
researchers concentrate on the process of guidance (Bimrose et al., 2004).

When it comes to guidance, research shows that the focus of careers education and
guidance is mainly on helping students with their academic achievement and not on
helping students plan and prepare for their work roles afterwards (Parsad et al., 2003;
Meijers, 2001, 2008). There is evidence, however, scattered, that in terms of career-
identity development the latter affects a number of outcome measures. Oliver and
Spokane (1988) and Whiston et al. (1998) show that career interventions that try to help
students plan and prepare for their work roles, have the most impact on the
development of career decision-making skills, as compared to other possible skills
(such as career-related knowledge or career-related self-concept development). These
results are confirmed by Savickas (1990), Brusoski et al. (1993) and McWhirter
et al. (2000) who showed that students who took a career-decision-making course
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demonstrated less career-related indecision at the end of the course than did a
comparison group. O’Hara (cited in Hughes and Karp, 2004, p. 22) and Lent et al. (1986)
found a positive relationship between participation in a career course and increased
scores on an inventory of career orientation, indicating that students are engaged in
increased career planning and career exploration. Killeen et al. (1999) show that
participation in The Real Game – a game that forces participants to make career
decisions – results in an increase of knowledge of work and occupations. Knowing how
the world of work is organized, eases the process of vocational decision making and job
transition. Especially important is the acquisition of a “compact view of the world of
work at a more manageable level of abstraction” (Dawis, 1996, p. 239). Career
interventions, that help individuals to gain self-knowledge about where they can be
satisfactory and satisfied workers, also ease occupational choice-making and enhance
work adjustment (Savickas, 2002). Hughes et al. (2002), Killeen (1996) and Killeen
et al. (1992) show that effective guidance has “immediate outcomes,” especially enhanced
knowledge and skills including the ability to create effective transitions, change attitudes
including building self-confidence and esteem, which increases motivation and the
willingness to consider new employment or learning options. Riverin-Simard (2000)
and Harrington and Harrigan (2006) conclude that of the different types of career
guidance interventions, individual counseling interventions are the most effective.
However, according to Hughes and Karp (2004), there is little evidence that any of these
gains – either academic or career-related – are maintained over time.

3. Research question and research model
A limitation found in the research, as well as in actual career interventions in schools,
is that they focus on change in students’ knowledge, attitudes and decision-making
skills, while students’ behaviors are not examined. Hughes and Karp (2004) maintain
that research should focus on exploring the relationships between guidance interventions
and positive students’ behavioral outcomes. Therefore, we concentrate – in search of
the influence of school-based career interventions – not on decision-making skills,
attitudes or knowledge but on actual career behavior, i.e. career competencies of
students. Career competencies, according to Kuijpers and Scheerens (2006), include the
following items: making concrete the thinking about one’s own motivation and
aptitudes (career reflection), giving shape to one’s own career path by exploring the
options in study and work (career exploration), truly steering one’s own learning
process (career action), and building and maintaining of a network (networking).
Previous research (Kuijpers et al., 2011; Kuijpers and Meijers, 2012; Meijers et al.,
2013), that focussed on the relation between career competencies and the learning
environment, showed a dominant approach in education, in which knowledge about
person and environment for the most part is not based on real-life experiences with
work. Instead, “career knowledge” is created by instruments and professionals and
transmitted by standardized methods that are not aimed at the creation of personal
meaning via dialogue, and do not support the development and use of career
competencies. A learning environment, however, that stimulates real-life experiences
with work and a dialogue about these experiences does contribute to the use of career
competencies. Even when personality traits of the students and their education are
taken into account, we see that the characteristics of the learning environment
influence most the degree to which and the kind of career competencies learned
and used by students. In particular, the career dialogue with teachers and the
conversation students have in the workplace with professionals has proven to be
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crucial. Both contribute to career reflection, career exploration, career-action, and
networking; this dialogue is also more strongly correlated with the development of
career competencies than personality traits are.

As stated before, employers expect new employees to have more intrinsic
motivation than three decades ago. Most students, however, are more extrinsically (i.e.
getting a degree) than intrinsically (i.e. becoming a professional in a specific
occupational context) motivated when they enter university (Prawat, 1998; Light, 2001;
Hargreaves, 2003; Nichols and Berliner, 2007). The reason for this is that the majority
of students – at least in the first two years of their study – is uncertain about their
career choice, leading to a high drop-out rate (Dieleman and Meijers, 2005). Building
on previous research regarding the relationship between career competencies and
learning environment (Kuijpers and Meijers, 2012; Kuijpers et al., 2011), we want to
investigate the effect of career competencies on career identity, learning motivation,
certainty of career choice and threat of drop out.

The research presented here has an explorative character and aims to provide an
answer to the following question:

What is the relationship between career competencies on the one hand and career identity,
learning motivation, certainty of career choice and drop out threat on the other hand, when we
control for personal and situational factors and account for the influence of the learning
environment?

The variables that have been taken into consideration and the relationships that have
been analyzed in this study, are shown in Figure 1. All arrows between blocks of variables
represent regression coefficients between all predictor and all predicted variables.

4. Method
Sample
The study sample is drawn mainly from students of 11 universities of applied sciences.
The study programs offered by universities of applied sciences are career oriented.
Acquiring practical work experience through internships is an integral part of
professional study programs. These universities have less status than research
universities, but function under the same laws and rules as research universities.
The sample was drawn via a multi-stage process. In the first stage, representatives of
all 41 universities of applied sciences in The Netherlands were invited to a conference

Career competencies

Career reflection
Work exploration
Career action
Networking

Learning Environment

Curriculum organisation  
Practice.

Iinquiry-based 

Career guidance
Form of conversation

Helping
Career related

Content of conversation
Study
Self en future image
Work and career action

Situation-bound factors

Preliminary education

Study year

Type of Specialization

Personal factors

Gender
Age
Ethnicity

Internal locus of control
Learning Achievement

Output variables

Career identity
Learning motivation
Certainty of career choice
Drop out threat Figure 1.

Research model
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concerning career guidance and counseling, organized by LOPA (the National Platform
for Personnel and Labor) in Fall 2007. Representatives of the attending universities
were approached by the researchers and asked whether they would like to participate
in the present study. Teachers – and their students – were then selected by each
positively responding university, and were asked to participate. Participating
universities were spread throughout The Netherlands, and covered inner-city as well
as rural regions. There are no significant differences between participating and
non-participating universities with respect to size, university population (especially
with respect to gender and ethnicity), and environment (urban vs rural). However,
participating departments of the universities are likely more positive toward career
guidance and counseling than non-participating departments. The questionnaire
was completed in person during a class in groups of 15-35 students; at the same time
the teacher completed a questionnaire. One of the researchers was present to introduce
the research project and to answer questions. Participation was voluntary and
anonymity was guaranteed. The sample is hierarchically structured. Three levels can
be distinguished: students are nested in groups per teacher, which are in turn nested
within institutes. Therefore a multi-level analysis approach is chosen by which the
hierarchical data structure can be appropriately handled.

Construction of instruments
The instrument used for collecting data from the students, a self-evaluation-based
questionnaire of 129 items, was developed in five phases. First of all, an analysis was
made of existing questionnaires in the area of career development. Since no existing
instrument was found that was directly useful for this study, the questionnaire of
Kuijpers and Scheerens (2006) became the foundation of the instrument used here to
measure career competencies. Second, a pilot questionnaire was presented to eighteen
students by way of interviews. Each individual item of this pilot questionnaire was
discussed with each student. The questionnaire was consequently amended and then
evaluated by a language expert and a methodologist. Third, the questionnaire was
presented to 200 students for an examination of the psychometric performance of the
items and scales, with the intention of possibly culling the number of items for the
definitive questionnaire. Finally, for an evaluation of the face validity the results of
the process were presented to a board of experts in the field of career development.

The questionnaire consisted of the following components.
Career competencies: based on Arthur et al. (1999), Kuijpers and Scheerens (2006)

originally distinguished five career competencies; in the research presented here a four
factor model of career competencies fitted best (tested by confirmatory factor analyses
with MPLUS version 4.2). The four factor model obtained a w2 equal to 7,869 with
df¼ 428, and a RMSEA equal to 0.06. CFI and TLI were equal to 0.83 and 0.81,
respectively. This indicated that the data deviated significantly from the predictions of
the model. The four factor model contains career-reflection (characterized by reflective
behavior), work exploration (characterized by exploring behavior), career action
(characterized by pro-active behavior) and networking (characterized by interactive
behavior). The response categories of the items vary from 1¼ strongly agree to
5¼ strongly disagree. The variables demonstrate adequate internal consistency
(Cronbachs a 0.74 to 0.84). Career reflection was measured by 11 items. An example
item is: “I use experiences that make me feel happy in order to find out what I really
consider important in life.” Work exploration contained seven items, for example:
“I explore what the problems are in the work that I study for.” Career action was
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measured by seven items, for example, “I do extra things in my training, so that I have
more chance at getting interesting/enjoyable work.” Networking contained seven items
(f.i. “I talk to skilled people about my future plans”).

Learning motivation is measured in eight items, based on the contribution of the
students in their course of study. This instrument was used and tested in Dutch
education by De Bruijn et al. (2005). Example items are: “I work hard at this course
of study” and “When I have something to do for this course of study, I start on
it right away.”

Career identity can be defined as a story told by a person, expressing his/her life
theme(s) and the way (s)he identifies her/himself based on these life theme(s) with
a specific occupation or career (Ashforth et al., 2008). A career identity is co-constructed,
socially situated and performed in interactions. According to Hermans and Hermans-
Konopka (2010) this co-construction is a practice of positioning, whereby “master
narratives” (Davies and Harré, 1990) and discourses – as LaPointe (2010, p. 2) puts it –
“position individuals and construct their identities in the interaction between narrator
and audience. [y] Positioning refers to the process through which people can adopt,
resist and offer the subject positions made available in discourses and master narratives.”
It is, however, impossible to measure this process of positioning via questionnaires.
Therefore, we measure career identity by its outcomes: as the commitment a person has
toward specific occupational activities or a specific career. We have operationalised
career identity in terms of experienced security with regards to self-knowledge, the
current course of study and future work, and the self-confidence derived from this. Career
identity was measured with an instrument, consisting of ten items. Example items are:
“My heart is in the work I’m learning to do,” “I know how my future as career man or
woman will look like” and “Due to my study I have confidence in my future.”

Certainty of career choice is measured with the instrument developed by Germeijs
and Verschueren (2007). The response categories of the items vary from 1 to 6. Example
items are: “Could your study direction choice change nevertheless?” (1¼ certainly,
2¼with little difficulty, 3¼ probably yes, 4¼ probably no, 5¼ no hard, 6¼ certainly
not), and “Are you sure about your study direction choice?” (1¼ definitely, 2¼ yes, 3¼ a
little, 4¼ not really, 5¼ no, 6¼ definitely not) (reversed coded).

Drop-out threat is measured by four items about the intention to quit the present
study. For example: “I intend to complete my study no matter what (reversed coded)”
and “I will quit my study.”

Career-oriented curriculum organization
The degree to which a curriculum’s organization was practice- (eight items) and
inquiry-based (seven items) was evaluated by students as well as their teachers with
the same questions. The theoretical framework provided insight into characteristics of
curriculum organization, and the role of dialogue in student guidance. Relevant items
were generated on the basis of these sources. Example items for practice-based
curriculum organization are “The university gives me the opportunity to find out in
practice what kind of work best suits me” and “Experiences outside the university (like
work, hobbies and working as a volunteer) are recognized in my study.” Example items
for inquiry-based curriculum organization, are: “In the program I can make choices
about what I learn” and “I have my own learning goals that differ from others.”
In addition, students were asked how many job placements they had had.

Career-oriented guidance. Students were asked with whom and how often they talk
about their learning and/or professional career (never, one to four times a year, monthly
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or weekly) with a university career counselor, a career coach (often a teacher), a mentor
(also a teacher), a practical guide at the workplace, a teacher or with fellow students in
a group conversation. They were asked who determines the content of the career
counseling discussions. Possible responses are as follows: mostly the teacher, slightly
more often the teacher, both equally divided, slightly more often the student, mostly
the student. Then students were asked to what extent certain contents and forms are
addressed in the career conversation. Forms of conversation that were measured were:
helping form (eight items) and reflective-active form (six items). Example items from
the helping form include: “My teacher give me lots of information about possible
further education.” Example items for the reflective-active form: “My teacher makes
me think about my future” and “My teacher encourages me to learn new things that
I find challenging.” Contents of conversations that were measured, were study
performance (five items), images about self and future (six items), and concrete actions
regarding work and career (six items).

Personal- and situation-bound factors
Besides the characteristics of the learning environment previously mentioned, personal
variables play a role in whether career competencies are learned. First, the degree to
which students develop a career depends on their gender. From research done by
Patton et al. (2004) it became clear that girls score higher on competence with regards
to making career choices than boys, however, male students turned out to be more sure
of their career choices. Age is also related to career choice and competence: the older
students are, the better they prepare for career choices (Creed et al., 2005) and the more
sure they are about their careers (Rowland, 2004). Patton et al. (2004) show that an
internal locus of control contributes to the career planning, self-knowledge, knowledge
of the work attitude and better career choices. Rotter (1966) uses the concept “locus of
control” to express how people perceive the connection between their own actions and
the resulting outcomes. If a person attributes success or failure to his own actions, one
speaks of an internal locus of control. Internal locus of control was measured by six
items, used and tested in Dutch education by Den Hertog (1992). Achievements were
used as indicators of cognitive abilities based on the assumption that the degree to
which individuals develop competencies might be partly dependent upon their
cognitive abilities (Van Merriënboer and De Croock, 2002). Students were therefore
asked to respond to the statement: “In the past 3 months, I received only pass grades.”

Situational variables were year of study and the type of program that students were
participating in. The programs were divided into the following groups: technical
studies, economics, agriculture, healthcare and education.

Statistical analyses
To investigate the extent to which career competencies contribute to career identity,
learning motivation, certainty of career choice and threat of drop out, regression
analyses were carried out. The four career outcome scales were used as dependent
variables and the variables describing career competencies and the learning environment
were used as independent variables. Individual- and situational- characteristics (gender,
age, previous education, locus of control, study results, and study year and program-
type) were included as potential confounders.

The total amount of explained variance was examined, and a block-wise regression
was also employed to establish the contribution (to the explained variance) of career
competencies in addition to the learning environment characteristics, and the personal
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and situational characteristics. Due to the hierarchical nature of the data (students
within classes within universities), multi-level regression was conducted, using the
MLWIN v.2.0 program (Rasbash et al., 2005). All continuous variables were normalized
to a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1.0. Because the explorative nature
of the study, all hypotheses were tested two-sided and p-values o0.05 were considered
to be significant.

5. Results
Sample accrual
A total of 4,820 students from different departments of 11 universities of applied sciences
participated in the study. The students are studying at the departments of Healthcare
(22 percent), Technical Studies (24 percent), Economics (30 percent), Education (16 percent)
and Agriculture (8 percent). Of all students at Dutch universities of applied sciences in the
course year 2008-2009 22.4 percent are registered in Health Care, 16.4 percent in Technical
Studies, 37.2 percent in Economics, 1.2 percent in Agriculture and 22.8 percent in
Education (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS), 2010, p. 254). In the research group,
students taking Economics and Education are somewhat underrepresented and those
taking Technical Studies and Agriculture are over-represented.

Sample characteristics
Student characteristics, characteristics of their university, and characteristics of
their learning environment are displayed in Table I. Slightly fewer than half of the
responding students were male, and 18 percent of the students have at least one parent
who is born outside The Netherlands. Their average age was 21 years; this variable is
also quite skewed, with a number of students being older than 30 years. The previous
education of most of the students is general secondary education: 56 percent have an
education from a school of higher general secondary education (HGSE) and 12 percent
have pre-university education (PUE). Nearly 29 percent of the students completed
secondary vocational training and are therefore certified professionals, only at a lower
level than their current study trains them for. The research group as it relates to
previous schooling, gender and age, accurately represents the student population
involved in Dutch universities of applied sciences (CBS, 2010, p. 254).

Two-third of the students score reasonably high on internal locus of control (43),
the average score is 3.25 on a scale from 1 to 4. The learning achievements are, for most
of students, (60 percent) satisfactory for the most part; 11 percent of the students have
mostly low marks and 24 percent of the students have only high marks. A large group
(41 percent) of students are in their second year of study; only 12 percent are first year
students, 22 percent are in their third year and 25 percent are in their fourth year or
have studied for more than four years.

All multi-item scales have an adequate Cronbach’s a (i.e. X0.70), with the exception
of the inquiry-based curriculum scale, which only had an alpha equal to 0.68.

Regressions
The regression coefficients and standards errors for the multi-level regressions for each of
the independent variables are shown in Table II. The percentage explained variance for the
four dependent variables varies between 6 percent (drop-out threat) and 29 percent (career
identity), which may be characterized as having a small to medium effect size (Cohen,
1988). The amount of variance due to differences between universities and between
classes is negligible, even though the class variance is mostly statistically significant.
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Career competencies
Regarding the research question about the contribution of career competencies of
students to career outcome variables, the results show that career competencies explain
the variance on the scores of outcome variables. Career action and work exploration are
significantly beneficial for three outcomes, with moderate effect sizes. Students who

%
missing

Cronbach’s
a

Number
items

Student characteristics n %
Gender Male 2,256 46.8 1 1
Ethnicity Non-Dutch 842 17.5 1.6 1
Preliminary education 1.3

Higher general sec. education 2,683 55.9
Pre-university education 575 11.9
Secondary vocational education 1,390 28.8 1
Rest 100 3.4

Mean SD
Age 20.9 2.8 3.6 1
Internal locus of control 3.25 0.43 1 0.70 6
Learning achievement 2.99 0.87 0 1
Situational characteristics
Study year 2.71 1.18 6.5 1
Specialization n % 0.3 1

Healthcare 1,050 21.8
Technical 1,180 24.5
Economy 1,409 29.2
Education 789 16.4
Agriculture 378 7.8

Learning environment characteristics Mean SD
Internships (in months) 4.78 7.15 9.5 1
Practice-based curriculum 2.61 0.57 1.9 0.74 8
Inquiry-based curriculum 2.39 0.51 0.2 0.68 7
Quantity of guidance conversation with career
counselor 2.29 0.76 0.6 1
Quantity of guidance conversation with mentor 1.68 0.87 1.3 1
Student-led conversation 2.67 1.32 11.6 1
Helping form of conversation 2.54 0.64 1.5 0.88 8
Career form of conversation 2.48 0.63 1.5 0.82 6
Content of conversation: study 2.77 0.58 4.5 0.70 5
Content of conversation: self and future 2.24 0.65 5.2 0.81 6
Content of conversation: work and career 2.21 0.66 5.4 0.85 6
Career competencies Mean SD
Career reflection 2.57 0.50 0.1 0.84 11
Work exploration 2.43 0.55 0.1 0.79 7
Career action 2.25 0.55 0 0.74 7
Career networking 2.38 0.66 0.3 0.83 6
Career outcomes
Learning motivation 2.74 0.49 0 0.81 10
Career identity 2.76 0.80 0 0.81 10
Certainty of career choice (1-5 scale) 4.79 0.49 0 0.81 5
Drop-out threat 1.20 0.38 0.2 0.77 4

Note: n¼ 4,820

Table I.
Learning environment,
personal, and situational
characteristics students
questionnaire
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Learning
motivation

Career
identity

Certainty of
career choice

Drop-out
threat

Student factors
Age �0.027 (0.016) 0.058 (0.014)* 0.030 (0.016) �0.032 (0.017)
Gender (boy w.r.t. girl) (c) �0.477 (0.031)* �0.069 (0.029)* �0.066 (0.032)* 0.086 (0.034)*
Ethnicity (non-Dutch w.r.t.
Dutch) (c) 0.224 (0.036)* 0.082 (0.034)* 0.022 (0.038) 0.036 (0.040)
Previous education
Pre-university (w.r.t.
higher general secondary
education) (c) �0.138 (0.040)* �0.084 (0.039)* �0.074 (0.054) 0.020 (0.046)
Secondary vocational
education (w.r.t. higher
general sec. educ.) (c) 0.154 (0.033)* 0.144 (0.031)* 0.115 (0.034)* �0.020 (0.036)
Other (w.r.t. higher gen.
sec. educ) (c) 0.132 (0.094) 0.070 (0.088) 0.091 (0.100) 0.143 (0.104)
Learning achievement 0.200 (0.014)* 0.046 (0.013)* 0.092 (0.014)* �0.114 (0.015)*
Internal locus of control 0.028 (0.014)* 0.185 (0.013)* 0.095 (0.014)* �0.111 (0.015)*
Situational factors
Specializion

Technical (w.r.t.
“Health Care”) (c) 0.307 (0.116)* �0.030 (0.085) 0.070 (0.088) �0.076 (0.074)
Economics (w.r.t.
“Health Care”) (c) 0.087 (0.109) �0.182 (0.081)* �0.024 (0.081) �0.065 (0.070)
Education (w.r.t.
“Health Care”) (c) 0.145 (0.149) 0.273 (0.109)* 0.152 (0.107) �0.035 (0.090)
Agriculture (w.r.t.
“Health Care”) (c) �0.212 (0.135) �0.133 (0.099) �0.303 (0.104)* �0.051 (088)
Study year �0.079 (0.014)* �0.032 (0.013)* �0.046 (0.015)* �0.022 (0.015)

Learning environment factors
Internships (in months) 0.004 (0.015) �0.010 (0.014) �0.032 (0.015)* �0.016 (0.016)
Practice-based curriculum 0.057 (0.017)* 0.128 (0.015)* 0.128 (0.017)* �0.087 (0.018)*
Inquiry-based curriculum 0.115 (0.016)* 0.006 (0.015) 0.103 (0.017)* �0.045 (0.018)*
Quantity of guidance
conversation with career
counsellor 0.004 (0.016) �0.024 (0.014) �0.005 (0.016) 0.041 (0.017)*
Quantity of guidance
conversation with mentor �0.002 (0.015) �0.012 (0.014) �0.023 (0.016) 0.005 (0.016)
Student-led conversation �0.018 (0.014) �0.021 (0.013) �0.005 (0.015) �0.006 (0.015)
Helping form of
conversation 0.070 (0.023)* 0.117 (0.022)* 0.133 (0.025)* �0.065 (0.026)*
Career form of
conversation �0.012 (0.024) �0.098 (0.022)* �0.098 (0.025)* 0.070 (0.027)*
Content of conversation:
study 0.052 (0.017)* 0.037 (0.016)* 0.036 (0.018)* �0.095 (0.019)*
Content of conversation:
images about self and
future �0.121 (0.022)* 0.017 (0.021) �0.063 (0.024)* 0.116 (0.025)*
Content of conversation:
work and career action 0.042 (0.022) �0.042 (0.021)* �0.027 (0.024) 0.018 (0.025)
Career competencies
Career reflection �0.024 (0.019) �0.126 (0.017)* �0.186 (0.020)* 0.108 (0.021)*

(continued)

Table II.
Results of multilevel
regression analyses

with career outcomes
as dependent variables
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explore work demands, opportunities and developments, and judge their career
behavior as pro-active appear to be committed to their current study (learning
motivation), to be certain about the choice of their study direction (certainty of career
choice) and to have – based on knowledge about themselves and work – confidence in
their future career (career identity). Networking proves to be related to the development
of a career identity and certainty of career choice. A negative relationship between
career reflection on and career identity as well certainty of career choice, and the
positive relation with drop-out threat is found. This can probably be explained by the
fact that students, who have not developed a career identity yet and are, therefore,
uncertain about their career choice and consider to quit their study, are more likely to
reflect on their aptitudes and motives (career reflection).

Career learning environment
The results show that different aspects of the learning environment contribute to
career outcome variables. A practice-based and inquiry-based curriculum proves to
contribute to learning motivation, career identity (only practice-based curriculum
significantly) and certainty of career choice. Moreover, students in a practice-based and
inquiry-based curriculum are less likely to intend to quit their study. Also guidance
conversation explains the career outcomes, but in the opposite way one should expect.
The results show that helping – that is affective and informative – conversations
about the study contribute to the career outcomes in a positive way; a reflective and
activating form of conversation about self and future image or work and career action,
however, does not. Students having more often conversations with their career
counsellor are students who intend to quit their study.

Situational and personal factors related to learning and career outcomes
Both study direction and study year explain the variance on the career outcomes.
Students in technical studies claim to be more motivated for learning. Students in
educational studies develop a stronger career identity, unlike students in economical
studies. Students in agricultural studies are less certain about their choice for this study.

Learning
motivation

Career
identity

Certainty of
career choice

Drop-out
threat

Work exploration 0.064 (0.022)* 0.209 (0.020)* 0.107 (0.023)* �0.013 (0.024)
Career action 0.174 (0.020)* 0.142 (0.018)* 0.085 (0.021)* �0.005 (0.022)
Career networking 0.002 (0.019) 0.137 (0.017)* 0.099 (0.020)* �0.016 (0.021)
School sector variance 0.010 (0.009) 0.002 (0.004) 0.010 (0.005)* 0.000 (0.000)
Class variance 0.039 (0.011)* 0.027 (0.008)* 0.003 (0.003) 0.016 (0.006)*
Residual variance 0.746 (0.016)* 0.652 (0.014)* 0.849 (0.018)* 0.918 (0.019)*
Total explained variance 0.216 (22%) 0.287 (29%) 0.131 (13%) 0.055 (6%)
Model improvement
through addition of all
variables 1,115 (df 28)* 1,613 (df 28)* 674 (df 28)* 282 (df 28)*
Model improvement
through addition career
competencies 174 (df 4)* 553 (df 4)* 156 (df 4)* 35 (df 4)*

Notes: n¼ 4,650. All continuous variables were transformed to Z-scores. Regression coefficients are
shown, with the standard errors between parentheses. (c), categorical variable. *po0.05Table II.
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As the study progresses, students seem to get less motivated, less confident about their
future career based on the knowledge about themselves and work (career identity) and
less certain about the study direction they have chosen.

With regard to personal factors, higher scores on learning achievement and internal
locus of control are positively related to the career outcome measures, except for drop-out
threat which is negatively related. Students who attended secondary vocational education
as previous education, are more motivated for learning, have a stronger career identity
and are more certain about their study direction choice; students that attended
pre-university education are less motivated and have lower scores on career identity.

Non-Dutch students appear to experience more learning motivation and a stronger
career identity than Dutch students. Older students have a stronger career identity. And
girls are more motivated for learning, experience a stronger career identity, are more certain
about their career choice and are less likely to intend to drop out than male students.

To compensate for the results of personal factors on career outcomes, aspects
of career learning environment, with similar effect sizes, might be implemented.
For example, older students have a stronger career identity. To compensate for this lack
among younger students, the latter need to have a more career practice-based
curriculum. Also, boys are less certain about their study direction choice. They might
need, for example, more helping conversations about their study.

The lack of learning motivation of male and indigenous students, might be
compensated by stimulating participation in their learning, i.e. in the promotion of an
inquiry-based curriculum.

6. Conclusion and discussion
A high drop-out rate and a lack of learning motivation are often seen as the result of an
absence of a clearly formulated career wish and a lack of perspective on a future
direction. That is why, in recent years, a lot is being invested in providing guidance to
stimulate students in their career development. Although a narrative career approach
is preferred by leading scientists and a majority of career counselors, such an approach
is considerably more expensive than providing information. As a result, the career
guidance offered is still predominantly inspired by the trait-and-factor approach. But
providing information does not have the expected outcomes at all: students overall are
negative about the guidance they receive and consider it to a large extent useless
(Mittendorff, 2010; Mittendorff et al., 2008, 2011; Winters et al., 2009; Foskett, 2004),
while the drop-out rates have not changed significantly (CBS, 2010). Until now it is
to a large degree unclear what the effects of various guidance and counseling
interventions are and, therefore, what kind of investments have to be made. Is this
paper we have investigated the relationship between career competencies on the one
hand and career identity, learning motivation, certainty of career choice and threat
of drop out on the other hand.

The question whether career competencies are related to career identity, learning
motivation, certainty of career choice and threat of drop out is answered affirmatively
in this study for the competencies work exploration, career action and networking.
Despite relevant personal factors, as internal locus of control and learning
achievements, students who explore work opportunities and are pro-active in their
career, prove to experience a stronger career identity, feel more certain about
their career choice and are more motivated for learning. Networking is related to career
identity and certainty of career choice. A negative relationship is found between career
reflection and career identity as well as certainty of career choice. Moreover, there is
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positive relation between career reflection and drop-out threat. These findings might
be explained by the fact that students, who have not yet developed a career identity
and are, therefore, uncertain about their career choice and consider quitting their study,
are more likely to reflect on their aptitudes and motives (career reflection).

The learning environment, too, contributes to career outcome variables. Students
who participate in a practice-based and inquiry-based curriculum, and have helping –
that is affective and informative – conversations about their study with their teachers,
are more motivated for learning, are more certain of their career choice, and are less
likely to quit their study. Moreover, students in a practice-based curriculum have a
stronger career identity.

Against one would expect, we found that a reflective and activating form of
conversation about self and future and about concrete actions regarding work and
career, is negatively related to the career outcome variables. In earlier analyses on the
relationship between the form and content of career conversations and career
competencies, we found a positive relation between a reflective and stimulating
conversation about self and future, and work and career actions on the one, and career
competencies on the other hand. A helping form of conversation about study results
was negatively related to career competencies (Kuijpers and Meijers, 2012). Probably,
a helping and study focussed guidance gives students a feeling of certainty and
motivation, but does not stimulate students to develop their career. Career focussed
guidance stimulates the career development of students, but results apparently in
feeling of uncertainty and less motivation for learning, probably mainly in students
that are not active in their career development. Further research is necessary to explain
these findings.

A limitation of this study is that, due to the cross-sectional design with no control
group, no strong evidence for effectiveness can be presented. Moreover, the lack of well
validated instruments limits the value of the results. The explained variance of the
outcome variables, however, does indicate that there are relationships between career
competencies and career learning environment on one hand, and career identity,
learning motivation and certainty of choices on the other. To be more certain of the
nature and extent of these relationships, the research instruments used in this study
need to be further developed and tested and more complex conceptual models have to
be developed. Moreover, efforts have to be made to improve the overall model fit of
career competencies. One could consider variations on the four factor structure that
was used here. To account for the differences between institutes, school level was
incorporated in the multi-level analyses. However, the non-significant contribution on
school level might be due to the limited number of institutes participating in this
study. In further research more institutes should be included.

A further limitation of this study is caused by possible influences of self-selection in
a two-fold way. First, some students are seeking guidance themselves, while others are
in programs in which career development is built-in in the curriculum. Further study
might explore differences between programs in which career counseling/career
development is a built-in curricular requirement vs programs in which students opt to
seek career guidance. Second, students have to choose between a university of applied
sciences or a research university. However, in both types of university practice- and
inquiry-based curricula are rare. Therefore, the majority of students has no option to
choose for a practice- and/or inquiry-based curriculum. For a minority of students,
however, there can be effects of self-selection. As a consequence, claims about
educational effects must be made with caution (see DesJardins et al., 2002).
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Davies, B. and Harré, R. (1990), “Positioning: the discursive production of selves”, Journal for the
Theory of Social Behaviour, Vol. 20 No. 2, pp. 43-63.

Dawis, R.V. (1996), “Vocational psychology, vocational adjustment, and the workforce:
some familiar and unanticipated consequences”, Psychology, Public Policy, and Law,
Vol. 2 No. 3, pp. 229-248.
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