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In the study reported on here we explored the influence of life-design counselling intervention on high school learners with 

career indecision who hail from resource-poor contexts in rural South Africa. Purposeful sampling was used to select 17 

participants from a resource-constrained area. A mixed-methods group-based intervention embedded in social constructionism 

was used to address the research questions. The qualitative outcomes for the 17 participants who constituted the intervention 

group are reported in this article. Data were generated using life-design-based intervention strategies and qualitative 

(postmodern) techniques. The intervention enhanced the facets of career adaptability of participants and improved their ability 

to make career decisions. The results show that participants benefited in planning their future and preparing to leave school. 

The value of the intervention described in this article can be confirmed in longitudinal research with larger samples of diverse 

participants and contexts as well as different design and assessment measures. 
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Introduction 

Despite having to deal with insufficient clarity about what the concept of work currently entails, career counsellors 

around the world (also in South Africa) are trying to address the challenges that career counselling clients face. 

An unpredictability regarding the future of work is becoming increasingly arduous because traditional jobs are 

rapidly fading away and employers’ and employees’ views about the meaning of work and careers are changing 

(Maree, JG 2017). The field of career counselling faces various emerging career issues that contradict traditional 

career conceptions. The complex nature of the work world is, for instance, currently characterised by scarce job 

opportunities, poor working conditions, a lack of decent work for many, challenges in making career decisions, 

and matters relating to social justice. These issues are all linked to the bigger issue of facilitating employability 

(in other words, facilitating the capacity to enter the job market and switching from one job to another within the 

context of fluctuating macroeconomic variables) (Maree, JG 2016a, 2016b; Watson, 2013). 

Since it is a nation that embodies a multicultural and diverse socioeconomic population, South Africa (SA) 

stands out among countries where variances in career decision-making processes are most apparent. The 

significant disparity in socioeconomic status and income levels among South Africa’s population groups poses a 

challenge to career practitioners, researchers, educators, and theorists. Blustein, Franklin, Makiwane and 

Gutowski (2017) affirm that the South African economic context has given rise to significant questions about the 

utility of conventional wisdom in career psychology and unemployment studies, much of which is rooted in 

Western knowledge bases. Concern has been expressed by many researchers, including Akhurst and Mkhize 

(2006), Bischof and Alexander (2008), JG Maree (2016a), Stead and Watson (1998), and Watson (2013) regarding 

the indiscriminate application of career counselling theory and practice where such practice is inappropriate. 

Therefore, researchers in SA must reflect on developments and consider the appropriateness of these Western 

perspectives for the construction of career development in the local context (Blustein, McWhirter & Perry, 2005; 

Stead & Watson, 2017). Predominant career counselling approaches developed, adopted, and adapted for use in 

SA do not adequately address the career-counselling needs of the country’s diverse population. A great need exists 

to develop career-counselling approaches that would address the needs of marginalisedi people. 

 
Career Development/Counselling Challenges in Marginalised Contexts 

When he visited SA in 1988, Super stated that “[c]areer development, for example, in some of the African and 

South Asian countries is a matter of fitting into what the family needs” (Freeman, 1993:263). Career development 

researchers and theorists are better placed to take the lead in bringing about new ways in which career development 

in SA can be made more relevant to the context. The contribution of scholars in the domain of career development 

will go a long way in addressing macrosystemic influences on individual career development. Career counsellors 

need to modify the practice of their profession in ways that will assist young people who live in marginalised 

communities. This support from career counsellors will assist young people in designing lives that will enhance 

their adaptability, lead to positive outcomes, facilitate participation in economic activities, and boost their self-

esteem (Theron, 2017). Rankin and Roberts (2011) argue that in SA, as in most Western and industrialised 

societies, early exposure of young people to unemployment instils feelings of hopelessness about their future 

career trajectories. Such sentiments are not helpful to these young people, considering that psychological and 

social resources are needed to make major work-life transitions. 
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For several reasons, the psychosocial resources 

required to negotiate major transitions are not 

fostered in young people – especially in 

marginalised contexts. It is crucial to find ways to 

address these challenges because career counsellors 

– like other psychologists and helping professionals 

– are better placed to tackle the career adaptability 

of young people and challenge realities that 

perpetuate risk (Acevedo & Hernandez-Wolfe, 

2014; Hart, Gagnon, Eryigit-Madzwamuse, 

Cameron, Aranda, Rathbone & Heaver, 2016). 

Advocating career adaptability in marginalised 

contexts and circumstances where negative 

outcomes in young peoples’ development are 

predictable (Masten, 2014) includes providing the 

support necessary for people to be able to negotiate 

different career and life transitions. In this regard, 

people will have the capacity to withstand and 

accommodate career barriers and/or career 

turbulence that threaten to derail their career 

journeys (Arora & Rangnekar, 2016). 

Del Corso and Rehfuss (2011:336–337) note 

that “the capacity for flexibility does not reside 

completely in individuals, rather [it is] formulated 

and developed through relationships with others. 

The attitudes or beliefs of family members, co-

workers, supervisors, clients, organisations, 

government, and the media all impact on and 

influence individuals’ attitudes and beliefs 

concerning career-related decisions.” Marginalised 

communities should be assisted to reconsider the 

way young people are influenced. They should 

support young people in planning their futures and 

negotiating transitions in their lives. Providing 

psychosocial and psycho-educational support to 

expand adults’ understanding of current occupations 

is one way of supporting the community. 

Introducing role models who embarked on diverse 

career journeys despite structural challenges is 

another way of supporting communities to 

reconsider how they influence young people. 

Against this background, the following paragraph 

states the purpose of our research followed by the 

research questions and methodology. 

Marginalised individuals, especially young 

people, could be assisted to reflect on their career 

stories and decisions. According to David Tiedeman 

(Savickas, ML 2008), young people should give 

meaning to their vocational behaviour to understand 

where they are going. Imposing meaning on career 

behaviour requires young people to know their own 

story, which provides them with a sense of identity. 

Besides identity, career adaptability resources 

(concern, control, curiosity, and confidence) enable 

individuals to change chapters and how to go about 

the change. Career interventions can serve an 

important role in redirecting learners in rural and 

resource-constrained communities. Life-design 

counselling can be used as a model approach to 

assist high school learners in telling their own 

stories, guide families to support learners, and guide 

learners to make appropriate choices. In the next 

section we discuss the theoretical framework, “life 

design”, that guided the study. 

 
Theoretical Framework 
Life design 

There have been three major paradigms or traditions 

for career intervention. The first paradigm was used 

by counsellors to guide clients about their careers, 

the second was more about educating clients, and 

life design signifies the third paradigm (Savickas, 

ML 2015a). According to ML Savickas (2015b), 

life-design counselling is an intervention guided by 

certain principles that counsellors may use when 

assisting their clients in negotiating career 

transitions. In helping clients design their lives, 

career counsellors become more deliberate in their 

actions to bring about change in their clients. 

Counsellors also deliberately assist clients in 

understanding the reason for doing what they 

(clients) do (Savickas, ML 2015a). When 

researchers conduct treatment studies, life-design 

intervention principles help to enhance coherence 

within the life-design discourse. 

The career construction theory of vocational 

behaviour in applied psychology (Savickas, ML 

2013) and the Self-Construction Theory (Guichard, 

2005) (the two cornerstones of life-design 

counselling) are distinguished from life designing as 

a discourse in the counselling profession (Savickas, 

ML 2011). 

 
Career-construction counselling 

Initiated by Savickas, career-construction theory 

(CCT) enhances the interpretive model (Savickas, 

ML 2019). CCT focuses on how people design their 

careers using the narrative or the storied self. 

Whereas Duarte (2009) believes that personal and 

career interventions for the current century should 

assist clients in responding to concerns regarding the 

direction their lives should take, Rottinghaus, Falk 

and Eshelman (2017:92) postulate that “interpretive 

and interpersonal processes explain how individuals 

construct themselves, find vocational direction, and 

make meaning of their careers.” Career 

interventions should seek to fit clients to work 

environments or careers and understand the 

interplay between clients and work 

environments/careers (Savickas, ML 2005). The 

process of constructing a career, ML Savickas 

(2019) argues, is psychosocial and calls for a certain 

degree of harmony between the individual and the 

society in which they live. Departing from Super’s 

(1990) theory of career development, Savickas 

formulated career construction from whence a new 

paradigm for careers (life design) developed 

(Savickas, ML, Nota, Rossier, Dauwalder, Duarte, 

Guichard, Soresi, Van Esbroeck & Van Vianen, 

2009). The following three career-counselling 

traditions are incorporated into CCT. 
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• Differential approach (focus is on individual 

differences – mostly on traits) 

• Developmental approach (focus is on teaching 

people to advance following a predictable sequence 

over time, which culminates in a mature end state) 

• The psychodynamic/storied approach (focuses on 

autobiographical narratives and professional 

identity) 

The three paradigms listed above constitute the main 

domains of CCT, namely self-construction, career 

adaptability, and life themes (Savickas, ML 2019). 

Cochran (2011) and Rottinghaus et al. (2017) further 

argue that career counsellors should combine these 

domains in a story or narrative, which is constructed 

and deconstructed during the career counselling 

process. 

 
Self-construction 

In ML Savickas’ (2019) view of CCT, “individuals 

construct their careers by imposing meaning on their 

vocational behaviour and occupational experiences” 

(p. 43). Moreover, occupations provide a 

mechanism to enhance social integration and 

contributing to societies. ML Savickas et al. (2009) 

claim that individuals’ knowledge about themselves 

(identity) is shaped through interaction with the 

social environment. This shaping begins from 

infancy when the individual takes on the role of 

“actor” within the family context. 

According to the self-construction theory, 

individuals actively construct themselves through 

narration or storytelling in social interaction. 

Rottinghaus et al. (2017) maintain that the 

interaction (social) through discourse enables 

individuals to construct themselves by assimilating 

cultural norms and values that create an identity in 

the context of the family of origin. The authors say 

that this identity is further enhanced as the 

individuals interact in social settings outside the 

family. Guichard’s (2005) suggestion that 

individuals’ identities are continually unfolding and 

that the active construction of the self by conversing 

during social communication plays a role in shaping 

people’s identities, is fundamental to self-

construction. 

Self- and career-construction counselling 

(applied to the life-design-counselling discourse) 

promotes career adaptability, which enhances career 

decidedness (Nota, Santilli & Soresi, 2016). In this 

article self- and CCT are applied to the life-design-

counselling discourse. 

 
Examples of research on life-design-based 
counselling in Global South contexts 

The works of researchers such as Cadaret and 

Hartung (2021), Cardoso, Duarte, Gaspar, Bernardo, 

Janeiro and Santos (2016), and S Savickas and Lara 

(2016) are examples of research within the Global 

North context, while Albien (2020), JG Maree, 

Cook and Fletcher (2018), and Wessels and Diale 

(2017) conduct their research within the Global 

South context. The researchers’ work from both 

contexts indicates a growing interest in investigating 

the benefits of life-design interventions. Lopez 

Levers, May and Vogel (2011) and JG Maree and 

Taylor (2016) have underscored the criticism 

levelled against the application of Global North 

career counselling theories and intervention in 

Global South contexts. They argue that researchers 

working in Global South contexts should do more 

than adapt and re-standardise specific measures and 

models from the Global North before they are used 

in developing countries. However, designing and 

developing strategies and instruments to address 

career counselling needs in the Global South is 

equally important. The researchers (from both the 

Global South and Global North contexts) affirm that 

the life-design paradigm can assist in preparing and 

empowering young people from various countries 

with skills and knowledge that will help them 

navigate and thrive in the contemporary world of 

work. ML Savickas et al. (2009) claim that this type 

of counselling intervention puts Guichard’s (2005) 

self-construction and ML Savickas’ (2005) 

career-construction theories into practice. 

Self-construction theory (Guichard, 2005) presumes 

that individuals actively participate in their 

self-construction by telling their story in a social 

context. Participants in our research were 

predominantly adolescents who were preparing to 

leave school. Career indecision during adolescence, 

viewed through the lens of Erikson’s theory of 

psychosocial development, is discussed next. 

 
Career indecision and adolescent development 

Erikson’s (1968) theory on psychosocial 

development identifies eight different stages and 

describes the main psychosocial task as “identity 

formation” during the adolescent stage. Erikson 

defines adolescence as the period when children 

transition into adulthood (12 to 18 years) (Sokol, 

2009). During adolescence, appropriate career 

decision-making is an important developmental 

activity. While some adolescents experience 

challenges in making a career decision as passive 

(they are tagged as undecided), such challenges for 

others are rather pervasive and pathological (Gati, 

Gadassi, Saka, Hadadi, Ansenberg, Fiedmann & 

Asulin-Perets, 2011; Gati & Saka, 2001). For others, 

the challenges linked with career decision-making 

arise from other sources. JG Maree (2019) suggests 

that identity diffusion is among the five different 

types of career indecision challenges (others include 

low levels of self-efficacy, dependence, negative 

attitude and a lack of autonomy) that constitute the 

basis of considering changing career decisions. 

Identity diffusion is one of four different 

identity statuses, which, according to Marcia (1966, 

1980), are ways in which adolescents (those in the 

later stages) deal with identity issues and identify 

their career of interest. The four statuses are hinged 
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on the various levels of adolescents’ commitment 

(high or low) to work roles and exploration (via 

examining of occupational roles). Based on the work 

of researchers such as Erikson, Marcia’s explanation 

of the statuses is provided in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 Adolescent identity statuses (adapted from 

Gati, Saka & Krausz, 2001; Marcia, 1966, 

1980; Maree, JG 2019) 
Status category Description 

Identity diffusion 

(low 

commitment, low 

exploration) 

Individuals in this category have 

neither decided on nor have clear 

career or philosophical goals –

irrespective of whether they have 

gone through a career decision-

making period. 

Moratorium (low 

commitment, 

high exploration) 

People in this group are in a 

career crisis and struggle to deal 

with career or conceptual issues. 

Identity 

foreclosure (high 

commitment, low 

exploration) 

These people have committed 

themselves to distinct career, 

occupational and ideological 

choices. Parents or significant 

others have chosen for them. 

Identity 

achievement 

(high 

commitment, 

high exploration) 

The individuals in this category 

have been exposed to career 

opportunities and have gone 

through a decision-making 

process, committed to a few 

distinct careers, occupations, and 

identify with certain ideas and 

perspectives. 

 

People’s subjective career indecision and 

indecisiveness are often disregarded in marginalised 

contexts. Consequently, the emphasis is on the 

indecision or indecisiveness instead of referring to 

themselves as people with indecision or 

undecidedness. 

 
The Aim of the Study 

With this study we aimed to explore the influence of 

life-design counselling on learners struggling with 

career indecision who hail from resource-

constrained communities. 

 
Research Questions 

The following questions guided the research: 
i) How did life-design-based counselling influence 

learners with career indecision who hail from 

resource-constrained communities? 

ii) How did the participants in the current study 

experience life-design-based counselling? 

 

Method 

A mixed methods approach was conducted in the 

study but only the qualitative aspect is reported in  

this article. 

 
Participants and Context 

Non-probability, purposive sampling was used in 

the study reported on here. Participants were chosen 

based on specific criteria to allow us to engage with 

the research questions and interact with the 

dominant themes. The participants were Grade 11 

learners from two public schools in a school district 

familiar to us. It is fair to state that we were 

knowledgeable about the participants’ career 

challenges and were granted access to the schools. 

A few criteria had to be met to include participants 

in the study. The participants had to 
• be between the ages of 16 and 21 years, 

• be high school learners in Grade 11 at a public school 

located in a resource-constrained community, 

• struggle with career decision-making, and 

• be willing to engage in the process of life-design-

based counselling. 

 

Mode of Inquiry and Design 

Intervention research (Rothman & Thomas, 1994) 

based on life-design counselling was conducted 

using a qualitative mode of inquiry. A 

quasi-experimental pre-test/post-test comparison 

group design was used to assess the extent of change 

in career indecision and adaptability of participants 

exposed to the intervention. The research project 

represents a qualitative-quantitative mode of 

inquiry, with equal priority given to both data sets. 

In this article we report on the qualitative findings. 

 
Data Construction 

Qualitative data were generated from interviews, 

observations, participant journal entries, 

postmodern techniques (lifeline and drawings) and 

life-design counselling methods. The Career 

Interest Profile (CIP) was the main data generation 

instrument. 

 
Procedure (The Intervention) 

Seven intervention sessions, each of approximately 

50 minutes, were conducted over a period of 8 

weeks. Due to the COVID 19 pandemic, there was 

an interval of 6 months between the fourth and fifth 

sessions because schools were shut down to prevent 

the spread of the virus. Therefore, the first four 

sessions were held between the middle of February 

and the middle of March 2020. The last three 

sessions took place in September 2020. 

Table 2 shows the sequence of stages that were 

followed to generate data, as well as the planned 

activities of the qualitative intervention. 
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Table 2 Layout of life-design-based intervention stages (adapted from Maree, N & Maree, 2021; Savickas, ML et al., 2009) 
Stage Description and objective Activities and techniques Outcomes 

1 Problem definition and client 

goal setting 

The primary researcher and first author of this article 

joined by the participants co-constructed goals for 

counselling and a transition narrative was elicited. Pre-

intervention assessment was conducted, and participants 

completed CAAS and CDDQ questionnaires and 

reflected on their objectives. 

Participants were considered experts of their own life experiences. 

 

Personal meanings were ascribed to prospective future occupations. 

2 Exploration of the current 

system of subjective identity 

forms 

Reflection and shaping of the 

subjective story. 

Biographical information, family influences and 

occupational information (career education) were 

obtained after the administration of the Career Interest 

Profile (CIP) (parts 1 and 2). 

Career/vocational guidance information was attained on 

administration of CIP (parts 3 and 4). Reflection and 

journal entries were made. 

Self and career construction were enhanced as participants completed the 

CIP. Subjective life stories were narrated to foster a sense of self. 

Reflection on participants’ unique characteristics happened during the co-

construction of life stories. Self-construction adaptability and career 

decision-making could be perceived and was enhanced. 

 

3 Narrating participants’ stories 

in an objective and focused 

manner to open perspectives 

Drawings and lifeline. 

Enhancing narrations: Make an image of a person or 

object that represents current career decision and 

another when decided. Draw a lifeline and project into 

the future (5 to 10 years from now). Where do you see 

yourself and what will you be doing? 

Researchers facilitate narration and discussion of subjective identity 

forms. 

4 Placing the problem in a new 

story to give it a new 

perspective 

Life story 

The chapter titles of my future life story 

Drawing on information from previous steps and 

activities 

Researchers assist participants in constructing new, respectful career-life 

stories and making meaning of their stories. Unique strengths are 

identified and desired identities are realised and linked to the career 

decision arrived at. 

5 Drawing up a plan of 

activities to actualise a new 

identity 

Telling the new story and specifying activities that 

could be realised in concrete action. Interpretation of 

newly constructed career decision. How to attain set 

goals and what advice to give to the self. 

Steps and actions are taken to enhance career decision, crystallisation, 

specification, and actualisation (Savickas, ML et al., 2009). These actions 

included finding meaning in participants’ studies (such as understanding 

the relevance of what they were learning now); persevering and persisting 

in their efforts to succeed; appreciating that realisation of the career 

decision made would happen based on what they were doing now, such as 

devoting time to schoolwork. Participants needed to regulate their 

learning according to their true potential, and sustain effort in tasks at 

hand, such as homework. They also had to work towards the careers they 

had decided to pursue. They were made aware of the interplay between 

self-efficacy, self-regulated learning, and outcomes/achieving their goals. 

They reflected on the effect of their subjective identity forms by 

considering factors such as contributing to society. 

The purpose was to encourage the participants to take steps that are 

necessary to achieve stipulated life goals (as negotiated by them and the 

primary researcher) 

6 Long-term and short-term 

follow-up 

Conclusion with a focus-group interview and post-

intervention assessment 

Summary and reflections on findings. Reflections on participants’ initial 

goals are stated in stage 1. 
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Quantitative Data Construction 

In our study two measures were used to gather 

quantitative data. The one was the Career Adapt-

Abilities Scale – South African Form (CAAS-SA) 

(Maree, JG 2012), and the other was the Career 

Decision Difficulties Questionnaire (CDDQ) (Gati 

et al., 2001). 

 
Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Braun and Clarke’s (2023) six-phase thematic data 

analysis method was employed. In the first phase, 

we familiarised ourselves with the data, coded and 

searched for themes in the second and third phases 

respectively. The fourth phase consisted of 

reviewing the subthemes and grouping them into 

themes. After defining the themes in the fifth phase, 

the report was compiled and written in the sixth. 

Specific patterns identified within the data and the 

identified subthemes and themes that emerged from 

the data constituted answers to the research 

questions. 

 
Ethical Considerations 

Permission to conduct the research was obtained 

from the relevant university’s institutional review 

board. Throughout the research project, we adhered 

to standard ethical considerations: All participants 

were informed that participation in the project was 

voluntary and that they could withdraw whenever 

they wished. We ensured that our role as researchers 

was not to be confused with that of psychologists. 

An experienced educational psychologist was made 

available on-site to attend to any participants who 

manifested emotional behaviour or trauma due to 

their participation in the research. 

 
Findings (Results) 

Participants’ reflections after having completed the 

two questionnaires before and after the intervention, 

the focus-group interviews, as well as life-design 

techniques were included in the data-gathering 

process. The categories and subcategories of the 

quantitative assessment measures used in this 

research study served as the starting point for 

identifying themes. Given that mixed methods 

research encompasses the qualitative approach, we 

started with anticipated themes (deductive analysis) 

while keeping an eye on patterns that could 

constitute emerging themes and subthemes that had 

not been expected (inductive analysis). Therefore, 

the approach employed to analyse the data can best 

be referred to as deductive-inductive. In the process 

of analysing the data, some additional themes were 

identified. In all, four themes were deductively 

derived and two themes were inductively identified 

from the data (cf. Table 3). 

 

Table 3 Themes and subthemes identified through thematic analysis 
I  Deductively derived themes 

 Theme Subthemes 

 A. Career adaptability resources a. Concern, b. Control, c. Curiosity, d. Confidence 

 B. Lack of readiness a. Lack of motivation, b. Indecisiveness, c. Dysfunctional 

beliefs 

 C. Lack of information a. Decision-making process, b. Self, c. Occupations, 

d. Ways of obtaining information 

 D. Inconsistent information a. Unreliable information, b. Internal conflicts, c. External 

conflicts 

II Inductively identified themes 

 A. Other career decision influences a. Socioeconomic challenges, b. Subject combination 

choices, c. Academic achievement, d. Desire to make 

family proud, e. Language issues, f. Hopelessness and 

despair, g. Psychosocial issues 

 B. Value of the intervention a. Changes due to the intervention, b. Causes of changes 

due to the intervention, c. Preparedness to leave school, 

d. Additional help required, e. Improving the intervention 

 

Table 4 System of reference (deductive analysis): Group and participant numbers  
Source of data Page numbers Line numbers 

1–74 

75–91 

1)  Pre-intervention reflections 1–14 1–42 

2)  Post-intervention reflections 1–17 1–42 

3)  Drawings 1–10 - 

4)  Lifeline 1–7 - 

5)  CIP reflections 1–21 1–42 

6)  Focus-group interviews 1–38 1–42 

 

Examples of participants’ verbatim responses 

are provided below to substantiate their perceptions 

and reflections. A four-digit coding system was 

employed to report participants’ responses from 

various data sources as is summarised in Table 4. 

For example, the code 76;2;3;11 signifies that the 

respondent is participant number 76 of the 

intervention group. The data source is the 

participant’s reflective journal after completing the 
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CAAS and CDDQ assessment questionnaires, and 

the entry is found on page 3, line 11. 

 
Theme 1: Career Adaptability Resources 

Hartung (2013:46) describes career adaptability as 

“a process that includes the development of 

attitudes, beliefs and competencies to be able to plan 

careers, investigate career-related options, solve 

problems effectively and make optimal career 

decisions.” Concern, control, curiosity, and 

confidence are considered resources for career 

adaptability. 

 
Concern 

This questionnaire for assessment of career 

adaptability make me start taking my life seriously 

now because I have been concerned about how am 

I going to continue it. It also increased my self-

awareness as well as self-esteem (84;1;12;35–37). 

 

Control 
Looking at these questions somethings came to my 

mind that I have to be very clear about what I do 

today can always be affective to my future. And I 

should always have control of my life and decisions 

(80;1;12;12–14). 

 

Curiosity 
Judging from now I never explore my surroundings 

and observe other ways of doing things 

(77;2;14;33–35). 

 

Confidence 
When I was answering these questions, I feel so 

confident about my future. The fact that I didn’t 

know how my future will be (80;1;12;12–14). 

 

Theme 2: Readiness 

A lack of readiness refers to difficulties that occur 

before the decision-making process. These include 

lack of motivation to get involved in the 

decision-making process, general indecisiveness 

about all types of decisions, and dysfunctional 

beliefs about decision-making (Gati et al., 2001). 
What has changed since we started? Before, I was 

so confused, I didn’t know after my matric what I am 

going to do, like to study and stuff like that, not 

because I don’t know what to do, but because I am 

good at many things. Like I am so confused I didn’t 

know what to choose and what I could choose … but 

after we did the questionnaires, I have realised my 

strength and weaknesses. (82;6;3;10–15) 

 

Theme 3: Lack of Information 

As Gati et al. (2001) explain, a lack of information 

as a source of career decision-making difficulties is 

related to a lack of knowledge about the process, 

lack of information about self, lack of information 

about occupation, and lack of information about 

ways of obtaining additional information. 
I think I need to be confident with the decisions that 

I made, to know who I am, the real me (90;2;17;18). 

My problem is that am so addicted to rap but it’s not 

a career and that’s what I want to do (82;5;11;2–3). 

Theme 4: Inconsistent Information 

Three categories of difficulties about the use of 

information resort under inconsistent information. 

These are unreliable information (difficulties arising 

from unreliable or ambiguous information), internal 

conflicts (difficulties caused by contradicting 

preferences), and external conflicts (difficulties 

caused by contradictory interaction with significant 

others) (Gati et al., 2001). 
I already choose my career. I know it and 

understand but some people they are not supporting 

me like my family and friends, they say it’s not a 

good career for me, I must choose better one 

(83;2;15;40–41). 

 

Theme 5: Other Career Decision Influences 

This theme mostly covered other career influences 

such as socioeconomic challenges, choices about 

subject combinations, academic achievement, a 

desire to make the family proud, language issues, 

hopelessness and despair, and psychosocial issues. 
Not being able to speak English properly 

(89;5;19;20). 

I already choose my career. I know it and 

understand but some people they are not supporting 

me like my family and friends, they say it’s not a 

good career for me, I must choose better one. The 

problem is that I don’t even have money to go to the 

varsity, that’s the big problem for myself. 

(83;2;15;40–42) 

I grow up without a father and there was no guide 

to tell about life (90;5;20;3–4). 

My father left us and we were struggling because my 

mother was not working and my father was not 

helping (79;5;6;23–24). 

 

Theme 6: Value of the Intervention 

Participants’ perceptions of the intervention are 

reported under this theme. They include changes due 

to the intervention, causes of changes due to the 

intervention, preparedness to leave school, 

additional help required, and improving the 

intervention. 
The thing that has changed is that I am now able to 

make my career and the thing that I didn’t know that 

I am the only one who can make my career choice. I 

now know where my life is going. (80;5;9;2–3) 

The story of my life is the one that changed 

everything, cause now I can think like someone who 

has a future to prepare for without a doubt 

(80;5;9;8–9). 

You must attend/meet learners frequently in a way 

that they will be … they will have confident on 

school (89;6;34;4–5). 

 

Discussion 

This research was conducted in response to calls by 

scholars in the field of career counselling for more 

empirical studies on the topic. We departed from the 

premise that high school learners from resource-

poor communities require support to think about 

their future, decide what they intend to do when they 

leave school, and develop the resources that are 

needed to adapt to the changing world of work 



8 Jude, Maree 

(Hartung, Porfeli & Vondracek, 2005; Watson & 

McMahon, 2005). We aimed to explore the 

influence of life-design-based counselling on high 

school students with career indecision who hail from 

resource-constrained communities. The research 

questions were: 
i) How did life-design-based counselling influence 

learners with career indecision who hail from 

resource-constrained communities? 

ii) How did the participants in the current study 

experience life-design-based counselling? 

These two questions are discussed in the following 

sections. 

 
How did Life-design-based Counselling Influence 
Learners with Career Indecision who Hail from 
Resource-constrained Communities? 

We observed what Schwartz, Ward, Monterosso, 

Lyubomirsky, White and Lehman, (2002:1179) 

described as “choice maximising anxiety” (the more 

anxious and obsessed people become with 

maximising their choices, the more they are inclined 

to execute choices that make them feel worse) 

among the participants. In our research, the 

participants were seeking the “best” career options, 

and, paradoxically, many of them were left confused 

because they experienced more difficulty in 

deciding. To some extent, the findings from our 

study resonate with those of Grier‐Reed and Skaar 

(2010), who researched the effect of a constructivist 

career course on college students in the United 

States. Participants’ self-efficacy regarding career 

decision had improved but career indecision 

measured after the intervention was not less. 

Assisting young people with interventions that 

can enhance their self-efficacy and help them better 

understand who they are is important in helping 

them move on in career decision-making (Savickas, 

ML 2001; Super, 1957). Furthermore, the literature 

provides evidence that self-efficacy is among the 

important career barriers that adolescents in 

resource-scarce environments face (or perceive) 

when choosing or aspiring for future careers 

(Alexander, Seabi & Bischof, 2010; Hendricks, 

Savahl, Mathews, Raats, Jaffer, Matzdorff, Dekel, 

Larke, Magodyo, Van Gesselleen & Pedro, 2015; 

Maree, JG & Che, 2020). This finding is supported 

by the findings in our study, Participants in our study 

were involved in activities that put them in a position 

to understand themselves better and acquire self-

knowledge “…knowing more about my career is 

what has changed about my career is understanding 

my strengths and my weaknesses” (75;4;2;4–5). 

Another response was: “… today’s session made my 

life easy. Now I know who I am. I should stay true 

and have trust in me” (77;4;5;6–7). 

Going by Super’s (1957, 1990) findings, 

participants in our study began the process of 

constructing their careers through acquiring self-

knowledge. Knowledge about the self would assist 

the participants in responding to questions such as, 

“Who am I?” (Hartung et al., 2005). Attempts by 

participants in our study to answer the afore-

mentioned question regarding their identity 

exemplify what Super (1983) refers to as the active 

exploration in which adolescents engage during the 

curiosity stage of career development. 

Most young people do not have adequate 

career information and are inclined to depend on 

adults for such information (Del Corso & Briddick, 

2015). JG Maree, Cook, et al. (2018) highlight the 

importance and benefits of providing 

(disadvantaged) learners (especially) with 

appropriate information about careers. In addition, 

Del Corso and Briddick (2015:362) found that some 

adolescents regarded such information as “fact”, 

failed to question it or verify its validity – yet, they 

still benefited from the intervention. In our study, 

participants were exposed to career information 

included in one of the assessment measures used in 

the intervention, namely the CIP. The reaction of 

Participant 89 of the intervention group is an 

example of how exposure to career information 

assisted in alleviating her difficulties with career 

decidedness. She stated her goal as to what she 

hoped to achieve at the end of the intervention as 

follows: “At the end I should be able to choose my 

career without struggling to choose it. I must also 

know what to do when I am struggling with my 

future and solve my career problems. Help me gain 

confidence to achieve everything I want to do, and 

also, guide me through the way I want to read my 

Grade 11 so that I can get a bursary” (89;4;18;29–

32). The same participant (89) reflected as follows 

after completing the CIP: “While I was going 

through the CIP, I realised that I did not know much 

about the career choice and also about the career 

category, and the work you do and also the jobs on 

that type of career category. I also underestimated 

other careers because I did not know the jobs of that 

career. And work through them, and I also have to 

know myself for me to be able to choose a career. I 

have to change my home situation, change gives me 

confidence on how to work on my challenges” 

(89;4;19;23–27) This finding is in line with Abrams, 

Lee, Brown and Carr (2015) and Roche, Carr, Lee, 

Wen and Brown (2017) who point out the 

significance of culture in career decision-making 

with individuals from Eastern cultures who had 

salient concerns regarding their need for information 

at the beginning of their career exploration process. 

Participants in our study hailed from disadvantaged 

backgrounds where access to career information was 

limited and could hinder their decisions about their 

careers. 

The positive changes reflected by the 

participants indicate that they benefited to some 

degree from the intervention regarding the category 

about inconsistent information. This finding is 

consistent with Lieff’s (2009) findings that career 

decision-making is enhanced when counsellors 
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facilitate the process assisting clients to reflect on 

their strengths, areas for development, and work 

values. The findings are in line with those of a study 

conducted with university students in Italy by Di 

Fabio and Maree (2012) and another study with 

students in Iran (Pordelan, Hosseinian & Lashaki, 

2021). The results from these studies show that 

counselling for career-construction intervention 

enhances career decision-making self-efficacy and 

resilience, and reduces career decision-making 

difficulties. Individuals’ indecision is also 

understood in terms of the stories they tell and not 

only from psychometric measures (Stead & Watson, 

2017). These stories, narrated by the client and 

reflected on by the counsellor, mirror the clients’ 

central life theme and its relationship to career 

indecision. The client’s past, present and future are 

captured in these stories. Stead and Watson (2017) 

agree that the narrative approach underscores the 

importance of the meaning derived from stories and 

they argue that one’s career problems can only be 

meaningfully and coherently understood if they are 

linked to one’s life theme. 

Feelings of uncertainty and insecurity 

apparently still hindered the decision-making 

process for some of the participants – probably 

because of their beliefs at the time the research was 

conducted. This situation is understandable, given 

the definition of work in this context as an activity 

primarily oriented towards survival rather than self-

fulfilment. 

 
How did the Participants in the Current Study 
Experience Life-design-based Counselling? 

• The reader is advised that this research question, 

although only referring to “career indecision”, also 

refers to “career adaptability.” Here we concur with 

Hartung and Cadaret (2017) and Nota et al. (2016), 

who agree that enhancing people’s career 

adaptability contributes to a decrease in their career 

indecision. Participants clearly displayed signs of 

self- and career construction and started to verbalise 

plans for their future in their post-intervention 

reflections, as described by ML Savickas et al. 

(2009). The findings in our study support the results 

of research conducted by JG Maree, Cook, et al. 

(2018) involving Grade 11 participants from a 

private school and a low-resourced public school. JG 

Maree, Cook, et al. (2018) report positive qualitative 

adaptability results for participants from the public 

school but not for those from the private school. The 

findings in our study divergence from some aspects 

of another study by JG Maree, Pienaar and Fletcher 

(2018) on a life-design counselling intervention 

programme conducted to improve the sense of self of 

participants who attended an affluent independent 

school for girls. In this study positive qualitative 

results were not recorded. JG Maree, Pienaar, et al. 

(2018) found that their intervention was not 

successful (as expected) in enhancing aspects of the 

participants’ career adaptability, such as taking 

control of their future. Results of our study concur 

with the findings of a qualitative case study by 

Setlhare‐Meltor and Wood (2016) in which narrative 

intervention assisted an adolescent participant in 

designing and narrating a different future as another 

possibility or choice. Setlhare-Meltor and Wood’s 

(2016) study was conducted with a formerly 

homeless participant. 

Participation in the programme seemed to have 

helped those involved in our research to take control, 

become more responsible for their own success, and 

work towards realising their future aspirations. It 

can be stated that our study confirms the emphasis 

by other researchers (Fritz & Beekman, 2007; 

Watson, McMahon, Foxcroft & Els, 2010) that 

career counselling clients with decision-making 

difficulties become aware of alternative 

opportunities and prospects when they were 

skilfully guided towards subjective meaning-

making. The following example indicates that 

exposure to the intervention programme allowed 

participants to go through a reflexive process, 

suggesting that they became more aware of who 

they were, what was important to them, and what 

was preventing them from achieving their career 

goals. 
I have been thinking a lot about my future and taking 

all the information that I give you about myself. 

Putting it together and I have seen that really, I want 

that career and for my plan B if I don’t get to study 

Law, I can study to be a social worker as long as it 

deals with helping people who are in need and 

giving something positive out of what I do. 

(80;2;15;18–21). 

Participants reported how they had been engaged in 

exploring information about who they were (their 

identity) and the careers they aspired to pursue. Such 

exploratory behaviour about the self and 

occupations was evident in participants’ reflections 

in the post-intervention assessment, suggesting that 

the intervention programme motivated them to 

engage further in exploratory behaviour. This 

finding agrees with the statistically significant 

difference in the pre-/post-intervention scores of the 

intervention group (Jude, Maree & Jordaan, 2023). 

One of the participants in the intervention group 

before and after the intervention responded as 

follows: “The reason for my thoughts is that I have 

to make some investigation before I make choice. 

It’s hard to make investigation because we 

sometimes found different answers and I will start to 

be confused” (91;1;14;1–3), and “I had a problem of 

choosing only one career not knowing what 

obstacles will I face, for example, there will be a 

time where my points will not manage to be qualified 

for that career then I will have to choose another 

career. Career categories helped me to think about 

other careers for example marketing. I found it more 

interesting, and I want to make it or achieve it” 

(91;4;21;16–19). This finding concurs with that of 

Rehfuss (2009), who found that such changes are 

expected as individuals begin to embrace and enact 

career exploration and specification. All the 

participants reported initiating their own career 
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exploration activities or further investigation for 

some, following the life-design intervention. 

Our interaction with the participants was 

informed by understanding adolescents’ career 

aspirations and an awareness of the aspects that 

influenced their career choices and decision-

making. In as much as participants should make 

their own decisions about their future career 

journeys and aspirations, focusing on self and career 

construction would be beneficial to attain lower 

levels of career indecision. Most participants 

reported enhanced motivation (both in deciding on a 

career and in their studies), self-regulation, time 

management, study skills, improved academic 

achievement and enhanced work ethic. They 

reported having initiated career exploration once 

they had participated in the life-design intervention. 

This finding concurs with the finding by Hirschi 

(2009), who concludes that adaptive individuals also 

feel empowered and also by ML Savickas (2011), 

who states that concern (for one’s future) develops 

in response to the individual making connections 

between their past, present, and future. 

Through the acquisition of self-knowledge, the 

intervention enhanced participants’ sense of 

attending school and being persistent and patient to 

achieve their future goals through hard work. 

Participants became aware that they had made 

wrong subject choices that would not lead to their 

dream careers, that their current academic 

achievement was inadequate to secure a place at a 

tertiary institution, and that community and family 

influence left them helpless and desperate. 

However, their responses during the focus-group 

interview created a different perspective, as the 

intervention seemingly positively impacted the 

participants. The career intervention programme 

apparently facilitated a shift in the participants’ 

thinking regarding how they decided about their 

future, albeit marginally. The study results 

demonstrate reduced indecisiveness and the 

development of intentionality. The latter is one of 

life-design counselling goals, as participants 

accorded priority to their schoolwork and engaged 

in activities that validated who they were and what 

was important to them. They stated clear future and 

possible alternatives of what they intended to do 

after they left school. This finding supports 

Rossier’s (2015) assertion about the importance of 

thorough vocational planning to facilitate 

converting people’s intentionality into action and 

forward movement regarding appropriate and 

successful career choices. 

 
Limitations of the Study 

The following factors are considered limitations of 

our study. Firstly, the participants in the intervention 

group were selected purposively (non-random), 

which implies that it will not be possible to 

generalise findings to the South African population. 

Secondly, the learners who participated in this study 

hailed from a homogenous background in a rural 

setting, which raises the question of what the results 

would have been if the study had been conducted in 

a resource-constrained community within an urban 

setting. Thirdly, the subjective nature of the 

qualitative data necessitated subjective 

interpretation and analysis, which, according to 

Darlington and Scott (2003), raises doubt on how 

valid participants’ views and opinions could be. 

Lastly, familiarity with the context in which the 

study was conducted could lead to our biased 

judgment, even though steps were taken to avoid the 

possibility of halo or horn effects. 

 
Recommendations for Theory Development, 
Research, and Practice 

Firstly, assisting learners across the diversity 

continuum (as early as in Grade 9) to start exploring 

their identities will be of great value to prepare them 

to make subject choices, lay the foundation for 

making appropriate career choices, and transitioning 

successfully from school to work/further studies by 

the time they reach Grade 12. Secondly, participants 

from diverse backgrounds should be considered in 

future research initiatives. Thirdly, involving small 

and large groups of people in future research to 

further explore the value for and influence of life-

design counselling on learners struggling with 

career indecision is important. In the fourth place, 

including different data-gathering strategies, 

assessment techniques, and instruments should be 

considered in future research. In the fifth place, 

policymakers in the education sector should 

consider integrating this approach (life-design 

intervention) into the curriculum to help learners 

become more adaptable, link academic knowledge 

with the purposes of school learning, and prepare 

them to become employable. Lastly, continually 

updating and upskilling life orientation teachers and 

vocational psychologists to ensure that they stay 

abreast of developments in the field of career 

counselling. Being able to address learners’ 

contemporary career counselling needs is a key 

requisite for facilitating an avant garde career 

counselling service to all learners. 

 
Conclusion 

The influence of life-design counselling 

intervention on high school learners with career 

indecision was explored in an effort to address the 

challenge of appropriate career development 

approaches with previously disadvantaged 

populations in SA. Life-design counselling 

techniques mediate the career indecision of learners 

from resource-constrained communities to varying 

degrees. Participation in the intervention helps them 

to take their studies seriously, and to become aware 

of their strengths and areas for growth. To a certain 

extent, it helps them make realistic choices and take 
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concrete action towards constructing a future career 

trajectory. 
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