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CAREER INDECISION 

Abstract 

In this paper career indecision as a complex and multidimensional construct 
that attracts considerable research interest in the field of vocational psychology is pre-
sented. The introductory part describes this construct through one of the most com-
monly used definitions and the negative outcomes it can cause. The second part ex-
plains how the career indecision is integrated into the vocational theories/theories of ca-
reer choice and development, followed by an overview of the empirical findings on its 
structure and causes of cognitive and emotional nature. The distinction between career 
indecision and indecisiveness, as well as the difference between developmental, chronic 
and acute career indecision are explained in the last part. In the conclusion part the im-
portance of the career indecision for vocational guidance and career counselling is em-
phasized. 
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Since career choices are one of the most important decisions in one’s life, 
it is understandable that the career decision-making process plays a significant 
role in vocational psychology. Osipow et al., (1980, as cited in Gati & Asher, 
2001) pointed out that making a career choice as a very complex and important 
task involves undecidedness, and often leads to feelings of discomfort, anxiety, 
and confusion. Thus, some people make decisions very easily without obvious 
difficulty, while for others career decision-making can be a challenging process 
(Gati, Krausz, & Osipow, 1996; Lipshits-Braziler, Gati, & Tatar, 2017). 

To describe these difficulties the term career indecision is used in the lit-
erature. Namely, this construct is most broadly defined as the difficulties faced 
by an individual when she/he needs to make career related decisions (Char-
trand, Rose, Elliot, Marmarosh, & Caldwell, 1993; Gati et. al., 1996; Leong & 
Chervinko, 1996, as cited in Hijazi, Tatar & Gati, 2004; Osipow, Carney & Ba-
rak, 1976, as cited in Saka, Gati & Kelly, 2008), resulting in inability to make a 
final choice (Slaney, 1988). It refers to any problem or barrier (Fuqua, Blum, & 
Hartman, 1988) that may arise before, during, or after the decision-making pro-
cess (Amir & Gati, 2006; Saka et al., 2008). 

Given that many career choices should be made throughout one’s life-
span – such as educational choice, occupational choice, choice of training/ cour-
se or employment, indecision can occur in each of these situations by imposing 
a delay in decision-making or leading to uncertainty. In addition, career indeci-
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sion may be accompanied by anxiety and lack of motivation to overcome diffi-
culties that can lead to career development problems, especially in the adoles-
cence (Kelly & Lee, 2002) when young people are faced with significant devel-
opmental challenges (Škarić, 2009). In fact, the career indecision among adoles-
cents has been extensively researched, but on the other hand, empirical find-
ings on this construct are lacking among adults/employees (Xu, 2020). 

Career indecision in the vocational theories 

Despite the empirical findings of career indecision, particularly in the 
adolescence, as well as the acknowledgement on its importance, it can be con-
cluded that this construct is not sufficiently integrated in the existing vocation-
nal theories (theories of career choice and development). Savickas (2005) con-
sidered career indecision as one of the structural elements of the career adapta-
bility – the central construct in his theory of career choice and development. 
Career adaptability refers to an individual's readiness and potential for coping 
with current and anticipated vocational tasks and has four dimensions: career 
concern, career control, career curiosity, and career confidence. One end of the 
dimension career control is the belief of the individual that he/she is responsi-
ble for his/her career, while indecision is on the opposite end, referring to lack 
of control or inability to make career decisions, and go along with confusion, 
procrastination, or impulsivity (Savickas, 2013). According to the author, dys-
functional career beliefs lead to decision-making difficulties such as indecision 
(Savickas, 2002), and as he points out, it can be overcome by strengthening de-
cision-making skills and abilities, which in turn can foster readiness for career 
exploration. (Savickas, 2005). This, in fact, represents new approach to the con-
cept of vocational maturity in Super's theory of career choice and development. 

Career readiness, according to Super (Super, 1953, 1990, as cited in Le-
ong & Serafica, 2001), underlies vocational maturity and denotes an individ-
ual's ability to cope with vocational tasks at different stages during the life-
span. It is expressed through attitudes towards career choice and through com-
petencies to make decisions. Attitudes refer to the efforts and plans a person 
makes for future educational or occupational choices. They reflect the aware-
ness that choices need to be made and emphasize career exploration based on 
curiosity about work and work roles. Competencies as ability of an individual 
to apply career and world of work related knowledge in the career decision-
making process include information about occupations and benefits they pro-
vide, as well as skills to apply rational decision-making principles (Super, 1974, 
as cited in Glavin, 2006). 

In the cognitive information processing approach to career problem sol-
ving and decision- making, career indecision is the initial state the individuals 
are faced when they need to make a career-related decisions, while the prob-
lem-solving process represents overcoming the state of indecision and achie-
ving a state of decidedness (Peterson, Sampson, Lenz, & Reardon, 2002). The 
authors describe the career indecision in terms of the unwillingness of the in-
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dividual to get engaged in the career decision-making process. They have sta-
ted that dysfunctional career decision-making thoughts manifested through con-
fusion, anxiety, and external conflicts, are cause of aforementioned condition. 
The opposite state of the career indecision is readiness defined as the ability of 
the individual to make career choices taking into account the complexity of the 
family, economic, and organizational factors. Ability refers to internal factors 
(cognitive and affective), while complexity encompasses external factors that can 
influence career decision-making process (Sampson et al.,2000a, as cited in Pe-
terson et al., 2002). Individuals with highly expressed readiness are characterized 
by cognitive abilities and positive affect,that lead to effective career problem 
solving. In contrast, low readiness is accompanied by negative thoughts and 
negative affect causing career decision making difficulties.  

Problems and barriers in the career decision-making process are discus-
sed in other vocational theories, as well. Gottfredson (2002), for example, ag-
reed that various barriers may impede career decision-making such as: limited 
educational and employment opportunities, discrimination in the labour mar-
ket, the absence of occupations that include a combination of preferred sex 
type, prestige and interests. In Holland's theory, inconsistency between the in-
terests that form the individual's vocational type is perceived as a career re-
lated barrier. For example, enterprising and investigative interests do not have 
common characteristics and if together represent a person's code of interests/ 
vocational personality, it is very likely, to be experienced as a difficulty in the 
career decision-making process (Spokane, Luchetta, & Richwine, 2002). In the 
same line, cause of career decision -making difficulties might be the lack of 
congruence between individual's interest code/vocational personality type and 
the type of work environment. 

Structure of the career indecision 
Notwithstanding the lack of integration into vocational theories, there 

are empirical findings on career indecision implying to its complexity and mul-
tidimensional nature. In several studies (using the Career Decision Scale instru-
ment) following dimensions of career indecision have been identified – diffu-
sion, support, approach -approach and external barriers (Schimizu et al., 1988; 
Vondracek et al., 1990, as cited in Schimizu, Vondracek & Schulenberg, 1994). 
On the other hand, there are authors who stated that career indecision is a one-
dimensional construct (Martin, et al., 1991, as cited in Guay, Ratelle, Senécal, 
Larose, & Deschênes, 2006). Kelly & Lee (2002) identified six factors that re-
present the structure of the career indecision measured by the Career Decision 
Scale, Career Factor Inventory and Career Decision Making Difficulties Ques-
tionnaire – lack of information, need for information, indecision, disagreement 
with others, identity diffusion and anxiety. 

After the factor analysis of 24 correlation matrices, Brown & Rector 
(Brown & Rector, 2008) reported on a four-factor structure of the career in-
decision. The first factor refers to chronic indecision and is defined by high lev-
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els of anxiety, depressed mood, low self-esteem, low confidence in own deci-
sion-making skills, tendency of avoidance instead of approaching the problem, 
dependence on others' opinions and focus of negative outcomes in career deci-
sion-making process. The second factor represents the lack of information di-
mension, while the third reflects external barriers and interpersonal conflicts. 
The latter factor named as identity diffusion includes lack of confidence in ca-
reer decision-making skills, unclear career attitudes, unstable career goals, lack 
of motivation to make career choices and / or to persist in own decisions, low 
conscientiousness. 

Another study (Brown & Crane, 2000, as cited in Hammond, Lockman 
& Boling, 2010) proposed a tripartite model of career indecision that contained 
three first-order factors: negative affect, underdeveloped vocational identity, 
and need for career-related information. They are represented by seven second 
order factors: negative affect (refers to the first higher order factor), vocational 
identity, career maturity, goal setting, self-efficacy, problem solving (consisted 
the second higher factor) and the need for information about career (part of the 
third higher order factor). Hammond et al. (2010) added emotional intelligence 
and positive affect to the above variables in order to obtain a more complete 
model of the career indecision sources. Factor analysis revealed five-dimensio-
nal model defined by the following factors career self-efficacy, career-related 
emotional maturity, need for information, vocational identity development and 
career decision status (degree of decidedness, satisfaction/pleasure in decision 
making and the choice importance). 

Based on the rational decision theory and decision-making model of Pitz 
and Haren, three sources of indecision have been identified by Germeijs & De 
Boeck (2003). One source is the lack of information denoted to insufficient in-
formation about the occupations/alternatives and/or their characteristics, as 
well as lack of information about the outcomes of that alternatives. 

Gati, Krautz, and Osipow (1996) using existing decision-making and in-
formation processing theories, on the one hand, as well as empirical research 
on the characteristics, dimensions, and sources of the career indecision (e.g. 
Kleiman et al., 2004), on the other hand, developed a taxonomy of the career 
decision-making difficulties. It is based on the following propositions: 

 when the person is aware that she/he should make a decision, is will-
ing to engage in that process, and has skills to make decision that fits 
her/his goals, than the career decision-making process is ideal; 

 in other case, there are difficulties that may delay the occupational/ 
career choice; 

Difficulties can be classified into several categories depending on: 
a) the time when they occur (prior or during the engagement in the ca-

reer decision-making process), 
b) the source of the difficulty (affective or cognitive), 
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c) the impact of the difficulty on the decision-making process (blocking 
the process or leading to incomplete/unsatisfactory decision), 

d) the type of intervention required to overcome the difficulty; 
 indecision can arise from one difficulty or be a combination of several 

difficulties; 
 difficulties may belong to one or several categories. 

The proposed taxonomy includes three levels of categorization of the 
difficulties in the career decision-making process. At the first level, they are di-
vided into two groups according to whether they occur before or during the ca-
reer decision making process. At the next level the difficulties are differentiated 
within the two groups. Difficulties named as lack of readiness to be engaged in 
the decision-making process contained the first group, while the second group 
distinguished between lack of information and inconsistent information related 
to career decision-making process. At the last, third, level of categorization 
these three general categories are divided into specific subcategories. As the 
authors pointed out, the categorization is based on several criteria: the difficul-
ties to be located at the same stage in the decision-making process, to arise 
from the same source, to have similar consequences on the efficiency of deci-
sion-making and to imply to similar interventions that should be used to over-
come them. The dimension lack of readiness is consisted of the following sub-
dimensions: 1) lack of motivation, 2) generalized indecisiveness and 3) dysfunc-
tional beliefs. The lack of information dimension is divided into these sub-di-
mensions: 1) lack of information about the decision-making process, 2) lack of 
information about oneself, 3) lack of information about occupations and 4) lack 
of information about ways of obtaining information. The sub-dimensions that 
are part of the inconsistent information dimension are: 1) unreliable in-
formation, 2) internal conflicts and 3) external conflicts. 

The authors have constructed an instrument (Career Decision Making 
Difficulties Questionnaire) to measure difficulties in the career decision-ma-
king process. A very recent extensive study (Levin, Braunstein, Lipshits-Brazi-
ler, Gati, & Rossier, 2020) confirmed the internal structure of this instrument, 
its reliability and scalar invariance in seven English-speaking countries. Similar 
findings regarding the proposed structure and reliability were found in other 
studies conducted among high school students (e.g. Babarović & Šverko, 2019, 
Baçanli, 2016), including a study conducted on a sample of Macedonian high 
school students (Blaževska-Stoilkovska & Kenig, 2015). 

In addition to the described taxonomy that addresses the cognitive as-
pects of the career indecision, a model of emotional and personality characte-
ristics as its sources has been developed recently. Three basic dimensions of 
this model are: 1) pessimism, 2) anxiety and self-concept and 3) identity (Gati 
et al., 2011; Saka et al., 2008; Saka & Gati, 2007). Pessimism refers to the deci-
sion-making process itself, to the work, and to the personal control over events; 
anxiety is related to the decision-making process, uncertainty, career choice,, as 
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well as to the outcomes of the decision-making; identity is associated with gen-
eral anxiety, self-esteem, undifferentiated values, preferences and goals, and at-
tachment and separation problems with important others (Saka et al., 2008). 

As a result of the literature review on career indecision, a recent study 
proposed an integrative five-dimensional model of the career indecision – neu-
roticism, need for information, lack of readiness, and interpersonal conflicts 
(Xu & Bhang, 2019). 

Types of indecision in choosing a career 

Considering research on career indecision, as well as its practical im-
plications (in vocational guidance and broadly in career counselling), it is very 
important the distinction between career indecision and trait indecisiveness to 
be clearly emphasized. While indecisiveness refers to difficulties in decision 
making in general/in any situation (Germeijs & De Boeck, 2002), career indeci-
sion reflects career decision problems. In order to better understand this diffe-
rence it is pointed out that individuals with generalized indecisiveness have 
difficulties in making life decisions whether those decisions are of high or low 
importance, while individuals with career indecision cannot make vocational 
choices even when they have freedom to do so, when they have support and 
encouragement (Crites, 1969, according to Germeijs & De Boeck, 2002). 

Furthermore, there are temporary, developmental indecision, chronic or 
pervasive indecision and acute, i.e. situational indecision (Fuqua & Hartman, 
1983). Developmental indecision is a focal problem related to specific career 
goals (Kelly & Schin, 2009), understood as a developmental task that can be 
overcome as students get/acquire more information about themselves and abo-
ut occupations (Guay et al., Ratelle, Senécal, Larose & Deschénes, 2006). In con-
trast, chronic indecision continues to persist permanently despite academic and 
work experience (Kelly & Shin, 2009) and is accompanied by psychological 
dysfunction and needs long-term treatment (Hartman, Fuqua, & Hartman, 
1983). According to Saka et al. (2008), this type of career indecision is a conse-
quence of personality traits and / or certain emotional factors. Walsh (2004) em-
phasizes the consistency of the findings revealing that dimension of neuroti-
cism is highly expressed among people who manifest chronic indecision. Salo-
mone (as cited in Brown & Rector, 2008) has suggested that chronically indeci-
sive people are characterized by feelings of hopelessness, dependence, immatu-
rity, anxiety, and low levels of self-confidence and self-esteem. 

Acute situational indecision, on the other hand, is due to external stress-
ors, such as institutional rules that require the individual to make a final de-
cision within a certain time frame that can be experienced as a pressure (Faqua 
& Hartman, 1983). Guy et al. (2006) stressed that high school students at risk of 
becoming chronically indecisive are those who have low support for autonomy 
from important others (parents and peers) and a low degree of perceived auto-
nomy and self-efficacy. They suggested that the degree of career indecision 
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should be measured over a long period of time in order to distinguish between 
individuals with developmental and chronic indecision. Their findings showed 
that over time, if indecision decreases, then it is a temporary condition, but if it 
remains at the same level, then it is chronic. 

Conclusion 

Career indecision can be a transient part of the adolescence. On the 
other hand, it can be manifested as a chronic state of indecision. Levin et al. 
(2020) reported that cognitive sources of career indecision decreases from ado-
lescence to adulthood, while emotional personality causes increases from ado-
lescence to young adulthood which might be a partial support for the distinc-
tion between career indecision and indecisiveness. 

Given that career choices can have long-term implications on subjective 
well-being, socioeconomic status, as well as on lifestyle and a sense of personal 
contribution to the society (Gati & Tal, 2008) and are very important for mental 
health in general (Foad & Bynner, 2008), then the knowledge of the career inde-
cision and its causes are very important. Adequate assessment of the career in-
decision can contribute to the effectiveness of the counselling in this domain 
(Gati & Levin, 2014), but also could be a basis, especially for the young people, 
to seek support and guidance in the vocational/career decision-making process. 
An additional but equally important reason career indecision to be taken into 
consideration is the increasing frequency of career transitions nowadays (Kuls-
cár, Dobrean, & Gati, 2020). 
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