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Orientation: Corporate survival mechanisms, like mergers, downsizing, restructuring and 
outsourcing, contribute to unemployment levels amongst adults. Psychological maturity seems 
to influence the quality of the career decisions that people make in these difficult circumstances. 
However, we do not know what their behavioural strengths are.

Research objectives: The objective of this study was to investigate the psychometric relationship 
between career thinking (negative and positive career thoughts) and salutogenic functioning 
(locus of control and sense of coherence) amongst unemployed adults.

Motivation for study: Career decision research has consistently surveyed students to 
understand career indecision. Adults are not a homogenous group. Therefore, this trend may 
not reflect throughout the larger adult population. For this reason, the researchers conducted 
exploratory research into the nature of career indecision amongst non-student adults.

Research design, approach and method: The researchers used a quantitative design that 
included a four-instrument survey on a purposive sample of 225 Canadian unemployed 
and non-student adults who had not decided on a career. They calculated correlations and 
regressions.

Main findings: The researchers reported significant relationships between the four constructs. 
They found that a sense of coherence predicted career thinking.

Contribution/value-add: A sense of coherence, which includes comprehension, meaningfulness 
and manageability, acts as a facilitator of effective career thinking.

Practical/managerial implications: During career assessment and guidance, the role of sense 
of coherence as a strength factor will indicate the person’s readiness to make important career 
decisions.

© 2011. The Authors.
Licensee: AOSIS 
OpenJournals. This work
is licensed under the
Creative Commons
Attribution License.

Introduction
Key focus of the study
During stressful periods of unemployment, adults must make important decisions about their 
futures. Negative career thoughts impair effective career decisions whilst positive career thoughts 
facilitate decisions that have better direction. 

Much of the current literature on career indecision uses university populations and young 
adults as its basis. It is also apparent that young adults may face differing developmental stages 
and roles than older adults do. 

These developmental differences may affect career decision-making in unique ways, depending 
on the nature of the sample. Therefore, the focus of this study was to expand the career 
choice literature by exploring the career indecision problems of older, non-student and adult 
populations using community-based research. University populations and young adults have 
recommended this approach. However, it has not come into effect (see Austin, Wagner & Dahl, 
2003; 2004; Dahl, 2010; Dahl, Austin & Wagner 2010; Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon & 
Saunders, 1996b; Weinstein, Healy & Ender, 2002). 

Broadening the literature in this way would make research more representative of the larger 
adult population.

Background to the study
The literature has criticised research into career development for its exclusive use of student-based 
samples. However, a later generation of studies followed the suggestion that career decision-
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making research should use community-based research sites 
(Reed, Lenz, Reardon & Leierer, 2000) and non-student adult 
subjects (Austin, Wagner & Dahl, 2003; 2004; Luzzo, Funk & 
Strang, 1996; Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon & Saunders, 
1996b) to explore career decisions. These studies helped us to 
understand the nature of career indecision amongst adults.

The literature suggests that the difference between making a 
negative or positive decision depends on the person’s level of 
positive psychology constructs (Snyder & Lopez, 2009) and 
specifically salutogenic functioning (see Cilliers & Kossuth, 
2004). However, it is not clear exactly how these salutogenic 
strengths operate in the field of careers.

Therefore, this research sought to clarify the psychometric 
relationships between career thinking, vis-à-vis negative 
career thoughts and career decision-making self-efficacy, as 
well as salutogenic functioning, vis-à-vis locus of control and 
sense of coherence. The implications of these findings will 
have value for career development practice and literature. 
Using this information, the researchers formulated the 
research problem: to determine whether there is a relationship 
between career thinking and salutogenic functioning. If there 
is, to determine whether the chosen salutogenic constructs 
act as facilitating strengths for effective decision-making. 

The objective of this study was to investigate the psychometric 
relationships between career thinking (negative and positive 
career thoughts) and salutogenic functioning (locus of 
control and sense of coherence) amongst unemployed adults. 
Apart from ascertaining the psychometric relationships, this 
research also adds to the body of knowledge that is relevant 
to career decision-making (or lack thereof) amongst non-
student adults.

Trends from the literature
The fact that the adult population is not a homogenous group 
influences the career decision-making process (Dahl, Austin 
& Wagner, 2010). The difficulty with generalising college-
based career indecision to the larger adult population is 
relevant to the fundamental distinctions that demarcate the 
boundary between the career indecision of students and 
older non-student adults. 

College students do not represent the norm for older 
adult or young adult behaviour. In the United States (US), 
approximately 75% of the student population complete high 
school (Desruisseaux, 1998) and only 50% enrol in college. 
In the first year of college, 27% of all students drop out. Of 
the remaining students, only 55% graduate with a degree. 
Canadian students do not fare much better. There is a 50% 
student attrition during college (Perry, 2003). 

The researchers could not trace any similar data for South 
African groups. That career indecision is conceptualised 
within such a narrow band of the student population is 
problematic.

Task orientation also determines student-based career 
indecision. In particular, students’ career tasks are primarily 
relevant to their academic roles. Therefore, they usually face 
academic competition, unfamiliar academic tasks, pressure 
to excel, new social environments and pressure related to 
success and failure (Perry, Hladkyj, Pekrun & Pelletier, 
2001). Making career decisions during this time may affect 
students who make premature career choices (they need 
more information, need to avoid conflict, and others) or who 
are undecided (they defer choice, face developmental issues, 
and others) (Sampson, Reardon, Peterson & Lenz, 2004).

Conversely, career decision-making for older adults often 
occurs during transitional periods like organisational 
mergers, downsizing, restructuring and outsourcing (Neault, 
2002; Osberg, Wein & Grude, 1995; Peterson & González, 
2005; Rothmann & Coetzee, 2003). We see a similar tendency 
during high levels of unemployment (Amundson & Borgan, 
1996; Dahl, Austin, Wagner & Lukas, 2008; Osipow, 1999). In 
2010, the unemployment rate in the United States of America 
(USA) was 9.3%, the Canadian rate was 7.6% and the South 
African rate was 25% (Austin, 2005).

Loss of work or transition during periods of crisis means 
rethinking one’s career and life direction. It creates greater 
tension (Dahl, 2010; Joseph & Greenberg, 2001; Muchinsky, 
2006). Older, non-student adults may have spent a lifetime 
acquiring skills relevant to a profession. To change may 
mean acquiring a completely new set of skills. Organisational 
change, downsizing or rightsizing may mean loss of earnings, 
status, identity and meaning (Feather, 1997; Judge, Thoresen, 
Pucik & Welbourne, 1999; Muchinsky, 2006; Osberg, Wien 
& Grude, 1995). Making career decisions whilst unemployed 
causes high levels of stress for most adults (Dahl, 2010; 
Hanish, 1999; Starrin, Jönsson & Rantakeisu, 2001; Vinokur 
& Schul, 2002).

The stress-buffering factors of non-student adults may 
affect their career decisions during times of unemployment. 
Researchers have still to explore the career decision-making 
problems of this population extensively. In order to explore 
the nature of career indecision amongst non-student adults, 
the researchers proposed two domains for the research. 
These were career thinking and salutogenic functioning. 

Career thinking refers to the positive and negative cognitions 
about career choice activities. In the career development 
literature, career thoughts have significantly influenced the 
career choice process (Kleiman, Gati, Peterson, Sampson, 
Reardon & Lenz, 2004; Strauser, Lustig, Keim, Ketz & Malesky, 
2002). In particular, negative career thoughts have yielded 
significant relationships with career-related anxiety (Dahl, 
Austin, Wagner & Lukas, 2008; Sampson, Reardon, Peterson 
& Lenz, 2004), and this anxiety limits career development 
behaviour (Carr, 2004). In addition, negative career thoughts 
have been empirically linked to job-avoidance behaviour 
(Judge & Locke, 1993), low skill confidence (Wright, 2001), 
academic indecision (Kilk, 1997) and poor employment-
seeking activity (Keim, Strauser & Ketz, 2002). 
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In the career development literature, negative career thoughts 
link empirically to greater levels of perfectionism and career 
indecision (Osborn, 1998), depression and career indecision 
(Saunders, Peterson, Sampson & Reardon, 2000), career 
indecision (Austin, Wagner & Dahl, 2003; Kleiman, Gati, 
Peterson, Sampson, Reardon & Lenz, 2004; Wright, 2001) and 
career indecisiveness (Austin, Wagner & Dahl, 2004; Austin, 
Dahl, & Wagner, 2010).

In the extant career development literature, positive career 
thoughts relate to the efficacy beliefs about one’s ability 
about career choice activities. Higher levels of efficacy are 
associated with lower levels of stress, anxiety, perception 
of barriers and an increase in problem-solving appraisal 
(Bandura, 1999; 2000; Betz, 2004; Lent, Hackett & Brown, 
2000; Paa & McWhirtner, 2000) and slower withdrawal from 
activities (Betz, 2004; Betz & Luzzo, 1996; Mau, 2003). Persons 
with positive career self-efficacy beliefs also have greater 
levels of self-esteem and internal control beliefs (Brown, 
Reedy, Fountain, Johnson & Dichiser, 2000; Paulsen & Betz, 
2004). In the career decision-making literature, people with 
greater positive career self-efficacy beliefs have fewer career 
decision-making problems (Betz, Klein & Taylor, 1996) and 
maladaptive attributions (Betz, 2004). Furthermore, positive 
career decision-making self-efficacy beliefs link empirically 
to stronger career exploration plans and intentions (Ochs & 
Roessler, 2004).

Career thinking is a contributor toward career indecision. 
In particular, career thinking, both positive and negative, 
empirically relates to and predicts career indecision (Austin, 
Wagner & Dahl, 2003; 2004; Bergeron & Romano, 1994; Reed, 
Lenz, Reardon & Leirer, 2000; Saunders, Peterson, Sampson 
& Reardon, 2000; Taylor & Betz, 1983; Taylor & Popma, 1990). 
Using career thinking would be valuable in exploratory 
research with non-student adults.

Career thoughts
Career decision-making is complex, interactive and produces 
stress (Lustig & Strauser, 2008; Saunders, Peterson, Sampson 
& Reardon, 2000). Over the past century, career development 
researchers have suggested numerous factors that influence 
career choice. In recent years, the literature has sought to 
clarify the nature of career decision status. Further research 
has been suggested in order to clarify its boundaries (Gordon, 
1998; Sampson, Reardon, Peterson & Lenz, 2004). 

Important to the literature on career indecision is the trend 
toward youth in research. Where career development 
research has explored the contribution of factors to making 
career decisions, it has sampled high school and college 
student populations extensively (Gordon, 1998; McWhirtner, 
Rasheed & Crothers, 2000), leaving the career indecision 
of non-student adults virtually unexamined (Quimby & 
O’Brien, 2004; Weinstein, Healy & Ender, 2002). This may 
limit the generalisability of such research to older non-
student adult populations. Researchers should explore the 
factors that influence the career decision making of older 

non-student adults further (Austin, Wagner & Dahl, 2003; 
2004; Dahl, Austin & Wagner, 2010).

The career-development literature focuses on undergraduate 
student populations in their late teens and early twenties. 
The difficulty with this is that developmental factors 
influence making career decisions (Patton & Creed, 2001; 
Peterson & González, 2005; Sampson, Reardon, Peterson & 
Lenz, 2004; Sharf, 2006). Therefore, developmentally mature 
adults (in interests, understanding, abilities and self-concept) 
move through distinct stages during their lives (Super, 1983). 
Undergraduate students, who are traditionally under the age 
of 25, are engaged in tasks related to the ‘exploration’ stage 
of their career development. In contrast, older adults (25–44 
years old) would be entering the ‘establishment’ stage of 
Super’s model. Their task during this stage is to stabilise their 
career choices. They achieve this by using their skills and 
talents in work environments and by confirming that their 
career choices are suitable. Older adults (45 and older) would 
also have different developmental stages (‘maintenance’ or 
‘disengagement’) and tasks to young adults (Super, 1990; 
Super, Savickas & Super, 1996).

Salutogenic functioning
Salutogenic functioning has demonstrated its effects in 
mediating stress and promoting well-being and career 
agency (see Van der Colff & Rothmann, 2009). For this 
reason, including it in non-student adult-based research 
would benefit the exploration of career indecision. Although 
numerous salutogenic factors have surfaced from the field of 
positive psychology, two factors are interesting to the present 
research. These are locus of control and sense of coherence 
(see Snyder & Lopez, 2009; Strümpfer, 1990; 1995).

In the health-related literature, internal control expectancy 
has been associated with greater salutogenic functioning. In 
particular, internal control expectancy has been empirically 
associated with better health (Bobak, Pikhart, Hertzman, 
Rose & Marmot, 1998), psychological well-being (Morrison, 
O’Connor & Morrison, 2001; Turner, Barling & Zacharatos, 
2002), job satisfaction (Rothman & Agathagelou, 2000) and 
effective stress mediation during unemployment (Litt, 1988; 
Waters & Moore, 2002) as well as stress mediation in African 
men (Van Der Merwe & Greef, 2003). In this same literature, 
external control is associated with poor psychological 
adjustment and coping (Hack & Degner, 2004), avoidance-
related coping and decreased personal agency (Skinner, 
1996; Thompson, 2002; Wanberg, 1997).

In student-based career development research, locus of 
control has an empirical link to career thinking and career 
indecision (Fuqua, Blum & Hartman, 1988; Kerpelman & 
Mosher, 2004; Larson, Piersel, Imao & Allen, 1990; Luzzo, 
1995; Osipow & Reed, 1995; Saunders, Peterson, Sampson & 
Reardon, 2000; Taylor, 1982; Taylor & Popma, 1990; Weinstein, 
Healy & Ender, 2002). Further career development research 
with a non-student population would improve the literature.
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Sense of coherence is also a salutogenic factor that has 
demonstrated stress-mediation and agency-promoting 
tendencies. Therefore, sense of coherence relates strongly 
to individual well being (Chamberlain, Petrie & Azriah, 
1992; Ryland & Greenfield, 1991). It also mediates perceived 
stress significantly (Hedov, Annernen & Wikblad, 2002; 
Hintermair, 2004; Kalimo, Pahkin & Mutanen, 2002), predicts 
suicidal ideation (Rothman & Van Rensberg, 2002), mediates 
hostility (Kivimaeki, Elovainio & Vahtera, 2002), anxiety and 
depression (Edwards & Besseling, 2001), life satisfaction and 
inter-role conflict (Diraz, Ortlepp & Greyling, 2003) as well 
as burnout (Cilliers, 2002; 2003). In the salutogenic literature, 
sense of coherence also relates to other positive expectancy 
constructs like self-efficacy (Cilliers & Kossuth, 2004; 
Rachman, 1990) and locus of control (Cilliers & Kossuth, 
2004; Lustig & Strauser, 2008; Pallant & Lae, 2002). In career-
related research, sense of coherence has demonstrated stress-
mediating properties (Höge & Bűssing, 2004; Rothmann & 
Coetzee, 2003). Seminal research has linked sense of coherence 
to negative career thinking (Lustig & Strauser, 2002; 2008) 
and suggested that it relates significantly to, and predicts, 
dysfunctional career thoughts and career indecisiveness. It 
suggests further research using salutogenic factors.

Research objective
The objective of this study was to investigate the psychometric 
relationship between career thinking (negative and positive 
career thoughts) and salutogenic functioning (locus of control 
and sense of coherence) amongst unemployed adults.

Potential value of the study
If one can find significant relationships between the 
constructs, the role of sense of coherence, as a strength 
factor, could show people’s readiness to make important 
career decisions. The article consists of the study’s research 
approach and method. More specifically, the article covers 
the participants, measuring instruments, research procedure 
and statistical analysis. 

The researchers presented the results using descriptive and 
inferential statistics and their acceptance of the research 
hypothesis. The in-depth discussion of the results culminated 
in the formulation of the conclusions, recommendations and 
the limitations of the study.

Research design
Research approach
The study followed a quantitative design within the 
positivistic research paradigm (Breverton & Millward, 
2004; Terre Blanche, Durrheim & Painter, 2006). The 
researchers conducted a field survey and used primary data 
in a correlational approach to ascertain the psychometric 
relationships between the two chosen constructs: career 
thinking and salutogenic functioning.

Research method
Research participants
The target population was participants in an English-
speaking Career Decision Making Programme (CDMP) 
presented at different sites in the greater Vancouver area 
(British Columbia, Canada), funded by the government of 
Canada. Unemployed, career undecided, non-student adults 
attended the programme. 

Purposive sampling (Babbie, 2001; Terre Blanche et al., 2006) 
included 225 consenting participants in the 2005 programme. 
The sample consisted of 121 women (54%) and 104 men 
(46%). Their average age was 37.47. Their levels of education 
varied from high school or lower (65%) to university level 
(35%). The length of their unemployment varied between 
three months (53%), four to six months (14%) and longer than 
six months (33%).

Measuring instruments
The researchers measured career thinking using the Career 
Thoughts Inventory (CTI) and The Career Decision Making 
Self Efficacy Scale– Short Form (CDMSE-SF). They measured 
salutogenic functioning using the I-E Locus of Control Scale 
(I-E LOCS) and the Orientation to Life Questionnaire (OLQ).

The Career Thoughts Inventory: The Career Thoughts 
Inventory (Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon & Saunders, 
1996a) measures negative career thoughts (dysfunctional 
thinking based on assumptions) attitudes, behaviours, 
beliefs, feelings and plans or strategies that influence and 
inhibit effective career decision-making (Sampson, Peterson, 
Lenz, Reardon & Saunders, 1996b). The 48 4-point Likert-
type items yield a total and three subscale scores. The total 
score is a single global indicator of dysfunctional thinking 
in career problem solving and decision-making (Sampson et 
al., 1996b). Its subscales measure Decision-making Confusion 
(DMC), Commitment Anxiety (CA) and External Conflict 
(EC). 

DMC is the inability to initiate or sustain decision-making 
because of disabling emotions and/or a lack of understanding 
about making decisions itself. CA is the inability to make 
a commitment to a specific career choice, accompanied by 
generalised anxiety about the outcomes of making decisions, 
which perpetuates indecision. EC is the inability to balance 
the importance of one’s own self-perceptions with the 
importance of input from others, resulting in a reluctance to 
assume responsibility for making decisions. The scores range 
from 0 to 144. A high score shows strong negative thinking, 
which inhibits making career decisions.

Internal consistency (alpha) coefficients for the CTI (Sampson, 
Peterson, Lenz, Reardon & Saunders, 1999) range from 0.97 to 
0.93 for all norm groups and 0.97 for adults. Alpha coefficients 
for the subscales range between 0.94 (DMC), 0.91(CA) and 
0.81 (EC). Test-retest reliability over four weeks, with high 
school and college samples only, gave a stability coefficient 
for the total score of r = 0.86. The combined college and high 
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school stability coefficients for the construct scales measured 
0.77 (CTI total), 0.77(DMC), 0.75 (CA) and 0.63 (EC), showing 
adequate stability (Sampson et al., 1999). The researchers 
determined convergent validity of the CTI against the career 
decision-making instruments that follow: 

•	 My Vocational Situation (Holland, Daiger & Power, 1980) 
•	 Career Decision Scale (Osipow, Carney, Winer, Yanico & 

Koschier, 1976) 
•	 Career Decision Profile (Jones, 1989) 
•	 Revised NEO Personality Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 

1992). 

The conclusion the researchers made was that, for adults, the 
CTI scales had consistent inverse correlations with comfort, 
choice, decidedness and lack of information need and had a 
positive correlation with anxiety (Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, 
Reardon & Saunders, 1999).

The Career Decision Making Self Efficacy Scale – Short 
Form: The Career Decision Making Self Efficacy Scale – Short 
Form (Betz & Taylor, 1994) measures positive career thoughts, 
described as self-efficacy beliefs related to career choice 
competencies. The 25 items yield a total. Item responses 
range in ascending order from 0 (indicating no confidence) to 
9 (indicating complete confidence in the specific task). Scores 
range from 0 to 225. A high score indicates career decision-
making self-efficacy, defined as ‘the degree of belief that he/
she can successfully complete tasks necessary to make career 
decisions’ (Betz & Taylor, 1994, p.8). The CDMSE Short Form 
version is a reliable ‘global measure’ of the construct (Betz 
& Luzzo, 1996; Luzzo, 1996). The alpha coefficient for the 
CDMSE-SF total score was 0.94 (Betz, Klein & Taylor, 1996), 
whilst test-retest reliability over six weeks yielded a value of 
0.83 (Luzzo, 1993). 

Research on other career development constructs has 
supported concurrent validity empirically through career 
indecision (Betz & Luzzo, 1996), career choice certainty (-0.68) 
and career indecision (-0.63) – both measured using the 
Career Decision Scale - and with the My Vocational Identity 
Scale (0.63). The conclusion the researchers reached was that 
the CDMSE-SF is a psychometrically sound measure of career 
decision-making self-efficacy for application in research and 
counselling (Betz, Klein & Taylor, 1996).

The I-E Locus of Control Scale: The I-E Locus of Control Scale 
(Rotter, 1966) measures locus of control. It is the cognitive 
expectancy in areas related to personal control (achievement, 
dominance and affiliation). The 29 items have a forced choice 
structure (‘a’ or ‘b’). One adds them to yield a total score for 
locus of control along a one-dimensional continuum (except 
for five filler items that one excludes from the summing 
procedure). Scores range from 0 to 23. A high score indicates 
external locus of control and a low score internal locus of 
control.

Many researchers have confirmed internal consistency 
and test-retest reliability over many years (see Auxier, 
1994; Cilliers & Kossuth, 2004; Fournier & Jeanrie, 2003). 

Specifically, researchers reported alpha coefficients of 
between 0.62 and 0.79 (see Antonovsky, 1987; De Brabander, 
Hellemans & Boone, 1999; Friedman, Schwartz, Schnall, 
Landsbergis, Pieper, Gerin & Pickering, 2001; Latiff, 2000; 
Rotter, 1966) and test-retest reliability of between 0.49 and 
0.83 (Taylor & Popma, 1990). Researchers have reported 
concurrent validity with a broad array of other psychological 
constructs and instruments. These were: 

•	 the Cognitive Style Inventory (cooperative -0.18) (Van 
Den Broek, Vanderheyden, & Cools, 2003)

•	 the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) (0.22)(Van Den 
Broek, Vanderheyden, & Cools, 2003)

•	 need for cognition (-0.64) (Patrick & Durndell, 2004) 
•	 the Vocational Locus of Control Scale (-0.40) (Fournier, 

Jeanrie & Drapeau, 1996)
•	 the Internality (-0.41), Powerful Others (0.25) and Chance 

(0.56) Scales(Levenson, 1981)
•	 the Work Locus of Control Scale (0.38–0.54)(Spector, 1988). 

In terms of salutogenic functioning, the I-E LOCS has yielded 
convergent validity of 0.39 with the orientation to life scale 
that measures Antonovsky’s sense of coherence construct 
(Rumbaut, Anderson & Kaplan, 1983).

The Orientation to Life Questionnaire: The Orientation to 
Life Questionnaire (Antonovsky, 1979) measures sense of 
coherence, which is the global degree to which a person has a 
pervasive, enduring and dynamic feeling of confidence that: 

•	 stimuli are structured, predictable and explicable 
•	 one has the resources to meet the demands the stimuli 

posed 
•	 these encounters are worthy of investment and 

confrontation (Antonovsky, 1987). 

The 29 7-point items yield a total and three subscale scores 
for comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness. 
According to Antonovsky (Antonovsky, 1998; Korotkov, 
1998), the subscales are theoretically and empirically 
inseparable: factor analysis yielded a single latent factor (see 
Antonovsky, 1993; Frenz, Carey & Jorgensen, 1993; Korotkov, 
1998). Scores range from 29 to 203 and represent a single 
global measure of sense of coherence. A high score indicates 
a strong sense of coherence. Internal consistency for the OLQ 
has ranged from an average of 0.91 for published articles, 
0.85 for theses and dissertations and 0.88 for unpublished 
studies (Antonovsky, 1993). 

Research in career decision-making literature indicated that 
the alpha coefficient for the OLQ was 0.91 (Lustig & Strauser, 
2002). Researchers have confirmed test-retest stability for 
between one and four weeks as between 0.92 and 0.93 (Frenz, 
Carey & Jorgensen, 1993) and 0.54 after two years (Felton, 
1996). More specifically, the test-retest stability for Dutch 
students was 0.80 after six weeks and for Afrikaans-speaking 
farmers it was 0.97 after five weeks. Adults had an average 
age of 55 in the USA (0.80)(Antonovsky, 1993). 

Researchers have established convergent validity with 
different constructs like: 
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•	 anxiety (-0.69, -0.50, -0.85, -0.85 and 0.75) (Antonovsky, 
1993; Flannery, Perry, Penk & Flannery, 1994; Frenz, 1990; 
Frenz, Carey & Jorgensen, 1993; Hart, Hittner & Paras, 
1991)

•	 depression (-0.60) (Frenz, 1990; Frenz, Carey & Jorgensen, 
1993)

•	 well being (0.40, 0.48) (Antonovsky, 1993; Harris, 1997) 
•	 self-efficacy (0.57, 0.50) (Felton, 1996; Frenz, Carey & 

Jorgensen, 1993)
•	 negative affectivity (-0.61)(Höge & Bűssing, 2004; Johnson, 

2004)
•	 tension (-0.33 )(Rothmann & Coetzee, 2003)
•	 strain (-0.61) (Höge & Bűssing, 2004)
•	 perceived stress (-0.67, -0.27, -0.73)(Antonovsky, 1993; 

Flannery, Perry, Penk & Flannery, 1994; Frenz, Carey & 
Jorgensen, 1993)

•	 work stress (-0.34) (Höge & Bűssing, 2004)
•	 internal LOC (0.40, 0.48, 0.55) (Antonovsky, 1993; Flannery, 

Perry, Penk & Flannery, 1994; Johnson, 2004)
•	 life interest (0.37) (Frenz, Carey & Jorgensen, 1993)
•	 dysfunctional career thinking (-0.35) (Lustig & Strauser, 

2002; 2008).

Research procedure
At the beginning of each CDMP, the researchers invited 
participants to participate in the locus of control research 
project, which was separate from their CDMP participation. 
The first author enlisted research assistants (RAs) from each 
site and trained then on the specific research administration 
procedures. The first author gave limited information to 
the RAs to prevent experimenter bias (Babbie, 2001; Terre 
Blanche et al., 2006). 

The researchers distributed the research forms before 
introducing any career decision-making interventions to 
control for treatment effects. All participants would complete 
all the assessments before the CDMP could influence their 
career thinking, level of unemployment stress or salutogenic 
functioning. The RAs gave envelopes to consenting 
participants. They contained brief instructions accompanied 
by a consent form, CTI, CDMSE-SF, I-E LOC and OLQ 
for them to complete. The RAs collected and sealed the 
completed forms in the envelopes for collection and analysis 
by the first author. The ethical considerations (Babbie, 2001; 
Terre Blanche et al., 2006) consisted of ensuring participants’ 
voluntary consent.

Statistical analysis
The researchers computed Pearson product-moment 
correlations to determine the relationship between the 
constructs of career thinking, salutogenic functioning and 
hierarchical multiple-regression analyses to establish the 
predictive value of the constructs. The researchers used 
career thinking as the independent variable and salutogenic 
functioning as the dependent variable. They used locus of 
control and sense of coherence independently and regressed 
on negative career thinking and career decision-making self-
efficacy. 

The researchers performed statistical power analysis to 
reduce the risk of Type 1 and Type 2 errors. They used 
Cohen’s (1992) guidelines that 85 pairs of scores are suitable 
for correlational analysis for a 0.30 (medium) effect size at 
80% power. In this analysis, the researchers accepted the 
current sample (N = 225) to guarantee adequate power. They 
followed Cohen’s (1992) suggestion that a sample size of 126 
was suitable for multiple regression using five independent 
variables. It would include a power of 0.80, a medium effect 
size (0.15) and a significance of α = 0.01. They implemented 
Cohen’s (1992) suggestion of ƒ² = 0.35 to indicate a large effect 
size. 

Using their research problem and in view of the statistical 
analysis they chose, the researchers formulated the research 
hypothesis that there is a significant relationship between 
career thinking and salutogenic functioning.

Results
Descriptive statistics and instrument reliability
Table 1 below contains the descriptive statistics (means and 
standard deviations) of career thinking (CTI and CDMSE-
SF) and salutogenic functioning (I-E LOCS and OLQ). The 
reliability of all four instruments was acceptable. The alpha 
coefficients for the CTI and CDMSE-SF were α = 0.90 and 
α = 0.95 respectively. These were consistent with the literature 
(Betz, Klein & Taylor, 1996; Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, 
Reardon & Saunders, 1996b). The alpha coefficients for the 
I-E LOCS and OLQ were α = 0.74 and α = 0.85 respectively. 
These were consistent with those the literature reported 
(Antonovsky, 1987; 1993; De Brabander, Hellemans & Boone, 
1999; Friedman, Schwartz, Schnall, Landsbergis, Pieper, 
Gerin & Pickering, 2001; Latiff, 2000; Lustig & Strauser, 2002; 
Rotter, 1966).

Inferential statistics
The table contains the correlations between CTI, CDMSE-
SF, I-E LOCS and OLQ. All correlations were significant at 
p < 0.01. Therefore, the researchers accepted the research 
hypothesis that there is a significant relationship between 
career thinking and salutogenic functioning. The regression 
analysis showed that the I-E LOCS did not, and that the OLQ 
did, predict the CTI and the CDMSE-SF significantly.

The I-E LOCS had a significant correlation with the CTI 
(r = 0.349, p < 0.01) and the CDMSE-SF (r = -0.307, p < 0.01). 
Nevertheless, locus of control accounted for only 1% 
of unique variance (R²∆ = 0.01, p > 0.01) in the criterion 
measure, F (1, 222) = 4.15, p > 0.01 for the CTI, 0.3% unique 
variance (R²∆ = 0.003, p > 0.01) in the criterion measure and 
F (1,224) = 1.05, p > 0.01 for the CDMSE-SF. According to 
Cohen’s (1992) suggestion, the I-E LOCS showed no 
significance for the CTI (ƒ² = 0.01 and a very low significance 
for the CDMSE-SF (ƒ² = 0.003).

The OLQ maintained a significant correlation (r = -0.625, 
p < 0.01) with the CTI and accounted for 28% (R²∆ = 0.28, 
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p < 0.001) of the variance in negative career thinking, F (1,222) 
= 103.9, p < 0.001. According to Cohen’s (1992) suggestion, 
the effect size of ƒ² = 0.39 indicated practical significance.

The OLQ maintained a significant correlation (r = 0.552, 
p < 0.01) with the CDMSE-SF and accounted for 29.8% 
(R²∆ = 0.298, p < 0.001) of the variance in career decision-
making self-efficacy, F (1,224) = 103.76, p < 0.001. According to 
Cohen’s (1992) suggestion, the effect size of ƒ² = 0.42 showed 
a large practical significance.

Discussion
The objective of this study was to investigate the psychometric 
relationships between career thinking (negative and positive 
career thoughts) and salutogenic functioning (locus of control 
and sense of coherence) amongst unemployed adults. The 
researchers investigated whether high levels of salutogenic 
functioning will positively facilitate positive career thinking. 
The researchers found a significant negative relationship 
between negative career thoughts and career decision-
making self-efficacy. This result refutes the doubts the 
literature expressed (see Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon 
& Saunders, 1996b).

The researchers found a significant relationship between 
career thinking, vis-à-vis negative career thoughts and career 
decision-making self-efficacy and locus of control. This 
result confirmed earlier career development research (Luzzo, 
1995; Saunders, Peterson, Sampson & Reardon, 2000; Taylor 
& Popma, 1990). In behavioural terms, people who show 
internal locus of control are more likely to maintain more 
functional career thinking and greater confidence in their 
ability to make career decisions. In addition, people who can 
appraise personal control better are also less confused about 
their career choices, are less anxious about their career choice 
commitment and show less conflict about external factors.

The researchers found a significant relationship between 
career thinking, vis-à-vis negative career thoughts, career 
decision-making self-efficacy and sense of coherence. 
This result confirmed earlier career development research 
and added to its depth (Lustig & Strauser, 2002; 2008). In 
behavioural terms, people with a greater sense of coherence 
showed more functional career thinking and greater 
confidence about career decision-making tasks. In addition, 
a greater sense of coherence corresponded to less confusion 

about making career decisions, less anxiety about career 
choice commitment and less conflict about external factors. 
The result is consistent with the evidence in salutogenic 
literature, where low levels of a sense of coherence relate 
significantly to cognitive distortions (Kalimo & Vuori, 1990), 
dysfunctional thinking (Karlson, Seger, Osterberg, Gunnel & 
Orbaek, 2000) and high levels of anxiety (McSherry & Holm, 
1994).

The results showed that a sense of coherence significantly 
predicted career thinking, vis-à-vis negative career thoughts 
and career decision-making self-efficacy. This finding is 
consistent with salutogenic and career research based on the 
strong negative relationship between a sense of coherence 
and dysfunctional thinking (Karlson, Seger, Osterberg, 
Gunnel & Orbaek, 2000; Lustig & Strauser, 2002; 2008). 

Locus of control did not predict career thinking behaviour. 
This is consistent with results that described its ‘poor 
predictive value’ (Flannery, Perry, Penk & Flannery, 1994; 
Luzzo, 1995). In behavioural terms, people with a greater 
sense of coherence are more likely to exhibit less negative 
career thinking in general, less confusion about their career 
choices, less anxiety about committing to a choice and less 
conflict because of external factors. In addition, these people 
would also have greater confidence about undertaking career 
decision-making tasks (based on the result that both negative 
and positive career thoughts contribute to career agency and 
decision status). 

The literature emphasises that adults are becoming 
increasingly uncertain about their career choices and 
frequently make their career decisions whilst unemployed 
(Bandura, 1997; Dahl, 2010). We also know that non-student 
adults face unique stress and anxiety about unemployment 
(Hanish, 1999; Joseph & Greenberg, 2001; Starrin, Jönsson & 
Rantakeisu, 2001) and that this limits their career choices. 

This study suggested that a sense of coherence, as a 
salutogenic strength, acts as a mitigating factor when coping 
with the stress of unemployment. The results suggest that 
higher levels of a sense of coherence reflect people’s pervasive 
and enduring confidence that the nature of unemployment 
and career decision-making is structured, explicable and 
predictable; that they have resources to meet the demands 
of unemployment and career decision-making; and that they 
should encounter and confront these issues. Therefore, one 

TABLE 1: Descriptive and inferential statistics (N = 225).

Variable Descriptive statistics Inferential statistics: correlations

No. Instrument Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 CTI (total) 49.81 20.560 - - - - - - -

2 DCM 11.85 7.233 0.89 - - - - - -

3 CA 13.71 5.162 0.81 0.72 - - - - -

4 EC 4.79 3.045 0.68 0.51 0.49 - - - -

5 CDMSE-SF 158.34 34.590 -0.57 -0.58 -0.42 -0.31 - - -

6 I-E LOCS 9.28 4.080 0.34 0.29 0.23 0.28 -0.30 - -

7 OLQ 131.92 24.970 -0.62 -0.59 -0.51 -0.42 0.55 -0.40 -

Note: all correlations were significant at p < 0.01.
SD, standard deviation; DCM, decision-making confusion; CA, commitment anxiety; EC, external conflict; CDMSE-SF, career decision-making self-efficacy; I-E LOCS, Internal-External Locus of Control 
Scale; OLQ, Orientation to Life Questionnaire. 
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can see that a sense of coherence is a ‘career specific’ factor 
that influences career choice. Future research that uses sense 
of coherence (SOC) could help us understand the nature 
of career indecision in non-student adults (Savickas, 2001; 
Vinokur & Schul, 2002).

With regard to the literature on career decision status, 
research has suggested that career thinking relates strongly to 
career indecision. In particular, negative career thoughts are 
significantly related to, and predictive of, career indecision 
(Austin, Wagner & Dahl, 2003; 2004; Reed, Lenz, Reardon & 
Leirer, 2000; Saunders, Peterson, Sampson & Reardon, 2000). 

Furthermore, research has shown that career decision-
making self-efficacy relates significantly to, and predicts, 
career indecision (Bergeron & Romano, 1994; Taylor & Betz, 
1983; Taylor & Popma, 1990) and that a sense of coherence 
relates empirically to, and predicts, negative career thinking 
and career decision-making self–efficacy. It makes intuitive 
sense because it also contributes to or predicts career decision 
status. Future research should use the SOC to explore career 
decidedness taxonomies (Gordon, 1998; Sampson, Reardon, 
Peterson & Lenz, 2004)

As a sense of coherence emerges from the larger field of 
positive psychology, other factors may have value for 
career development research. In particular, emotion-focused 
constructs like emotional intelligence, positive affectivity, 
emotional coping and meaning could all contribute effectively 
to mediating stressors that relate to unemployment and 
career choice. Researchers have conducted seminal research 
to achieve this (Dahl, Austin, Wagner & Lukas, 2008). In 
addition, cognitive-focused constructs like mindfulness, 
signature strengths, hope and creativity could contribute to 
understanding the interaction between managing stress and 
making career decisions. Future research, which uses these 
constructs, could add to the literature about adult-orientated 
stress management and career choice.

Conclusions
The researchers concluded that there is a significant 
psychometric relationship between career thinking (negative 
and positive career thoughts) and salutogenic functioning 
(locus of control and sense of coherence) amongst unemployed 
adults. They also concluded that a sense of coherence acts 
as a facilitator of effective career thinking: the higher the 
person’s functioning on comprehension, meaningfulness 
and manageability as salutogenic characteristics, the easier it 
will be for that person to make decisions leading to positive 
career outcomes. 

Implications of the research and recommendations
The research has implications for career development 
practitioners. In particular, if they use the SOC as a screening 
instrument it could reveal practical distinctions in adult 
populations. Companies preparing to downsize could 
evaluate which affected personnel might require extra 
support upon termination. The research suggest that people 

with lower levels of salutogenic functioning will require 
more support to mediate stress and plan their careers. 

In addition, career development personnel, who assist adults 
with career transition and planning, could find the SOC 
useful as an intake measure. In particular, adults who are 
high in salutogenic functioning may require less support, or 
make career decisions more efficiently, than those with lower 
salutogenic functioning. Future research should examine this 
thesis.

Limitations of the study and suggestions
This study had limitations in terms of its empirical design. 
Career literature suggests that adults are not homogenous 
in their career thinking and career decision-making 
(Dahl, Austin & Wagner, 2010; Savickas, 1994) and that 
developmental factors affect career indecision (Patton & 
Creed, 2001; Super, Savickas & Super, 1996). This study did 
not use the participants’ age-related life stage (Super, 1990) 
as a criterion for sampling. Although the mean age was 
37.47, roughly 10% of participants were under the age of 24 
and fell within the exploration life stage that Super’s model 
describes. The uncertainty and related behaviours typical of 
this stage could have influenced the results. The researchers 
suggest that future research differentiates heterogeneity in 
terms of career stages.

A further limitation was the single cohort model the 
researchers used. The researchers framed the length of 
unemployment as up to three months, four to six months 
and more than six months. This became a single continuum 
of between 0 and 111 months. Including more and discrete 
groupings may have excluded important information. This 
argument uses evidence from the literature about how 
unemployment facilitates high levels of stress, anxiety, worry 
and threats to esteem (see Hanish, 1999; Joseph & Greenberg, 
2001; Starrin, Jönsson & Rantakeisu, 2001) and how long-
term unemployment increases depressive characteristics 
and decreases the chances of re-employment (Vinokur & 
Schul, 2002). This study failed to establish whether long-
term unemployment contributes to reduced career decision-
making efficacy and salutogenic functioning. The researchers 
suggest that future research explores this issue, especially 
amongst non-student adults.

Another limitation was the nature of the locus of control 
instrument the researchers used. Despite adequate internal 
consistency and significant correlative empirical results 
with career thinking and sense of coherence, locus of control 
showed weak predictive relationships with negative career 
thoughts and career decision-making self-efficacy. The 
researchers argued that the results could be a consequence 
of the age (40 years) of the Rotter I-E LOCS scale, its ipsative 
nature and the scant normative reliability and validity data 
(see Lefcourt, 1991). 

The researchers suggest that future research investigates 
the inclusion of new, yet reliable and valid, locus of control 
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instruments. A South African option is the Locus of Control 
Questionnaire (Schepers, 1995). The researchers suggest 
that researchers repeat this study in South Africa using a 
comparative study.
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