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Abstract: Employability of the graduates is one of the most important elements of higher 

education and higher education institutions. In order to enable the students to become more 

employable, career development and counselling are one of the key activities of higher 
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students. In this paper, a qualitative analysis of existing literature on career development 

theories applicable to the career development and counselling of the students, especially 
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transferrable skills as a crucial element.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Employability of the graduates is becoming one of the most important elements of higher 

education and higher education institutions (Römgens, et al. 2020) ad 21st century job market is 

more complex than ever before (Dessler, 2013; Amundson, et al. 2014; Kenny, et al. 2018). 

Cheng, et al. (2022) emphasised that all stakeholders should take part in enabling graduates’ 

employability (the students themselves, higher education institutions, and governments). In 

achieving employability, it is important to understand career development theories applicable to 

the students and to comprehend and develop career counselling programs that can increase their 

employability. Career development theories themselves have a history of changes, adjustments, 

and improvements through 20th century (Sharf, 2013; Sharf, 2016; Hershenson, 2016). Patton 

and McMahon (2014) emphasised that career practitioners often do not know which theory to 

follow and apply in their practice.  

 

In this paper, a qualitative analysis of the most prominent literature on career development 

theories applicable to the career development and counselling of the students, especially 

economics and management students, is going to be performed together with the theoretical 

basis for career counselling, in the light of increasing their employability for contemporary job 

market.   

 

2. Literature review 

 

a) Career development theories  

 

Career development is often defined as life long process that includes psychological, 

sociological, educational, economic, and other factors or contexts (Brown, 2002; Brown, 2007). 

At the end of 20th century, it also become clear that chance and national culture should be also 

taken into the account (Brown, 2002; Brown, 2007; Rice, 2014; Krumboltz, 2015). One of the 

newer definitions states that career development can be defined as “managing professional life 

of one person organized in a family, psychological, social, and economic context” (Ilić-

Kosanović, 2020). 

 

Lent (2005) and Lent, et al. (2002) analysed research on the topic of career development and 

concluded that it is a vast puzzle which includes genetic, family, learning, capabilities, values, 

personality, goals, life or job satisfaction, choice, performance, development and changes, 

transition from school to the job market and the exit from the job market – retirement. 

Dumulescu, et al. (2015) added meaningfulness of a job as an important factor. It is important 

to emphasise that every piece of this puzzle is different for each individual and has to be taken 

into the account in developing career development and counselling programs. That makes 
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career development and counselling of the students a very complex process. Here we can add a 

field of study (STEM, social sciences, humanities), as an important factor.   

 

Career development theories and researching this topic is not something new for the end of the 

20th and the beginning of 21st century. Frank Parsons laid the basis for the expansion of the 

theories of career development and counselling at the beginning of the 20th century with then 

rather novel idea that individuals should be actively involved in choosing a job and that taking a 

chance should not be the only way to progress in one’s professional life. Parsons concluded that 

active involvement in career management brings job satisfaction for individuals and lower costs 

for companies (Brown, 2002; Patton, McMahon, 2014b). Parsons' theory was known as Trait 

and Factor Theory and was published in 1908. His work is considered as a cornerstone of 

career development and counselling research. Parsons focused on specific occupations and the 

typology of people who engage in those occupations (Brown, 2002; Savickas, 2013; Patton, 

McMahon, 2014b; Savickas, 2019; Patton, McMahon, 2021).  

 

In this literature review, we are going to focus on the most important theories of career 

development that made mark on career development and counselling, especially career 

development and counselling of higher education students. In the early 1950’s, Donald Super 

started to develop and published his, now famous, Life Span Life Space theory. Super defined 

three basic terms (Bingham, 2001): life span, life space, and self-concept. Super defined self-

concept as "an image of oneself in a role, situation or position, in the performance of a series of 

activities or in a network of mutual relationships" (Brown, 2002; Brown, 2007; Suhoverhova, 

2021). 

 

Super also defined fundamentals of career development: firstly, all individuals are different in 

their abilities, personality traits, desires, values, interests, and self-concept; secondly, ha 

emphasised that based on their individualities, individuals are qualified for diverse occupations; 

each occupation requires different combination of knowledge, skills, abilities, and personal 

characteristics, etc. (Brown, 2002; Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2009; Amundson, Harris-

Bowlsbey, Niles, 2009; Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2017). 

 

What has attracted the most attention in Super's theory and what remains the foundation of 

career development studies and career guidance and counselling is his concept of stages of 

career development. Super highlighted that the process of career development begins in 

childhood and lasts throughout whole life (life span) and defines five stages of career 

development (Brown, et al. 2002; Brown, 2007; Amundson, Harris-Bowlsbey, Niles, 2009; 

Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2009; Savickas, 2013; Patton, McMahon, 2014b; Savickas, 2019; 

Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2017): 

 

1. Growth – From four to thirteen years of age  
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• At this, earliest, phase of life, the crucial process is physical and mental growth and 

development. In this phase, the children establish attitudes and behaviour mechanisms 

that will become a part of their future self-concept, i.e. self-image. This stage includes 

elementary and the beginning of secondary education.  

2. Exploration - From fourteen to twenty-four years of age 

• At this stage, at the beginning, young individuals are starting to be aware of the 

occupations available. Through schooling, the young individuals are narrowing their 

potential profession, and are becoming more aware of their own knowledge, skills, and 

abilities, same as interests.  

3. Establishment/Crystallization – From twenty-five to forty-five years of age 

• This phase includes first job experiences, possible career changes, adjustments, training, 

and education. Individuals are establishing themselves in their careers.  

4. Maintenance – From forty-five to sixty-five years of age 

• At this phase, the one’s career either continues in the direction it started or the career 

path is adjusted at the beginning of this period. 

5. Disengagement – From the age of sixty-five  

• This period is about final contribution to the job and preparation for retirement. 

 

Super’s theory is characterized with his idea that people in the course of their lives have 

different social roles (life space): the role of a son or a daughter; the role of a elementary of 

secondary school pupil or higher education student; the role of somebody who arranges and 

enjoys his/her free time; the role of a citizen, the role of an employee; the role of a life partner; 

role of a homemaker; the parenting role of parents; the role of a pensioner. These roles are 

"played out in the theatres" of home, school, work, and the environment, and each individual's 

career consists of a set of these life roles (Brown, 2002; Amundson, Harris-Bowlsbey, Niles, 

2009; Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2009; Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2017). 

 

Super created his famous graphic representations, so-called The Archway Model of Career 

Determinants and the Life-Career Rainbow, which denotes the life roles. At the end of 20th 

century, there was some criticism over theory’s applicability on non-white individuals and 

minorities. Nevertheless, Super's setting of the stages of career development is still generally 

accepted today both in scientific and professional circles. Super was aware that the future 

studies would adjust and improve his concepts. Savickas (Savickas, 2013; Savickas, 2019) 

analysed Super's theory and pointed out that for the development of "self-concept", the role of 

parents is important and that the children choose role models according to the problem-solving 

models they received in childhood. 

 

The next noted career development theory is Holland's theory of professional interests from 

1959 (Brown, 2005). This theory is still very influential and had many revisions and 

adjustments. Holland also focused on developing psychological instruments that would assist 
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individuals in career development, but also assist career counsellors and psychologists 

(Blustein, 2017). His theory was successfully implemented for more than five decades in 

practice and that makes it very significant (Woods, et al. 2020) career development theory with 

practical implications. 

 

The end of 20th century was characterized by various new theoretical approaches to career 

development, like the theories of John Krumboltz; Linda Gottfredson; Lent, Brown, and 

Hackett; Young, Walach, and Collin, etc.  Theory of Young, Wallach and Collin, adds cultural 

factor and does not tend to generalize information either on the group or individual level 

(Brown, 2002; Patton, McMahon, 2014b). 

 

 

b) Career counselling foundations 

 

One of the most known definitions of career counselling is "a formal relationship in which a 

professional counsellor helps an individual client or group of clients to effectively manage their 

own career issues (e.g. career choice, career change, work-related stress or job search)" 

(Amundson, Harris-Bowlsbey, Niles, 2009; Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2009; Niles & Harris-

Bowlsbey, 2017). The basis of career counselling is an interaction between a counsellor and a 

client, with the goal to assist a client in making career choices, in setting career goals, and 

define career paths. It is essential for the career practitioners to help clients to develop their own 

paths and to make their own decisions. Career counselling of students has to be founded on the 

same principles. It should consist of the assessment of a student's personality, interests, 

knowledge, skills and abilities with the assistance on  the analysis of data on the job market 

opportunities (Ilić-Kosanović, 2020). 

 

According to  NCDA (The United States National Career Development Association), career 

counsellors perform following activities: Individual assessment; assisting in finding internships; 

assisting in understanding job market; assisting in developing career plans; assisting in 

developing job related skills, etc. (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2009; Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 

2017). Similarly, UN emphasizes main components of students’ counselling: assisting students 

in becoming aware of their own interests, abilities, values and personality; enabling appropriate 

resources on the job market requirements; empowering students to make their own career 

decisions and to assess their interests, abilities, values and personality’s match to the available 

careers; educating students in managing their careers. 

 

Career counsellors should possess the knowledge of career development theories; individual 

and group counselling skills; ability to develop appropriate programs; ability to work with 

various groups (minorities, students with disabilities, etc.); the ability of using new 

technologies; (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2009; Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2017). Career 
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counsellors at the beginning of the 21st century are focused on the application and adaptation of 

career development theories more than ever before and the new career counselling approaches 

are being developed (Vondracek, et al. 2019). It is becoming even more important since they 

are faced with an increasingly diverse client base and with the fast development of technology 

(Swanson, Fouad, 2014).  

 

3. Discussion and recommendations  

 

Ho, et al. (2023) argued that employability of the students is one of the key issues of career 

development and career development interventions. Tomlinson, et al. (2022) studied higher 

education students’ self-assessment of their confidence in transitioning to the labour market and 

available psychological scales for self-assessment and supported their value as the 

employability development tools with significant applied substance. Chavan, et al. (2018) 

performed a qualitative study in researching management students’ preparedness for the job 

market and found that the students at the beginning of their studies usually do not consider 

employability as the most important element of their studies and that it changes during the 

advancement and, especially, through internships and part time employment (Rogers, 2021).  

 

Like Super defined, at the exploratory stage of one’s career, young people make choices, but 

those choices have to be based on realistic picture of one’s self in terms of knowledge, skills, 

abilities and interests and available professions (McMahon, 2013; Zunker, 2015; Maree, et al. 

2018). Career counsellors in schools and higher education institutions are thus very important 

factor in assisting students in paving their own career path (Carvalho, et al. 2023). The first and 

key goal of a career counsellor is to help the client take responsibility for his/her own career 

development and for making personal career-related decisions. The fundamental goals of career 

counselling are: enabling the client, in our case a student for taking responsibility for one's own 

career (and not providing ready-made solutions); using transferable skills; overcoming negative 

emotions; assistance in finding work that gives each individual purpose and meaning. One of 

the researchers stated that career practitioners should follow famous professor Amartya Sen’s 

philosophy that everyone should develop according to one’s own capabilities (Robertson, 

2015). 

  

In choosing the right theory and adjusting the practice of career counselling, cultural 

differences and specificities of the region and country should be taken into account. Many 

standardized assessment systems used in career counselling cannot be used in certain settings 

(due to cultural, linguistic and other differences).  

 

In assisting students career development, the most important steps are:  

 

• Helping a student to understanding own strengths and weaknesses; 
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• Providing information on the job market for economics and management students; 

• Career guidance and counselling; 

• Development of skills and abilities necessary for successful studying; 

• Development of skills and abilities necessary for successful understanding and inclusion 

in the world of work; 

• Individual counselling; 

• Group workshops; 

• Job Shadowing; 

• Visits to companies; 

• Organization and/or support of student projects; 

 

In the activities, the focus should be given on the development of the so-called transferable 

skills (Ilić-Kosanović, 2018; Ilić-Kosanović, et al. 2020), the skills needed for effective 

academic education and for accomplishment in any job position in the future. Those skills 

usually are team work, analysis, problem solving, reporting, etc.), with the particular skills 

needed for advancement to managerial positions (leadership, problem solving, change 

management, innovation, etc.). Economics and management students, in addition to 

professional knowledge, should also acquire so-called transferable skills, those that can be 

applied in different work (and life) situations and environments and which are essential for 

employability in the 21st century (Ilić-Kosanović, et al. 2020). Key to helping students acquire 

these skills are the programs and courses offered by career development centres in higher 

education. 

 

Fundamentals of individual career counseling include the following elements that are applicable 

to economics and management students: assessment of a student’s knowledge, skills, and 

abilities; various aptitude testing; psychological counselling; assessment of personality and 

interests through various standardized tests and personality inventories; drafting individual 

development plans and individual career goals; assistance in creating resumes and cover letters; 

preparation for job interviews; consultations related to the requirements of certain economics 

and management job positions; counselling on further studies; counselling for preparation for 

applying for scholarships abroad (criteria for program selection, program compatibility with the 

domestic labour market, assistance in preparing the application, etc.).  

 

At higher education institutions, the activities of career guidance and counseling of students are 

handled by career development centers whose practice is based on the application of theoretical 

principles of career development and career guidance and counseling. In the use of the 

theoretical basis (theory of career development and career guidance and counseling) and the use 

of experiences from the practice of career guidance and counseling, several criteria must be 
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respected for the purpose of counseling economics and management students in terms of their 

employability: 

 

• Analyze existing theories of career development and career guidance and counseling; 

• Choose those theories that can be most applicable in different national cultures and that 

will not discriminate according to gender, social status, disability, or any other form of 

discrimination; 

• Apply existing theories on career development and counselling and create of centers for 

career development; 

• Apply international best practices; 

• Apply positive experiences of university and faculty career development centers in 

Serbia; 

• Analyze the attitudes of economics and management students towards career 

development and counselling, career development centers and use the results. 

4. Limitations of the study and recommendations for the further research 

 

This study is based on a qualitative study of existing literature on the issues of career 

development and career counselling with the emphasis on students, especially of economics and 

management students. Further steps would include empirical study of career development and 

career counselling of economics and management students and the consequences on their 

employability.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Existing literature on career development and counselling shows that for the students to become 

more employable, students’ career development and counselling should be a crucial part of 

higher education institutions. Existing career development theories assist in building career 

development and counselling programs for the students, which is applicable to economics and 

management students. After a qualitative analysis of existing literature on career development 

theories applicable to the career development and counselling of the students, especially 

economics and management students, it becomes clear that development of management and 

economics students should encompass acquirement of transferrable skills as a crucial career 

development activity.  

 

References 

 

1. Amundson, N. E., Harris-Bowlsbey, J. G., Niles, S. G. (2009) Essential Elements of 

Career Counseling: Processes and Techniques. Pearson. 



52 

 

2. Amundson, N. E., Mills, L. M., & Smith, B. A. (2014) “Incorporating chaos and 

paradox into career development”. Australian Journal of Career Development, 23(1), 

13–21. https://doi.org/10.1177/1038416213496760 

3. Bingham, W.C. (2001) “Donald Super: A Personal View of the Man and His Work.” 

International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance 1, 21–29 (2001). 

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1016912612614 

4. Blustein, D. L. (2017) “Integrating theory, research, and practice: Lessons learned from 

the evolution of vocational psychology”. Integrating theory, research, and practice in 

vocational psychology: Current status and future directions, 179-187. 

5. Brown, D., et al. (2002) Career Choice and Development. Hoboken, N.J: Jossey-Bass, 

A Wiley Company. 

6. Brown, D. (2007) Career Information, Career Counseling, and Career Development. 

Pearson. 

7. Brown, S., (2005) Career Development and Counseling, Putting Theory and Research 

to Work. Hoboken, N.J. John Wiley and Sons, Inc. 

8. Carvalho, L., Mourão, L., & Freitas, C. (2023) “Career counseling for college students: 

Assessment of an online and group intervention”. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 140, 

103820. 

9. Chavan, M. & Carter, L. (2018) “Management students – expectations and perceptions 

on work readiness”. International Journal of Educational Management, Vol. 32 No. 5, 

pp. 825-850. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-10-2016-0219  

10. Cheng, M., Adekola, O., Albia, J. & Cai, S. (2022) "Employability in higher education: 

a review of key stakeholders' perspectives", Higher Education Evaluation and 

Development, Vol. 16 No. 1, pp. 16-31. https://doi.org/10.1108/HEED-03-2021-0025  

11. Dessler, G. (2013) Human Resources Management. Global Edition. Pearson. 

12. Dumulescu, D., Opre, A., & Buzgar, R. (2015) “’Is Your Career Meaningful?’ 

Exploring Career Calling on a Romanian Students Sample”. Procedia - Social and 

Behavioral Sciences. 187. 553-558. 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.03.103.  

13. Hershenson, D. B. (2016) Historical perspectives in career development theory. In I. 

Marini & M. A. Stebnicki (Eds.), The professional counselor's desk reference (pp. 255–

259). Springer Publishing Company.  

14. Ho, T.T.H., Le, V.H., Nguyen, D.T. et al. (2023) “Effects of career development 

learning on students’ perceived employability: a longitudinal study”. High Educ 86, 

297–315 (2023). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-022-00933-6 

15. Ilić-Kosanović, T. (2020) Karijerno vođenje i savetovanje na visokoškolskim 

institucijama: teorija i praksa. Beograd: Fakultet za inženjerski menadžment, ISBN 

978-86-89691-17-7.  

16. Ilić-Kosanović, T. (2018) “Zapošljivost i kompetencije studenata inženjerskog 

menadžmenta - očekivanja studenata Fakulteta za inženjerski menadžment”. Serbian 

Journal of Engineering Management, 3(1), pp. 8-14. 

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1016912612614


53 

 

17. Ilić-Kosanović, T., Tomašević, V., & Ilić, D. (2020) “Očekivanja studenata od kurseva 

visokoškolskih centara za razvoj karijere - slučaj Fakulteta za inženjerski menadžment”. 

Serbian Journal of Engineering Management, 5(1), pp. 68-74. 

18. Kenny, M. E., Blustein, D. L., & Meerkins, T. M. (2018) “Integrating relational 

perspectives in career counseling practice”. The Career Development Quarterly, 66(2), 

135-148. 

19. Krumboltz, J. D. (2015) Practical career counseling applications of the happenstance 

learning theory. In P. J. Hartung, M. L. Savickas, & W. B. Walsh (Eds.), APA handbook 

of career intervention, Vol. 2. Applications (pp. 283–292). American Psychological 

Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/14439-021 

20. Lent, R. W. (2005) A Social Cognitive View of Career Development and Counseling. In 

S.D, Brown, Career Development and Counseling. Putting Theory and Research to 

Work. Hoboken. N.J. John Wiley & Sons. 

21. Lent, R. W., Brown, S. D., & Hackett, G. (2002) Social Cognitive Career Theory. In 

Brown, D., and Associates. Career Choice and Development. Hoboken, N.J: Jossey-

Bass, A Wiley Company 

22. Maree, J. G., & Di Fabio, A. (2018) “Integrating personal and career counseling to 

promote sustainable development and change”. Sustainability, 10(11), 4176. 

23. McMahon, M. (2013) New Trends in Theory Development in Career Psychology. In G. 

Arulmani et al. (eds.), Handbook of Career Development, International and Cultural 

Psychology, Springer Science+Business Media. 

24. Niles, S. G., Harris-Bowlsbey, J.G. (2009) Career Development Interventions in the 

21st Century. Pearson. 

25. Niles, S. G., & Harris-Bowlsbey, J. E. (2017) Career Development Interventions, The 

Merrill Counseling Series. MyCounselingLab Series [Access Card Package]. Pearson. 

One Lake Street, Upper Saddle River, New Jersey 07458. 

26. Patton, W., McMahon, M. (2014) Toward Integration in Career Theory. In: Career 

Development and Systems Theory. Career Development Series, vol 2. SensePublishers, 

Rotterdam. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-6209-635-6_7 

27. Patton, W., McMahon, M. (2014) Theories Focusing on Content. In: Career 

Development and Systems Theory. Career Development Series, vol 2. SensePublishers, 

Rotterdam. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-6209-635-6_2 

28. Patton, W., & McMahon, M. (2021) Chapter 9 Theories of Career Development. In 

Career Development and Systems Theory. Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill. doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004466210_009 

29. Rice, A. (2014) “Incorporation of Chance into Career Development Theory and 

Research”. Journal of Career Development, 41(5), 445–463. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0894845313507750 



54 

 

30. Robertson, P. J. (2015) “Towards a capability approach to careers: Applying Amartya 

Sen’s thinking to career guidance and development”. International Journal for 

Educational and Vocational Guidance, 15, 75-88. 

31. Rogers, S. E., Miller, C. D., Flinchbaugh, C., Giddarie, M., & Barker, B. (2021) “All 

internships are not created equal: Job design, satisfaction, and vocational development 

in paid and unpaid internships”. Human Resource Management Review, 31(1), 100723. 

32. Römgens, I., Scoupe, R., & Beausaert, S. (2020) “Unraveling the concept of 

employability, bringing together research on employability in higher education and the 

workplace.” Studies in Higher Education, 45(12), 2588–2603. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1623770 

33. Savickas, M. L. (2013) “Career construction theory and practice”. Career development 

and counseling: Putting theory and research to work, 2, 144-180. 

34. Savickas, M. L. (2019) Career counseling. Washington, DC: American Psychological 

Association. 

35. Sharf, R. S. (2013) Advances in theories of career development. In W. B. Walsh, M. L. 

Savickas, & P. J. Hartung (Eds.), Handbook of vocational psychology: Theory, 

research, and practice (pp. 3–32). Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group.  

36. Sharf, R. S. (2016) Applying career development theory to counselling. Cengage 

Learning. 

37. Suhoverhova, O. (2021) “Project Activities In The Context Of Donald Super’s Concept 

Of Career Development”. Adaptive Management: Theory and Practice. Series 

Pedagogics, 11(21). https://doi.org/10.33296/2707-0255-11(21)-13 

38. Swanson, J. L., & Fouad, N. A. (2014) Career theory and practice: Learning through 

case studies. Sage publications. 

39. Tomlinson, M., McCafferty, H., Port, A., Maguire, N., Zabelski, A.E., Butnaru, A., 

Charles, M. and Kirby, S. (2022) “Developing graduate employability for a challenging 

labour market: the validation of the graduate capital scale”, Journal of Applied Research 

in Higher Education, Vol. 14 No. 3, pp. 1193-1209. https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-04-

2021-0151  

40. Vondracek, F. W., Porfeli, E. J., & Ford, D. H. (2019) “Living systems theory: Using a 

person-in-context behaviour episode unit of analysis in career guidance research and 

practice”. International handbook of career guidance, 497-512. 

41. Woods, S. A, Edmonds, G. W., Hampson, S. E., Lievens, F. (2020) “How Our Work 

Influences Who We Are: Testing a Theory of Vocational and Personality Development 

over Fifty Years”. J Res Pers. 2020 Apr;85:103930. doi: 10.1016/j.jrp.2020.103930. 

Epub 2020 Jan 30.  

42. Zunker, V. G. (2015) Career counseling: A holistic approach. Cengage learning. 

 

 

 




