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Introduction

Career Writing is a narrative approach to qualitative career assessment whereby client (or student) groups use creative, reflective, and expressive forms of writing to foster an internal dialogue about career. It is intended to help individuals construct a career identity by uncovering life themes, assessing drives and wishes, and rewriting stories (i.e., narrative truths) that no longer serve. The starting point for this learning process is usually a crisis, which could be a situation, event, attitude or choice dilemma surrounding work. Research shows that career writing holds promise for university students in the process of career formation and orientation and can help adults facing job loss.
Theoretical foundation for the instrument
Career assessment and guidance in the 21st century must take into account the complexity and insecurity of the current labour market. It is no longer enough to develop skills and match them to existing work as was customary in the industrial age. People must develop an awareness of life themes (Savickas, 2005) and be able to construct a life story (i.e., career identity). However, where once the stories that helped us through life were ‘grand narratives’ shared by community – often as an extension of our geographic location, race, or religion – the individualisation of society (Beck, 2000) has made it imperative to be able to situate ourselves within more personal narratives that provide both personal meaning and a sense of societal direction (Wijers & Meijers, 1996). 

Therefore practical career-assessment instruments with well-founded underlying theories that facilitate the internal and external dialogues that lead to career identity formation (Meijers & Lengelle, 2012) are needed. It is through dialogues about meaningful experiences that one begins to situate one’s ‘self’ in a narrative that forms the precursor to career action. In this context, and based on dialogical-self theory, the self is defined as a “dynamic multiplicity of selves within the landscape of the mind” (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010) where there are relationships between the various selves. Seen through this lens, each person is a polyphonic novel: a combination of various voices embodied as one person (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). Some selves will represent inner resources and wishes, while others may be denied or out of view (i.e., shadow selves) (Ford, 1998), but all may contribute to the construction of a meaningful narrative (McIlveen & Patton, 2007a). In terms of career identity, a beneficial narrative forms when selves (also called ‘I positions’) are expressed and broadened (‘expanded I-positions’) and where personal insights emerge (‘meta positions’) which make career action possible (i.e., the development of promoter positions) (Winters, Meijers, Lengelle & Baert, 2012). 


In the last several decades career professionals and researchers have responded to the need for practical approaches that promote the construction of a career identity by developing a host of narrative approaches (see Cochran, 1997; Law, 2008; McIlveen & Patton, 2007b; McMahon & Watson, 2013; Savickas, 2005). These qualitative methods are ways in which career professionals can both assess clients’ needs and explore directions for counselling (McMahon, Watson, Chetty & Hoelson, 2012). Career writing is a recent addition to the field of narrative approaches and involves the use of creative, expressive, and reflective types of writing to get clients and students to begin an internal dialogue about what is meaningful to them and how they might use what they learn about themselves to enhance their chances on the labour market (Lengelle & Meijers, 2014). 

Career writing has much in common with other qualitative career assessment approaches in that it aims to help uncover what is emotionally salient to an individual (i.e., identify life themes) and assists people in co-constructing a narrative useful for navigating the world of work. The theory at the foundation of career writing is that it involves a cognitive, as well as an emotional learning process that helps a person from a ‘first story’ – a narrative of woe, stress, or indecision – towards a ‘second story’ The trigger for a first story is usually a life challenge where previous problem-solving strategies no longer work. A trigger or crisis may include things like losing one’s job, feeling pressure from parents to choose a particular direction of study, or having to make a career choice within an atmosphere of uncertainty. One can assess whether a client or student is trapped in a first story by identifying whether a person is “in VERB” – whether their story is characterised by victimhood, entitlement, rescue, and/or blame – an acronym aptly used to articulate narratives that perpetuate a sense of powerlessness (Baker & Stauth, 2003, p.158-177).

The learning stages that career writing aims to stimulate are sensing, sifting, focusing, and understanding (for a full description of these stages, see Meijers & Lengelle in this book) and represent a process of coming to terms with the experience, thus being able to move forward constructively. Note the interesting and fitting use of words here: ‘coming to terms’ (coming to better words) in a ‘constructive’ way (giving shape to something). A ‘second story’ represents a narrative that is more ‘life giving’ and provides insight and direction (i.e., potential career progress). As mentioned before, learning outcomes are deemed desirable and considered beneficial in terms of the dialogical self theory (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010) when those writing begin to express I positions more broadly and then eventually express more meta positions and promoter positions. According to work done on the benefits of expressive writing (Pennebaker, 2011), beneficial narratives mean that those writing will begin to express more emotion words – in particular positive, but also some negative emotion words – more insight and cognitive words, and their written work will show an alternating use of pronouns such as he, she, we, and I. We will revisit these outcomes below when the research on career writing is discussed.  


DESCRIPTION of the Instrument  

Three Types of Writing 
Career writing distinguishes three kinds of writing: creative, expressive, and reflective. Creative refers to the writing of fiction or fictional autobiography. It is intended to invite clients or students to uncover life themes through the exploration of fictional characters and events, much like Savickas (2005) does in his life design work. Creative writing directly or inadvertently exposes life themes. For example, one of Lengelle’s students sketched a scene in her writing portraying a work environment full of men in which a woman was helping a young female assistant. She later wrote, “my assistant is one version of a younger me: born into patriarch in the early 1960s behind four older brothers, working in careers with only men…I realize that I see my older self as the mentor for whom I longed, and that through fiction, I could return to support and care for my lost younger self. My reflection is entirely accurate. Ouch” (Lengelle & Meijers, 2014, p.61-62). As Picasso said, “Art is a lie that makes us realize truth…” (as quoted in Chipp, 1968, p. 264). 

Expressive writing is a term used by researchers who examine the effects of writing about trauma and pain (Pennebaker, 2011). Writing that promotes health includes putting into words what happened and how one felt about it. Expressive writing has been studied widely and benefits include the improvement of both psychological and physical health (Lepore & Smyth, 2002). This type of writing is of relevance to careers work because writing about painful experiences is a way of uncovering life themes; what drives us now is rooted in past memorable (and often painful) experience (Savickas, 2011). 

Reflective writing refers to writing about life events in a way that explores insights and observations more directly. It may include a person expanding on a thought like ‘a common theme in my family is women fearing having children as this commitment might interfere with our careers; has this kept me on the fence about making a decision on the professional front? 

For each type of writing, there are a variety of useful and structured exercises, some of which are most suited to particular learning stages mentioned above. For instance, in the sensing stage, where feelings and thoughts are first mapped out and welcomed in still chaotic permutations, proprioceptive writing described on a book on the method (Trichter-Metcalf & Simon, 2002) is useful. Here those writing are invited to begin anywhere, but to ask, “what do I mean by … (e.g., fearful; frustrated; wiped out; hopeful)” to broaden and deepen words and phrases that might otherwise be skipped over as if self-evident. This exercise also includes four concluding questions, which are (1) What thoughts were heard but not written? (2) How or what do I feel now? (3) What larger story is this write part of and (4) What ideas came up for future writes? (ibid, p. 39-41). 

The writing of poetry may also be used as an exercise in expressing one’s thoughts or feelings (sensing phase), though it is often better suited to the focusing and understanding phases, where word-choice becomes leaner and more deliberate – as if summing up key insights. Playwriting and dialogue writing exercises become ways of accessing, assessing, and broadening the interplay between ‘selves’ and frequently lead to more conscious awareness of tacit knowledge, ‘…when I read what my wiser-self told me, I suddenly realised, I already knew that I wanted to take this next step.’ 

The exercises, whether created by the facilitator or found within the rich and burgeoning field of writing for personal development (Bolton, Field, & Thompson, 2006; Hunt & Sampson, 2002) are all intended to bring about the internal dialogue and move a person through the learning phases towards a second story. With this in mind, several additional considerations are important: a facilitator is necessary to the process (though the work is suited to groups and need not be done on the one-to-one basis normally associated with career counselling). A safe learning environment is also key and the order of the exercises presented must be well thought out and deliberate. 

To elaborate briefly on these three points: a facilitator must be comfortable with writing and have done personal writing; someone who works with narrative approaches in assessment and counselling would be suited, though professionals who intend to use career writing would benefit from taking a course with a focus on writing for personal or professional development (e.g., poetry therapy workshop, expressive writing workshop). Second, a facilitator must create a safe space for sharing, in particular as career writing is usually done as group work. Safety is created when a facilitator sets down clear guidelines about feedback given on writing (e.g., no judgement), speaks about issues of confidentiality, and shares personal experiences appropriately. Third, the order of exercises should keep in mind the learning stages, build towards more focus, and not start with something too direct or literarily advanced (e.g., “please write a sonnet about your future career”).   
CAreer Writing Research
Initial projects and research 
Research has also been conducted into the benefits of expressive writing in the face of unemployment (Spera, Buhrfeind, & Pennebaker, 1994) and workplace injustice (Barclay & Skarlicki, 2009). A case study and writing project conducted by one of Lengelle’s students gives additional anecdotal evidence of career writing’s potential in career transitions (Lengelle & Meijers, 2014). Research on the use of career writing as a qualitative career assessment and guidance tool began at the University of The Hague of Applied Sciences, The Netherlands, several years ago and first results show that it provides benefit (i.e., leads to the formation of career narratives) among students in higher education (see below). It is also being provided as a university extension course in Alberta, Canada, and a training program for teachers responsible for careers guidance and other career professionals is being set up to evaluate its merits.   

The Hague University study and initial results

Two groups, one control and one experimental, were recruited for the career-writing research project with third-year bachelor students. Participants’ average age was 23 and all were recruited to actively participate in the career-writing course. The control group was made up of those students who were not able to attend the actual course due to a conflict in their personal or work schedules. The career-writing course consisted of 2 two-day courses, one before and one after a five-month work placement. Both student groups were asked to write about their studies and prospective work placement for 20 minutes at the start of the research. These writing samples were collected along with a luck readiness index (Pryor & Bright, 2011). Both groups also submitted another writing sample at the end of their work placement. In addition employers were asked to evaluate students and the experimental group handed in an additional two writing samples per course (in total they handed in six writing samples and the control group handed in two). Finally, participants from both groups were asked to submit their official ‘work-placement reports’, which are standard university assignments intending to promote reflection. 

The results of the writing analysis using Dialogical Self Theory coding and the Linguistic Index Word Count (LIWC) analysis showed that students’ narratives developed in the desired direction (Lengelle, Meijers, Poell, & Post, 2014). Students in the experimental group expressed more meta and promoter positions and noticeably more meaning-oriented ones. For instance, while someone from the control group said, “I realise I need to learn time-management skills”, a student from the experimental group said, “I realise I’m someone who doesn’t always respond well to feedback from my work mentor, but now I see that this criticism is intended to help me”. The LIWC analysis showed that students who took the career writing course switched between pronouns more readily (i.e., going from I, to we, and he and you, instead of sticking to I primarily). This switching is an indication of the ability to change or develop wider perspectives, as is the appearance of more cognitive (e.g., think, the reason that…) and insight (e.g., realise, see, now know) words. Although the research group was relatively small and we had some attrition in our sample, students who completed the career writing course also showed more luck readiness and were evaluated more positively by their employers (Lengelle, Meijers, Poell, Geijsel & Post, 2014). 
cONCLUSION
Although more research is needed to evaluate the potential of career writing as a narrative approach that fosters identity development, initial signs of its potential effectiveness are emerging. A distinct benefit of career writing is that it can be undertaken in groups (and benefits from a group dynamic) and can therefore be a time- and cost-saving approach. Instead of time-intensive one-on-one guidance, this form of qualitative career assessment and guidance might be provided in and by institutions (e.g., schools, colleges, and as work-place professional development). Writing in the ways described constitutes a learning process, which begins with explorations (i.e., sensing, sifting) making it an instrument of qualitative career assessment. And as those writing continue to focusing and understanding phases, and second stories begin to develop, creative, expressive, and reflective writing becomes a form of career guidance.    

References

Baker, D. & Stauth, C. (2003). What Happy People Know. New York: St Martin’s Griffin.

Barclay, L., & Skarlicki, D.P. (2009). Healing the wounds of organizational injustice: Examining the benefits of writing. Advances in Psychiatric Treatment, 11, 338-346.
Beck, U. (2000). The Brave New World of Work, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Bolton, G., Field, V., & Thompson, K. (2006). Writing Works: A Resource Handbook for Therapeutic Writing Workshops and Activities. London, UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.
Chipp, H.B. Ed. (1968). Theories of Modern Art: A sourcebook by artists and critics. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Cochran, L. (1997). Career counseling: A narrative approach. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Ford, D. (1998). The dark side of the light chasers. New York, NY: Riverhead books. 
Hermans, H., & Kempen, H. (1993). The Dialogical Self – Meaning as Movement. San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Hermans, H. J. M., & Hermans-Konopka, A. (2010). Dialogical self theory. Positioning and counter-positioning in a globalizing society. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Hunt, C., & Sampson, F. (Eds.) (2002). The self on the page: Theory and practice of creative writing in personal development. London, UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Law, B. (2008).  Narratives for well-being – Why we need stories, how we can use them, and what we can learn from them.  www.hihohiho.com/moving%20on/cafnarrative.pdf (retrieved January 12, 2009).
Lengelle, R., & Meijers, F. (2014). Narrative Identity: writing the self in career learning. British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 42, (1), 52-72. 
Lengelle, R., Meijers, F., Poell, R., & Post, M. (2014). Career Writing: the effects of creative, expressive and reflective approaches on narrative identity formation in students in higher education. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 85, 75-84 
Lengelle, R., Meijers, F., Poell, R., Geijsel, F., & Post, M. (2014). Career Writing as a Dialogue about Work Experience: A Recipe for Luck Readiness? International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance (in press).
Lepore, S.J., & Smyth, J.M.  Eds. (2002). The Writing Cure: How Expressive Writing Promotes Health and Emotional Well-Being. Washington, D.C.: American Psychological Society.
McIlveen, P., & Patton, W. (2007a). Dialogical self: Author and narrator of career life themes. International Journal of Educational and Vocational Guidance, 7 (2), 67-80.
McIlveen, P. F., & Patton, W. A. (2007b). Narrative career counselling: Theory and exemplars of practice. Australian Psychologist, 42 (3), 226-235.
McMahon, M. & Watson, M. (2013) Story telling: Crafting identities. British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 41 (3), 277-286. 
McMahon, M., Watson, M., Chetty, C.,&  Hoelson, C. (2012). Story telling, career assessment and career counselling. South African Journal of Higher Education, 26 (4), 729-741.
Meijers, F., & Lengelle, R. (2012). Narratives at work: the development of career identity. British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 40 (2), 157-177.  

Pennebaker, J. (2011). The Secret Life of Pronouns. New York: Bloomsbury Press.
Pryor , R.G.L., & Bright, J.E.H. (2011). The Chaos Theory of Careers. New York and London: Routledge.
Savickas, M. (2005). The theory and practice of career construction. In S. D. Brown, & R. W. Lent (Eds.), Career development and counselling: Putting theory and research to work (pp. 42-70). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.
Savickas, M.L. (2011). Career Counseling. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.
Spera, S.P. & Burhfeind, R.D., & Pennebaker, J.W. (1994). Expressive writing and coping with job loss. Academy of Management Journal, 37, 722-733.

Trichter-Metcalf, L., & Simon.T. (2002). Writing the mind alive: The proprioceptive method of finding your authentic voice. New York: Ballantine Books.

Wijers, G., & Meijers, F. (1996). Career guidance in the knowledge society. British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 24 (2), 185-198.
Winters, A., Meijers, F., Lengelle, R., & Baert, H. (2012). The self in career learning: an evolving dialogue. In H. J. M. Hermans, & T. Gieser  (Eds.), Handbook of dialogical self theory (pp. 454-469). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

AFFILIATIONS

Reinekke Lengelle
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences
Athabasca University, Canada
Frans Meijers 

University of The Hague of Applied Sciences

The Netherlands

M. McMahon, M. Watson (eds.), Qualitative Career Assessment
© 2014 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.
2
7

