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Abstract

Vocation has been studied from perspectives such as trait-factor, differential psychology, and psychometrics. These pers-
pectives have assumed it to be the precursor of a unique and definitive career choice, resulting from matching personal
characteristics with the requirements of a job. Vocation has also been conceptualized as the product of evolutionary
stages, dependent on maturational processes. However, the changing conditions of the contemporary world of work
make it necessary to reconsider vocationality from a dynamic perspective that transcends the exclusively psychometric
view. This article proposes an alternative approach to vocation, based on the processes of identity construction proposed
by cultural psychology. Thus, vocation is assumed as a process of a narrative nature, in constant formation, based on
the symbolic resources with which people interact. Vocationality emerges as a historical, situated, and distributed phe-
nomenon, marked by occupational and educational experiences, as well as by interactive experiences with significant
others.

Keywords: cultural psychology, narrative identity, possible vocational world, vocation, vocational identity, vocational
psychology.

La Eleccion Vocacional: Una Aproximacion Desde la
Identidad Narrativa Concebida a Partir de la Psicologia
Cultural

Resumen

La vocacién ha sido estudiada desde perspectivas como las de rasgo-factor, la psicologia diferencial y la psicometria.
Estas perspectivas la han asumido como el precursor de una eleccion de carrera tinica y definitiva, resultante de alinear
caracteristicas personales con los requerimientos propios de un puesto de trabajo; o como el producto de etapas evoluti-
vas, dependientes de procesos madurativos. No obstante, las condiciones cambiantes del mundo laboral contempordneo
obligan a reconsiderar la vocacionalidad desde una perspectiva dindmica que transcienda la mirada exclusivamente
psicométrica. El presente articulo propone una aproximacion alternativa de la vocacion, sustentada en los procesos de
construccién identitaria planteados desde la psicologia cultural. Asi, la vocacién se asume como un proceso de natura-
leza narrativa, en constante formacion, fundado en los recursos simbdlicos con los que interacttian las personas. La vo-
cacionalidad emerge como un fendmeno histérico, situado y distribuido, marcado tanto por experiencias ocupacionales
y educativas, como por vivencias interactivas con otros significativos.

Palabras clave: identidad narrativa, identidad vocacional, psicologia cultural, mundo vocacional posible, psicologia
vocacional, vocacién.
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THIS ARTICLE offers an approach to the
vocational phenomenon from cultural psychology.
From this perspective, the vocational phenomenon
is understood as an identity process of a narrative
nature in continuous progression supported for its
operation on the symbolic resources available in
the socio-cultural contexts within which people
interact. Based on these resources, individuals build
stories about themselves in the occupational realm.

The thesis that gave rise to this reflection, as
well as to the empirical research that accompanied
it1, starts from an important premise, namely. That
the conventional approaches adopted to understand
and intervene vocationality within the framework
of career choice have turned out to be insufficient
to achieve its mission. Two reasons support this
statement. On the one hand, the dynamic nature
of vocation is unknown. Vocationality must be
understood as a permanent process of construction
of meaning. A process, present in those who are
preparing to make decisions of an occupational
nature, as part of their transition to working life.
On the other hand, the changing conditions of a
world of work marked by many uncertainties are
not considered. For example, the new ways of
organizing work, the short-term nature of labor
relations, and the blurring of the boundaries
recognized between different professions. Con-
cerning this, the legitimate performance roles
that can be assumed in each of the professions,
among many others.

For the development of this analysis we did
a brief review of the main approaches taken in
vocational psychology throughout its existence as
afield of reflection and intervention. Subsequently,
we introduced theoretical elements to clarify the
notion of self and identity, delving into the latter
concept from a socio-cultural perspective. Next,
we retaken the dominant perspectives in the
study of vocational identity to finally integrate
conceptual elements of cultural psychology that

1 This article corresponds to the conceptual model cons-
tructed by the main author as part of his doctoral thesis.
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serve to rethink this construct. Finally, we rede-
fined vocational identity as a set of meanings in
which people link self-referential information with
occupational experiences.

Vocational Psychology as a Starting
Point

Today, vocational psychology is recognized
as an applied specialty, focused on deepening the
understanding of vocational behavior to improve
career interventions (any treatment or effort aimed
at enhancing an individual’s professional develop-
ment or enabling them to make better career-related
decisions) and inform public employment policies
(Jackson & Verdino, 2012). From this conceptual
horizon, it has been assumed that vocational beha-
vior emerges when individuals pursue goals of an
occupational nature. These objectives include the
development of values, interests, and aspirations
that will shape a person’s working life (Vondracek
etal, 2014). In other words, vocational psycholo-
gists would seek to understand the way in which
some characteristics of individuals contribute to
make favorable occupational options visible. Its
function is to assist individuals in the process of
choosing and preparing for a job that suits their
personal goals and competencies.

However, it should be noted that vocational
psychology in its development has also been
nourished by different theoretical perspectives
on human behavior. These perspectives have he-
terogeneously informed the way in how both the
phenomena under study and the methods used to
approach them are conceived, as detailed below.

Conceptual Approaches in
Vocational Psychology

Throughout its history, vocational psychology
has always faced the challenge of solving different
questions posed by the existing society. For this,
it has developed different theoretical models
and intervention methods in which it sought to
link the personal objectives of individuals with
the dominant economic activities in each era
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(Savickas, 2011). It is along this path that the first
vocation theory arises at the beginning of the
20th century. It sought to respond to the needs
and demands linked to the growing processes
of industrialization, urbanization, and massive
migration that characterized this era (Xu et al,,
2018). All these phenomena led to organizational
concerns about how workers could be efficiently
placed in the right occupation. In the scenario
described, it is that Frank Parsons published his
work entitled “Choosing a Vocation” in 1909. In
this book, he will present a frame of reference that
formulates occupational guidance as a process
aimed at facilitating the successful choice of a
vocation as the logical result of combining three
factors: a) a clear understanding and knowledge
of the subject’s self (aptitudes, abilities, interests,
ambitions, resources, limitations); b) a broad
knowledge of the occupational world, and finally;
c) aset of appropriate reasoning that articulates the
two previous elements. It is within this conceptual
horizon that the so-called theoretical model of
person-environment fit emerges, that, as Holland
(1959) proposed half a century later, seeks to link
the individual to some work role according to his
or her personal characteristics. In practical terms,
the purpose of this conceptual perspective is to
promote a career choice that, after following the
prescribed methodological requirements, would be
definitive. This conception of vocational psychology
will be consolidated as the dominant one during
most of the 20th century and so far this century
(Watts & Sultana, 2004).

Nevertheless, and continuing with the his-
torical journey, it is important to point out that
as the 20th century progressed and as the world
underwent geopolitical, social, cultural, and eco-
nomic transformations, the need for a new type
of labor force emerged. Therefore, the profile of
workers employed in highly hierarchical organiza-
tions began to stand out (Savickas, 2011). This led
to a new social question as to how people could
develop careers within these organizations.

DEPARTAMENTO DE PSICOLOGIA FACULTAD DE CIENCIAS HUMANAS

In this context, the so-called vocational de-
velopment approach emerges (Super, 1953). This
approach will propose career choice as the result
of the progress of individuals through a series of
predictable evolutionary stages (progress guided
by maturational processes). In turn, each of the
stages would be made up of tasks that should be
fulfilled to ensure congruent alignment with an
occupational role.

Itis clear that both approaches are grounded
in differential psychology and trait-and-factor
theories (Mcllveen & Patton, 2006), a conceptual
scheme that is supported by psychometric methods.
Both perspectives will start from common premises
that understand vocational development as a cog-
nitive process in which individuals use reasoning
to make career decisions. They also assume that
occupational choice represents a single event where
there is only one alternative that would be the
right one for those who are faced with a vocational
decision (MclIlveen & Patton, 2006). The starting
point of the above conception is that psycholo-
gical characteristics during development adhere
to normative criteria and that once adulthood
is reached, these traits will remain relatively the
same in different contexts and over time (Young
& Collin, 2004). In fact, these premises have been
present in the local context since the middle of
the last century (Bernal de Sierra, 1999; Giraldo
Angel, 1960; Gonzalez Y. et al., 1969). The need
to identity dispositional traits and occupational
requirements to ensure an objective, efficient and
logical fit between individuals and their educational
and occupational choices has also been dominant
on the national scene (Gomez Hincapie, 1963).
Approaches based on psychometric instruments
that allow transcending subjectivity in the identi-
fication of individual differences (Carrillo V. et al.,
1966). These approaches even offer the possibility of
relating personality attributes to academic perfor-
mance and job satisfaction (Salessi & Omar, 2017).

However, although theories of vocational
choice and development have been and will conti-
nue to be relevant to psychology, their assumptions
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seem to miss the complexity of contemporary
vocational behavior (Blustein et al., 2019; Bujold,
2004; McMahon & Watson, 2020). Complexity
because of the social reordering of work that has
been taking place, particularly and more rapidly
in the last three decades (Canzittu, 2022).

Thus, and following Savickas (2012), the
world of work that distinguishes the 21st century
contrasts drastically with the one that existed
during the immediately preceding century. In the
20th century work was characterized by secure
employment conditions in stable organizations. The
organizations offered a firm foundation to build a
life project, allowing employees to visualize a long-
term future. Instead, today’s employment landscape
is largely shaped by the digital revolution and the
globalization of the economy and culture. This has
led to a restructuring of work bringing with it a
new psychological contract between organizations
and workers (Rousseau, 1995). This new contract
is characterized by temporary assignments and
fixed-term contractual projects that lead to new
forms of employability (Canzittu, 2022; McMahon
& Watson, 2020; Wen et al., 2022). In organiza-
tions, workers have become mere peripheral or
contingent components, destined for a recurrent
sale of their skills to employers who require them
with an expiration date.

Consequently, the contemporary reality of
the workplace compels workers to be perpetual
apprentices, to commit themselves to organizations
to which they render their services for predeter-
mined periods. In addition, workers must exhibit
atype of professionalism that allows them to adapt
quickly to the volatile needs of their employers
(Canzittu, 2022; Savickas, 2012; Wen et al., 2022).
In other words, the responsibility for building a
career has been transferred from organizations
to individuals, a situation that demands greater
effort, knowledge, and self-confidence from them.

Against this backdrop, the assumptions un-
derlying the person-environment fit and vocational
development perspectives have become obsolete,
given the socio-labor conditions now in force

REVISTA COLOMBIANA DE PSICOLOGIA VOL.32N.°2 JULIO-DICIEMBRE 2023 ISSN 0121-5469 IMPRESO | 2344-8644 EN LINEA BOGOTA COLOMBIA -

have sharpened the complexity of the vocational
phenomenon (Blustein et al., 2019; McMahon &
Watson, 2020). This complexity demands visions
that must be permanently contextualized in the
horizon of a search that transcends diagnostic
processes based exclusively on the measurement of
behavioral traits. Complementarily, this renewed
vision needs to explore the phenomenological
life of individuals. In this sense, it is essential to
learn more about the subjective and changing
construction of motivations, interests, and skills
of individuals. The goal now is to empower people
from the realities they experience, linked to their
individual world and the development environ-
ments that serve as their context (Mcllveen &
Patton, 2006; Sultana, 2020).

This contextualist approach will be based on
a narrative perspective congruent with cultural
psychology (Bruner, 2005, 2008; Hartung, 2013;
McMahon, 2018). Thus stated, the aim is to answer
the question that contemporary society addresses to
vocational psychology. The contemporary question
is how workers will be able to cope with the reorga-
nization of work and employment in multicultural
information societies (Canzittu, 2022; McMahon
& Watson, 2020; Savickas, 2011). The question will
demand a profound reordering of both theory
and practice underlying vocational intervention.
A conceptual renovation that will find its support
in premises taken from both narrative and social
constructivism. The abovementioned will lead to
the conception of a self that is built and unfolds
as a personal history that must be reconstructed
repeatedly according to changing occupational and
educational circumstances, of course, without the
individual losing his or her sense of completeness,
continuity, and identity because of the continuous
process of reconstruction.

Derived from the above, the need arises to
reformulate the constructs that have traditionally
shaped the dominant approaches in vocational
psychology. To this end, it is necessary to give
greater relevance to theoretical categories that have
been relatively marginal when analyzing vocational
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processes, as identity (McMahon & Patton, 2018),
and to displace others as personality. This implies
giving more weight to adaptation than to the ma-
turation of internal structures; to intentionality
rather than any decision; and to stories rather than
psychometric test scores (Savickas, 2012). From this
refocus, contextual possibilities, dynamic processes,
non-linear progression, multiple perspectives, and
personal patterns of career development will be
highlighted. Thus, the term career is no longer
understood as a sequence of occupations and
jobs exercised during person lifetime. Instead,
career is assumed to be a subjective construction
through which individuals give meaning to their
vocational behavior following their life circum-
stances (Giilsen et al., 2021; Savickas & Pouyaud,
2016; Wen et al., 2022).

In the new occupational scenario that cha-
racterizes the contemporary world, the concept
of identity acquires preponderance. The notion of
identity will facilitate the study of the process of
construction of the self as a function of the social
contexts surrounding individuals. Even more so,
if its theoretical and comprehensive approach is
carried out from the perspectives and premises
of both narrative and social constructivism, in a
development as the one proposed below.

Social Constructivism in
Vocational Psychology

Social constructivism is a perspective that
emphasizes the link between psychological pheno-
mena and the social environment, giving primacy
to the social sphere over the individual. This is
because it contemplates that human functioning
is the result of social interaction and relationships
that precede the individual (Gergen, 2007; Kang
et al., 2017; McMahon & Watson, 2020). Social
constructivism is related to the cognitive processes
through which people elaborate and experience
their social and psychological worlds, through
mental products generated from symbolic resou-
rces that are the mediators to know reality (Young
& Collin, 2004). The epistemological approach
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underlying this theoretical position emphasizes
the way in how individuals elaborate knowledge
and assign meaning to their experiences within
the framework of a social and personal context.
Social constructivism, then, is interested in the
way that external and collective reality relates to
internal and individual reality, and thus orients
its research interest towards those psychological
processes closely linked to social processes. The
contribution that this perspective makes to voca-
tional psychology is outlined below.

First, it should be noted that constructivism
makes it possible to refute the discourse of so-called
personal dispositions (any of several enduring
characteristics that describe or determine an
individual’s behavior in a variety of situations, as
personality traits). This concept is based on the
assumption that it is possible to match internal
traits with occupational characteristics, thanks to
the support of sophisticated psychometric processes
(Young & Collin, 2004). Constructivism, on the
contrary, will highlight the processual nature of the
self, sustained by elaborated sociocultural symbolic
resources necessary to shape the psychological
processes that underlie it (Bujold, 2004; Kang et al.,
2017; McMahon & Watson, 2020). Likewise, from
the constructivist point of view, emphasis will be
placed on the situated character of the actions of
individuals and the indispensable contextualization
of their interests and occupational concerns in the
social, economic, cultural, historical, and temporal
scenarios that surround them (Kang et al., 2017;
Young & Collin, 2004). In brief, the self and the
efforts to build a career in an occupational and
educational setting are interwoven into people’s
developmental environments.

Then, it is assumed that the career is a sub-
jective construction derived from the interac-
tion between personal and social experience. Its
configuration would take place over time and in
specific contexts. While the career takes shape, the
definition of the self, the development of a sense
of agency and purpose also progresses, relying
on mediators as narrative, autobiography, and life
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history (Bujold, 2004; Kang et al., 2017; McMahon
& Watson, 2020; Young & Collin, 2004).

Consequently, it is proposed that the cons-
truction of the self through narrative in its various
forms will be based on the negotiation of meanings
within specific temporal and social contexts. The
same contexts where relationships and interac-
tions with others take place. On the other hand,
it is recognized that the subjective construction
of a career is an active, dynamic, and dialectical
process. It is not simply a finished product. In this
perspective, it is recognized that individuals act
collectively, by given history and culture, in which
the construction of the vocational worlds that they
are part of takes place (Bujold, 2004; Kang et al.,
2017; Young & Collin, 2004).

In short, it can be concluded that construc-
tivism allows approaching the vocational phe-
nomenon in an alternative and innovative way,
understanding it as a process that is inscribed in
socio-historical contexts that are permanently
created and recreated. This conception is consistent
with Bruner’s (2008) socio-cultural proposals on
cognitive development, that guide the conceptua-
lization proposed here (Gergen, 2007; Kang et al.,
2017; Young & Collin, 2004). So, after recognizing
the place of constructivism in this new conception
of vocationality, next, this process will be approa-
ched from the notion of identity.

Identity from a Socio-Cultural
Perspective

As mentioned, the complexity of the contem-
porary occupational world demands the adop-
tion of approaches that give greater weight to an
understanding of psychosocial dynamics that
are sensitive to the contextual realities of indivi-
duals. Because of this, it is necessary to emphasize
the relevance of reformulating the premises that
have historically explained vocational behavior,
reorienting them towards constructs as identity,
intentionality, and narrative (Giilsen et al., 2021;
Savickas & Pouyaud, 2016; Wen et al,, 2022). It is
in this epistemological scenario that the notion of
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identity takes on special meaning, since, as will be
explained below, it would make it possible to link
the construction of people’s vocation to their life
scenarios (McMahon & Patton, 2018).

In this regard, some authors state that identity
represents the link between the self and society
(Hammack, 2008; Ozer & Schwartz, 2020). In
convergence with the above, D. Holland & Lachi-
cotte (2007) defend the socio-genetic formation
of identity and assume that individuals construct
personal versions of themselves based on the social
realities in which they develop, thus configuring
their identities. Accordingly, they assert that iden-
tity represents a way of organizing relevant and
related feelings, understandings, and knowledge
with a personally valued and culturally imagined
social position. These identities formed on personal
grounds would mediate the individual’s ability to
organize and carry out the intent of the activity in
the settings and occupations of the socio-cultural
worlds (D. Holland & Lachicotte, 2007; Lachicotte,
2012). However, the ability for an individual to
organize himself or herself in the name of identity
would initially develop as an interactive transaction
with others. Only then could people apply this
cultural resource (identity) to their own actions
(D. Holland & Lachicotte, 2007; Lachicotte, 2012).

Consequently, identities are understood as
psychosocial processes through which people
construct the self in action, learning (through
the mediation of cultural resources) to order self-
referential meanings and to organize their actions
according to their socio-cultural worlds (Véigan,
2011). In short, identities will be personally meanin-
gful and actively internalized. They are formed as
a function of broader socio-cultural constructions
that allow for the collective production of socially
constructed worlds of interpretation and action
(Lachicotte, 2012). In other words, identities are
constituted as means through which individuals
link the self to social roles and assign subjective
meaning to these roles (Burke & Reitzes, 1991).

Based on the above, it is possible to appreciate
the importance of studying vocation through the
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notion of identity. Doing so will make it possible to
integrate under a psychosocial construct, both the
subjective experience of culture and the contextual
reality surrounding its configuration. Thus, it will be
recognized that both the content and the functioning
of the processes underlying identity are eminently
socio-cultural and therefore represent a historically
delimited, socially transmitted, and culturally re-
gulated phenomenon (Esteban-Guitart et al., 2013).

For all these reasons, identity is a notion that
makes it possible to understand career construction
as a fluid process, socially configured, culturally
derived from language, and adaptable to the inte-
ractions inherent to the contexts. Hence the im-
portance of taking up this notion in contemporary
conceptualizations of vocational psychology. In
this way, this applied specialty departs from the
static and essentialist conceptions of personality,
that are still dominant (Stead, 2007).

It is necessary to emphasize that, from this
comprehensive perspective, identity is seen as
interwoven with power relations and ideologies,
making it susceptible to ethnic, gender, genera-
tional, and social class socio-cultural discourses.
Identity, thus assumed, will link the self with be-
havior, since it constitutes means through which
people organize self-defining meanings in relation
to the social realities they inhabit. This will make
it possible to structure actions based on the self-
referential information available (McMahon &
Patton, 2018). In this way, the identity will give the
behavior an intentional character. To the extent that
identity orders the actions of individuals around
a set of meanings about themselves (constructed
in the daily experiences in each of the interactive
scenarios where people participate), it will promote
a sense of agency, of responsibility for one’s own
life course (Skhirtladze et al., 2019).

Thus, identity should be recognized as having
directive functions in the actions and decisions of
people in different spheres of life (Vignoles et al.,
2011). These competencies are derived from the
internalization or appropriation of interactive cul-
tural resources implemented in social exchanges,
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symbolic instruments that, when mastered by
individuals, enable them to exercise control over
their actions or intentional behaviors (Lachicotte,
2012). To continue advancing in the proposed
conceptualization, it is convenient to specify the
reiterated mention of the self to allude to identity,
for this reason a brief distinction between these
two notions is presented below.

Self and Identity

According to Owens & Samblanet (2013), the
notion of self encompasses identity and is defined
asan organized and interactive system of thoughts,
feelings, identities, and motives that people attri-
bute to themselves to characterize themselves. This
system will be born with the support of language
and self-reflection. For its part, identity is un-
derstood as a component that is subsumed in the
broader notion of self (Owens et al., 2010) and is
defined as a subset of self-referential descriptions
delimited by specific life domains or roles (Sestito
etal., 2015; Vondracek & Porfeli, 2011). The central
quality that will distinguish the self from identity
will be that the former corresponds to a process
and an organization originating in self-reflection.
The second can be seen as a tool that individuals
or groups use to self-categorize and present them-
selves to the world (Owens & Samblanet, 2013).

Therefore, identities are categories that people
use to specify who they are and to position them-
selves about others. In this context, the construc-
tion of the self will be limited by the abstractions
of experience and the real daily experiences of
individuals. Identity, on the other hand, will be
demarcated by a more restricted set of repre-
sentations and associated schemes of experience
aligned with roles. In this sense, it would be a more
relational and psychosocial construct (Vondracek
& Porfeli, 2011).

Moreover, it is assumed that human beings
are immersed in social structures and systems of
shared meanings. Consequently, the self, iden-
tities, and representations of the world will be
configured in interaction with the other people
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who inhabit the spaces or participate in the socio-
cultural activities in which individuals habitually
develop. Complementarily, individuals experience
the socio-cultural conditions that frame their
lives through the representations they have of
themselves. Through these representations, they
also organize their experiences and actions within
the worlds that they are part of.

Given the above, it is worth reiterating that
people construct the self and the conceptions
derived from it based on the symbolic resources
provided by the culture in which they are im-
mersed. In short, there is a link between the self
and those socio-cultural representations with
which one interacts. Thus, identity will operate
as a support for vocationality since it will deter-
mine the way individuals think about themselves
concerning specific social roles (Savickas, 2012).
Having made the above considerations, we now
move on to situate the place of cultural psychology
in its conceptual approach to the construction of
identity and vocationality.

Cultural Psychology and the
Construction of Identity as a Basis
for Understanding Vocationality

Cultural psychology represents a set of theo-
retical orientations that converge in highlighting
the importance of socio-cultural contexts for the
functioning of individuals and the way in how these
two components mutually constitute each other
(Esteban-Guitart et al,, 2013). In this panorama, the
shared goal assumed from the different aspects of
Cultural Psychology will be to understand the way
in how the processes of human development take
place in culture (Santamaria et al., 2019).

Accordingly, Shweder (1999) points out
that cultural psychology deals with the study of
the intentional or symbolic states of individuals,
their intentional actions or behaviors. These vo-
litional manifestations would be part of broader
socio-cultural conceptions that were acquired
through people’s participation in discourses, laws,
and collective practices that are common in the
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communities where they interact. Likewise, Penuel
& Wertsch (1995) emphasize that a socio-cultural
approach to psychology implies assuming the irre-
ducible tension between the individual functioning
of human beings and the historical, social, and
cultural components that surround them, accepting
them as an inherent aspect of their daily actions.

Among the different conceptions that coe-
xist within cultural psychology, we chose the one
represented by the American psychologist Jerome
(Bruner, 2005, 2008). This theorist considers that
culture constitutes a mediating component of the
actions of human beings in the world. Accordin-
gly, he proposes that culture would be a sort of
toolkit, techniques, and procedures that would
allow people to understand and manage the world
through human conventions represented in signs
(Bruner, 1996).

Notwithstanding, it is also imperative to point
out that, just as culture shapes human functioning
and opens some possibilities, it also imposes some
limits on the way in how people operate. Thus, it
will be understood that the actions of individuals
will be defined based on the toolkit of the culture
in which they live. Therefore, the sense of reality
that people attribute to the worlds they inhabit
will always have a construction character and will
be the product of the knowledge and experiences
gestated from the use of the cultural toolkit that
generation after generation inhabited.

Then, it should be noted that one of the most
important tools for the construction of reality is
narrative. The narrative represents a discursive
resource through which individuals have the
possibility of creating a version of the world and
a place in it. It constructs the lives of those who
narrate (Bruner, 1990). Narrative conceived by
those means will give rise to a way of thinking
and will become an instrument at the service of
the creation of meanings, this will facilitate the
organization of knowledge coming from daily ex-
periences related to human intentions and actions
(Bruner, 1990). The above, within the framework
of the vicissitudes and consequences that trace the

PP.13-32



22 JAVIER ORLANDO BELTRAN-JAIMES , CARLOS ARTURO SANDOVAL CASILIMAS , MOISES ESTEBAN-GUITART

evolution of the different actions of the person as
those related to vocational choice.

Thus, narration constitutes an instrument that
will shape the cognitive mode through which the
present, past, and possible human condition are
built. A sense of self is gestated which, according to
Bruner (1997), will be nothing more than a textual
construction of how individuals situate themselves
about others and to the realities they inhabit. Thus,
it can be affirmed that the genesis and formation of
the self takes place while human beings enter a given
culture. After this, people gain access to narratives or
stories linked to an specific tradition composed of
a series of orthodox characters, scenarios in which
they act, and actions that become comprehensible to
them. In other words, these culture-specific stories
represent a guide to the roles and possible worlds
where action, thought, and definition of the self are
permissible and desirable. All this, under a set of
deontic rules that will regulate the self-referential
construction (Bruner, 1997).

In fact, a vehicle through which culture trans-
mits the epistemological and deontic contents about
the self is given by folk psychology. This notion
alludes to a set of normative and interdependent
descriptions that regulate the functioning of human
beings, their cognitions, emotions, and actions
prescribe what modes of life are possible and how
commits can be made within those modes of life
(Bruner, 1990). The appropriation (internalization)
of folk psychology by the people will occur to the
extent that they master the language and inten-
sify their interpersonal transactions within the
framework of community life (Esteban-Guitart,
2012; Penuel & Wertsch, 1995).

Following the above, it is assumed that identity
is structured through narrativized conceptions of
folk psychology. In this way, people experience
themselves and others based on categories es-
tablished as conventional, transmitted through
collective conceptions, promulgated by institu-
tions and devices that culture has forged for this
purpose. This is the case of laws, education, and
the family (Bruner, 1990).
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Like cultural reality, identity is a social cons-
truction, negotiated, distributed, and situated. A
narrative configuration that provides people with
a sense of autonomy and volition. But, at the same
time, identity places the individual concerning
the collective, making explicit his commitments
to others and reminding him that his autonomy
is limited by the symbolic, historical, and social
system to which he belongs. Narrative as a cultural
resource for communicating and creating realities
facilitates the construction of a fully meaningful
and meaningful personal world. The construction
of aself, in constant revision, capable of integrating
the experiences that people face daily. Similarly, the
narrative provides the identity models available in
society in an autobiographical format.

Thanks to the narrative a sequential structure
emerges where people’s experiences acquire mea-
ning based on a central argument that justifies the
underlying intentions of a past action. This struc-
ture will also provide a margin in the outcome that
allows for the integration of new experiences while
facilitating the foreseeing of possible alternatives for
action. In this sequential structure, three referents
and temporalities are linked in a plausibly, the past
world of the individuals, the present they experien-
ce, and the future they imagine, maintaining their
self-referential meaning throughout the process.
In this way, narrative conceptualization will stand
out as the means through which individuals can
produce a meaningful whole from their life events.
The above, after identifying those events as part
of a plot or theme under which it brings together
and signifies the performances and experiences
(Ricoeur, 2006). A history of themselves, that will
provide them with unity and personal identity
(Polkinghorne, 1991).

In synthesis, identity represents a narrative
construction that will depend both on intra-
subjective experience, composed of memories,
emotions, ideas, beliefs, and external sources,
given by social interactions and the expectations
that culture delineates on those who appropriate
and exercise its conventions. Individuals assume
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(tacit) identity models that objectify what they
should be and offer prescriptions that delimit the
configuration of themselves in society (Bruner,
1997). Up to this point, the most relevant conceptual
coordinates have been presented to preliminarily
delimit the notion of identity in general, but that
also apply to the vocational sphere. Next, other
details that gave rise to the adoption of vocational
identity as the axis of the research carried out
will be specified. An overview of the dominant
approaches to their study is also presented.

Genesis and Variants of the
Vocational Identity Construct
Vocational identity as a construct is the result

of the preponderance of the person-environment
fit and vocational development models in psycho-
logy. This construct made it possible to respond
to the need to generate concepts that associate
personal characteristics with work environments.
Thus, the requirement for notions representing
the selfin terms of differentiation and consistency
of preferences associated with a personality type
was satisfied (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011). This
conception is based on implicit assumptions of
stability of both occupations and personality
traits. Although vocational identity occupied an
important place in theoretical models (Hirschi,
2011b), its function was limited to accounting for
an evolutionary path by being translated into an
indicator of progress within the broader process
of career development (Skorikov & Vondracek,
2011). Vocational identity could account for this
trajectory, thanks to its timely measurement.

So far, studies on vocational identity have
been conducted from two conceptualizations that,
with different theoretical logics, have developed
instruments for its measurement. First, there is the
theory of vocational personality types and work
environments, that sought to obtain a clear and
stable picture of what a person might have as his
or her goals, interests, and talents (J. J. Holland
et al., 1980). In this perspective, the Vocational
Identity Scale was developed, a test that evaluates
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the general level of this construct, assumingitasa
product, without considering its formation process.

The second theorization of vocational iden-
tity (Porfeli et al., 2011) was traced from the lens
of states. A perspective initially formulated by
(Marcia, 1966), that sought to operationalize the
process of identity construction based on two
components: a) exploration (period of reflection
and testing of various roles and life plans) and
b) commitment (degree of personal investment
or adherence to a specific set of goals or values,
expressed in a course of action or belief). Thus,
by assessing exploration and commitment in in-
dividuals, four statuses in identity development
could be identified: a) achievement identity, b)
foreclosure, ¢) moratorium, and d) diffusion.
Subsequently, some refinements were introduced
that nuanced or extended the four states originally
proposed (Kroger & Marcia, 2011).

It should be noted that the status approach
seeks to consider the identity formation process
by basing its evaluation on the sub-processes that
make it possible. However, the original emphasis of
this perspective was more focused on the current
conception of these processes (Kroger & Marcia,
2011). This meant that, in the end, this approach
omitted the way in how people participate in the
exploration and the way in how they acquire the res-
pective commitments (McLean & Pasupathi, 2012).

However, and beyond the mentioned limita-
tions, the two conceptualizations have originated
important findings that today strengthen voca-
tional identity as a theoretical construct within
psychology. Thus, the two conceptualizations
have made possible the statistical association of
vocational identity with significant rates of pro-
gress in the career development of adolescents and
young adults. In this regard, different research can
be consulted (Creed et al., 2020; Hirschi, 2011¢;
Kvaskova et al., 2022; B. Lee et al., 2020; Y. Lee et
al., 2022; Li et al., 2019; Meijers et al., 2013; Piz-
zolitto, 2021; Porfeli & Savickas, 2012; Savickas &
Porfeli, 2011), whose results show the relevance of
the construct in mediating the integration of the
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self with occupational knowledge and therefore,
of influencing vocational behavior (Jara-Castro,
2010; Y. Lee et al., 2022).

Another theoretical and empirical association
that has been made of vocational identity is with
some constructs as psychological well-being, pur-
pose, satisfaction, and meaning in life (di Palma et
al., 2021; Green, 2020; Hirschi, 2011a, 20123, 2012b;
Hirschi & Herrmann, 2012; Kvaskova et al., 2022;
Strauser et al., 2008). These constructs constitute
manifestations of a protean career orientation
(Hall, 2004), a notion to which vocational identity
has also been related (Hirschi et al., 2017; Steiner
et al., 2019). Protean career orientation refers to
the motivation of individuals to take responsibi-
lity for their professional development, focusing
their careers on continuous learning and the
achievement of their values to reach subjective
or psychological success. Evidence suggests that
protean career orientation is a facilitator of a clear
vocational identity.

All the results presented in the research
studies consulted provide evidence of the way
how vocational identity provides people with a
sense of direction and meaning in life. This is to
the extent that vocational identity organizes and
summarizes self-referential information based
on what human beings direct their actions in
the occupational sphere (Christiansen, 1999;
Meijers, 1998; Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011).
Identity endows the actions of individuals with
intentionality while strengthening their sense
of agency by adapting their actions to a set of
meanings about themselves.

Having clarified the origin of vocational
identity, we will now develop a conceptualization
based on the assumptions of social constructivism
and cultural psychology, both theoretical coordi-
nates already addressed in a previous part of this
text. Based on these conceptual positions, some
elements are introduced that seek to overcome
the limitations pointed out in the dominant pa-
radigms and allow for a deeper understanding of
the vocational phenomenon.
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Vocational Identity, Cultural
Psychology, and Possible Vocational
Worlds

This section presents a conceptual model of
vocational identity, proposed as an alternative for
approaching the phenomenon of vocationality
in psychology. This proposal is mainly based on
theoretical approaches (some of them have already
been mentioned) and empirical results generated
by research carried out by the authors of this
proposal (to be published by the authors them-
selves in another article). Theoretical approaches
include Bruner’s cultural psychology (1990, 1996,
1997, 2005, 2008), as previously indicated. Also,
the approaches to identity from the socio-cultural
perspective worked by D. Holland & Lachicotte
(2007; Lachicotte, 2012). The notion of vocation
elaborated by Billett (2011), and the notions of
vocational identity enunciated by Meijers (1998),
and Skorikov & Vondracek (2011), that served as
basic notions for the theoretical proposal. The
sub-components identified by Porfeli et al., (2011),
based on Marcia’s classic approaches (1966), were
also taken up as fundamental to operationalize
vocational identity as a construct. Finally, the
empirical results derived from qualitative research
on the construction of vocational identity in
young university students in the city of Medellin,
Colombia (to be published by the same authors in
another article), served as a basis for identifying
other components of the model. These components
were the two dimensions that make up vocational
identity (personal and socio-cultural) and the me-
chanisms that guarantee the interaction between
these two dimensions (practical and interactive
experiences). The proposed theoretical model is
formulated and explained below.

According to Billett (2011), vocation refers
to experiences with satisfactory and meaningful
occupational practices for the individual, whose
exercise provides him/her with a sense of self, i.
e. identity. Vocations would be central to people’s
life purposes and would describe activities that
have social value and provide lasting personal
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meaning. Accordingly, from the perspective of
cultural psychology, it could be argued that voca-
tional identity constitutes a structure in constant
formation, made up of a changing set of meanings
through which individuals link their motivations,
interests, and competencies with acceptable career
roles (Meijers, 1998; Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011).
That is, meanings of self that could be related to
occupational practices.

From the above perspective, vocational iden-
tity, rather than a product, would constitute a
process in which people negotiate and integrate
meanings of themselves with the norms and acti-
vities related to an occupation. Vocational identity,
therefore, represents the synthesis resulting from
the interaction between individuals’ perception

Figure 1

of the occupational world and their perception
of themselves (Klotz et al., 2014). The way these
different components and dimensions are inte-
grated is illustrated in Figure 1.

Asastructure of meanings in permanent cons-
truction, vocational identity will allow organizing
in a narrative format, feelings, understandings,
and knowledge related to a personally valued and
socio-culturally available occupational position
(D. Holland & Lachicotte, 2007; Lachicotte, 2012).
This structure will operate as a mediator of the
vocational behavior of individuals, and as such,
will order their actions in the occupational sphere,
giving them an intentional character according to
their vital scenarios and their biographical and
socio-cultural worlds.

Conceptualization of Vocational Identity from the Perspective of Cultural Psychology (Own elaboration)

- Practical experiences with occupational
activities

Interdimensional negotiation

Life Stories Personal dimension:

Self-meanings,
Needs

beliefs, desires,

values, aspirations,

goals,

commitments.

Idiosyncratic world.

Socio-cultural dimension:
Folk psychology, canonical

professional models offered,
educational and occupational

world. Shared network of
representations, mutual

expectations, collective

- Interactive experiences with Significant
Others

Contexts

Family

School

Peers

Socio-structural:

gender and social class

meanings: Geographic and regional

Vocational identity:

- Organizes actions in the occupational and educational field

- It allows to visualize possible vocational worlds

Accordingly, the sub-processes that are tra-
ditionally recognized as constituting vocational
identity, namely career exploration and commitment
to a career, represent actions derived from the set
of emerging meanings that make up this construct
(Porfeli et al., 2011). In this way, vocational identity
will be expressed and materialized in actions as
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exploration, choice, and commitment to a particular
occupational field; behaviors organized according
to a self-referential concept. On the other hand, the
immersion of individuals in concrete educational
and work experiences, as well as the interaction
with significant social references, will promote a
constant reformulation of vocational identity.
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This reformulation process will be facilitated
by a narrative configuration that will shape it.
The narrative configuration will make possible
the continuous incorporation of new informa-
tion into the plot of a vocational life that gives
meaning to new experiences, without prejudice
to previous ones. All this will favor the projec-
tion of new lines of action by individuals in the
occupational area. Thus, vocational identity will
make possible vocational worlds visible. Possible
vocational worlds are occupational or educational
environments, scenarios for the exercise of acti-
vities that individuals recognize as meaningful
and satisfactory for their life purposes and goals
(Billett, 2011). In this way, access to possible vo-
cational worlds will stimulate career exploration
and commitment, giving processual functionality
to vocational identity.

In terms of its construction, as illustrated in
Figure 1, vocational identity is configured based
on two dimensions, one personal and the other
sociocultural. The first would be given by the
idiosyncratic world of individuals, a component
derived from their life stories and constituted by
beliefs, desires, values, aspirations, goals, intentions,
hopes, and commitments; meanings of self, that
express interests and needs, and which require the
socio-cultural dimension to be fully manifested.
In contrast, the socio-cultural dimension will be
determined by the dominant folk psychology in
the developmental contexts where people par-
ticipate. This dimension represents a normative
framework that informs individuals about the
canonical vocational models to be considered for
their identity defined in terms of occupation. That
is, the admissible and desirable ways to build a life
project based on a profession.

Accordingly, the first dimension will be
mediated by the interests and needs of the per-
sonal world of individuals that, in turn, will find
expression in the socio-cultural worlds of which
they are a part. The two components mentioned
above, the personal and the sociocultural, will
maintain a constant dynamic of negotiation that
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takes place thanks to two mechanisms. On the one
hand, the contact of individuals through direct
experiences with occupational and/or educational
practices. On the other hand, through interaction
with significant social referents who, with their
actions, stories, or forms of social support, exem-
plify, encourage, or empower people to choose
or discard possible vocational alternatives. As a
result of this negotiation process, the vocational
identity would emerge.

People will appropriate the meanings un-
derlying the conventional occupational practices
exercised in their daily contexts and based on
this, they will begin to configure or reconfigure
their vocational identity. In this way, the set of
mutual expectations, communal representations,
and meanings embodied in the culture end
up shaping the vocational identity. The culture
embodied in the popular psychology of family,
school, or peer contexts, in addition to shaping
identity, will also impose limits on the way in how
individuals can operate. This is because culture
mediates and delimits the scope of the actions
of individuals in the different spheres in which
they choose to work.

Thus, it is possible to affirm that even though
the personal dimension requires the mediation of
the socio-cultural dimension for an individual to
commit to an occupational or educational alter-
native and recognize it as his or her vocation, the
experiences with that particular option must be
personally meaningful and of value to him or her.
Commitment implies the choice of an occupational
path and a clear identification with this choice. In
other words, the establishment of a personal link
with the career decision made by the individual is
required, allowing the development of a subjective
connection or link that reflects the individuals
trust and attachment to the chosen occupational
field. The social dimension contextualizes and
shapes the configuration of vocational identity,
but it is the personal dimension that justifies the
commitments that people make to a given career
alternative.
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It should be noted that even if people engage
in a variety of career, occupational or educational
practices, not all will be evaluated as fundamen-
tal for maintaining and consolidating a sense of
self. The recognition of a professional field as a
vocation will depend on the one hand, on the
meaning that an occupational practice may have
for a person in terms of the contribution it makes
to his or her identity. On the other hand, the re-
sources in terms of occupational or educational
practices and discourses, available in the different
development scenarios and which will serve as a
basis for constructing possible vocational worlds
in different career fields.

Therefore, in its configuration process, the
vocational identity will be distributed among
the developmental contexts of individuals. That
is, among the scenarios of collectively shared
meaning where collective scaffolding dynamics
take place, materialized in support structures or
assistance in the framework of the daily interac-
tions that significant others routinely provide.
This scaffolding will facilitate the appropriation
of the dominant meanings in the social interac-
tions of each of the socio-cultural environments
where people live. From this perspective, the
value of the narrative approach to the vocation
will be highlighted, as it will allow individuals to
integrate different experiences with occupational
and educational activities into an autobiogra-
phical account. The plot or central argument of
these autobiographical stories will be linked to
the construction of a possible vocational world
based on a career.

Whether or not people can see themselves
performing work related to an occupational en-
vironment, it will depend on whether it is in har-
mony with the interests and needs that make up
the personal dimension of their lives. In addition,
these occupational tasks must be in line with the
canonical requirements of the social environments
in which individuals act daily. The latter will become
the cornerstone for the configuration of possible
vocational worlds.
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Practical Implications

Implementing the proposed conceptual mo-
del of identity as a strategy to address vocational
behavior and its manifestation in possible edu-
cational and professional choices of individuals,
entails differential aspects. These aspects will be
highlighted below.

First, a narrative approach to vocation and
career choice as the one proposed would give access
to the phenomenological world of individuals. This
would increase the veracity of the process since
the lives of individuals, with all their subjective
implications, concerns, and experiences, would be
brought to the foreground. This, in turn, makes it
possible to maintain the process of constructing
a vocational identity in the context of everyone’s
life. In this way, the imposition of psychometric
realities that in a decontextualized manner seek
to align individuals with work environments ba-
sed on traits that describe dominant aptitudes is
transcended. Thus, with a narrative perspective of
vocational identity, it is possible to highlight the
value for an individual to feel personally linked to
an occupational or educational activity. In other
words, the subjective meaning of exercising a
profession.

In the applied field of educational counseling,
implementing narrative methods would allow us
to understand the psychosocial dynamics inhe-
rent in the construction of identity meanings of
young people. This self-referential information is
subsequently used by the young people to inter-
pret occupational and educational experiences
from which they intentionally orient their actions
towards the formulation of a life project. It would
also facilitate the identification of barriers that
scenarios as gender, socioeconomic level or religion
impose on the construction of identity and, of
course, the obstacles that these scenarios represent
for people to visualize possible vocational worlds.
All of which would encourage the consolidation of
biographically congruent life projects that is, based
on the individual’s own experiences congruent
with the economic and political realities in which
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individuals live to promote their empowerment in
the face of an increasingly volatile contemporary
labor market.

Conclusion

The historical and conceptual journey made
in this article showed that in epistemological terms,
vocational psychology transited from a mechanistic
paradigm represented by a person-environment
fit model (emphasis on traits) to an organicist
vision. This organicist vision was based on develo-
pmental premises and became a model anchored
in evolutionary stages, that later gave rise to what
was called vocational development. Currently, a
contextualist approach has emerged, based on
cultural psychology and the use of narrative as a
discursive tool. With its functional characteristics,
narrative equips individuals with the reflective
skills necessary to take responsibility for their own
occupational and educational trajectory. The latter
option is positioned as the most pertinent and
viable in contemporary times, given the profound
changes that have taken place in current labor
structures and dynamics. In this new scenario,
vocational identity emerges as a key construct to
approach the study of vocational behavior. This is
because vocational identity considers the socio-
cultural dynamics that contextualize it and shape
the actions of individuals in a constantly changing
work and academic environment.
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