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Abstract

In reminiscence and appreciation of two decades of
friendship and collaboration with Fred W. Vondracek the
present chapter sketches the debate about the impact
of contextual constraints vs. personal agency on indivi-
duals’ career development. It is suggested that scholars’
theoretical positions with regard to these two poles are
influenced by their socio-historical context as well as their
own biographical experiences. In a historical flashback,
the major impact of Donald E. Super’s work in the 1960s
and the 1970s is highlighted. He had coined the prevailing
Zeitgeist in vocational psychology when Fred began his
career in this academic domain. However, Super’s theo-
rizing and work did not remain unchallenged. His strong
emphasis on the self and personality was questioned by
Walter S. Neff, a very creative spirit who has become
almost forgotten in the field. In his 1968 book, one may

find precise anticipations of social change phenomena as



well as precursors of modern dynamic systems notions
applied to career development. The chapter finishes with
a critical reflection on new concepts such as protean and
boundaryless careers.
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context, history, Super, Neff.

Introduction

I met Fred W. Vondracek for the first time in 1995 during
a student excursion of our department to several academic
places in the U.S | and it was a most pleasant, welcoming, and
hospitable professor that I met. Two years later, Fred visited
our department for a couple of months. We were interested
in predicting young peoples’ timing of consecutive steps in
their career development. I had no expertise in the field of
vocational psychology and was dependent on his theoretical
background. Yet, from the very beginning he treated me as
an equal and never tried to indoctrinate me. On the contra-
ry, he insisted on me being the first author of our common
product (Reitzle, Vondracek & Silbereisen, 1998) although
he had contributed most of the substance. Over time, we got
to know each other better, shared many views on psychol-
ogy and the academic world in general and became friends.
When I learned more about the field and could contribute a
bit more substance to our discussions, it became clear that
we both perceived career transitions as occurring in context.
This insight was inevitable because we were mostly working
on data of adolescents and young adults raised in the two
different contexts of pre-unification Germany. My impression

was that Fred always emphasized a bit more the new oppor-
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tunities and almost unlimited options for agency of eastern
young people after unification, whereas I was a bit more skep-
tical and stressed the market constraints which had replaced
the former ideological oppression. Of course, the variety of
potential pathways towards self-actualization had increased,
but only in principle. There was also an increase in material
insecurity and unpredictability of the future. Easterners were
not socialized to cope with such a high degree of uncertainty.
Consequently, context would have a crucial impact on their

job-related as well as private transitions.

Context and Agency

Since the days in the Berlin Youth Longitudinal Study, I
have always been skeptical towards individual agency as the
primary driving force in human development, not because
I believe in structural determinism, but more so because so
many turns and decisions at junctions happen unconsciously,
unplanned, or simply by chance. Insofar, I could subscribe
to our basic doctrine of “development as action in context”
when it was defined the following way: “In short, the action
perspective of development is a useful fiction, a paradigm
which helps to clarify and systematize basic concepts and
methodologies ... we do not wish to imply that action aimed
at development is always conscious, deliberate, or rational
(Silbereisen & Eyferth, 1986, p. 5).” Fred often quoted the
ideas of Ford and Lerner (1992). They aimed at uniting per-
son and context in their Developmental Systems Theory. This
meant finding a theoretically sound compromise between
apparently incompatible positions which were illustratively

outlined by Ford (1994):
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“Sometimes people are seen as “pilots” of their lives
- choosing the destinations toward which they will sail;
choosing the means of getting there with some knowledge of
the characteristics of their ship and the factors that influence
it such as the force of the winds, the currents of life, and the
availability of essential supplies ... Another view sees people
as machines or “robots” responding automatically to events
which impinge on them. In this view, the winds and currents
of the sea of life carry a person’s ship wherever they may
go. The nature of the design of the ship, the power of the
currents, winds, and other forces to which it is subjected,

determine its directions and movement (p. 10).“

I have never seen humans as will-less objects, neither of
social structure nor of destiny. However, the numerous studies
comparing easterners and westerners after unification demon-
strated to me how powerfully structure can modulate human
agency. For example, it has been lamented for decades in Western
Germany that women with higher education have increasingly
shunned motherhood and that reproduction has mainly been
left to lower educational strata. After unification, this trend per-
sisted in Western Germany. In the East, the contrary occurred:
Motherhood among well-educated young females increased
(Reitzle & Silbereisen, 1999). With their high qualifications,
they maintained employment during the economic restructuring
and thus could afford family formation. Due to the wide-spread
childcare facilities inherited from the GDR, they were able to
maintain their jobs and were not reliant on a male partner.
Half of the women from lower educational tracks, instead, had
to struggle with unemployment after unification (Reitzle &
Vondracek, 2000) explaining their reluctance to family formation.

The basic impression from our data that the post-unification east
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had not turned into a land of plenty just waiting for everybody‘s
agency to grasp the new opportunities, brought me closer to the
mostly British literature on structural influences on life course
and social exclusion (Bynner, 2001; Bynner & Parsons, 2002;
Bynner, Ferri, & Shepherd, 1997; Furlong & Cartmel, 1997; Joshi
& Paci, 1997; Wyn & White, 2000).

Socio-historical context and biography shape theoretical

reasoning

Whether person or structure prevails in social science theory
has a lot to do with the socio-historical context. In the economic
growth societies of the postwar 1950s and 1960s, context con-
sisted predominantly of opportunities despite existing social
inequality. In Germany, higher education and college degrees
were largely the privilege of middle and upper middle class.
Working class offspring rarely made it to the highest German
school track (Gymnasium) or to a university. Still, there were
opportunities to thrive and to even transcend borders between
social classes by virtue of ambition, aspiration, and persever-
ance. In the “golden age” between roughly 1960 and 1974 the
macroeconomic markers pointed to seemingly unlimited growth.
During this period, German unemployment rates were, with
only two exceptions, below one percent. Because of the ex-
treme demand for workforce, foreign workers from Italy, Spain,
Portugal, and Turkey were convinced by government agencies
to come to Germany. Starting with 500,000 foreign workers
in 1962, their numbers surpassed 2.5 million in 1973. In this
scenario, career development clearly depended on aspirations,
goals, and work-related values. Whether it be in economic

self-reliance, preference for leisure and consumption, social
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rise, or personal self-actualization, the labor market offered
options and pathways for each goal.

Beside the current socio-historic context of researchers,
their past biographies, particularly experiences in their “im-
pressionable years” (Alwin, 1994) during adolescence and
young adulthood, inspire their theoretical ideas. Erik Erikson’s
biography is a case in point (see Noam, 1999). Erikson was
initially influenced by the romantic tradition of adolescent
“Wanderlust” that represented a youth movement with a strong
emphasis on individual freedom and resistance against the
prevailing Zeitgeist of technology and industrialization. After
the Nazi atrocities forced him to emigrate and uprooted him,
questions of “Who am I?” “What is my relationship to religion
and to the great ideologies of the centuries?”became salient.
These experiences combined with the fact that he was con-
ceived out of wedlock while his mother was married with the
Dane Salomonsen. His biological father remained unknown.
Upon discovering her pregnancy, his mother fled to Frankfurt,
Germany, where he was born as Erik Salomonsen. Then he was
adopted by Theodor Homburger, his mother’s new husband
and took on the name Erik Homburger. After his emigration he
renamed himself Erik H. Erikson. His theoretical emphasis on
an autonomous intrapersonal identity complies with his long
history of unstable social identities. That he repeated his first
name to create his own last name completes the story.

Besides Fred’s biographical cornerstones on which I will
dwell in my conclusion, the prevailing academic Zeitgeist is
formative for young researchers when they enter their career.
As already mentioned, most often the theories and approach-
es correspond to the socio-historical context in which they
emerge. Following this line of reasoning, I became interested in

studying more deeply the arguably most influential scholar in
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vocational psychology of the 1960s and 1970s, Donald E. Super.,
to learn how the agency vs. context debate was viewed when
Fred began his academic career. The fact that Super yields nine
entries in the reference list of the recently published book of
Vondracek, Ford, and Porfeli (2014), speaks for his unbroken

influence in this field.

The advancement of Super’s life-span, life-space approach

In Super’s early writings (e.g., 1953) occupational choice
was the core topic. Point of departure for Super was the
work of Ginzberg, Ginsburg, Axelrad and Herma (1951). The
major pillars of their theory were the following propositions:
Occupational choice is a process of some ten years, it can be
subdivided into the three periods of fantasy choice, tentative
choices at around age 11, and realistic choices starting at
around 17. The process of occupational choice was thought
to end in a compromise between interests, capacities, values,
and opportunities. In addition, the process is irreversible be-
cause it needs considerable investments of time, money, and
adjustments of the ego. Context had only begun to appear in
the form of “opportunities.” The emphasis, however, was on the
person’s developmental sequence. This referred to all persons
universally. For Super (1953), this approach was too coarse. He
criticized that the concept of interests was underexposed, that
individual differences were not acknowledged, that persons had
the capacity for a variety of successful careers, that the forma-
tive and canalizing force of role models was overlooked, that
the existence of career patterns contradicted the irreversibility
claim, that the complexity of person-environment interaction

was underestimated, and last but not least, that there was no
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account of a desirable match between work and the remaining
facets of life such as family, leisure, friends etc. The critique
already contained many “modern” elements with regard to
humans as complex person-environment systems. Still, the self
and context were treated as separate entities which must be
reconciled by some process of adaptation.

In a later paper (Super, 1956), context was introduced as a
type of moderator imposing different foreclosure-like choices
on persons with similar aptitudes: “This kind of interaction be-
tween individual and environment might be illustrated by two
boys, each with considerable fine finger dexterity, one growing
up in a Swiss mountain village, the other in a middle-class
city family (p. 250).” The former will become a watchmaker,
of course, because his manual skill is cultivated, praised and
reinforced in his watch-making family. The other boy, instead,
is socialized to a more sophisticated expression of his dexterity
in an artistic or scientific domain. He might be driven by his
more intellectual context to becoming an engineer. Context
canalizes but does not impede. In the worst case, the context
may socially disapprove the initial choices and aspirations:
“Thus a boy may attempt to meet his need for status by using
his artistic aptitude, but, on finding that artistic success is
not valued by his peers and brings ridicule instead of praise,
may give up his artistic endeavors to try some other status
giving activity (p.251).” There is some contextual influence
on boys’(!) occupational choice through approval/disapproval
from significant others. This, however, has nothing to do with
structural constraints.

Some years later (Super, 1969a), the scope was extended to
career development across the life-span: “A career is a sequence
of occupations, jobs, and positions occupied during the course

of a person’ working life (p. 3).” Continuities and discontinuities
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in the lives of individuals were taken into account. At this point,
contextual constraints imposed by SES and family background
were also considered. However, they influenced the starting
points of careers only, the careers paths were optimistically
upward bound in any case: “His starting point is his father's [!]
socioeconomic status, he climbs up the educational ladder at a
speed fixed both by his psychological and social characteristics
and by the resources provided by his family environment. He
enters the world of work which is determined by the rung on
the educational ladder which he has reached at the time of
leaving education for work. He progresses through an entry
job into other jobs, which may or may not be related to each
other in constituting a career field in the sense of continuous,
progressive achievement (p. 3).” Super conceded that higher
levels of education more likely lead to conventional and stable
career patterns whereas lower levels yield a higher probability
of multiple-trial and unstable patterns. In addition, Super sug-
gested an interdisciplinary view on career development. The
sociological focus would be on social allocation (e.g., parental
SES), the psychological focus on personality factors (intelligence,
interests) and the psychological implications of career steps,
and the economic focus on pay and fringe benefits. His core

¢

focus remained on psychological factors such as “vocational
maturity” which develops in a sequence of “crystallizing a vo-
cational preference, specifying it, implementing, stabilizing in
the chosen vocation, consolidating one’s status, and advancing
in the occupation (Super, 1969a, p. 4).” Change of occupation,
in this framework, was deemed a result of mismatch between
one’s self-concept and one’s concept of the current occupation.
If important attributes of the occupation are not incorporat-

ed into one’s self-concept or vice versa, a tendency towards

change will occur. This is the case because the superordinate
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goal of this mutual incorporation is self-actualization, and the
person is the major force in achieving this goal: “the deciding
individual, construing himself and his environment in his own
way is a major determinant of his own career, even though he
operates in a context of external determinants (p. 7).” Despite
this obvious primacy of the person, Super complained in this
paper about being perceived as a pure self-concept theorist
by some of his peers.

In another paper of the same year (Super, 1969b) he outlined
his vision of a vocational development theory in the late eighties.
The major focus was again on individuals’ self-concept, however,
enriched by the idea of the “career tree” that was supposed to
visualize the differential career decisions of young people with
the same starting point (junior high school), mainly based on
the weighting of their verbal vs. spatial-mechanical aptitudes:
“Each group, for example the physical science students, is
shown in this factor space, and those who changes plans, for
example to business organizations, are shown by arrows which
start the group from which they are moved and end at a point
which shows where they stand on the two aptitudes. In this
case, for example, the ex-physical science new-business-organ-
ization group is lower on both verbal and spatial factors than
is the group which retained the major (Super, 1969b, p. 11).”
Besides these talent-related traits, he wanted to get a handle
on the differential effects of various types of exploration, in-
tentional vs. fortuitous, systematic vs. random, and self- vs.
other-initiated. In closing his vision, Super providently made
the success of self-concept, as an overarching theory of voca-
tional development, dependent on macro-contextual conditions:
“Surely the importance of the individual as a decision-maker
depends on his freedom to make decisions. Self-actualization

depends on social mobility, upon the fluidity of the social class
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system, upon the accessibility of educational and occupational
resources to the individual (p. 13).”

Ultimately, Super (1980) elaborated the idea of career devel-
opment as a sequence of choices. At each step, opportunities
for choice are determined by previous steps. For example, the
amount and type of schooling determines what type of occu-
pations a person may enter. The initial type of occupation and
persons’ job performance determine later occupational posi-
tions open to the individual. The last full-time job is a major
determinant of life-style in retirement with regard to retirement
income, activities and social relationships. Prior success was
seen as sufficient condition for later success. A profound edu-
cation should almost always lead to a high level initial position.
This position combined with excellent performance on the job
should almost always lead to a promotion or to a profitable
job change etc. As in earlier versions, the starting or decision
points were supposed to be socially stratified according to SES
and education: “They depend upon the educational achievement
of the individual, for in the case of manual workers without
special training the decisions are largely those of what kind
of manual job to seek among a situationally restricted list and
where to seek it, while for executives the decision points depend
largely upon how well they have done their latest assignments
and what kind of vacancies open up (or fail to open up) as a
result (Super, 1980, p. 292).”

Recent decades have shown that even for highly educated
persons, achievements at one point may represent necessary
but no longer sufficient conditions for an upward career.
Particularly, rocky transitions from education to work often be-
come an everlasting burden on each subsequent step (“scarring
effect”; Blossfeld, 1989; OECD, 1998), even for well-educated
young people. The burst of the DotCom bubble in 2000 had
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young top executives dropped from a luxurious work life
to unemployment. A similar fate hit bankers and investment
bankers in the financial crises of 2007/2008. Even without
these economic shocks, the quest for a job seems to be more
detached from self-concept issues today. Vocational decisions
no longer aim primarily at self-actualization. Instead “Bread
before Bach” as Maslow once stated (Burns, 2010) seems to

be the motto for many.

Too much “self” in vocational psychology - Neff vs. Super

As early as 1970, a controversy between advocates of person
and context became visible in Super’s review of Neff’s book
(1968) “Work and human behavior.” In a five-page article, Super
(1970) extensively defended contemporary vocational psychol-
ogy, particularly his own contribution, against putatively false
allegations of being too person-laden ending with the recom-
mendation that “The book should be read by practitioners and
students for its contributions to the philosophy and methods
of rehabilitation, but not as a treatise or text on work and
behavior (p. 167).” Neff (1970) replied politely pointing to the
difference between himself and the mainstream: “In chapter
7, I examine the chief theories of vocational behavior (Super,
Ginzberg, Roe, plus mention of the work of such people as
Holland and Flanagan), after making it explicit that I believe
that this literature is less useful for helping us understand how
people become workers than it is for providing insights into
how people make occupational choices’ (p. 530).”

What was the essence of chapter seven that had so upset?
From today’s perspective, the conceptual ideas on which Neff

based his critique appear sometimes very modern, holistic,
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interdisciplinary, in short, farsighted. Basically, he criticized
his coevals with gradual differences for focusing too much on
occupations instead of on work and its different aspects and
functions in human development. Furthermore, he complained
about mainstream’s circling around the trinity of abilities, apti-
tudes, and interests as relatively static personality factors, about
the neglect of contextual conditions, thereby attributing choices
at each step of career development to “voluntarism and ration-
alism”, about the neglect of emotions, spontaneous heuristics,
and chance operating on individuals’ career pathways, and ul-
timately about the disregard of social change steadily altering
the contextual conditions for choices. Super was particularly
faulted for placing career choice too much in the service of

self-concept only, a blurry and ill-defined construct in Neff’s eyes:

“To support Super’s theory, two general conditions would
have to prevail in the real world. First, young people would
have to enjoy almost unrestricted freedom in making occu-
pational choices and in shifting from one sort of training to
another as circumstances dictate. Second, these young people
would have to operate at least as rationally as an electronic
computer, in the sense that they would have to be more or
less continually involved in matching whatever data they
have about themselves to whatever data they have about oc-
cupations. Should either or both of these conditions fail to
hold, then there is little reason to expect that there will be
any generally detectable relationship between the pictures
people have of themselves and the occupations they ultima-

tely enter (Neff, 1968, p. 104f.).”

He did not deny that this scenario may apply to some in-

dividuals, but he insisted that real life is too complex to boil
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major developmental outcomes down to a few personality var-
iables even if they are allowed to interact with some features
of the immediate context such as family, peers, and school:
“... a host of factors must be considered as having some
influence on occupational behavior quite apart from the
self-concept. Constraints arising from socioeconomic status,
the particular aspirations, biases, and predilections prevailing
in individual families, barriers posed by ethnic and demo-
graphic factors, differences in the relative ease of entry into
the different occupations, prevailing stereotypes concerning
differential occupational prestige, the various frictions and
rigidities which characterize the system of formal education,
the influence of prestigious peers and adults, sheer inertia
— these are only some of the variables which, more often in
combination than singly, may serve to determine choice of
occupation ... Occupational activity is too molar as a sphere
of behavior to be easily linked to a single kind of determinant
... In one sense, then, Super is too much of a psychologist

and not enough of a general social scientist (p. 105).”

Over and beyond his critical appraisals, Neff offered some
other modern ideas, e.g., by overcoming the traditional ante-
cedent-consequence thinking of the 1960s. The first one dealt
with the idea of transaction within an inseparable person-con-
text unit (cf. the “relational developmental metanarrative”;
Overton, 1998): “We should emphasize that we are considering
here only one side of what is always a two-sided transaction:
between the individual and his surround. Living organisms not
only live ‘in” an environment; they are in a continuous state of
interaction with environmental forces. Human behavior is not

only a function of the kind of individual the person happens
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to be, but is also a function of what is happening to him. In
the ordinary stream of events, these two sets of conditions of
behavior are intertwined (p. 119).” Another notion resembles
the idea of circular causation between everyday micro-processes
and (changing) higher-order structure in the dynamic systems
theory (DST, e.g., Nowak, Vallacher & Zochowski, 2005; van
Geert & Steenbeek, 2005; Witherington, 2011). In this vein,
Neff acknowledged that self-concept and occupational choices
are not separable entities. The factors and constraints he had
enumerated and a person’s way of handling these factors affect
not only their choices, but also their self-concept at the same
time. Neff’s reasoning that at each step of career development
choices imply constraints which reduce the person’s options is
compatible with the DST concept of emergent attractor states
(van Geert & Steenbeek, 2005). The narrowing of the scope of
choice is due not only to an increasingly rigid environment,

but also to the inertia of an individual’s psyche:

“The chief determinants of the increasing restriction of free-
dom are the frictions and rigidities inherent in the institutional
environment. Earlier decisions to take or drop a given school
subject can exert a powerful influence on later educational
options. Not only does the educational system itself display
increasing rigidity with time, but it is psychologically easier
to continue on a given course of action than to abandon it
and start all over in something else. The result is a series on
increasingly restricted compromises between what one wants
to do and what is actually available ... Thus, an individual may
wind up in an occupation which is relatively incongruent with
his actual personal attributes, largely because early and irrevo-
cable choices were made — whether accidentally, impulsively,

or simply mistakenly (Neff, 1968, p. 109).”

93



Neff’s account of social change came true

Last, but not least, Neff (1968) made an argument for treating
context as dynamically as the individuals acting and deciding in
these contexts: “In the real world, however, conditions are never
constant, and the real world is the locus of Super’s research
enterprise. Too many things are operative to permit any set of
purely personal attributes, no matter, how construed, to bear
any very close relation to the kinds of work people are actually
found to perform (p. 106).”

As a matter of fact, social change with all its consequences
for career development is largely unpredictable. Besides the
economic shocks mentioned above, even smooth changes alter
the conditions for career development. The German “educational
expansion” beginning in the 1960s granted higher education to
a broader spectrum of youth. This did, however, not necessarily
improve their options for career choice. Until today, there has
been an oversupply of youngsters with college degrees in the
liberal arts sector while there is a shortage of skilled workers in
manufacturing and the trades. The halfhearted introduction of the
bachelor/master system in Germany has created bachelors with
skill profiles for which many employers felt no need: Too highly
skilled for low wages, not skilled enough for good positions. While
the political emphasis in Germany has been on higher education
for the last decades, the quality of the lower tiers of our stratified
school system has suffered. Around 70 percent of the 20 to 34
year-olds without a school degree and more than 30 percent with
a degree from the lowest school track (“Hauptschule”) remain
without occupational training (Anbuhl, 2012). These figures have
remained constant since the mid 1990s. These youths in particu-
lar suffer from globalization with the increasing export of entire

low-skill branches with their corresponding jobs to threshold
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countries. The dramatically changed world of work leaves a
considerable number of young people facing the question of
whetber instead of what with regard to work, particularly in the
economically dire contexts of southern Europe. In contrast to the
“golden age” outlined at the beginning, a bigger portion of the
young generation is struggling at lower levels of Maslow’s (1970)
need hierarchy today than in the era of unquestioned economic
growth and full employment. Paradoxically, this contrasts with a
marked enhancement of education, technological progress and
a theoretically much greater variety of options and career paths.
The price for the greater variety of options seems to be the
greater variety of unpredictable risks (Beck, 1992). In sum, the
picture has changed from a static match between self-concept
and occupation to a dynamic navigation through changing tides

and unforeseen rough seas.

How the controversy ended - a balance sheet

Sometimes vision gets lost. In Thomson Reuters© Web of
Science, Neff scores with 21 records, among them a commentary
in Science, yields 50 citations and an h-index of 4. In contrast,
Super has 94 entries, 1425 citations and an h-index of 16, aside
from numerous academic honors and awards (Savickas, 1995).
In recent years, Super has experienced an impressive citation
revival after a dip in the curve. His tremendous productivity and
the continuous extension of his approach to the role of work
and careers in individuals’ development across the life-span have
granted him an outstanding place in vocational psychology of
the 20th century.

Despite his conceptual ideas which appear ahead of the

times, Neff’s work, particularly his 1968 book “Work and human
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behavior”, never gained considerable influence in the field.
Super’s sending him back to his niche of “the philosophy and
methods of rehabilitation” (Super, 1970, p. 167) apparently had
its effect. Excellent appraisal by other colleagues did not help
to spread the conceptual ideas which ordered the practical
advice given in this book: “Work behavior is treated in what
the writer calls a ‘Transactional Approach.” This means that
work behavior is a complex inter-relationship between the
person and his work culture. ... The book is rich in bringing
forth important historical, sociological, psychoanalytical, and
psychological aspects of work ... As a final testimony to the
excellence of this book, I will be ordering it for my class as
soon as I complete this sentence (Perrone, 1970, p. 259f.).”
Unfortunately, as professor of psychiatry and psychology in the
emerging and controversial field of psychiatric rehabilitation
at NYU and SUNY/Stony Brook, Neff was more of an outside
observer of vocational psychology than a “member of the gang.”
Neither personnel selection nor career planning and vocational
counseling, the main pillars of this field in these days, were
his genuine topics. Last, but not least, there is another marked
difference between him and Super. While the latter was an
aviation psychologist with the rank of major in World War II
(Savickas, 1995), Neff was head of the New York Council of the
American Peace Mobilization, a communist-associated organi-
zation founded in 1940. Together with ten other teachers, he
was suspended from City College of New York in April 1941
as a result of the Rapp-Coudert Committee (Joint Legislative
Committee to Investigate the Educational System of the State
of New York) hearings. In the same year he wrote a book with
the title “Foreign Policy and Peace” (Neff, 1941) published by
the New York Council of the American Peace Mobilization that

does not appear in his Web of Science records.
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The immortality of good ideas - the dynamic system

perspective

The idea of complex interactions of person and context in
the pursuit of mastering one’s vocational development over
one’s entire life course, in short, a transactional model, has
survived and is well-documented in the work of Fred Vondracek.
After having issued a first cornerstone with the book “Career
development: A life-span developmental approach” (Vondracek,
Lerner & Schulenberg, 1986), he has recently put together the
distillate of his academic work in the book “A living systems
theory of vocational behavior and development” (Vondracek
et al., 2014). It touches on all modern ways of thinking about
development: a plea for a holistic instead of an atomic or seg-
mental approach, an emphasis on dynamic processes instead
of static variable connections, the idea of self-construction
and self-regulation instead of being affected by internal and/
or external forces, the idea of feedback loops and action con-
trol, and the person and his/her idiosyncratic patterning of
biological, psychological, and social characteristics instead of
sample-based variable networks as the primary unit of analysis.
The focus on the individual may be the fruitful heritage of the
experienced clinician and counselor Vondracek.

The notion of systemic functioning is based to a great part
on the work of Ford whose book “Humans as self-constructing
living systems” was first released in 1987. Since the 1990s,
a dynamic systems perspective has increasingly infiltrated
developmental science from different angles (e.g., Thelen
& Smith, 1994; van Geert & Steenbeek, 2005, Witherington,
2007). Despite some conceptual differences, the core element
is the structure organizing everyday micro-processes as, for

example, individuals’ interpreting, thinking, and action, alone
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and in social interactions. Stability of systems is obtained via
attractor states which, according to their number and energy
levels, evoke flexible (high number, low energy) or rigid (low
number, high energy) attributions and responses in everyday
processes. Ultimately, the individual attractor landscape can be
regarded as personality (Nowak et al., 2005). Its development
through everyday interactions is usually a process of selection
and focusing, in other words a reduction of theoretically count-
less options which exist in the beginning: “Conceptualizing
personality in terms of attractor dynamics thus captures both
the human proclivity for continual change and the tendency to
forge and maintain personal stability in one’s interaction with
the environment. A person’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviors
may initially be generated in response to situational demands,
but over time they come increasingly under the control of sta-
ble internal states (cf. Lewis, 2000). With the development of
attractors, moreover, there is a restriction in intra-individual
variation and the emergence of inter-individual differences (p.
354).” Attractor landscapes are rather inert, change slowly, but
may also be spontaneously restructured if the system experienc-
es serious perturbations in the course of major developmental
transitions or life events.

Ideas about constraints of repertoires can also be found in
Ford (1994). Talking about self-organization, he acknowledged
organismic and environmental boundary conditions. With regard
to the former, “the best social strategy, humanistically speaking,
is to assume that there are few organismic limits on learning
potentials and to seek to design environments and methods
to cultivate the desired functions (p. 155).” Environmental
boundaries, on the other hand, may cause individual differenc-
es in performance capabilities (e.g., scholastic aptitude tests)

mistakenly attributed to a genetic origin. How the individual
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can deal with an unfortunate high potential in adverse con-
text combination, was insinuated by Ford (1994) in terms of
adaptation: “Children born in a city ghetto or in rural isolation
will learn to adapt their inborn potentials to their particular
environments (p. 157).” This notion could be reformulated as
an emergence of context-specific attractors. In the extreme
case the alienated inner city young man may form an ostensi-
bly successful street survivor habit, knowing when to hit first,
smelling the police in advance, and acting aggressively in case
of doubt. The rural local yokel may form a successful law and
order habit, knowing how gain influence in a small community,
exploiting conformity, portraying himself as the straight patri-
ot. However, both could have become open-minded successful
college graduates if raised under more conducive conditions.
Thus, in line with the idea of multifinality, similar natural as-
sets may lead to completely different developmental outcomes
depending on context. In contrast to Ford’s “habit formation”
leading to automatized performance capabilities which can be
applied efficiently and effectively without requiring primary
attention, attractors do not have necessarily positive valence.
They may neither be accompanied by immediately gratifying
emotions, refer to intentions and desired states, nor yield
positive developmental outcomes in the long run (Nowak et
al., 2005). Granic and Patterson (2006) present an illustrative
example for the emergence of deviant behavior by the build-up,
widening, and deepening of a “deviant talk” attractor within a
peer group with only restricted normative success.

Coming back to the initial framing of this chapter, namely
individual agency vs. contextual constraints, one should keep
in mind that attractors are built in everyday interactions with
persons from one’s prevailing contexts. This line of reasoning

suggests that social constraints or even social exclusion with
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regard to career development extend beyond factual obstacles
such as material hardship, low quality schooling or the lack
of promoting networks. Social constraints also include psycho-
logical factors operating in one’s context such as, for example,
educational aspirations of the family, the prevailing valence
of education and work in the neighborhood, successful role
models, explorative tendencies fostered by secure attachment,
encouragement to try out, early opportunities for mastery, and
the current normative climate with regard to career opportu-
nities and the future in one’s cohort and social stratum. These
factors and climates operate through the filtered and weighted
experience of one’s everyday interactions with protagonists in
one’s various contexts thereby contributing to the formation and
changing of structure in a developmental time metric whereas
structure itself forms, filters and weights immediate experience
in real-time (“circular causality”, see e.g., Witherington, 2007).
One formidable example of a very effective attractor that is un-
consciously formed as a byproduct of social class and pedigree
is Bourdieu’s “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1982). Habitus evolves from
concrete interactions with family and upper class peers from
infancy onward forming a strong attractor of being a winner, of
being in control, of being superior. This attractor is accompanied
by appropriate manners, social skills, and a kind of invincible
aura. Habitus is introduced into almost every social interaction
in such a convincing fashion that interaction results in success
and reinforcement. Insofar, habitus not only reflects the mate-
rial advantage of the upper class context but is an immaterial
embodiment of class-typical interaction at the same time.

By accepting the DS way of thinking that personality is not
genetically determined but a structure, a landscape of attractors
massively influenced by cognitive-emotional micro-processes

within the person which are closely linked to interactions with
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other persons, the prominent role of context is undeniable.
Except for a few biologically determined assets or constraints
representing “pre-wired attractors” (Nowak et al., 2005), the many
“selves” in self-direction, self-organization, self-achievement, and
self-regulation (Vondracek et al., 2014) are to a considerable
degree embodiments of interactions with others. Under a DS
perspective, the dichotomous split into person and context, into
nature and nurture, and the subsequent attempt to quantify their
contributions to developmental pathways, is fruitless because
person and context are inseparable entities. Contexts derive their
psychological meaning through individuals’ transactions only,
whereas a completely context-free individual personality does
not exist. This view complies with Overton’s (2007) relational
organicism-contextualism — with a special emphasis on “relational”.
Under this premise the uniqueness of the individual self is not
the uniqueness of persons but the uniqueness of person-context
systems. Even unpredictable and idiosyncratic system phenomena
such as emergence are not person-borne (“person” used here in
the traditional meaning as antagonist of context) but system-borne:
“Emergence in a system, the coming into being of new patterns
or forms as a result of interactions among the very components
that comprise the system — such is the nature of self-organization,
both as a phenomenon and as the metatheoretical underpinning
of DSP (Witherington, 2007, p. 135).”

What do these metatheoretical considerations mean for
career development? The “self” is not a superior being who
masters contextual demands and opportunities in a conscious,
cognition-ruled, planful and goal-oriented manner guided by
feedback loops and subsequent adjustment of action and/or
goals. This picture resembles more a heater control than a dou-
ble pendulum or a Lorenz wheel. In contrast, the movements

of living systems through space and time are often driven by
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unconscious forces, are driven by emotions and former emo-
tional experiences, rarely follow a well-elaborated master plan,
do not even necessarily move in the direction of a desired
state, and perform sudden and unpredictable turns that occur
in periods of shaky system states. Whether there is a goal at
all and whether this goal represents an energy-rich attractor,
i.e. a wide and deep funnel, itself results from system activity,
i.e., from person-context interactions.

Considering the role of context in dynamic systems, it can
be concluded that system stability has a lot to do with context
stability, for better or worse. Granic and Patterson (2006), for
example, demonstrated that coercive interaction and deviance
stabilize by persistent and script-evoking interaction contexts.
In the positive sense, straightforward goal building and goal
pursuit performed by stable systems occurs more likely in stable
and predictable contexts. As already stated, contexts are mul-
tifold at different layers (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and consist of
persons in the immediate environment, a normative climate and
culture, material conditions in terms of persons’ financial situa-
tion, institutions, legislation etc. Even if they are not particularly
conducive, a clear definition and long-term predictability of these
context facets help a system’s stable functioning. Nowak et al.
(2005) related the stability of system functioning to the amount
of “noise”, i.e., the combined effect of a host of biological, cog-
nitive, environmental, and social factors at a given moment. In
low noise situations, systems will hover around their attractors
irrespective of their strengths. Noise of medium size will dest-
abilize weak attractors. The functioning of the system comes
under control of strong attractors only. High levels of noise even
erode strong attractors and increase the attention to situational
cues: “Under such conditions, in other words, personality repre-

sents a fairly weak force in generating behavior (p. 377).” With
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regard to career development, the Great Depression represented
a high noise situation. People with various shades of education,
work ethic, and career plans were uniformly either running for
any job or desperately trying to maintain their jobs for material
survival. In other words, their behavior did not mirror too many
personality differences, i.e., differences in system functioning.
Paradoxically, low noise situations do not produce vast individ-
ual differences in behavior either. The overall conducive context
allows individuals to tune their behavior according to prevailing
norms and generally desirable states. This situation resembles
the era of postwar economic growth. The prevailing norms were
life-long employment with the same employer, upward mobility,
increasing affluence, job satisfaction, clear division of roles in
work and household (see the omnipresent “he” in Super’s writ-
ings), and self-fulfilment through work (for most women through
maternity, household chores, and attractive appearance). Sources
of variation were differential interests in various job domains,
the extent of upward aspirations, and the fit between interest,
aptitude and work characteristics.

It comes as no surprise that theorizing about career devel-
opment then circled around these “self-concepts” and extended
to context mainly with regard to the match between the person
and the immediate work environment. The private context
provided guidance for the formation of interests according
to abilities as in the example of the Swiss watchmaker (see
above). However, this example has a touch of rigid foreclosure
rather than of dynamic systems. Macro-contexts, the econom-
ic and demographic situation, the labor market, social class
and social exclusion played, if at all, a secondary role in the
psychological study of career development. The assumption of
context-independent stages and mechanisms implicitly granted

these approaches the status of universally valid theories.
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The current situation is probably one of medium noise levels.
In industrialized countries, nobody must fear starvation or an
end in the gutter. However, upward mobility combined with
occupational self-actualization has no longer the normative top
rank on most young people’s vocational agenda. Maintaining
parents’ standard of living or even preventing a severe descent
from their economic levels has become a major concern (Coté
& Bynner, 2008). Unlike weak noise situations, the current
scenario offers an ostensibly greater variety of options, but at
the expense of higher risks and a loss of context predictability.
Under these conditions, inert biologically “pre-wired” attractors
and reactivity to immediate situational demands seem to reign
system functioning. Today is neither the time of a unitary rush
for survival as happens in massive crises, wars, and dearth,
nor the time of a common striving for personal desirable ide-
als at the top rank of Maslow’s need hierarchy in a socially
protected and predictable environment. A return to more basic
concerns is indicated by the steady decline of social capital in
the U.S. (Putnam, 1999). In a similar vein, a marked decrease
of participation in voluntary and community associations from
60 to 20 percent has been observed across the birth cohorts of
1946, 1958, and 1970 in the UK (Bynner, 2005). The last three
decades have been marked with the label “individualization”,
often with the connotation of voluntary idiosyncrasy (e.g.,
Arnett, 2000, 2004). However, the fact behind individualization
is that even persons with similar pre-wirings and resources may
follow different pathways at crucial bifurcations by virtue of
only minor differences in system functioning which, of course,
implies influences from the distal context (e.g., social class,
ethnicity, labor market, locality), transmitted by interactions
with the proximal context (see also Bynner, 2005). In DS terms,

our time seems to be the era of multifinality whereas the dec-
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ades of seemingly infinite growth in the 1950s and 1960 may
have been the high tide of equifinality: the majority of the
respective cohorts could pursue a successful career whether
by talent, parentage, education, diligence, perseverance, or any

combination of these factors.

Boundaryless and protean careers - the new stairway to

self-actualization for everybody?

Multifinality is mirrored in the contemporary vocational
literature. To find the best fitting occupation is no longer the
goal, but the successive build-up of occupational portfolios
(Gershuny & Pahl, 1996). In order to maintain options, young
people must accumulate education and preserve their human
capital by life-long learning. Despite better schooling and, on
average, better formal education, transitions from education
to work have become diversified, rockier and have left vary-
ing portions of younger cohorts behind (“Getting nowhere”,
Bynner et al., 1997; “The bottom half”, Lewis, Stone III, Shipley
& Mazdar, 1998; “Status zero”, Williamson, 1997). In countries
such as Spain and Greece, more than fifty percent of young
people below age 25 were unemployed in the years 2012
and 2013 (Source: Eurostat). Once the step to employment is
accomplished, based not necessarily on one’s occupation or
training, career development has many faces. This is reflected
by novel concepts such as “boundaryless careers” and “protean
careers”. In short, boundaryless careers are characterized by
mobility between different employers (Arthur, 1994), whereas
protean careers emphasize the initiative and responsibility of
employees for their careers (Hall, 1976, 2004). The vignettes
offered by Sullivan and Arthur (2006) to illustrate boundary-
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less careers include a reduction of career aspirations in favor
of family life, a career plateau of a highly qualified specialist
with intended job change, and an increase in qualifications
in order to quit employment for founding a home-based
business. All these examples represent self-initiated and de-
liberate transitions. The protean career occurs mostly as a
set of career-related attitudes (Baruch, 2014; Briscoe, Hall, &
Frautschy DeMuth, 20006). The concept behind it has idealistic
and emancipative connotations: “The protean person’s own
personal career choices and search for self-fulfillment are the
unifying or integrative elements in his or her life (Hall, 1976,
p- 201).” In other words, protean career success takes into
account personal development and the ability to follow one’s
dreams as the most important career success factor (Hall &
Chandler, 2005). In addition, it places the person’s values above
organizational goals (Hall, 2004). The respective measures of
attitude usually come down to taking responsibility for one’s
career: “I am in charge of my own career,” “I take responsibility
for my own development,” “I navigate my own career, mostly
according to my plans” (Baruch, 2014), “I am in charge of my
own career,” “Ultimately, I depend upon myself to move my
career forward” (Briscoe et al., 2006). For their validation, in-
struments were mainly applied to business students, managers,
executives, and even former US Navy admirals. Unexpectedly,
protean career orientations did not contrast with traditional
work attitudes among ordinary employees in Vietnam and bus
drivers in New Zealand (Baruch, 2014). High protean scores
were negatively related to the intention to quit the job in the
Vietnam sample and positively related to traditional career
attitudes and affective organizational commitment among New
Zealand bus drivers. Against this backdrop, one may question

the validity of protean attitude measures across the whole
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range of qualification levels, jobs, and cultures. Furthermore,
there is only scarce evidence about the relation between these
attitudes and real career pathways (Briscoe et al., 2006). And
finally, the direction of causality is unclear.

Extending the scope to a broader spectrum of ordinary
working people, the euphonic labels of “boundaryless careers”
and “protean careers” can be easily misused to justify the leve-
ling of workers’ rights by disguising them as acts of liberation
and means for achieving self-direction and self-actualization
(cf. Ehrenreich, 2006). With regard to the emergence and
popularity of these constructs over the recent decades, one
may ask ‘cui bono’? Was there a mass movement of workers
and employees pressing employers to grant them the right
to quit their jobs whenever they wanted, to work for lower
wages with temp agencies, to work as contractors instead of
regular employees with pension and health plans, or to hop
from internship to internship instead of being regularly hired?
Or do these postmodern work arrangements serve primarily
employers’ flexibility to adjust personnel costs to fluctuations
in trade cycles and sales markets in a globalized economy?
Usually, macro-economic demands precede the change in insti-
tutions, legislation, the value climate and ultimately individuals’
values and attitudes (Schmidtchen, 1997). This is completely
in line with the fundamental ideas of DST, embodiment, and
finally Vygotsky’s process of internalization (see Shotter,
1993; van Geert, 1999): Humans create mental concepts out
of what they do (upward causality), and with these concepts
they justify and consolidate what they do (downward causal-
ity). Axinn and Barber (1997) demonstrated impressively the
precedence of doing before appraising in a longitudinal study:
The longer unmarried couples cohabitated, the more critical

their attitudes towards family formation became, and not vice
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versa. Consequently, the widely used prefix “self” in the recent
career literature may often turn out to be an ex post facto
self-adjustment to constraints and self-justification rather than
self-initiation and self-direction. In the recent German Shell-
Study (Shell Deutschland Holding, 2015) on more than 2,500
adolescents and young adults, “a secure job” was ranked (71
percent) highest among youngsters’ job-related aspirations.
Despite critical viewpoints (e.g., Wahba & Bridwell, 1976)
on Maslow’s need hierarchy (Maslow, 1970), there can be no
doubt that material and physical security needs are more basic
than occupational self-actualization. For this reason, Waters,
Briscoe, Hall and Wang (2014) included only persons without
material hardship in their study on positive effects of protean
attitudes among unemployed people because hardship would
introduce “noise” into job search activities. They referred to
Leana and Feldman (1995) who indeed found that “Workers
who had greater responsibilities (e.g., having more children
to support) seemed to feel greater pressure to get reemployed
no matter the quality of the job (p. 1397).”

Although genuinely related to career development and a
host of psychological variables, the concepts of protean and
boundaryless careers originated from management and HRM
research. In this arena, they experienced a boom parallel to the
changing world of business and work in the last two decades
of the 20th century and thereafter. It is also in this arena that
these concepts are heavily debated and critized (e.g., Ehrenreich,
20006; Inkson, Gunz, Ganesh, & Roper, 2012; Tams & Arthur,
2010; Mayrhofer, Meyer, & Steyrer, 2007). Developmental psy-
chology with its presumed value-free interest in the description,
explanation, and optimization of human development (Baltes,
Reese & Nesselroade, 1988) usually treats macro-context as

a neutral backdrop that can be described, e.g. in terms of
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collectivism vs. individualism, as a cultural property, but has
neither political nor ideological valence. Context factors such
as economic interests, economic power and legislation, political
restrictions, structural constraints and social inequality, power
inequality, ethnic discrimination etc. are usually delegated to
sociology, political sciences, and allied disciplines. In contrast,
the debate among business scholars on novel career concepts is
exhilarantly frank and close to reality. Particularly the bound-
aryless career is critized for being a blurry albeit fashionable
concept: “the term ‘boundaryless’ was not developed by schol-
ars seeking an appropriate term to describe particular career
phenomena, but diffused uncritically into the literature because
of its currence as a conference banner and its attractiveness to
organizational studies (Inkson et al., 2012, p. 326).” Further,
the authors question the overemphasis on personal agency, the
normalization of boundaryless careers by implicitely devaluing
tradtional career pathways as stultifying, and the claimed pre-
dominance of boundaryless careers without supporting data.
For the fil rouge of the present chapter, the arguments in the
agency-structure debate illuminate the difference of viewpoints
between vocational psychology and (some) management schol-
ars: “In the vocational perspective the individual is the agent
of his or her own career, but the organizational perspective
assumes that organizations can control members’ careers. A
still wider perspective asserts that institutional forces, such
as social class, gender, ethnicity, education and government
regulation, also constrain even the most agentic career actors
(Mayrhofer et al., 2007). In considering institutional influences
on career, we find it impossible to ignore ideology. (Inkson
et al., 2012, p. 327).” In an earlier writing Roper, Ganesh, and
Inkson (2010) concluded that “boundaryless career discourse ...

is a manifestation of wider neoliberal discourse that emphasizes
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individual rather than societal or organizational responsibility
for economic and career outcomes (p. 673).” Such a framing of
a scholarly debate in a wider political context is hard to find
in psychology, e.g., in the voluminous research on entrepre-
neurship. Undeniably, boundaryless careers (“boundary crossing
careers” in Inkson et al.’s terms) exist, but are restricted and
mostly studied among professional, technical, and managerial
groups who are able to exercise agency due to their excellent
qualifications. For unskilled workers, women and minorities,
boundaryless may simply mean unemployment, insecurity
and anxiety (Inkson et al., 2012). In a similar vein, Tams and
Arthur (2010) point to contextual constraints and boundaries
for boundaryless careers and career-related agency in general
such as employment settings, labor market intermediaries, in-
dustry fields, institutional resources conveyed through social
networks and occupational groups, cultural expectations and
ethnicity, popular sentiments, and global socio-economic trends
(p. 633). Interestingly, these autors also conceptualize context
as “interdependent” which moves closer to the DST ideas and
contrasts with the traditional person-context split as outlined
above: “An independent approach conceives contexts as an
objective reality, external to the individual. Another approach
is to see contexts and individual agency as mutually enacted
through collaborative practices ... This framing of context is
particularly relevant at the micro-level, in looking at interactions
among career actors ... An interdependent framing of agency
also acknowledges the multilayered nature of contexts span-
ning from the immediate context of interpersonal interactions
and organizations to macroforces at the level of industries, the
economy, national cultures, and society (p. 638f.).”

In sum, the person vs. context or agency vs. structure de-

bate has a long tradition in vocational psychology and shines



through even in the early debate between Neff and Super when
the field was clearly dominated by personal factors such as
interests, aptitudes, and self-concept. Theory and research on
vocational and career development have become increasingly
interdisciplinary, now spanning departments of psychology, soci-
ology, economics, management, and human resources. Although
career development has considered context for a while, the
nature of the person-context transaction is often ill-defined.
Do autonomous agents cope with contextual givens or are in-
dividuals embodiments of interactions with contexts or both?
The widely-used term “contextual givens” for the animate part
of context is misleading. With regard to psychology the term
reveals a certain naiveté. Even the macro-context is not a stage
design but consists of other human actors, either in individual
or organized form with diverse interests and different power.
Human beings do not enter the stage like Martians and simply
look how they can get along with the “givens”. From their very
first cry, humans are embedded and raised in a highly complex
context structure of interests, power, and culture represented by
other individuals and man-made organizations. These contexts
with their boundaries and opportunities are not simply external
forces that individuals must struggle with or adapt to. From a
DST perspective, contexts find their way into individuals’ per-
sonalities via accumulated day-to-day interactions and resulting
experience. Although not rooted in DST, the concept of bounded
agency (Shanahan & Hood, 2000) accounts for context-induced
constraints on person’s choices and developmental pathways.
However, it was again not psychologists who questioned an
exaggerated emphasis on agency. Besides structural constraints,
chance (Hirschi, 2010) and unconscious decisions (Krieshok,
Black, & McKay, 2009) also represent delimiters of agency as

prime factors in career development.
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Personal epilogue - sociohistorical context and biography

shaped our reasoning

Coming back to my impression of minor differences between
Fred and myself with regard to agency and structure, DST
can provide a straightforward explanation as can Vygotsky’s
concept of internalization. Psychological researchers underlie
the same processes as their subjects. Their mental concepts
including their theoretical reasoning are inherent parts of their
personalities which are to a high degree internalizations (em-
bodiments) of accumulated action and interaction experiences.
Hall, the inventor of the protean career, offers a felicitous ex-
ample: “As I think about my ideas on the protean career (that
is, a career that is self-determined, driven by personal values
rather than organizational rewards, and serving the whole
person, family, and “life purpose”), I realize just how much
of that thinking came from what I observed and learned from
my parents (Hall, 2004, p. 2).” Then he described his father’s
career pathway perfectly matching his concept and confessed
that these internalized experiences had led him to his career
choice of becoming an academic, i.e., being self-employed yet
still getting a regular pay check (p. 3).

Fred’s work life is a superb example of a boundary crossing
and self-directed career trajectory. From his father’s tiler shop
in the Rhineland near Bonn to a full professor’s and associate
dean’s position at Penn state, he crossed geographical as well
as occupational borders more than once. Although his sister’s
previous emigration to the US may have served as a contex-
tual facilitator, it was his own completely autonomous plan
to navigate his life towards an academic career abroad from
scratch, i.e., without speaking English, without having studied

before, without any prior formal arrangements with regard



to work. When the self-made man Fred became a researcher
(after having graduated and worked as a clinical psychologist,
another boundary crossing), the theoretical arena in vocational
psychology was dominated by approaches like Super’s em-
phasising self-concept, match between self-concept, aptitude
and occupation, and planning. Insofar, prevailing theories
and Fred’s biography were an almost perfect match, with the
only exception that he may be regarded as a positive outlier
on all career-related constructs starting with the prefix “self”.
Consequently, he was selected to the Outstanding Young Men
of America in 1972.

My story differs. I graduated from high school in 1974 in
the aftermath of the 1968 student rebellion, held sceptical
attitudes towards state institutions, was opposed to the polit-
ical viewpoints of my family, and did not really know what
to study. As a half-orphan and refugee kid from the GDR, I
was raised with a blend of unlimited maternal love and very
limited material resources. A secure career choice seemed to
be secondary school teacher. However, decreasing birth rates
and ensuing spending cuts in the educational sector present-
ed a bleak outlook. I became a psychologist, an enthusiastic
clinician burning for the brand-new ideas of social psychiatry.
My numerous job applications, albeit with a straight A uni-
versity degree, never suceeded. When I ran out of money, a
friend gave me a job ad for the “Berlin Youth Longitudinal
study”, I became a researcher, one-year contract first, then
twelve contracts in six years, became a PhD, wanted to cross
the boundary to business. The same friend gave me a job ad for
a commercial opinion research institute, I was hired as senior
researcher, turned down a top level offer from a competitor
for family reasons, went back to the academic sphere with the

mediation of my former PhD advisor Rainer Silbereisen etc.
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... In essence, my career trajectory was much more coined by
context and chance, regardless of unconscious decisions and
heuristics I don’t have access to. However, despite my more
critical view of agency, I have always profited from Fred’s
planfulness, rigor, and perseverance as expressed in his smooth

admonition: “You may want to get this done by tomorrow!”
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