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DIFFERENCES

BETWEEN SUPPLIED AND
ELICITED CONSIDERATIONS IN
CAREER EVALUATION

L. R. COCHRAN
Memorial University of Newfoundland

This paper studies the difference between deciders’ uses of supplied and elicited considerations
within the context of career evaluation. Twenty first-year students rated 10 elicited career
alternatives on 5 supplied constructs (e.g., demanding/relaxed) and 5 personal constructs. Next,
students indicated their preferences between alternatives, when presented with 25 pairs of careers.
Reaction times were recorded. The results indicated that personal constructs were more
interrelated and more evaluatively compatible than supplied constructs. These structural
attributes of constructs also correlated significantly with indecisiveness or reaction time. It was
concluded that deciders were more coherent in using personal rather than supplied constructs.

Stemming largely from Personal Construct Theory (Kelly, 1955), a considerable number of
studies have demonstrated reliable differences between a person’s use of personally generated
constructs in contrast to externally supplied ones. Personal constructs appear to be more
meaningful and useful to people than constructs which are supplied by others (Adams-Webber,
1970; Bonarius, 1971; Landfield, 1968). However, as Stringer (1972) has noted, there is by
comparison a general lack of studies which demonstrate what these differences mean with
reference to other activities.

The present study compared personal and supplied construct systems within the context of
career evaluation. In career guidance, people are frequently supplied with considerations
thought to be important in making a career decision. To the extent that a person is required to
use supplied considerations, he must learn to construe career alternatives in a relatively
unfamiliar and perhaps less manageable language. What is the difference between a decider’s
ability to use personal versus supplied constructs to evaluate career alternatives?

In this study, deciders rated 10 career alternatives on 5 supplied and 5 elicited
constructs. Two measures are of interest: the degree of interrelatedness and
the degree of value conflict among constructs. First, it is assumed that a more
interrelated set of constructs would allow a decider to more easily integrate considerations
into an overall evaluation of alternatives, since strong and definite relations decrease
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the ambiguity of constructs.® Two pilot studies support this view of ambiguity. Using students
having difficulty making a career choice, non-parametric measures of construct interrelatedness
correlated strongly with the stability of career preferences over a one-week period. Stability was
defined by a rank order correlation between two career rankings. For one sample of 13, the p
correlation between interrelatedness and stability was 0.753. For another sample of 10, the
correlation was 0.924. Deciders with weaker relations among career constructs had more
difficulty in integrating their considerations into stable preferences. Second, value conflict or
ambivalence is apt to also heighten difficulties in making a decision. The two main hypotheses
of this study are that personal constructs will be more interrelated and more evaluatively
compatible than supplied constructs.

Combined, these hypotheses assert that a set of personal constructs will function better as a
whole than a set of supplied constructs. Structurally, the functionality or coherence of a
construct system is partly defined by interrelatedness (assumed ease in integration) and
evaluative compatibility. These two aspects of functionality may be tested against an
independent measure of career indecisiveness. While indecisiveness is expected to increase
with ambiguity and ambivalence, personal construct measures were expected to predict it better
than supplied construct measures.

METHOD
PROCEDURE

Twenty first-year university students participated in the experiment. Each was tested
individually and paid for participation. The study was introduced as a way to find out how
people decide upon one career rather than another.

Students wrote the names of 10 career possibilities on 10 small cards and were then
instructed to sort these cards according to 5 supplied constructs. “For example, the first
dimension is demanding versus relaxed. Go through these alternatives and place them here if
they are demanding, here if they are relaxed, and here if they are in between or neither one.”
After the cards were sorted into three piles, subjects were asked to differentiate further. “Look
through the careers which are demanding. Place those which seem quite demanding here to
distinguish them from those which are just somewhat demanding. Now do the same for the
relaxed group.” When sorting was completed, the career cards were shuffled and a new
construct was introduced. Subjects rated careers on five supplied constructs and then rated them
on five elicited or personal constructs.

For the second task, preselected pairs of alternatives (i.e., numbered pairs such as 1-10, 2-3,
etc.) were presented verbally with instructions to name the alternative of each pair which would
be most preferred.

For an elaboration of this relation between structure and the quality of construing, particularly
with reference to thought disorder, see Bannister and Fransella (1971).
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Reaction times were measured by stopwatch between the completion of the stimulus and the
beginning of the response. To increase reliability, reaction times were measured to a fifth of a
second. Twenty-five of a possible 45 pairs were presented, which seems to be an adequate
sampling of the total range of comparisons.

Supplied constructs. In order of presentation, the supplied constructs were
demanding/relaxed, high salary/low salary, much opportunity/little opportunity, working with
people/working with things, and self-directed/directed by others. They were selected because of
their general importance in career decision-making and the frequency with which they had been
elicited from students in previous studies.

Personal constructs. Each supplied construct was used to elicit a personal construct to
ensure comparability of the two sets. Unrelated sets of personal and supplied constructs are not
necessarily comparable, which is certainly one weakness in many previous studies of this issue.
Also, this procedure reflects the actual social situation in guidance where clients are often
supplied with considerations and must draw out their implications in personal terms. “I would
like to get five personal considerations which are important to you in making a decision. Here is
the first dimension, demanding versus relaxed. Would you prefer a demanding position to one
that was relaxed? Now why would you prefer a job that was X (demanding or relaxed) to one
that was Y?” When the preferred pole of the construct was named, students also named the
contrasting pole. For instance, challenging may be the preferred pole and boring the contrasting
pole. In this way, preferred poles were identified and personal constructs elicited.

This procedure was based on Hinkle’s (1965) laddering technique for eliciting superordinate
constructs. It is plausible to assume that personal constructs are generally superordinate to
supplied constructs since supplied dimensions must be assimilable to, encompassed by or, in
short, subordinate to personal dimensions if they are to be meaningfully integrated within the
decider’s evaluation of alternatives. Information, for example, which could not be encompassed
would simply not be usable. Consequently, the difference between supplied and elicited
considerations could be rephrased as the difference between subordinate and superordinate
constructs. However, it must be stressed that the five supplied constructs were selected because
of their importance to students in making a career decision (i.e., making money is hardly an
unfamiliar or unimportant consideration to most deciders). In consequence, many of the elicited
constructs are apt to be translations of supplied constructs into more personal terms (i.e., what
the money means to them personally).

MEASURES

Intensity. For a set of 5 constructs, there are 10 intercorrelations.
Each  correlation was squared, multiplied by 100, and averaged with
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the other correlations to give an overall variance-in-common score (Bannister and Mair, 1968).
This score measures the overall strength of relations among a set of constructs.

Evaluative compatibility. Prior to computing intercorrelations, the preferred poles of
constructs were aligned. Any negative correlation would then indicate value conflict. For
example, if exciting/boring and worthwhile/worthless were positively correlated, it would
indicate that exciting careers tend to be worthwhile, while boring careers tend to be worthless.
But if the correlation were negative, then exciting careers would tend to be worthless, and
boring careers would tend to be worthwhile. Defining value conflict as a negative correlation,
the negative correlations in a set were squared, multiplied by 100, summed, and divided by the
total sum of variance-in-common scores. This percentage score measures the amount of
variance which is evaluatively incompatible.

Reaction times. Since the 25 reaction times for each subject were highly skewed, a
nonparametric measure was thought more appropriate. The number of reaction times exceeding
a criterion of 1 4/5 seconds was used to rank order subjects. To resolve ties, the sum of reaction
times over criterion was used. For example, if two people had seven scores over 1 4/5 seconds,
those seven scores would be added and the sum used to resolve the tie.

RESULT

Intensity of construct relations. The average intensity scores were 25.25 and 38.41 for
supplied and personal constructs, respectively. A correlated t test indicates that this difference
was significant, t (19) = 2.98, p < 0.01. Personal constructs were significantly more interrelated
than supplied constructs.

Compatibility of construct relations. The percentage scores for value conflict averaged
35.02 for supplied constructs and 16.50 for personal constructs. Using a correlated t test, this
difference was also significant, 1 (19) = 3.04, p < 0.01. Personal constructs were significantly
more compatible than supplied constructs.

Indecision. Subjects were rank ordered on reaction time, intensity, and evaluative
compatibility for both supplied and personal constructs. As expected, the intensity of personal
constructs predicted reaction time more strongly than the intensity of supplied constructs
(-0.611 to -0.290). However, contrary to expectation, the incompatibility of supplied constructs
predicted reaction time more strongly than the incompatibility of personal constructs (0.530 to
0.181). While both personal construct intensity and supplied construct compatibility correlated
with indecisiveness at a probability less than 0.01, they correlated negligibly with one another
(r = -0.155). Measures of ambiguity and ambivalence among deciders’ considerations did
predict indecisiveness, but personal constructs were not uniformly better predictors than
supplied constructs.
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As a check on these results, correlations were conducted using reaction time criteria other than
1 4/5 seconds. While the correlations decreased slightly, the results were quite similar.

DISCUSSION

For the two main hypotheses, the evidence is strong. Personal constructs were more
interrelated and more evaluatively compatible than supplied constructs. Deciders are apt to be
less coherent using provided constructs, since these considerations were shown to be less
“integratable” and less compatible. Consequently, if a person is required to use extraneous
constructs (i.e., to talk the language of the counselor), he is apt to construe alternatives in a
more fragmented fashion. Using provided constructs, a person is apt to have more difficulty in
establishing or expressing a coherent basis for preferring one alternative to another.

While the qualitative transition from provided to personal constructs could be characterized
in a variety of ways, the most striking feature appeared to be that personal constructs frame,
more obviously and directly, personal issues which a career must resolve. For example, subjects
construed opportunity in relation to ability to handle the job, stagnation, interest. “rat race”, and
so on. They construed demanding-ness in relation to challenge, ability to cope, pressure,
responsibility, achievement, and so on. The high degree of value conflict among supplied
constructs becomes more understandable through this varied list of personal issues.?

Theoretically, the evidence supports Kelly’s view of personal construct systems. To
function as a whole, as a construction system, requires coherence; and coherence depends to a
considerable extent upon orderly relations among constructs and a minimization of conflict,
which differ significantly within personal and supplied construct systems. This structural
distinction between personal and supplied constructs also appears to be relevant to the recent
work of Markus (1977) on the difference between schematic and aschematic constructs,
between constructs which are part of an articulated cognitive structure and those which are not.

Structural measures of intensity and incompatibility did indeed correlate significantly
with reaction time, but, in an interesting reversal of expectation, incompatibility
among supplied constructs predicted indecisiveness better than incompatibility
among personal constructs. One explanation might be that since incompatibility among

2 See NAPS document No. 03202 for 2 pages comprising a list of the constructs elicited from
each subject. Order from ASIS/NAPS, do Microfiche Publications, P.O. Box 3513, Grand
Central Station, New York, N.Y. 10017, U.S.A. Remit with order for each NAPS document
number $U53.00 for microfiche or $U55.00 for photocopies. Outside U.S.A. and Canada,
postage is $U53.00 for a photocopy and $US.1.00 for a fiche. Make checks payable to
Microfiche Publications. Institutions and organizations may use purchase orders when ordering;
however there is a billing charge for this service.
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personal constructs was so low, the negative correlations which defined incompatibility
capitalized on chance. A low negative correlation, for instance, is more likely to indicate that
the constructs involved are unrelated rather than conflicting. Consequently, the measure of in-
compatibility would be less valid for the set of personal constructs. A second possibility is that
people must eventually instantiate their super-ordinate personal constructs through the
subordinate details of careers. Perhaps conflict is more likely to appear when personal issues are
framed against the perceived brute facts. The tenuous resolutions a person has made in framing
a personal construction of alternatives may shatter in the face of perceived career realities.

In social interactions such as career counseling, one way of construing must often be
translated into another way of construing. Supplied constructs must be translated into personal
constructs. Aschematic constructs must be translated into schematic constructs, and vice versa.
The results indicate that when personal constructs are translated into supplied constructs,
conflict and implicational impoverishment would be expected to be heightened. Deciders would
be likely to experience considerable difficulty in extending their personal constructions of
alternatives to encompass the more “objective” constructions supplied by counselors or
guidance brochures. Alternatively, the translation of supplied considerations into personally
significant meanings is apt to be very fallible.

In conclusion, the well-documented finding that personal constructs differ from supplied
constructs was placed within the context of an important social activity, the provision of career
considerations. The results clearly demonstrated that personal constructs were more interrelated
and more compatible than supplied constructs. And the structural attributes of construct systems
predicted indecisiveness about career preferences. Deciders with less interrelated and less
compatible constructs were more indecisive.
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