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INTRODUCTION: THE INFLUENCE
OF OBSERVATION ON CAREER
CHOICES

Career  decisions  are  among  the  most
significant  choices  we  make  in  life.
Traditional  theories  often  focus  on
personality traits, interests, or economic
factors  to  explain  how  people  choose
their  paths.  However,  one  powerful
framework  looks  beyond  internal
characteristics to consider the profound
impact of environment, observation, and
experience. This is the Social Learning
Theory Of Career Decision Making,
originally  developed  from  the  broader
work of Albert Bandura and later refined
by career psychologists John Krumboltz,
Anita  Mitchell,  and  Brian  Jones.  This
theory suggests that career choices are
not made in isolation; they are shaped
by  learning  experiences,  social
interactions,  and  the  behaviors  we
witness  in  others.
Understanding this model can help job
seekers, students, and career changers
recognize  how  their  past  experiences
and social environments have influenced
their current aspirations. It also provides
a  practical  roadmap  for  gaining  new
skills  and  confidence  by  deliberately
engaging with role models and learning
opportunities.  In  this  article,  we  will
explore  the  core  components  of  the
Social  Learning  Theory  Of  Career

Dec is ion  Mak ing ,  i t s  p rac t i ca l
applications,  and how you can use its
principles to make more informed and
flexible career choices.

ORIGINS AND CORE CONCEPTS

Before  delving  into  career-specific
appl icat ions,  i t  i s  important  to
unders tand  the  psycho log ica l
foundation.  Albert  Bandura’s  social
learning theory emphasizes that people
learn  by  observing  others,  imitating
behaviors, and noting the consequences
of  those  behaviors.  This  observational
learning  process  is  central  to  how we
develop  self-efficacy—the  belief  in  our
ability  to  succeed  in  specific  situations.
John  Krumboltz  and  his  colleagues
adapted  these  ideas  into  a  career
development  context.  Their  Social
Learning Theory Of Career Decision
Making  posits  that  an  individual’s
career  path  results  from  the  complex
interaction of four key factors:

Genetic Endowments and
Special Abilities: Inherited traits
such as race, gender, physical
characteristics, and innate talents
that may predispose a person
toward certain learning
experiences or career preferences.
Environmental Conditions and
Events: Uncontrollable factors like
social, economic, and cultural
forces, as well as random events
such as meeting a mentor or
encountering a job loss.
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Learning Experiences: Both
instrumental (direct
rewards/punishments) and
associative learning (observing
others’ experiences) that shape
skills, interests, and beliefs.
Task Approach Skills: The
cognitive and behavioral tools a
person develops—including work
habits, problem-solving skills, and
emotional responses—which
influence how they handle career
tasks.

These four factors interact continuously,
meaning  that  career  decisions  are
dynamic  rather  than  fixed.  This
perspective  empowers  individuals  to
recognize that they can actively shape
their  future  by  seeking  new  learning
experiences  and  challenging  limiting
beliefs.

HOW LEARNING EXPERIENCES
SHAPE CAREER BELIEFS

According  to  the  Social  Learning
Theory Of Career Decision Making,
learning experiences are the engine of
career  development.  Every  time  you
observe  a  parent’s  work  satisfaction,
receive  praise  for  a  school  project,  or
hear a story about a professional’s day,
you  are  accumulating  information  that
influences  your  career  expectations.
T h e s e  e x p e r i e n c e s  c r e a t e
generalizations  about  yourself  and  the
world of work.
For example, if you consistently observe
that  engineers  in  your  family  enjoy
creative  problem-solving  and  are
financially  stable,  you  may  develop  a
positive  association  with  engineering
fields.  Conversely,  if  you  witness  a
teacher being undervalued or stressed,
you might unconsciously avoid education

careers.  The  theory  emphasizes  that
these  connections  are  formed  through
both direct reinforcement (you enjoyed a
summer job) and vicarious learning (you
saw a role model succeed in a role).
A  crucial  implication  is  that  career
indecision or unsatisfying choices often
stem from limited or distorted learning
experiences.  Someone  who  has  only
been exposed to  corporate  jobs  might
lack  the  confidence  to  consider
entrepreneurship.  By  intentionally
seeking new experiences—volunteering,
j ob  shadow ing ,  i n fo rmat iona l
interviews—individuals can broaden their
learning and revise their career beliefs.

THE ROLE OF SELF-EFFICACY
AND OUTCOME EXPECTATIONS

Two concepts from Bandura’s theory are
especially  relevant:  self-efficacy  and
outcome  expectations.  Self-efficacy
refers  to  your  confidence  in  performing
specific  tasks,  while  outcome
expectations are your beliefs about the
results of  those tasks (e.g.,  “If  I  study
nursing, I will get a stable job with good
pay”).
In  the  context  of  the  Social  Learning
Theory Of Career Decision Making, these
factors  are  built  through  learning
experiences. If you repeatedly try math
problems and succeed, your math self-
efficacy  grows.  If  you  observe  a  sibling
thrive in a biology career, your outcome
expectations  for  biology  become
positive.  Career  choices  often  reflect  a
balance between self-efficacy—“Can I do
this?”—and outcome expectations—“Will
it be worth it?”
Counselors using this theory frequently
help clients  identify  gaps in  their  self-
efficacy.  For  instance,  a  woman  who
avoids  leadership  roles  may  have
internalized a message from childhood



Social Learning Theory Of Career Decision Making 3

3

that  women  are  not  assertive.  By
watching successful female leaders and
p rac t i c i ng  l eade r sh ip  i n  sa fe
environments,  she  can  build  new
efficacy  beliefs  and  expand  her
perceived  career  options.

PLANNED HAPPENSTANCE:
EMBRACING CHANCE EVENTS

One of the most innovative contributions
of  the  Social  Learning  Theory  Of
Career Decision Making is the concept
of  planned happenstance.  Krumboltz
argued that unplanned events—a chance
meeting,  a  sudden  job  opening,  an
unexpected  layoff—are  major  factors  in
career paths. Rather than ignoring these
unpredictable  influences,  the  theory
encourages individuals to develop skills
to capitalize on them.
Planned happenstance involves staying
open-minded,  networking  actively,
cultivating  curiosity,  and  persisting  in
the  face  of  setbacks.  For  example,  a
person who attends a random workshop
and  meets  a  future  employer  has
benefited from a chance event, but only
because they positioned themselves in
an environment where that event could
occur.  This  component  of  the  theory
emphasizes that career decision-making
is  not  about  finding  one  perfect  fit  but
about  continuously  adapting  and
learning  from  surprises.
This  perspective is  liberating for  those
who feel  paralyzed by the pressure to
make  the  “right”  choice.  Instead  of
analyzing every option exhaustively, you
can  take  small  actions—talking  to
people,  trying  new  activities—and
remain  flexible  enough  to  adjust  your
plans  when  opportunities  arise.

APPLYING THE THEORY IN

PRACTICE

Whether you are a career counselor, a
student,  or  a  mid-career  professional,
the  Social  Learning  Theory  Of  Career
Decision  Making  offers  actionable
strategies.  Below  are  some  practical
ways to apply its principles:

1. Expand Your
Learning
Experiences
Seek  out  diverse  environments  and
observe  professionals  in  fields  you  are
curious  about.  Use  informational
interviews,  job  shadowing,  online
courses,  and volunteer  work  to  collect
fresh impressions. Each new experience
can reshape your beliefs about what you
enjoy and what you can achieve.

2. Identify
Limiting Beliefs
Reflect on statements like “I’m not good
with numbers” or “Creative careers don’t
pay well.” Ask yourself: Where did this
belief  come from? Was  it  based  on  a
single  experience  or  on  observing
someone else? Challenge the accuracy
of  these  generalizations  and  look  for
counterexamples.

3. Build Self-
Efficacy Through
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Mastery
If  you  lack  confidence  in  a  certain  area,
start with small, manageable tasks. Each
success  builds  efficacy.  For  instance,  if
public speaking scares you, practice in
front of friends, then a small group, then
a  larger  audience.  Over  time,  your
learning  experiences  will  rewrite  your
internal narrative.

4. Cultivate
Planned
Happenstance
Skills
Develop  soft  skil ls  l ike  curiosity,
persistence,  flexibility,  and  risk-taking.
Attend  networking  events,  jo in
professional  groups,  and  say  yes  to
unexpected  invitat ions.  Create
conditions  where  lucky  encounters  are
more likely to happen.

5. Use Career
Counseling as a
Learning Lab
Career  counselors  trained  in  social
learning  theory  often  use  assignments
that involve real-world exploration. They
might  ask  a  client  to  interview  three
people in a field of interest or to spend a
day  observing  a  work  environment.
These activities are designed to provide
new learning data that inform decision
making.

COMPARISON WITH TRADITIONAL
CAREER THEORIES

The  Social  Learning  Theory  Of
Career Decision Making stands apart
from older models like Holland’s RIASEC
(which matches personalities with work
environments) or Super’s developmental
stages. While those theories tend to view
career choice as a one-time match or a
predictable  life  stage,  social  learning
theory  is  more  fluid  and  acknowledges
change  over  t ime.  I t  a lso  g ives
significant  weight  to  environmental  and
chance factors,  which many traditional
models undervalue.
For  example ,  a  person  w i th  an
“investigative” personality (according to
Holland’s types) might still  become an
artist if they have learning experiences
that strongly reinforce artistic skills and
outcomes.  The  soc ia l  learn ing
perspective  explains  why  people
sometimes  pursue  careers  that  seem
inconsistent with their personality—they
have been shaped by unique observation
and reinforcement histories.
Moreover, social learning theory offers a
clear  path  for  intervention.  If  a  client
lacks relevant learning experiences, the
counselor  can  help  them create  those
experiences. This is more proactive than
simply interpreting test results.

CRITICISMS AND
CONSIDERATIONS

No  theory  is  without  its  limitations.
Critics of the Social Learning Theory
Of Career Decision Making argue that
it may underestimate the role of biology
and  personality  stability.  Additionally,
because  it  emphasizes  learning,
individuals  who  have  had  limited
opportunities  for  diverse  experiences
(due  to  poverty,  discrimination,  or
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geography)  may  feel  that  the  theory
places too much responsibility on them
to change their circumstances.
However,  advocates  respond  that  the
theory does not ignore systemic barriers;
i t  acknowledges  environmental
conditions as a key factor. The goal is to
help  individuals  recognize  how  these
conditions  have  shaped  their  choices
and  to  empower  them  to  seek  new
learning  opportunities  within  their
constraints. When combined with social
justice  approaches,  the  theory  can  be
used to advocate for broader access to
career-relevant experiences.

CONCLUSION: A DYNAMIC PATH
FORWARD

The  Social  Learning  Theory  Of
Career  Decision  Making  offers  a
refreshing,  holistic  view of  how people
choose  their  occupations.  Instead  of
treating  career  decisions  as  a  single,

rational  event,  it  frames  them  as  an
ongoing  process  of  learning  from  the
world around us. By understanding that
our career beliefs are often the product
of specific experiences and observations,
we gain the power to change them. We
can deliberately seek new role models,
step into unfamiliar  environments,  and
practice skills that build confidence. And
w e  c a n  l e a r n  t o  e m b r a c e  t h e
unexpected, turning chance encounters
into stepping stones.
Whether  you  are  just  starting  your
career journey or contemplating a pivot,
this theory reminds you that you are not
fixed  by  your  past.  Your  next  great
ca ree r  move  may  come  f rom  a
conversation,  a  class,  or  a  moment of
curiosity.  By adopting the principles of
soc ia l  l ea rn ing—observat ion ,
experimentation,  and  reflection—you
can  create  a  career  that  is  not  only
successful but deeply fulfilling.


