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The purpose of the study was to examine the impact of internalized stigma of mental 

illness on the career development of college students with hidden disabilities. The availability of 

research investigating career variables within this population is limited and is primarily focused 

within the vocational rehabilitation arena. Therefore, one of the goals of the current study was to 

link separate bodies of literature on college students with disabilities, career development, and 

internalized stigma of mental illness. The second goal was to examine the interaction of 

internalized stigma of mental illness between career decision self-efficacy and career exploration 

on the perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for occupational possible selves (OPS). The 

study included college students with hidden disabilities and investigated variables related to 

mental illness and career. Participants were administered a background information 

questionnaire, the Career Decision Self-Efficacy scale (CDSE-SF), selected subscales of the 

Career Exploration Survey (CES), and the Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness scale (ISMI). 

Contrary to hypotheses, career decision making self-efficacy, career self-exploration, and 

internalized stigma of mental illness did not have a direct effect on the perceived likelihood of 

achieving hoped for OPS. However, career environment exploration did have a direct and 

positive association with perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS. Results further 

indicated internalized stigma of mental illness did not moderate the effect of career decision self-

efficacy and career exploration on the perceived likelihood of achieving one's hoped for 

occupational self. Study implications, limitations, and future directions are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Emerging adulthood is the period of development in between adolescence and young 

adulthood spanning ages 18-25 years (Arnett, 2000).  According to Arnett, it is characterized by 

a period of independent role exploration in which emerging adults are exploring various 

possibilities within love, work, and worldview, as well as identity.  This engagement in 

exploration is representative of emerging adulthood because of the absence of enduring role 

commitments, and this exploration is not as likely in later developmental periods.  As such, 

exploring identity and experimenting with different occupational and educational fields of study 

and making decisions independently are important developmental tasks during emerging 

adulthood (Cronce & Corbin, 2010).  Work experiences become more focused on the preparation 

for future adult work roles and understanding how these experiences lay the foundation for those 

future adult roles (Arnett, 2000).  It is not uncommon that college students change majors as they 

try on potential occupational roles, discarding some in order to pursue others (Arnett, 2000).  

Therefore, another important developmental task within this period is the resolution of career 

uncertainty.  Gallagher (2012) states that making a vocational choice is a “fundamental 

developmental issue” which calls for counselors to help emerging adults “refocus on the critical 

developmental task of preparing for one’s life work” (p. 176).            

However, what is less understood is the career development of college students with a 

hidden disability.  This is an important consideration as students with disabilities are gaining 

greater access to post-secondary education at colleges and universities across the United States 

(Hennessey, Rumrill, Fitzgerald & Roessler, 2008).  A recent study indicated approximately 11% 

of undergraduate students reported having a disability in the 2011-12 school year (U.S. 
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Department of Education, 2015).  Similarly, research conducted by the Higher Education 

Research Institute at UCLA (2011) indicated that more students identified having “hidden 

disabilities,” specifically attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (5.0%), a psychiatric disorder 

(3.8%) or learning disability (2.9%) than any other disability or condition.  The term “hidden 

disabilities” refers to a broad category used to define ADHD, psychological and learning 

disabilities.  Despite greater access to education and degree attainment, college students with 

disabilities are not achieving the same rates of post-graduation employment as their peers 

without disabilities (Hennessey et al., 2008).  Researchers have attributed these differences in 

career and vocational outcomes to limited career development and exploration among students 

with disabilities (Hitchings, Luzzo, Ristow, Horvath, Retish, & Tanners, 2001).       

Additionally, university counseling centers have observed increases in complexity and 

severity of psychological symptomatology within the college student population (Gallagher, 

2012) and previous studies indicated that career uncertainty was a major concern amongst 

college students (Bishop, Gallagher & Cohen, 2000).  Research has also shown that students 

with hidden disabilities have lower academic and social self-concepts than students in the overall 

population (HERI, 2011).  Yet, results from the 2006 National Survey of Counseling Center 

Directors (NSCCD) indicated that 88.5% of counseling center counselors time was spent 

conducting personal counseling, whereas only 5.8% of their time was spent providing career 

counseling (Gallagher, 2012).  This may not reflect a decline in a need for career-related 

counseling services, but rather may reflect a decline in counselors’ interest or ability to provide 

vocational counseling and career services (Gallagher, 2012).   

This chapter reviews career development theories, specifically Social Cognitive Career 

Theory (SCCT; Lent, Brown & Hackett, 1994) and Gottfredson’s Theory of Circumscription and 
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Compromise (1981), as frameworks to better understand the career development of college 

students with hidden disability.  Next, career decision-making self-efficacy, career exploration, 

and the theorized motivational aspects of possible selves in relation to college students with 

disabilities are explored to highlight their relevance to the question and the limited research in 

this area.  Further, the stigma of mental illness (i.e., internalized stigma) and its impact on self-

efficacy and employment outcomes will be discussed to identify its potential impact on the 

career development of college students with hidden disabilities.  The chapter concludes with a 

description of the study and specific hypotheses. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Career Development Theories 

No career development theory explicitly focuses on disability and career development; 

however, there are several theories that have useful constructs.  Lent, Brown, and Hackett’s 

(1994) social cognitive career theory (SCCT) is a particularly valuable framework for 

conceptualizing the career development of college students with hidden disability.  SCCT is 

designed to explain career outcomes such as how individuals develop vocational interests and 

make occupational choices (Lent, 2005).  Because SCCT also incorporates environmental and 

contextual factors, it can be used to conceptualize how psychological symptomology (i.e., 

personal influences) and related barriers (i.e., environmental and contextual factors) may 

influence career decision-making and career outcomes (Smith & Milsom, 2011).  For instance, 

learning to manage psychological symptoms may impede the time otherwise spent on various 

activities that promote career development.  Furthermore, if individuals perceive barriers related 

to mental illness, such as stigma and discrimination, as obstructions to their career path, they 

may be less likely to set goals and follow through on their goals or believe in the positive 

outcome their behaviors may have toward achieving their career choice (Lent, 2005).  

Additionally, SCCT incorporates other important constructs, such as self-efficacy, outcome 

expectations, and personal goals, which are believed to interact and influence one another (Lent 

& Brown, 1996).  SCCT provides a useful framework to understand the career development of 

college students with hidden disabilities to gain insight regarding potential barriers and 

challenges to career choice.  While SCCT does not explicitly address career exploration, nor 

does it address the sources of exploration that may contribute to self-efficacy, the theory 
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emphasizes the interplay of person and social factors as important to understanding the processes 

through which individuals develop vocational interests, career choices and occupational pursuits 

(Lent, 2005). 

Gottfredson’s (1981) Theory of Circumscription and Compromise is a developmental 

approach to the understanding of occupational choice within a social context.  From this 

theoretical perspective, career choice is viewed as a self and world-of-work matching process 

where individuals seek those “occupations that satisfy their interests and goals and for which 

they possess the skills, abilities, and temperament” (Gottfredson, 2005, p. 72).  The role 

environment plays in the development of interests, abilities, and skills is essential to this 

matching process as occupational choice is influenced by being exposed to careers held by 

family and friends, opportunities for internships and job shadowing, and observing the impact of 

effort on career success (Gottfredson, 2005; Luke & Redekop, 2014).  Gottfredson (2005) 

maintains that “the self resides in long-term consistencies in behavior, belief, and feeling…the 

self-concept derives from our perceptions of this individuated self and what we might want or 

fear to be” (p. 76).       

Thus, the first process in Gottfredson’s career theory is circumscription – to eliminate 

those occupations that conflict with one’s individualized self-concept.  Adolescents and 

emerging adults assess their interests, skills, abilities and rule out occupations they do not find 

suitable or compatible.  The second process – compromise is the abandonment of a preferred or 

attractive option (i.e., vocational choice) for a less acceptable, but more accessible and 

obtainable alternative (i.e., vocational compromise).  Gottfredson (2005) suggests that when 

individuals are forced to consider unacceptable occupational options, the process no longer 

appears as a matter of choice, but rather a barrier to vocational choice.  Theory of 
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Circumscription and Compromise does not explicitly address the behaviors and activities 

associated with career exploration, but rather emphasizes the cognitive and social processes 

involved with career development and choice.  Further, this theory does not specifically address 

the career development of college students with hidden disabilities, yet it provokes consideration 

of possible restriction of career options among this population.  Do stereotypes about individuals 

with disabilities impact the career exploration, self-efficacy, and career development of college 

students with a hidden disability and potentially impact the compromise of career choice? 

 

Career Variables 

Swanson and D’Achiardi (2005) present two categories of constructs that are relevant to 

individuals’ career development – process and outcome – versus the construct of content such as 

interests, needs/values, abilities, which is frequently assessed in career counseling (Watkins, 

Campbell, & Nieberding, 1994).  Process-oriented constructs contribute to the task of career 

exploration and describe how individuals make career decisions or circumstances around those 

decisions and include, but are not limited to, career beliefs and thoughts, career decision-making 

(style, indecision, self-efficacy), perceived barriers, outcome expectations, circumscription and 

compromise, which have the potential to influence the way decisions are made and preferences 

for making decisions (Swanson & D’Achiardi, 2005).  Outcome constructs are frequently used in 

research and include the results of career interventions.  These can be further classified into two 

subcategories – target outcomes and intermediate outcomes.  Intermediate outcomes, which 

include self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, and occupational information, often facilitate 

the attainment of target outcomes (e.g., career decision, choice and career satisfaction).  It should 
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be noted that constructs in the outcome category overlap with those in the process-oriented 

category because they often serve both purposes (Swanson & D’Achiardi, 2005).         

 

Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy 

Initially in 1981, Hackett and Betz applied the concept of self-efficacy to provide a 

framework to better understand the career development of women, specifically women’s 

underrepresentation in the fields of science and women’s underutilization of their abilities in 

career-related pursuits (Betz & Hackett, 1986).  Whereas this early work focused on career 

content (i.e., what career an individual considers or chooses), Taylor and Betz (1983) began to 

examine the process for how decisions were made (i.e., nature of exploration and decision-

making).  Their research indicated that self-efficacy was significantly and inversely related to 

career indecision. For example, students who reported high career indecision reported less 

confidence in their ability to complete tasks necessary to making career decisions (Taylor & 

Betz, 1983). 

Career decision-making self-efficacy – defined as an individual’s belief in his/her ability 

to successfully complete tasks related to making career decisions – is one of the most widely 

studied research constructs (Betz, Klein, & Taylor, 1996).  Within the career development 

literature, research has strongly supported career decision-making self-efficacy as a significant 

predictor of academic performance/persistence and career decision-making intentions and 

behavior (Betz & Klein, 1996).  Low self-efficacy expectations may lead to an avoidance of 

behavior, whereas an increase in self-efficacy expectations may increase the frequency in which 

one approaches a task or behavior rather than avoiding it (Taylor & Betz, 1983).  Career 

decision-making self-efficacy continues to demonstrate its usefulness as a predictor variable and 
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its importance to better understand career development.  For instance, Komarraju, Swanson and 

Nadler (2014) examined gains in career decision-making self-efficacy (by subtracting pre-test 

scores at the start of the semester from post-test scores at the end of the semester) in a sample of 

226 college students.  Results indicated that increased gains in career decision-making self-

efficacy significantly predicted self-determined motivation, and course and major satisfaction.  

The researchers attributed these results to students’ belief that they gained valuable knowledge 

about their careers which helped them to understand the required steps for moving toward career 

goals. However, it is plausible that increases in career decision-making self-efficacy were related 

to exploratory behaviors, further motivating the students to make career goals and plan necessary 

steps to achieve them.       

A review of the literature reveals that career decision-making self-efficacy has been used 

not only as a predictor variable, but as an outcome measure.  However, only one cross-sectional 

study was discovered that explored the effects of disability on career decision-making self-

efficacy.  Luzzo, Hitchings, Retish, and Shoemaker (1999) examined the career decision-making 

attitudes and beliefs among college students with and without disability (n = 121).  Results 

indicated disability status had a significant effect on career decision-making self-efficacy.  For 

instance, students without disabilities reported higher scores on a measure of career decision-

making self-efficacy (i.e., CDSE-SF) than students with learning disabilities and students with 

other non-learning disabilities.  Researchers concluded that one possible explanation may be 

related to parental and teacher decision-making on behalf of the student.  This intervening limits 

the student’s involvement in early career decision, thus leading to low confidence to engage in 

the process (Luzzo et al., 1999). 
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Research that includes career decision-making self-efficacy as an outcome measure 

typically uses pre- and post-test designs to determine change following an intervention or 

activity.  For instance, one empirical study examined differences on career decision-making self-

efficacy, career exploration, as well as problem-solving variables in a sample of 120 high school 

girls with and without disabilities (Lusk & Cook, 2009).  The researchers further explored the 

effects of an intervention designed to address career decision-making self-efficacy and career 

exploration among girls with disabilities.  Pre-test results indicated girls with disabilities 

endorsed significantly lower levels of these constructs when compared to girls without 

disabilities.  However, more encouraging results indicated that the girls with disabilities who 

participated in the intervention had significantly better scores at post-testing on the decision-

making and problem solving variables.  This one study reveals that there is a dearth of 

intervention studies examining change in career decision-making self-efficacy among college 

students with a hidden disability.                    

 

Career Exploration 

Career exploration is also a valued concept within the career development literature and 

continues to be significant to career process research.  Career exploration has expanded beyond 

its initial distinction of seeking information to obtain occupational knowledge, and now is 

characterized by a complex process consisting of activities (both behavioral and cognitive) in 

which individuals seek to assess themselves (e.g., abilities, deficits, interests, values) and gather 

information from the environment to assist with the career planning and decision-making 

processes to attain career goals (Stumpf, Colarelli, & Hartman, 1983; Blustein, 1989a).  Further, 

Blustein (1988) suggested that there are intrinsic motivational factors to career exploration in 
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addition to environmentally-based career exploration processes.  Therefore, career exploration 

not only includes those behaviors that are observable, but also individual factors including 

motivation, cognitive processes, and beliefs about the perceived utility of exploratory behavior 

that may influence subsequent exploration (Blustein, 1989a; Stumpf et al., 1983).       

Career exploration is an essential process in late adolescence and emerging adulthood 

because of its role in providing individuals with self-awareness and occupational knowledge 

which is thought to encourage career commitment (Blustein, 1989a).  A literature review by 

Ohler, Levinson, & Sanders (1995) suggested that for individuals with disabilities (i.e., learning 

disabilities), their ability to self-assess may be impaired, thus impeding the career decision 

process.  It may be inferred that their inability to accurately self-assess may be due, at least 

partially, to limited career exploration activities, and these students could potentially benefit 

from more opportunities to explore career interests and options while in college.  However, 

empirical research investigating these factors among college students with hidden disability is 

limited; studies that have been conducted focus on specific disabilities (e.g., learning disability) 

or are qualitative in nature.  For example, a qualitative study conducted by Hitchings and 

colleagues (2001) examining the career development needs of college students with disabilities 

found that students with learning disabilities had limited career development prior to entering 

college.                

Research has shown a significant relationship between career decision-making self-

efficacy and career exploration.  For example, Bullock-Yowell, McConnell, & Schedin (2014) 

point to research that indicates individuals with high levels of career decision-making self-

efficacy were more likely to engage in exploratory behavior, discovering career options, and 

viable courses of action.  Similarly, Ochs and Roessler (2004) conducted a study with a sample 
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of 77 students in a special education class with learning disabilities and 99 students in general 

education classes.  Results indicated that career decision-making self-efficacy and career 

expectancy outcomes significantly contributed to exploratory intentions (i.e., plans to engage in 

behaviors relevant to career decision-making) in both groups, though the variance explained for 

exploratory intentions in the general education group was twice that in the special education 

group.   

While evidence suggests that higher career decision-making self-efficacy can lead to 

more engagement in career exploratory activities, there may be a reciprocal relationship for 

which engaging in exploratory behaviors can then lead to increased career decision-making self-

efficacy.  For example, Cheung and Arnold (2014) examined the impact of career exploration on 

career development in a sample of 271 university students in a cross-sectional study and 101 

university students in a longitudinal study.  They found that career exploration, both 

environmental and self-exploration significantly predicted career decision-making self-efficacy 

in both the cross-sectional and longitudinal designs, though only environmental exploration 

significantly predicted career decision-making self-efficacy in the longitudinal design.  These 

data are similar to another study reporting increases in career decision-making self-efficacy 

following participation in a career exploration course (Bollman, 2009 as cited in Bullock-Yowell 

et al., 2014).  Furthermore, analyses from the Cheung and Arnold (2014) study indicated that 

career decision-making self-efficacy may stimulate exploration, which lends support to the 

reciprocity of the two constructs and having a sense of self-efficacy may be what is needed to 

engage in exploratory behaviors.  Theoretically, experiences of successfully completing tasks 

related to making career decisions should increase self-efficacy expectations and vice versa 
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(Taylor & Betz, 1983).  Therefore, both successful and unsuccessful experiences have the 

potential to influence self-efficacy (Brown & Lent, 1996). 

 

Possible Selves 

The concept of possible selves is a type of self-knowledge that specifically relates to how 

an individual thinks about their potential and their future (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  This 

includes the selves one hopes to become, expects to become, and the selves one fears to become.  

Possible selves are derived from cognitive representations of one’s self in the past, and although 

possible selves are connected to one’s current concept of self, they are different and separate 

from the current self-conceptions and symbolize specific, individualized hopes and fears that are 

significant to the individual (Markus & Nurius, 1986).   Furthermore, possible selves are drawn 

from social comparisons of one’s own thoughts, feelings, characteristics, and behaviors 

contrasted to those of salient individuals (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  For example, someone may 

think, “I am now a culinary arts student, but I have many similar qualities to my chef-instructor 

that I believe will help me in becoming a successful executive chef in the future.”  Markus and 

Nurius (1986) note:    

An individual is free to create any variety of possible selves, yet the pool of possible 
selves derives from categories made salient by the individual’s particular sociocultural 
and historical context and from the models, images, and symbols provided by the media 
and by the individual’s immediate social experiences…thus have the potential to reveal 
the incentive and constructive nature of the self but they also reflect the extent to which 
the self is socially determined and constrained.  (p. 954) 
  
Therefore, possible selves provide a connection between cognition and motivation 

(Markus & Nurius, 1986; Ross & Markus, 1991).  Possible selves are important because they 

function as incentives for future behavior – such as actions to achieve a hoped-for self or actions 

to avoid a feared-for self (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  Both positive and negative possible selves 
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are believed to direct a person’s activities in the pursuit of his/her goal.  However, if an 

individual’s possible selves are not linked to her/his current expectations, the possible selves are 

unlikely to be effective in motivating behavior (Markus & Ruvolo, 1989).  For example, Norman 

and Aron (2003) found that motivation to attain or avoid a possible self was significantly 

predicted by the availability and accessibility of a possible self. 

Possible selves have been studied across the life span with adolescents, college students, 

and older adults, diverse populations, and to research a variety of phenomena (e.g., health, 

delinquency, occupation).  Penland, Masten, Zelhart, Fournet, and Callahan (2000) examined 

possible selves in college students who endorsed depression on a self-report measure.  However, 

outside of this study, there has been no research to date that examines the possible selves of 

college students with hidden disabilities.  Many of the early studies using possible selves 

examined change in possible selves and/or were investigating other outcomes (e.g., academic).  

What follows is a review of the literature relevant to this study.                 

The influence of the motivational properties of possible selves has previously been 

examined and more specifically, research has examined the motivational properties of 

occupational possible selves (Robinson et al., 2006).  For example, Robinson and colleagues 

(2006) surveyed 198 low-income rural women using an open-ended version of the Possible 

Selves Questionnaire (PSQ; Markus, 1987) to explore the influence of motivational aspects of 

possible selves on participant’s perceived likelihood of attaining their most hoped for self and 

avoiding their most feared self.  The researchers found that personal efficacy, self-initiated 

actions (i.e., what they were doing to achieve their most hoped for self or avoid their most feared 

for self), affective salience, and how well they knew someone in their most hoped for occupation 

accounted for approximately 40% of the variance for predicting the likelihood of achieving their 
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most hoped for self; although these variables did not significantly predict the women’s likelihood 

of avoiding their most feared for self.  In regard to implications for career counseling, the 

researchers concluded that the development of strategies for self-initiated actions toward 

achieving one’s most hoped for self (or avoiding one’s most feared self) had the most practical 

utility.  Therefore, career counselors should be aware of the client’s ability for concreteness and 

intensity of affect that is salient to the hoped for self and development of strategies towards 

achieving the hoped for self (Robinson et al., 2006). 

Hooker (1992) conducted two studies examining the motivational properties of hoped-for 

and feared-for possible selves and perceived health in a sample of older adults (n = 114) and 

college students (n = 114).  The researchers hypothesized that older adults would list more 

health-related possible selves and that their most important possible self would also be health-

related.  Results indicated that 73% of older adults reported that their most important possible 

self was health-related compared to only 17.5% of the college sample which reported that their 

most important possible self.  This work reflects a method for obtaining individual’s most 

important goals for their future, as well as how these goals may reflect differences between 

developmental stages across the lifespan.  Moreover, research by Cross and Markus (1991) 

found differences across age groups in the categories of possible selves mentioned most 

frequently.  For instance, participants between the ages of 18-24 and 25-39 described possible 

selves in the occupational domain three times more than participants aged 60 and older.  

Participants in the 40-59 age group also described occupational possible selves, although less 

frequently than the 18-24 and 25-39 age groups and their occupational possible selves were 

related to career advancement and higher achievement.  These findings underscore career choice 

as an important developmental task of emerging adulthood.  
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Penland and colleagues (2000) surveyed 287 students to examine the relationships 

between possible selves, depression, and coping styles.  The authors found that students who 

reported more depressive symptoms also reported fewer possible selves.  Further results 

indicated that students reporting more depressive symptoms also endorsed more negative 

possible selves and engaged in more avoidant coping than their peers not endorsing depressive 

symptoms.  Students who did not report symptoms of depression had more positive expectations 

of their future possible selves.   

Plimmer (2012) conducted an intervention study (n = 83) to examine the effectiveness of 

using a possible selves approach (delivered through computer and individual counseling) on 

adult career development, which included a brief baseline assessment and random assignment to 

an experimental or control group.  Results indicated that the possible selves intervention group 

had greater increases in comfort with their career choice than the control group and both groups 

experienced increased career decidedness (Plimmer, 2012).  Furthermore, 71% of the 

participants attended one session suggesting that brief interventions using possible selves can be 

effective, which is promising when taking into consideration limited time and resources available 

to both clients and counselors (Plimmer, 2012). 

Therefore, taking into account Gottfredson’s process of compromise in career choice and 

the limited understanding of the career exploration of college students with disabilities, it would 

be of interest to investigate whether college students with a broad range of hidden disabilities are 

spontaneously thinking of career.   

 

Self-Stigma of Mental Illness 

Stigma of mental illness has gained considerable interest among researchers as a potential 
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barrier to care, treatment, and other help-seeking behaviors.  Link and Phelan (2001) defined 

stigma as “interrelated components…which exist when elements of labeling, stereotyping, 

separation, status loss, and discrimination occur together in a power situation that allows them” 

(p. 377).  It is the internalization of societal stigma and stereotypes which has shown to be 

harmful to individuals with mental illness (Link & Phelan, 2001; Corrigan, Watson, & Barr, 

2006).  For instance, as individuals come into contact with stereotypes and labels of mental 

illness, s/he may agree with the stereotype and apply the stereotype to her/himself.  It is the 

endorsement of the stereotype and the subjective perception of being devalued and marginalized 

that directly affects one’s self-esteem and self-efficacy, thus leading to poor outcomes including 

unemployment and underemployment (Ritsher, Otilingam, & Grajales, 2003).  Thus, it would be 

expected that stigma of mental illness would be a barrier to career development and career 

outcome fitting with the theoretical application of SCCT. 

Similar to the literature review on career variables among college students with hidden 

disability, there is an absence of research that examines the potential impact of internalized 

stigma of mental illness on the career development of college students with hidden disabilities.  

Empirical research conducted in this area focuses on the impact of internalized stigma on self-

efficacy and employment (Corrigan, Powell, & Rüsch, 2012; Link, Struening, Neese-Todd, 

Asmussen, and Phelan, 2001).  The following studies provide insight into the influence of 

internalized stigma on both self-efficacy and employment. 

Link and colleagues (2001) conducted a study examining the impact of stigma on self-

esteem among 70 individuals in a “clubhouse” program.  Results indicated that stigma strongly 

impacted the self-esteem of individuals in the study.  Specifically, two measures of stigma (i.e., 

devaluation-discrimination and social withdrawal) predicted self-esteem at six- and 24-month 
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follow-up even after adjusting for baseline self-esteem and depressive symptoms.  Other 

researchers have found similar impacts of internalized stigma on self-esteem and self-efficacy.  

In relation to work outcomes, Corrigan et al. (2012) found an association between mental illness-

related stigma and employment.  For instance, the researchers found that self-stigma, specifically 

the self-application of stereotypes, as well as degradation to self-esteem and self-efficacy, had 

effects on individuals’ current work history (i.e., within the past 3 months to year).  These 

findings suggest internalized stigma of mental illness would also have a similar impact on career 

decision-making self-efficacy specifically, and career development in general, but this has not 

been studied in the college student population.   

 

Rationale 

Population and Goals 

Trends in university counseling centers over 35 years as observed by Gallagher (2012) 

include the growing complexity and increasing severity of psychological symptomatology within 

the college student population.  Although students with disabilities are gaining greater access to 

postsecondary education, they are not achieving the same post-graduation employment and 

career outcomes as their non-disabled peers (Hennessey, Roessler, Cook, Unger & Rumrill, 

2006).  Researchers have explored the relationship between psychiatric disability and 

employment, but the availability of studies that focus on college students with disabilities and 

career development is more limited.  Thus, a primary purpose of this study is to add to the 

literature by addressing hidden disabilities and their effect on college students.   

Late adolescence and emerging adulthood is an important period for career exploration 

processes (Blustein, 1989a) and crucial for resolving the developmental task of career 
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uncertainty (Gallagher, 2012).  Not only is it important to better understand career development 

among college students, it is imperative that we seek to understand the career development of 

college students with hidden disabilities in order to provide needed services so that they too have 

similar career outcomes post-graduation as their peers without disabilities.  Further, when 

reviewing the career development literature for people with disabilities, it appears that the 

majority of the literature focuses on specific diagnoses (e.g., schizophrenia/schizoaffective 

disorder; learning disabilities; attention deficit hyperactive disorder; physical disability); 

therefore examining the career development with a group of individuals with more diverse 

hidden disabilities would contribute to and extend the literature base in this area, and inform 

clinical practice.    

 

Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy 

Within the career development literature, research has strongly supported various 

measurements of career self-efficacy as predictors of academic performance and persistence, as 

well as career decision-making intentions and behavior (Betz & Klein, 1996; Ochs & Roessler, 

2004).  For example, low self-efficacy expectations lead to avoidance of behavior, whereas an 

increase in self-efficacy expectations increase the frequency with which one approaches a task or 

behavior rather than avoiding it (Taylor & Betz, 1983).  However, there is a dearth of studies 

investigating the career decision-making self-efficacy of college students with hidden disability.  

The few studies that have examined career decision-making self-efficacy of college students with 

psychiatric disabilities suggest that students with disabilities reported significantly lower levels 

of career decision-making self-efficacy than their peers without a disability (Lusk & Cook, 2009; 

Luzzo et al., 1999).  Similarly, Ohler, Levinson, and Sanders (1995) reported that students with 
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learning disabilities were less confident in their career decision-making ability and may be less 

goal-oriented than their peer counterparts without a disability.  Career decision-making self-

efficacy is one of the most frequently used research constructs predicting career development 

outcomes (Betz, Klein, & Taylor, 1996), therefore it was selected as an independent variable in 

this study.  In the current study, the Career Decision Self-Efficacy Scale – Short Form (CDSE-

SF; Betz, Hammond, & Multon, 2005; Betz, Klein & Taylor, 1996) will be used as a career-

related self-efficacy predicator variable.  It is expected that higher scores on career decision 

making self-efficacy will be associated with higher perceived likelihood of achieving one’s most 

hoped for occupational possible self.   

 

Possible Selves 

An examination of the possible selves literature revealed an association between possible 

selves and self-efficacy (Hooker, 1992; Robinson, Davis & Meara, 2003) and career-decidedness 

(Plimmer, 2012).  This may be related to the motivational aspect of possible selves involved in 

the active exploration and elaboration of goals and planning to achieve hoped-for selves or avoid 

feared-for selves.  Thus, the theoretical framework of possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986) 

can be used as an approach to investigate whether college students with hidden disabilities are 

thinking of future careers.  It has been used to explore the motivational attributes of occupational 

hopes and fears (Robinson, Davis & Meara, 2003), and has been suggested to be a beneficial 

intervention to establish goals and incite specific behaviors, such as deciding on steps of action 

in career planning (Meara, Day, Chalk, & Phelps, 1995; Taber, 2015).  Research has suggested 

that the application of possible selves in career counseling is most appropriate for populations 

which may have had limited career exploration or encouragement (Meara, Day & Chalk, & 
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Phelps, 1995).  In the proposed study, the open-ended version of the Possible Selves 

Questionnaire (PSQ; Markus, 1987) will be used.  Possible selves will be spontaneously 

generated; therefore, it is expected that there will be possible selves within the domain of 

occupation since career choice has been established as a crucial developmental task of emerging 

adulthood.   

 

Career Exploration 

Career self-efficacy has been found to have a significant, positive relationship with active 

career exploration (Blustein, 1989b).  Interestingly, investigations into the factors that may 

impact the career-decision making process of students with disabilities include restricted career 

exploration activities in adolescence which may contribute to a lack of awareness of career 

options and career decision-making processes (Hennessey et al., 2006; Luzzo et al., 1999).  

Studies examining the career development needs of students with disabilities suggest that their 

opportunities for career exploration may be limited prior to entering college (Hennessey et al., 

2006; Luzzo et al., 1999); therefore, students with disabilities may need assistance in 

postsecondary educational settings with exploring employment and career success as viable and 

realistic (Hennessey et al., 2006).  Subscales from the Career Exploration Survey (CES) will be 

used to examine attitudes toward exploration and exploratory behaviors (Stumpf, Colarelli, & 

Hartman, 1983).    It is expected that students with higher scores on career exploration will have 

a higher perceived likelihood of achieving their most hoped for occupational possible self.   

   

Self-Stigma of Mental Illness 

Multiple studies have examined stigma of mental illness as a barrier to care, treatment, 
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and help-seeking behaviors (Corrigan, 2004; Eisenberg et al., 2009; Hoge et al., 2004; Jennings 

et al., 2015), and in a recent study, Corrigan et al. (2012) found an association between mental 

illness-related stigma and employment.  For instance, self-stigma, specifically the self-

application of stereotypes, as well as degradation to self-esteem and self-efficacy, had effects on 

individuals’ current work history (i.e., within the past 3 months to year).  In addition, Link and 

colleagues (2001) found a strong, negative association between self-stigma and self-esteem.  

Furthermore, Corrigan (2012) suggests that self-stigma has a direct impact on self-esteem and 

self-efficacy which leads to the “why try” effect, thus indirectly affecting subsequent behaviors 

(p. 381).  However, there is an absence of research examining the self-stigma of mental illness 

stigma of college student with hidden disabilities and its association with career development.   

Social Cognitive Career Theory provides a framework for the potential impact of 

personal influences and contextual barriers on career development.  Not only may the 

psychological symptomatology impact career development, but stigma may also be a barrier to 

this process.  Furthermore, Gottfredson’s Theory of Circumscription and Compromise suggests 

that individuals may restrict career options based on perceived barriers.  This study aims to 

explore whether internalized stigma of mental illness is a potential barrier to the career 

development in a sample of college student with hidden disability.  It is expected that stigma will 

moderate the effects of career decision making self-efficacy and career exploration on the 

likelihood of achieving one’s hoped for occupational possible self.  The Internalized Stigma of 

Mental Illness scale (ISMI) will be used to measure stigma in this study. 

 

Current Study 

One goal of the current study was to contribute to the college students with hidden 
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disabilities career development literature by addressing the above outlined limitations.  

Therefore, this study included college students with hidden disabilities and study variables 

related to the impact of disabilities on career.  The second goal was a study of an activity 

grounded on the theoretical framework of possible selves based on the work of Markus and 

Nurius (1986).  The possible selves activity explored the future hopes of college students with 

hidden disabilities.  This study specifically examined whether college students with hidden 

disabilities (i.e., mental illness) internalized stigma of mental illness moderated the effects of 

career decision making self-efficacy and career exploration on their perceived likelihood of 

achieving their hoped for occupational possible self (OPS). 

The online survey included a background information questionnaire and measures 

including subscales of the Career Exploration Survey, the Career Decision Self-Efficacy Scale, 

Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness scale, and the Possible Selves Questionnaire.   

The CDSE-SF and the CES subscales (i.e., Environment Exploration and Self 

Exploration subscales) were used as independent variables and the perceived likelihood of 

achieving hoped for OPS was used as the dependent variable (see Figures 1-3).  The moderator 

was the ISMI (Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness scale). Three separate multiple regressions 

were conducted to test for moderation between each measure of self-efficacy and career 

exploration (i.e., CDSE-SF, CES Environment Exploration, CES Self Exploration) and the 

perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS.  For example, in the first multiple regression, 

demographic variables (i.e., sex, ethnicity, diagnosis) were controlled for in the first step of the 

regression. The CDSE-SF and the ISMI were entered into the second and third steps, 

respectively. The interaction product CDSE-SF x ISMI was entered in the fourth step in order to 

test for moderation.  Multiple regressions were conducted for the CES Environment Exploration 
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and CES Self Exploration as the independent variables.  It was hypothesized that a high level of 

internalized stigma of mental illness will reduce the positive effects of self-efficacy and career 

exploration on the perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

Participants 

The current study consisted of 115 participants who were university students currently 

enrolled in undergraduate courses at a university in northern Texas (see Table 1).  The mean age 

of the sample was 20.5 (SD = 1.9); with females comprising 67.8% (n = 78) of the sample.  In 

regards to race/ethnicity, 47% (n = 54) identified as White/Caucasian, 22.6% (n = 26) identified 

as Hispanic/Latino/Mexican American, 14.8% (n = 17) identified as Black/African American, 

3.5% (n = 4) identified as Asian/Pacific Islander, and 12.2% (n = 14) identified as bi- or multi-

racial.  Participants were relatively equally distributed across academic classifications: freshman 

(19.3%), sophomore (23.7%), junior (23.7%), senior (31.6%).  Participants mean reported GPA 

was 3.05 (SD = 0.53; range = 0.50 – 3.90).  Furthermore, 78.8% of the participants reported 

satisfaction with their college major.  In terms of how well-prepared participants felt they were 

for college, 10.4% believed they were not at all prepared, 33.9% believed they were somewhat 

prepared, 34.8% felt well to very well prepared, and 20.9% were neutral on the subject.  

However, 76.3% of the respondents reported never receiving vocational counseling services.  

Only 8% of the participants reported working more than 35 hours per week at a job, 42.6% 

reported working between 15-34 hours per week, 11.3% reported working less than 15 hours per 

week, and 39.1% reported no employment.  In regards to primary education, 21.9% of the 

respondents reported having taken a special class at some point. 

The most frequent mental health diagnosis endorsed by the sample was anxiety (32.2%), 

followed by attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD; 20.0%), depression (16.5%), and 

learning disorders (9.6%).  The majority of the participants (81.7%) reported not receiving any 
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academic accommodations for their hidden disability.  In regards to mental health counseling 

services, 22.6% reported they were currently receiving counseling, 17.5% they received 

counseling in the past, and 35.7% reported never receiving mental health services.   

 

Instruments 

The Career Decision Self-Efficacy Scale – Short Form (CDSE-SF) is a 25-item self-

report measure designed to assess respondent’s confidence that they can successfully complete 

tasks necessary to make career decisions on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = no 

confidence at all to 5 = complete confidence.  Item content assesses behaviors in the following 

five areas: (a) accurate self-appraisal, (b) gathering occupational information, (c) goal selection, 

(d) making plans for the future, and (e) problem-solving (Betz, Hammond, & Multon, 2005; 

Betz, Klein, & Taylor, 1996).  Subscale scores are determined by summing the items in the 

subscale and dividing by the number of items in the subscale; a total scale score is computed by 

summing the scores of each subscale and dividing by 25.  Betz et al. (2005) reported CDSE-SF 

total scale mean scores by ethnicity, ranging from 3.8 to 3.9.  However in more recent studies 

examining career decision making self-efficacy among college-age samples, Cheung and Arnold 

(2014) reported a CDSE-SF total scale mean score of 3.25 and Komarraju, Swanson and Nadler 

(2014) reported a CDSE-SF total scale mean score of 3.66.  The CDSE-SF demonstrates good 

reliability and validity.  For instance, in three reliability studies based on a total of 1,832 college 

students, the CDSE-SF demonstrated excellent reliability with coefficient alphas ranging from 

.94 to .95 (CDSE-SF; Betz, Hammond, & Multon, 2005).  Further, the validity of the CDSE-SF 

was highly correlated with other measures of adaptive career development (i.e., Indecision 
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subscale from Career Decision Scale, Vocational Identity Scale, Career Decision Profile).  In the 

current study, the CDSE-SF produced a Cronbach alpha of .96 (See Table 2).    

Selected subscales of the Career Exploration Survey (CES) were included in this study to 

examine career exploratory activities (Stumpf, Colarelli, & Hartman, 1983).  Exploratory 

activities were assessed by the 6-item Environmental Exploration subscale and the 5-item Self-

Exploration subscale.  Respondents rated how much they have engaged in the activity over the 

past week on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = little to 5 = a great deal.  Both subscales 

demonstrate good internal reliability (Stumpf et al., 1983) with .89 for the Environmental 

Exploration subscale and .82 for the Self-Exploration subscale in a college sample (Blustein, 

1989a).  Researchers have frequently used specific subscales of the CES in their studies, despite 

there being other CES subscales, such as external search instrumentality (assessing perceived 

utility of environmental exploration), internal search instrumentality (assessing perceived utility 

of self-exploration), and method (addressing the perceived utility of exploring one’s job search 

strategies and options).  Stumpf et al., (1983) reported a mean of 3.1 for the Environment 

Explorations subscale and a mean of 3.4 for the Self-Exploration subscale.  In the current study, 

the CES demonstrated strong reliabilities: Cronbach’s α = .90 for the CES Environmental 

Exploration subscale and Cronbach’s α = .89 for the CES Self-Exploration subscale.  

The Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness scale (ISMI) is a 29-item self-report measure 

designed to measure the subjective experience of stigma related to mental illness within five 

domains: alienation, stereotype endorsement, discrimination experience, social withdrawal, and 

stigma resistance (Ritsher, Otilingam, & Grajales, 2003).  The Alienation subscale contains items 

to measure the subjective experience of “being less than a full member of society” or “having a 

spoiled identity.”  The Stereotype Endorsement subscale includes items examining the “degree to 
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which respondents agree with common stereotypes about people with mental illness.”  The 

Discrimination Experience subscale refers to the respondents’ “perception of the way that they 

currently tend to be treated by others.”  The Social Withdrawal subscale contains items that 

capture respondents’ withdrawal from social situations due to their mental illness.  The Stigma 

Resistance subscale captures the respondents’ “experience of resisting or being unaffected by 

internalized stigma” (Ritsher, Otilingam, & Grajales, 2003; p. 36).  Respondents were asked to 

rate items on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree.  

Items are scored in the direction of higher scores indicating greater internalized stigma.  

However, the Stigma Resistance subscale is reverse scored and also serves as a validity check.  

Ritsher and Phelan (2004) suggest a two-category method for interpreting scores, i.e., scores 

ranging from 1.00 – 2.50 do not indicate high internalized stigma, whereas scores ranging from 

2.51 – 4.00 do indicate high internalized stigma.  However, Lysaker, Roe, and Yanos (2007) 

used a four-category method, i.e., 1.00-2.00 = no to minimal internalized stigma, 2.01-2.50 = 

mild internalized stigma, 2.51-3.00 = moderate internalized stigma, and 3.01-4.00 = severe 

internalized stigma.  The ISMI has strong psychometric properties; the internal reliability for the 

29-item total scale score was .90 in a sample of 127 mental health outpatients.  In the current 

study, Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale score was .93.           

An adaptation of the open-ended version of the Possible Selves Questionnaire (PSQ) was 

used to identify participants’ possible selves (Markus, 1987).  Respondents were asked to list 

five hoped-for possible selves.  After each hoped-for possible self was listed, participants were 

asked to rate on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = very unlikely; 7 = very likely) the likelihood of 

achieving their hoped for possible self.  This is an ideographic approach to better understand 

individual experiences; however, participant responses were categorized by domains to make 
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nomothetic generalizations for data analyses.  The frequency of each category of possible selves 

was calculated, along with the number of participants who spontaneously generated a possible 

self in the category. The likelihood of achieving their hoped for occupational self (OPS) was 

used in analyses. If participants listed more than one hoped for occupational possible self, the 

likelihood of the first occupational possible self that was generated was used in the data analyses.  

Although reliabilities cannot be calculated, the original study of the open-ended version of 

possible selves (Markus, 1987) reflected meaningful variations across age groups.    

The background information questionnaire was used to gather demographic information 

such as age, gender, race/ethnicity, and education.  Further information collected included 

current diagnoses, past vocational/career counseling and/or personal therapy, other medical 

health concerns, as well as educational and occupational information of participant’s parents.  

 

Procedure 

The procedures for data collection were reviewed and approved by the university’s 

Institutional Review Board.  College students were recruited for participation through posted 

fliers on campus (e.g., the counseling center, department mental health clinic, Office of 

Disability and Accommodation) and announcements through psychology courses during Fall 

2016 and Spring 2017 semesters.  Selection criteria was limited to individuals between the ages 

of 18-25; capturing those students within the “emerging adulthood” stage of development, thus 

minimizing confounding variables which may present within other stages of life span 

development.  Eligibility was also restricted to students who reported the following criteria: 1) 

were currently receiving accommodations through Office of Disability and Accommodations 

(ODA) and specifying the disability for which they were receiving accommodations or 2) 
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currently had a hidden disability, again specifying their disability.  Students who completed the 

study either received course credit (i.e., students in psychology courses offering course credit 

through SONA) and/or had three chances to win a $20 VISA gift card (i.e., students in 

psychology courses and students in non-psychology related courses).   

Participants were told the project was a survey of young adults’ career development.  The 

first page of the online survey contained an informed consent notice that provided a description 

of the study, potential risks and benefits associated with the study, and investigator contact 

information.  Online survey administration time was expected to take approximately 30-45 

minutes.  Identifying information was collected (contact information i.e., email) in order to link 

the two surveys and for entry for $20 VISA gift card) and kept separate from participants’ survey 

responses.  As part of a different study, participants were randomly assigned to one of two 

groups, the possible selves activity or a neutral activity, i.e., reading a passage on how to 

calculate GPA. There was a brief follow-up online survey participants were asked to complete 1 

to 3 weeks following the initial study to assess motivational effects of the possible selves activity 

as part of the other study. Only data from those completing the possible selves activity were used 

in the current study.   
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Preliminary Analyses 

Data from Qualtrics were transferred to SPSS and analyses were conducted using SPSS 

version 24 statistical software.  A total of 80 participants were removed from analyses due to (a) 

a failure to meet eligibility requirements (63 participants), (b) a failure to complete the majority 

of measures (nine participants), or (c) completing the survey multiple times (eight participants) 

resulting in an overall sample (n = 219).  All preliminary analyses were conducted using a 

subsample of 115 participants who completed the possible selves activity.  All primary analyses 

used the 87 participants who generated a hoped-for occupational self. Statistical power was 

calculated using the online program G*Power version 3.1.9.2.  In order to obtain an effect size of 

0.35, a total sample size of 54 participants were needed; and to obtain an effect size of 0.15, a 

total sample size of 119 participants were needed.     

Prior to conducting the primary analyses, descriptive and preliminary analyses were 

conducted to examine missing data and test the assumptions of parametric analyses.  Missing 

data was minimal with no more than 1.7% missing for any given item, indicating no need for 

imputation of the data.  Tests of normality were conducted to assess the distribution of scores for 

the main variables of interest.  Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests of normality indicated the CES 

Environment Exploration and Perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for occupational self 

(OPS) were non-normal and significant at p < .001.  However, logarithmic transformation of the 

data did not significantly change the distribution of the data, so results using non-transformed 

data are reported.    
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Means and standard deviations were computed for each scale (See Table 3).  The current 

study’s CDSE-SF produced a mean score of 3.45 which was slightly below the mean scores 

reported in the CDSE-SF validity study by Betz, Hammond, and Multon (2005), as well as 

CDSE-SF mean scores reported in research conducted by Komarraju, Swanson, and Nadler 

(2014).  However, the current study’s CDSE-SF mean scores were higher than the CDSE-SF 

mean scores reported in other research (Cheung & Arnold, 2014), although their sample included 

only Chinese students at a Hong Kong university which may account for the difference in scores.  

CES Environment Exploration produced a mean of 2.20 (SD = 1.04); CES Self Exploration 

produced a mean of 2.92 (SD = 1.03).  Both CES subscale mean scores are lower than the mean 

scores produced in the CES validity study (Stumpf et al., 1983) and lower than the CES subscale 

mean scores produced in the Cheung and Arnold (2014) study.  In terms of internalized stigma of 

mental illness, ISMI produced a mean of 2.05 which falls below the 2.5 scale mid-point.  

Perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for occupational possible self (OPS) produced a mean 

of 5.01.   

Correlation coefficients were computed among the scales (See Table 2).  CDSE-SF was 

significantly correlated at the p = .01 level for all main variables except perceived likelihood of 

achieving hoped for OPS.  CES Environment Exploration was significantly correlated at the p = 

.05 level or better for all main variables except ISMI.  CES Self Exploration was significantly 

correlated at the p = .01 level with CDSE-SF and CES Environment Exploration.  ISMI was only 

correlated with the CDSE-SF at the p = .01 level, and perceived likelihood of achieving hoped 

for OPS was only correlated with CES Environment Exploration at the p = .05 level.  Tests of 

collinearity were conducted to determine whether the assumptions of multicollinearity were 
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violated.  The Tolerance and VIF values were below the recommended cut-offs suggesting the 

assumptions of multicollinearity were not violated. 

Nonparametric tests (i.e., Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance) were conducted 

to determine whether demographic differences existed for the main variables of interest (i.e., 

CDSE-SF, CES Environment Exploration, CES Self Exploration, ISMI, perceived likelihood of 

achieving hoped for OPS, see Table 4).  Significant differences were observed for gender on 

CDSE-SF (p = .036) with males reporting higher CDSE-SF means than females, and 

transgendered individuals reporting higher CDSE-SF means than both males and females (3.5, 

3.34, and 4.05, respectively.  Significant differences were found for race on both CES 

Environment Exploration (p = .004) and CES Self Exploration (p = .024).  For example, CES 

Environment Exploration and CES Self-exploration mean scores respectively for Blacks was 

2.75 and 3.22, Whites was 1.86 and 2.68, Asians was 2.79 and 3.15, Hispanics was 2.12 and 

2.83, and Bi-multiracials was 2.79 and 3.53.  On the CES Environment Exploration subscale, 

Whites were significantly different from Blacks and Bi-multiracial groups; on the CES Self-

Exploration subscale, Whites were significantly different from B-multi-racial groups.   

Diagnoses were grouped into three categories ADHD/LD, psychiatric disorders, and anxiety.  

Significant differences were found for diagnoses on CDSE-SF (p = .009), for instance CDSE-SF 

mean scores were 3.67, 3.58, and 3.14, respectively.  CDSE-SF mean scores for the anxiety 

group was significantly different from the ADHD/LD and psychiatric disorders groups.  

However due to the small sample size, and since gender, race/ethnicity, and diagnosis were not 

significantly associated with the dependent variable, these were not used as control variables in 

the multiple regressions.  Further tests showed no other significant differences across other 
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demographic variables; Pearson correlations indicated age was not correlated with the main 

study variables. 

Prior to testing hypotheses, predictor variables were centered and interaction terms were 

created by taking the product of the two centered main effects.  Three multiple regressions were 

conducted.  Each model included one predictor variable (i.e., CDSE-SF, CES Environment 

Exploration, or CES Self Exploration) and internalized stigma (ISMI), as well as the relevant 

interaction term to predict perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS. 

 

Primary Analyses 

In terms of hoped for possible selves, respondents could list up to five hoped for possible 

selves (see Figure 1).  Almost 76% of the sample (n = 87) spontaneously generated a hoped for 

occupational possible self (OPS).  Forty six of the respondents listed a hoped for OPS as their 

first hoped for possible self.  A total of 113 occupational possible selves were generated, 

followed by having a future family (n = 71), physical and mental health (n = 64), and educational 

pursuits (n = 53).  Other domains generated included family of origin relationships, personal 

characteristics (e.g., to be more understanding, be patient), recreation and hobbies, financial 

security, material possessions, spirituality, and other (e.g., stay in DFW area). 

As shown in Table 5, the first model using career decision self-efficacy (CDSE-SF) as 

the main predictor did not account for a significant amount of the variance, F(3, 73) = 1.60, p = 

.196, R2 = .062.  Results did not indicate significant effects for career decision self-efficacy (β = 

.202, p = .078) or internalized stigma (ISMI; β = -.065, p = .600); and the interaction was also 

nonsignificant (β = -.139, p = .248).   
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The second model using CES Environment Exploration as the main predictor did account 

for a significant amount of the variance, F(3, 79) = 3.15, p = .03, R2 = .107.  Results indicated 

significant effects for CES Environment Exploration (β = .266, p = .015).  However, the effect 

for ISMI was nonsignificant (β = -.178, p = .096) as was the interaction (β = .067, p = .557).  

CES Environment Exploration accounted for 7.1% of the variance on the perceived likelihood of 

achieving hoped for occupational self. 

The third model using CES Self Exploration was the main predictor did not account for a 

significant amount of the variance, F(3, 77) = .842, p = .475, R2 = .032.  Results indicated 

nonsignificant effects for CES Self Exploration (β = -.050, p = .66) and ISMI (β = -.167, p = 

.14).  The interaction was also nonsignificant (β = -.042, p = .722). 

Post-hoc analyses were conducted using the CDSE-SF subscales (i.e., self-appraisal, 

occupational informational, goal selection, planning, problem solving) as independent variables 

to determine whether certain subscales were independently associated with perceived likelihood 

of achieving hoped for occupational self.  The model was non-significant, F(7,72) = 0.84, p  = 

.56, R2 = 0.08.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to add to the literature by addressing hidden disabilities 

among college students, specifically examining the associations between career decision self-

efficacy, career exploration, and internalized stigma of mental illness.  It was hypothesized that a 

high level of internalized stigma of mental illness would reduce the positive effects of career 

decision self-efficacy and career exploration on the perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for 

occupational possible self (OPS).  While this sample endorsed a variety of mental health 

diagnoses (i.e., depression, anxiety, eating disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorder, ADHD, 

learning disorders), they also endorsed low internalized stigma of mental illness (ISMI).  Almost 

79% of the sample scored below 2.5, suggesting minimal to no internalized stigma of mental 

illness.  Only 31.1% of this sample reported a mean GPA less than 3.00.   Unexpectedly, this 

sample reported a high mean for perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS at 5.01 (on a 

7-point Likert scale).  These findings suggest this sample was academically successful and 

optimistic about the likelihood of achieving their desired careers.      

Findings from the current study showed that the majority of this sample of emerging 

adults (75.7%) spontaneously generated a hoped for OPS.  This is consistent with theoretical 

literature suggesting that this is an important time for career exploration processes (Blustein, 

1989a) and resolution of career uncertainty (Gallagher, 2012), and is further consistent with 

empirical research examining possible selves across the lifespan which found that participants 

within the age groups of 18-24 and 25-29 reported more possible selves within the domain of 

occupation than any other age group (Hooker, 1992).  Importantly, this sample of college 

students with hidden disability was thinking about career and their future occupational possible 
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selves.  In addition, this sample of college students with hidden disability also spontaneously 

generated hoped for educational possible selves, which ranged from hopes to raise GPA, enter 

graduate school, and attain an advanced degree to obtain a specific career.  Moreover, this 

sample reported high likelihood of achieving their hoped for OPS indicating optimism about 

their future careers and occupational goals.  

Contrary to hypotheses, this study found that career decision self-efficacy and career self-

exploration did not have a direct effect on the perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS, 

although career decision self-efficacy was trending toward significance.  These findings are in 

contrast to research examining the motivational properties of possible selves on the likelihood of 

achieving one’s most hoped for occupational self.  Specifically, a study conducted by Robinson, 

Davis, and Meara (2003) found personal efficacy (i.e., perceptions relevant to goal achievement 

and personal control) and self-initiated actions significantly added to the variance accounted for 

in predicting the perceived likelihood of achieving one’s most hoped for occupational possible 

self in a sample of low-income rural women.  These differences may be due to differences in the 

instruments which measured self-efficacy and self-initiated actions.             

However, the findings from Robinson at al. (2003) are consistent with results from the 

current study which indicated that career environment exploration had a direct and positive 

impact on the perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS.  Literature suggests that career 

exploration is a complex process which involves not only seeking information about 

occupational knowledge, but also to understand one’s abilities, deficits, interests, and values, 

which is also an important process in emerging adulthood to encourage career commitment 

(Blustein, 1989a; Stumpf et al., 1983).  Therefore, engaging in specific behaviors and actions to 

explore career such as investigating career possibilities, attending career job fairs, conducting 
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informational interview, etc. in this sample of college students with disabilities had a direct effect 

on their perceived likelihood of achieving their hoped for occupational possible selves.  The CES 

Environment Exploration and Self-Exploration subscale means were below that reported in other 

samples of college students.  Although we do not know whether those samples had participants 

with hidden disabilities, this finding is consistent with a literature review conducted by Ohler, 

Levinson, and Sanders (1995) which found individuals with disabilities may not be able to 

accurately self-assess partly due to limited career exploration activities, particularly prior to 

entering college, thus limiting career development (Hitchings et al., 2001). 

Furthermore, internalized stigma of mental illness did not have a direct effect on the 

perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS, and internalized stigma of mental illness did 

not moderate the effects of career decision self-efficacy or career exploration (i.e., environment 

or self) on the perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for OPS.  Noteworthy and an important 

consideration was the finding that, overall, this sample of college students with a hidden 

disability reported minimal to no internalized stigma of mental illness. 

Surprisingly, only 10.4% of the sample reported they were not at all prepared for college, 

although 76.3% of the sample reported they had never received vocational counseling.  

Interestingly, 78.8% of the sample reported being satisfied with their college major, whereas 

only 9.7% reported they were not satisfied with their college major, and 11.5% were uncertain of 

their level of satisfaction with their college major.  It may be possible that this sample of college 

students with hidden disability had successfully accomplished college courses within their career 

field which may have increased their career decision making self-efficacy.  Note, this sample’s 

CDSE-SF mean scores were higher than those found in other college samples and the sample 
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produced a GPA mean of 3.04.   This explanation is consistent with literature on the reciprocity 

of career decision self-efficacy and career exploration.    

      

Limitations 

Several limitations of this study should be noted.  The study may not have had adequate 

power to detect differences due to the small sample size.  This study was cross-sectional in 

nature.  Therefore, we do not know whether career decision self-efficacy and career exploration 

behaviors and actions impact the perceived likelihood of achieving an OPS over time.  This 

study captured only those individuals who self-reported a hidden disability and did not include a 

sample of college peers without a hidden disability; therefore, it is unknown whether disability 

status would have a direct effect on the variables of interest.  Furthermore, since participants 

self-reported having a hidden disability, it is unknown whether the participants had a formal 

mental health diagnosis and how this may have impacted the results.   Self-report screening 

measures assessing current psychological symptoms were not included in the study, thus it may 

be that this sample of college students had a mental health diagnosis, yet their symptoms were 

not negatively impacting their self-efficacy, exploratory behaviors, or academic functioning 

currently.  Moreover, there may have been cohort effects with this study.  This university may 

have resources, educational training, and events on campus aimed at reducing stigma of mental 

illness.  Therefore, it is unclear if differences from this sample as compared to other research is 

related to this particular university sample or possibly unrealistic responding.  Additionally, this 

study did not access official GPAs, and relied on student’s self-reported GPA.  Lastly, students 

enrolled in psychology courses were given course credit for their participation.  It appeared that 

many students completed the online survey towards the end of the semester.  In addition, it took 
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students considerably less time than the estimated 30-45 minutes to complete the study, which 

may suggest students were not accurately reporting.  Thus, these factors may have impacted the 

study findings. 

 

Future Directions 

Possible selves is a theoretical motivational construct, a type of self-knowledge about 

how an individual thinks about their potential and future, and are drawn from making social 

comparisons of one’s own thoughts, feelings, characteristics, and behaviors against those of 

salient individuals (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  Possible selves help an individual to organize and 

focus on future-oriented activities, beyond visualizing goals, but to also formulate plans and 

steps to achieve these goals (Markus & Ruvolo, 1989; Robinson, Day, & Meara, 2003).  The 

current study examined career decision making self-efficacy and career exploration as a predictor 

of the perceived likelihood on achieving one’s hoped for occupational possible self.  However, 

future research may utilize a pre- and post-activity design to investigate change in career 

decision self-efficacy and career exploration following an activity of thinking of one’s future 

possible selves.  Future research may also include an examination of the direct impact of 

internalized stigma of mental illness on career decision making self-efficacy and career 

exploration, as well as how the interaction may impact the effects of the possible selves activity.  

Taking into the account visualizing one’s hoped for possible self theoretically motivates one act, 

it would be interesting to examine whether specificity of one’s occupational possible self (e.g., 

formulating plans and steps to obtain goal) impacts career decision self-efficacy or career 

exploration. 
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Conclusions 

Despite the above limitations, the current study did contribute to the literature base by 

addressing hidden disabilities, internalized stigma and their effect career development.  First, this 

sample of college students with disability were thinking about their future career and education, 

which is an important task within this period of development.  This study examined a diverse 

range of mental health diagnoses.  In addition to commonly studied disorders (e.g., ADHD, 

learning disorders) within the career development literature, this sample captured individuals 

with depression, anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder, as well as obsessive-compulsive disorder, 

eating disorders.  Despite these mental health illnesses, this appeared to be a high functioning 

sample, both in current academic endeavors and hopes for their future occupational selves.   

Table 1 

Frequencies for Demographics  

Variables Mean (SD) 
Age 20.5 1.9 
GPA 3.05 0.53 
 Frequency Percent 

Sex 
Female 78 67.8 
Male 34 29.6 
Transgender 3 2.6 

Ethnicity 

Black/African American 17 14.8 
White/Caucasian (Non-Hispanic) 54 47.0 
Asian/Pacific Islander 4 3.5 
Hispanic/Latino/Mexican American 26 22.6 
Bi-racial or Multi-racial 14 12.2 

Academic classification 

Freshman 22 19.3 
Sophomore 27 23.7 
Junior 27 23.7 
Senior 36 31.6 
Other (5th year plus) 2 1.8 

Major Satisfaction 
Yes 89 78.8 
No 11 9.7 
Uncertain 13 11.5 

(table continues) 
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Table 1 (cont.). 

Variables Frequency Percent 

Prepared for college 

Not at all prepared 12 10.4 
Somewhat prepared 39 33.9 
Neutral 24 20.9 
Well – very well prepared 40 34.8 

Received vocational 
counseling 

Yes, currently 7 6.1 
Yes, in the past 20 17.5 
Never 87 76.3 

Special classes during 
primary education 

Yes 25 21.9 
No 89 78.1 

Hours worked at job per 
week 

More than 35 hours 8 7.0 
25-34 hours 19 16.5 
15-24 hours 30 26.1 
Less than 15 hours 13 11.3 
Not employed 45 39.1 

Receiving ODA 
accommodations 

Yes 21 18.3 
No 94 81.7 

Diagnosed 
disorder/disability 

Depression 19 16.5 
Bipolar disorder 4 3.5 
Anxiety 37 32.2 
PTSD 2 1.7 
OCD 5 4.3 
ADHD 23 20.0 
Eating disorder 4 3.5 
Schizophrenia 1 0.9 
Learning disorder 11 9.6 
Other 9 7.8 

Received mental health 
counseling 

Yes, currently 26 22.6 
Yes, in the past 48 41.7 
Never 41 35.7 
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Table 2 

Correlations and Cronbach alphas for Variables  

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 

1.  Career Decision Self-Efficacy – Short 
Form (CDSE-SF) 1.00     

2.  Career Exploration Survey (CES) 
Environmental Exploration .292** 1.00    

3.  Career Exploration Survey (CES) Self-
Exploration .352** .522** 1.00   

4.  Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness 
Scale (ISMI) -.369** -.039 -.038 1.00  

5.  Perceived likelihood of achieving hoped 
for occupational possible self (OPS) .200 .222* -.039 -.180 1.00 

Cronbach alpha .96 .90 .89 .93 -- 
* p < .05; ** p < .01 

Table 3 

Means, Standard Deviations and Ranges for Variables 

Variable M SD Possible 
Range 

Actual 
Range 

Career Decision Self-Efficacy – Short Form (CDSE-
SF) Total Scale 3.45 0.78 1 – 5 1 – 5 

CDSE-SF Self-Appraisal Subscale 3.45 0.85 1 – 5 1 – 5 
CDSE-SF Occupational Information Subscale 3.50 0.86 1 – 5 1 – 5 
CDSE-SF Goal Selection Subscale 3.43 0.87 1 – 5 1 – 5 
CDSE-SF Planning Subscale 3.44 0.85 1 – 5 1 – 5 
CDSE-SF Problem Solving Subscale 3.33 0.84 1 – 5 1 – 5 
Career Exploration Survey (CES) Environmental 
Exploration 2.20 1.04 1 – 5 1 – 5 

Career Exploration Survey (CES) Self-Exploration 2.92 1.03 1 – 5 1 – 5 
Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness Scale (ISMI) 
Total Scale 2.05 0.51 1 – 4 1 – 3 

ISMI Alienation Subscale 2.23 .74 1 – 4 1 – 4 
ISMI Stereotype Endorsement Subscale 1.71 .54 1 – 4 1 – 3 
ISMI Discrimination Subscale 2.03 .66 1 – 4 1 – 4 
ISMI Social Withdrawal Subscale 2.14 .76 1 – 4 1 – 4 
ISMI Stigma Resistance Subscale 2.73 .65 1 – 4 1 – 4 
Perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for 
occupational possible self (OPS) 5.01 1.52 1 – 7 2 – 7 
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Table 4 

Means and Standard Deviations for Selected Variables by Gender and Ethnicity 

Variable Male Female Other   
M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)   

Career Decision Self-
Efficacy-Short Form  3.65(.95) 3.34(.69) 4.05(.20)   

 Black White Asian Hispanic Bi-/Multi-
racial 

 M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) 
CES Environmental 
Exploration 2.75(1.06) 1.86(0.86) 2.79(1.63) 2.12(1.01) 2.79(1.08) 

CES Self-Exploration 3.22(1.02) 2.68(0.97) 3.15(1.30) 2.83(1.04) 3.53(0.95) 
 ADHD/LD Psychiatric 

disorders Anxiety   

 M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)   
Career Decision Self-
Efficacy-Short Form 3.67(.65) 3.58(.84) 3.14(.72)   

 

Table 5 

Multiple Regression Analyses Testing the Proposed Interaction Models 

Outcome: Perceived likelihood of achieving hoped for occupational possible self (OPS)   
 B SE B β 

Model 1.     
Career Decision Self-Efficacy – Short Form (CDSE-SF) .388 .217 .202 
Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness (ISMI) -.185 .351 -.065 
CDSE-SF × ISMI -.451 .387 -.139 
Model 2.     
Career Exploration Survey (CES) Environment Exploration .065 .026 .266** 
Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness (ISMI) -.513 .305 -.178 
CES Environment Exploration × ISMI .030 .051 .067 
Model 3.     
Career Exploration Survey (CES) Self Exploration -.015 .033 -.050 
Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness (ISMI) -.491 .329 -.167 
Career Exploration Survey (CES) Self Exploration × ISMI -.022 .063 -.042 
** p < .01 
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Figure 1. Domains and number of hoped for possible selves generated (respondents could list up 
to five possible selves). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Visual depiction of Model 1.   
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Figure 3. Visual depiction of Model 2. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4. Visual depiction of Model 3. 
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