
Enhancing the sense of self of a mid-career woman through career construction 
counselling 

Jacobus G. Maree1 and Mia Nortjé1 
 
1 Department of Educational Psychology, University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa 

Correspondence to Jacobus G. Maree. Email: kobus.maree@up.ac.za 

Abstract 

This article reports on career construction counselling with a purposefully selected, mid-career, 
midlife woman. A single-case study research design was implemented. Data were gathered 
using an integrative qualitative and quantitative approach. After the intervention, the 
participant exhibited an enhanced sense of self-awareness. Career construction counselling can 
be used to help a mid-career, midlife woman become more aware of the meaning she assigned 
to life and her view of herself. Future research with diverse mid-career, midlife women 
(individually or in group-based settings) is needed to establish the effectiveness and long-term 
effects of the kind of intervention espoused here. 
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Introduction 

The twenty-first-century world of work is affected by a global change in the nature of work. 
Savickas et al. (2009) argue that most people nowadays live in knowledge societies. This has 
implications for the way individuals view their career, as the latter is no longer one lifelong 
venture. Instead, executing a career may be considered a constantly changing course and in 
need of continuous negotiation and re-definition, where individuals take responsibility for 
managing their own life and work. A postmodern global economy requires that career 
counselling professionals be mindful of the necessity of a flexible career choice, lifelong 
learning, the development of skills and competencies, and the creation of their own 
employment opportunities. Modern approaches may no longer suffice as the only approach for 
postmodern clients. Individuals are increasingly confronted with the need to understand their 
social identity and sense of self during continued changes in their work life. The nature of 
careers in current society is thus pertinent to all people who navigate their sense of self as part 
of the process of managing their own lives. This includes women in their midlife, who need to 
redesign their careers to keep up with such transformations and changes (Nortjé, 2019). 

Midlife/mid-career 

Developmentally, individuals are understood to grow and change over time from birth to death. 
Their development occurs a horizontal continuum but is also seen as vertical growth—
described in layers of thinking about themselves, others, and society—and as an unconscious 
move towards the amalgamation of an authentic self (Wells, 2011). Career development is 
viewed as a process of individual development, over time, in relation to the meaning given to 
various life roles that can be seen as the ‘formation and implementation of self-concepts within 
occupational contexts’ (Schreuder & Coetzee, 2013, p. 114). Duckworth (2016) posits that 
dealing with changes and challenges associated with midlife and mid-career can be considered 
a developmental process and Savickas (2002) describes midlife as a stage when the individual 
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needs to cope with change and manage transitions. Savickas (1997) further describes career 
adaptability as the readiness to cope with predictable and unpredictable tasks and changes. 
International studies (Bond, 2009; Newton & Stewart, 2010) have shown that the midlife or 
mid-career stage of life can be both a joyful time and a time of suffering for many women. 

Female midlife/midcareer 

Midlife and midcareer can be a particularly challenging period for many women, seeing that 
physical as well as psychological changes are natural occurrences during this time. These 
changes are often accompanied by a shift in focus and priorities. According to Bond (2009, p. 
iii), the ‘[m]idlife journey can be experienced as a transformational process, changing the 
course of one’s life.’ Career development for midlife mid-career women may become more 
complex when they are confronted with feelings of anxiety and insecurity, provoked by die 
twenty-first-century world of work (Savickas, 2012a). They must deal with challenges such as 
irregular work hours, lack of equity in promotion decisions, lack of equity in pay, and 
conflicting family responsibilities (Rani & Singla, 2015). Likewise, mid-career transition 
difficulties experienced by women may include finding an employment niche, deciding how to 
enhance their skill sets and not being able to afford training programmes (Newby, 2016). In 
addition, Kroger (2018) argues that ‘many women at midlife had experienced limited identity-
defining options in their late adolescent and early adult years’ (p. 338). Yet, limited research 
exists regarding later-life employment and the experience of midlife transitions of women 
(August, 2011; Duckworth, 2016). Wells (2011) explains that research studies prior to the end 
of the twentieth century excluded female participants in the belief that findings describing 
men’s development could be generalised to women. Gilligan (1982) argues that women enter 
midlife with ‘a psychological history different from men’s and face at that time a different 
social reality having different possibilities for love and for work, but they also make a different 
sense of experience, based on their knowledge of human relationships’ (p. 173). 

Newton and Stewart (2010) state that many women experience changing circumstances during 
the midlife period and circumstances differ for everyone, leading to different concerns and 
outlooks as they age. Women in their midlife experience biological changes that become 
especially challenging for them in a society where women’s personal worth is often based on 
physical appearance (Ridout, 2012). Changes in family roles such as children leaving home 
and ageing parents needing care often occur during midlife. DePaolo (2015) believes that the 
key difference between genders vests in the fact that women’s social roles generally bear more 
prominence in their lives than males’ social roles. Women’s connectedness to those around 
them can be seen in both their personal and professional lives, leading Duckworth (2016) to 
name the relational component of a woman’s development as a hindrance to career progression, 
since it ‘is seen as character weakness based upon the male developmental model’ (p. 43). 
DePaolo (2015) states that women’s sense of identity is linked to relational aspects and their 
connections to others. He explains that female identity is tied to nurturing and an ongoing 
challenge to find a balance between serving the needs of others and attending to her own needs, 
desires, and ambitions. Levinson (1996) believe that women become more assertive with the 
acceptance of autonomy in an effort to reconcile the masculine and feminine parts of the self. 

It can thus be said that midlife, for women, is a significant period of career and personal 
development. This stage involves a search for meaning amidst occupational and family 
challenges and changes (Wells, 2011). Contextual as well as personal factors such as financial 
status, physical decline, health problems, discrimination, eldercare obligations, diminished job 
attachment, and negotiating the fulfilment of their own needs and those of others (August, 
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2011), all play a role in women’s lives during this time of transition and transformation. 
Women in midlife are provided the opportunity to change and grow towards a more authentic 
self (Wells, 2011). 

Sense of self 

A person’s sense of self refers to the developing awareness of who a person believes he/she is 
(Maree & Molepo, 2016): a picture of the self that is socially created, shaped by culture, and 
narrated by language (Savickas, 2006). According to Maree (2016a, 2016b), the sense of self 
refers to personal and social identity, which includes the preservation and furtherance of the 
person’s life script. Maree and Molepo (2016) describe the sense of self as a person’s awareness 
of who she believes she is. This awareness is constructed via self-attributes (Giannantonio & 
Hurley-Hanson, 2006) that provide information during decision-making (Savickas, 2002). To 
make meaning of life and enhance a person’s sense of self, lie at the core of career construction 
counselling (Chen, 2011). An individual constructs a sense of self through narrating his/her 
knowledge and experiences during social interactions. Maree (2020) states that self- and career 
construction advances finding personal meaning in one’s career and underpins the narrative 
assessment process. 

Moving from a traditional to a postmodern approach 

The postmodern approach evolved from career guidance that focused on the self as subject and 
was preceded by vocational guidance that focused on the self as object (Savickas, 2019a). 
Within the postmodern approach, integrating the objective measures of traits, abilities, and 
skills with qualitatively documented subjective stories would allow the best of both worlds to 
be drawn upon. Thus, counsellors use both psychometric tests and postmodern techniques to 
discover individuals’ traits and the adaptation and development of these traits (from various 
contexts and within social interactions) allow them to discover and shape their unique life 
themes in accordance with their experiences (Hartung, 2010, 2011, 2013; Savickas, 2006). In 
our research study, we drew on subjective stories to gain a holistic picture of a woman in her 
midlife and mid-career. By recounting her career-life stories, the participant was able to draw 
a picture of how she functioned as a social participant in her own life story. Story development 
happened through the reflection on past, present, and future life experiences that related to her 
life roles. The assessment data (both qualitative and quantitative) were woven into the 
participant’s story as meanings, patterns, and symbols that called for further exploration and 
ultimately new insight. Through this process of reflection, conscious knowledge was connected 
to subconscious advice (Maree, 2020). (While we also implemented a quantitative 
questionnaire, we interpreted its outcomes qualitatively only.) Systems theory and social 
constructionism were used as meta-theoretical frameworks for grounding the career 
construction theory. 

Principles and practice of career construction counselling 

Qualitative (narrative) approaches are particularly valuable in communities that experience a 
great deal of environmental complexity (Savickas, 2019a, b). Chinyamurindi (2016) 
emphasises the need to investigate how macro-environmental changes in South Africa (an 
extremely diverse, complex society) affect individuals and their career development—
especially in the case of previously disadvantaged individuals such as women (Schreuder & 
Coetzee, 2013). 
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According to Di Fabio and Maree (2013, p. 5), ‘the world of work is constituted through 
personal construction against the backdrop of social reality’. Career construction is based on 
three theoretical principles, namely person/environment fit, individual development, and the 
narrative approach Savickas, 2019a. The general aim of career construction is to ‘search for 
patterns of meaning in clients’ lives’ (Maree, 2013, p. 63). Patterns are extracted through 
narratives or stories that form part of the life design model. 

Hartung (2011) describes the developmental stages of career construction theory and uses the 
‘rubrics of growth, exploration, establishment, management, and disengagement’ for this 
purpose. Each stage consists of related tasks that entail adaptive goals. If these tasks are 
completed, they establish ‘a foundation for success and future adaptability’ (p. 108). Career 
adaptability can be increased in terms of (career) concern, control, curiosity, and confidence, 
all of which can support an individual to make successful transitions and effect positive change. 
Mid-career and midlife correlate with the management stage where the individual adapts to 
change (self and career) by either exploring new career possibilities or retaining and renovating 
current positions. In our research, the focus was on the sense of self of a woman in her mid-
career and midlife as she adapted to changes in herself and in her career. 

Career construction counselling involves an interpersonal process where the counsellor guides 
clients to author their career stories, making personal meaning pertaining to self and work 
(Hartung & Vess, 2016). Maree (2013) describes career construction counselling as the 
approach used by a counsellor to guide a client in constructing life portraits by connecting life 
themes as elicited by means of postmodern techniques. The process consists of narrative 
methods including the Career Construction Interview (CCI) (Savickas, 2019) that prompt the 
individual to tell microstories. Small recollections and stories are woven together to form a life 
story that contains a central life theme. The narrative assessment process of career construction 
guides the individual towards self-construction and finding personal meaning in her life. Maree 
(2013, p. 38) states that clients ‘actively construct themselves by conversing during social 
communication’. Those clients also use their own stories to establish or ‘“hold” themselves; to 
restore their sense of self’ (Maree, 2013, p. 52). When they come to a crossroads in their lives, 
they need to design a new holding environment. Therefore, when clients reflect and think back 
on their life story, they can redesign it and make needed adjustments to restore their sense of 
self. This notion holds equally true for a woman in the mid-career stage of her life. 

Career construction counselling outcome research 

Narrative approaches to career counselling can offer new and distinctive perspectives on the 
concerns of a client who seeks counselling. Career construction counselling involves a 
counsellor guiding a client to move from deconstructing small stories to constructing a 
preferred story. This process gives clients the opportunity to authorise their stories and 
eventually enables them to ‘advise themselves on how best to deal with crossroads that 
inevitably entail making career choices’ (Maree, 2013, p. 45). 

Outcomes of career construction counselling have been documented in the literature. For 
example, Maree (2016a, 2016b) found the use of career construction counselling to be effective 
in working with a woman in her mid-twenties, specifically finding that reflecting on career 
choices and life history resulted in decreased career indecision and increased insight into 
herself and her career. Santilli et al. (2019) conducted a group career construction intervention 
with 108 participants and described the results as indicating increased career adaptability and 
increased future orientation. Later, Mitts (2020) compared career construction and traditional 
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career counselling and noted that both are effective career counselling interventions that reveal 
increased reflexivity, augmented sense of meaning in life, enhanced psychological health, and 
increased career optimism. 

Systems theory and social constructionism 

Individuals are embedded in systems and subsystems (system theory) and he/she constructs 
and gives meaning to reality (social constructionism theory) within specific contexts. In the 
study, the sense of self of a midlife, mid-career woman was investigated within the theoretical 
paradigms of systems theory, social constructionism theory, and career construction theory. 
The systems theory framework views the individual as nested in a hierarchy of systems and 
subsystems that interact with and influence one another reciprocally (Patton et al., 2006). 
Whatever influences one part of the system influences the whole system. Interference in one 
system has a ripple effect that reaches other systems and influences future chapters of an 
individual’s career and life story. Systems theory guided the focus on the participant’s 
experience of her unique context, while social constructionism acknowledges the meaning that 
she assigned to her experiences (reflected in her subjective and objective sense of self). Self- 
and career construction theory integrates differential, developmental, and dynamic 
perspectives to generated data and thus enables the mid-career, midlife woman to construct her 
own life story. 

Systems theory was used as a lens through which the study focused on the experience of the 
participant in her unique context (including the influence of life design counselling on her 
contextual experience). Social constructionism can be distinguished from constructivism in 
that constructivism focuses on an individual’s learning that takes place as the individual 
engages cognitively in the construction of knowledge. Social constructionism, on the other 
hand, focuses on the social aspect of interactions in a group where the individual gives meaning 
to his or her social and psychological world through social interactions (Young & Collin, 
2004). Social constructionism theory contends that individuals construct their knowledge and 
reality through language, social interaction, and relationships within specific contexts. Social 
constructionist theory is grounded in the assumption that the individual actively constructs 
meaning and knowledge through relationships and social interaction that take place within 
specific contexts (Maree, 2010). ‘Individuals are not considered as passive objects, ultimately 
guided by external forces, but as proactive agents whose main activity consists of self-
organization’ (Di Fabio & Maree, 2013, p. 5). The individual’s unique story is socially 
constructed, and dealing with it requires reflexive construction, deconstruction, co-
construction, and reconstruction (Maree, 2013). Individuals construct themselves, within their 
context by the way they relate to themselves within a given moment, in a given society (Crous, 
2011). Counsellors therefore focus on and acknowledge the meaning that individuals assign to 
experiences. The narrative assessment process provides the individual the opportunity to 
express and assign meaning to recollections and personal stories. Patton (2007) describes the 
systems theory framework as a vehicle to operationalise social constructionism because of its 
focus on the individual, as well as the multiple influences at play on the individual’s career 
development. 

Savickas (2006) defines career construction theory as a theory that seeks to explain career and 
vocational behaviour and argues that ‘[i]t seeks to be comprehensive in its purview by taking 
three perspectives on vocational behaviour: differential, developmental and dynamic’ (p. 35). 
He explains that career construction theory as a theoretical lens would assist the counsellor or 
researcher to consider the following three aspects: (1) What does an individual prefer to do 
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based on his/her personal trait(s)? (2) How can an individual adapt these traits to cope with 
vocational changes? (3) Why do individuals move in distinct directions as shown in life 
themes? Career construction theory thus provides the foundation to view the individual as a 
social being who displays dispositions linked to related types of work environments and who 
can use self-defining narratives to reflexively form their career and their sense of self. 
Individuals are viewed as the sole expert on themselves while the counsellor becomes the co-
author assisting individuals in writing their career stories, thus co-constructing preferred career 
stories through dialogue (Crouse, 2011). Patton et al. (2006) furthermore explain that the 
counsellor helps the individual to narrate a coherent story to authorise their career, identify 
themes in the life story to discover meaning, and acquire the necessary skills for performing 
the next chapter thus being able to negotiate transitions within the twenty-first-century world 
of work. 

Aims of the study 

Our decision to undertake the proposed study was urged by personal interest and the personal 
experiences of the second author, as well as by the fact that limited research exists in this field. 
Both researchers have come to realise that many ordinary women find the midlife and mid-
career period a stressful or painful experience. The personal motivation and interest of the 
second author stemmed from how she perceived older women to experience midlife when she, 
as a teenager, noticed how her own mother struggled to make meaning of her life during her 
midlife years. 

Little has been written specifically regarding women who experience mid-career challenges. 
The bulk of the literature dealing with career construction counselling focuses on younger 
individuals on the threshold of a work career. In South Africa, researchers have been 
investigating career construction as an appropriate perspective from which to approach career 
counselling. The bulk of the literature dealing with career construction counselling focuses on 
younger individuals on the threshold of a work career (Crous, 2011; Maree & Hansen, 2011; 
Joffe, 1999). Hansen (2010) found that through life design counselling, an unwed pregnant 
teenager was able to come to new perspectives about her unique context. More than a decade 
earlier, Joffe (1999) had concluded that this approach could assist adolescents to find their own 
voice in and take responsibility for their career planning. Crous (2011) found that life design 
counselling had a positive impact on a black abandoned adolescent in that she became more 
aware of the meanings she assigned to her situation, what motivated her and her view of herself. 
We therefore assume that studying a woman’s sense of self during mid-career change can 
expand the current body of knowledge on career construction counselling. Since the life design 
theory does not involve only a single event of career counselling before a career starts, but 
encompasses a process of constructing a life, we assume that such counselling is necessary at 
any age or point in life (e.g. also during the mid-career phase of an adult woman). 

This study was also motivated by the researchers’ concern that a woman facing mid-career 
challenges could be marginalised and ostracised when society does not provide a holding 
environment for the individual (August, 2011; DePaolo, 2015). This might even be more 
prominent during times of isolation (such as during the Covid-19 pandemic) as this woman 
could very well feel trapped and ignored within the community. As the working population 
ages, the representation of older woman is growing within the workforce (Austen & Ong, 
2009). Women in the midlife/ mid-career phase of their life are active members of the 
workforce, contributing constructively to the economy. We consider that this case study can 
contribute to a better understanding to these ethical, social, and economic issues and in doing 
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so contribute to the knowledge needed to support woman in their midlife/ mid-career. The 
purpose of the study was to examine the value that career construction counselling has for a 
mid-career, midlife woman trying to establish her sense of self. The following (exploratory) 
questions guided the research, namely: (1) What influence does midlife have on the sense of 
self of a mid-career woman? and (2) How does career construction counselling influence the 
sense of self of a mid-career woman? 

Methods 

Participant and context 

The specificity of the criteria for inclusion necessitated the use of a single-case intervention. 
The following served as criteria for the inclusion of this individual: 

 A female between the ages of 45 and 55 (midlife and mid-career stage). 
 A person who has expressed a need for career construction design and counselling. 

Bea (a pseudonym was used to protect the identity of the participant) was a 48-year-old, 
Afrikaans-speaking, white female who lived with her husband and three children in a moderate-
to-low socio-economic suburb on the fringe of urban development. According to the Statistics 
South Africa (2020), unemployment affected more than 43,1 percent of the workforce in 2020. 
Bea and her family were impacted by this financial hardship when her husband was retrenched 
six months before the intervention and therefore her salary was the family’s main source of 
income. Research done within South Africa highlights how occupational racial and gender 
disparities as well as patterns of discrimination influence career opportunities (Booysen & 
Nkomo, 2010; Parashar, 2014). However, research on white middle-aged women who struggle 
with finances has received scant attention within the South African context. Employed as a pre-
school teacher working with 2- and 3-year-old children, she had been working on and off as a 
pre-school teacher for the past 25 years. In the beginning of 2018, Bea started studying towards 
an N4 teaching certificate through a distance education institution, as it became a requirement 
of her current employer. On a previous occasion, Bea enrolled for a teaching certificate but was 
unable to complete it due to her second pregnancy and the family being relocated. Bea did not 
study further after she finished high school as she explained that her parents did not have the 
money to fund her and that they expected her to find employment. She mentioned feeling forced 
to study as she needed a qualification for her to be able to stay employed. She also stated that 
she did not believe that she would be able to study. Bea expressed a need for career guidance 
in order to make a decision about her future, as she expressed a need for change. Maree (2020) 
describes five kinds of career indecision difficulties: (i) a lack of and need for career choice 
information, (ii) an inadequate sense of self, (iii) inability to make career choice, (iv) career 
choice anxiety, and (v) disagreement with others. At the time Bea entered the study, she overtly 
expressed her need for information as she wanted to know more in order for her to feel 
empowered to make a choice. Furthermore, she doubted her own knowledge and ability to 
make a sound decision and this presented as an inadequate sense of self. 

The data-gathering opportunities involved face-to-face meetings with the participant during 
eight interwoven yet distinct sessions that were conducted over a period of two months during 
the second part of 2018. These intervention sessions focused on the analysis and synthesis of 
data with the aim of clarifying the problem presented, identifying what the participant was 
hoping to achieve, exploring the participant’s sense of self, as well as exploring new 
perspectives regarding the participant’s sense of self to enable her to be more adaptable within 
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her midlife, mid-career circumstances (Savickas et al., 2009). The primary researcher and 
participant met for weekly sessions that varied in length between approximately one and three 
hours, depending on the participant’s needs, understanding, and work pace. 

Cardoso et al. (2020) describe three phases within which the goal of career construction 
counselling can typically be achieved. During the first phase, the participant formulates their 
career problem and explores the narratives that formed their current personal constructs 
(Maree, 2020, 2021). In this study, the first phase consisted of five sessions. The first two 
sessions (introductory interview and compiling a collage) were focused on building a trusting 
relationship between the participant and the researcher and in doing so explored her unique 
career problem. The third session consisted of the creation and discussion of a lifeline. The 
researcher and participant identified and engaged in patterns and themes elicited from the 
participant’s recalled milestone experiences. During the fourth session, the Career Interest 
profile (CIP) (Maree, 2017a) was administered to gain a deeper understanding of the 
participant’s career preferences as part of her life story. The participant was asked to draw a 
family constellation during the fifth session to explore characteristics and influence of family 
members. Cardoso et al. (2020) state that in the second phase, the individuals ‘identify life 
themes and reconstruct the micronarratives into a macronarrative that revises the career story’ 
(p. 189). In the current study, the second phase consisted of two sessions during which the 
researcher administered the Career Construction Interview (CCI) and the CAAS-SA (Maree, 
2012), respectively. The CCI was administered to comprehend and co-construct the 
participant’s life story and the CAAS-SA was administered to discover her possible 
psychosocial adaptability resources that could be utilised for managing midlife and mid-career 
transitions. The third phase culminates in an opportunity for the participant and the counsellor 
to draw in the new constructed story to formulate career plans and perform change (Maree, 
2020). The eighth and final session was utilised to co-construct the participant’s life story, as 
a meta-reflective opportunity for the participant to advise herself as primary expert on herself. 
Although it is possible to conduct the three phases within three individual sessions, Maree 
(2020) advises that ‘The unique situation and needs of assessees will be the key considerations 
that determine the number of sessions in each of the counseling for self- and career construction 
phases’ (p. 59). 

The data generation process predominantly included qualitative techniques based on career 
construction counselling principals. This included observations, interviews, collage (‘Who am 
I?’), lifeline, family constellation, the Career Construction Interview (CCI) (Savickas, 2019b), 
the Career Adapt-Abilities Scale-South Africa (CAAS-SA; Maree, 2012) and the Career Interest 
Profile (CIP, Version 6) (Maree, 2017a). 

Quantitative measure 

The Career Adapt-Abilities Scale-South Africa (CAAS-SA; Maree, 2012). The CAAS-SA 
consists of 24 items, four scales, and six items per scale. It measures (career) concern, (Career) 
control, (career) curiosity, and (career) confidence—psychosocial resources that expedite 
managing transitions, accomplishing developmental tasks, and coping with work-related 
traumas. The psychometric properties of the CAAS-SA are good. This includes reliability and 
cross-national measurement equivalence (Maree, 2012). 
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Qualitative assessments 

The Career Construction Interview (CCI) (Savickas, 2019b) was implemented as both a data-
gathering technique and a career counselling strategy, as it promoted the career construction 
process through a series of questions. The first question, ‘How can I be useful to you?’, is used 
to initiate the conversations and provokes responses that give insight into the participant’s 
expectations of the intervention. The participant expressed her need for career choice 
information as she stated: ‘I want to be exposed to more professions’ (6;68;7) and ‘let me think 
about more careers’ (6;68,13). The participant was then asked to elaborate on people she 
admired during her youth. In her youth, Bea admired a famous singer because ‘she was a 
mother and she was a successful singer’ (6;69;37) pointing to the tension within her that she 
wants to be both a mother and have a career, driving her to the intension to do everything in 
her power to be successful in her career. Bea was also asked to name her favourite magazine, 
favourite TV programme, favourite website, and favourite book or movie and to give three 
favourite quotations. Answers to these questions elaborate on people’s ‘self-concepts and 
central life goals, the environments that fit clients’ lifestyles’ (Savickas, 2015, p. 3) and elicit 
provide self-advice on solving similar challenges as faced by the characters. Discussing her 
favourite book (Fiela se kind [Fiela’s child]), Bea talked about the main character who was 
poor and had to raise a child. She described the character’s strengths as having faith, working 
hard, and having perseverance, pointing to the advice she would give herself. Her own pain 
and hardship in terms of continued financial distress and need to care for her children becomes 
the driving force that motivates her to seek and acquire change. The last question, which asked 
the participant to describe her three earliest recollections, focused on revealing key challenges 
and advice to herself. 

The Career Interest Profile (CIP, Version 6) (Maree, 2017a) was used to gather additional 
qualitative data. Based predominantly on Savickas’ career construction theory (Savickas, 
2019a) but also on Adler’s (1933) holistic theory of personality, psychopathology, and 
psychotherapy, Cochran’s narrative approach to career counselling (1997), and Erikson’s 
(1982) theory of psychosocial developmental, the CIP reflects the differential, developmental, 
and narrative traditions. The CIP is a qualitative assessment instrument that comprises four 
parts (see Table 1). 

Procedure 

Assessment of the sense of self and interventions to develop the sense of self were intertwined 
and allowed the researcher to immediately deal with any obstacles that might arise during the 
sessions—rather than to implement interventions after having analysed the data. The procedure 
(in terms of descriptions of the sessions) is summarised in Table 2. 

Data analysis 

An adapted version of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis strategy was used to 
facilitate the analysis of the data. The main steps followed in analysing and interpreting the 
data are depicted in Table 3. 
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Table 1   Description of the Career Interest Profile (CIP) 

Part Number of questions and subquestions Question details Related practices (Savickas, 2019a, b) Underlying paradigm (Savickas, 2019a, b)

1 1b Eleven (including subquestions) 1c Biographical details, family influ-
ences, and provisional career-related 
indicators

1d i. Guiding and advising 1e Vocational guidance

2 2b Six (including subquestions) 2c Qualitative career choice indicators 2d Guiding And advising 2e Vocational guidance
3 3b Two 3c Identifying qualitatively i. most 

and ii. the least preferred career 
categories from a list of 19

3d Educating and. facilitating 3e Vocational guidance and career devel-
opment

4 4b Twenty-six questions (including 
subquestions)

4c Brief life story narratives 4d Designing and healing 4e Career counselling and Life design
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Table 2   Procedure

Session Technique to be used Description of the session

1 Introductory interview A narrative exploration of the presenting problem and anticipated intervention goals
2 Collage entitled “Who am I?” The participant’s current sense of self was depicted by compiling a visual representation of herself
3 Lifeline The participant was asked to plot positive and negative milestone experiences on a timeline. The 

researcher and participant identified and engaged in patterns and themes elicited from the participant’s 
recalled milestone experiences

4 CIP The researcher administered the CIP to gain a deeper understanding of the participant’s career prefer-
ences as part of her life story

5 Family constellation The participant was asked to plot and describe characteristics, roles, and relationships to gain a deeper 
understanding of the characteristics of family members involved in her story (Cochran, 1997)

6 Career Construction Interview (CCI) The researcher administered the CCI to comprehend and co-construct the participant’s life story through 
uncovering facets of her personality, life structure, career adaptability, and life themes

7 CAAS-SA The participant was asked to complete the CAAS-SA. The researcher and the participant subsequently 
engaged in a process of discovering her possible psychosocial adaptability resources that could be 
utilised for managing her midlife, mid-career transitions

8 Life story This session was utilised as a meta-reflective opportunity for the participant to advise herself as primary 
expert on herself
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Rigour of the study 

To enhance and increase the quality and trustworthiness of the research, credibility, 
confirmability, transferability, and dependability were promoted (Riege, 2003) (Table 4). 
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Table 4   Quality assurance techniques implemented

Quality assurance technique Practical implementation

1 Credibility Member checking was used to ensure accurate and comprehensive descriptions of the participant’s 
experience

2 Triangulation Interpretations of meaning were cross-checked by implementing multiple techniques (journals, field 
notes, interviews, and observations) to generate and verify the data

3 Crystallisation The emphasis was placed on focusing on complex themes and emerging patterns to create a better under-
standing of the data (Richardson, 2000)

4 Confirmability A reflective journal was used to track researcher subjectivity Moreover, an independent research col-
league’s evaluation of the data was attained to establish if the same themes could be found in the data 
(Krefting, 1991)

5 Dependability Audit trails were kept meticulously, rich documentation was developed, interpretations were verified with 
the participant, and results were reported in a manner that was both consistent and clear

6 Transferability The objective of the study was to develop a deeper understanding of the effect that midlife and career 
construction counselling, respectively, have on the mid-career woman’s sense of self. The aim was to 
obtain meaningful information that would have a positive effect on further research in this area
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Ethical issues 

The researchers obtained written informed consent from the participant for the anonymous 
reporting of the findings. The University’s review board approved the research. 

Results 

Seven main themes and several subthemes emerged from the data. These themes and 
subthemes are explicated below. Verbatim quotes from dialogical extracts are provided to 
substantiate these quotes. We used a three-digit coding system to reference data. The first digit 
refers to the session (indicating the data source—see Table 2), the second to the page number 
where the entry can be found, and the third digit refers to the line where it occurs. 

Theme 1: family/significant others’ influence 

This theme refers to relevant content regarding the participant’s family and other significant 
people in her life, which inherently influenced her sense of self. 

Influence of parents ‘My parents encouraged me to find employment rather than to study 
because we do not have money to fund tertiary education’ (5;54;29). 

Family relationships ‘My children are particularly important to me’ (1;8;38). 

The influence of others ‘I sometimes choose something for myself and then think: What will 
other people think about that’ (2;16;17). ‘My friend is everything to me, she understands. She 
is very dear to me’ (4;43;20). 

Theme 2: personal traits/characteristics 

This theme refers to habitual patterns of behaviour, thought, and action which could be 
observed in the participant. 

Helping others ‘I would break my back to help others’ (7;79;20). 

Extroversion ‘It makes me happy to be surrounded by people and friends and my family’ 
(2;13;11). 

Self-esteem ‘I care. I have that passion to take away heartache and I have a warm heart’ 
(2;13;10). 

Sense of self-efficacy ‘As I stuck the pictures I knew immediately where each one should go. It 
made me feel good. I thought: look at how much I have, how much I actually am’ (2;21;32). 

Structure orientation ‘I like everything that happens to be in an order. It has to be neat, it has 
to fit together’ (2;13;38). 

Theme 3: personal values 

This theme refers to principles or standards that activate, guide, and motivate the participant’s 
behaviour. 
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Achievement ‘It can be done, I know, I have done it’ (3;24;43). 

Financial considerations ‘thought I wanted to further my studies to be qualified in what I do, 
but again, it is finances that make me think I might not be able to’ (7;80;17). 

Work pride ‘But now it is teaching, teaching, teaching. I enjoy it and I can do it well’ (5;55;25). 

Theme 4: religion/spirituality 

This theme refers to relevant content that is indicative of the participant’s belief in and worship 
of a personal God, and that includes spiritual beliefs regarding the meaning of life. 

Communicating with God ‘I said: God, how will we get out of this debt?, and then my husband 
gets a heart attack, and everything gets paid’ (3;35;45). 

Trusting in the future ‘I feel that I am on the right path, but at the bottom, on the lowest step. I 
have to move up’ (1;7;17). 

Thankfulness ‘Sometimes I cry to say thank you to God that He holds me in His hands, that I 
am precious to him’ (2;14;40). 

Theme 5: management of midlife/mid-career challenges 

This theme contains content concerned with developmental tasks associated with the 
midlife/mid-career. 

Awareness of the job market ‘I knew at some stage they would come in and you would have to 
be qualified. I was actually kind of forced to study’ (1;9;1). 

The importance of holding on ‘It (studying) was I dream I had and I realised in the past year 
that it is important. I have to do it, for myself’ (1;10;13). 

The need to update work-related skills ‘N4 you have to do to work in a pre-school with children 
aged 0 to 4 years old. Then you have to do N5 to work with 4- to 6-year-olds. With N6 you are 
allowed to teach older children’ (1;6;46). 

Sense of innovation ‘I want to complete N6 in order for me to work in a primary 
school’(1;10;11). 

Theme 6: challenges 

This theme contains content that refers to experiences, situations, and emotions described by 
the participant as physically or emotionally distressing or difficult. 

Traumatic experiences ‘It is not nice when your husband has two heart attacks’(3;34;39). 

Educational difficulties ‘On this occasion I did not study well (as was always the case), 
therefore I did not do well as far as marks are concerned, especially in Mathematics and 
History. It was unnecessary, I did not need those subjects’ (6;81;32–35). 
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Emotional sensitivity; ‘I know I should have written humble or gentle—with cry in brackets.’ 
(4;42;45). 

Theme 7: career adaptability 

This theme contains content related to career adaptability and the related subskills based on the 
CAAS (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). 

Career concern ‘I want (a qualification). N6 in order for me to move to a primary school’ 
(1;10;11). 

Career control ‘Now I am thinking about these things: what I want to become and what I do 
not want to become’ (5;56;19). 

Career curiosity ‘Expose me to more careers so that I can view myself in a different light and 
be capable of doing something different’ (6;68;14). 

Career confidence ‘I see that I am capable of being more than just a mother or teacher’ (6;68;9). 

Discussion 

The purpose of the study was to examine the value that career construction counselling has for 
a mid-career, midlife woman trying to establish her sense of self. The research questions are 
reviewed in this section in the light of the findings that have emerged from the study. Literature 
related to life design-related counselling and enhanced sense of self, especially during 
midlife/mid-career, is used to compare our findings to previous findings. 

What effect does midlife have on the sense of self of a mid-career woman? 

Savickas (2012a, b) argues that midlife individuals, who find themselves within the 
management stage (Super, 1957) of career development, are likely to explore new roles as they 
sense their current positions to be unstable. The midlife question ‘Do I want to do this for the 
next twenty-five years?’ (Savickas, 2002, p. 179) causes the individual to ponder about whether 
to hold on to a current position or to let go. The findings of this study confirmed this view by 
indicating that the participant was experiencing her current position as unstable, putting her at 
a crossroads where she had to decide what she wanted to do from here. As a midlife/midcareer 
woman, she faced typical tasks, changes, and challenges relating to this developmental stage. 
She sought the advice of a counsellor as she expressed eagerness to participate in the career 
construction counselling proses, hoping to bring about change in her current circumstances: ‘I 
was excited, I could not wait’ (1;1;36–37); ‘I feel I have to do things differently’ (1;1;46). As 
she considered her age and her career path, she expressed uncertainty about her current 
position: ‘I want to know if I am moving in the right direction’ (1;7;16) and ‘I need to move 
up’ (1;7;19). Midlife changes and challenges brought her to a crossroads in her life where she 
had to consider what she wanted to do next. This was a time of personal assessment that held 
transitional opportunity for her. 

As discussed in the literature review, midlife and midcareer can be filled with challenges and 
changes that directly and indirectly influence a woman’s sense of self. The participant 
experienced midlife changes such as the restructuring of family roles (her children were 
reaching the point of leaving home), as well as possible changes in employment—she 
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experienced the need to update her vocational skills by furthering her qualifications. Discussing 
the possibility of furthering her qualifications, the participant said ‘It is a dream of mine … I 
want to do it for myself’ (1;10; 11–14). She described the significant role that her children 
played in her life as she stopped working every time she fell pregnant, wanting to be home with 
them. Bea also stated ‘My children are particularly important to me ‘(1;8;38) and ‘I would 
break my back to help others’ (7;79;20). DePaolo (2015) explains that a woman’s sense of self-
identity is linked to relational nurturing, as it creates an ongoing challenge of establishing a 
sense of balance between attending to her own ambitions and serving the needs of others. 

This finding correlates positively with the finding that pointed to the dichotomy within the 
midlife woman’s relational nurturing role: fulfilling her own needs versus serving the need of 
others. This dichotomy originally presents as tensions in her circumstances. For instance, she 
feels the strong need to care for her children as well as a need to improve herself ‘I see that I 
am capable of being more than just a mother or teacher’ (6;68;9). Her tension is transformed 
into intention and an increase in her career options ‘[t]o have the ability to enrol into a study 
field again and do something else’ (6;68.9). She mentioned a sense of relief on account of her 
belief that the intervention had also enabled her to enhance her chances of finding suitable 
employment. 

How does career construction counselling influence the sense of self of a mid-career 
woman? 

Responding to the first question in the CCI, ‘How can I be useful to you today?’, the participant 
responded: ‘Expose me to more careers so that I can view myself in a different light and that I 
am capable of doing something different’ (6;68;7–14). This response shed light on the 
crossroads she was facing: She sought guidance to learn more about different roles and 
possibilities for work and career change. 

Through career construction counselling, the participant explored her personal and social 
identity and identified themes and strategies within her own life story that could support her in 
negotiating future life and career transitions. Her sincerity and acceptance of the process 
appeared to be increasing with each session, as she appeared to feel safe to express her views 
and feelings. Bea expressed her appreciation for the sessions and said ‘I feel thankful that you 
help me and…I just connected with you’ (6;71;17–18). A study by Pitts and Miller-Day (2007) 
investigated researcher–participant rapport development in a sample of 16 field researchers and 
they uncovered five permeable stages in the process of rapport building. The authors 
considered the fourth stage—‘Interpersonal connection’—as a phase characterised by 
‘increased reciprocity, intimacy, and risky self-disclosure … fostering a partnership of two 
unique individuals balancing both personal and professional goals’ (p. 193). Halfway through 
the intervention, the rapport development reached a stage of interpersonal connection as she 
shared experiences and events that were most important to her; thoughts that only God knows 
about. She included the researcher–participant relationship and intervention sessions as a 
positive experience on her lifeline and ended the session by saying: ‘This (session) was so 
good, I truly enjoyed it’ (3; 40;15–16). 

During the intervention, the participant increasingly articulated an enhanced sense self-efficacy 
by giving herself credit for being, for instance, kind, caring, avoiding conflict, thriving when 
surrounded by many people, and helping others. The participant became more aware of the 
reflective process, saying: ‘Now I am thinking about these things and about what I want to do 
and what do not want to do’ (5; 56; 19). She gained greater knowledge about her own abilities, 
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interests, and personality traits and obtained enhanced insight into the influence other people 
exerted on her personal life and career choices. Bandura (2006, p. 307) describes self-efficacy 
as ‘people’s beliefs in their capabilities to produce given attainments’ and explains that people 
have different areas in which they nurture their efficacy. Reflecting on the collage she created 
she noted: ‘ I did not think I would be able to do this, but now I see… this is how I fit’ (2; 20; 
42). After the third session, she reflected ‘I am proud that I did something for myself… it made 
me realise that I do not have to stand back for other people’ (3; 39; 5). She displayed enhanced 
adaptability strategies and gained insight into her own coping mechanisms. She was able to 
reflect on her life story and voiced increased self-insight and self-confidence shown in her 
comment: ‘I see myself in a different light. I am capable of being more than just a mother or 
just a teacher’ (6; 68; 9–10). Her doubt in her own abilities when confronted by her colleague 
supported the findings of a study conducted by Schyns and Collani (2002), which reported that 
the satisfaction of colleagues directly influences occupational self-efficacy. Karademas (2006) 
conducted a study with 201 participants researching the correlation between self-efficacy, 
social support, and well-being. The researcher concluded that self-efficacy (optimism and 
expectations) had an impact on cognitive representations and human functioning. The 
participant’s ability to complete tasks when she felt supported and able to do so was in 
congruence with this research. 

The research provided some guidelines on how the sense of self of a midlife/midcareer woman 
could be enhanced. The findings confirm the view of Di Fabio and Maree (2013) and Nkambule 
(2010), who argue that the process of narrative career counselling brings about transformation. 
It facilitates a greater understanding of the value of meaning making and accomplishes personal 
agency, personal growth, and acceptance of personal responsibility in the career counselling 
process brought about change in her thought processes concerning herself and her ability to 
visualise and anticipate a meaningful future career. She became aware of the impact that her 
perceptions about herself and her experiences have on her decision-making strategies. She 
showed an increased capacity to learn about herself and her possible career roles in the world 
of work. Her ability to take the initiative and her capacity to become aware of career 
developmental tasks aided in enhancing her self-esteem and self-efficacy and ultimately 
enhanced her sense of self. 

In summary, it seems that the results discussed in this section are usual findings in studies about 
the career construction interview (Savickas, 2019a, b). First, the intervention enabled the 
participant to become more aware. Second, it revealed the complexity of the participant’s 
situation. Third, it clarified her (career-) identity. Lastly, it revealed the value of negotiating a 
participant’s identity development in the context of her contextual facilitators and constraints. 
As shown above, the intervention advocated in this article enabled the career counsellors to 
make a specific contribution to the midlife issues of the participant. 

Results obtained from the administration of the CAAS-SA  

The results obtained from the pre- and post-administration of the CAAS-SA appear in Table 5. 
Information from the above table indicates that the participant’s career confidence stayed the 
same—with a description of very strong—and demonstrated her capacity to pursue her own 
aspirations. The scores for both career concern and career control increased but remained in 
the descriptive category of strong. The career curiosity score increased and moved from 
‘somewhat strong’ to ‘strong’. The participant showed an increase in her capacity to learn more 
about herself and the roles she could fulfil in the world of work. The findings of this study 
confirmed the view of Savickas et al. (2009), namely that life-designing interventions can 
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increase career concern, control, curiosity and confidence that relate to career planning, career 
choice, and work adjustment. Savickas (1997, p. 254) defines career adaptability as ‘a readiness 
to cope’ with both predictable and unpredictable changes related to the working environment. 
The participant obtained a lower score on the curiosity subscale, prior to intervention, which 
might have been indicative of her limited exploration of the world of work. According to Di 
Fabio and Maree (2013) and Hartung (2011), limited career exploration can inherently limit 
career expectations. Boding well for the participant’s career adaptability was a very strong 
score in the career confidence scale, which indicated a sense of optimism in pursuing career 
aspirations, even when faced with obstacles and barriers. 

 

The discussion above shows that, in career counselling sessions, it is possible and useful to use 
at the same time quantitative assessment measures and narrative assessment instruments. It also 
shows that it is possible to conceive identity as both stable and dynamic (adaptability). 

Specific findings regarding the mid-career of women 

Midlife and mid-career can be filled with challenges and changes that directly and indirectly 
influence a woman’s sense of self. As a stage within individual and career development, midlife 
can be described as a unique period of growth (DePaolo, 2015; Duckworth, 2016; Wells, 2011) 
towards the amalgamation of an authentic self (Wells, 2011). It can also be observed in ways 
of thinking about oneself, others, and society. The participant experienced midlife changes 
such as the restructuring of family roles (her children were reaching the point of leaving home), 
as well as possible changes in employment—she experienced the need to update her vocational 
skills by furthering her qualifications. Midlife changes and challenges brought her to a 
crossroads in her life where she had to consider what she wanted to do next. This was a time 
of personal assessment that held transitional opportunity for her. As a mid-career woman, the 
primary researcher felt a kinship and was able to identify with the participant’s story. The 
impact of being the breadwinner of a family and having vulnerable children who dependent on 
a mother can be a great source of tension. Doing this research highlighted the value of being 
able to look at key points in the primary researcher’s own life and taking advice from how she 
dealt with difficult situations before provides her with strength to persevere when she 
experiences times of uncertainty. 

Possible advantage of proposed model 

Interventions premised on traditional career theories may not be sufficient to deal with 
constantly changing career environments or to address the needs of marginal workers (Maree, 
et al., 2018; Maree, 2016a, 2016b). Qualitative methods are recommended as particularly 
useful and necessary (in addition to quantitative methods) to comprehend the career 
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development processes of individuals who are considered previously disadvantaged (Maree, 
2010, 2017b, 2020)—as in the case of women. Disadvantaged people meet with difficulties in 
their career development that are not frequently and simply identified through the quantitative 
research paradigm. 

Limitations of the study 

First, the research lacked follow-up assessments to confirm the stability of our findings. 
Second, it is possible that the CAAS-SA is not sufficiently sensitive to the changes taking place 
in people during the kind of intervention elaborated on here. Third, quality control criteria were 
put in place to ensure that credibility, confirmability, transferability, dependability, and 
trustworthiness were achieved. However, the subjectivity of our interpretations needs to be 
regarded as a limitation, as another researcher could well have interpreted the results and 
subsequent findings in a different manner. Fourth, the subjective nature of the data gathered 
from self-report questionnaires and journal entries could lead to the questioning of the 
trustworthiness of the answers provided by the participant. Fifth, if other researchers had 
conducted the study, there might have been variations in the results arising from researcher 
bias. We acknowledge that our preferred counselling style and our bias towards midlife women 
and the idiosyncratic challenges they face may have influenced us during the intervention. 
Sixth, the dual roles the primary research assumed (researcher and practitioner) may have 
influenced the outcomes (Hay-Smith et al., 2016). To reduce that possibility, we planned, 
executed, and monitored the methodology carefully. To prevent possible ethical challenges, we 
adhered to standard ethical guidelines meticulously. Moreover, a professional participant–
practitioner relationship with the participant was sustained throughout the intervention 
(Kewley, 2006). 

Recommendations for theory development, research, and practice 

The research contributed to research in the field under discussion in a number of ways. First, it 
shows that the narrative process of reflection and meta-reflection enabled the participant to 
become more aware of the meaning she assigned to life. Second, it shed light on the complexity 
and nature of the changes and challenges she faced at this particular crossroads. Third, 
recounting her career-life story to and assisted by the researchers, clarified her identity and her 
view of herself, thus contributing to enhancement of her sense of self. Fourth, the article sheds 
some light on ‘the negotiation between identity development and contextual facilitators and 
constraints’ of a woman in midlife (Kroger, 2018). 

Recommendations for future research include the following. First, psychologists in training 
should be exposed to the theoretical and practical aspects of the intervention and required to 
investigate its viability in diverse contexts. Second, longer-term research is needed to establish 
the long-term impact of career construction counselling techniques and interventions on 
various groups of participants. Third, psychologists should collaboratively conduct research to 
build on the evidence that career construction counselling, as meta-reflective intervention, 
facilitates people’s experience of listening to their own advice when dealing with transitions 
and crossroads in their lives. Fourth, the use of different assessment instruments in research on 
career construction counselling should be considered. Fifth, it seems important to educate 
career counsellors to understand the challenges our participant faced and how such challenges 
affect the behaviour of midlife women so that they can intervene more effectively on behalf of 
their clients. This could enhance the co-construction of their career-life identity, together with 
co-construction of other aspects of their life stories. Lastly, networking with other researchers, 
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designing research projects to examine the effectiveness of interventions, and reporting on 
outcomes in a broad array of scholarly journals, books, and book chapters and on various 
platforms (traditional and electronic) are essential. 

Conclusion 

Savickas (2019a) suggests that themes revealed by exploring people’s life stories guide clients 
in making meaningful choices, enabling them to navigate transition phases. The current study 
confirmed the applicability of the intervention programme in this regard as the participant 
became more aware of the meaning she assigned to the challenges she faced, and her view of 
herself, ultimately enhancing her sense of self. We found career construction counselling to be 
an invaluable approach towards supporting this midlife woman at a crossroads in her personal 
and career life. The findings confirmed the belief of Savickas (2019b), namely that career 
construction counselling enables individuals to reflect on their life stories and in due course 
helps them to engage in actions to build future selves. 

Lastly, we found career construction counselling to be a useful strategy during which reflection 
and guided meta-reflection enabled the participant to clarify her career identity by considering 
carefully both aspects that impede and factors that bolster her identity development. This 
culminated in her being better equipped to deal with the challenges and transitions of her own 
life. We conclude that it is important that career counsellors consulted by mid-career women 
should be more sensitive to and aware of the experiences of these women to assist them in 
enhancing their sense of self. 
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