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RESEARCH ARTICLE
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ABSTRACT
This article uses different career development theories as lenses to analyse
the cases of four young adults who struggle to build sustainable careers
and, vice versa, explores the contribution of each theory to
understanding career agency as it does or does not manifest within the
cases. A key element of this study is incorporating Vygotsky’s theory of
double stimulation (DS), initially developed as a research methodology,
guiding principle, and model for agency within cultural-historical
activity theory, as a lens in career research. The analyses resulted in a
comprehensive model integrating theoretical and empirical insights
about stalling career agency.
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The labour market increasingly demands self-directed individuals who are able to exert career
agency (De Hauw & Greenhaus, 2015; De Vos et al., 2020). However, young adults in vulnerable pos-
itions in the Netherlands often do not fit this image of agentic career builders; they often struggle
with building meaningful and sustainable careers. These vulnerabilities may include insufficient
self-reliance, a lack of qualifications, and limited language skills (Statistics Netherlands, 2020;
Dutch Inspectorate of Education, 2018). We define vulnerable young adults as those who experience
limited opportunities to shape their lives or overcome setbacks in their contexts as they wish (Bijl
et al., 2015, p. 32).

Examining this group’s career agency is crucial for at least three reasons. First, understanding how
agency develops despite contextual obstacles can refine career agency perspectives (De Hek et al.,
2019; De Lange et al., 2020). Second, proactive behaviour will likely vary in this group, requiring
insights into why development stalls. Third, it helps identify the support these young adults need
to find meaningful work. Thus, this study holds theoretical (Allen et al., 2021; Byington et al.,
2019) and societal importance (Dutch Inspectorate of Education, 2018; Martin, 2018).

However, much of the literature (David & Lopez, 2001; Lodato et al., 2021; Nafukho et al., 2004; Ng
et al., 2005; Schultz, 1961; Wößmann, 2003) does not consider the specific challenges faced by
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vulnerable young adults, which are influenced by personal development and life constraints that
hinder proactive behaviour. Many career theories emphasise conditions and their relationships
rather than developmental potential. Consequently, the unfolding agency displayed by these
young adults in their complex life contexts may be overlooked.

To better understand career agency in this group, we advocate a “whole-life” perspective, consid-
ering multiple life environments and their interaction with career development (Akkermans et al.,
2018; De Hauw & Greenhaus, 2015; De Vos et al., 2020; Chen & Hong, 2020; Savickas et al., 2009;
Van der Heijden et al., 2020), this includes an emphasis on the influence of other life domains on
developing a sustainable career and career agency (De Vos et al., 2020), navigating and shaping
career pathways (Chen & Hong, 2020), and understanding agency as an emergent phenomenon
(Muijen et al., 2018). While these insights from a whole-life perspective are valuable, they also
raise important questions about how career agency develops under the constraints of contexts.
This leads us to the central aim of this study: to understand the development of career agency
among young adults in vulnerable positions. We use different career theoretical perspectives as
lenses to analyse the cases of four young adults who struggle to build sustainable careers and
explore the contribution of each theory to understanding career agency as it does or does not mani-
fest within the cases. The analyses result in a comprehensive conceptual model integrating theoreti-
cal and empirical insights about the development of career agency.

Theoretical framework

In the literature on career agency, we identified three types of theories: (1) competitive labour market
theories, (2) whole-life career theories, and (3) emergent career theories. This classification of career
theories, inspired by but different from Muijen et al. (2018), helped us structure the literature.

In our theoretical framework, we selected theories that (1) have career agency as the central
theme, (2) explicitly adopt a developmental perspective on agency, and (3) view agency as a
dynamic capacity shaped through interactions between individuals and their environment. Given
our focus on how career agency develops, this article does not discuss competitive labour market
theories because they do not account for the developmental, contextual, and relational aspects
central to this study’s young adults.

Whole-life career theories and agency

A sustainable career from a whole-life perspective acknowledges a balance with the life context(s) in
which a person is healthy, happy, and productive (De Hauw & Greenhaus, 2015; De Vos et al., 2020).
This extends to various life contexts, such as family, sports, voluntary work, and networks (Fleuren
et al., 2020; Hirschi et al., 2019; Kuipers, 2003; Super, 1980, 1992) “Health” refers to physical and
mental health, while “happiness” is perceived as job satisfaction and success. Productivity relates
to employability, challenge experience, and performance level. Health, happiness, and productivity
influence one another and are interconnected, resulting from and influencing career development
(De Vos et al., 2020).

From the perspective of sustainable careers, people are responsible for regularly reflecting on their
careers and determining whether their work still matches their interests and skills. Ideally, they decide
whether to take up an opportunity or step back (De Hauw & Greenhaus, 2015). In addition to this
personal responsibility, they should be able to deal with changes that can affect their careers (e.g.
changing tasks or family situations) (Van der Heijden et al., 2020; Fouad, 2007).

The perspective of sustainable careers suggests the following relevant topics to consider when
one wants to understand how sustainable careers are built and what career agency entails: first,
the balance between private and working life; second, how health, happiness, and productivity
impact one another and influence a career positively or negatively; third, adapting to changes in
work or private life contexts; and fourth, taking responsibility for building a sustainable career.
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Career change and career agency

The Career Human Agency Theory, which focuses on career change and agency, helps explain the
actions of young adults during transitional periods (Chen & Hong, 2020). It explores intentional
career changes and adjustments forced by life circumstances, emphasising that such changes are
necessary to thrive in the labour market and achieve a sustainable career (De Hauw & Greenhaus,
2015).

This theory builds on Bandura’s social cognitive self-efficacy theory, which defines agency as the
human potential to control the quality of one’s life. According to Bandura et al. (2001), this requires
personal qualities like forethought, motivation regulation, self-direction, self-awareness, and
purpose. Based on this foundation, Chen and Hong (2020) formulated four principles: career inten-
tionality, career forethought, career self-reactiveness, and career self-reflectiveness. They propose
these principles as a roadmap for individuals seeking to influence their careers.

Career intentionality involves consciously planning future actions or commitments, while career
forethought refers to the ability to set and imagine goals. Career self-reactiveness means maintaining
motivation and adaptability despite life’s unpredictability, ensuring one stays on track towards
career goals. Career self-reflectiveness is evaluating and reflecting on one’s career journey. These
dynamic principles can be applied when individuals intentionally choose to change their careers
or when external events prompt necessary changes. They are not linear but iterative, reflecting
the evolving nature of career agency.

Emergent career theories and career agency

The perspective of career agency as an emergent phenomenon defines agency as “creating space to
act, materially and symbolically” (Muijen et al., 2018; Mezirow & Taylor, 2009; Winnicott, 2005). Career
agency emerges from the interaction between individuals and the contexts in which they partici-
pate. It involves recognising and utilising opportunities others offer and co-creating space within
these contexts.

Muijen et al. (2018) present two extremes to explain this: first, individuals who experience career
success may feel limited when their contexts or relationships change; second, those with less career
success may still take steps forward in changing circumstances.

According to the emergent agency perspective, career agency arises through interactions
between individuals, their colleagues, and contexts. Agency involves external limitations set by
others and the internal capacity to perceive and act on available opportunities. This requires intra-
personal development, the ability to imagine new possibilities, and the courage to act on them. The
room to act is shaped by social, physical, and personal factors, with all these dimensions
interconnected.

The perspective of career agency as an emergent phenomenon suggests that the following topics
are relevant for understanding career agency. First, the room that was seen by the young adults for
taking career steps. Second, the young adults experienced room and the impact on their ideas for
action.

The strengths of the abovementioned career development perspectives include considering an
individual’s environment and recognising the emergent nature of career agency, which may exist
even when not visible. However, although these theories portray career agency as a dynamic
process, they do not yet provide insight into how career agency develops.

A developmental perspective on career agency

To understand the development of emergent career agency, we turned to Cultural-Historical Activity
Theory (CHAT), which views agency as a dynamic, emergent, contradiction-based, context-specific
process that unfolds. While the aforementioned theories of career agency emphasise developmental
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processes and environmental influences, they offer limited insight into how career agency develops
and how it can be nurtured. The Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) presents a more compre-
hensive perspective and elucidates this development. However, this theory has not been fully devel-
oped in the context of career agency. The perspective clarifies developmental processes and
provides a framework for understanding how development manifests in the everyday actions of
young adults.

A central concept within CHAT, double stimulation (DS), proposed by Vygotsky (1978), is
especially relevant. DS explains how individuals deal with and try to resolve conflicting motives. A
conflict of motives arises when individuals experience internal contradictions due to competing
demands, values, or expectations. These conflicts can create paralysis in decision-making but also
serve as catalysts for development when individuals see and find ways to resolve them. In her elab-
oration of DS, Sannino (2022) gives an example of a young, former homeless adult facing a conflict
between his desire for an independent and clean home and his dependence on amphetamines to be
able to clean his room. Despite acknowledging the unliveable conditions, such as excessive clutter
and unsanitary conditions, he felt incapable of acting without substance use. DS explains the devel-
opment of agency (Sannino, 2015, 2022) by distinguishing two stimuli: the first stimulus, a contra-
diction arising from conflicting motives in a social context, and the second stimulus, an external
intervention (e.g. a suggestion or new perspective) that helps to break through the paralysis
caused by these conflicting motives (Engeström & Sannino, 2020). The first stimulus was explained
in the abovementioned example. The second stimulus in this example was repeated discussions and
shared cleaning sessions with a mentor. After weeks of support, the young adult finally recognised
that cleaning while sober was more effective and that his home’s state was unacceptable.

Thus, DS focuses on the development of a conflict of motives between young adults and their
social contexts and how a trusted person, through formative interventions, can help resolve a
conflict of motives. In the example, the mentor played a significant role in the young adult’s
development by providing consistent support and creating a space for reflection. The mentor
helped surface the young adult’s internal conflict through repeated conversations and joint
cleaning sessions. DS shows how the formative interventions others provide can guide individ-
uals back into development, allowing them to determine their path forward. Agency develops
when individuals break through conflicting motives and generate new ideas for action and
behaviour.

Following Sannino, this article refers to a first stimulus as a conflict of motives and a second stimu-
lus that brings the individual back into development as a formative intervention. We use “mentors”
to refer to various counsellors, recognising their role in young adults’ development, though this
study focuses on career agency rather than their guidance.

Research question

Building on the three perspectives of career agency and double stimulation, this study investigates
how these concepts intersect in the lived experiences of young adults in vulnerable positions. This
leads to the central research question:

How can we understand the career agency of young adults in vulnerable positions from the framework of sus-
tainable careers, the career human agency theory, and agency as an emergent phenomenon, and how does the
concept of double stimulation enhance our understanding of the development of agency?

Method

This study analyses four cases using the four theoretical lenses on career agency introduced in the
previous section to identify their strengths and possible limitations and further develop career
agency theory. We take the perspective of young adults and describe their worlds, including the
presence and possible influence of significant others.
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Research design

The research design consisted of multiple case studies (Yin, 2009). We employed this case study to
challenge existing theoretical frameworks by discussing the cases through our selected lenses.

Selection of the cases

To examine the possible contributions of the three career agency perspectives and the DS perspec-
tive, we analysed four exemplary cases of young adults aged 18 to 32 facing significant challenges in
building sustainable careers. While the typical age range for young adults is often considered to be
between 18 and 25, the literature suggests that this transition is often prolonged, particularly for
individuals facing vulnerability. Factors such as unemployment, limited access to resources, and
unstable living conditions can delay traditional milestones associated with adulthood (Arnett,
2014). Therefore, based on the ongoing transition and the challenges the participants in this
study encounter, we refer to them as young adults.

Given the difficulty of accessing this population, participants were selected based on availability.
Recruitment was conducted through municipal job coaches, neighbourhood care providers, and col-
leagues addressing early school leaving. Informal meetings, sometimes with a mentor present, were
held to explain the research to potential participants. We use the term “young adults” to include indi-
viduals over 30 (Arnett, 2014) for their valuable lived experiences and ability to articulate long-term
career development and agency challenges.

The four cases were selected to ensure diversity in age, gender, family dynamics, work experi-
ences, and living arrangements. This selection facilitated theoretical reflection rather than pursuing
representativeness.

Jorni is a single mother of two, aged 27. Jorni and her children live in a single-family home. She
was born in the Dominican Republic and came to the Netherlands when she was 13. After leaving
school at 18, she worked for a year and a half in a non-food discounter and subsequently at a super-
market for three years. After a two-year hiatus, Jorni did factory work for another six months. At the
time of the interview, she was receiving social assistance benefits and following a cleaning course.
She wishes to work as a cleaner in eldercare. At the time of the interview, Jorni received guidance
from a job coach.

Michelle, 18, had a traumatic childhood. For various reasons, she lived with foster families from the
age of nine and later in a family home. She still lives in a family home but stays with her boyfriend
unofficially. Michelle has no work experience. She finished high school and tried two different voca-
tional education programmes. During the interview, Michelle was in a programme to decide whether
to work or return to school.

Lucas, 21, has a mild intellectual disability. He lives with his family, which includes two parents, a
brother, and a sister. Since the age of 16, Lucas has worked with a mentor who supports him in taking
steps such as going to work and possibly living independently in the future. He has completed an
internship in a company’s technical department. At the time of the interview, he had a job in con-
struction and was receiving guidance from a mentor.

Morris, 32, has received little education throughout his life, as he and his family were on the run
from his father. He lives independently in a single-family home. At the time of the interview, Morris
participated in a “breakfast and sport” programme, which aimed to help him get back on track and
prepare him to return to work. Additionally, Morris intended to train to become a peer mentor in
addiction care.

Data collection

We conducted a semi-structured interview with four young adults, focusing on their opportunities
and obstacles in the labour market. These interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. Each
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interview lasted about an hour and included questions about current and past work experiences,
home environments, and perceived opportunities and challenges in finding meaningful work. We
explored instances where they felt they could take action and moments when they recognised a
lack of agency. Our focus was on concrete, conscious experiences. When participants indicated
that they could not act, we specifically inquired about the conflicting thoughts they encountered.
Example questions included “Have you ever faced a challenging situation while searching for
work or when you were employed? How did you handle this situation?”

Data analysis

We followed a two-phase analytical process combining inductive and deductive reasoning (Fereday
& Muir-Cochrane, 2006). First, we worked inductively, allowing themes to emerge from participants’
stories without imposing predefined categories, and transformed the transcript into textual portraits.
Second, we worked deductively, analysing the portraits using our theoretical framework. This
method enabled us to examine how we could effectively identify the development and fostering
of career agency. Our approach was inspired by the work of van der Meide et al. (2015), who empha-
sise writing over coding to stay close to the lived experiences in the data. Therefore, our theoretical
framework was not used to structure coding but to support a more profound, theory-informed
interpretation and an in-depth description of the case studies. The cases were analysed using key
themes derived from the theoretical framework of career agency. The key themes are presented
at the beginning of each subsection in the results section.

Additionally, we emphasise that the supervision team monitored each analysis step closely. All
doubts and interpretations were discussed thoroughly within the team to ensure the quality and
reliability of the findings.

Positionality in the research

The collaboration between the authors (primary researcher and supervisors) began with a shared
belief in the potential of Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) to understand and support
human development, as well as a shared commitment to enhancing the agency of young adults
in vulnerable positions. For me (first author), this project holds personal significance: having once
been a high school dropout myself, with a supportive network behind me, I feel a connection to stu-
dents in vulnerable positions, especially those who lack such a network, understanding how crucial
that support can be. As a teacher, I have a particular interest in struggling students, and I strive to
find ways to support their development of agency. Our involvement at the intersection of edu-
cational and labour market contexts, where this research was conducted, enabled us to build
trust and gain valuable insights. While we aim to remain reflexive in our interpretations, CHAT
reminds us that it is neither possible nor desirable to separate our analyses from personal, pro-
fessional, or theoretical positions. These elements are integral parts of the activity system in
which the research unfolds.

Results

The analyses reveal the strengths and weaknesses of the different perspectives on career agency. We
will present them from a theoretical perspective.

Sustainable career and career agency

The key themes we used from a sustainable career perspective to interpret each case were: (1)
Private/working life balance; (2) Health, happiness, and productivity (3) Adapting to changes; and
(4) Taking responsibility for building a sustainable career.
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Analysing Jorni’s case, we found that events and life circumstances have impacted the balance
between her work and private life. Having children young, without their father in the picture, and
relying on a limited support network (her mother and job coach) contribute to this low balance.
Jorni describes the relationship with her mother as vulnerable. She provides little support, such as
childcare, and shows limited interest in Jorni’s life. Jorni’s decision to focus on her children stems
from her childhood experience of being left behind when her mother emigrated. She wants to
prevent her children from feeling abandoned, so she has chosen not to work until they begin
primary school. This combination of personal values and a limited network has made her reluctant
or unable to pursue career development.

Jorni’s health, happiness, and productivity are reciprocal to her career development. Her health
issues, such as back and pelvic pain, restrict her ability to perform physically demanding tasks or
remain in one position for longer periods, further delaying her return to work. While she finds unem-
ployment stressful, her health challenges make her hesitant to seek a job.

These challenges highlight her difficulty adapting to changes in her private life, such as mother-
hood and her limited support system, which hinder her career progression. From a sustainable career
perspective, while it is her responsibility to build her career, Jorni’s priorities and constraints prevent
her from taking the necessary steps. She does not perceive a career path that aligns with her circum-
stances, leaving her unable to build a sustainable career.

Michelle’s case reveals that her unstable family background influenced the start of her career and
shows a low work and private balance. Growing up in foster care from the age of 9, she describes her
relationship with her mother as “awful”. Her mother’s negativity and lack of support left her feeling
inadequate and led her to use hard drugs for a while. Her father left when she was young, with her
mother claiming he didn’t want to raise girls, but Michelle later reconnected with him. Michelle
remains close to her younger half-brother, feeling responsible for his well-being. Due to ongoing
family unrest, she often prioritises his needs over school, even after moving in with her boyfriend.

Focusing on Michelle’s health, happiness, and productivity shows that she is troubled by her
health. Michelle’s health issues, severe migraines, joint pain, and ADHD hinder her career and edu-
cation. These challenges limit her career options and cause stress, as she feels constrained by her
circumstances. Her health impacts her happiness and productivity, and the lack of fulfilment
worsens her struggles, creating a cycle that affects her career.

Adapting to constant changes in her family remains challenging for Michelle, who struggles to
balance these demands with her needs. From a sustainable career perspective, Michelle should
take responsibility for building a career that accommodates her life, but she feels unable to do so.
She recognises the need to address her health but perceives few opportunities to improve her
situation.

Lucas has a stable private life and works three days a week, maintaining a good work-life balance.
Looking at his health, happiness, and productivity, Lucas’mild intellectual disability impacts his career.
A strong support network, including his family, long-time mentor, manager, and co-workers, helped
him. They assist Lucas in understanding and navigating challenges, helping him build a sustainable
career.

Looking at his health, happiness, and productivity, Lucas’ health affects his productivity, as he
struggles to plan work tasks and requires guidance. However, the support he receives from his
mentor minimises the impact on his happiness. His network also helps him adapt to changes,
such as transitioning to a new job with his mentor’s assistance. From a sustainable career perspec-
tive, Lucas is responsible for building his career, but he probably will always need support to evaluate
and maintain balance and readiness for change.

Investigating the balance between Morris’s work and private life shows that certain events and
choices have influenced his career. His career has been shaped by events and choices from his chal-
lenging upbringing. Growing up in a deprived area, he fled with his mother and brothers from his
father at age 12, leading to frequent moves and dropping out of school. His mother’s health
issues from alcohol abuse forced Morris to care for her early on, prioritise earning money, and
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encounter drugs at a young age, eventually leading him to deal. While his bond with his mother is
strong due to shared struggles, the focus on survival overshadowed his education, leaving him
without qualifications or a role model.

Morris’s health, happiness, and productivity are closely linked. A hernia has limited his ability to do
physically demanding work, affecting his productivity. However, he is working to improve his con-
dition through sports to strengthen his back and core. Given his exposure to constant change,
Morris adapts somewhat naturally. However, this ongoing instability has made maintaining a job
difficult. From a sustainable career perspective, he is responsible for building his career. However,
his commitment to caring for his mother limits his ability to take this responsibility, as he prioritises
her needs over work.

In sum, the sustainable career perspective and career agency provide a rich picture of the
obstacles Jorni, Michelle, Lucas, and Morris experience balancing work and private lives. They
encountered health, happiness, and productivity obstacles in their past and current contexts. The
sustainable career perspective shows that obstacles in various contexts impact young adults’
ability to develop a sustainable career. According to this perspective, young adults should
attempt to overcome obstacles using their abilities and networks. While this is a rich perspective,
it does not explain why these young adults cannot overcome obstacles or how they can learn to
do so and take steps towards a sustainable career. This perspective also highlights that these
young adults have a small network while heavily dependent on one. Their opportunities for
action appear constrained when navigating situations independently.

The career human agency theory

We analysed the case studies from the perspective of career human agency theory, focusing on the
following key themes: the four principles of career intentionality, career forethought, career self-reac-
tiveness, and career self-reflectiveness.

Jorni shows career intentionality through her decision to work as a cleaner. This choice
reflects a purposeful action taken within the constraints of her current situation, even if
these choices are little steps rather than the immediate fulfilment of her imagination. Jorni’s
career forethought becomes visible in her ability to imagine herself working in eldercare. Her
ambition to provide social company to the elderly indicates she is forward-looking. This
reflects her capacity to imagine a meaningful future. Jorni’s career self-reactiveness is shown
by Jorni taking a course that will help her achieve her goal of working in eldercare. Despite
her obstacles, she identifies a specific pathway for her desired job. Jorni’s ability to assess
her current position and limitations, such as taking care of her children, shows her development
in career reflectiveness. While she may not yet be ready to start a job in eldercare, her reflective
practice shows she is cultivating the self-awareness needed to adapt and move forward when
circumstances allow.

Michelle shows career intentionality by setting a goal: to resume vocational education and obtain
a diploma. This shows her ability to identify a meaningful object despite her current uncertainties.
This intentionality is rooted in her desire for personal and professional growth, even with her
doubts. Her career forethought can be typified as unclear. On the one hand, Michelle envisions
herself progressing in her education and career; on the other hand, she struggles to define a
specific direction. This tension highlights the developmental nature of forethought; she is exploring
her options and imagining future possibilities. Her participation in the programme clarifies her vision
and aligns with her intention to move forward. Michelle also shows career self-reactiveness through
her engagement with the programme. She is translating her intentions into action by exploring her
educational and career options. However, her self-reactiveness is affected by significant hurdles,
such as her anxiety about restarting education and concerns about managing personal and physical
challenges. Michelle is developing career reflectiveness through the programme’s reflective exercises,
which help her better understand her situation, challenges, and aspirations. She is beginning to
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assess the factors holding her back, such as her anxiety and uncertainty and her family problems, and
to explore ways to address these obstacles.

Lucas shows career intentionality by expressing his desire to increase his workweek from three to
four days. This goal reflects his desire to achieve independence. This intentionality is closely tied to
career forethought, as Lucas has a vision for his future that involves building an independent life. He
sees the additional workday as essential to this imagination and is motivated to pursue it. However,
his forethought is still developing, as he is uncertain about overcoming the practical barriers to
achieving this goal. While he can imagine himself working more, the specific steps remain
unclear. Lucas faces challenges with career self-reactivity. While he has taken a step towards addres-
sing this goal, external circumstances have hindered the outcome; his company currently cannot
offer him an additional workday, showing that Lucas is acting within his capacity but remains ham-
pered by factors beyond his control. Career reflectiveness is emerging through Lucas’s regular discus-
sions with his mentor. In these conversations, they evaluate his progress, consider his challenges,
and plan his next steps. This process of reflection helps him understand what is holding him back.

Morris shows career intentionality by setting a goal: he plans to train as a peer mentor. This shows
that he identifies a meaningful career path that aligns with his personal experiences and values. His
intentionality stems from his desire to transform his past struggles as a recovered drug addict into a
positive contribution by supporting others who are facing similar challenges. His career forethought
is evident in his aspiration to use his lived experience to help struggling youngsters. Morris can envi-
sion himself providing guidance and support, indicating he has started imagining a future. This
shows that he is considering how his actions now will shape his long-term career trajectory.
Morris also displays career self-reactiveness through his active participation in a programme that
helps him establish a daily routine. By engaging in the programme’s activities, he is taking deliberate
steps to prepare for his future role as a peer mentor when practising his conversation techniques
with other participants. In recent months, Morris has also begun to develop career reflectiveness.
Initially, he viewed work simply as a necessity, but his perspective has shifted to include consider-
ations of his interests and job satisfaction. This growing self-awareness has prompted him to
think more deeply about what he wants from his career. He now aspires to find work that aligns
with his passions rather than settling for any available job.

In sum, using the career human agency theory provided insights into the career intentionality,
career forethought, career self-reactiveness, and career self-reflectiveness of Jorni, Michelle, Lucas,
and Morris. From this perspective, we can identify indications of most of the four principles
within the cases. This analysis provides insight into how these principles manifest and highlights
those that remain out of reach for these young adults. However, while it offers a clear picture of
what is and is not being applied, it does not provide concrete starting points for how young
adults can develop the principles they have not yet mastered.

Career agency as an emergent phenomenon

We formulated two key themes to interpret our case studies using the emergent career agency per-
spective: (1) room seen by young adults for advancing their careers, and (2) room experienced by
young adults to influence their ideas for action within their context.

From an emergent career agency perspective (Muijen et al., 2018), Jorni perceives limited oppor-
tunities for building a sustainable career, seeing her poor health and childcare responsibilities as bar-
riers. Regular conversations with her job coach have helped address these issues. Together, they
explored childcare options, suggesting that her mother, despite her limited time, would babysit
on Thursday afternoons. Additionally, her coach provided new insights that resolved some of her
health concerns by showing her how proper posture while cleaning prevents back pain. Jorni’s
job coach seems to have made the correct remark or asked the right question, which changed
her thinking and enabled her to imagine the room offered for these ideas to be put into action, fos-
tering the emergence of agency.
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From the perspective of emergent career agency, Michelle initially felt stuck in choosing a path for
further education, which left little room for her agency to develop. Her family home parents, along
with youth care professionals, sat down with her to discuss her future. At that moment, Michelle sud-
denly recognised the importance of the choices she was about to make. This realisation led her to
discover a programme to explore educational options. With their support, Michelle seised the oppor-
tunity and chose to join the programme, illustrating how their guidance allowed her agency to
develop.

In Lucas’s workplace, his colleagues foster an emergent career by involving him in repair work,
encouraging him to think through problems, and guiding him in the construction process. This sup-
portive environment balances freedom, responsibility, and guidance, enabling Lucas to contribute
meaningfully. Additionally, his mentor plays a role in his career development by helping him map
out steps, address obstacles, and determine whether Lucas can act independently or needs
support to progress.

In Morris’s case, agency emerged when a township job coach suggested he become a peer
mentor. This idea helped him see opportunities to contribute, recognise others’ emotions, and
engage with participants to support them. With the coach’s guidance, Morris saw possibilities,
realised his desire to pursue this path, and decided to participate.

Summing up, the emergence of career agency depends on the room young adults are afforded and
create within various contexts. This perspective clarifies the interaction between the person and the
context and how this determines how career agency emerges and develops. Additionally, this perspec-
tive reveals the value of significant others who interact with young adults as part of their contexts. The
analyses with this perspective indicate that significant others can influence young adults’ thinking by
helping them envision new ways to act within their context. However, this perspective does not
provide concrete tools for expanding the young adults’ scope of action or that of significant others,
leaving the question of what such guidance would look like and how it can be developed.

A developmental perspective on career agency

Using the lens of double stimulation, we asked ourselves which conflicts of motives (first stimulus)
and second stimuli were present in the cases and whether the young adults could break through
their conflict of motives independently or needed guidance.

Our case study analyses show career development through the relationship between contextual
and intrapersonal processes. By using CHAT and double stimulation, we uncovered new insights into
the dynamic processes underlying agency.

The DS perspective highlights that conflict of motives was prominent for Jorni, but her conversa-
tions with her mentor led to a breakthrough. Before these conversations, Jorni felt conflicted about
wanting to stay home while also feeling stressed by being home constantly. During their discussions,
her mentor guided her by suggesting a short cleaning course that could fit into her life, encouraging
her to talk to her mother about babysitting, and showing how proper body posture could reduce
back pain. These conversations eased Jorni’s paralysing conflicting thoughts and shifted her perspec-
tive on taking a career step.

Michelle experienced conflicting motives as she considered how to continue her education. She
feels uncertain about pursuing further studies, constrained by her mental and physical health. In this
situation, as mentioned earlier, Michelle recognised the significance of the choices ahead of her. It
was a moment of realisation, not evoked by direct advice but by the relational dynamic and the
emotional intensity of being taken seriously. It was not just what was said in the conversation but
how it unfolded; the act of sitting together lent the discussion a certain weight. This experience
empowered her to take initiative, not because someone instructed her, but because she began to
see herself as someone capable of action.

Lucas experienced a conflict of motives at his soccer club when he struggled to remember the
rules, leading to unpleasant behaviour from his teammates. This made him feel torn between
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quitting soccer to escape their behaviour and wanting to continue playing. Eventually, Lucas broke
through his conflict of motives and asked for help from his mentor. Together, they decided to inform
his teammates about his intellectual challenges. Here, the mentor played a crucial role in helping
Lucas resolve his conflict of motives. On the day Lucas was set to explain his mild intellectual disabil-
ity, he felt overwhelmed and nearly withdrew but ultimately shared his story with his teammates in
the cafeteria. As a result, they understood him much better. This experience encouraged Lucas to
share his story at his new workplace, preventing negative comments and showing he had learned
from the situation. He gained new ideas for action and now confidently applies them in different
contexts, breaking through his first conflict of motives independently.

From the DS perspective, Morris had already broken through his conflict of motives. For a year, he
had viewed life differently and aimed to create a stable life, including a sustainable job. While he
does not recall what shifted his perspective, he recognises that being in a negative state was unhelp-
ful. Despite his progress, Morris continues to care for his mother, a responsibility he has chosen to
keep. However, this now fits into his life, as he currently has no job and attends a programme
twice a week, where he eats breakfast and participates in fitness activities to establish rhythm and
work on a healthy lifestyle. A new conflict of motives may arise if Morris continues his peer
mentor training or begins working as a peer mentor.

To summarise, using DS enabled a detailed analysis of which thoughts and emotions played a
part in why the emergence of career agency stalled for Jorni, Michelle, Lucas, and Morris. We also
searched for formative interventions and identified which self-created or coaching intervention(s)
contributed to the breakthrough. Additionally, this lens showed the presence of multiple conflicts
of motives, suggesting a dynamic pattern in the emergence and disappearance of agency. Further-
more, breaking through these conflicts of motives may not be an action taken solely by the young
adult, but they possibly need the help of a significant other (e.g. a mentor).

We found that formative interventions, such as those of the mentors in our case studies, will often
focus not only on the young adults but also on the contexts in which they participate. Conflicts of
motives emerge in the interrelated development of the evolving contexts in which people act and
their intrapersonal development. Therefore, dealing with conflicts of motives in various daily contexts
is the context in which career agency develops. This means career agency is more frequently shaped
through everyday life experiences rather than within formal work settings. Additionally, the person’s
interrelated development and context(s) came into sight. That, as young adults change, they adapt
to their surroundings and actively shape and transform their context. Their evolving perspectives,
behaviours, and decisions influence the environments they participate in, creating a dynamic interplay
between personal growth and contextual change. A mentor could nurture this development by iden-
tifying conflicts of motives in contexts of daily life. Furthermore, a mentor can intentionally provide
stimuli that may change the context(s) or person; for example, ask questions or provide a different per-
spective. At the same time, the mentor could watch closely how the young adults deal with the situ-
ation and the given stimuli to see if they change themselves and their context.

Discussion

Using insights from career agency and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) and insights from
the case studies, we developed a conceptual model (Figure 1) to explore how career agency
emerges and develops in young adults. The insights from these career agency theories highlight
the crucial role of the context and emphasise how career agency develops across life domains
(De Hauw & Greenhaus, 2015; De Vos et al., 2020). The human career agency theory shows how
people intentionally navigate careers in interaction with their environment (Chen & Hong, 2020).
Additionally, career agency can be seen as emergent and unfolds through contexts and relational
interactions (Muijen et al., 2018).

The model highlights how young adults navigate lived external obstacles and how shifting per-
spectives or actions can redefine these challenges. Across the cases, changes in context, sometimes

BRITISH JOURNAL OF GUIDANCE & COUNSELLING 609



facilitated by mentors or others, reshape how young adults interpret barriers and possibilities, illus-
trating the dynamic interplay between self-perception and the environment.

In Figure 1, the inner circles represent the different ways young adults perceive themselves,
while the outer circles reflect their experiences in various contexts. These circles are intercon-
nected, and our analysis shows that the relationship between a person and their contexts can
lead to a conflict of motives, as demonstrated in the process of DS. This conflict of motives is
represented as three asterisks between the young adults’ self-perceptions and contextual
experiences.

The second image under the “conflict of motives” heading illustrates that conflict of motives. Our
analyses with the theoretical framework showed these conflicts can emerge in various ways. For
example, a young adult’s self-image and experience in a specific context (e.g. Lucas envisions
working four days a week, but his workplace cannot accommodate this). Conflict of motives can
also occur between a young adult’s self-image and experiences across multiple contexts (e.g.
Michelle’s goal to complete vocational education conflicts with school obligations and distractions
at home). Additionally, conflicts of motives can exist between multiple self-images and their experi-
ences in various contexts (e.g. Jorni sees herself as both a committed worker and a good parent,
creating tension between her responsibilities at work and home).

Young adults or significant others can identify conflicts of motives. Building on the insight of DS
(Sannino, 2015; 2022), it is considered a formative intervention when these conflicts of motives are
acknowledged, and someone offers guidance or suggestions to help the young adult re-engage in
their development process. In the cases of Jorni, Michelle, Lucas, and Morris, ongoing changes have
occurred through interactions with significant others, such as Jorni with her job coach, Michelle with
her parents, Lucas with his mentor, and Morris with the mentor in his current programme.

Also informed by DS (Sannino, 2015; 2022), young adults described in the interviews that specific
mentors supported them in ways that enabled reflection, initiative, and another sense of direction.
Mentors attempt to connect with young adults in two ways: first, they try to understand what the
young adults are encountering, and second, they try to discover what they can do to help them
achieve a breakthrough.

Figure 1. Conceptual model: career agency development at problematic moments.
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A significant other often needs time to identify where a conflict of motive might arise and how it
can be addressed. In the model, this process is represented by a line connecting the significant other
to the possible conflict of motives (black asterisks), symbolising a thoughtful search rather than a
quick fix. Development is set in motion when a formative intervention leads to change, and the
young adult begins to act. This process is referred to as a breakthrough, as it transforms how
young adults think, act, and find meaning. Based on formative interventions and/or ongoing reflec-
tions on the self, context, and actions within that context, young adults continuously recreate them-
selves, drawing on double stimulation (Sannino, 2015). The model shows the ongoing change
through varying shades of black and grey for the contexts and the young adult. The model is cyclical,
reflecting the ongoing, interrelated development of young adults and their contexts.

The conceptual model and its explanation presented here show the characteristics of career
agency development. Although in development itself, together with the case studies, the model
can help to understand how career agency develops in young adults in vulnerable positions. In par-
ticular, the model’s contribution to the existing literature on career agency relates to the develop-
ment-oriented analysis of the interrelated development of intrapersonal processes and young
adults’ contexts and the integration of significant others’ actions as part of that development.

The insights from this study highlight the importance of creating consciousness about the conflict
of motives to strengthen both young adults and mentors. By illuminating the often-hidden
conflicts of motives, this research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the needs of
young adults and the types of support that truly resonate with them. Making underlying dynamics
more explicit helps to foster more supportive interactions between young adults and their signifi-
cant others.

Conclusion

The theories reviewed (sustainable careers, career human agency theory, and career agency as an
emergent phenomenon) provide valuable insights into career agency. The sustainable career per-
spective emphasises balance, health, happiness, and productivity, where individuals adapt to
change while taking responsibility for long-term employability and well-being. Career human
agency theory highlights how individuals exercise career intentionality through deliberate
choices, career forethought to plan opportunities, career self-reactiveness to regulate actions, and
career reflectiveness to refine their paths. The emergent career agency perspective views seeing
and taking room as dynamic processes where individuals recognise and navigate opportunities
within evolving contexts. However, these perspectives do not explicitly explain how career
agency develops. CHAT and DS contribute by highlighting agency’s evolving nature, showing
how individuals shape and are shaped by their environments. Incorporating these perspectives in
future studies will better explain how career agency emerges in vulnerable young adults.
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