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What are we talking about, 
when we talk about career-

related uncertainty? 
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Purpose and research question

• Purpose: To explore the nature of career-related uncertainty

•Research question: The question guiding our analysis is how 

career-related uncertainty is articulated in generalist theology students’ 
accounts. 
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• According to Barnett (2012) uncertainty has an ontological nature, and it is constantly present when 
navigating today's world

• Career planning is one of the most ambiguous aspects of undergraduate life (Kwok, 2018). 

• Career theories focus more on certainty than uncertainty (Trevor-Roberts, 2006; McCash, 2017) 
and the role of uncertainty is poorly understood in career theories (Trevor-Roberts et al. 2106)

• In modern career development theories uncertainty implicitly understood as deficiencies in 
various domains, such as self-knowledge, options, decision-making (e.g. Holland, 1973; Sampson 
et al., 2004; Lent, 2013) 

• Careers surrounded by complex and uncertain contexts → development of career adaptability 
(Savickas, 2005) or identity and narrativity (Savickas et al., 2009)

• In the planned happenstance theory, the issue of uncertainty is a central element → curiosity, 
optimism, and flexibility (Mitchell et al., 1999)

• Growing interest in career insecurity and its relationship to e.g. career adaptability (Spurk et al., 
2016), goal engagement (Lechner et al., 2016), individual agency (Griffin et al., 2023) 

• Trevor-Roberts et al. (2016), argue that understanding an individual's experience of uncertainty is 
crucial for providing effective support when navigating career path and making decisions. People 
interpret career uncertainty in various ways, resulting in distinct career behaviors.

Uncertainty in career development theories
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Interviews in April-June 2024

18 students 

in 

generalist theology 

Program

* Age: 23-55 

* in the final stages of the 
bachelor program or in the 
master level 

* Interviews semi-structured, 
recorded, and transcribed. 

Reflexive thematic 
analysis

Combining inductive and 
deductive approaches

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 
2019). 

Analysis becoming  
more theory-
driven as the 

analysis 
progresses 

(Koski 2011). 

Data and analysis



“Generalist track” at the faculty of theology

• Humanistic in nature, providing general training in understanding religions and society 
(Hirsto & Buchert, 2016).

• While the representations of theological professions are strong in the society, the 
existence of the generalist track is not even widely known

• Many decision points in the study path of a generalist theology student: 

• Study track and theological/religious discipline (Same for all)

• a large proportion of other studies (1/3 of the bachelor degree): decisions regarding 
these must also be made simultaneously when choosing the study track. Large minors 
in other faculties open up even more possibilities when choosing master’s program 

• The freedom to build one's own professional profile has been one of the attractions of 
the generalist theology degree, but many are uncertain about their future careers and 
the choice of additional studies . (Hirsto & Buchert, 2016). 
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Interview content

• Three themes in interviews: 
1. Discussion related to the choices and 

content of studies, what are the 
puzzling questions and concerns 
during the studies, how are study 
choices made

2. Uncertainty (what is it, when is it felt, 
is it positive or negative)

3. Resources and solutions 

• Also, students were shown a photo montage of 
different chairs and invited to reflect on what 
kind of chair they felt they were sitting on 
amidst uncertainty, as well as what other kinds 
of chairs they had experienced during their 
studies and the chair reflecting their feelings 
about the future



Systems theory framework as the theoretical 
approach

• Center of the STF is the individual, influenced by 
various factors such as age, values, world-of-work 
knowledge

• The contextual system is divided into two levels:
• the social level, including peers, family and 

educational institutions, and 
• a broader level, encompassing societal-

environmental influences.

• The STF also considers the temporal influences on 
career development, with the past influencing the 
present and both the past and present shaping the 
future. 

• The framework views career development as complex 
and dynamic. 

• Using the STF, we aim to understand how career-
related uncertainty arises from the connections 
between different factors. 
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Patton & McMahon 2006, 2021, 



Preliminary results
• It seems that students articulate uncertainty in relation to concrete aspects of world-of-work.

• However, there seems to be an interconnection, where both individual and contextual systems, along with 

temporal influences, shape career-related uncertainty:

• An interplay between individual-level factors such as age, health, identity, emotions, and knowledge of job 

opportunities 

• And these are connected to contextual level: the structure of the degree program, the endless choices it offers, 

and the support systems within the university and peer networks 

• The sense of belonging and support from social relationships can either facilitate or hinder career-related 

uncertainty

• External factors like geographical location and financial situation complicate the process. 

• Constant pondering of temporal factors: The relationship between ideas of tomorrow and actions of today 



So what do we talk about, when we talk 
about career-related uncertainty?

• It seems that uncertainty is articulated in issues that are concrete (such as world-
of-work knowledge) (Rational aspect of uncertainty?)

• Other aspects of uncertainty (emotional aspect of uncertainty?) coming up from 
the connections between different factors
• Decision-making (what looks good in paper vs. following heart)
• Blending in vs. standing out (being similar and special at the same time)
• Questions of identity (who am I becoming with this education?)
• Constant pressure from outside

• Uncertainty is fluid, when it is not on, it is difficult to remember. 

• It is connected to a wide variety of personal and contextual aspects of self and 
social networks, even societal aspects

• Interplay of the temporal aspects; drawing ideas from the future to the actions of 
today

Leena Itkonen 10



Conclusion

• We should talk about career-related uncertainty also in our practice

• And we should take it on the agenda of the career counselling session 
and not to overlook it without understanding how it is connected to 
different factors in the lives of our customers.
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Thank you!

KIITOS!

Leena.itkonen@helsinki.fi
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