The Development
of Career Confidence:
Making the Difference

for College Women

By Jayne Stake and Suzanna Rose

Across the nation the percentage of
women enrolled as undergraduates
has been increasing over the past two
decades. At this time women are
actually in the majority, making up
50.8 percent of all U.S. undergrad-
uates. However, despite women'’s par-
ticipation in higher education and
their generally good-academic perfor-
mance, women continue to be less
likely than men to set high career
goals. One explanation for women’s
lower career aspirations has to do
with the nature of the campus envi-
ronment, including traditional ad-
visement programs. In this paper, the
impact of the undergraduate experi-
ence on women'’s career goals will be
examined, and a career development
program designed to enhance wom-
en’s career confidence will be de-
scribed.

One way to measure college impact
is to look at the educational and
occupational goals that women devel-
op and maintain over the college
years. Studies from-campuses across
the country indicate that women are
less likely than men to obtain ad-
vanced degrees (Alexander and Eck-
land, 1974; Astin and Kent, 1980;
Dearman and Plisko, 1977; National
Science Foundation, 1982) or to main-
tain high occupational goals in the
years during and following college
(Astin, 1979; Kutner and Brogan, 1976;
Women'’s Bureau, 1971; Watley, 1971).
In general, women show a shift in
college from more innovative career
goals to more traditional career and
lifestyle choices (Astin, 1979; Astin
and Kent, 1980; Bruemmer, 1969; Mar-
ini, 1978; Oschsner and Solomon,
1979). For example, only 10 percent of
students receiving the bachelor’s de-
gree in engineering are women (Na-
tional Science Foundation, 1982) and
even fewer women continue to the
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doctorate in this field (3.9 percent).
Furthermore, women are less likely
than men to have made a career
choice by graduation (Adler, 1976) or
to show a positive change during
college in their self-reported drive to
achieve (Astin and Kent, 1980). These
attitudes among women students are
significant because students’ goal-set-
ting has been found to accurately
predict future occupational achieve-
ment among both men and women
(see Marini, 1978; Rosen and Anes-
hensel, 1978, for reviews). Astin’s
conclusion from his research in this
area is that undergraduate programs
“serve more to preserve, rather than
reduce, stereotypic differences be-
tween men and women in aspirations
and achievement.”

The lack of women’s participation
in the work force, particularly in the
more demanding career fields, rep-
resents a serious loss of human poten-
tial for our society and a personal loss
for those women who would benefit
from the challenges a career would
bring them. Yet this problem has
tended to be overlooked on college
campuses because women do not
have lower grades than men (Astin,
1979; Cross, 1975; Gadzella and Four-
nat, 1976) nor are they more likely to
drop out of college.

Confidence, commitment

To understand why women don’t
develop career goals in college, it is
necessary to look at measures other
than grades and retention. Since edu-
cational and occupational goal-setting
are related to confidence in one’s
abilities (Canter, 1979; Stake, 1979b), it
is important to consider the amount
of confidence students gain during
their undergraduate years. Studies
are consistent in showing that men
develop greater confidence in their

abilities during the undergraduate
years, and that women gain little or
no added confidence for their persis-
tence and good grades (Astin, 1977; El-
Khawas, 1980; National Center for
Educational Statistics, 1977). These
studies indicate that the campus envi-
ronment is helpful to men in building
self-confidence, but that the college
experience does not lead to the same
gains for women.

In our research at the University of
Missouri-St. Louis, we found a similar
pattern in the development of confi-
dence. Advanced (upper division)
male students had higher scores on a
measure of performance/self-esteem
than less advanced (lower division)
male students, but advanced women
did not have higher performance/self-
esteem scores than less advanced
women (Stake, 1979a). Hence, the
upper division men had substantially
higher scores than the upper division
women. Furthermore, in a longitudi-
nal study we found that full-time
male students showed greater in-
creases than full-time female students
on five of six measures of confidence
and expectation considered: perfor-
mance/self-esteem, certainty of at-
taining their educational goal,
motivation fer the degree, level of
educational goal, and certainty of
attaining their occupational goal. The
results of these studies, and the re-
search from other campuses de-
scribed above, point to a widespread
problem in undergraduate education:
The undergraduate experience does
not reduce sex differences in career
confidence and expectation and may,
in fact, promote such differences.

Classroom, future success

It may appear contradictory that
women perform well in the classroom
but do not develop confidence in their
abilities. There is considerable evi-
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dence, however, that women do not
make the link between academic per-
formance and other kinds of achieve-
ment success. For example, women
with good grades have not been found
to have higher educational goals
(Wallace, 1971), higher occupational
goals (Spaeth, 1977), or higher ratings
of career confidence (El-Khawas,
1980; Farley, 1981; Stake, 1984). Hence,
too often women do not make the
connection between their classroom
successes and their potential for fu-
ture careers.

Why don’t women make this con-
nection? Answers to this question can
be found both off campus and on
campus. First, although women may
be encouraged to get good grades,
they have less support from their
families for their career goals than do
men (Peterson, Rollins, Thomas, and
Heaps, 1982). It is also true that other
noncampus influences (e.g. the me-
dia) tend to support the traditional
women’s role as normative for all.
Hence, women often are not encour-
aged to make the connection between
school and career, even by those who
are paying the cost of their education.

The second arena in which women
fail to receive sufficient support for
career aspirations is the campus it-
self. Hall (1982) summarized evidence
from a wide variety of colleges con-
cerning the atmosphere of the college
classroom for women’s achievement.
She reported considerable evidence
that some faculty and advisers con-
tribute to the discouragement of
women’s career goals. Sometimes
women are subject to overt discrimi-
nation, but more often they simply do
not receive validation for their career
interests and potential. Another
source of discouragement on campus
is that the majority of college men (60
percent in the Brown University stu-
dy; Asten and Kent, 1980) do not want
their future wives to have a career
commitment, even though they may
view a college education as an asset
in a future wife. It is indeed unfortu-
nate that college women do not re-
ceive more support from peers and
teachers for their career ambitions,
for research indicates that women
require more encouragement than
men for high career goalsetting to
compensate for the lack of general
societal support for their ambitions
(Adler, 1976; Lunneborg, 1982; Stake
and Levitz, 1979).

A related problem for women on
campus is the scarcity of female role
models. Same-sex role models have
been found to be important in the
development of career goals (Stake
and Granger, 1978); for undergrad-
uate women specifically, having a
female faculty role model has been
found to increase expectations for
advanced degrees and plans to enroll
in graduate school (Seater and
Ridgeway, 1976). It is indeed a loss to
women, therefore, that only 27 per-
cent of college-level teachers are
women.

In addition to acting as a role
model, some faculty fulfill the role of
mentor. A mentor provides direct
opportunities for advisees to learn
skills and techniques related to their
career goals. Mentors also encourage
and support the career progress of
the student, acquainting the student
with the informal structure of the
profession, such as how decisions are
made and what career strategies are
best. Although the effect of having a
faculty mentor has not been ascer-
tained for undergraduate women, evi-
dence suggests that mentors are
important at later career stages for
both the informal socialization and
concrete help they provide (Missiri-
an, 1981; Phillips, 1977; Wood, 1981).
Hence, the scarcity of women teach-
ers to serve as mentors is a barrier to
the development of career confidence
in women.

Previous approaches

Most campuses provide traditional
advisement for all students. These
programs are helpful to students who
seek information about undergrad-
uate programs and requirements.
However, advisement is usually lim-
ited to providing information and
does not include consideration of the
students’ personal inhibitions and
self-doubts about pursuing a career.
A second problem with traditional
advising is that it is passive and
reactive; it relies on the students’
initiative to seek advice. Women who
lack confidence in their abilities are
unlikely to make an active request for
help with their career development,
even though these women have the
greatest need for this support and
encouragement. Probably because of
these limitations of traditional cam-
pus advising, undergraduate women
have reported few feelings of encour-
agement from the advisement process
(Stake and Levitz, 1979; Vollmer,
1983).

Depite this rather discouraging pic-
ture of women'’s campus experiences,
there is some evidence that college
women can be helped to develop more
confidence and motivation for high-
level careers. A number of isolated
programs for women have been devel-
oped on campuses across the country;
these programs demonstrate that
women’s career orientation is en-
hanced when women are given sup-
port for their career interests. For
example, Trachtenberg (1976) devel-
oped an innovative program that gave
college women an opportunity to
work as interns in a professional field
of their interest. Responses from the
participants indicated that the pro-
gram was effective in helping to
bolster the women’s career involve-
ment. One limitation of this approach
was, however, that students were
required to apply for the intern posi-
tions and competition was high.
Women with low confidence in their
abilities, and who are therefore most

in need of help, are not likely to be
reached through such programs.

Women who are low in confidence
are also less likely to benefit from
women studies programs. In a recent-
ly completed study we compared stu-
dents enrolled in nine women studies
classes with a comparison sample. We
found that students in the women
studies classes showed greater im-
provement in career-related confi-
dence than a comparison group and
that the students enrolling in these
classes were more confident at the
outset. Hence, women studies courses
are effective in improving women’s
confidence, but low self-esteem wom-
en are less likely to opt for these
courses.

Thus, to help women who are low
in confidence a program must not
rely on the women’s initiative to seek
out supportive experiences on cam-
pus for themselves. Instead, the pro-
gram must reach out to these women.
A few recent programs have taken
this approach (Cooper, 1976; Greene,
Sullivan and Beyard-Taylor, 1982).
These studies provided information
to students about women’s career
possibilities. This information led the
students to consider expanded career
options. It is clear from these studies
that students’ consideration of their
own career possibilities can be in-
fluenced by career-related informa-
tion even when the students have not
initiated contact with the information
source. That is, female students are
responsive to positive career informa-
tion even if they have not actively
sought it for themselves.

The above research indicates that
women’s career confidence and moti-
vation can be enhanced by programs
that offer support and an opportunity
to learn about what women can
achieve in their careers. Women prof-
it from general information about
what women can do, as is gained
through role models and from women
studies courses, as well as by specific
information about a profession, as is
obtained through an internship or
mentor experience.
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A campus program

Our program was designed as a
response to the inadequacies of the
college environment for fostering
women’s career confidence. It is a
proactive career development pro-
gram that provides the support, role
models and career information nec-
essary to encourage undergraduate
women’s career aspirations. The pro-
gram is structured to provide individ-
ualized advisement for each
participant; students can elect to par-
ticipate in any combination of four
program options (described below) in
accordance with their personal needs.

The first step in launching this
program is to identify one or two
faculty who have a strong commit-
ment to women’s career development.
These faculty should be very familiar
with the resources available on their
campuses, for their job is to adapt the
career development program to fit the
needs and resources available on
their campuses.

The second step is for the coordina-
tors to select program counselors who
will individually monitor students’
participation through the one-year
program. The program counselors
play a key role. First, they provide
each student with support and
guidance on a one-to-one basis, which
promotes students’ active interest in
the program. Second, they are respon-
sible for coordinating the students’
participation in the program options.

Since the program counselors func-
tion as the primary link between the
undergraduate student and the career
development program, they should
have some counseling or related expe-
rience. They should be natural help-
ers who readily establish rapport
with others, and they should have an
interest in women’s career devel-
opment. One possible source for these
counselors is doctoral programs in
counseling and clinical psychology.
Advanced students in these programs
have developed their counseling
skills and are often interested in part-
time counseling responsibilities. By
appointing doctoral students to the
program counselor role, one is both
providing training in women’s
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achievement concerns to beginning
counselors and providing a stipend to
help these counselors complete their
advanced studies. An added advan-
tage to using graduate student coun-
selors is that they also may serve as
“mid-step” career role models to the
undergraduate participants.

The program counselors help stu-
dents to explore their concerns about
pursuing a career and, through the
options available in the program,
insure that students have the infor-
mation and experiences needed to
make informed choices about their
future. As a part of this training, the
counselors learn about the achieve-
ment-related concerns of women as
described earlier in this article. Also,
they explore their own conflicts and
biases about women’s achievement.
Although a major goal of the program
is to raise women’s career aspi-
rations, the counselors must learn to
be open to all lifestyle choices, includ-
ing the single professional role and
the traditional homemaker role.

This program is designed for stu-
dents who do not have confidence in
their abilities or do not have a career
focus. To circumvent the problem
that women low in confidence are not
apt to initiate participation, the pro-
gram is designed to actively reach out
to students. To identify potential pro-
gram participants, incoming women
undergraduates should be surveyed
early in their first year on campus.
The survey should include a measure
of students’ confidence in their abili-
ties and questions regarding their
career plans and expectations. A
quick measure of students’ confi-
dence in their abilities is the Perfor-
mance-Self-Esteem Scale (PSES,
Stake, 1979a). This scale was original-
ly designed with 40 items, but a 15-
item version is now available (Stake,
1984). The questionnaire requires stu-
dents to describe themselves on 15
traits, such as “able to get ideas
across” and “makes mistakes when
flustered.” These items are related to
feelings of confidence in career set-
tings (Stake, 1979b). The PSES can be
self-administered and completed in
five minutes. In addition to this scale,
subjects should be asked to state their
career goal (if any), their expectation
of reaching this goal, and their level
of career commitment.

From these measures it is possible
to determine those students who are
most likely to benefit from the career
development program — students
who lack confidence in their abilities
or who lack a career focus. Students
who are selected for the program are
assigned to a program counselor. The
student’s counselor contacts her by
phone to explain the program and to
invite the student to attend an initial
individual advisement conference. It
is best that counselors refer to them-
selves as “advisors” in their contacts
with students to avoid negative asso-
ciations students may have with the
term “counselor.”

During the initial advisement inter-
view counselors should make a spe-
cial effort to establish rapport with
their students. The initial interview
should be a positive experience for
students that helps them to develop a
sense of belonging and commitment
to the program. The program partici-
pants meet individually with their
counselors again at least two more
times during the year: at mid-year
and toward the end of the academic
year. In each of these individual
meetings the student is given the
opportunity to discuss her current
expectations and hopes regarding ed-
ucation, career, and family and to
explore her self-assessment of her
abilities. Unrealistically low (or un-
realistically high) expectations for
achievement are noted and discussed
in the individual meetings and/or in
group meetings (described below).

In addition to scheduled meetings,
counselors are available on an “on-
call” basis to provide support when
students feel a special need. For
example, students can call their coun-
selors when troubled by an upcoming
exam or by a disappointing grade. In
all of these duties the counselors are
supervised by the program coordina-
tors.

In addition to the individual advise-
ment sessions with the program coun-
selors, the program offers four career
development opportunities for inter-
ested students. The counselors ex-
plain these options during the initial
interview, and together the student
and counselor decide which options
are most appropriate for the student’s
interests and needs. Hence, the pro-
gram allows for an individualized
approach to specific student needs. It
is expected that students will be
assigned to at least one but not more
than three of these options.

The first two options are designed
to provide personal support to wom-
en. As discussed earlier, many wom-
en have not experienced adequate
support from teachers, peers, or advi-
sors for their career aspirations, yet
this support is particularly important
for women’s career development
(Stake and Levitz, 1979). These first
two program options can provide this
needed support.
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Peer support program

Students electing to participate in
the “big sister” option are assigned to
an advanced undergraduate woman
whose major role is to give informa-
tion and advice about the campus and
to provide support and encourage-
ment to the entering students. This
option is particularly helpful for stu-
dents who feel lost and disoriented
when they arrive on campus. The
campus student affairs office or wom-
en’s center can be helpful in identify-
ing students who would function well
in the big sister role.

Another means of helping the stu-
dent to develop a supportive network
is the small discussion group. Coun-
selors form these groups from the
students in their caseload who show
an interest in this program option. In
these groups students can learn from
one another under the direction of
their counselor. The groups give stu-
dents a chance to discuss their life
plans and the conflicts surrounding
those plans. The group setting is
especially helpful for discussing the
undergraduate’s concerns about how
to combine career and family goals.

A study was conducted on one
University of Missouri campus to
determine the amount of student
interest in such support groups. The
group leaders in this study found that
the student participants were very
enthusiastic about having an opportu-
nity to discuss their academic and
career plans within the peer group
setting. Of the women who partici-
pated, 96 percent indicated that they
would like to attend future career
discussion groups were they available
on the campus.

The research reviewed earlier indi-
cates that role models and mentors
are effective in developing women’s
career interests. The following two
options provide students an opportu-
nity to learn from women who have
established themselves in their ca-
reers.

Informal speaker series

Since women students have virtual-
ly no knowledge of women’s possibili-
ties for achievement in many career
roles, they do not picture themselves
in such roles. The informal speaker
series gives the student a chance to
get to know women who have devel-
oped successful careers in male-domi-
nated fields.

Women from a variety of occupa-
tions are invited to discuss their
careers with students. These speakers
can be located by contacting campus
and community women’s groups,
such as the local NOW chapter. The
speakers can provide a realistic pic-
ture of women’s opportunities in
their respective fields. It is especially
important for students to learn about
the conflicts and barriers the speak-
ers have experienced in their careers
and the coping strategies they have
used to overcome them.

‘Women’s studies courses
are effective in improving
women’s confidence, but
low self-esteem women are
less likely to opt for these

courses.’

Mentor program

This option is most appropriate for
women who have set a specific career
goal. Whenever possible, these wom-
en are assigned to a mentor on the
campus who has a similar career and
who has an interest in the special
needs of women students. To prepare
mentors for their roles, a training
session is recommended in which
mentors are informed of the goals of
the program and instructed in the
role of a mentor.

The mentors meet with the stu-
dents informally over the year, allow-
ing them to learn first hand about
their chosen career. The relationship
between mentor and student can vary
depending upon the wishes and needs
of each, but in all cases mentors
should meet with their students at
least three times per semester.

Evaluating the program

At the close of the academic year, it
is important to evaluate the effective-
ness of the program and to determine
what changes in the program would
be beneficial in future years. There
are at least three methods for deter-
mining the impact of the program.
First, students can be given the same
measures of confidence and career
expectation that they completed at
the beginning of the year, and
changes in confidence and career
expectations between the two test
periods can be measured. In addition,
all who are involved in the program,
including students, counselors, men-
tors, and big sisters, can be asked to
provide their personal reactions to
the program and their suggestions for
program changes. Finally, graduates
of the program may be surveyed in
subsequent undergraduate years to
determine the longrange impact of
the program on career expectations
and confidence.

Summary and conclusion

Although women now achieve in
the college classroom as well and in
the same number as men, women are
less likely than men to fully utilize
their talents upon graduation. A per-
sistent barrier that affects women’s
postgraduate achievement is low ca-
reer confidence. Many women do not
gain career confidence even when
they experience solid academic suc-
cess.

There have been numerous studies
of the problems of women on campus,
but few programs have been designed
to facilitate women’s career devel-
opment. This paper described a multi-
faceted approach to developing
women’s career expectations and con-
fidence. This one-year program pro-
vides four program options to meet
the diverse needs of undergraduate
women. The progress of each student
in the program is coordinated by
program counelors who provide indi-
vidual and group counseling and who
insure that students gain the informa-
tion and experience they need to
develop their career goals.

The program as described draws on
many resources that are already
available on college campuses, includ-
ing interested faculty and staff and
service-minded advanced undergrad-
uates. In developing this project on
our campus, we found that many
faculty, staff and students were en-
thusiastic about the program and
willing to devote their time and tal-
ents to it as part of their commitment
to the campus. Hence, direct costs
required to launch the program need
not be high. The major expense is the
stipend provided to program counsel-
ors. The amount of funding required
depends, of course, upon the number
of program counselors and students
included in the program. The benefits
of the program for undergraduates
and the added benefits of training and
support for graduate students certain-
ly outweigh these costs.
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