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Career Theories Paper on Krumboltz’s Learning Theory 

 The learning theory of career counseling has been primarily developed by John 

Krumboltz and people he has collaborated with.  The distinguishing characteristic of this 

theory is found in its name as this theory centers around the learning process.  Essentially 

this theory proposes that people choose their career based on what they have learned in 

their life.  Krumboltz looks at two different aspects of learning in his theory.  First, he 

assesses what an individual has learned in their life and how that learning process has 

directed them to a certain career or to a certain career choice.  If that learning process has 

been faulty or misdirected, the career counselor is to assist in mending this incorrect 

learning.  The second way in which learning is incorporated in this theory is for the 

career counselor to set up positive learning experiences for their clients so that these 

clients can expand their knowledge of potential career choices that would work well for 

them. 

 As outlined by Zunker (2006), “the process of career development involves four 

factors [in the learning theory of career counseling]: (1) genetic endowments and special 

abilities, (2) environmental conditions and events, (3) learning experiences, and (4) task 

approach skills” (p. 39).  In this theory it is these four factors that influence one’s career 

choice.  The first factor involves the abilities and qualities that an individual has been 

born with.  The second factor involves environmental conditions that may be beyond an 

individual’s control.  These conditions could include governmental regulations on the 

career, or events in nature or politics that affect the economic conditions and viability of 

the career option. 



 It is obvious by its name that the third factor is an important component of the 

learning theory.  The learning experiences that affect a career choice can be described as 

instrumental and associative (Zunker, 2006, p. 39).  Instrumental learning is learning that 

an individual experiences personally as they receive a certain result from an action they 

have taken.  Most often this type of learning can be described as positive or negative 

feedback an individual may receive for their actions.  An example of this would be if an 

individual successfully developed an excellent resume and received great praise for their 

efforts, the individual would have his skill of learning to write an effective resume 

reinforced.  Associate learning can be described as what an individual learns from 

witnessing the actions of others.  This can be illustrated by an individual who makes 

career path decisions based on the actions of others in that line of work that the individual 

holds up as a role model.  In this learning, the individual sees the success of the 

individual he looks up to and wishes to follow that example. 

 The fourth factor which affects career learning is the task approach skills an 

individual may or may not have.  These skills could include the ability the individual has 

to set goals, to problem solve, to work effectively, or to seek out information to help them 

learn about career possibilities. 

 A counselor using this theory has a number of techniques and instruments to use 

to assist their clients.  It is very important in this theory for the counselor to have an in 

depth interview with their client to uncover what learning has gone on in the past for this 

client and how it has impacted their career choice or preference.  Some of this 

information could be gained through a questionnaire the client might be asked to fill out, 
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but it is important for the counselor to explore and expand this information to determine 

what strengths and weaknesses the client may have developed in their career search.  The 

counselor can then identify if the client is basing his search on faulty or incomplete 

information.  If the counselor determines there is an information deficiency, he can 

recommend different resources to aid the client’s “learning” about accurate information 

regarding career choices. 

 A counselor might discover in their interview with the client that the client lacks 

information about career choices and has not “learned” what paths might be available to 

them.  In these situations the counselor could gain more information to help the client by 

administering tests such as an aptitude test or an interest inventory.  These assessments 

could be used to identify career areas that might fit well with the assets and experiences 

the client has to offer.  Once these career areas have been identified, the counselor could 

guide the client in “learning” more about these career options.  This guidance could come 

from resources about the careers or more “hands on” situations such as a work-based 

learning experience. 

 Positive reinforcements are important to advance the “learning” in this theory of 

career development.  It is important for the counselor to set the client up for positive 

experiences in this career search.  When a person receives positive affirmation for actions 

they have done, there is more incentive to continue down that path.  If, for an example, a 

person who does exceptionally well in a practice job interview is highly praised for their 

performance, it is likely this praise will give the person confidence and reinforce this 

skill.  If the skill is not demonstrated, the counselor should set up exercises that develop 
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that skill or find other skills that can be positively reinforced for that client. 

 The learning theory of career counseling has application in all the populations I 

am considering working with.  I am interested in counseling students in schools, but I 

have not decided at what level or if it may involve college students.  This method is 

particularly useful as individuals are exploring what careers might fit for them.  This does 

not mean that adults already in a career could not benefit from this learning theory.  In 

this ever changing world it is important for everyone to be able to be flexible and 

knowledgeable about what career paths would be available to them.  The value of this 

theory is even greater for students searching for a career as it not only “educates” them as 

to how to make a properly informed career decision, but it also helps the student develop 

the “learning” skills they will need in the future as they will likely change occupations. 

 Some may claim this model is of limited benefit to those who are well established 

in a profession or who are nearing retirement and not interested in learning new paths.  It 

is obvious, however, that this world is changing rapidly and it may no longer be common 

for an individual to be “established” to such a degree that they will not need to ever think 

of changing occupations.  Another limitation identified by Zunker (2006) is that “[t]he 

learning theory of career counseling has yet to be fully tested” (p. 41).  A particular gap 

in research was identified as using this theory with culturally diverse groups. 

 There is some research, however, using learning theory with culturally diverse 

groups.  One article I found would be particularly helpful to me working with culturally 

diverse students.  Jackson (2002) in her article explained about the particular benefit that 

the learning theory could have for culturally diverse students.  She sees the great  
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advantage of this theory which does not just match up job possibilities with skills and 

knowledge already possessed.  Many culturally diverse groups have not been exposed to 

career avenues and have had their choices unduly restricted.  In the learning theory, these 

students can be “educated” regarding careers they had no knowledge about and guided to 

success by a counselor who helps them learn through positive reinforcements that 

pervade this theory. 

 In sum, this theory appears to be a very flexible and valuable philosophy to 

administer to a wide variety of individuals.  The learning theory has particular strength, 

however, in assisting clients who are in the beginning of their career search or are in need 

of expanding their world of career choices. 
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