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Personality traits and career indecision: A study with Brazilian youth
Abstract
The research aimed to verify which personality traits contribute to career indecision in Brazilian adolescents (aged 14 to 18, N = 186). When evaluated within the context of the Big Five model, results showed high scores in the factor Neuroticism, which strongly relates to career indecision. Individuals with higher levels of Extraversion and Conscientiousness indicated a tendency to place more emphasis on prestige and economic aspects related to certain careers. No significant results were found for the Agreeableness and Openness factors. Findings of the present study indicate that some personality characteristics may contribute to career indecision. We believe that this information may be a useful tool for career interventions.
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Rasgos de personalidade y indecisión profesional: Un estudio con jóvenes brasileños

Resumen
La investigación tuvo como objetivo verificar qué rasgos de personalidad contribuyen a la indecisión profesional en adolescentes brasileños (entre 14 y 18 años, N = 186). Cuando se evaluaron dentro del contexto del modelo Big Five, los resultados mostraron puntajes altos en el factor Neuroticism, que se relaciona fuertemente con la indecisión profesional. Las personas con mayores niveles de Extraversión y Conscientiousness indicaron una tendencia a poner más énfasis en el prestigio y los aspectos económicos relacionados con ciertas carreras. No se encontraron resultados significativos para los factores de Agradabilidad y Apertura. Los hallazgos del presente estudio indican que algunas características de la personalidad pueden contribuir a la indecisión profesional. Creemos que esta información puede ser una herramienta útil para las intervenciones profesionales.
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Personality traits can be defined as the characteristics used to explain human behavior. The fundamental assumption is that they are relatively stable and consistent, representing the probability that the individual must act in certain circumstances (Chartrand, Rose, Elliott, Marmarosh, & Caldwell, 1993). Personality has been conceptualized through a variety of theoretical perspectives, however, according to Nunes, Hutz and Nunes (2010), one of the proposed personality measures with the greatest consensus is the Five-Factor Model (FFM), internationally known as the Big Five, which describes human dimensions consistently and replicable.

The FFM attributes personality to five dimensions, namely: Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism and Openness. The Extraversion factor represents people who are generally assertive, active, sociable, energetic, expressive and cheerful. The Agreeableness factor describes the quality of interpersonal relationships, with a tendency to be gentle, confident, trustworthy, charismatic, selfless, and compassionate. The Conscientiousness factor concerns the organized, persistent, motivated and responsible individual. The Neuroticism factor is defined as a chronic level of emotional adjustment and instability; covering anxiety, depression, nervousness, hostility, vulnerability, self-criticism, impulsivity, and fear. Finally, the Openness factor encompasses autonomy of thought and action, openness to new ideas and experiences, and appreciation of nature (McCrae & Costa, 1997; Nunes & Hutz, 2001; Roccas, Sagiv, Schwartz, & Knafo, 2002).

In the context of vocational guidance, the most traditionally evaluated phenomena are personality and intelligence, providing information to increase self-awareness, and possibly helping the person to make mature career decisions through self-awareness and knowledge of the job market and professions (Bardagi & Nunes, 2017; Osipow, 1999; Savickas, 2004). Over time, the career and vocational guidance area began to encompass other psychological phenomena, going beyond the trait-factor perspective (in which personality is generally understood) to other theoretical models, such as vocational development. Considering the developmental perspective, maturity of choice and professional indecision are highlighted phenomena. Thus, this article aimed to evaluate personality traits and aspects related to professional indecision in Brazilian adolescents. Adolescents are the predominant target audience for career interventions and a majority of complaints surround professional indecision, making this a pertinent study (Arruda & Melo-Silva, 2010; Almeida & Melo-Silva, 2006; Melo-Silva, Bonfim, Esbrogeo, & Soares, 2003).
Gati, Krausz and Osipow (1996) define professional indecision as the lack of crystallization of interests, wherein the individual cannot structure or find balance in decision-making, preventing him from choosing a specific career path. These authors assemble career decision-making difficulties into three large groups, which unfold into other aspects. The model proposes lack of readiness, lack of information and inconsistent information as the three primary factors that characterize the phenomenon. Lack of readiness may occur due to lack of motivation, general indecision, or dysfunctional beliefs. Lack of information may relate to the process of choice, about oneself, or methods to obtain reliable information and about professional options or available jobs. The third factor, inconsistent information, may be the result of unreliable information, or internal conflicts (e.g. liking several options and therefore being unable to decide), or external conflicts (e.g. wishing to pursue a career path that parents disagree with). Although the individual focus is strongly present in this theoretical model, we argue that other contextual aspects also influence the decision-making process, among them, professional options available in the region, support/obstacles to following certain paths, and/or changes in the labor market, among others.

When considering the difficulties of professional choice, knowledge of the personality traits can help understanding the process. These traits may indicate a subject's way of processing information to solve problems, decision-making styles and difficulties in professional choice (Germeijs & Verschueren, 2011; Osipow, 1999). Thus, it becomes necessary to identify decision-making difficulties during the process (contextual aspects and timing of the experience), as well as what sustains them, in terms of relatively stable characteristics—personality traits—that could facilitate or hinder the decision-making (Germeijs & Verschueren, 2011; Saka, Gati, & Kelly, 2008). In a review of the theoretical model proposed in the 1990s, Saka and Gati (2007) suggest that in cases of persistent indecision, personality aspects should be considered in evaluation and intervention processes, specifically the pessimistic view (dysfunctional perceptions and biases about oneself and the world), anxiety (aspects that emerge when one thinks about the choice process and about the consequences of choice), and self-concept and identity (covering aspects such as uncrystallized identity, low self-esteem and conflicting attachment). When comparing the aspects listed by the authors, it is possible to draw a parallel with the Neuroticism factor in the Big Five model, and the positive and moderate relationship between the phenomena (indecision and Neuroticism) is the main hypothesis of this study.

Research with adolescents and young adults has been carried out in several countries. They show associations between personality traits according to the FFM model and professional indecision (Bańka & Hauziński, 2015; Burns, Morris, Rousseau, & Taylor, 2013; Feldman, 2003; Martincin & Stead, 2014). In more detail, Neuroticism is one of the traits that is most related to professional indecision, since high levels in this factor indicate anxiety, leading the individual to make impulsive decisions to decrease the stress caused by the choice. In addition, Neuroticism is associated with lack of information as well as negative thoughts and feelings, which includes negative expectations regarding the process and result of professional exploitation and a high level of insecurity about one's own abilities (Bańka & Hauziński, Kelly & Shin, 2009; Oztemel, 2013). Conversely, higher indexes in the Extraversion factor indicate less professional indecision, since these people possess more social skill and behaviors to go seeking information, which can generate greater security in relation to their own decisions, as well as being more apt to seek the support of others who can help them with their issues (Bańka & Hauziński, 2015; Burns et al., 2013; Feldman, 2003; Nunes, Noronha, Nunes, & Primi, 2010).

Feldman (2003) states that the Agreeableness factor seems to be associated with positive results in decision-making processes. People with higher scores on this factor tend to be pleasant, flexible, cooperative, and compassionate. Thus, they may be less affected by the stress of professional decision-making, especially if their choice is supported by those around them (Martincin & Stead, 2014).

There are different findings for the Conscientiousness factor. For example, for Nunes et al. (2010b), individuals who score higher on this factor may feel more competent, engaged, more organized and clearer about their future, with a tendency to make a professional choice with greater ease. However, Feldman (2003) disagrees in his assessment that, although these people may perform well in the decision-making moment, they may be self-critical, leading them to premature decisions. Additionally, these people may find it difficult to decide because they want to make the right choice for the first time, once they are more meticulous, more detailed, and enjoy seeing tasks through to the end (Martincin & Stead, 2014). Thus, a very high score in this factor may relate to difficulties of choice, just as low levels can hinder the process, since the person will have difficulties in assuming the responsibility of the choice, having clear life objectives, among others.

Finally, Feldman (2003) and Martincin and Stead (2014) argue that higher scores on the Openness factor tend to contribute to greater willingness to explore new career paths, but at the same time, may lead to more difficulty opting for a single career, because a breadth of interests requires more time to explore before making any professional decision. However, correlations between this factor and aspects of indecision are often weak or non-significant. This argument is in line with the concept of low differentiation proposed by Holland, Fritzsche and Powell (1994), who indicated that people with high scores on various types of professional interest are simultaneously related to professional indecision.

The identification of individuals’ personality traits can help in understanding the aspects that precede professional indecision, contributing with important implications, both theoretically and in the practice of the psychologist (Bullock-Yowell, Andrews, & Buzzetta, 2011; Saka et al., 2008). With these factors in mind, the aim of this study was to verify which personality traits contribute to professional indecision in Brazilian adolescents. The hypotheses are:

H1: The factor Neuroticism will have a positive and moderate correlation with factors that make up professional indecision;

H2: The Conscientiousness factor will have a positive and weak correlation with factors that make up professional indecision;

H3: The Extraversion and Agreeableness factors will have a negative and weak correlation with factors that make up professional indecision;

H4: Openness will not present significant correlations with the factors that make up professional indecision;

Method

Participants

Participants were 186 high-school students, from four schools (two private, 41.4%, and two public, 58.6%) from Sao Paulo state in Brazil, among them 43.5% male and 56.5% female. Students' ages ranged from 14 to 18 years, with a mean of 15.93 and a standard deviation of 0.921. The sample was chosen for convenience.
Instruments

To evaluate professional indecision, the Professional Decision-making Difficulties Inventory (IDDP in Portuguese; Primi et al., 2000) was applied. The inventory consists of 81 Likert scale items from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The instrument was developed according to the taxonomic model of the theory of Gati et al. (1996). The factorial analysis of the IDDP indicated the presence of 17 primary factors, grouped into four broad factors, namely: 
1) Insecurity and lack of information (alpha = .89), which measures insecurity, lack of information and financial obstacles and is constituted by the primary factors “lack of information gathering strategies – ESTR”; “lack of information about oneself, process of choice and professions – INFO”; “diversified preferences – DIV”; “conflict between interest and skill – CONFLIN”; “indecision – IND”; “insecurity about oneself – INSEG” and “financial hurdle – FINAN”; 

2) Emphasis on the search for prestige and financial return (alpha = .79), which corresponds to the economic components of financial prestige, being formed by the primary factors “emphasis on economic aspects and prestige – ECON”; “self-admiration, narcissism, inflated ego – NARCI”; “lack of support from family and colleagues – APO” and “dysfunctional myths I: choice saver – SALV”;
3) Immaturity in choice (alpha = .70), which measures indisposition characteristics in decision-making and encompasses the primary factors “demotivation and aversion – AVER”; “passive decisions – PASS” and “immaturity – IMAT”; and finally, 

4) Conflicts with significant people (alpha = .71), which reveals disapproval of choice and corresponds to the primary factors “external conflicts with family or significant people – CONFLEX”; “emphasis on achievement – REAL” and “dysfunctional myths II: immutable choice – IMUT.”
Turning to the evaluation of personality traits, the Factorial Battery of Personality (BFP; Nunes et al., 2010a) was applied to the sample. The instrument evaluates the five personality factors of Neuroticism, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness and Openness. The BFP consists of 126 items in a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (absolutely do not identify with the phrase) to 7 (the phrase describes me perfectly).

The alphas for the BFP factors were .89 for Neuroticism, .84 for Extraversion, .84 for Agreeableness, .82 for Conscientiousness and .71 for Openness. The BFP presents criterion validity evidence and convergent and discriminant validity verified through instruments that evaluate intelligence, professional interests, personality, among others (Nunes et al., 2010a).
Procedure
After the approval of the Research Ethics Committee of a Brazilian private higher education institution, data collection began with the students who had the consent form signed by their parents, or for themselves in the case of those who were over 18 years of age. The instruments were applied collectively, in the classroom, in a single session. The first instrument to be answered was the BFP, followed by the IDDP, with a total duration of approximately 60 minutes.
Data analysis

First, the descriptive statistics of the two instruments (IDDP and BFP) and the correlation analyses between the instruments’ factors were performed. Next, linear regression was used to evaluate the effect that the personality traits had on the professional indecision factors.

Results
As Table 1 illustrates, the higher means of professional decision difficulties were for the REAL factor, from IDDP, which refers to emphasis on achievement, and ECON, which highlights economic and prestige aspects. The lower means were for the primary factors from IDDP, IMAT, related to immaturity, and CONFLEX, which refers to external conflicts with the family or with significant people. In relation to BFP, the highest mean was for the Agreeableness factor, just as the lowest mean was for the Neuroticism factor.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics for the IDDP and for the BFP
	
	N
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	SD

	INFO
	186
	1.00
	6.56
	3.35
	1.17

	ESTR
	186
	1.00
	6.00
	3.03
	1.23

	IND
	186
	1.00
	6.29
	3.39
	1.14

	INSEG
	185
	1.00
	7.00
	3.36
	1.29

	FINAN
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	3.35
	1.45

	DIV
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	3.97
	1.47

	CONFLIN
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	2.76
	1.66

	NARCI
	185
	1.00
	6.00
	3.51
	1.02

	ECON
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	4.59
	1.19

	APO
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	3.96
	1.47

	SALV
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	3.51
	1.63

	IMAT
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	2.39
	1.42

	PASS
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	3.61
	1.37

	AVER
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	2.51
	1.38

	CONFLEX
	186
	1.00
	6.50
	2.47
	1.29

	REAL
	186
	2.25
	7.00
	5.06
	1.11

	IMUT
	186
	1.00
	7.00
	3.23
	1.36

	Neuroticism
	186
	1.61
	5.73
	3.49
	0.87

	Extraversion
	186
	2.23
	6.75
	4.43
	0.79

	Agreeableness
	186
	2.68
	6.57
	4.72
	0.81

	Conscientiousness
	186
	1.47
	6.27
	4.62
	0.78

	Openness
	186
	2.93
	6.30
	4.43
	0.59


Table 2 shows the correlation between the broad factors of the two instruments. Significant correlations are marked with an asterisk (*) indicating the significance at .05 level and with two asterisks (**) at .01.

Table 2

Correlations between the general factors of the IDDP and the Five Factors of the BFP
	
	Factor 1
	Factor 2
	Factor 3
	Factor 4

	Neuroticism
	r
	      .451**
	.075
	     .290**
	  .157*

	Extraversion
	r
	-.124
	    .268**
	-.046
	.004

	Agreeableness
	r
	-.077
	.120
	    -.216**
	-.093

	Conscientiousness
	r
	-.123
	    .282**
	  -.180*
	-.049

	Openness
	r
	.129
	.057
	-.001
	.020


We can observe a significant and positive correlation between Neuroticism and three broad factors of the IDDP, indicating the greater association between the two phenomena. The second most related factor with indecision was Conscientiousness, being verified as a positive and weak correlation between two factors of the IDDP. Extraversion was significantly associated with one of the IDDP factors, as was Agreeableness. Openness did not present significant correlations.

Then, to detail the understanding of the relationship between the phenomena, the data were analyzed through linear regressions, in order to try to predict each IDDP factor, from other variables such as personality traits, evaluated by the BFP. Table 3 shows the regression coefficients of IDDP factor 1.

Table 3.

Coefficients of the Hierarchical Regression to Predict Professional Indecision (Factor 1 - Insecurity and lack of information) of the IDDP
	Model
	Non-standardized coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	p

	
	B
	Standard Error
	Beta
	
	

	
	(Constant)
	.558
	.521
	
	1.072
	.285

	
	Neuroticism
	.342
	.058
	.427
	5.867
	.000

	
	Extraversion
	-.030
	.067
	-.034
	-.456
	.649

	
	Agreeableness
	.023
	.064
	.027
	.362
	.718

	
	Conscientiousness
	-.037
	.068
	-.042
	-.552
	.582

	
	Openness
	.098
	.087
	.082
	1.122
	.264


The adjusted coefficient of determination (R2) for the insecurity and lack of information (IDDP factor 1), was .21 (F[5, 180] = 9.602, p <.001), which is therefore significant, indicating the predictive capacity of the model of 21%. Regarding personality factors, factor 1 was significantly predicted only by Neuroticism. In relation to factor 2 (emphasis on the search for prestige and financial return), the adjusted coefficient of determination (R2) was .17 (F[5, 180] = 7.106, p <.001), therefore significant. The data can be seen in Table 4.

Table 4.

Coefficients of the Hierarchical Regression to Predict Professional Indecision (Factor 2-emphasis on prestige and financial return) of IDDP
	Model
	Non-standardized coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	p

	
	B
	Standard Error
	Beta
	
	

	
	(Constant)
	-.258
	.535
	
	-.482
	.630

	
	Neuroticism
	.184
	.060
	.229
	3.066
	.003

	
	Extraversion
	.254
	.068
	.287
	3.715
	.000

	
	Agreeableness
	.006
	.066
	.007
	.086
	.932

	
	Conscientiousness
	.242
	.069
	.272
	3.497
	.001

	
	Openness
	-.138
	.089
	-.116
	-1.548
	.123


The emphasis on prestige and the financial factor was explained by three personality traits, and in all cases, the contribution was in the positive direction. The Extraversion factor contributed with a higher level of significance, followed by Conscientiousness and Neuroticism, suggesting that higher levels in these aspects are accompanied by increases in the emphasis on the search for prestige and financial return. The factor 3 coefficients are shown in Table 5 below.

Table 5.

Coefficients of the Hierarchical Regression to Predict Professional Indecision (Factor 3- Immaturity in choice) of the IDDP
	Model
	Non-standardized coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	p

	
	B
	Standard Error
	Beta
	
	

	
	(Constant)
	2.014
	.538
	
	3.746
	.000

	
	Neuroticism
	.213
	.060
	.271
	3.534
	.001

	
	Extraversion
	.076
	.069
	.088
	1.112
	.268

	
	Agreeableness
	-.120
	.066
	-.142
	-1.817
	.071

	
	Conscientiousness
	-.067
	.070
	-.077
	-.967
	.335

	
	Openness
	-.044
	.090
	-.038
	-.495
	.621


Factor 3 of the IDDP (immunity in choice) was explained only by Neuroticism, with adjusted coefficient of determination (R2) of 12% (F[5, 180] = 4.876, p <.001). The lowest adjusted coefficient of determination (R2) in relation to the IDDP was the fourth factor, that is, conflicts with significant people, with the prediction value being 3% (F[5, 180] = 1.194, p =.314), not significant and, therefore, not presented in a regression table.
Discussion

Previous studies aimed to understanding the relationship between personality and professional indecision, as well as other constructs related to professional orientation, to contribute to the psychologist's work (Gati et al., 2011; Savickas, 2004). The integration of information from different instruments becomes a useful tool for the supervisor, as the union of theoretical and empirical data facilitates interventions in professional orientation, considering that different profiles of psychological characteristics may indicate certain difficulties in defining an educational or professional choice, and also demand a different interventional approach or focus (Ambiel & Hernández, 2016; Chartrand et al., 1993; Gati et al., 1996; Martincin & Stead, 2014).

Considering the results obtained in this study, the Neuroticism factor is found to be strongly related to professional indecision, since the most undecided individuals in this sample had higher scores, indicating a tendency toward lack of information and negative thoughts and feelings, which is in agreement with the data of Bańka and Hauziński (2015), Germeijs and Verschueren (2011), Kelly and Shin (2009), Martincin and Stead (2014) and Oztemel (2013). In more detail, it was observed that participants who considered themselves to be more insecure and lacking information regarding professional choice tended to score higher on Neuroticism, tended to be more dependent, with greater mood instability, a passive attitude, difficulty in assuming commitments and responsibilities, discouragement, life dissatisfaction and negative perception, which is congruent with that of Nunes et al. (2010a) study. These findings are favorable to the hypotheses tested in this study.
In short, negative thoughts and feelings tend to be present in people with higher scores on the Neuroticism factor, which can produce instability in professional decisions or avoidance in career choice (Burns et al., 2013). It is believed that these people need more time to make important life transitions that imply individual choices, such as leaving their parents' home or starting a job (Germeijs & Verschueren, 2011).

It was observed that higher scores in factor 2 of the IDDP (emphasis on prestige and financial return) were accompanied by higher scores on the factor Extraversion, refuting what Feldman (2003) said, which was that the trait Extraversion acts as a protective factor against indecision, since people with this profile tend to present more social skills and have attitudes that lead them to seek out information. Their active stance and initiative to achieve goals, as well as a favorable perception of themselves, contribute to professional decision-making. In the present sample, high levels of Extraversion were accompanied by high levels in factor 2 of the IDDP, addressing emphasis on the search for prestige and financial return. According to the results in the present study, more extroverted people who tended to put more emphasis on economic aspects and prestige related to certain professions may present dysfunctional beliefs that a profession will “save their life,” or present a lack of support from people in the process, or overvaluation of choice. However, it is worth remembering that this broad factor of the IDDP addresses not only aspects that hinder decision-making but also what the person prioritizes when deciding (emphasis on prestige and financial return), that is, this factor does not only address the indecision, but also another value aspect.

Another result regarding personality traits and factor 2 of the IDDP (emphasis on the search for prestige and financial return), was a positive and significant effect of the Conscientiousness factor. According to Feldman (2003) and Martincin and Stead (2014), people with a high Conscientiousness score—because they are meticulous, thorough and prone to perfectionism—may face high internal pressure in the choice process. Another hypothesis is that people with high Conscientiousness have ambitious career plans, which gives greater emphasis to professions that offer social prestige and greater financial returns.

Finally, regarding Agreeableness and Openness, no significant results were found. This result refutes the meta-analysis findings of Martincin and Stead (2014) and, therefore, deserves further investigation in future research. However, the authors’ study indicated that the age and nationality of the sample are moderating variables of this relationship, which may have influenced the results of the present study.

The results seen here may offer tools to psychologists who work with clients who have difficulty in making decisions. Being aware of the personality traits of these people, especially regarding the factors Neuroticism and Conscientiousness, can help the professional to prepare and ask questions, as well as to draw a profile regarding professional indecision. In addition, it is possible to approach dysfunctional beliefs with specific psychological techniques for this purpose and to help clients acquire useful skills for future situations in which they have to make new choices.

In summary, H1 presented favorable evidence, reinforcing the findings of a positive relationship between Neuroticism and professional indecision; H2 was partially confirmed, since Conscientiousness showed significant correlation with only two of the four factors of the IDDP; H3 was partially confirmed, since there was a positive correlation with Extraversion (which was not expected) and negative correlation with Agreeableness; and, finally, H4 was confirmed, and no positive correlation was shown between personality and indecision factors. It should be noted that factor 4 of the IDDP (conflicts with significant people) was not predicted by any personality factor through regression analysis, although it presented a significant (and weak) correlation with Neuroticism.

Final Considerations
Among the limitations of the study, emphasis should be given to the sample, which included only high school students from 14 to 18 years of age, from two cities in the countryside of a single Brazilian state. It is important to highlight the relevance of conducting further research involving people from different cities, Brazilian states and, especially, from other countries and cultures, as well as increasing the number of participants. Moreover, future studies could give more attention to the Openness factor, since no significant relationships between this factor and professional indecision were found. Finally, research including other variables relevant to the relationship between indecision and personality can contribute with implications for psychologists who counsel indecisive individuals about their professional choices, thus offering subsidies for the growth in the area.
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