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Abstract 

 

Career assessments are a common resource used by career practitioners internationally to help 

inform individuals’ career decision-making. Research on the topic of cross-cultural career 

assessment has been mostly limited to the applicability of an established inventory to a 

different culture. The purpose of this paper is to summarize the existing research on cross-

cultural assessment, and to indicate a need for collaboration among career development 

associations with respect to the value and use of career assessments, using current ethical 

standards as a springboard for determining common ground and perhaps a joint statement about 

the value of career assessments. 
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Cross-cultural assessment has catapulted to the forefront of discussions among 

career professionals as technology has exponentially increased opportunities for career 

practitioners to provide services to anywhere in the world. With online inventories and 

technologies that allow real time conversations across borders, career practitioners are able 

to provide services anytime, anywhere. But how does one provide services, specifically the 

application and interpretation of career assessments, in a culturally competent manner outside 

of one’s national boundaries? To where does the practitioner turn for guidance about 

providing culturally competent career counseling using cross-cultural assessments? 

These were the topics of an international dialogue on cross-cultural assessments that took 

place at the 2010 joint symposium of the International Association for Educational and Vocational 

Guidance (IAEVG), Society for Vocational Psychology (SVP), and National Career 

Development Association (NCDA) in San Francisco, California. At the conclusion of the 

symposium, university professors, counselors, career service providers, and directors from Israel, 

Australia, Canada, Hong Kong, Iceland, Romania, Taiwan, and the United States identifi two cross-

cultural assessment recommendations: (a) creating a joint statement on the use of assessments and 

(b) identifying the best practices related to career assessments. The purpose of this article is to 

explore the empirical support for these recommendations and to outline possible steps for achieving 

these goals. First, I review the purpose of career assessments, then I explore the research on cross-

cultural assessment, and, finally, I explore a joint statement about the value of career assessments. 

Purposes and possible outcomes of career assessments 

Career assessments are used to help individuals identify individual characteristics and 

then relate those to career options (Osborn & Zunker, 2006). Career practitioners use a variety of 

standardized and non-standardized assessment tools, including those that measure interests, 
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aptitudes, skills, personality, values, and career beliefs (Whitfield, Feller, & Wood, 2009). An 

underlying purpose of these assessments is to help clients gain a better understanding of who 

they are to apply that knowledge to their career concerns and career decision-making process. 

Although these assessments measure different components of self-knowledge, and represent 

qualitative and quantitative means, a common purpose is to identify some personal variable, 

such as interests, skills, life themes, or negative thoughts, to aid in the career decision-making 

process; Whitfield et al. (2009) explicitly listed these variables in their table of contents. 

Career assessments provide a counselor and client with valuable information that can 

enhance the career decision-making process but also can be beneficial beyond the traditional 

purpose of helping an individual identify career options. Career assessments have been used 

to predict person–environment congruence (Zanskas & Strohmer, 2010), career decision status 

(Austin, Dahl, & Wagner, 2010) and subjective well-being (Uthayakumar, Schimmack, 

Hartung, & Rogers, 2010), to enhance job satisfaction (Rottinghaus, Hees & Conrath, 

2009), and to prove the effectiveness of career-related workshops aimed at increasing career 

decidedness, for instance (Whitfield et al., 2009). 

Four possible outcomes to which career assessments can contribute include: (a) the 

prevention of long-term unemployment, the development of an effective workforce, and the 

matching of workers and employers; (b) the adjustment by potential or active workers to 

rapidly changing requirements for employment or retention; (c) intervention programs for 

persons considered marginally employable because of poor academic or technical skills, 

functional disabilities, interpersonal or other social problems, or discrimination; and (d) the 

provision of assistance to those who have become unemployed or underemployed as a 

result of industrial reorganization, outsourcing, or international economic competition (Herr, 
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2009, p. 13). 

Research supports this identification, in that career assessments are often used to 

show the impact of interventions on the construct measured by a specific assessment, such 

as decreased negative thinking by the end of an undergraduate career course (Osborn, 

Howard & Leierer, 2007), increased career choice readiness following a career workshop 

(Hirschi & Lage, 2008), and increased decidedness after using an online career system (Gati, 

Kleiman, Saka & Zakai, 2003). So we see that career assessments aid in helping individuals 

make choices, measure changes before and after treatment, and evaluate career programs. But 

what can we say about assessments and approaches that are being used outside of their country 

of origin? 

Cross-cultural assessments 

Research on the topic of cross-cultural career assessments thus far has tended to focus 

mostly on evaluating the appropriateness of specific career assessments with different cultural 

groups, although some have focused on exploring variables that emerge when working with a 

specific culture. These approaches previously have been identified as nomothetic and 

idiographic, respectively (Diemer & Gore, 2009). Examples of nomethetic approaches would 

be studying the middle school version of the Self-Directed Search with mostly African 

American students (Osborn & Reardon, 2006) and exploring the validity of the Self-Directed 

Search-Chinese version (Yang, Lance & Hul, 2006) or the structure of RIASEC scores in 

China (Long & Tracey, 2006). Examples of culture-focused career assessment studies include 

a longitudinal assessment of Portuguese children (Arau´ jo, & do Ce´u Taveira, 2007), and a 

qualitative analysis of Asian Americans’ career development (Fouad et al. 2008). 

Studies examining the usability of an existing assessment with other cultures must 
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determine the validity and reliability of that assessment for that specific culture (Duarte, 2005). 

In addition, researchers and practitioners who are using an assessment in a different context 

than that in which the tool was normed need to take extra precautions to ensure that the 

inventory is not culturally biased, and also that important aspects to the  culture being  studied  

are included  in the overall discussion. ‘‘Career counsellors must know whether their 

assessment methods have any cross-cultural relevance in order to improve multicultural career 

counselling’’ (Rossier, 2005, pp. 177–178). 

What is still lacking is the study of specific cultures and the identification of culture-

specific variables that relate to career decision making within that particular environment, 

although this has been recommended by others (Rossier, 2005); Watson, Duarte, & Glavin, 

2005). For example, studies that examine the structural equivalence of inventories purporting to 

measure a construct such as interests, decisiveness, or dysfunctional career thinking across 

cultures will help to answer the question of the universality of these structures and the cross-

cultural applicability of these instruments (Rossier, 2005). While having unique career 

assessments for every diverse group is likely impractical and infeasible (Watson et al., 2005), 

perhaps if we began the process of collecting and sharing such information, we could begin to 

understand why Western assessments don’t always fit individuals from other cultures (Leong & 

Hartung, 2000), or perhaps some common elements for certain cultures will begin to emerge. 

Career assessments as a social justice concern 

Sampson (2009–2010) stated that the idea of equity in career assessment is inseparably 

tied to the issue of social justice. He posited that differential access to quality assessments as 

well as career service delivery contributes to inequities. National policy also dictates and 

potentially limits access. For example, in their review of 37 countries’ career development 
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policies, Watts and Sultana (2003) found that the availability of career guidance services was 

determined by how economically developed the country was.  

Training represents another aspect of equity and career assessments. As career 

counseling professionals, we have a responsibility to contribute to other career 

practitioners’ knowledge and skills in using career assessments by providing valid, usable 

information, such as research findings and training opportunities through various access 

points. For example, the traditional means of sharing quality professional information is 

through peer-reviewed journal articles and conference presentations. However, with time, 

travel, and financial pressures, access to these traditional sources of training might be 

limited, and might further reinforce the inequity Sampson (2009–2010) pinpointed. As 

practitioners, researchers, supervisors, and test developers, now may be the time to explore 

other venues of delivery. Technology provides multiple options for this, whether through career 

development blogs, e-magazines such as Career Convergence, web seminars, other online 

trainings, or downloads of trainings for minimal costs. The focus of these outlets might be 

on specific career assessments, such as a practitioner’s report on using a specific technique or 

assessment in various settings and the lessons learned. 

Blogs, forums, and entries from career development practitioners would certainly 

increase the likelihood for greater information. One negative aspect to this approach is that by 

acknowledging and encouraging the use of non-refereed dissemination outlets, the quality of 

information ‘‘published’’ in such venues will not meet the same rigorous standards by which 

peer-reviewed manuscripts are scrutinized. In addition, the sites might become flooded by 

individuals wanting to promote an inventory or approach. These are valid concerns, similar 

to having biased, invalid career information online  that individuals use to make career 
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decisions. Some quality control might occur if professional associations offered to serve as a 

clearinghouse or provided the online space to store information on career assessments. A 

‘‘members only’’ section of a shared website across organizations would increase the 

possibility of maintaining the quality of discussion. 

An alternative viewpoint that somewhat mirrors constructivism philosophy, could 

allow for career practitioners who choose to follow such discussions to correct faulty 

information or reasoning about a specific tool, or to offer alternative views. This could be 

implemented similar to the Wikipedia model, which uses an open, editable approach, in 

which anyone can submit information, but the members patrol the validity of the comments, or 

the way online news sites have a reader comment section in which readers often disagree, and 

sometimes inappropriate comments are flagged. Another option would be to create a 

professional social networking group that focuses on international career assessment, so that 

interested professionals could regularly ‘‘converse’’ about the topic. The benefit of having an 

open place for dialogue about the topic must outweigh the risk of disagreement among readers 

or biased information being posted. In the end, there must be some element of trust that the 

readers will be professional in their comments and will either directly address biased or 

uninformed comments, or flag them for inappropriateness. 

While technology opens many doors of collaboration and increases access for some, 

it also may decrease access for others. This would happen if training and information were 

solely provided online. How then, would those with limited access obtain the information and 

resources? Technology provides many opportunities, but we must not forget the challenges 

that it poses for many, as well. 

Encouraging critical analysis of information and competency 
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There is a danger that visitors to a discussion-based site might have difficulty 

discerning whether the information is valid, reliable, and appropriate in a cross- cultural 

setting. The NCDA has made several guidelines available online to help career practitioners 

evaluate online information, occupational information provided in career software, career and 

occupational information literature, and video career media 

(http://associationdatabase.com/aws/NCDA/pt/sp/guidelines). 

To increase career information literacy, strategies on how to evaluate a site, the 

information being provided, and cross-cultural relevancy might be provided to readers. 

With respect to source evaluation, suggestions might include asking: Has the individual fully 

disclosed who he or she is, including his or her professional background and professional 

associations? Does an online search of the person’s name reveal a professional association 

with career development topics? Does the person hold relevant degrees or has he or she had 

appropriate training that would qualify him or her to speak on the topic? Does the person 

have a relationship with the author or publisher of a certain tool? And, finally, what types of 

biases is this person likely to have? 

For evaluation of the information being provided, suggestions might include: 

determining if the information is being presented as fact or opinion; considering whether 

general research principals were used, such as adequate sample size, following the 

administration, scoring and interpretation instructions, and so forth, whether describing a 

positive or negative experience with an assessment; realizing the limitations of any experience 

(e.g., some of the outcomes the writer may have experienced may be due to individual 

characteristics of the writer, the client[s], the environment, or a unique combination of these 

http://associationdatabase.com/aws/NCDA/pt/sp/guidelines
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factors; and considering potential bias the person writing may have. For example, was the 

individual trained in a specific school of thought that might cause them to favor one type 

of tool or technique over another? Zalaquett and Osborn (2007) provided an example of how 

to increase students’ career information literacy through a website. 

Cross-cultural relevancy should also be examined when an online assessment or approach is 

being used. Is there evidence that the information is culturally appropriate (Flores, Spanierman, 

& Obasi, 2003), demonstrating that: ‘‘it integrates culturally relevant information about the 

client; attempts to understand the client in his or her cultural, personal and career contextual 

realities; and takes into account the limitations of traditional assessment and assessment tools’’ 

(p. 80)? In addition to understanding individual differences, career counselors must also 

become aware of the political and societal impacts on career choice (Hansen, 2003). For 

example, the number and types of career options available for one group may not be available 

for another. 

Career practitioners interested in cross cultural career assessments might use a checklist to 

examine their competencies. Krieshok and Black (2009) provided an extensive self-reflective 

checklist specific to standardized assessments focusing on the following topics: preparing for test 

use, administration and scoring, and interpretation. Practitioners would rate themselves on a 

three-point scale (1 = I do not do this—but should give it consideration, 3 = I do this routinely—

as a regular practice). Two sample items  include ‘‘Develop a  system  for  dating, recording, 

maintaining the confidentiality of, and scoring test results,’’ and ‘‘initially, and periodically 

thereafter, discuss your interpretations with a qualified colleague’’ (Krieshok & Black, 2009, p. 

67). Checklists such as these could be used for individual reflection and goal setting with students 

in a career course or with clients. A self-evaluative checklist could also be useful in training 
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career practitioners to build social competency skills with respect to cross-cultural assessment 

(Arthur, 2005). This checklist could reveal areas of strength as well as opportunities for growth. 

Should a practitioner be found deficient in cross-cultural assessment, a remediation plan 

might be appropriate. McAdams and Foster (2007) offered suggestions for creating remediation 

procedures, such as identifying the parameters of remediation activities, the length of 

remediation, how progress on remediation is to be measured, and documenting the remediation 

plan. A remediation plan should include targeted areas of improvement with an accompanying 

description of desired behavior, recommended activities and resources to achieve the 

improvement, and a timeline for accomplishment. Assigning focused reading and discussion 

might be one appropriate remediation activity (Lassiter, Napolitano, Culbreth, & Ng, 2008). 

Should cross-cultural assessment  competency be  an issue for multiple  staff or trainees, a 

supervision group focused on multicultural competency might be recommended (Lassiter et al., 

2008). Because a remediation plan is only necessary if desired performance has not been 

reached, a career center must first specify what constitutes desired performance with respect to 

cross-cultural assessments. 

The value of career assessments: a joint vision and a joint statement 

Herr (2009) noted that the cross-national development and use of career assessments is 

likely to increase. Arthur (2005) stated that the time is now, because of shifting immigration 

patterns as well as the interdependent nature of national economies that are consequently 

creating an international workforce. If career assessments are indeed useful, and if career 

practitioners are going to increasingly find themselves providing services across their own 

national borders because of the globalization of work and the expansion of technology, perhaps 

now is the time for international collaboration across career development professional 



 

 11 

associations with a focus on creating a joint statement about the value of career assessments as 

well as identifying minimal competencies for global cross-cultural career counseling 

competency. 

Collaboration across nations would allow for a breadth of voices to be heard on issues 

related to cross-cultural assessment while  simultaneously adding greater depth to the  

conversation  and,  as Arthur (2005) suggested,  will ‘‘increase the possibility of learning from 

each other’’ (p. 144). A requisite to collaboration is a willingness on all parties to come 

together, have mutual trust and respect for each member of the team, delete country/discipline 

specific jargon from the conversation, be willing to share as well as to compromise, and to 

commit to the collaboration at each step along the way (Collin, 2009). Why should career 

counselors consider this cross-cultural collaboration on career assessment? 

The purpose for such a statement would be similar to the Universal Declaration of 

Ethical Principles for Psychologists, which has as its objectives the following: ‘‘(a) to evaluate 

the ethical and moral relevance of their codes [psychology organizations worldwide] of their 

code of ethics; (b) to use as a template to guide the development or evolution of their codes of 

ethics; (c) to encourage global thinking about ethics, while also encouraging action that is 

sensitive and responsive to local needs and values; and (d) to speak with a collective voice on 

matters of ethical concern’’ (International Union of Psychological Science, 2008, p. 1). 

Developing a universal code of ethics with respect to career assessment may be something to 

consider for the future, but certainly the fourth objective could be the primary objective, that is, 

for countries to speak with a collective voice on matters regarding the value and use of cross-

cultural career assessments. 

Proposed elements of a joint statement 
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The primary statement of these organizations should be an acknowledgement of the 

value of career assessments in helping individuals to make a career decision. Beyond a general 

statement of the value of career assessments that emphasizes the personal and cultural context, 

additional statements or sub-points might address the following: (1) assessment as one 

component of the career decision-making process; (2) value of qualitative and quantitative 

assessments; (3) selecting assessments; (4) evaluating assessments; (5) interpreting 

assessments; (6) developing assessments; and (7) training practitioners to use assessments 

appropriately. Finally, client welfare should always be the primary consideration. These 

items are suggested based on a review of ethical standards and career development books 

(Osborn & Zunker, 2011; Whitfield et al., 2009). 

The purpose of ethical standards is to outline the expected or minimum expectations 

for professionals (Makela, 2009). Perhaps a nexus for this joint statement could be the 

overlap of existing ethical statements by IAEVG, NCDA, and SVP with respect to career 

assessment. In reviewing the ethical standards of these professional organizations, four 

common elements across the ethical codes of the three organizations were found. First, 

associations emphasized that career- related assessments should be administered and scored 

in a way that is consistent with the purpose of the assessment and in the context of research 

that documents how that assessment has been used effectively. Second, career practitioners 

should stay within their boundaries of competence and training when administering and 

interpreting career assessments. Third, career assessment results should be interpreted to 

clients in an understandable way. Fourth, career practitioners obtain informed consent by 

clients, providing an explanation of the purposes and potential uses of career assessments and 

results in a language understandable by the client. While there is a danger that these standards 
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are not representative of every country, and could be seen as a Westernized view of 

assessment, the overlap of existing statements from the three organizations might provide a 

starting point for future discussions. 

Additional areas outlined in one or two (but not all three) organizations present 

possible areas of emphasis for an international statement. The topics include: the release of 

assessment information to qualified professionals; diagnosis issues (such as proper diagnosis, 

cultural sensitivity, etc.); ongoing training of career practitioners on career assessments; 

instrument selection (considerations of validity, reliability, norm groups, and use with 

culturally diverse populations); instrument administration (proper conditions for 

administering a career assessment, techno- logical issues, unsupervised assessments, 

disclosing favorable conditions, and diversity issues in administrating career assessments); 

scoring career assessments (personal/subjective judgment with non-standardized approaches, 

research instruments, using assessment services, security of assessments, using obsolete 

assessments or outdated results); and constructing career assessments. 

With these principles and the concepts identified in this section, it would appear that 

the harvest is ripe for a discussion of shared principles regarding cross-cultural assessment. By 

articulating specific competencies that apply within and across national borders, 

professional associations would be (a) setting minimum standards for global cross-cultural 

career counseling competency; (b) setting expectations for clients of international career 

counseling services; (c) informing training programs of international standards; and (d) 

demonstrating by example how global cross- cultural collaboration can occur. 

Collective best practices for international career assessment 

Journals, such as the International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance, the 
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Journal of Career Assessment, The Career Development Quarterly, and national and 

international conferences provide information on the application of various career assessments 

and techniques, but are presented as silos. Unless an individual consistently reads multiple 

journals and attends multiple conferences, finding and making use of this information is 

cumbersome. Creating a centralized storing house for information that identifies best practices 

with respect to career assessments might be a practical consideration for career practitioners 

desiring to stay current on issues related to cross-cultural career assessment. Information and 

recommendations could be the foundational entries on a Wikipedia article, discussion 

forum, or blog of ‘‘collective best practices for cross-cultural career assessments.’’ 

This might begin with annotated bibliographies of studies on specific career 

assessments. Another possibility would be creating a joint task force with a similar vision of 

listing the collective best practices for international career assessments. Leong and Hartung 

(2000) also supported the idea of consolidating knowledge about current career instruments 

and culture specific tools. Such a task force should include members from the NCDA, the 

Society of Vocational Psychologists, the International Association of Educational and 

Vocational Guidance, and the Association for Assessment in Counseling and Education. In 

addition, other professional associations whose central focus is diversity and social justice 

might also offer valuable contributions to the discussion. If it is too premature to identify 

collective best practices, perhaps this task force could identify the procedures for determining 

what are best practices with respect to cross-cultural assessments. 

Conclusions 

There are very few meta-analytic studies on career counseling. Whiston (2002) and others 

(Oliver & Spokane, 1988) used meta-analytic approaches to analyze the effectiveness of 



 

 15 

various career counseling approaches on topics such as which interventions most impacted 

career decidedness and satisfaction. Perhaps there are enough quality published articles on 

career assessments that would allow for a meta- analytic study of career assessments, with a 

portion of the focus on cross-cultural career assessments. All professional associations 

recognize that assessment results should be considered in light of cultural context. Can we begin 

to operationalize what this means? Are there common elements that would allow us to 

determine and then evaluate best practices for international or cross-cultural career 

assessment? What are the best methods for determining cross-cultural relevancy of an 

assessment? 

Continued research needs to focus on whether standardized instruments demonstrate 

similar psychometric properties in geographical areas other than the area in which it was 

normed. Is there a way to capture the best practices either for using a specific instrument or 

for working with diverse populations? Are there overlaps to be found among specific 

instruments, types of assessments (interests, values, etc.), or career needs and techniques with 

specific populations? What differences exist among cultures? How are countries helping 

individuals to determine their career path? How does this differ between countries that differ on 

the individualism–collectivism value? Future studies are needed in order to help the 

international community learn specific and common best practices with respect to cross 

cultural assessment. 

As professionals, career practitioners seek to be cross-culturally competent. The 

globalization of work demands that this competency extend beyond national boundaries. 

While we have a foundation of research and ethical standards about career assessment and 

career counseling that grow stronger annually, we still find ourselves, a decade later, echoing 
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the call of Leong and Hartung (2000) for research on culture-specific career variables as a 

necessary step to allow for research-based statements of best practices for using cross-cultural 

assessments. As we look at the use of assessments in cross-cultural societies, we should ask 

if there are commonalities or additional concepts that have yet to be identified and assessed 

in our existing inventories and approaches to career assessment. To better prepare career 

practitioners to be culturally competent in using career assessments in a global 

environment, the idea of a joint statement and a task force involving international career 

development professional associations was suggested. While consensus may  be difficult to 

achieve, given the  differing social and political contexts of potential contributors to such as 

statement, the conversation should not be shied away from, but embraced as a call to action 

with the goal of preparing globally culturally competent counselors. 
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