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The rehabilitation counselor must not assume that a young adult’s earning 
capacity and vocational potential are unaffected by injury because the pre-
accident and post-accident earnings are equal.  Many young adults do not have 
well-defined career choices and enter the labor market on a trail-and-error basis.  
Their limited earnings often reflect their lack of career maturity rather than their 
true vocational potential.  
 
Individuals aged 18 to 25, with a partial work history and limited earnings, also 
present the rehabilitation counselor with unique problems in evaluation of future 
vocational potential. (This age range is somewhat arbitrary. It is my experience 
that individuals between the ages of 25 and 30 may also fall into this category.) 
The primary concern for this age group is whether or not past earnings 
accurately reflect their capacity to earn. In many instances, these clients have 
poorly defined work identities and limited work experience. They have 
approached the labor market and career choices, not through a well-informed 
decision making process, but by trial and error. Many clients in this age group 
have limited career maturity, poor vocational insight, difficulty in setting 
priorities among work values and job satisfiers, and lack any real understanding 
of how to explore the labor market. 
The pre-accident jobs held by these individuals very often reflect these 
problems and do not accurately indicate their long-term capacity to earn or 
potential to develop vocationally. In too many cases it is assumed that the 
individuals earning capacity is not diminished because actual pre-accident 
wages are matched by post-accident earning-potential. This frequently occurs 
when a pre-accident job pays in a minimum wage range ($3.35 to $4.50 per 
hour). Although the range of post-accident job alternatives available to the 
client has been greatly reduced, the remaining jobs pay in a range similar to 
those in the pre-accident work records. It is extremely important that both the 
counselor and the attorney understand the concepts of vocational 
development, career maturity, work values, career decision making, and 
vocational exploration if they are to appreciate the difference between earnings 
reflected by pre-accident work records and an individual's actual capacity to 
earn. 
 
Stages of Career Development 
 
The concept of stages of career development, as formulated by Donald Super 
in 1955, specifically addresses life vocational development in terms of stages of 
growth, exploration, establishment, maintenance, and decline. 
 
The exploratory stage includes the fantasy phase, tentative phase, and realistic 
phase. The individual with limited career maturity, who lacks any real 
understanding of the career decision-making process or the means by which 



one explores vocational alternatives, generally approaches the labor market in 
a trial-and-error fashion during the exploratory or establishment stage. Jobs 
developed in this fashion rarely reflect the individual's actual capacity for 
vocational and economic development. 
 
The establishment stage is divided into the trial phase and stable phase. It is 
during the establishment stage that career decision and career adjustment 
occur, and it is therefore this stage which is considered most critical in 
determining success or failure in a career (Crites, 1976). A better understanding 
of how and why young people enter and adjust to their jobs has been a focus of 
much research in the rehabilitation and counseling literature. The rationale 
behind this research is based on the centrality of work in an individual's life and 
the recognition that work is a major source of self-esteem, career satisfaction, 
and success. The strong implication of research that breaks career 
development into a series of incremental stages is that an individual must 
successfully develop through one stage before entering the next. 
 
Additional research into the establishment stage leads to the concept of job-
seeking behavior as a further segment of vocational development and reviews 
relationships between personality characteristics and patterns of job seeking. 
The important implication for the young adult group (age 18 to 25) is the severe 
impact that physical disability and vocational handicaps have on personality and 
thus on movement through vocational development stages. Whichever 
development theory a counselor ascribes to, he or she is dealing with individuals 
who are only beginning the vocational development process, and therefore the 
counselor should not assume that the type of work performed at this stage of the 
individual's life is an accurate reflection of either maximum vocational potential 
or maximum earning capacity. 
 
Career Maturity and Work Values  
An individual's level of career maturity may also be of significance when 
assessing his or her work history during early work life as a reflection of 
vocational earnings capacity. If vocational development is seen as a series of life 
stages, then vocational or career maturity is a point on this continuum of life 
stages that reflects the developmental level attained. A major consideration in 
assessing career maturity levels, regardless of the individual's age, is his or her 
perceived locus of control. Individuals who perceive that they are externally 
controlled by fate, luck, or other significant factors in their environment tend to 
show much lower levels of career maturity than do individuals who have 
developed an internal locus of control. Individuals with a positive sense of self-
worth, a good self-concept, and self-confidence generally show higher levels of 
career maturity on testing. Research suggests that age and education level may 
have a significant impact on career maturity levels. 
Super defines work values as attributes or qualities an individual considers to be 
intrinsically desirable and which are sought in work activities. Work values play a 
significant role in career decision-making. Yet, in the 18- to 25-year age group, 



there are individuals who have a great deal of difficulty in setting priorities 
between work values and job satisfiers. This inability to develop vocational 
insight and identify with work values is another critical factor which the 
rehabilitation counselor must consider when determining the appropriateness of 
pre-accident career choices. 
Both career maturity and work values can be assessed by test instruments such 
as the Work Values Inventory, the Adult Vocational Maturity Inventory, and the 
Career Maturity Index. An individual's understanding and knowledge of the 
career decision-making process and the vocational exploration process is 
manifested, in part, as the level of career maturity scored on appropriate test 
instruments. The fact that many individuals approach the labor market on a trial-
and-error basis lends further credence to the argument that a great deal of 
caution must be used when assessing pre-accident earnings versus earning 
capacity in this age group. Although the need for training in career decision-
making and career exploration is not restricted to this age group, career maturity 
is particularly critical during this stage of life. The attorney and counselor are 
advised to take great care in making an assessment regarding diminution of 
earning capacity and reduction in range of job alternatives for these clients. 
 
Rehabilitation Plans 
The primary difference between rehabilitation plans for individuals in the 18- to 
25-year age group and the rehabilitation plans for individuals with an established 
work history is the emphasis placed on educational development, individual 
counseling, and development of self-concept, self-confidence, and a sense of 
self-worth. Perhaps more than for any other injured population, physical injuries 
of a permanent nature, even when they are only mild to moderate, may have a 
serious impact on the young individual's sense of self-concept, self-worth, and 
self-confidence. It is not possible merely to talk away these concerns and fears in 
the counseling session. Although assistance can be provided, particularly in the 
area of interpersonal relationships (e.g. the development of male-female 
relationships), it is often insufficient to solve the problems and concerns of the 
client. 
The rehabilitation counselor has the advantage of being able to work into the 
rehabilitation plans concrete tasks which the client can undertake and which can 
be utilized in reinforcing positive and constructive development in these areas. 
The plans should be designed to prepare the client for successful vocational, 
educational, and interpersonal relationship experiences.  After a careful objective 
and subjective evaluation of the client, the counselor should design realistic and 
viable goal-oriented programs that will not exceed the client’s physical, 
educational, or emotional capacities. Failure to do so may worsen the client’s 
disability status, because the client who continually reaches for unrealistic goals 
and fails only reinforces his or her sense of disability.  
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