The RIASEC Career Choice Theory of John Holland

John L. Holland (1997) provides the most utilized example of a trait-and-factor theory applied to career choice. Holland is called both a trait-and-factor theorist and a career choice theorist. There are four basic concepts to Holland's theory: 

Concept 1: People can be described as a combination of two or more of six types: Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, Conventional.

Concept 2: Environments (that is, jobs, worksites, school majors, and leisure activities) can also be described as a combination of the same six types. 

Concept 3: People of a given Holland type seek environments of the same or similar type. 

Concept 4: If a person can find a compatible environment which matches their needs, he or she is likely to be satisfied and productive. 

The six personality types can be described as follows: 

Realistic (R) or Crafts (in CDM language) or Technical (in ACT World of Work Map language)
Likes to work with tools, objects, machines, or animals, develops manual, mechanical, agricultural, and/or electrical skills, prefers occupations that involve building or repairing things and tends to be down-to-earth and practical 

Investigative (I) or Scientific (CDM) or Science (WOW Map)

Likes activities involving the biological and physical sciences, develops math and science ability, prefers occupations in scientific and medical fields and tends to be curious, studious, and independent 

Artistic (A) or the Arts (CDM and WOW Map)

Likes creative activities free from routine, develops skills in language, art, music, and/or drama, prefers occupations using creative talents and tends to be creative and free-thinking 

Social 
(S) or Social (CDM) or Social Service (WOW Map)

Likes activities that involve informing, teaching, and helping others, develops ability to work with people, prefers jobs such as teaching, nursing, and counseling and t ends to be helpful and friendly 

Enterprising (E) or Business (CDM) or Business Contact (WOW Map)

Likes activities that permit leading or influencing other people, develops leadership ability, persuasiveness, and other important "people" skills, prefers occupations involving sales or management of people or things and tends to be ambitious, outgoing, energetic, and self-confident 

Conventional (C) or Office Operations (CDM) or Business Contact (WOW Map)

Likes activities that permit organization of information in a clear and orderly way, develops organizational, clerical, and arithmetical skills, prefers occupations involving record keeping, computation, typing, or computer operation and tends to be responsible, dependable, and detail-oriented 

Holland theorizes that individuals acquire their personal codes through a combination of heredity and environment. Because of heredity, individuals maybe predisposed to a certain code type. Parents and other adults help children develop and strengthen certain codes through this chain of events: 

Children are exposed to activities in the home, community, and school. This exposure may be broad or limited. Those activities which are positively reinforced (that is, rewarded or praised) in some way become interests. Individuals seek to acquire abilities/skills to support their interests. Individuals assume values that are compatible with their interests and skills. 

By adolescent or early adult years one's code is quite stable, though it may be modified by some powerful new experiences that are associated with positive reinforcement. (I see it as Interest = Time + Effort and Energy Spent)

An individual's personal code is expressed by three letters (such as SEA, RIE, CRE, etc.) though it may have one or more ties in any position (such as S/EAC, RI/EC, CRE/I, etc.). There are various ways individuals can find their personal codes. If you know Holland's theory well you may help clients identify their code through an informal assessment such as the “Party Game” (popularized by Dick Bolles of What Color is Your Parachute? fame.

Or you may administer, with supervision and appropriate training, one of several interest inventories, including the Strong Interest Inventory http://www.cpp-db.com/products/strong/index.asp , Holland's Self-Directed Search http://self-directed-search.com , The Harrington O’Shea CDM System http://psychcorp.pearsonassessments.com/HAIWEB/Cultures/en-us/Productdetail.htm?Pid=PAa12633 and the www.CDMInternet.com   , etc. Or you can create  what is commonly referred to as a “Holland Code” from the last three jobs the person has held or from the titles of three or four ideal/dream occupations that the client can name. You’ll need reference material to identify the codes. 

Holland illustrated the relationship of the six types to each other as a hexagon. Through research he noted that the six types should be ordered as they are on the hexagon, that is, R, I, A, S, E, and C. The letter R (for Realistic) can be placed on any point of the hexagon, and then the remaining letters should follow in the prescribed order. This means that the personality traits of the individuals and the work tasks of occupations are related in this way.

Holland places great emphasis on what he calls consistency, which refers to the relationship of the first letter of an individual's code to the second letter. 
Consistent The first two letters of an individual's code are "next door" to each other on the hexagon. These codes begin with RI, IR, IA, AI, AS, SA, SE, ES, EC, CE, CR, and RC. 

Moderately consistent The first two letters of an individual's code are one point away from each other on the hexagon. These codes begin with RA, AR, IS, SI, AE, EA, SC, CS, ER, and RE. 

Inconsistent The first two letters of an individual's code are across the hexagon from each other. These codes are RS, SR, IE, EI, CA, and AC

Holland theorizes that individuals get inconsistent codes because they have experienced different streams of influence and reinforcement. For example, a father who was an accountant might have reinforced orderliness and neatness (Conventional characteristics) whereas the mother in the same home may have reinforced creativity and spontaneity (Artistic characteristics). Further, Holland theorizes that individuals who have consistent codes may have more internal stability (not being pulled by quite different interests and values) than those with inconsistent codes and that jobs with consistent codes may be easier to find. 

Another characteristic of codes that appears to affect the ability to make career choices is differentiation, which relates to the shape of a person's profile of scores on the six Holland types. If all six are quite low or quite high, the profile can be called "flat" or undifferentiated. If some scores are high and some are low so that the profile has "peaks and valleys," it can be called a differentiated profile. That means that the person has some areas of interest that are considerably higher than others. This might help the person identify jobs they do and don’t like which match.
Another concept in Holland's theory is that of congruence. Congruence refers to the relationship, as indicated by the hexagon, of an individual's code with that of a job or other environment. The theory predicts that a person with a code of SEA who works in a job with an SEA code would be satisfied and productive. The theory predicts that the same person in a job coded RIC, for example, would be dissatisfied and perhaps less productive. 

In Holland's theory, a client is likely to be ready to make a vocational choice or change if his/her code is consistent (or at least moderately so) and well differentiated. If, on the other hand, his or her code is inconsistent and poorly differentiated, the client may not be ready for vocational choice or change and may need more extended service (or experience with a greater variety of activities). If the person is entering a job with a code the same or similar to his or her own, we could expect the client to be satisfied with the choice. There are many nuances to the interpretation of Holland codes, which require further study but these are key points.

Just as individuals have codes, so do occupations, majors, and leisure activities. By using materials and books listed at the end of this Guide, you can assist clients to identify occupations, majors, and leisure activities that relate to their codes. 

Holland’s typology can be very helpful in organizing occupational information in a Career Center or in planning activities for individuals to explore various work environments. At one time we identified all CSU majors according to Holland codes as a result of interviewing Deans and Departments Heads at CSU. Another use of the codes is to summarize the past work experience of clients. For example, you might ask a client to tell you the last three jobs held. Using the Occupations Finder of the SDS, the CDM Interpretative Folder, etc. you can assign a code to each of these three jobs. Then, calculate a Holland code from these by following these steps…Tally a score for each of the six Holland letters by assigning 3 for any letter in the first position, 2 for any letter in the second position, and 1 for any letter in the third position. Note this example: 

Job 1: Tool and Die Maker 

RIS 
Job 2: Stone Cutter 


RIC 
Job 3: Metallurgist, Assistant 

IRE 





R
I
A
S
E
C

1st position

6
3
0
0
0
0

2nd position

2
4
0
0
0
0

3rd position

0
0
0
1
1
1

Totals


8
7
0
1
1
1

Resultant code:
RIS/E/C

This type of calculation can help identify other positions which the person might have interest and possible skills. Of course, if the person disliked these past jobs, you’ll want to explore different possibilities. 
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