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ABSTRACT 

Vocational Interest and Its Impact on College-to-Career Trajectory in an 11-Year Longitudinal 

Study 

by 

Michelle Hyun Ji Kim 

This 11-year longitudinal study investigates the effects of vocational interest fit, personality, and 

alternative options on college-to-career trajectories over time. Theories of vocational interest 

suggest that vocational interest fit will have an influence on choices and attitudes about major 

and job. However, sparse research has investigated the determinant factors of career trajectories 

over time - from academic outcomes experienced by graduating seniors to future job outcomes 

for workers up to seven years post-graduation. The study tracks a cohort of students (N = 158) 

from 2007 to 2018 examining their vocational interest, matriculation major interest, degree, first 

job after graduation, and current job data. The study results showed that an objective measure of 

fit was significantly related to academic outcomes, and a perceived measure of fit was 

significantly related to job outcomes. Additionally, there was an increase in fit from people’s 

first job to their current job, and people with a greater number of career changes had a greater 

increase in objective fit over time. These findings illustrate that people’s perception of fit is still 

changeable and unstable early in college, but that it solidifies with time and experience, and that 

people tend to find jobs with better fit over time.   
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Introduction 

Career choice is one of the most important and critical choices people make in their lives, 

largely because ending up in a job with a bad fit can be a miserable experience. Students strive to 

find a major that is a good match with their interests, hoping that their major choice will lead to a 

job with a good fit. Previous studies suggest that genuine interest in a major as well as interest in 

the potential work relevant to that major are the main factors that influence students’ decisions to 

choose and change their majors in post-secondary education (Adams, Pryor, & Adams, 1994; 

Beggs, Bantham, & Taylor, 2008; Collins & Giordani, 2003; Stanislaw, 2014). Furthermore, 

theories and studies around career choice support the idea that vocational interest is one of the 

important determinants of career choice (Ackerman, 2000; Lent & Lopez, 1996).  

Holland’s theory on vocational interest suggests that people strive to find work 

environments that fulfill their values and interests, and that vocational interest, or vocational 

personality consists of work related interest, values, and abilities (Holland, 1997). Hence, the fit, 

or the congruence, between one’s vocational interest and the environment (e.g. work or college) 

should predict attitudes and behaviors (Holland, 1997). Many studies have examined the effect 

of vocational interest on major decisions (J. Allen & Robbins, 2008; Le, Robbins, & Westrick, 

2014; Wessel, Ryan, & Oswald, 2008). Studies also have found that the fit between one’s 

vocational interest and corresponding work characteristics influenced job related outcomes such 

as satisfaction (Dik, Strife, & Hansen, 2010; Tsabari, Tziner, & Meir, 2005), performance, and 

turnover (Van Iddekinge, Putka, & Campbell, 2011; Van Iddekinge, Roth, Putka, & Lanivich, 

2011). Most studies use interest scales and job outcome measures collected from current 

employees (Dik et al., 2010; Van Iddekinge, Putka, et al., 2011). As such, there is limited 
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research investigating the long-term effect of interest measured during college on college-to-

career trajectories.  

Another potential determinant of career trajectories that has received little attention in 

research is grit. Grit represents persistent personality in attaining long-term goals, and is found to 

predict retention outcomes including completing military training, keeping a job, staying in 

marriage, and completing high school (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007; Eskreis-

Winkler, Shulman, Beal, & Duckworth, 2014). Studies on grit suggest that a personality 

construct that captures persistent tendencies, or grit, can predict outcomes related to retention 

and attitudes in educational and workplace contexts. The theories around grit suggest that it may 

have some influence on career trajectories and job attitudes, but it has not been thoroughly 

explored in previous literature.  

In this longitudinal study, students’ vocational interest was measured when students 

entered the university where the study was conducted in Fall 2007 (Wave 1). I revisited these 

participants to collect data on their career decisions, personality, and work-related attitudes 11 

years after Wave 1. The current study investigated the effect of vocational interest on people’s 

career trajectories from college to job using interest profiles measured during college.  I 

examined the effect of interest profile on college major and career choices, work-related 

attitudes, and changes in job fit over time. Further, the effect of grit on job outcomes was also 

examined.  
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Vocational Interest Fit 

What is Vocational Interest Fit? 

Vocational interest fit, or congruence, is a type of a Person-Environment (P-E) fit that 

refers to the congruence between vocational interest of individuals and the attributes of the 

corresponding work or college environment (e.g., major). P-E fit theory generally describes the 

congruence between psychological needs and environmental supplies. These needs and supplies 

include financial, relational, and environmental needs and resources, leading to different attitudes 

and behaviors (Cable & Edwards, 2004; Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2003; Kristof-Brown, 

Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005; Lambert, Tepper, Carr, Holt, & Barelka, 2012).  

People perceive P-E fit by cognitively comparing resources needed and resources 

supplied by their environment (Lambert et al., 2012). Chatman (1989) argued that individuals 

feel more comfortable and competent when they experience fit. Some researchers have claimed 

that P-E fit fulfills people’s fundamental need for belonging, identity, and self-actualization 

(Cable & Edwards, 2004). Fundamentally, P-E fit theory predicts that when the needs of a person 

match the resources provided by the environment, positive physical outcomes and psychological 

well-being result (J. R. Edwards, Caplan, & Harrison, 1998). Equally important, when there is a 

mismatch between the person’s needs and environmental resources, mental and physical strains 

will result (J. R. Edwards et al., 1998). Holland’s (1997) theory of career choice explains how 

interest profiles are identified, and suggests that the match between a person’s interest profile 

and an environment’s interest profile influences various work-related behaviors and attitudes.  

Holland’s Theory of Vocational Interest 

Holland’s theory of career choice suggests that most people resemble a combination of 

six personality types, or interest types, that comprise the acronym RIASEC: Realistic, 
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Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional, described in Figure 1 (Holland, 

1973). Realistic interest involves practical and hands-on activities; Investigative interest refers to 

working with ideas, and involves fact searching and critical thinking; Artistic interest involves 

working with forms, designs, and patterns; Social interest involves working with and providing 

services to other people; Enterprising interest involves starting up and carrying out projects as 

leaders; Conventional interest refers to following a set of rules and working with data more than 

ideas (Holland, 1997). These RIASEC dimensions are arranged around the hexagon (Figure 1) 

with equal spacing between each dimension, where proximity between dimensions illustrate their 

relatedness (Gupta, Tracey, & Gore, 2008). For instance, according to Holland’s hexagon 

convention, the Realistic dimension is more closely related to the Investigative dimension 

compared with the Artistic dimension. The RIASEC profile around the hexagon assists in the 

classification of individuals based on their vocational interest. 
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Figure 1. The six personality profiles around the hexagon that include Realistic, Investigative, 
Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional. 

 

 

The six interest dimensions are composed of interests, preferred activities, beliefs, 

abilities, values, and characteristics (Nauta, 2010). A person can be measured on the six 

vocational interest dimensions, and features of the work environment and college majors can also 

be categorized on the six dimensions, which create vocational interest profiles. For instance, the 

environmental profile of jobs can be found in the Occupational Information Network (O*NET), 

an online database that provides comprehensive occupational descriptions and data. O*NET used 

groups of trained raters to rate RIASEC dimensions of jobs using job descriptions, skills, abilities 

Realistic 

Investigative 

Social 

Enterprising 

Conventional 

Realistic occupations 
involve work activities that 
include practical and real-
world problems and 
solutions. 

Investigative occupations 
involve working with ideas, 
and require searching for 
facts and mentally solving 
problems.  

Artistic occupations involve 
working with forms, 
designs, and patterns. 

Social occupations involve 
working with other people 
including helping, providing 
service, or teaching other people. 

Enterprising occupations 
involve starting up and 
carrying out projects as 
leaders. 

Conventional occupations 
involve working with clear 
set of rules, which often 
involve data and details. 

Artistic 
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and other job-related information found on O*NET database. Holland (1997) argued that 

individuals desire to find work environments that allow them to “exercise their skills and 

abilities, express their attitudes and values, and take on agreeable problems and roles” (p. 4). 

Accordingly, vocational interest theory suggests that individuals are attracted to certain 

environmental properties that match their vocational interest type, and the differences in degree 

of fit can result in different attitudinal and decisional outcomes in the job context. Hence, fit, 

which represents the degree of fit between individuals’ vocational interest type and environment 

type, can predict important outcomes including career choice and retention, and work-related 

attitudes such as satisfaction, commitment, and withdrawal intention. 

Objective vs Perceived Fit 

P-E fit can be categorized into objective and perceived fit. Objective fit measures 

examine fit by independently measuring the characteristics of the person and the environment, 

and modeling the difference to measure the fit. In the domain of vocational interests, the fit 

between the person and the environment is indexed by independently measuring individuals’ 

vocational profile (i.e., their RIASEC scores) and the vocational profile of the job (as indicated 

by O*NET) and then calculating the fit between the two measures. Then the fit between the 

person and the job profile can be measured using various fit indices including profile correlation, 

which measures the linear association between the two profiles. For instance, RIASEC scores of 

a person can be obtained from a self-report survey, and RIASEC scores of a job can be obtained 

from O*NET. The fit between the person’s profile and the job profile can be calculated by using 

profile correlation, measuring the linear association between the two RIASEC scores. This 

independent measuring process allows vocational interest to predict future outcomes of fit, such 
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as retention in the college major or career, and work attitudes before major or career decisions 

are made. 

Perceived fit measures individuals’ perception of their compatibility with the 

environment they are currently in or have been in, and considers both personal and 

environmental characteristics at the same time (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). For example, person 

A’s perceived fit with their current job can be measured by asking how well they think they fit 

with their current job. Perceived fit can also measure anticipated fit with an environment before a 

person actually enters the environment, but the accuracy of this measure would depend on one’s 

knowledge of the environment, which may vary widely.  

The correlation between objective and perceived fit are found to be significant but low 

(e.g., around r = .22; Dineen, Ash, & Noe, 2002, and r = .33; Cable & Judge, 1996).  The low 

correlations suggest that the measures are not interchangeable, and each measure may be related 

to different outcomes (Wessel et al., 2008). In the current study, both objective and perceived fit 

will be measured in academic and work contexts to examine their effects on the outcomes in 

different settings (major/job). 

Differentiation 

Differentiation is used with the objective interest profile of a person to reflect the clarity 

of the person’s interests (Holland, 1997). Higher differentiation refers to having a greater 

distinction between one’s highest interest dimension and lowest interest dimension, and therefore 

indicates a clear set of interests and a differentiated profile. Using the RIASEC scores of a 

person, differentiation is generally measured by the difference between the highest scoring 

interest and the lowest scoring interest. Research on the effect of differentiation on fit and fit 

outcomes are mixed. Some studies suggested that a more highly differentiated profile leads to 
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more predictable outcomes, meaning that there is a stronger relationship between interest and job 

outcomes for people with more differentiated profiles (Gottfredson & Duffy, 2008; Holland, 

1997). Another study suggested that differentiation did not moderate the relationship between fit 

and academic outcomes (Tracey & Robbins, 2006).  

The moderating effect of differentiation on the relationship between fit and academic/job 

outcomes will be examined in this study. Because people with higher differentiation should have 

a clearer set of interests and greater distinction between their likes and dislikes, the relationship 

between interest fit and job outcomes would have the potential to be stronger for the higher 

profile differentiation groups as compared to lower profile differentiation groups.    

Fit and Academic Outcomes 

Previous research suggests that there is a relationship between vocational interest fit and 

academic outcomes. Some studies have examined the effect of vocational interest fit on 

academic performance. Tracey and Robbins (2006) found vocational interest fit with college 

major predicted GPA above and beyond ACT scores. Nye, Su, Rounds, and Drasgow (2012) 

conducted a meta-analysis and found vocational interest fit with college major had a significant 

correlation of .32 with academic performance. Studies have also found a significant relation 

between vocational interest fit with college major and retention in the major. Vocational interest 

fit with college major predicted retention in the major from the first year to the third year in 

college (Allen & Robbins, 2008; Tracey, Allen, & Robbins, 2012), and vocational interest fit 

influenced commitment to one’s major (Wessel et al., 2008). There is little research examining 

how vocational interest measured in the beginning of college predicts major retention at 

graduation or career choice related to the major after graduation. The current study fills this gap 
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by using vocational interest measured early in college to predict both major retention at 

graduation and career trajectories after graduation. 

Fit and Job Outcomes 

Holland suggested that individuals desire work that fulfills their values, interests, goals, 

and abilities, and that the match between one’s vocational profile and work environment profile 

determines important performance, attitudes, behavioral outcomes in the workplace (Holland, 

1997). Similarly, P-E fit theory suggests that positive psychological and behavioral outcomes 

will result from the match between personal characteristics and environmental characteristics, 

and negative psychological and behavioral outcomes will result from mismatch (Edwards et al., 

1998). Vocational interest fit, which falls into a broader category of P-E fit, suggests that the 

degree of congruence, or fit, between the vocational profile of the person and that of the 

environment will determine important attitudinal, behavioral, and performance outcomes such as 

major and career choice, job satisfaction, job withdrawal, and job performance.  

Satisfaction 

Locke defined job satisfaction as “a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from 

the appraisal of one’s job or job experiences” (Locke, 1976, p. 1300). In other words, job 

satisfaction is considered an “affective reaction to one’s job” (Brief & Weiss, 2002, p. 283). 

Theoretically, the fit between interest and job environment should be related to satisfaction 

(Holland, 1997). In reality, the correlation between fit and satisfaction is often moderate to small; 

that is, fit explains only 5% of the variance in job satisfaction (Spokane, Meir, & Catalano, 

2000). In their meta-analysis, Assouline and Meir (1987) found a significant mean correlation 

of .21 between fit and satisfaction using 53 correlations, with high variance among different 

studies. In addition, Tranberg, Slane, and Ekeberg (1993) and Tsabari et al. (2005) both found a 
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mean correlation of .17 using 22 and 53 correlations respectively, which were not significant. As 

such, the relationship between interest fit and job satisfaction is often not significant, or 

significant with a moderate to small correlation coefficient.  

The small to moderate relations between fit and satisfaction found in previous studies 

(Assouline & Meir, 1987; Tranberg et al., 1993; Tsabari et al., 2005) can be explained by 

multiple facets of job satisfaction not being directly related to fit. In other words, job satisfaction 

does not depend solely on vocational interest. People evaluate their satisfaction based on 

different features of a job that they consider important such as the work itself, promotional 

opportunities, people, pay, and supervision (Locke, 1976; Roodt, Rieger, & Sempane, 2002). 

These job characteristics can be categorized into intrinsic factors directly related to the work 

(e.g., task complexity, task content, and autonomy), and extrinsic aspects not directly related to 

the work (e.g., other people, organizational culture, and pay) (Buitendach & De Witte, 2005; 

Hirschfeld, 2000; Spector, 1997).  

Vocational fit would theoretically be related to intrinsic forms of satisfaction but not 

extrinsic forms of satisfaction (Prediger, 2000). That is, vocational interest fit examines how well 

the characteristics of the work itself fulfill one’s interest, values, and abilities (Holland, 1997), 

which corresponds to intrinsic satisfaction. For instance, having a high interest fit with one’s job 

would lead to high intrinsic satisfaction such as satisfaction with work itself, but would not 

necessarily lead to external satisfaction such as satisfaction with people, pay, and organizational 

culture. Previous studies have typically examined vocational interest fit with global job 

satisfaction that consists of both intrinsic and extrinsic satisfaction (Prediger, 2000; Tinsley, 

2000), rather than focusing solely on the intrinsic satisfaction components, which are more likely 
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directly related to vocational interest (Prediger, 2000). As such, I will investigate the impact of 

vocational interest on intrinsic form of satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction with work itself).  

Career Commitment 

Career commitment can be defined as “one’s motivation to work in a chosen career role” 

(Hall, 1971, p. 59). Specifically, career commitment examines the extent to which people 

identify with their profession and value their profession, and the willingness to exert time and 

effort to pursue their career goals (Blau, 1985; Goulet & Singh, 2002). Career commitment is 

shown to be positively related to job involvement (i.e., psychological involvement with one’s 

work) and negatively related to career withdrawal attitude (i.e., intention to leave one’s career). 

Having a good interest fit with one’s job would positively influence one’s identification with 

work and job involvement, and career commitment.  

Career Withdrawal Attitude 

Vocational interest fit theoretically predicts withdrawal attitudes and behaviors, and 

many researchers have investigated turnover intention in the workplace as a form of withdrawal 

attitude relevant to vocational interest fit (Gottfredson & Holland, 1990; Meir, Esformes, & 

Friedland, 1994; Meir & Navon, 1992; Van Iddekinge, Roth, et al., 2011). Turnover intention is 

a psychological response of employees to their organizations, and is part of a withdrawal 

behavior continuum that is positively correlated with actual turnover (Ding & Lin, 2006; Kraut, 

1975). Employees’ intention to leave their jobs and actual turnover are determined by both 

intrinsic and extrinsic aspects of a job (Flowers & Hughes, 1973; Hirschfeld, 2000; Kraut, 1975; 

Spector, 1997), similar to how job satisfaction is determined by both intrinsic and extrinsic 

aspects of a job. In other words, employees’ intent to leave an organization can be determined 

not only by intrinsic factors related to vocational interest such as task complexity and task 
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content, but also by extrinsic factors of a job unrelated to vocational interest such as pay, 

promotional opportunities, and organizational culture.  

There is a distinction between working for a specific organization and working in a 

specific profession. Working in an organization involves work environments that are related to 

external factors of a job. Working in a profession (i.e., doctor, teacher, cook) involves specific 

values, activities, and skills that are considered intrinsic aspects of a job. Vocational interest fit 

with one’s job would directly influence one’s intention to stay in or leave one’s career field 

rather than one’s organization. Accordingly, the study will examine withdrawal attitude of one’s 

intention to leave one’s profession, or career field rather than their intention to leave their 

organization. 

Perceived Alternatives 

 Over the years, researchers have found that satisfaction with current job and perceived 

job alternatives predict employee turnover intentions and actual turnover. Specifically, “Given 

the same level of dissatisfaction, people with more alternatives will be more likely to leave than 

those with fewer alternatives” (Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, & Graske, 2001, p. 97). Further, 

employees with high job satisfaction will be less attracted to other job alternatives. A meta- 

analysis conducted examining the antecedents of turnover showed that perceived alternatives 

modestly predicted turnover (ρ = .12)(Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner, 2000). This finding is also 

consistent with Vroom’s expectancy theory, which suggests that behaviors are selected by 

comparing the desirability of outcomes from available choices (Vroom, 1964). Vroom’s 

expectancy theory involves three components: expectancy, instrumentality, and valence. 

Expectancy involves a belief that one’s effort will lead to desired performance goals. 

Instrumentality involves a belief that desired goals will lead to certain outcomes. Valence 



! 13 

involves a belief that these outcomes will match one’s values, needs, and preferences. In the 

context of changing jobs, people will be motivated to change jobs if they perceive that the effort 

put on applying for a new job will lead to getting a new job, which in turn will lead to greater 

satisfaction, better engagement, and fulfillment of one’s values and goals, which is congruent 

with one’s needs. That is, people who perceive alternative options that might lead to better 

outcomes (i.e., greater satisfaction, better interest fit, more compatible with values and goals) 

compared to their current jobs or majors, are more likely to change their majors and jobs 

compared to people who do not perceive such alternatives.  

Person Profile–Job Profile–Attitude Triad Model 

The current study will also examine how a person’s profile and the environment’s profile 

interact to influence attitude outcomes. Most vocational fit calculations used in the literature 

consider the congruence, or the fit, of vocational interest as symmetric and calculate congruence 

by pure differences themselves. These calculation indices do not take into account the notion that 

fit and misfit or levels of needs and supplies can have different impacts on behavioral and 

attitudinal outcomes.  

The strength of negative experiences associated with misfit can be greater than positive 

experience associated with fit, and these negative experiences may have a stronger impact on 

work or academic outcomes. Research findings support this claim showing that negative 

impressions had a greater impact on final impressions than positive impressions (Yzerbyt & 

Leyens, 1991), and accident victims experienced prolonged negative emotions compared to 

happiness experienced by lottery winners (Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978), and 

financial losses were more strongly associated with negative affect than financial gains were 

associated with positive affect (Kahneman & Krueger, 2006).  
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Mood regulation research also supports the idea that the negative effect of misfit on 

attitudes and behaviors can be greater than the positive effect of fit. Studies on mood regulation 

suggest that people attempt to engage in mood regulation actions to reduce deviation from a 

neutral or slightly positive point (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & de Vohs, 2001; 

Larsen, 2000; Taylor, 1991). Thus, dealing with negative stimuli requires more resources than 

dealing with neutral or positive stimuli.  

Similar mechanisms could apply to fit and misfit. P-E fit theory suggests that the 

incongruence between a person’s vocational profile and job profile can result in negative 

psychological outcomes such as stress, negative emotions, and attitudes (Edwards & Rothbard, 

1999). People are more sensitive to negative stimuli compared to positive stimuli because they 

have evolved to pay closer attention to negative stimuli associated with adverse consequences 

(Baumeister et al., 2001; Taylor, 1991). As a result, people will react more sensitively to misfit, a 

negative stimulus, compared to fit, a positive stimulus. Accordingly, the relationship between 

low congruence, or misfit, and negative outcomes would be stronger than the relationship 

between high congruence, or fit, and positive outcomes.  

The level of needs and supplies can also impact person, environment, and outcome 

relationships. The idea of meta-fit proposes that in cases where personal needs and 

environmental supplies are equal, outcomes are more favorable when needs and supplies are both 

high compared to when they are both low (Edwards & Harrison, 1993). Edwards and Rothbard 

(1999) coined the term meta-fit to describe this effect. In support of this theory, studies have 

found that well-being is higher when preferred states and actual states are both high and match 

each other than when they are both low and match each other (Edwards & Rothbard, 1999; 

Ostroff, Yuhyung, & Kinicki, 2005; Taris & Feij, 2001). For instance, Lambert et al. (2012) 
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examined leadership with respect to P-E fit and found that outcomes were more favorable when 

leadership needed and received were both high compared to when leadership needed and 

received were both low. The studies suggest that the relationship between the level of needs and 

supplies and job outcomes is not positively linear. High needs-supplies fit outweighs the effect of 

low need-supplies fit for job outcomes. This means that the relationship between the outcomes 

and vocational fit will be greater when the person profile (e.g., needs) and job profile (e.g., 

supplies) are both high and match each other compared to when they are both low and match 

each other.   

Fit over time 

Fit theory and studies suggest that people will achieve better fit over time with age and 

experience. P-E fit theory assumes that stress results from the discrepancy between the actual 

environmental state (or environmental supplies) and the preferred state (or personal needs; 

Cummings & Cooper, 1979). Study findings show that stress increases as environmental 

resources fall below personal needs, and stress decreases as environmental resources increase to 

match personal needs (Cummings & Cooper, 1979; Edwards & Rothbard, 1999). One interesting 

argument raised by some researchers is that when people are faced with stressors, they increase 

their effort at first, and thus their overall performance is not damaged over the short-term  

(Robert & Hockey, 1997; Tafalla & Evans, 1997). The negative impact of misfit would appear 

when people are unable to sustain their effort to compensate for the misfit. This would lead 

people to quit their jobs with bad fit and find jobs with better fit.  

Research on personality and aging also supports the idea that fit increases over time. 

Previous studies show that personality stabilizes with age, and people become more 

psychologically mature in that they become more self-aware of their interests, values, and 
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identity, and thus they work to create environments that fit their characteristics (Caspi, Roberts, 

& Shiner, 2005; Kooij, van Woerkom, Dorenbosch, & Denissen, 2017). Additionally, 

researchers have suggested that aging is associated with achieving greater psychological well-

being through adopting intrinsic values over extrinsic ones, and greater self determination to 

achieve these goals (Sheldon & Kasser, 2001). These study findings suggest that people are more 

likely to make career choices and increase their fit over time in order to fulfill their interests and 

values. The current study will examine changes in fit over time from first job after graduation to 

current job in a seven-year period.  

Persistence Personality 

The effect of personality traits on retention behaviors will be examined in this study. Grit 

is a personality trait that directly measures persistent tendencies (Duckworth et al., 2007) using 

two underlying facets: perseverance of effort and consistency of interest. Perseverance of effort 

is a tendency to work hard and overcome obstacles to achieve one’s goals; consistency of interest 

is a tendency to maintain one’s goals and interest without changing them frequently (Duckworth 

et al., 2007).  

Grit has been criticized for its similarity with conscientiousness in the Big Five 

Personality taxonomy, which is a tendency to be organized, highly committed to work, dutiful, 

and deliberate (Costa, McCrae, & Dye, 1991). Credé, Tynan, and Harms (2016) meta analyzed 

the relationships among grit, conscientiousness, and the outcomes claimed to be related to grit. 

Grit was related to conscientiousness and self-control, a facet of conscientiousness, at ρ= .84 and 

ρ = .72 respectively. Perseverance of effort and conscientiousness correlated at ρ = .83, and 

consistency of interest and conscientiousness correlated at ρ = .61. Some argue that grit is a facet 



! 17 

of conscientiousness (Duckworth et al., 2007), which explains the high correlation between the 

two constructs.  

There have been studies examining the relationship between conscientiousness and 

retention in a university and retention in a major (Alarcon & Edwards, 2013; Hall et al., 2015). 

Conscientiousness consists of facets such as orderliness and dutifulness that are theoretically not 

directly related to retention behavior. Grit and its underlying facets of perseverance of effort and 

consistency of interest are directly related to retention. A study found that grit explained unique 

variance in the sales employees’ retention outcome above and beyond gender and ethnicity 

whereas conscientiousness did not (Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014). The meta-analysis conducted 

by Credé et al. (2016) also showed that grit related to retention at ρ = .16, and the relationship 

between grit and intent to persist in college and with current employer was ρ = .18 and ρ = .15 

respectively. The retention outcomes in both studies included degree completion, completion of 

basic training, or employment retention. In other words, the study did not explore the impact of 

grit on behaviors related to changing one’s decision to find another path (e.g., finding another 

college major or job), but included behaviors mostly related to completion (e.g., completing a 

degree or training program).   

Grit is defined by having consistent interests and goals and working hard to achieve those 

goals (Duckworth et al., 2007). Low perseverance of effort may not necessarily result in giving 

up, but finding a different goal to exert effort. Hence, it is likely that people who have low grit 

would change their interests and goals often, especially when faced with obstacles and 

alternative options are available. There is, however, limited research exploring the impact of grit 

on retaining a major or a job.  
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Current Study 

Hypotheses 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the determinants of career trajectories using 

vocational interest fit and personality to examine academic and job outcomes. Two different fit 

assessments were measured in this study: a) fit between one’s vocational interest and college 

major and b) fit between one’s vocational interest and job. Using these fit assessments, I 

investigated: 1) the relationship between vocational interest fit with one’s major and retention 

outcomes (major retention and career choice relevant to the major), 2) vocational interest fit with 

one’s current job and job attitudes, 3) a person profile-job profile-attitude triad model examining 

how the interaction between person and job profiles influenced job attitudes (described in detail 

below), 4) changes in job fit over time, and 5) the effect of grit on job/career changes.  

Academic Outcomes 

Holland’s theory of vocational interest suggests that people desire to find work 

environments that are compatible with their interests, values, and abilities (Holland, 1997). 

Further, misfit between a person’s needs and environmental supplies can motivate people to 

change their environment, which can explain why people “choose (i.e., choice behavior)” and 

“stay (i.e., persistence behavior)” in an environment (Le et al., 2014). I hypothesized that 

vocational interest fit between a person’s profile and their college major profile can predict 

retention behaviors in the major at graduation and career choice in a profession relevant to the 

major. 

H1. Vocational interest fit with preferred college major indicated upon matriculation is 

positively correlated with a) retention in the college major at graduation and b) career choice in 

a profession relevant to the major 11 years after the vocational interest was measured. 
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Objective fit is measured by independently measuring a person’s profile and the 

environmental profile and calculating the fit between the two profiles. Perceived fit directly 

measures people’s perceptions of how well they fit in the environment. Perceived fit is more 

proximal to people’s attitudes, which influence their behavior. Hence, I hypothesized that 

perceived major fit will mediate the relationship between objective major fit and retention 

outcomes.  

H2. Perceived major fit will mediate the relationship between objective major fit and 

retention outcomes. Objective fit will influence perceive major fit, which in turn would influence 

retention in the college major and having a current job relevant to the major. 

Theories on perceived alternatives (Mitchell et al., 2001) and Vroom’s expectancy theory 

(Vroom, 1964)  suggest that people will make decisions based on a) the belief that one’s effort 

will lead to a desirable outcomes and b) desirability of expected outcomes from the available 

options. Hence, perceived alternatives should moderate the relationship between vocational fit 

and outcomes in both educational and workplace contexts. 

H3. Perceived college major alternatives will be negatively correlated with (a) retention 

in graduating major, and (b) retention in the job relevant to the major. 

I hypothesized that differentiation will moderate the relationship between major/job fit 

and outcomes (major/career choice and job attitudes). The relationship between fit and outcomes 

will be stronger for people with higher differentiation compared to lower differentiation. I 

proposed that people with more differentiated profiles, who have a clearer distinction between 

likes and dislikes, will experience more negative outcomes when they experience misfit and 

experience more positive outcomes when they experience fit compared to people with less 

differentiated profiles. 
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H4. Differentiation will moderate the relationship between major fit and retention 

outcomes. The relationship between fit and outcomes will be stronger for people who have 

higher differentiation compared to people who have lower differentiation. 

Work Outcomes 

Vocational interest is composed of people’s work-related values, interests, and desires. 

As such, fit would theoretically be more related to intrinsic job attitudes than global or extrinsic 

job attitudes, which include external factors irrelevant to interests. Correspondingly, the current 

study will focus on the relationship between vocational interest fit and job attitudes directly 

related to the work itself. Intrinsic job attitudes include satisfaction with work itself, career 

commitment, which is defined by how much one values and exert effort on their career (Blau, 

1985; Goulet & Singh, 2002), and career withdrawal attitude, which is defined by intention to 

leave one’s profession.  

H5. Vocational interest fit with job will positively correlate with work satisfaction and 

career commitment, and negatively correlate with career withdrawal attitude. 

Perceived fit directly measures people’s perception of how well they fit into the 

environment, and as such it is a more proximal antecedent to attitude measures compared to 

objective fit. I hypothesized that perceived fit will mediate the relationship between objective fit 

and job attitudes. 

H6.  Perceived job fit will mediate the relationship between objective job fit and attitude 

outcomes. Objective fit will influence perceived fit, which in turn will influence work satisfaction, 

career commitment, and career withdrawal attitude. 

Similar to the hypothesis on perceived major alternatives, people’s decisions and attitudes 

are determined by comparing the desirability of outcomes from viable options. I expected that 
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perceiving other job alternatives that could have been a better fit would make people to feel 

negative towards their jobs.  

H7: Perceived job alternatives will be negatively correlated with work satisfaction and 

career commitment, and positively correlate with career withdrawal attitude. 

Differentiation reflects clarity of one’s interest, which suggests that people with high 

differentiation would have stronger likes and dislikes toward specific interest dimensions. Hence, 

I hypothesized that people with higher differentiation will experience stronger negative or 

positive outcomes from misfit and fit with their environment compared to people with lower 

differentiation.  

H8. Differentiation will moderate the relationship between job fit and job attitudes. The 

correlation between fit and outcomes will be stronger for people who have higher differentiation 

compared to people who have lower differentiation. 

Person Profile-Job Profile-Attitude Triad Model 

I hypothesized that the interaction between person profile and environmental profile will 

influence outcomes based on the degree of fit and the level of needs and supplies. Misfit would 

have stronger negative influence on major and job outcomes compared to the positive influence 

experienced from fit. Furthermore, the positive influence of high personal needs and 

environmental supplies would be greater than when they are both low.  

H9. a) The relationship between outcome and vocational interest fit will be a curve with 

decreasing gradient, where the outcome will suffer more substantially as fit decreases. b) When 

a person’s vocational interest scores match the interest scores of the job, the fit-outcome 

relationship will be greater when the level of vocational profile of the person and that of the job 

are both higher relative to lower. 
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Fit over Time 

There are two major arguments that support the idea that fit with job will increase over 

time. Studies have found that people may increase their effort to compensate for misfit with their 

job but only for the short-term (Cummings & Cooper, 1979; Edwards & Rothbard, 1999). 

Further, as people age and gain more experience, they gain better knowledge of themselves and 

make an effort to engage in activities that will fulfill their values and interests (Caspi et al., 2005; 

Kooij et al., 2017).     

H10a. The vocational fit between the person profile and major/job profile will increase 

with time from graduation (Spring 2011) to 7 years after graduation (Spring 2018).  

Further, people who have a greater number of job changes and career changes will have 

made the changes to achieve a better fit with their job, so people with number of job and career 

changes will have a greater increasing trend compared to people with a lower number of job and 

career changes.  

H10b. Number of job and career changes will be positively related to change in fit over 

time. As the number of job and career changes increase, the magnitude of change in fit over time 

will also increase. 

Grit 

Grit is a personality trait that measures persistent tendencies composed of two facets: 

perseverance of effort and consistency of interest. I hypothesized that the number of job changes 

or career changes that measure persistent behavior with one’s job and career will have a 

relationship with grit.  
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H11. Grit will be negatively correlated with the number of career changes. People with 

lower grit are more likely to have a greater number of career changes compared to people who 

have higher grit.  

Participants and Procedures 

I used part of the data from a study examining determinants of STEM persistence 

(Rittmayer & Beier, 2008). Although the focus of the current study was not to examine STEM 

students, the sample comprises STEM students based on the purpose of the original study.   

The participants in the current study were first recruited in Fall 2007 by emails sent to 

460 incoming Freshman in a university in the southern U.S.. In the original study, 161 students 

who indicated an interest in majoring in STEM upon matriculation participated in the first part of 

the longitudinal study. However, two of the participants were missing all of the measures used in 

the current study, and were deleted from the sample. A total of 159 participants comprise the 

Wave 1 sample (103 men and 56 women). There were 7 African-American, 64 Asian, 65 

Caucasian, 22 Hispanic participants, and 1 participant who indicated “other” ethnicity.  The 

participants in the original study completed a series of five surveys during the first two years of 

college starting in Fall 2007 until the end of Spring 2009. The participants received $50 upon the 

completion of the study.  

The current study did not use all five surveys from the original study, but used the first 

and third survey collected in the beginning of Fall 2007 (Wave 1) and at the end of Fall 2008 

(Wave 2). The survey at Wave 1 measured students’ vocational interests and the survey at Wave 

2 measured perceived major fit and major alternatives. The participants graduated in Spring 2011 

(Wave 3). Data collection waves are described in Table 1.   
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Table 1. Participant Data Collected by Wave  

Wave (Semester/Year) Data Collected Participants (N) 
Wave 1 (Fall 2007) RIASEC vocational interest measure 159 

 
Wave 2 (Fall 2008) Perceived major fit 

Major alternatives 
108 
 

Wave 3 (Spring 2011) Graduating major 159 
 

Wave 4 (Spring 2018) Electronic survey 
-! Job history 
-! Personality 
-! Job attitudes 

LinkedIn 
-! Job history 

72 
 
 
 
95 

 
Note: There were total of 121 job history data after excluding the 43-overlap data between 
electronic survey and LinkedIn.  

 

 

In the Spring of 2018 (Wave 4), the participants from the original study were recruited 

again using alumni emails, a professional network (LinkedIn), and a social network (Facebook). 

Of the original 159 participants, 72 responded to our electronic survey. The electronic survey 

measured the participants’ job history, personality, and attitudes toward their jobs. The 

participants indicated their agreement to participate in the study by entering their name on the 

consent form in the beginning of the survey. The participants were given $20 electronic gift card 

from either Amazon or Starbucks upon their choice indicated at the end of the survey. The study 

also offered participants entrance into a lottery to win one $100 Amazon gift card for every 100 

participants entered. 

Job history data were obtained from 69 out of 72 participants who responded to the 

survey and 95 participants’ (some who responded to the survey and some who did not) LinkedIn 

data. There were 43 overlaps between the survey and LinkedIn data, and the job titles and work 
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years were carefully compared to obtain the most accurate information from both sources. There 

were total of job histories obtained from 121 participants using this strategy. Furthermore, 4 of 

the job titles were not found in the O*NET database, and thus job profiles from 117 participants 

were obtained. 

Measures 

College major  

The graduating major of participants were obtained from the university’s registrar’s 

office to examine the effect of interest fit on major retention. In the case of participants who 

graduated with multiple degrees, they were considered to have graduated with a STEM major if 

any one of their degrees included STEM. Majors classified as STEM included all of the majors 

in the science departments such as Natural Sciences and Engineering at the university where the 

study was conducted.  

Job history 

Job history information including job titles, industries, and brief job descriptions were 

obtained for 121 participants using an electronic survey and LinkedIn.  

Career changes 

The number of times participants changed their jobs and career fields were coded from 

the LinkedIn data. Any changes in industry, career field, or company were considered a job 

change. Being promoted to an upper level position within the same company while keeping 

similar work responsibilities was neither considered a job nor a career change. Unlike a job 

change, a career change was identified as changing the field of work such as changing from 

engineering to banking. Changing industries but keeping the same role was not considered a 
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career change. For instance, a software developer changing industry from technology to oil and 

gas was not considered a career change.   

Vocational interest 

Person profile. The ACT Interest Inventory (UNIACT) was part of the survey 

participants completed in the beginning of students’ first year in Fall 2017, and was used to 

measure the participants’ interests. The measure consists of 90 items and yields scores on the six 

Holland scales including Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and 

Conventional. These items measure people’s interest on activities related to different 

occupations, but do not use occupational titles (ACT, 2009). Participants were asked to rate their 

level of interest to take part in activities described on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not 

at all interested) to 6 (extremely interested). Each of the six interest dimensions were measured 

with 15 items. Studies support validity and reliability of the UNIACT RIASEC scale (e.g., ACT, 

2009; Darcy & Tracey, 2007; Gupta et al., 2008). 

College Major Profile. Many researchers suggest that interest fit can be determined by 

the difference between the person’s vocational interest profile and the profile of the people who 

stay in the environment (Allen & Robbins, 2008). This is based on an assumption that the 

interest profile of an environment is represented by people who stay in the environment because 

people are more attracted to, select themselves into, and selected by the environments that are 

more compatible to their characteristic. People who participated in the original study were 

students who indicated interest in STEM upon matriculation, and I used STEM major profile to 

measure fit. Major vocational interest was measured using the STEM Interest Profile created by 

Le et al. (2014) that used interest profiles of 121,906 third year students from 83 institutions who 

majored in STEM with cumulative GPA of 2.0 or above.  
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Job Profile. Job titles and descriptions obtained from the survey and LinkedIn were 

matched to the most relevant job titles and associated SOC codes on the occupational database 

within O*NET. The job title matching was conducted by two coders, and the average agreement 

between the two coders was .53. The moderate level of agreement was due to the reported job 

title and descriptions corresponding to multiple job titles on O*NET that shared similar job 

responsibilities. The discrepancies were resolved by a third coder – the graduate student who 

designed the study. The job titles and SOC codes were used to obtain the Occupational Interest 

Profile (OIP) that indicates scores in each RIASEC dimensions for each occupation title 

available.  

Fit Calculations 

The fit between the person and the environment can be measured by using a 3-letter 

Holland code or the full profile of 6 letters. The 3-letter Holland code uses top three rated 

dimensions, but using the high point codes is criticized for using limited information (Arnold, 

2004). Dik et al. (2010) demonstrated that using the lowest three codes could also predict career 

outcomes. Hence, using full profile is recommended.  

Fit was operationalized using the profile correlation, which is one of the most widely 

used measures using all six codes. It has been shown to predict major persistence at the 3rd year 

in college (J. Allen & Robbins, 2010; Tracey et al., 2012). The profile correlation uses a simple 

Pearson correlation between the six RIASEC interest scores of the person and those of the job 

(Watson, 2016). Once the RIASEC scores of the person and job are obtained, profile correlation 

is used to measure linear association between the person’s profile and job profile using the six 

RIASEC scores. Three fit calculations were obtained using profile correlation, which include fit 

with major, fit with current job, and fit with first job after graduation.  
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Differentiation 

Differentiation reflects the clarity of one’s interest, and was operationalized by 

calculating the difference between the highest scoring interest and the lowest scoring interest 

(Holland, 1997). For instance, if person A scored lowest on the Realistic dimension with 30/90 

and scored highest on the Social dimension with 85/90, and person B scored lowest on the 

Investigative dimension with 45/90 and highest on the Artistic dimension with 80/90, then the 

difference between highest and lowest score for person A (55) is higher than that of person B 

(35). Therefore, person A has a more differentiated profile.  

Perceived Fit 

Perceived major fit. Perceived major fit was measured at the first semester of the second 

year in college using 9 items related to how the students perceived their goals, identity, and 

interests fit with their major. The participants rated the extent to which they agreed with the 

given statements using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). The items include “My STEM courses confirmed my goal of pursuing a stem-related 

career,” “I felt that I could not be myself (i.e., act the way I normally do) in STEM classes” 

(reverse coded), and “I felt that my STEM course performance reflected the kind of student I 

am.” 

Perceived job fit. Perceived job fit measures the extent to which a person’s job matches 

his or her interests and abilities. The measure was adapted from a perceived person-vocational fit 

measure ( α = .65) (Vogel & Feldman, 2009) by replacing the word ‘occupation’ and ‘vocation’ 

with ‘profession.’ Participants rated the extent to which they agreed with given 3 statements 

using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The items 

include “There is a good fit between my personal interests and the kind of work I perform in my 
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profession,” “My skills and abilities are well suited for the profession that I am currently in,” 

“When I think about my interests, I doubt about if I chose the right profession after all” (reverse-

scored). 

Perceived Alternatives  

Major. Perceived college major alternatives were measured at the first semester of the 

second year in college using seven items related to interest, ability, and career interest toward 

non-STEM courses compared to STEM courses. The participants rated the extent to which they 

agreed with the given statements using 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree). The items included “I enjoy STEM courses more than other courses I have 

taken,” “I derive more satisfaction from STEM courses than any other courses,” and “I 

discovered an aptitude for a major outside of STEM.” 

Job. The perceived job alternatives scale was adopted from a measure developed by 

Allen (1996) (α = .89). The participants rated the extent to which they agreed with 6 statements 

using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The items 

included “It would be easy to find a different profession if I looked for one,” “It would be 

difficult to prepare for a new profession that would be a better fit for me,” “Given my 

qualifications and experience getting a new profession would not be very hard at all.” 

Grit 

Grit was measured using the 12-item grit scale (Duckworth et al., 2007). The grit 

measure (α = .79) included two facets: perseverance of effort (6 items) and consistency of 

interest (6 items). The participants rated the extent to which the given statements reflected about 

them using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not like me at all) to 5 (very much like me). 



! 30 

Items included “I have overcome setbacks to conquer an important challenge,” “New ideas and 

projects sometimes distract me from previous ones,” and “I finish what I begin.” 

Conscientiousness 

Conscientiousness was measured using the 20-item inventory from the International 

Personality Item Pool (IPIP; DeYoung, Quilty, & Peterson, 2007). The conscientiousness 

measure (α = .84)  has two facets including 10 item industriousness (α = .81) and 10 item 

orderliness (α = .80) (DeYoung et al., 2007). The participants rated the extent to which the given 

statements reflected about them using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not like me at all) 

to 5 (very much like me). Items included “Carry out my plans,” “Mess things up,” “Like order,” 

and “Am not bothered by disorder.” 

Job Satisfaction 

Overall, job satisfaction was measured by a single question asking the participants to rate 

the degree to which they felt satisfied with their job in general using a 5-point Likert scale from 

extremely satisfied to extremely unsatisfied.  

Global job satisfaction was measured using the job in general scale in Job Descriptive 

Index (α = .92) (JDI) (Gillespie et al., 2016). The participants were asked to rate the extent to 

which the 8 words given describe their job using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 

5 (strongly disagree). Items included “good,” “undesirable,” and “better than most.”  

Work satisfaction (α = .90) (Gillespie et al., 2016) was measured using the work 

dimension on the JDI. Work on the present job scale asked participants to rate the extent to 

which 18 words or phrases given describe their job using 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly 

agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). Items included “fascinating,” “boring,” “gives sense of 

accomplishment,” and “uninteresting.” 
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Career Commitment 

The career commitment scale measured a person’s attitude towards his or her profession. 

The 8-item measure was adopted from a career commitment scale for nurses (α = .87) (Blau, 

1985), by replacing the word ‘nurse’ with ‘current profession.’ This measure used a 5-point 

Likert scale ranging from, 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items included, “If I could 

get another job different from my current profession and paying the same amount. I would 

probably take it,” “If I could do it all over again, I would not choose to work in my current 

profession,” and “This is the ideal vocation for a life work.” 

Career withdrawal attitude 

The career withdrawal attitude measure assessed a person’s intention to withdraw from 

their current occupation and career path. Career withdrawal attitude is a 3 item measure parallel 

to the job withdrawal cognition scale (α = .67-.71; Blau, 1985), but replaces the word ‘job’ with 

‘profession.’ This measure used a 5-point Likert scale ranging from, 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree). Items included, “thinking about leaving your current profession,” “intention to 

look for a different profession,” and “intention to stay in your current profession for some time” 

(reverse-scored).  

Results 

The results are divided into five sections. The first section contains findings regarding 

college major fit and retention in the college major and job choice relevant to the major. The 

second section contains findings regarding job fit and job attitudes. The third section contains 

findings regarding person profile-environmental profile-attitude triad model, investigating how 

the fit between person profile and environmental profile influence job attitude outcomes. The 

fourth section contains findings regarding changes in job fit over time from the first job after 
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graduation to the current job. The fifth section contains findings regarding the effect of grit on 

number of job and career changes. Descriptive statistics, intercorrelations, and internal 

consistency reliability estimates (coefficient α) for study variables are shown in Table 2 through 

Table 4. 

 

 Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Sample Size 

Variables N M SD 
Objective fit with major 159 -0.331 0.381 

Objective fit with current job 117 0.179 0.433 
Objective fit with first job 117 0.063 0.437 

Differentiation 159 31.030 12.870 
Grit 72 3.416 0.571 

Grit_Consistency of interests 72 2.998 0.743 
Grit_Persistence of effort 72 3.833 0.584 

Conscientiousness 72 3.518 0.557 
Perceived fit with major 92 3.355 0.587 

Major alternatives 92 2.556 0.733 
Perceived fit with current job 63 3.884 0.790 

Job alternatives 63 3.140 0.640 
STEM degree 153 0.843 0.365 

STEM job 121 0.760 0.429 
Career changes 117 0.385 0.808 

Job changes 117 1.735 1.714 
Overall satisfaction 63 3.921 0.885 
Work satisfaction 63 3.831 0.588 

General satisfaction 63 3.927 0.607 
Career commitment 63 3.379 0.923 
Career withdrawal 63 2.291 1.067 
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Table 3. Reliability Estimates and Intercorrelations among Predictors 

 
Note: N = 159. Internal consistency estimates (α, Cronbach, 1951) appear on the diagonal. * p < .05, **p < .01 level 
 

Table 4. Reliability Estimates and Intercorrelations among Outcomes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: N = 159. Internal consistency estimates (α, Cronbach, 1951) appear on the diagonal. * p < .05, **p < .01 level 

Variables 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 
1.! Objective fit with major -            
2.! Objective fit with current job .007 -           
3.! Objective fit with first job .176 .519** -          
4.! Differentiation -.150 .224* .057 -         
5.! Grit -.144 .026 .062 -.009 (.83)        
6.! Grit_consistency of interests -.086 .036 .117 -.001 .892** (.82)       
7.! Grit_Persistence of effort -.172 .005 -.030 -.016 .819** .472** (.71)      
8.! Conscientiousness .057 .089 .054 -.039 .575** .368** .657** (.86)     
9.! Perceived fit with major .240* .096 .079 -.075 -.084 -.063 -.086 -.041 (.65)    

10.! Major alternatives -.196 -.212 -.036 -.104 .058 .116 -.038 -.111 -.578** (.77)   
11.! Perceived fit with current job -.072 .286* .004 .030 .261* .160 .312* .082 -.027 -.147 (.78)  
12.! Job alternatives .007 -.160 -.319* -.043 .288* .104 .437** .324** .022 -.132 .144 (.60) 

Variables 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 
1.! STEM degree -         
2.! STEM job .268** -        
3.! Career changes -.191* -.144 -       
4.! Job changes -.133 -.194* .491** -      
5.! Overall satisfaction .126 -.001 .021 .158 -     
6.! Work satisfaction -.016 -.103 -.120 .008 .651** (.92)    
7.! General satisfaction .150 .027 -.064 .095 .818** .692** (.90)   
8.! Career commitment .108 -.035 -.151 .014 .595** .765** .604** (.90)  
9.! Career withdrawal -.017 -.144 .041 .036 -.579** -.652** -.546** -.740** (.94) 
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Major 

Correlations between academic predictors (fit, perceived alternatives) and academic 

outcomes are shown in Table 5. I expected that fit with one’s major would relate positively to 

obtaining a degree in the major (H1a) and having a current job relevant to the major (H1b). 

Objective and perceived fit showed different relations with the outcomes. In partial support of 

the hypotheses, objective fit with one’s major was positively related to obtaining a degree in the 

same major upon graduation (r = .284, p < .001), but it was not related to having a job relevant 

to that major (r = .023, p = .802). Perceived fit with major was not related to obtaining a degree 

in the same major (r = .175, p = .097) or having a job relevant to the major (r = -.016, p = .893). 

As shown in Table 3 objective fit with major and perceived fit with major was significantly 

related (r = .240, p = .021). Although not hypothesized, perceived fit with major was negatively 

related to major alternatives (r = -.578, p < .001). This suggests that people who have a higher fit 

with their major do not perceive other major alternatives as much as people who have a lower fit 

with their major. 
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Table 5. Correlations between Predictors and Outcomes 

 

Note: N = 159. Internal consistency estimates (α, Cronbach, 1951) appear on the diagonal. * p < .05, **p < .01 level 

Variables 
1.   STEM 
degree 

2.   STEM 
job 

3.   Career 
changes 

4.   Job 
changes 

5.   Overall 
satisfaction 

6.   Work 
satisfaction 

7.   General 
satisfaction 

8.   Career 
commitment 

9.   Career 
withdrawal 

1.! Objective fit with major .284** .023 -.153 -.048 -.001 -.153 -.035 -.032 .138 
2.! Objective fit with current job -.041 .118 -.127 -.231* .124 .167 .185 .246 -.291* 
3.! Objective fit with first job .030 .086 -.378** -.269** -.040 -.076 -.048 .054 -.079 
4.! Differentiation -.052 -.033 -.004 .04 -.089 -.082 -.021 -.017 .087 
5.! Grit -.146 -.085 .084 .053 .361** .242 .334** .241 -.259* 
6.! Grit_consistency of interests -.211 -.085 .067 .044 .252* .058 .163 .154 -.188 
7.! Grit_Persistence of effort -.014 -.058 .079 .049 .390** .408** .453** .280* -.271* 
8.! Conscientiousness -.05 .002 .122 .052 .269* .192 .284* .114 -.12 
9.! Perceived fit with major .175 -.016 -.083 -.026 .024 -.122 -.036 -.087 .118 

10.! Major alternatives -.299** -.099 -.042 -.087 -.143 .021 -.205 -.068 -.089 
11.! Perceived fit with current job .122 .058 -.087 .011 .678** .693** .670** .737** -.538** 
12.! Job alternatives .101 -.227 .162 .127 .224 .360** .191 .159 .044 
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I expected perceived major fit to mediate the relationship between objective major fit and 

retention outcomes (H2). Hierarchical regression analysis was conducted to test the mediating 

effect of perceived major fit on the relationship between objective major fit and STEM degree 

outcome using the method described by Baron and Kenny (1987). To establish mediation, a) the 

predictor (objective major fit) needs to be significantly related to the outcome (STEM degree), b) 

the predictor needs to be significantly related to the mediator (perceived major fit) c) the 

mediator needs to be significantly related to the outcome in the presence of the predictor, and d) 

the relationship between the predictor and the outcome should lose its significance in the 

presence of the mediator. The mediator (perceived major fit) did not predict the outcome (STEM 

degree) in the presence of the predictor (objective major fit) (β = .197, p = .066).  Hypothesis 2 

was not supported. 

I expected negative relations between perceived college major alternatives and retention 

in the major at graduation (H3a) and retention in the job relevant to the major (H3b). In partial 

support of the hypotheses, perceived major alternatives was negatively related to retention in the 

major upon graduation (r = -.299, p = .004), but it was not related to having a job relevant to the 

major (r = -.099, p = .396).  

I expected differentiation to moderate the relationship between major fit and retention 

outcomes (H4). Moderated regression analysis was used to examine the moderating relationships 

between both objective and perceived fit and retention outcomes (Aiken, West, & Reno, 1991). I 

first centered all continuous predictor variables on their means and created interaction terms for 

differentiation x major fit to test this analysis. I then independently regressed retention outcomes 

(retention in major and retention in job relevant to the major) on major fit, and entered the 

interaction between differentiation x major fit into the model. Regression analysis revealed that 
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the interaction term was not significant, and differentiation did not have a moderating effect in 

the relationship between objective fit and retention (β = .112, p = .367 for retention in major, β = 

-.232, p = .053 for retention in job relevant to the major) or perceived fit and retention (β = .026, 

p = .830 for retention in major, β = -.193, p = .052 for retention in job relevant to the major). 

Hypothesis 4 was not supported. 

Current Job  

Correlations between job predictors (fit, perceived alternatives) and job outcomes are 

shown in Table 5.  I expected to find positive relations between fit with job and satisfaction 

measures and career commitment, and a negative relation between fit and career withdrawal 

(H5). Objective and perceived fit showed different relations with the outcomes. In partial support 

of the hypothesis, objective fit with one’s current job was negatively related to career withdrawal 

(r = -.291, p = .026), but was not related to overall satisfaction (r = .124, p = .356), work 

satisfaction (r = .167, p = .209), general satisfaction (r = .185, p = .164), and career 

commitment (r = .246, p = .062).  

Perceived fit with the job showed stronger relations with a greater number of job attitudes 

compared to objective fit, as suggested in previous literature (Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & 

Johnson, 2005b). Further, there was a significant relation between objective and perceived fit 

with job (r = .286, p = .030). Perceived fit with one’s current job was significantly related to all 

of the job attitudes. Perceived fit was positively related to overall satisfaction (r = .678, p 

< .001), general satisfaction (r = .670, p < .001), work satisfaction (r = .693, p < .001), and 

career commitment (r = .737, p < .001), and negatively related to career withdrawal (r = -.538, p 

< .001).  
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I expected perceived fit to mediate the relationship between objective fit and job attitudes 

(H6). In partial support of the hypothesis, perceived job fit mediated the relationship between 

objective job fit and career withdrawal attitude. A hierarchical regression analysis approach by 

Baron and Kenny (1987) was used to test this mediating effect. Objective job fit (predictor) and 

career withdrawal (outcome) were significantly related (β = -.291, p = .026), and objective job fit 

and perceived job fit (mediator) were significantly related (β = .286, p = .030). Perceived job fit 

and career withdrawal were significantly related in the presence of objective job fit (β = -.563, p 

< .001), and objective job fit and career withdrawal lost its significance in the presence of 

perceived job fit (β = -.142, p = .220l; Figure 2). Job attitudes (outcome including job 

satisfaction and career commitment did not show significant relations with objective job fit 

(predictor), which is a requirement to establish a mediating relationship.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Perceived job fit mediates the relationship between Objective job fit and Career 
withdrawal.
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I expected negative relations between perceived job alternatives and satisfaction and 

career commitment, and a positive relation between perceived job alternatives and career 

withdrawal attitude (H7). Perceived job alternatives was positively related to work satisfaction (r 

= .360, p = .004), but not related to other attitude variables such as overall satisfaction, general 

satisfaction, career commitment, or career withdrawal attitude. 

Although not hypothesized, objective fit with one’s current job was positively related to 

differentiation (r = .224, p = .015; Table 3). The more differentiated profile people have, which 

indicates clarity of interest, the better fit they have with their current job.  

I expected differentiation would moderate the relationship between job fit and job 

attitudes (H8). Moderated regression analysis was used to examine the moderating relations 

between both objective and perceived fit and job attitudes (Aiken et al., 1991). I first centered all 

continuous predictor variables on their means and created interaction terms for differentiation x 

job fit to test this analysis. I then independently regressed attitude outcomes (job satisfaction, 

career commitment, career withdrawal attitude) on job fit, and entered the interaction between 

differentiation x job fit into the model. Regression analysis revealed that the interaction term was 

not significant, and differentiation did not moderate the relation between objective job fit and 

career withdrawal (β = -.009, p = .945) or the relation between perceived fit and attitude 

outcomes (β ranged between -.138 to .124, p ranged between .184 to .915). Hypothesis 8 was not 

supported. 

Person profile–Job profile–Attitude Triad Model 

I expected that the relationship between fit and outcome will be non-linear, where 

outcome will suffer more substantially as fit decreases, and fit-outcome relationship will be 

greater where person’s profile and environmental profile are both higher relative to lower (H9). 
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Hypothesis 9 was not supported. Polynomial regression was used to examine how the person’s 

profile and environmental profile interact to influence job attitudes. Polynomial regression can 

be used to examine how the relationship between two predictors influence an outcome. Denissen 

et al. (2018) used the approach to explore how compatibility between job demands and worker 

personality influenced income. The method allows investigation of different types of fit between 

two predictors and how it effects the outcome. For instance, Denissen et al. (2018) showed that 

high levels of personality traits and high levels of job personality demands were associated with 

higher income compared to low levels of personality traits and low levels of job personality 

demands. Polynomial regression informs the significance of the predictor outcome model using 

an F test.  Each of the RIASEC dimensions were examined to see how the relationship between a 

person score on a dimension and a job score on the same dimension influenced job attitudes. The 

process was repeated six times to examine all six dimensions. Contrary to Hypothesis 9, the 

models were not significant for any of the dimensions of RIASEC, F(5, 61) = .944, p = .460; 

F(5, 61) = 1.739, p = .141; F(5, 61) = .961, p = .449; F(5, 61) = 1.127, p = .357; F(5, 61) 

= .552, p = .736; F(5, 61) = 1.519, p = .199. In other words, the relationship between the person 

interest dimension and the job interest dimension did not have any significant influence on job 

attitudes for all of the dimensions. 

Fit Over Time 

Objective job fit over time from the first job after graduation to current job was 

examined. I expected that job fit would increase from the first job after graduation to the current 

job (H 10a). A repeated measures ANOVA was used to compare the fit between the first job and 

the current job. In support of the hypothesis, objective job fit increased from the first job after 

graduation to the current job (F(1, 99) = 9.016 p = .003). Further, I expected that people with 
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greater number of jobs and career changes will have greater change in fit over time (H10b). 

Subgroup analysis with ANOVA was conducted to examine the effect of number of job and 

career changes on fit change. Hypothesis 10b was partially supported. There was a significant 

effect of number of career changes on the fit trend over time (F(1,99) = 2.769 p = .031), but there 

was no effect of number of job changes (F(1,99) = .911 p = .491) on the fit trend. The number of 

career changes was positively associated with greater change in fit over time. In other words, 

people with more career changes increased their fit over time more than people with fewer career 

changes. 

Persistent Personality  

Overall grit (combination of both facets) and its facets (consistency of interest, grit-c and 

persistence of effort, grit-p) were positively related to conscientiousness (r = .575, p < .001; r 

= .368, p = .001; r = .657, p < .001).  

I expected a negative relation between grit and number of career change (H11). Contrary 

to the hypothesis, overall grit or facets of grit were not related to the number of career changes (r 

= .084, p = .494) or number of job changes (r = .053, p = .666) as shown in Table 5.  

Although not hypothesized, overall grit was positively related to perceived fit (r = .261, p 

= .038), job alternatives (r = .288, p = .022), overall satisfaction (r = .361, p = .004), general 

satisfaction (r = .334, p = .007), and negatively related to career withdrawal (r = -.259, p 

= .040).  Grit-c was only related to overall satisfaction (r = .252, p = .046). Grit-p was positively 

related to perceived fit (r = .312, p = .013), job alternatives (r = .437, p < .001), overall 

satisfaction (r = .390, p = .002), work satisfaction (r = .408, p = .001), general satisfaction (r 

= .575, p < .001), and negatively related to career withdrawal (r = -.271, p = .032).   
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Discussion 

The aim of this study was to contribute to the body of research on the determinants of 

career trajectory by examining the relationship among vocational interest fit, personality, and 

academic and job outcomes (i.e., college major choice, career choice, and job attitudes). There is 

limited longitudinal research that examines the effect of vocational interest fit measured during 

college on both short-term academic and long-term work outcomes. I aimed to fill this gap by 

examining how the fit between personal interest profile and major/job interest profile influenced 

college-to-career trajectories.  

Overall, I found mixed results in the effect of fit in academic and work settings. 

Objective and perceived fit showed different patterns of results in both academic and work 

settings. I also found evidence that people increased their fit with job over time from their first 

job after graduation to their current job. Grit did not have a significant effect on number of job or 

career changes. I will summarize my findings in the next section. 

Fit with Major: I found mixed results in the effect of objective and perceived fit with 

one’s major on retention outcomes including retention in the college major and retention in the 

job field related to the major. The study results suggest that having a higher objective fit with 

college major was positively related to obtaining a degree in the same major. However, objective 

fit was not related to having a current job related to the major. One explanation could be that 

having a good interest fit with one’s major might have a greater influence on one’s decision to 

keep the major than to keep the job. There are external factors other than being interested in the 

type of work for choosing and retaining a job. Participants might have considered factors such as 

workload, work availabilities, age-discrimination in the future, or the need to pursue higher 

education for some of the STEM careers. Additionally, resources already spent on the current 
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major and the difficulties of changing majors might have prevented some people from changing 

their majors for the purpose of graduating in four years. 

People’s perception of fit with their major was neither related to obtaining a degree in the 

major nor having a job related to the major. The study results suggest that objective fit is a better 

predictor of retention in the major compared to perceived fit. Comparison between objective and 

perceived fit in predicting major retention has not been thoroughly researched. In this study, both 

types of fit were measured in the beginning of the first and second year in college. Students 

might not have had enough experience to solidify their decisions about their major one year after 

they entered college. Perceived fit at this period would be more prone to change over time 

compared to objective fit, which is known to be relatively stable over time (Low, Yoon, Roberts, 

& Rounds, 2005; Tracey & Robbins, 2006). The study finding suggests that objective fit may be 

a better predictor of major retention compared to perceived fit when measures are used early 

years in college to predict retention in a college major.  

Students who perceived alternatives to their major were less likely to be retained in the 

major by the time they graduated. This result is consistent with previous research study that 

examined perceived alternatives and employee turnover (Mitchell et al., 2001). The result is also 

supported by Vroom’s Expectancy Theory, which suggests that people’s decisions are 

determined by comparing desriability of outcomes from available options and the likelihood that 

their effort will lead to desirable outcomes (Vroom, 1964). For instance, people who perceive 

other viable options for their majors may be more likely to change their majors compared to 

people who do not perceive such alternatives, especially when they have negative experience 

with their majors.  
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Fit with Job: I found mixed results in the effect of objective and perceived fit with one’s 

current job on job attitudes. Perceived fit was more strongly related to job attitudes compared to 

objective fit, as suggested in previous literature (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Objective fit was 

related to career withdrawal attitude, but not with any of the satisfaction measures or career 

commitment. Perception of fit with one’s job was related to all of the job attitudes measured in 

the study. People who perceived higher fit with their job experienced greater overall satisfaction, 

general satisfaction, work satisfaction, career commitment, and lower career withdrawal 

compared to people who perceived lower fit with their job.  

Perceived job fit mediated the relationship between objective fit and career withdrawal. 

Having a high objective fit with one’s job led to high perception of fit with their job, which in 

turn led to lower career withdrawal attitude. It has been suggested that objective fit would inform 

some aspect of perceived fit in theory (Wessel et al., 2008), but the mediating role of perceived 

fit in the relationship between objective fit and job outcomes has received little attention in 

previous research. The current study provides evidence for the mediating role of perceived fit in 

the relationship between objective fit and job attitudes.  

There was a significant relationship between objective fit with job and differentiation. 

People who had higher objective fit with their jobs had more differentiated RIASEC profiles 

compared to people who had lower objective fit with their jobs. One possible explanation is that 

people who have more differentiated profiles may have stronger likes and dislikes toward their 

job environment, and would be more likely to make effort to find a job with a better fit.  

Contrary to hypothesis, the perception of having other job alternatives led to higher work 

satisfaction with the current job, but was not related to any other attitudes such as career 

commitment, career withdrawal attitude, or other satisfaction measures. One explanation could 
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be that people who have high work satisfaction toward their jobs may also be highly competent 

and have high self-esteem. These people may feel competent about their abilities and also 

perceive that they have an array of possible job alternatives.  

Differentiation did not moderate the relationship between objective or perceived fit and 

job attitudes. The relationship between objective or perceived fit and job attitudes did not depend 

on the level of differentiation. The degree of differentiation influenced people to choose a job 

with a better fit, and having a greater fit with the job lead to more positive attitudes toward the 

job as shown by study results, but the degree of differentiation did not influence the strength of 

relationship between fit and attitudes. 

Person-Job-Attitude Triad Model: I examined person profile, job profile, and outcome 

model to investigate how various types of fit between person and job (e.g., lower fit vs higher fit, 

high-high vs low-low fit) would influence job attitude outcomes. Each of the RIASEC 

dimensions were examined to test the model, but none of the models were statistically 

significant. There are three possible reasons for this outcome. The first is that there may not be a 

relationship among the person’s profile, job profile, and outcome. The second, when the 

dimensions are examined separately, they may not show as relationship with the outcomes. It 

may be important to consider the complete profiles because each dimension would contribute to 

influence outcomes in different ways and the combination of all of the dimensions would 

accurately measure the influence of fit on the outcomes. The third, the sample size (n = 72) may 

be too small to test the relationship among three variables using polynomial regression. 

Fit Trend: Examination of participants’ job history revealed that people tend to change 

jobs to increase their fit over time. As previous research suggests, people gain better knowledge 

of themselves and environments that are more compatible to their characteristics with age and 
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experience (Caspi et al., 2005; Kooij et al., 2017). Also, people tend to take initiatives to change 

their environment to fit their needs and desires as they age (Sheldon & Kasser, 2001). The results 

suggest that as people gain more experience in the workplace and mature with age, they tend to 

find jobs with better fit.  

Personality: Overall grit or facets of grit were not related to number of career changes 

nor number of job changes, contrary to the hypothesis. One explanation is that there are more 

proximal factors such as satisfaction with one’s job or career that would influence whether they 

change their job or career. Satisfaction may have stronger influence on job or career changes 

than grit, and grit may only influence career or job changes when satisfaction with job is low. 

The high negative correlation between satisfaction and career withdrawal found in the study 

support the explanation. 

The current study provides a meaningful contribution in the literature by using vocational 

interest profile collected in college to examine its effect on major and career retention as well as 

career trajectory after college. This research shows the effect of vocational interest fit on both 

academic and job outcomes over a 11-year period. The study suggests that objective fit may be a 

better predictor of college major retention compared to perceived fit when the measures are 

collected during the early years of college. Equally important, the study supports statistically 

significant associations between perceived fit with one’s job and job attitudes, mediating role of 

perceived fit in the relationship between objective fit and job attitude.  The study also found 

evidence for people’s tendency to increase their job fit over time. Overall, the study suggests that 

people’s perception of fit is still malleable early in college, which solidifies with time and 

experience, and as such people tend to find jobs with better fit over time.
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Limitations and Future Directions 

There are two main limitations of this research. First, the study participants comprise 

students who indicated an interest in STEM when they matriculated. There are certain 

characteristics that may pertain to students in STEM that may not generalize to students in other 

majors. As Holland (1997) theorized, the environmental characteristics of a workplace attract 

specific group of people based on their interest, values, and abilities. Hence, there may be 

characteristics specific to STEM major participants that would lead to specific patterns of 

outcomes unique to this group. Further, there are extrinsic characteristics of STEM students 

different from those in non-STEM majors, that may also influence outcomes in both educational 

and workplace contexts. Students in STEM majors are reported to have greater high school GPA, 

and come from wealthier and more educated families compared to non-STEM major students 

(Chen, 2009). Second, the sample size of the study was 159, and the participants who responded 

to the survey at Wave 4 was smaller (n = 72), which was partly resolved by using LinkedIn data 

(n = 121). 

Future research would benefit from using student participants with diverse academic 

majors including those outside of STEM to reduce range restriction. Further, using a greater 

sample size in the first part of the longitudinal study would help retain more participants at the 

later stage of the study when job outcomes are collected, which would increase study power. 

Additional longitudinal studies using students in various major backgrounds would help 

investigate the effect of fit in predicting both short-term and long-term academic and career 

outcomes generalizable across different career fields. 
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Conclusion 

This research investigates the determinants of college to career trajectories. I used 

vocational interest measured in college to predict short-term academic and long-term career 

outcomes. The major strength of this research is that I measured people’s vocational interest 

early in college to predict academic and job outcomes in a 11-year longitudinal study. I tracked 

people’s career trajectory from college degree to their first job after college and 7 years after 

graduating college using the publically available online professional network LinkedIn. The 

study demonstrates the important aspect of using vocational interest measured as early as the 

beginning of college in predicting retention in the major and job attitudes. 
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Appendix A 

Measures Developed for the Current Study 
 

Work Information 
 
Please select your employment status. 
Currently employed  
Currently applying for jobs  
Not currently employed and not actively seeking employment  
Not currently employed but plan to seek for employment in the future. 
Other (Please specify in the following question) 
 
Please enter your job title. 
 
Please enter your job industry (e.g., manufacturing, sales, education, oil/gas): 
 
Please briefly describe your job responsibilities. 
 
Please enter your response regarding your most recent job.  
If you’re not currently employed, what was your most recent job title? 
 
Please enter your job industry (e.g., manufacturing, sales, education, oil/gas):. 
 
Please briefly describe the responsibilities. 
 
When did you leave your job? 
 
Why did you leave your job? 
 
Are you planning to find work again? 
 
When are you planning to find work again? 
What is the job title or industry in which you’re planning to work? 
 
Why? 
 
Please explain why you selected "other" for your employment status. 
 
Please enter your job title (otherwise put none):  
 
Please enter your job industry (e.g., manufacturing, sales, education, oil/gas): 
 
Please briefly describe your job responsibilities. 
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Career changes 
Since you graduated from college, please indicate the number of times you changed your 
 
Job (i.e. changed to a different organization but within the same career field) 
Please list your previous job titles and industry from oldest to most recent (e.g., 1. research 
assistant; hospital 2. Research associate; hotel) 
 
Profession (i.e. changed your profession from a teacher to a nurse) 
Please list your previous job titles and industry from oldest to most recent (e.g., 1. Lawyer; law 
firm 2. Professor; university) 
 
Perceived major fit 
I felt that I could not be myself (i.e., act the way I normally do) in STEM classes (R). 
I felt that my STEM course performance reflected the kind of student I am. 
I questioned whether I saw myself in a STEM profession (e.g., physician, engineer, professor, 
etc).(R) 
My stem courses confirmed my goal of pursuing a stem-related career 
I thought a lot about the sacrifices I would have to make to pursue a degree and career in a 
STEM field. (R) 
I felt as though the level of effort needed to earn at stem degree did not match the potential 
rewards associated with a STEM-RELATED CAREER (R) 
I felt that my stem courses impaired my social life (e.g., time with friends or family, campus 
involvement ) (R). 
I became more interested in a career associated with STEM than I was when I started at Rice. 
I felt like I did not fit in to the culture of Stem courses (R) 
 
Perceived major alternatives 
I enjoy stem courses more than other courses I have taken. (R) 
I derive more satisfaction from stem courses than any other courses (R) 
Doing well in my stem courses requires me to be focused on stem at the expense of other 
subjects that might be interesting to me. 
I became more interested in a career outside of STEM than I was when I started at Rice 
I discovered an aptitude for a major outside of STEM 
Compared to non-stem courses, I did not enjoy my stem courses. 
I prefer working on homework related to my stem courses more than any other homework. (R)  
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