Journal of Vocational Behavior 91 (2015) 157-169

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Vocational Behavior

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jvb

Vocational and overall identity: A person-centered approach in @CmssMark
Italian university students

Laura Aleni Sestito ®*, Luigia Simona Sica ?, Giancarlo Ragozini ®<, Erik Porfeli®,
Gina Weisblat®, Tiziana Di Palma?®
2 Department of Humanities, University of Naples “Federico II", Italy

b Department of Family and Community Medicine, Northeast Ohio Medical University, OH, United States
¢ Department of Political Sciences, University of Naples “Federico II”, Italy

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article history: Establishing a vocational and overall identity involve defining life altering plans and associated
Received 10 July 2015 commitments to pursue and achieve them and are, therefore, among the most central aspects

Received in revised form 7 October 2015
Accepted 8 October 2015
Available online 13 October 2015

of the developmental tasks of late adolescents and emerging adults. In the Italian context,
young adults’ opportunity to develop coherent and fulfilling future plans are strongly threated
by the current distressed economic climate in Italy. Assuming these features of the Italian context
can produce specific identity patterns, the present study aimed to contribute to the understanding
Keywords: . o of overall and vocational identity processes in Italian emerging adults and to explore the relation-
Overall and vocational identity ship between the two domains of identity using a person-centered approach. The study is com-
Italian University students . . . .
Cluster analysis posed of t.wo parts. T.he first study assessed the psychometrlc proper.tles qf the Italian version of
VISA validation the Vocational Identity Status Assessment (VISA) in a sample of university students from Italy
(N = 560). The second study included a cluster analytic approach in order to explore the config-
uration of both vocational and overall identity domains. The findings suggest that the Italian ver-
sion of the VISA is a promising tool for assessing vocational identity dimensions in the Italian
context. Furthermore, unlike the previous literature, we found different patterns of vocational
and overall identity in Italian university students. The findings suggest that the current socio-
economic Italian situation may be hindering students' progress toward achieving a vocational
identity, especially for freshmen.

© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Establishing vocational and overall identities are among the most central developmental tasks of the late adolescent and emerging
adulthood periods (Porfeli, Lee, Vondracek, & Weigold, 2011). Vocational identity is conceived as a domain-specific aspect of overall
identity, providing young people with a framework to regulate the pursuit of their academic and career objectives (Hirschi, 2012).
People exhibiting an advanced identity status show greater career planning and decidedness (Wallace-Broscious, Serafica, &
Osipio, 1994) and more advanced identity (Kroger, 1988; Meeus, 1993; Skorikov & Vondracek, 1998). Numerous studies also confirm
the positive association between vocational and overall identity (Nauta & Kahn, 2007; Savickas, 1985; Skorikov & Vondracek, 1998)
founding that engaging in occupational exploration and making occupational commitments promote identity development from
childhood through adulthood (Flum & Blustein, 2006; Kroger, 2007). Work experience was found to be the primary influence on over-
all identity development for college students, workers and unemployed (Danielsen, Lorem, & Kroger, 2000). Vocational identity is,
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therefore, believed to be a defining feature in adolescent and young adult life, a leading aspect of global identity development, and
fostered by work experience (Schwartz, 2007; Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011).

Adolescents tend to leave behind a vague sense of self as a “worker”, inspired by childhood images of stereotypical or idealized
work activities, and move toward an adult identity that is more concrete, realistic and alive in the real world of work, following a
developmental model of vocational identity that is potentiated by developing a sense of industry and positive view of the world of
work (Porfeli, Lee, & Weigold, 2012) and generally proceeds establishing a long-term intimate relationship with a romantic partner
and family formation.

Despite the general regularity of vocational identity development exhibited on the population level across the late adolescent
and emerging adulthood period, appreciable variability is observed in the pathways and timing of vocational identity progress
from person to person and across different cultural and socio-economic contexts. Career progress as a series of jobs and titles becomes
re-defined as an ever-expanding repertoire of skills and a multiplying professional network. This shift brings new opportunities and
challenges associated with lifespan identity development.

In particular, emerging adults in the modern era may experience a prolonged period of moratorium as they explore major life
roles in the absence of making solid commitments (Crocetti & Palmonari, 2011). This experience may be particularly pronounced
for college students who tend to delay these transitions more so than their age mates who do not pursue higher education
(Crocetti Rabaglietti, & Sica, 2012). Moreover, college students may demonstrate a greater diversity of identity statuses revolving
around identity diffusion, disengagement and indifference (Sica, Aleni Sestito, & Ragozini, 2014) and these statuses may be adaptive
within political-economic conditions, like those in Italy, limiting job opportunities and viable career pathways.

Thus, the impact of the globalization and global economic changes on the nature of work and career and how that may relate
to changes in vocational identity processes and structure (Ashkenas, Ulrich, Jick, & Kerr, 1995) serves as a backdrop for the present
study. Opportunities in the modern labor market include a proliferation of new careers and contracts, and the flexibility to redefine
one's self and career in a way that is becoming increasingly accepted and, in some cases, normative and even admired (Arthur &
Rousseau, 1996). The global economy presents challenges to identity and career in terms of job security and predictability. Increas-
ingly, employers are backing away from the role of the caregiver, developing employees for the long term and focusing their employ-
ee development and compensation plans on the basis of performance in the here and now (Guichard, Pouyaud, de Calan, & Dumora,
2012).

The contemporary post-industrial society has become gradually more complex, more “fluid” and less stable (Giddens, 1991).
The coexistence of different cultural patterns, lifestyles and social norms, leading to the modernization and globalization processes
(Larson, 2011), seem to signal to young people the need for multiple and flexible developmental trajectories requiring continuous
monitoring of and adaptations to specific career and work skills and the need for their continuous development across the lifespan
(Coté, 1997, Coté, 2000).

1.1. The Italian context

In this study, we recruited university students given that it is widely known that they were facing a particularly difficult Italian
job market (Istat, 2014). Indeed, the majority of Italian young adults, even after concluding their prolonged training period, expe-
rience additional periods of employment instability, insecurity and uncertainty (Berton, Richiardi, & Sacchi, 2009; Boeri & Galasso,
2007; lezzi & Mastrobuoni, 2010). The Italian context is conceived as a prototype of Southern European countries in which young
adults’ opportunities to develop coherent and fulfilling future career and overall life plans are strongly threated by the current socio-
economic distress in Italy (Leccardi, 2006). Main problems that affect Southern European youth include high rates of unemployment
(ranging approximately from 35% to 55% in the last quarter of 2012; Eurostat, 2014); a large number of youth being “Not in Education,
Employment, or Training” (NEET; Bynner, 2012; Bynner & Parsons, 2002; Whittaker, 2008); widespread job insecurity; and a deep-
rooted crisis of confidence in educational institutions and employers.

Many cross-cultural studies have focused on the peculiar trajectories of the transition to adulthood of Italian young people as com-
pared to those in other countries. In particular, some studies with university students found that the delayed transition to adult life
has a particular impact on global (Aleni Sestito, Sica, & Ragozini, 2011; Crocetti, Luyckx, Scrignaro, & Sica, 2011; Crocetti, Scrignaro,
Sica, & Magrin, 2012) and vocational identity (Aleni Sestito, Sica, & Nasti, 2013). Coined the Italian Delay Syndrome (Livi Bacci,
2008), the delayed transition has led to a pattern of maladaptive outcomes (Sica et al., 2014) and delayed normative identity devel-
opment; this also may increase identity instability and could be a determining factor in postponing the achievement of important
vocational and personal commitments to multiple life domains in emerging adulthood (Crocetti, Rabaglietti, Sica, 2012). Thus, in
this study we assume Italy as Prototype of Southern Europe countries, in which the general processes of identity development and
the transition to adulthood may lag behind and manifest differently than they do in other countries. In doing so, we adopt the identity
status paradigm (Marcia, 1966; Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993) and assess the extent to which contemporary
vocational identity status (Porfeli et al., 2011) and personal identity (Luyckx et al., 2008) measures are (a) associated with each other,
(b) how identity status models reflect the identities of Italian young adults, and (c) how the resulting overall and vocational identity
statuses are associated with each other.

1.2. Vocational and overall identity statuses

The cluster analytic approach is based on the identity status paradigm (Marcia, 1966; Marcia et al., 1993). By combining
Erikson's identity processes of commitment and exploration, Marcia identified four identity statuses: achievement (commitment
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following exploration); foreclosure (commitment with little or no prior exploration); moratorium (ongoing exploration with no
current commitment); and diffusion (lack of commitment with no or limited exploration). International research focusing on the
five dimensions overall identity statuses proposed by Luyckx et al. (2008) found through the use of cluster analysis six identity
statuses in Belgian, North-American (Meeus, van de Schoot, Keijsers, & Branje, 2011), and Italian (Crocetti et al., 2011) youth.
Three of these statuses resembled Marcia's original statuses: achievement (high on commitment making, identification with
commitment, exploration in depth and exploration in breadth, and low on ruminative exploration); foreclosure (high on both
commitment dimensions and low on the three exploration factors); moratorium (low on both commitment dimensions and
high on the three exploration factors). Furthermore, two forms of diffusion were found: adolescents in the carefree diffusion sta-
tus reported low scores on all the five identity processes, whereas adolescents in the diffused diffusion status reported similar
scores except for a high score on ruminative exploration. Finally, an undifferentiated status with moderate scores on all the iden-
tity dimensions was identified.

With regard to vocational identity, Porfeli et al. (2011) recently proposed a model of vocational identity statuses and identified
six statuses supporting the previous established achievement, moratorium, foreclosed, and diffused statuses along with two addition-
al statuses termed searching moratorium (individuals seeking a new commitment suitable to their aspirations, and thus are character-
ized by high levels of commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of commitment; Crocetti, Rubini, & Meeus, 2008) and
undifferentiated (individuals who reflect moderate levels of all six constructs and are conceptually are situated in the center of a two
dimensional space defined by commitment and exploration.

1.3. The relationship between overall and vocational identity

“The identity status literature has been somewhat ambivalent regarding the extent to which identity is best operationalized as
a global construct or as operating separately within each domain or set of domains” (Schwartz, Zamboanga, Luyckx, Meca, &
Ritchie, 2013, p. 100). Although the literature emphasizes that identity develops and operates differently in different life domains
(Goossens, 2001), Erikson assigned a leading role to vocational identity development in the overall process of identity formation.
Prior research affirms this proposition, Skorikov and Vondracek (1998), confirming earlier results that found that vocational identity
was positively related to overall identity (Kroger, 1988), reported that progression toward vocational identity achievement did not
depend on prior advancement toward overall identity achievement. In fact, vocational identity development appeared to lead identity
development in other domains. In this sense, the developmental progression in identity development proposed by Grotevant (1987)
was confirmed for the vocational domain. Vocational identity is, therefore, believed to be a defining feature in adolescent and young
adult life and appears to be a central element of identity (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011) and the major component of one's overall
sense of identity (Kroger, 2007; Skorikov & Vondracek, 2007).

2. Aims of the current study

The Italian Delay Syndrome appears to be attributable to both the challenges of contemporary Western society on the one
hand and the unique features of Italy on the other. The syndrome appears to be particularly acute and prevalent in Italy and we
assert that it may be made manifest in the overall and vocational identity processes. The present study used a person-centered
approach to study overall and vocational identity processes in Italian university students and to explore the interaction between
the two identity domains. In a context such as Italy, highly characterized by youth underemployment and the limited inclusion of
young people into the labor market, we explored how vocational and overall identity are manifested and related to one another
during the university years. Identity is a psycho-social construct; hence, we expected Italian students to manifest overall and voca-
tional identities reflective of their psychological development within the broader social context of work in Italy. This life phase is
known to be a powerful period and context for career and life decision-making processes and the context is known to have a profound
effect on both. We also tested if the patterns of overall and vocational identity domains are associated with and differentiated from
each other.

This study is guided by two aims. The first aim is to establish and validate the Italian version of Vocational Identity Status Assess-
ment, originally developed for adolescent and emerging adults in North America (VISA; Porfeli et al., 2011). This involves establishing
the structure of the measurement model and relating the resulting constructs to an established measure of overall identity status. The
second aim is to employ a person-centered approach to identify the common identity status profiles among Italian university students
identified by the Italian language version of the VISA. Finally, we tested the associations between overall and vocation identity pro-
cesses and statuses.

2.1. Aim one

In order to achieve the first aim, we examined the psychometric proprieties of the Italian version of the Vocational Identity
Status Assessment (VISA; Porfeli et al., 2011). The overall purpose was to validate the VISA for use in a different cultural and linguistic
context (Italy) than the one in which it was originally developed (the USA). To that end, we have examined reliabilities of the six sub-
scales of the VISA proposed by Porfeli et al. (2011) and, using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), we have tested the six-factor struc-
ture of the VISA by employing item and parcel approaches to confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), as the authors made in their original
validation.
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Next, we tested the convergent validity of VISA by exploring the correlations between VISA dimensions and the Dimensions of
Identity Development Scale (DIDS; Luyckx et al., 2008). The VISA constructs were largely patterned after the constructs employed
in the DIDs. We hypothesized that the VISA constructs will demonstrate convergent validity through a pattern of positive correlations
with analogous DIDS constructs. We also predicted negative correlations between the VISA flexibility and doubt functions and the
DIDS commitment making and identification with commitment constructs because increases in these VISA constructs signal that par-
ticipants are forestalling the achievement of a vocational identity, which is known to be aligned with delayed global identity status
achievement (Skorikov & Vondracek, 1998).

2.2. Aim two

Using a person-centered approach, the second aim was to identify the vocational identity statuses of Italian university students
to discern if they are consistent with vocational identity statuses identified with U.S. samples (Porfeli et al., 2011). In this regard
our hypothesis was that a different cluster solution could emerge in the present Italian sample as compared to previously studied
U.S. samples. The difference is predicted to be rooted in Italian participants exhibiting statuses that involve tenuous commitments
to career and possibly near total disengagement in vocational identity processes while concurrently exhibiting advanced global
identity statuses. These unique tenuous and disengaged statuses coupled to more advanced overall identity statuses would reflect
young adults who have made strong progress in their overall identity, but are not or are weakly devoting themselves to pursuing
vocational role because of the impossibility of securing a career in the current labor market. Furthermore, the Italian students are
predicted to be differently distributed within the vocational identity statuses in a manner reflecting a lower fraction of students
located within the committed vocational identity statuses as a consequence of the difficult Italian labor market as compared with
U.S. students. For these reasons, we also predict that a disproportionate fraction of Italian students will be identified as being in
uncommitted statuses (moratorium and diffusion vocational identity statuses) compared with those that are in committed statuses.
Committing to careers that are unattainable is likely to lead to distress and fruitless efforts; hence Italian students may be more in-
clined to continue active exploration in the hope that a viable opportunity will be discovered. In sum, vocational identity is a psycho-
social construct, with its roots in career exploration, commitment and reconsideration processes. Being psychosocial in nature,
vocational identity may be particularly sensitive to the labor context. The extremely distressed economic situation in Italy and specif-
ically for emerging adults who are in the throes of career decision making may influence the distribution and nature of vocational
identity statuses in Italy.

Furthermore this study aimed to contribute to the understanding of the relationship between the overall and vocational iden-
tity in Italian students exploring both the overall and vocational identity statuses (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011). Our findings from
the first part of this study demonstrating that the overall identity dimensions, as measured by DIDS, have significant correlations
with the corresponding dimensions of the vocational identity (VISA) even if, in some cases, in the opposite direction. On the basis
of these findings, as well as the considerations outlined earlier about the difficult Italian youth labor market, we expect to find
that students exhibiting more advanced global identity statuses may not demonstrate more advanced vocational identity statuses
because of the deep uncertainty in the Italian labor. Maintaining an uncommitted vocational identity status may be adaptive in
this difficult labor market.

We specifically focus our efforts on taking a deep dive into the non-committed vocational statuses and determine whether certain
students are remaining uncommitted in the vocational identity domain for adaptive reasons.

We tested if:

a) the identity vocational statuses model established by Porfeli et al. (2011) with a US sample is reflected in Italian students;

b) different vocational identity statuses configuration emerge for Italian students reflective of the Italian Delay Syndrome and specifically
an adaptive diffusion vocational identity status;

¢) alower fraction of Italian students located in the committed vocational identity statuses relative to the present sample and relative
to US students in previous research;

d) the relationship between global and vocational identity statuses of Italian students reflected an inverse pattern driven by the difficult
labor market in Italy.

3. Method
3.1. Participants

The participants in our study consisted of 560 Italian emerging adults, 168 males and 390 females and aged 18 to 26 years
(Mage = 21.65 years, SD = 2.28). They were all students attending university undergraduate courses in a large Italian city (Naples)
and enrolled in various majors to include: political science (15%), engineering (5%) Law (10%), Economics (5%), Psychology (50%), and
various other disciplines (25%). Participation in the study was voluntary and anonymity was guaranteed.

3.2. Procedure

The English version of the VISA (Porfeli et al., 2011) was translated into Italian following the guidelines of the International
Test Commission (Hambleton, 2005), using the back version procedure (Brislin, 1980) and it was administered to 115 subjects
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in a pre-test. The preliminary findings suggested that the questionnaire was generally understood by and accessible to the stu-
dents. The content of items did not required further modifications. Only a number of minor linguistic adjustments were needed
to enhance item comprehension. Thus, the linguistic modifications led to a reformulation of the Italian version of the scale ad-
ministered during the validation study. Before the study, permission to administer questionnaires was obtained from the Deans
of the university faculties. Students were provided with written information about the research and asked if they wished to par-
ticipate. Approximately 99% of the approached students chose to participate. They completed the study measures as an anony-
mous self-report questionnaire.

3.3. Measures

3.3.1. Vocational identity

The Italian version of the VISA, contains thirty items, with 10 items for each of the three dimensions of career exploration that
are subdivided into 5 items per sub dimension. Example items for the career exploration construct included: “casually learning
about careers that are unfamiliar to me in order to find a few to explore further” (in-breadth career exploration) and “learning as
much as I can about the particular educational requirements of the career that interests me the most” (in-depth career explo-
ration). Items for the career commitment dimension included “I have known for a long time what career is best for me” (career
commitment), and “Becoming a worker in my chosen career will allow me to become the person I dream to be” (identification
with career commitment). (e.g.) Finally, items for the career reconsideration dimension included “I need to learn a lot more be-
fore I can make a career choice” (career commitment flexibility) and “Thinking about choosing a career makes me feel uneasy”
(career self-doubt: e.g. item 1). All VISA subscales employed a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). The VISA was created and employed in previous research (Porfeli, 2009; Porfeli, Lee, & Vondracek, 2010).
The items were constructed on the basis of conceptual and empirical work distinguishing in-depth and in-breadth career explo-
ration (Gati & Asher, 2001; Patton & Porfeli, 2007; Porfeli, 2008; Porfeli & Skorikov, 2010) and the two broad forms of commit-
ment, namely commitment making and identification with commitment (Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, Beyers, & Vansteenkiste,
2005). The VISA was originally developed by Porfeli to include 66 items, reviewed and edited by five experts in identity status
research, and piloted on a sample of adolescents. Using these items, the VISA was constructed to consist of four subscales aligned
with the exploration and commitment dimensions proposed by Luyckx and colleagues, but exclusively focusing on exploring
and committing to work. The original version of the VISA also included one indicator of reconsideration, namely career self-
doubt (Porfeli, 2009). The result of the analytic work on the original version led to the newest iteration of the VISA employed
here (see Table 2), which includes some revised items across the five subscales and includes an additional subscale of reconsid-
eration termed career flexibility (Porfeli et al., 2010).

3.3.2. Overall identity

The Italian version of the Dimensions of Identity Development Scale (DIDS; Crocetti et al., 2011; Luyckx et al., 2008) was used to test
the convergent validity of the Italian version VISA and to explore the second aim of the study. The DIDS include 25 items (5 items for
each dimension) with a response scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Sample items read: “I have decid-
ed on the direction I want to follow in my life” (commitment making), “I sense that the direction I want to take in my life will really
suit me” (identification with commitment), “I regularly think over a number of different plans for the future” (exploration in breadth),
“I regularly talk with other people about the plans for the future I have made for myself”’ (exploration in depth), and “It is hard for me
to stop thinking about the direction I want to follow in my life” (ruminative exploration). Cronbach's alphas were .90, .85, .71, .70, and
.79, respectively.

3.4. Data analyses

3.4.1. Aim one

With the aim to translate the VISA from English to Italian while maintaining its measurement validity, we first conducted an
item analysis through simple descriptive statistics and exploratory analysis. In order to check the item discrimination power, in-
dices relating to the spread and shape of the distributions, (e.g. standard deviation, skewness and kurtosis) were calculated. In
order to verify the discriminate power of each item, distribution indices were calculated. The psychometric properties of the
scale, especially the internal consistency and validity of the subscales, were analyzed using SPSS software. Cronbach's alpha
was used to assess internal consistency. To compute the structural validity of the VISA measurement model, a confirmatory factor
analysis was conducted using LISREL software (Joresborg & Sorbom, 2002). We employed item and parcel approaches to confir-
matory factor analysis (CFA). Several indices were used to evaluate model fit (Kline, 2006): the Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual (SRMR) (Byrne, 2009); the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) (Hu & Bentler, 1999); and the Root Mean Square Error of Approx-
imation (RMSEA) (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). With the structure of the VISA replicated, the convergent validity of the VISA was
assessed with commensurate global identity process constructs. In order to explore the convergent validity of VISA, bivariate cor-
relations between VISA dimensions and global identity processes (i.e., DIDS: commitment making, identification with commit-
ment, exploration in breadth, exploration in depth, ruminative exploration) were computed.
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34.2. Aim two

To identify the appropriate number of statuses resolved by the VISA, (research question a) hierarchical cluster analyses employing
Ward's method and Euclidean distances was performed, using as initial cluster centers those derived in the original study conducted
by Porfeli et al. (2011). This cluster solution was obtained through a two-step procedure (Gore, 2000), which is becoming customary
in identity dimensions classification research (Crocetti, Rubini, Luyckx, & Meeus, 2008; Crocetti et al., 2011). In order to explore the
relationship between overall and vocational identity statuses, first we identified the appropriate number of statuses resolved by the
DIDS. The cluster analysis on the overall identity dimensions was conducted using a two-step procedure (Gore, 2000). According to
Crocetti et al. (2011) four- to six-cluster solutions were evaluated in terms of substantive interpretability, parsimony, and explanatory
power (i.e., the cluster solution had to explain approximately 50% of the variance in each of the dimensions). In the first step, a hierarchi-
cal cluster analysis was carried out using Ward's method based on squared Euclidian distances. In the second step, these initial cluster
centers were used as non-random starting points in iterative k-means clustering. We removed two univariate outliers.

In order to better understand the relationship between the overall and vocational identity statuses one, we employed chi-square
analysis via a simple contingency table. We employed standardized residuals within the contingency table to discern if and to what
extent the joint distribution of the VISA overall identity statuses deviated from null expectations. Finally, we tested the capacity of the
VISA subscales to predict overall identity statuses and for the DIDs subscales to predict VISA statuses Discriminant Function Analysis
(DFA). In the first DFA, overall identity subscales are used to predict the vocational statuses, while in the second DFA the vocational
identity dimensions are used as predictors of the overall identity status. In both DFAs the rate of correct classification was around 40%
showing that the two measures are related, but distinct from each other.

4. Results
4.1. Aim one: the Italian validation of VISA

4.1.1. Exploratory analysis: descriptive statistics and internal consistency of the scales

The results from the exploratory analysis of the frequency score distributions and the observation of central tendency and disper-
sion values demonstrate that the average scores range from 2.33 to 2.93; the standard deviations range from .36 to .65, showing a low
variability of each item (see Table. 1). The values of skewness and kurtosis ranged between 0 and 1 for all the items, so items with
scarce discriminative power have not been identified.

The subscales demonstrated substantial internal consistency and an appropriate contribution of each item to the overall reliability.
Cronbach indices were found to be oc = .82 for Commitment Making, oo = .84 for Identification with Commitment, o = .79 for
Flexibility, a = .82 for Self-Doubt, oo = .81 for Exploration in Breadth, oo = .75 for Exploration in Depth.

4.1.2. Confirmatory factor analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed on the 30 items. Fit indices for this model are in Table 1. As a result, Fig. 1
displays the final six-factor standardized solution for the VISA in the Italian sample.

All the six sub dimensions were found to contribute significantly to the three higher-order constructs of the VISA. The six sub
dimensions were found to be correlated (Table 2) as in the original version of VISA.

4.1.3. Convergent validity of VISA

Findings (see Table 3) revealed that VISA dimensions were positively and negatively correlated with DIDS overall identity in
mainly expected directions. Results showed, however, negative correlations between both the exploration constructs of VISA
and both commitment constructs of DIDS and conversely positive correlations between both the commitment constructs of
VISA and both exploration constructs of DIDS.

Table 1

Model fit indices.
Fit indices
Root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 0.05
Normed fit index (NFI) 0.99
Non-normed fit index (NNFI) 0.98
Comparative fit index (CFI) 0.99
Incremental fit index (IFI) 0.99
Root mean square residual (RMR) 041
Standardized RMR 0.03
Goodness of fit index (GFI) 0.98

Adjusted goodness of fit index (AGF) 0.95
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Fig. 1. Standardized solution of the six-factor model of the VISA.

4.2. Aim two: overall and vocation identity processes and statuses

4.2.1. The cluster model: identifying identity vocational statuses

The six-cluster solution obtained by Porfeli et al. (2011) was found in the Italian sample. In the four- and five-cluster solutions, the
percentage of explained variance was inadequate for several identity dimensions. The six-cluster solution offered substantive inter-
pretability, parsimony, and explanatory power. Fig. 2 presents the final six-cluster solution. While the number of vocational identity
statuses is consistent between Italian and U.S. samples, the identity status profiles of Italian students are different. The vocational
identity undifferentiated cluster (Cl 1; 24,8%) was characterized by moderate scores on all identity dimensions; the vocational identity
searching moratorium cluster (Cl 2; 19,8%) by middle-high scores on the two commitment dimensions and high scores on flexibility
and self-doubt, middle on in depth exploration and middle-low on exploration in breadth; the vocational identity moratorium cluster
(C13; 11.4%) by low scores on both the commitment dimensions, high scores on exploration in depth and low scores on exploration in
breadth and flexibility and middle scores on self-doubt; the doubtful foreclosed vocational identity status (Cl 4; 11,2%) by high scores
on both the commitment dimensions and low scores on both the exploration dimensions and on flexibility and middle-high scores on
self-doubt; the vocational identity diffused cluster (Cl 5; 10.7%) was characterized by low scores on both the commitment dimensions
and moderate scores on in depth exploration, high scores on in breadth exploration, middle-low scores on flexibility and low scores
on self-doubt; the vocational identity foreclosed cluster (Cl 6; 22%) was characterized by moderate scores on the both commitment
dimensions, low scores on in depth exploration and flexibility dimensions and middle on tin breadth exploration and in self-doubt.
Of particular importance, the optimal cluster solution did not resolve a vocational identity achieved status.

Table 2
Bivariate correlations of vocational identity dimensions.

VISA constructs

1.Commitment 2.Identification with 3.Flexibility 4.Self-doubt 5.Exploration 6.Exploration
making commitment in breadth in depth
VISA constructs 1. 1

2. 557 1

3. —.23" —11" 1

4. 26" 35™ 29" 1

5. —.56"" —.54™ 257 -7 1

6. —.53"" -31" 39" .01 46" 1"

*p<001.
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Table 3
Bivariate correlations of Vocational Identity with Overall Identity dimensions (DIDS).

VISA constructs

Commitment Identification with Flexibility Self-doubt Exploration Exploration
making commitment in breadth in depth
DIDS constructs ~ Commitment making 59" 49" —.20" 24" —.55" —.46™
Identification with commitment 62" 54" —.13" 26" —.62" —.44"
Exploration in breadth 217 22" 05 25" —.14™ —07
Exploration in depth 227 27 08" 37" —.19" —.07
Ruminative exploration —A41™ —26" —33" —.02 517 45"
* p<05.
**p <001

4.2.2. The relationship between overall and vocational identity statuses

Atotal of 6 clusters were retained. This cluster solution explained between 46% and 61% of the variance in the overall identity dimen-
sions. In the four- and five-cluster solutions, the percentage explained variance was less than adequate for several identity dimensions.

Fig. 3 presents the final six-cluster solution. The global identity searching moratorium cluster (Cl 1; 19,3%) was characterized by
high scores on all exploration dimensions and low scores on commitments; the global identity diffused diffusion cluster (Cl 2;
4,6%) by very low scores on all dimensions except for high score on ruminative exploration; the global identity undifferentiated
cluster (CI 3; 22,3%) by moderate scores on all identity dimensions; the global identity diffusion cluster (Cl 4; 18%) by low scores
on both the commitment dimensions, middle on in depth and in breadth exploration dimensions and high scores on ruminative
exploration; the global identity achievement cluster (Cl 5; 26,6%) was characterized by high scores on all dimensions except for
low score on ruminative exploration; the global identity foreclosure cluster (Cl 4; 9,1%) by middle-high scores on both the commit-
ment dimensions and low scores on the exploration dimensions.

To examine the relationships among vocational and global identity statuses, we conducted a Chi square test. Results showed
significant associations among vocational and global identity statuses classifications, 2 (25, N = 560) = 329.6, p < .001, Cramér's
V = .34, p <.001. Then, we compared the distribution of students across the vocational and overall identity statuses, considering
participants in every vocational and overall identity status and generalizing to committed (achieved and foreclosed), uncommitted
(moratorium and diffused), in-progress (searching moratorium), and undifferentiated cluster categories. The results in Table 4
show that the participants tended to be assigned to committed and in-progress vocational identity statuses when they were also
assigned to the committed overall identity statuses. However, it should be stressed that the only vocational committed statuses are
doubtful foreclosed and foreclosed. Furthermore, the cross-tabulation highlights that the students in the searching moratorium voca-
tional status were mainly assigned to the overall achieved status. Participants in the uncommitted vocational statuses were mainly
assigned to uncommitted and partially in-progress global statuses. Those in the diffused vocational status tended to be assigned to
uncommitted overall identity statuses. Participants in the vocational undifferentiated status were typically assigned to undifferenti-
ated and searching moratorium statuses. These results suggest that Italian young adults are progressing in their overall identity
statuses in advance of their vocational identity statuses.

In order to better understand the relationship between the overall and vocational identity status measures, we performed two
DFAs with (a) overall identity dimensions predicting vocational identity statuses and (b) vocational identity dimensions predicting
overall identity statuses. Statistically significant and strong correlations were observed between the first two discriminant functions
for both analyses, suggesting that the DIDs subscales are meaningful predictors of VISA statuses (see Table 5) and VISA subscales are
meaningful predictors of DIDs statuses (see Table 6).
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Fig. 2. Patterns of career commitment, exploration, and reconsideration for the six VISA identity cluster solution.
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Fig. 3. Patterns of commitment, identification with commitment, exploration in depth, exploration in breadth, and ruminative exploration, for the six DIDS identity
cluster solution.

For the DIDs subscales predicting VISA statuses, the percentage of correct classification is around 40%, with higher percentages
within the Doubtful Foreclosed (58.7%), the Moratorium (56.3%) and Diffused (50%) (Table 7). This correct classification rate repre-
sents an appreciable improvement over the base rate of 16.67%, considering the random assignment.

For the VISA subscales predicting the DIDs statuses, the percentage of corrected classification is around 40%, with higher percentages
within the diffused diffusion (73.1%), the achieved (50%), the foreclosed (47.1%) and the searching moratorium (46.3%) (Table 8). This
correct classification rate represents an appreciable improvement over the base rate of 16.67%, considering the random assignment.

5. Discussion

In the present study, we examined whether Italian university students could be appropriately classified with the VISA and the
six vocational identity dimensions identified with US samples (Porfeli et al., 2011). In doing this, we adopted the established pro-
cedures developed for the VISA including the measurement model of the VISA (aim 1) and the identification of an appropriate
number of statuses resolved by the VISA (aim 2). The results confirmed that the VISA, with some slight modifications to the mea-
surement model, is a useful instrument for assessing vocational identity statuses with Italian university students. In a broader
way, the results also confirm the union of the Luyckx (Luyckx et al., 2005) and Meeus and Crocetti identity status models
(Crocetti, Rubini, Luyckx et al., 2008; Crocetti, Rubini, & Meeus, 2008) into a combined six statuses model.

Table 4
Cross-tabulation VISA/DIDS clusters. Observed values indicated in bold are significantly different from expected values (i.e., standardized residuals higher than |2]): (+)
indicates that the observed value is higher than the expected value; (—) indicates that the observed value is lower than the expected value.

Vocational identity statuses Total
Committed (33.2%) In progress ~ Uncommitted (22.1%) Undifferentiated
(19.8%) (24.8%)
Doubtful Foreclosed  Searching Moratorium  Diffused  Undifferentiated
foreclosed moratorium
Overall identity ~ Committed (35.7%)  Achieved 36 39 54 1 5 14 149
statuses 24.2% 26.2% 36.2% 0.7% 3.4% 9.4%
47 (+) 1.1 45 (+) 39(-) 27(-) 38(-)
Foreclosed 16 18 3 2 4 8 51
31.4% 35.3% 5.9% 3.9% 7.8% 15.7%
43 (+) 2 22(-) 16 0.6 13
In progress (19.3%)  Searching 4 18 27 18 2 39 108
moratorium 3.7% 16.7% 25% 16.17% 1.9% 36.1%
2.3 12 12 16 28(—) 24(+)
Uncommitted Diffused 0 8 4 33 24 32 101
(22.7%) 0% 7.9% 4% 32.7% 23.8% 31.7%
34(-) 3(-) 36(—) 6.3 (+) 4(+) 14
Diffused diffusion 0 1 0 6 16 3 26
0% 3.8% 0% 23,1% 61.5% 11.5%
1.7 2.0 23(-) 18 79(+) 14
Undifferentiated Undifferentiated 7 39 23 4 9 43 125
(22.3%) 5.6% 31.2% 18.4% 3.2% 7.2% 34.4%
1.9 22 (+) 0.4 2.7 (-) 12 21 (+)

Total 63 123 111 64 60 139 560
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Table 5
Correlations between discriminant functions and overall identity dimensions (DIDS), first two functions.

Discriminant functions

1 2
Overall identity dimensions Commitment making 785" —.057
Identification with commitment 875" 130
Exploration in breadth 184 420
Exploration in depth 297 651"
Ruminative exploration —.527 796"

* p<0.5.

Moreover the findings indicated that the Italian university students are distributed across six identity clusters in a manner akin
to prior research employing a U.S. sample (Porfeli et al.,, 2011); however, the Italian vocational cluster solution did not include an
Achieved status and included a Doubtful Foreclosed status reflecting elevated scores on both the commitment scales, moderately
high scores on self-doubt, and low scores on both forms of exploration and commitment flexibility. Even if our assumption
(lower fractions of Italian students located in the committed vocational identity statuses compared with the US sample) seems
not to be confirmed, it should be stressed that Italian students reflecting vocational commitments were actually classified as
foreclosed (foreclosed doubtful and foreclosed) and no one as achieved.

[talian students, in contrast to our assumption, most frequently were assigned to vocational committed (foreclosed and doubtful
foreclosed) status relative to those in uncommitted (diffused and moratorium) statuses. A large fraction of the participants were
also classified in the searching moratorium and undifferentiated statuses perhaps because they continue to wrestle with establish-
ing a sense of self at work in a socio-economic context that has very limited work opportunities. Within a university system in
which all the students in this study had chosen a college major, these results suggest that only a fraction of these had committed
to a career. This discrepancy between academic and career commitments speaks to the increasing lack of confidence that Italian
young adults have in an educational system that presently leads to very limited work opportunities. This discrepancy also is consistent
with findings from longitudinal research in Italy demonstrating that Italian university students, in narrating their life story about their
university choices, demonstrate a tendency to select a college major more on the basis of intellectual curiosity and interest than in
terms of a work plan and career (Aleni Sestito & Sica, 2014). Aligned with this previous study, our present findings also suggest
that those participants in committed vocational statuses (e.g., foreclosed and doubtful foreclosed) have insufficiently considered a
breadth of career options nor had they considered deeply career options aligned with their sense of self. All of these findings support
the assertion that Italian young adults are coping with a very difficult labor market by either (a) committing to careers with moderate
to little exploration and appreciable flexibility and doubt or (b) they are uncommitted to careers and remaining in a career explora-
tion and flexibility pattern. These vocational patterns may be contributing to students choosing an academic pathway well before and
possibly in isolation from or even in the absence of career plans (Checchi & Ballarino, 2006).

In an effort to further discern the identity statuses of Italian young adults, we examined the associations between overall and
vocational identity constructs and statuses. Comparing overall identity dimensions with the vocational identity dimensions, we
found positive and negative associations between all the subscales with most being in the expected directions. Contrary to expecta-
tions, however, vocational self-doubt was positively associated with overall commitment and exploration constructs. In other words,
students who were making progress toward establishing an achieved overall identity status tended to experience more doubt in their
career plans and choices. Perhaps the more advanced global identity status groups had developed a more acute understanding of the
very difficult labor market they would face relative to their less advanced peers. These findings underscore the dilemma faced by Ital-
ian young adults. Making progress in one's overall identity seems to translate into premature career commitments or commitments
coupled to a lot of self-doubt. In either case, Italian emerging adults making progress in their overall identity appear to be facing ap-
preciable vocational challenges and distress in the context of a difficult job market (Sica et al., 2014). The net of these results suggest
that Italian young adults may be establishing an overall identity in advance of a vocational identity, which is an inference that
deserves further study with longitudinal data.

The associations between overall identity and vocational identity constructs and statuses strongly suggest that they represent sep-
arate but related constructs. On the one hand, the effects of vocational identity on overall identity are likely to be particularly strong

Table 6
Correlations between discriminant functions and vocational identity dimensions (VISA) first two functions.

Discriminant functions

1 2
Vocational identity dimensions Commitment making 766" —.017
Identification with commitment 623" 285
Exploration in breadth —.772" 163
Exploration in depth —.505 599"
Commitment flexibility —.187 662"
Commitment self-doubt .300 761"

* p<05.
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Table. 7
Classification for VISA clusters. Actual and predicted values and percentages.
VISA predicted clusters
Doubtful Foreclosed Foreclosed Searching Moratorium Moratorium Diffused Undifferentiated Total
VISA actual clusters Doubtful foreclosed 37 7 16 2 0 1 63
58.7% 11.1% 25.4% 3.2% .0% 1.6%
Foreclosed 30 28 25 6 10 24 123
24.4% 22.8% 20.3% 4.9% 8.1% 19.5%
Searching moratorium 22 15 51 6 3 14 111
19.8% 13.5% 45.9% 5.4% 2.7% 12.6%
Moratorium 1 2 3 36 13 9 64
1.6% 3.1% 4.7% 56.3% 20.3% 14.1%
Diffused 3 3 3 16 30 5 60
5.0% 5.0% 5.0% 26.7% 50.0% 8,3%
Undifferentiated 9 27 20 23 19 21 139
6.5% 19.4% 14.4% 16.5% 13.7% 29.5%

during the transition from school to work (Danielsen et al., 2000), but on the other hand, identity development is often marked by
asynchrony and relatively low congruence across different domains (Goossens, 2001; Meeus, ledema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999).
These findings affirmed by the literature (Porfeli et al., 2011; Savickas, 1985; Skorikov & Vondracek, 1998, 2011) support the need
for further investigations exploring if and how overall and vocational identity contribute to each other over time as people develop
and as economic contexts vary in academic and employment opportunities.

Like our examination of the associations between the identity constructs, the findings also show elements of convergence and
divergence between the overall and vocational identity domains in the Italian economic context and possibly other contexts
marked by very limited employment opportunities. First, students were most frequently classified in the overall identity achieved
status, but those in the status were also most frequently classified in the two vocational Foreclosed or Searching Moratorium statuses.
In other words, many of these seem to have reached a more advanced stage of overall identity development while still remaining
prematurely committed and/or doubtful about their career choices. This discrepancy may be driven by avoidance strategies allowing
Italian young people to avoid career projects based on personal aspirations because such projects will be difficult if not impossible to
achieve in the Italian labor market.

In sum, our results seem to confirm that the identity develops and operates differently in different life domains (Goossens,
2001). With respect to vocational identity, even if it is conceived as a major component of one's overall sense of identity
(Kroger, 2007; Skorikov & Vondracek, 2007; Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011), this identity domain appears particularly sensitive to
the labor context. Identity is a psycho-social construct, part psychological and part social/contextual. The context of work clearly
seems to be contributing to the definition of vocational identity in Italy. Indeed, the extremely distressed economic situation in
Italy and specifically for emerging adults who are in the throes of career decision making influences the distribution and nature
of vocational identity statuses in Italy. Moreover, our findings about the relationship between overall and vocational identity con-
struct and statuses, suggest also that the academic choice in the Italian context is perceived as being distinct from (but probably
related to) a vocational choice. Thus, the delay syndrome and delayed normative identity development (Crocetti, Rabaglietti, &
Sica, 2012) ascribed to Italian young people in transition, seems to be a particularly appropriate for vocational identity constructs
and processes.

Table 8
Classification for DIDS clusters. Actual and predicted values and percentages.

DIDS predicted clusters

Achieved Foreclosed Searching moratorium Diffused Diffused diffused Undifferentiated  Total
DIDS actual clusters  Achieved 75 39 20 1 3 11 149

50.3% 26.2% 13.4% 0.7% 2.0% 7.4%

Foreclosed 13 24 5 3 0 6 51
25.5% 47.1% 9.8% 5.9% 0% 11.8%

Searching moratorium 13 11 50 16 5 13 108
12% 10.2% 46.3% 14.8% 4.6% 12%

Diffused 0 6 17 39 28 11 101
0% 5.9% 16.8% 38.6% 27.7% 10.9%

Diffused diffused 0 0 1 5 19 1 26
0% 0% 3.8% 19.2% 73.1% 3.8%

Undifferentiated 22 28 37 16 3 19 125
17.6% 22.4% 29.6% 12.8% 2.4% 15.2%
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5.1. Limitations and suggestions for future researches

The present findings should be considered in light of some limitations. A primary limitation concerns the cross-sectional design
that was used, which does not allow investigations of causality or directionality. Longitudinal studies offer the opportunity for a
more robust test of the reciprocal impact of vocational identity styles on personal identity and vice versa over time. Furthermore, use-
ful insights can derive from considering the content dimensions of overall and vocational identity well as process dimensions, partic-
ularly in the context of narrative and quali-quantitative approach.

6. Conclusions and study implications

Despite these limitations, the current findings have important practical implications. First, the current study provides support for
counseling initiatives to help individuals design and redesign their lives (Collin & Guichard, 2010). Specifically, our findings indicate
that a number of university students need support to develop their identity (in both global and vocational terms) in an adaptive way,
confirming there is a link between identity formation and difficulties in university students in Italy (Aleni Sestito & Sica, 2010; Sica
etal., 2014). Indeed, although the overall identity achieved students could be vocational uncommitted (in an adaptive way), the over-
all and vocational identity uncommitted students are a big part of Italian sample. Furthermore, the results point to the need to specifically
target identity formation processes for the prevention of academic difficulties, developmental moratorium and psychological distress. In
this sense, our results support the specificity of identity construction and career development initiatives for emerging adults as planned
in the international context (Guichard et al., 2012).
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