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ovErvIEW

My initial aim with this thesis was a practical one. I aimed to understand the processes 
underlying two commonly occurring career transitions: choosing a career path and 
dropping out of university. Such knowledge may have important practical value, for 
example to identify and support individuals who struggle with the successful navi-
gation of these transitions. With this practical utility in mind, I aimed to generate a 
type of knowledge useful to practice: knowledge on processes within individuals, 
on a ‘micro-level’ timescale. After all, practitioners tend to work with individuals (as 
opposed to group averages) in day-to-day and week-to-week processes.

As I investigated these within-individual, micro-level processes, the aim of 
this thesis became more fundamental: to understand the nature of identity de-
velopment. As explained in the introduction of this thesis, forming and evaluating 
big career decisions is intertwined with identity development. Thus in order 
to fully understand the processes underlying career transitions, it is important 
to understand the processes underlying identity development. however, currently, 
not much is known about processes of identity development on a micro-level tim-
escale. Therefore another, and perhaps more prominent, aim of this thesis was to 
understand how we can conceptualize micro-level identity in the first place, which 
processes and mechanisms are essential to micro-level identity development, and 
how these processes and mechanisms may differ between individuals.

Taking both the practical and fundamental aims into consideration, the over-
arching research question that has been addressed in this thesis is: what are the 
basic processes and mechanisms of micro-level identity development and how are 
such processes related to big career transitions?

The short answer is that the person-centered, micro-level perspective used in 
this thesis has given us important new insights into the processes underlying both 
career transitions and identity development. In particular, it turns out that individu-
als differ strongly in the relation that they show between the two core processes of 
identity development: exploration and commitment (chapter 3). Moreover, these 
two processes seem to be only part of the mechanisms of micro-level identity 
development: emotional experiences seem to play an even more pivotal role in 
shaping identity commitments than exploration does (chapter 4). These processes 
of micro-level identity development are indeed related to career transitions. Specifi-
cally, the shape of identity development trajectories can be predictive of university 
dropout (chapter 2). Furthermore, in our theoretical model we show how we expect 
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the basic mechanisms of exploration and subsequent experiences to interact with 
relatively stable individual differences to shape the career choice process (chapter 
5).

SUMMAry of ThE ChAPTErS

The Process of Commitment Evaluation
In the first three empirical chapters of this thesis I have tried to understand the 
micro-level processes and mechanisms relevant to commitment evaluation, specifi-
cally in the domain of higher education. In all of these empirical studies we make 
use of intensive longitudinal data collected among first year psychology students 
of the University of Groningen in the Netherlands. Every week, for 5 to 8 months, 
the students were asked to describe an important experience and the emotions 
that had accompanied it. In addition, they answered questions on the strength of 
their educational commitment and on the amount that they had explored during 
that week.

Chapter 2

In the first study we have shown that processes of exploration and commitment 
seem to be relevant predictors of university dropout among first year psychology 
students. We have categorized trajectories of micro-level educational commitment 
and exploration into two types of trajectories using cluster analysis. We found a type 
of trajectory that is characterized by certainty, and another that is characterized 
by doubt. The individuals with trajectories characterized by certainty tend to show 
relatively high levels of commitment and low levels of exploration, and tend to be 
stable over time. Contrastingly, individuals with trajectories characterized by doubt 
show relatively low levels of commitment and high levels of exploration, and both 
tend to fluctuate much over time. Perhaps not surprisingly, individuals who show 
trajectories characterized by doubt are at an elevated risk of dropping out of higher 
education.

These typologies are useful to detect dropout in an early stage. The typolo-
gies of certain and doubting students should be relatively easy to detect, and this 
categorization performs reasonably well in filtering out possible dropouts: the vast 
majority of dropouts are likely to be in the doubting category. however, this predic-
tion is far from perfect, because the majority of doubting individuals does not drop 
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out but instead persists in the chosen educational path. We therefore used deci-
sion trees to optimize our prediction, and distinguish the features of the individual 
trajectories that predict dropout the best. It turns out that the prediction of dropout 
can be much improved by gaining insight into more sophisticated features of the 
individual trajectories. In our study, dropout is most accurately predicted if individu-
als show a decreasing trend of commitment over time combined with an increasing 
trend in the amount of fluctuations in exploration, or if they show an increasing 
trend in their level of exploration.

Chapter 3

In the second study we have investigated whether micro-level commitment and 
exploration are indeed as closely related as they appeared to be in the typologies 
that we distinguished in chapter 2, and whether these relations differ between 
individuals. We zoomed in on the relations between week-to-week changes in 
exploration and changes in commitment, within each individual. We presented a 
detailed picture by including multiple types of micro-level exploration and com-
mitment10. Because the study of identity on a micro-level is relatively new (Klimstra 
et al., 2010) this meant we had to advance the conceptualization of these different 
forms of exploration and commitment on a micro-level. We thus translated three 
main forms of exploration that have been used in studies on macro-level identity 
(i.e., broad exploration, in-depth exploration, and self-exploration) and two forms of 
commitment (i.e., commitment making, and identification with commitment) into 
concrete micro-level concepts measurable from week-to-week. We showed that 
our micro-level measures of exploration and commitment show good convergent 
construct validity. however, we found that the differentiation between two types of 
micro-level commitment is perhaps less useful as they are strongly related to each 
other within most individuals, and they show similar relations with the three forms 
of exploration.

We found that changes in micro-level commitment are indeed usually related to 
changes in micro-level exploration within individuals. however, the extent to which 
this is true and the direction of the relation varies greatly between individuals. For 
example, it turns out that an increase in exploration of alternative career paths is 
related to a simultaneous increase in commitment for half of the individuals, while 

10 In the other two empirical chapters (2 and 4) we only used one type of exploration and one 
type of commitment: exploration of the fit between the individual and chosen educational 
trajectory, and the commitment to the choice of educational trajectory
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it is related to a decrease in commitment for the other half. This emphasizes the 
importance of taking a person-centered approach. Indeed, this pattern would not 
have become clear if we had only used the average (which is close to zero), which 
could have led to the false conclusion that no relation exists (while in fact individu-
als who showed a relation close to zero were very rare). This large heterogeneity 
also aroused the suspicion that we were missing some essential piece of the puzzle. 
Why would it be so that exploration is related to increases in commitment for one 
individual while it is related to decrease in commitment for the next individual?

Chapter 4

In the third empirical study we investigated whether other mechanisms might be at 
play besides the dynamics of exploration and commitment and looked into the role 
of emotional experiences. Taking several theories on the micro-level processes of 
identity development as a starting point, it became obvious that an experience re-
sulting from an act of exploration could be of major influence on how commitment 
is impacted by exploration. Indeed, an experience alone could hypothetically alter 
the educational commitment that an individual feels, without any act of exploration 
preceding it. We investigated this potential role of experiences using the emotions 
that accompany experiences11.

We indeed found that for most individuals an emotional experience tended 
to be accompanied by changes in commitment. Moreover, we found that these 
changes in commitment were more strongly related to emotional experiences 
than to acts of exploration. But similar to chapter 2, we found that individuals differ 
strongly in the strength, and sometimes also the direction of these intra-individual 
relations. The results for positive emotional experiences were most consistent: for 
almost all individuals (94 %), positive emotional experiences were usually related 
to increases in educational commitment. Surprisingly, we found that negative ex-
periences were also usually related to increases in commitment for the majority 
of individuals (68 %). I say ‘usually’ because these are average relations within an 
individual. This means that a single positive experience is not necessarily always 
accompanied by an increase in commitment – they tend to go together, but the 
individual may respond differently each time.

That our study only shows general tendencies in how an individual responds to 
emotional experiences is important to note for at least two reasons. First, it is very 

11 Emotions are considered a good indicator of the personal relevance of an experience 
(Vleioras & Bosma, 2005)
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likely that an individual will not respond the same to different types of experiences. 
For example, it may matter whether a positive experience was in the domain of 
education, such as receiving a good grade, or in some other domain, such as getting 
a puppy. While both experiences are positive, the first is probably more likely to 
increase educational commitment than the second (getting a puppy seems more 
likely to distract and perhaps decrease educational commitment). Second, ac-
cording to an important theory on identity development (Bosma & Kunnen, 2001) 
responding to a negative experience with an increase in commitment is a process 
that the individual cannot maintain indefinitely. Such a process is called assimila-
tion: the individual compensates a negative experience (e.g., a bad evaluation) with 
reassuring thoughts and plans for the future (e.g., study more next time) which may 
temporarily increase commitment. But if many negative experiences keep stacking 
over time, a different process called accommodation is likely to emerge: the commit-
ment decreases in order to achieve congruency with the reality that the individual 
is faced with. Obviously, future research has much to explore with regard to the 
exact role of experiences, particularly in relation to these processes of assimilation 
and accommodation. Our current study has at the least shown that such an avenue 
is a worthy pursuit as emotional experiences seem to play an important role in the 
mechanisms of identity development.

The Process of Commitment formation

Chapter 5

The foundation for the last theoretical study on the process of career choice is 
formed by the insights from the previous chapters: the shape of the developmental 
process affects big career decisions, individuals differ a lot in these processes and 
the dynamics that shape them, and experiences play a large role in these processes. 
Building on this foundation, we merged several streams of literature from both 
developmental psychology and cognitive science to inform one conceptual frame-
work on the process of career choice. Because the conceptual framework is centered 
around a within-individual, dynamic and iterative process over time, it is hard to 
predict its outcomes using verbal reasoning alone. Therefore, to truly understand 
our conceptual framework and to be able to generate concrete predictions with it, 
we translated it into a simulation model and analyzed its outcomes.

In our framework, we assume that the process of career choice essentially 
consists of many micro-level experiences with career options that result from acts 
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of broad exploration (briefly scanning an option) and in-depth exploration (further 
investigating promising options). Each experience informs the individual on how 
well a career option may fit her. however, we also assume that the individual is not 
fully accurate in estimating this fit – this is where macro-level identity is likely to 
play an important role. For the individual with well-developed ideas on what she 
likes and where she wants to go in life (i.e., well-developed macro-level identity 
commitments) it is easier to accurately estimate whether a particular career path 
suits her, than for an individual who does not have such clear and well-developed 
self-views. We also assume that individuals can differ in the way that they tend to 
divide their time over broad versus in-depth exploration, and how selective they are 
in both considering an option promising and in deciding on an option.

The results of our simulations indicate that having a higher accuracy in esti-
mating the fit of a potential career path (presumably affected by a clearer sense of 
self ) also leads to better career choices. however, the extent to which this is true 
depends on the two other individual characteristics that we distinguished: the ten-
dency to explore broadly versus in-depth, and how selective individuals are. Indeed, 
our simulations show that all three individual tendencies (i.e., accuracy, exploration 
tendency, and selectivity) contribute to determining the shape and outcome of the 
career choice process. For example, individuals who have a tendency to spend most 
of their time exploring in depth and who are very selective are likely to explore the 
same options over and over again, without coming to a decision. This resembles 
ruminative exploration, a type of exploration that is commonly considered mal-
adaptive (e.g., Beyers & Luyckx, 2016). In our simulations, individuals who have ru-
minated a lot commonly make decisions far below their aspiration levels. however, 
our simulations also point to exceptions: individuals who are relatively inaccurate 
in evaluating the fit of options can actually benefit from ruminative exploration as 
it reduces the risk of making a very bad decision. Thus our theoretical simulation 
study has generated novel hypotheses on the mechanisms behind the emergence 
of ruminative exploration processes, and specifies conditions in which ruminative 
exploration is predicted to be detrimental or beneficial. This is just one example 
of the novel predictions generated with the simulation study and demonstrates 
the importance of thoroughly developing theory and hypotheses on individual 
processes using simulation studies.
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ThEorETICAl IMPlICATIoNS

Person Centered Approach is Essential when Examining Micro-level 
Dynamics
This thesis present a number of theoretical implications, one of the most important 
ones is that a person centered perspective is essential when studying micro-level 
processes of identity development and career transitions. We have shown that in-
dividuals differ in the types of commitment and exploration trajectories that they 
show (chapter 2), that individuals differ strongly in how changes in commitment are 
related to exploration and emotional experiences (chapters 3 and 4), and our simu-
lations predict that individual differences have a vital impact on the process and 
outcomes of career choice (chapter 5). In these chapters (particularly in chapter 2), 
we have thus demonstrated that an important aspect of the ergodicity assumption 
– homogeneity, which means that relations among variables must be similar for all 
individuals (Molenaar & Campbell, 2009) – is clearly violated for the study of micro-
level processes of identity development and decision making. Thus knowledge on 
such processes simply cannot be informed by group-based analyses of the relations 
between variables. This implies that it is essential for future research on micro-level 
processes of identity development and decision making to take a person-centered 
approach.

fluctuations as a Distinguishing feature of Identity Development
A person-centered approach, combined with the study of intensive longitudinal 
trajectories, has also brought to light new distinguishing features of the identity 
development process: fluctuations and stability. Individual differences in fluctua-
tions are not commonly included in typologies of identity: these typologies are 
commonly based on the level of exploration and commitment (e.g., Meeus, van de 
Schoot, Keijsers, Schwartz, & Branje, 2010), sometimes also including the general 
change trend (e.g., Luyckx, Schwartz, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, 2008). however, 
the results from chapter 2 suggest that the levels of commitment and exploration 
are intertwined with their stability: high levels of commitment tend to be stable 
while low levels of commitment tend to fluctuate much. Conversely, high levels of 
exploration tend to fluctuate much while low levels of exploration tend to be stable. 
Thus identity typologies may not only be characterized by the levels of explora-
tion and commitment, but also by the stability in these levels. For future research 
it may be interesting to include such stability characteristics as it may lead to the 
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distinction of new or other identity classes, and a new perspective on how identity 
develops.

Experiences are an Essential Part of the Mechanisms of Identity 
Development
Our results in chapter 4 support the hypothesis that experiences are an important 
part of the mechanisms of micro-level identity development. Emotional experiences 
in fact seem to impact commitment dynamics more strongly than exploration does, 
which supports the notion that emotional experiences are more proximal in the 
mechanisms of identity development while exploration is more distal. Emotional 
experiences could thus be a factor that has been overlooked in many studies of 
identity development while it could have substantially affected many of the empiri-
cal findings on the relation between exploration and commitment. Even though ex-
periences that result from exploration have indeed been described as an important 
part of the mechanisms of micro-level identity development (e.g., Bosma & Kunnen, 
2001; Grotevant, 1987; Kerpelman, Pittman, & Lamke, 1997; Vleioras & Bosma, 2005), 
experiences have so far usually not been included in measurements of the identity 
development process. Indeed, in various operationalizations of exploration that we 
know of (e.g., Bosma, 1985; Crocetti, Rubini, & Meeus, 2008; Klimstra et al., 2010; 
Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, 2006; Van der Gaag, De Ruiter, & Kunnen, 
2016), exploration is measured solely as various types of exploratory behavior, and 
does not include the experiences resulting from that behavior. Thus it is recom-
mended that future empirical studies that aim to explain the process of identity 
development include measures of (emotional) experiences, rather than only includ-
ing measures of commitment and exploration.

A More Parsimonious view on Exploration
Separating the experiences resulting from exploration from the act of exploration 
itself gives a more parsimonious view on the various forms of exploration that have 
been suggested. For example, recently researchers have found two distinct types 
of correlations between commitment and exploration (Zimmermann, Lannegrand-
Willems, Safont-Mottay, & Cannard, 2015). And in an effort to combine competing 
models of identity development (i.e., Luyckx et al., 2006; Crocetti et al., 2008) they 
propose to interpret this result as the existence of two different forms of explo-
ration: a form of in-depth exploration that results in an increase in commitment 
(more closely related to the concept of in-depth exploration of Luyckx et al., 2006), 
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and a form that results in a decrease in commitment (more closely related to the 
concept of commitment reconsideration of Crocetti et al., 2008). Based on the find-
ings in chapter 4, I suggest that perhaps the experiences resulting from these acts 
of exploration have mediated this relation between exploration and commitment. 
Separating the acts of exploration from their resulting experiences could thus mean 
that we do not need to distinguish these ‘in-depth exploration’ and ‘reconsideration’ 
concepts as two qualitatively different ways of exploring, but could just do with one 
‘in-depth exploration’ concept that may have two different types of outcomes (posi-
tive or negative experiences), which in turn determine how commitment is affected.

The micro-level focus of this thesis also provides a different view on another 
qualitatively different type of exploration that has been proposed in identity lit-
erature: ruminative exploration (Luyckx et al., 2008). Ruminative exploration refers 
to a repetitive form of exploration accompanied by feelings of worry, where an 
individual explores the same options over and over again without coming to any 
different conclusions. On a macro-level time-scale it seems useful to distinguish 
such a ruminative process because it characterizes a type of trajectory. however, on 
a micro-level time-scale it does not make sense to define ruminative exploration as 
a qualitatively different type of exploration: as a single act, it is hard to distinguish 
from in-depth exploration, with the possible exception that it should be accom-
panied by a particular set of emotions (i.e., feelings of worry). Indeed, we have 
shown in chapter 5 that ruminative exploration can emerge from a career choice 
process as a natural consequence of picky individuals with a tendency to explore 
in-depth. Thus, ruminative exploration may be best conceptualized a macro-level 
phenomenon, a type of trajectory that emerges over multiples weeks or months, 
but we do not need to assume that it is a qualitatively different type of exploration 
on a micro-level.

Thus in writing this thesis I have come to believe that we could do with fewer 
concepts of exploration, at least in theories on the micro-level building blocks 
of identity development processes. however, I do not mean to dismiss the many 
concepts of exploration, they may very well be useful to characterize a type of 
trajectory on a macro-level time-scale, and different types of exploration may also 
emerge on a micro-level even after filtering out the resulting experiences. Rather, I 
mean to say that which types exist on a micro-level, and how to distinguish them, 
is an important theoretical question to answer if we want to gain more clarity in the 
many concepts that exist in the identity ‘tower of Babel’ (Côte, 2015).
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Complex Interactions between Exploration, Experiences and 
Commitment
From this thesis we can conclude that exploration, experiences and commitment 
all seem to be important factors in the process of micro-level identity development, 
and they are likely to interact in a complex way. In chapter 5 we have demonstrated 
that such complex interactions and their resulting processes can be made explicit 
in a simulation study. Such a simulation study can generate concrete predictions, 
testable with common population-based statistics, while taking an iterative and dy-
namic individual process as a starting point. It has the added advantage of making 
theory much more concrete because it forces the researcher to be explicit about the 
wide range of theoretical assumptions that underlie a theory, such as the essential 
building blocks of an individual developmental process, how these building blocks 
interact over time, and how individual differences are likely to play a role in shap-
ing this process. Moreover, as our simulation study shows, explicitly modeling the 
dynamic aspects of complex developmental processes can lead to counterintuitive 
insights that one would not have arrived at by verbal reasoning alone. These insights 
of course need to be tested empirically, which may then lead to adaptations of the 
model. Such an empirical cycle, that includes simulations of a process theory on the 
level of the individual, is seen as a necessary next step (for example by Courgeau, 
Bijak, Franck, & Silverman, 2017) to combine theory on individual processes with 
population level statistics that are so commonly used in psychology (for an example 
see Steenbeek & Van Geert, 2008).

Making the Aspects of Identity Explicit: Micro- and Macro-level Identity
In the spirit of my mission to make sense of the many concepts in the field of iden-
tity studies, I have proposed a differentiation between two aspects of identity that 
both have been studied in identity research: the micro-level aspect of identity and 
the macro-level aspect of identity12. In the introduction, but also chapters 3 and 4, I 
have explained that micro-level commitments can be seen as concrete and contex-
tualized commitments that require an integration of relatively few elements over a 
small time-frame in order to form – a commitment towards a specific educational 
trajectory, place of work, or person. By contrast, macro-level commitments can be 
conceptualized as the more abstract ideas on own interests, values, ambitions, or 
strivings for the future in several areas of life that require an integration of many 

12 note that here the micro level vs macro level of identity does not refer to a distinction in 
timescales, but refers to a distinction in type of concept.
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elements covering a large time-span in order to form – a commitment to helping 
people, saving the world, or being a family man.

Such a distinction of identity in a micro- and a macro-level has the advantage 
that it has the potential to integrate two main streams in the field of identity 
research that differ in how they measure identity: with an identity interview (e.g., 
Bosma, 1985; Bosma, Kunnen, & Van der Gaag, 2012; Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, 
Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993), or with identity questionnaires (e.g., Crocetti et al., 2008; 
Klimstra et al., 2010; Van der Gaag, De Ruiter, & Kunnen, 2016). These different 
measures implicitly conceptualize identity differently: while the interviews focus 
on the commitment to and exploration of abstract views of the self (i.e., the macro 
level of identity), the questionnaires focus on the commitment to and exploration 
of concrete contexts in the environment of the individual (i.e., the micro level of 
identity). They can be united and better understood in relation to one another if we 
frame them as two aspects of identity that are related, but distinct.

Uniting the studies on these different aspects of identity implies that we should 
gain some understanding of how these aspects of identity interact. Some begin-
ning ideas on this interaction have emerged throughout this thesis, but as I also 
indicated in the introduction, much theoretical development is still needed. With 
that in mind, I will describe an example of how I think such interactions may occur. 
An abstract macro-level identity commitment of an individual may come down to 
“I want to help people”. This abstract view on the self then determines which of 
the possible career paths (i.e., micro-level commitments) are experienced as suit-
able and which are not. For example, for the individual that wants to help people, 
it may seem perfectly fitting to study psychology, but it may not seem so fitting to 
study engineering. Thus the abstract macro-level of identity constrains the concrete 
micro-level commitments that an individual is likely to form. In turn, the develop-
ment of these micro-level commitments may also affect the view that the individual 
has of herself. For example, perhaps a stacking of many negative experiences makes 
the individual who wanted to help people doubt the suitability of her micro-level 
commitment to study psychology. She may solve this conflict a various ways that 
result in either maintenance or change of her macro-level commitments. She may 
maintain her macro-level commitments for example by forming micro-level com-
mitments that are more congruent with it (i.e., assimilation): our example individual 
may still want to help people, but will look for other contexts to pursue this (e.g., 
social work, volunteering at refugee camps). Or the individual may change, redefine 
or nuance her self-view (i.e., accommodation) for example the individual may now 
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commit to a self-view such as “I want to help people close to me, but I do not want 
to do it as my day job”.

This conceptualization of identity in different levels brings up several theoreti-
cal questions that need to be addressed in future research. For one, are these levels 
of identity all the relevant levels of identity? I have distinguished these micro-level 
and macro-level aspects of identity based on what is commonly studied in identity 
literature. however, we can imagine the existence of commitments that are even 
‘more micro’. For example, a commitment such as “I will invest considerable effort in 
studying for this particular psychology exam”, can be considered more micro than “I 
want to study psychology” because it integrates even fewer elements on a smaller 
timescale. Indeed, we can imagine even smaller levels of commitment, all the way 
down to fleeting a commitment to a decision to perform a particular momentary 
action, such as “I am going to get up from the couch now and study at the desk”.

We need a much more elaborate theory that can account for all the levels of 
identity, perhaps using a dynamic systems approach as for example De Ruiter, Van 
Geert, and Kunnen (2017) have done for behavioral patterns of self-development. 
Such a framework may allow for the systematic integration of the many aspects 
of identity on different timescales. Moreover, it would seem particularly fruitful to 
integrate such a dynamic systems theory on identity development, which can be 
seen as the more reflective side of self-development, with theories on the more 
behavioral side off self-development, such as the one by De Ruiter et al. (2017). By 
integrating such theories we will have a much clearer understanding of how all the 
different aspects of identity emerge, how they relate to each other, and how they 
affect and are affected by experiences and behavior.

Finally, we should critically examine whether the terms ‘micro-level’ and ‘macro-
level’ identity are indeed suitable terms to refer to the distinction that I have made 
between the different aspects of identity. The terms ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ can also refer 
to distinction in processes over time (e.g., De Ruiter, Van Geert, & Kunnen, 2017), or 
in social contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1992), so it can become confusing to also use it 
as I do here, as a distinction in abstraction of concepts. Although the distinction in 
concepts is loosely based on their time characteristics (i.e., views that are generated 
by integrating small or large time-frames) they are also well distinguished by their 
level of abstraction, thus a terminology such as ‘concrete’ and ‘abstract’ levels of 
identity also seems suitable. I will leave the question of which terms are the more 
suitable to use to future research, the more important point here is that however 
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we should decide to name this distinction, the distinction itself should be made in 
order to help clarify the many conceptualizations of what identity is.

PrACTICAl IMPlICATIoNS

Dealing with Dropout
Universities in the Netherlands have been stimulated to decrease the amount of 
students that drop out through various financial incentives. The results in chapter 
2 show that it is possible to flag students at risk for dropout by monitoring their 
educational commitment and exploration levels. We have shown that this can be 
done with easily observable criteria, such as characterizing individuals as certain or 
doubting. Students have a high chance of persisting in their studies if they are fairly 
certain of their educational choice and experience only few periods of mild doubt. 
By contrast, students have an elevated chance of dropping out if they frequently 
doubt whether the educational trajectory is truly fitting and generally experience 
little certainty in their educational choice. This classification as ‘certain’ or ‘doubting’ 
can be achieved relatively easily, for example by taking only a few measures among 
students or even by qualitative estimations of a teacher or mentor. The two classes 
do differ in how accurately they predict persistence and dropout. While classifying 
students as ‘certain’ can predict persistence with a high degree of accuracy, clas-
sifying students as doubters is less precise. Although the vast majority of dropout 
is indeed in the doubting class, most of the individuals in the doubting class will 
persist in their studies.

Better predictions can be obtained by focusing the analysis of individual trajec-
tories on more sophisticated features that require more frequent measurement in 
order to be estimated correctly. We found two types of individuals that are likely to 
dropout. The first group showed a general decreasing trend in their commitment, 
combined with an increase in the fluctuation in the amount that they explored. A 
second group of likely dropouts showed a leveled or even slightly increasing trend 
of commitment, but at the same time a decreasing trend of exploration.

Universities can use a two-step approach to optimally predict dropout while 
also taking the practical restraint of limited resources into account: first classify 
students as doubting or certain to catch a large group with a possible risk of drop-
out, then follow the doubting student intensively to also be able to catch the more 
subtle change trends that may precede dropout.
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The results of chapter 4 give some clues on what we could do for students at risk 
for dropout. In this chapter we have shown that students usually do not easily give 
up their educational commitment: most students tend to increase their commit-
ment after negative experiences. We have argued that students’ own ideas on who 
they are and where they want to go and perhaps also their emotional and financial 
investments in their educational trajectory will prevent them from just letting go 
of their educational commitment whenever it is threatened. And this is probably 
a good thing. If students would give up whenever something happens that they 
do not like, there would probably not be many students left after the first statistics 
course. It is a resilient reaction. But if they keep this reaction up for too long, it may 
become less resilient and more of a rigid clinging to the educational commitment 
(e.g., Kunnen & Bosma, 2000).

For supervisors and mentors it is important but difficult to distinguish between 
resilient and rigid reactions to negative experiences. One way to do this is to ask 
first year students regularly about their experiences and how they feel about their 
chosen educational path. If students demonstrate an imbalance between frequent 
negative experiences in their educational trajectory on the one hand and an endur-
ing strong educational commitment on the other hand, perhaps a conversation can 
be started to critically examine whether this educational trajectory is indeed the 
right the choice for that student.

In chapter 4 we have shown that for educational commitment building it seems 
to matter most whether emotional experiences are intense or not, regardless of the 
valence (i.e., positive or negative). This implies that emotional experiences hold 
important informational value for the student – they use it to evaluate and adjust 
their educational commitment. Intense emotional experiences are thought to arise 
when experiences hold personal relevance (e.g., Vleioras & Bosma, 2005). Universi-
ties could try to facilitate such personally relevant experiences. One way to do this, 
is to design activities in the first year of higher education that allow the students 
to explore connections between themselves – their own interests and ambitions 
(i.e., their macro-level identity) – and activities or topics that are important aspects 
of the curriculum or the professional field. Such explorations may first be broad to 
allow students to select topics or future activities that seem fitting. Then students 
can explore a selected few options in depth, to check whether it is truly fitting. For 
example, the student may write a paper on a self-chosen topic important to the 
curriculum and most interesting to them, or gain hands-on experience with future 
activities that seem very enjoyable to them. If such topics or activities are indeed 
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congruent with the personal goals strivings of the student, the student is likely to 
experience a feeling of flow (e.g., Schwartz, Kurtines, & Montgomery, 2005) but if 
they are incongruent, the student will likely struggle with the activity. Such an expe-
rience creates an opportunity for the student to reflect on whether she truly wants 
to pursue this commitment, and this reflection could be stimulated by a teacher 
or mentor. Ultimately, this allows the student to be more informed on the fit of her 
current commitment: she can continue more committed with the knowledge that 
this is truly what she wants, perhaps combined with the knowledge that it is not 
going to be easy, or she can decide that other avenues are better suited for her.

Career Choice
If our career choice model turns out to have empirical merit, many implications can 
be imagined for both practice and policy. For example, over the past years the Dutch 
government has been increasing the pressure on students to make the ‘right’ choice 
for an educational trajectory: various measures have been implemented to make 
switching hard once an educational trajectory has been started (e.g., high fees for 
following a second bachelor or masters degree, replacing basic scholarships with 
loans). These measures seem to assume that students can make the right choice, 
if they would only make enough of an effort. Our understanding of the process of 
career choice as presented in our framework in chapter 5 is not in line with such 
an assumption: in our framework we assume that all career choices are to some 
extent a gamble. The extent to which a career choice is a gamble can be reduced 
by exploring more, but too much in-depth exploration also has a risk of resulting 
in rumination and bad decisions. Another way to reduce the extent of the gamble 
is to have a clear view on ones’ own interests and ambitions. Such a clear self-view 
is particularly difficult to achieve for adolescents, who typically have to make these 
choices, as they are in the midst of developing their identity. To expect of this young 
group in particular to be able to make the right decision may simply not be realistic, 
at least not for many of them. As we have seen in chapter 4 and 5, individuals need 
experiences in order to develop their educational commitments and to arrive at 
good career decisions, and this is probably even more important when they lack 
clear self-views. Thus it may be necessary for some individuals, particularly for those 
who lack clear self-views, to try multiple educational trajectories before they know 
what truly is the right path for them. It would be good if policy would be shaped in 
such a way that gives them this space.
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Other government incentives have stimulated universities in the Netherlands to 
implement measures to help students avoid making bad career choices in the form 
of various ‘matching activities’. Such matching activities entail that the prospective 
student participates in various activities at the university before she enrolls in the 
educational trajectory. For example, the student may have to follow a sample course, 
meet with a dean to discuss her career choice, or fill out some questionnaires which 
lead to personalized advice on whether the right choice was made. When framed in 
our career choice framework, this constitutes an extra in-depth exploration effort. 
Our simulations predict that in most cases this should help the prospective student 
to come to a more accurate estimation of how well the educational trajectory may 
fit her. Recent empirical studies have highlighted a few conditions that make such 
an in-depth exploration effort most effective: when the resulting experience is as 
close to the actual first year experiences as possible (e.g., ‘trial-studying’, which 
results are a good predictor of academic success; Niessen, Meijer, & Tendeiro, 2016) 
and when it is an elaborate matching activity (such as a summerschool) as opposed 
to a superficial activity (such as a single assignment; Slijper, 2017). The students can 
use such an experience to adjust their expectations to a more realistic level, and this 
would lead to the filtering out of those students who had a distorted idea of the 
trajectory they had selected, allowing them to change their mind. Thus theoreti-
cally, the introduction of matching activities seem to be a good development.

A promising way to help the exploration process is trough more elaborate 
career choice guidance trajectories. Our theoretical framework of career choice in 
chapter 4 can explain why career choice interventions that use a holistic approach 
are particularly effective (Kunnen, 2013; Kunnen, 2014). Such career choice guid-
ance trajectories (e.g., Orientatietraject Noord, n.d.; Saxion StudiekeuzeLab, n.d.) 
combine two approaches: they help young individuals explore themselves and the 
world around them. Guided exploration of the self means that the young individual 
explores her own interests and ambitions which is likely to improve the clarity of the 
self-views of the individual (i.e., macro-level identity concepts). Such clearer self-
views are indeed predicted to lead to better career choices in our theoretical model. 
Guided exploration of the world means that different career paths are investigated 
broadly and in-depth. The model indeed predicts that more elaborate exploration 
of career alternatives tends to be beneficial for making good career choices. how-
ever, our model also cautions for the emergence of ruminative exploration among 
picky individuals who tend to explore a few options in-depth over and over again. 
These individuals do explore elaborately, but are not predicted to make very good 
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choices. It may be beneficial to stimulate such individuals to explore more broadly 
instead of in-depth.

The model also provides inspiration on what could be the focus of the guidance 
given a certain set of characteristics of the individual that has to make the career 
choice. For example, individuals who have clear self-views are predicted to be bet-
ter off spending a large portion of their time broadly exploring many options, while 
individuals who do not have such clear self-views might be better off spending a 
large portion of their time exploring a few options in-depth. Thus the model gives 
ideas on the type of guidance that could be given to steer the exploration process 
in such a way that the individual has the highest chance of making a good career 
choice.

Questions for future research
I think this thesis has generated more questions than it has solved, which is probably 
the rule rather than the exception. The role of experiences in micro-level mecha-
nisms of identity development has just been lightly touched. I have shown that the 
emotional valence of experiences matters for educational commitment dynamics, 
and it seems to matter more than exploration does. But many questions remain: 
does the educational commitment of an individual always respond the same way to 
particular types of experiences? how long can an individual assimilate negative ex-
periences before she must accommodate? how does the content of the experience 
play a role? What is the role of experiences in commitment development in other 
domains?13 Can and should we begin to define ‘identity experiences’, a typology of 
experiences that are particularly relevant to identity development?14

Moreover, it may very well be that experiences play a different role when form-
ing commitments, than when evaluating commitments. For evaluating existing 
commitments we saw that experiences are not immediately related to decreases 
in the commitment of the individual – commitment commonly increases after a 
negative experience (chapter 4). Thus once the individual has invested emotionally 
and financially in a particular career path, she is motivated to protect her concern 
and seems not so likely to be swayed by negative experiences. She will firstly try 

13 Thanks to Moin Syed who recently pointed out this possibility during his discussion (Syed, 
2017) of this paper in the symposium ‘Integrating Identity Perspectives and Methods to 
highlight New Research Directions’.

14 Thanks to harke Bosma who brought forward this notion during his discussion (Bosma, 
2017) in the symposium ‘Identity Theory and Foundational Educational Processes’.
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to assimilate negative experiences: maintain and even increase her commitment. 
But this process is likely to be different when the individual is still deciding on a 
career commitments. In this case there is not yet a concern that needs protecting, 
few investments have been made, thus a negative experience may not require as-
similation but can inform the evaluation of the option without being distorted by 
the need to protect a concern. Indeed, for forming commitments, we have assumed 
that experiences inform the individual on the fit of a career option meaning that 
in this phase, a negative experience decreases the evaluation of the fit (chapter 5). 
The hypothesized different meaning of experience when forming and evaluating 
commitments seems to be an interesting question for future research.

Our findings have only made a start in explaining the dynamics of commit-
ment evaluation. In chapter 2 we showed that much fluctuation and low levels of 
commitment go together with much fluctuation and high levels of exploration, 
and that such trajectories are related to the chance to drop out of higher educa-
tion. Of course, fluctuations consist of ups and downs. We can explain the ‘ups’ of 
commitment with our results in chapter 4 – where positive experience but often 
also negative experiences are related to increases in commitment. Then where do 
the downs come from? here I feel we are still missing another important piece of 
the puzzle – the dynamics intrinsic to commitment and exploration. Perhaps some 
individuals are just more variable in how committed they are and how much they 
explore from one week to the next, while others are more stable. It would be very 
interesting if future research would investigate more on the conditions of variability 
and stability in commitment and exploration, and their shape over time (e.g., Val-
lacher, Van Geert, & Nowak, 2015).

CoNClUDING rEMArkS

There is one important generic message woven into this dissertation: a focus on 
micro-level processes within individuals can give many new insights into how and 
why individuals change and stay the same. Such a focus can generate new typolo-
gies of developmental processes, can give insight into the basic building blocks and 
mechanisms that determine the shape of these processes, and can lead us to 
translate abstract psychological concepts to concrete concepts more relevant to 
the everyday life of individuals. And currently, almost all of such insights into micro-
level processes within individuals are novel, and tend to be relevant for practice.
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Indeed, this focus on processes and mechanisms within individuals points to 
a way to move forward specifically in research on identity, but also in research on 
psychological change in general. For a long time the field of identity research, just 
as many other fields in psychology, has invested considerable effort to distinguish 
typologies and correlate these typologies with practically every variable imagin-
able. But what use do we have for this knowledge? As the Chair of the International 
Society for Research on Identity, Marilyn Montgomery (2017), recently pointed out: 
the field seems to be saturated with this generic type of knowledge, we need knowl-
edge that can be applied, knowledge that can bridge the gap with interventions. 
And as I have argued throughout the thesis, I believe that the type of knowledge 
that can bridge this gap is knowledge about micro-level processes and mechanisms 
within individuals. After all, practitioners work with individuals in day-to-day and 
week-to-week processes, and not with group averages. In fact I have come to 
believe that the famous ‘gap’ between theory and practice in psychology is not 
because there truly exist some kind of fundamental difference between theory and 
practice, but rather because science and practice tend to look at different things: 
averages versus individual processes. And while it may indeed be necessary for 
practitioners to concern themselves with individual processes, it is definitely not 
necessary for psychological science to limit itself to group averages, as I hope to 
have demonstrated in this thesis.

Besides, the many questions regarding micro-level processes within individuals 
that remain to be answered basically makes for a scientific ‘smörgåsbord’ for any 
researcher of psychology: you can just pick and choose the phenomenon you are in-
terested in, try to find out how it works as a fundamental micro-level process within 
individuals and you will probably be the first one to do so. With the technology 
being ready for creating simulation models, for collecting intensive longitudinal 
data, and for analyzing this data, such endeavors are now truly feasible. This is not 
only exciting for researchers at the start of their career such as myself, but I believe 
this also means we are at the brink of some major changes in the field of psychology 
in general.
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