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The Positive Career Goal Discrepancy Scale: Development and Initial Validation 

 

Abstract 

The 15-item Positive Career Goal Discrepancy Scale was developed to assess emerging 

adults’ appraisals of the extent to which their current career progress exceeds their set career 

goals. We generated 32 items based on a literature review, focus groups, and expert reviews, 

used EFA (N = 244, Mage 18.7 years; 65% women) to reduce the number of items, and CFA 

(N = 254, Mage 18.7 years; 68% women) to confirm the factor structure and demonstrate 

superior reliability at the total score level (ω reliability = .91). Validity testing demonstrated 

that the scale was distinct from a measure of negative career goal discrepancy and related, as 

expected, to constructs in the nomological net: correlated positively with career satisfaction 

and optimism, and negatively with negative career goal discrepancy. The scale is a useful 

addition to the career literature and is likely to stimulate research into positive career goal 

progress in young people. 
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The Positive Career Goal Discrepancy Scale: Development and Initial Validation 

Emerging adults (aged ≈18–25 years) are in a transitional period, during which they 

explore their life directions and options. In this period, they often feel “in-between” 

adolescence and adulthood and, thus, experience insecurity and anxiety regarding their future 

(Arnett, 2000; Salmela-Aro et al., 2007). Exploring possibilities, setting and adjusting goals, 

and making decisions and commitments for adult life are important in this life stage 

(Shulman & Nurmi, 2010). Goals play an especially important role, as these direct young 

people’s development and transition from adolescence to adulthood in a period that can 

involve more planning, goal setting, and evaluation than previous periods (Nurmi et al., 

2002). Goals motivate young people to develop strategies, identify opportunities, and explore 

their environment and themselves (Bandura, 1991; Lent, 2013). In the career context, goals 

stimulate plans and drive actions for achieving desired occupational outcomes, they influence 

choices and persistence in higher education (Lent et al., 2010), and contribute to young 

people finding satisfactory work and being more successful (Nurmi et al., 2002).  

Emerging adults must choose their future education and occupation paths as part of 

their personal goal setting (Arnett, 2000; Salmela-aro et al., 2007). However, goals have a 

dynamic structure that is continuously (consciously and unconsciously) being appraised, 

monitored, and reconstructed to meet contextual realities (Bandura, 2001; Carver & Scheier, 

2000; Shulman & Nurmi, 2010). When goals are appraised, there will inevitably be a 

difference or a gap between the person’s set goal or standard and performance; these are 

labelled goal-performance discrepancies (Bandura, 2001: Carver & Scheier, 2000; Lord et al., 

2010). In the career development context, Creed and Hood (2015; p.309) defined career goal 

discrepancies as “the perceived gap between the individual’s set career goal (future self or 

situation) and their career goal progress (current self or situation)”.  
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Goal discrepancies are positive if performance or progress exceeds goals or standards, 

and negative if performance or progress falls short of goals or standards  (Carver & Scheier, 

1998; Creed & Hood, 2015; Lord et al., 2010). According to Carver and Scheier's (1990; 

1998) control theory, these different appraisals of performance/progress compared to the set 

goal/standard have different consequences for affect and the self-regulation process. 

However, control theory focuses more on negative feedback loops and negative goal 

discrepancy reduction, which has resulted in more research on self-regulatory responses to 

negative discrepancy. The consequences of negative discrepancy tend to be unpleasant and 

noticeable, so individuals are more eager to find solutions to these problems (Carver, 2003).  

Ilies and Judge (2005) argued that while control theory provided an adequate 

mechanism for understanding the consequences of negative goal discrepancies, it is less 

useful in explaining the affective and self-regulatory consequences of positive goal 

discrepancies. These authors point to Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory and Locke and 

Latham's (1990) goal setting theory as more relevant to understanding positive goal 

discrepancies. When faced with a positive goal discrepancy, rather than necessarily reducing 

effort or coasting as control theory predicts, social cognitive and goal setting theories predict 

that standards and goals are upwardly revised, “creating motivating discrepancies to be 

mastered” (Bandura, 1997, p. 131). Ilies and Judge noted that, in addition to different 

underlying theoretical mechanisms, there were different boundary conditions for the positive 

discrepancy-outcome relationship (e.g., goal difficulty) compared to the negative 

discrepancy-outcome relationship (e.g., self-efficacy). However, positive discrepancy has 

largely been overlooked, with most focus given to understanding negative discrepancies 

(Carver, 2003). Understanding positive discrepancies is important, especially in contexts such 

as career development, where optimising and developing individual potential is of interest. 
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Research to date on career goal discrepancy has focused on the role of negative 

discrepancies in the career development process, by experimental (Anderson & Mounts, 

2012) and survey methods (Creed et al., 2015; Creed et al., 2017; Hu, Creed, et al., 2017; Hu 

et al., 2018b). Greater negative career goal-progress discrepancy was related to lower 

perceived employability (cognitive response; Creed et al., 2017) and higher career-related 

distress (affective response; Creed et al., 2015; Hu et al., 2018a; Sheppard et al., 2019). 

Career distress, in turn, was correlated positively with career goal disengagement (Hu, Hood, 

et al., 2017) and revision (Hu, Creed, et al., 2017), identity defence, and exploration 

(behavioural responses; Anderson & Mounts, 2012; Sheppard et al., 2019).  

In general, positive goal discrepancy research is limited and mostly conducted in 

laboratory settings (e.g., Ilies & Judge, 2005; Scherbaum & Vancouver, 2010) or with 

specific task performance, such as arithmetic calculations (Donovan & Hafsteinsson, 2006) 

and verbal tasks (Tolli & Schmidt, 2008). Other research has occurred in sporting (e.g., 

Donovan & Williams, 2003; Williams et al., 2000) and classroom contexts (Donovan, 2009). 

No research has examined positive career goal discrepancies. The one existing career goal-

progress discrepancy scale (Creed & Hood, 2015) measures negative discrepancies only. The 

important differences, both in the underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions, between 

negative and positive goal discrepancies (Ilies & Judge, 2005) indicate that positive and 

negative discrepancies are not polar opposites. Therefore, it is not adequate to simply use a 

negative goal discrepancy scale to measure positive career goal discrepancy; a new scale is 

needed. We addressed this gap by developing a valid and reliable positive career goal-

progress discrepancy scale, which has the potential to stimulate research in this area. 

Career Goal-Progress Discrepancies 

In the career context, Creed and Hood (2015) identified four essential negative 

discrepancy domains: (a) achievement discrepancy, the appraisal that current achievement is 
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inadequate to achieve the future career goal; (b) ability discrepancy, the perception that 

personal skills and abilities are inadequate to achieve the desired goal; (c) effort discrepancy, 

the gap between previous effort and that required to achieve the career goal; and (e) standard 

discrepancy, which is the perception that the career goal is too high.  

Creed and Hood (2015) used self-standards only as the comparator for appraisal of 

career goal performance or progress. According to social-cognitive and control theories 

(Bandura, 1991; Carver & Scheier, 1990), people also are likely to compare their goal 

progress with the performance and expectations of others. For example, students compare 

their study performance to that of their peers (Unsworth et al., 2016). Thus, the proposed 

positive discrepancy scale items referenced both internal (i.e., self) and external (social/other) 

comparators to better capture emerging adult’s appraisals of positive discrepancies. 

In summary, the limited research to date has focused exclusively on negative career 

goal-progress discrepancies. There is evidence of different affective and self-regulatory 

consequences, underlying mechanisms, and boundary conditions for positive goal 

discrepancies, suggesting these discrepancies are not polar opposites. Positive career goal-

progress discrepancies result from appraisals that career-related progress exceeds that needed 

to meet the desired career goal, which is more aligned with motivational discrepancy 

production and mastery than with discrepancy reduction (see Ilies & Judge, 2005). Last, 

appraisals are made between current progress status and internal (e.g., past performance and 

personal goals) and external comparators (e.g., expectations of peers and significant others). 

Previous Measures of Career Goal Discrepancies 

Wang and Heppner (2002) developed the 32-item Living up to Parental Expectations 

Inventory, which measures discrepancies between perceived self-performance and perceived 

parental expectations in personal maturity, academic achievement (including career), and 

dating relationships. Significant others (i.e., parents) are used as the comparators to identify 



POSITIVE CAREER GOAL DISCREPANCY SCALE 
 6 

 
discrepancies. Participants rate perceived parental expectations (e.g., "How strongly do you 

currently perceive this expectation from your parents?") and self-perceived performance (e.g., 

"To what extent do you currently perform in this manner?") items using a 6-point scale, 

where lower scores indicate lower expectations/performance. The total score is obtained by 

subtracting the perceived parental expectation score from the perceived self-performance 

score. This is expressed as an absolute difference (not as negative or positive scores), with 

higher absolute scores indicating higher levels of living up to parental expectations. Although 

no discrepancy direction is identified, Wang and Heppner found higher expectation scores 

than performance scores on all subscales, indicating negative rather than positive 

discrepancies were measured. They provided support for reliability and validity.  

Patton and Creed (2007) examined occupational discrepancies by comparing 

adolescents’ occupational aspirations (i.e., jobs most desired) with their realistic occupational 

expectations (i.e., jobs expected to get). Occupational aspirations and expectations were then 

classified according to Holland’s (1997) RIASEC coding system and characterised as either 

discrepant, when aspiration and expectation codes differed, or non-discrepant, when 

participants reported the same aspiration and expected occupational code. Thus, this measure 

used self or personal standards as the comparator to identify discrepancies. No discrepancy 

direction was identified in this study as the codes were nominal only.  

 In their experimental study, Anderson and Mounts (2012) measured occupational 

identity discrepancy as incongruence between the identity ideal and identity self-perception. 

At the pre-experimental session, participants were asked to identify their occupational 

identity standard using the single item, "Please write the name of the occupation you are most 

interested in", and before the feedback session were required to respond to a career aptitude 

survey as the experiment cover story. Participants were then given self-discrepant feedback 

by being told that they were not well suited to their occupational choice based on their 
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responses to the aptitude survey. They then generated a post-manipulation identity standard 

using the same single item and participants were categorised as changed or not changed from 

pre-manipulation. Being nominal, this measure did not indicate the direction of discrepancy.  

To address the lack of a psychometrically sound scale to measure career goal 

discrepancy, Creed and Hood (2015) devised a 12-item unidimensional scale that covered 

four domains (achievement, ability, effort, and standard discrepancy; 3 items each; 6-point 

response format: strongly disagree to strongly agree). All items are worded as negative 

discrepancies; for example, “My plans are not working out to get the career I really want” 

(achievement discrepancy). The scale has good reliability (α = .95) and initial support for 

validity by finding an expected positive association with career distress and a negative 

association with career goal commitment. However, the scale only measures negative career 

goal discrepancies and only uses the self as the comparator.  

 Unsworth et al. (2016) devised a scale to measure perceived discrepancies between 

nursing students’ current performance and that of peers, more advanced students, and 

qualified or professional nurses. The “discover discrepancy” tool provided scenarios and nine 

performance criteria as common elements of nursing performance. Students rated (5cm visual 

analogue scale, 0 = novice to 5 = expert) their current performance and that of their peers, a 

final-year student, and a newly qualified staff nurse on each criterion. The scale has the 

potential to identify both positive (performance better than comparators) and negative 

discrepancies (performance below comparators), although Unsworth et al. treated these as 

opposites on the same continuum and focused only on the negative discrepancies. The scale’s 

use is limited also as it specifically focuses on performance and knowledge discrepancies in a 

single career, nursing, and has no published evidence of reliability and validity.  

 In conclusion, limitations of the different existing measures of career goal discrepancy 

include that they do not enable measurement of positive goal discrepancies as a distinct 
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construct to negative goal discrepancies, only assess the gap between self-set goals and 

current progress, are situation-specific, or lack psychometric evidence. Consequently, we 

aimed to develop a psychometrically sound measure of positive career goal discrepancies.  

Current Study  

The study consisted of three stages, in line with classic scale development approaches 

(DeVellis, 2012). In the first stage, we generated items to capture the positive career goal 

discrepancy construct based on a literature review, reference to earlier scales, and by 

conducting a series of focus groups with emerging adults. We assessed content validity by 

having experts rate the suitability of the items, instructions, and response options (Beaton et 

al., 2000; DeVellis, 2012). In the second stage, we conducted exploratory factor analyses 

(EFA) to reduce the number of items and assess the scale structure. Divergent and 

incremental validity checks were conducted to establish that the scale assessed a distinct 

construct, and explained additional variance in related career outcomes, to negative career 

goal discrepancy. Using a second sample, we then conducted confirmatory factor analyses 

(CFA) to test the identified factor structure. In the last stage, we assessed the construct 

validity by correlating scores on the scale with those of constructs from the nomological net.  

The study was conducted in Indonesia with 1st-year students from multiple private and 

public universities. Much of the existing research in career goal discrepancy has been 

conducted in Western individualist cultures (e.g., Anderson & Mounts, 2012, Creed & Hood, 

2015). Little is known about career goal discrepancies in non-Western societies, where there 

are different contextual factors, such as the strong influence of parents and significant others 

that operate in collectivist cultures (Fouad et al., 2008). In a more strongly collectivist culture 

such as Indonesia, parental career expectations and career congruence with parents need to be 

considered in the career decision-making process (Sawitri et al., 2013). Thus, in line with a 
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social cognitive approach, external comparators (e.g., parents and peers) become important 

factors in career goal-progress appraisals and discrepancies.  

Method 

Stage 1: Item Development 

The aim here was to generate sufficient items to adequately capture the positive career 

goal discrepancy construct. We followed Vogt et al.'s (2004) steps in generating the items: 

review the relevant literature, refine definitions of the key construct/s, conduct focus groups 

with members of the target population, and use this information to develop a broad pool of 

items. Based on the literature review and examination of previous career goal discrepancy 

measures, we identified four potential domains of positive career goal discrepancies that 

aligned with those previously identified by Creed and Hood (2015) for negative career-

progress discrepancy: achievement (current achievement is more than required to achieve the 

future career goals), ability (the individual has more personal skills and abilities than required 

to achieve the desired goals), effort (effort expended to date is more than required to achieve 

the career goals), and standard discrepancies (the current standard is likely to be surpassed 

and higher career goals potentially could be set). 

Four focus groups were held with 1st-year students (N = 26; 50% women; aged 18-20 

years) from private and state universities. Participants were asked to reflect upon and share 

their own career goals, how they evaluated their career progress, what they drew upon to 

identify when they were on track or ahead of meeting their goals (i.e., how they defined 

positive goal discrepancies), what aspects (i.e., domains) they considered when evaluating 

this progress, and with whom or what they compared their progress. The information from 

these groups provided corroboration for the definition and domains initially identified. In 

addition, participants indicated that they compared their career progress to past performance, 

future goals, parents’ expectations, and peers when appraising career discrepancies. 
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We generated 48 initial items, approximately 12 for each domain (achievement, 

ability, standard, and effort) that represented a mix of comparators (past performance, future 

goals, parents’ expectations, and peer comparison). Independent reviewers (N = 7) with 

expertise in scale development and/or career research evaluated each item’s suitability (1 = 

not at all suitable to 6 = very suitable) and commented on item clarity and readability. Based 

on expert comments and ratings, we deleted 6 items with low ratings (< 5) and 10 that were 

considered less relevant, overlapping, or ambiguous, and revised 9 items to enhance 

readability. This left 32 items (mean expert ratings > 5). As we were aiming to devise a scale 

suitable for research purposes of from 12 to 16 items (i.e., 3-4 items per domain with a range 

of comparators represented) that would not place undue demand on respondents, 32 initial 

items (approximately twice the final desired number) were sufficient (Hinkin, 1998). 

The 32 items were generated in English to suit a broader research use, but, as the 

study was conducted in Indonesia, we applied the translation-back-translation procedure 

(Beaton et al., 2000) to convert the items to Bahasa, the main Indonesian language. The first 

author, whose native language is Bahasa, but who also is fluent in English, translated the 

items into Bahasa. Five independent Indonesian psychology academics, who also were 

proficient in English, reviewed and commented on the translated version. Finally, the Bahasa 

version was translated back into English by another two independent bilingual colleagues, 

who had not viewed the original English version. The authors then compared the original and 

back-translation versions and adjusted where needed. As a final check, the Bahasa items were 

piloted with five Indonesian emerging adults to ensure that the instructions, items, and 

response format were easy to read and understand. No revisions were required at this stage. 

Stage 2: Factor Analysis  

Our aims in this stage were to reduce the number of items and assess the structure of 

the scale using EFA, check divergent and incremental validity compared to a measure of 
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negative career goal-progress discrepancy, confirm the factor structure by using CFA, and 

provide initial evidence of construct validity by testing expected associations with constructs 

drawn from the nomological net (career satisfaction and optimism). 

Participants  

We received responses from 512 1st-year students recruited from 7 public and 6 

private universities in Java and Sumatra, Indonesia. We discarded 14 cases as they failed 

attention check items, used patterned responses (e.g., all 1s), or did not complete main parts 

of the questionnaire. This left 498 participants, who were randomly split into two subsamples 

(random split function in SPSS V26). Sample A (N = 244) was used for item reduction, EFA, 

and divergent and incremental validity checks with negative career goal discrepancy, and 

Sample B (N = 254) was retained as a hold-out for CFA and to assess construct validity 

(Byrne, 2010). Sample sizes were sufficient for factor analysis with at least moderate 

communalities and three items per factor (Fabrigar & Wegener, 2012). 

Sample A comprised 65% women (5% did not report gender), whose mean age was 

18.7 years (SD = 1.2; 5% missing), evenly split across private (52%) and public (48%) 

universities (5% missing). Participants were enrolled in a range of study programs, including 

psychology, social sciences, medicine, education, engineering, and computer science. Mean 

reported GPA was 3.2 (SD = 0.5, range 1-4, higher GPA = better achievement; 6% missing). 

For socio-economic situation, 2% reported it was Much better than others, 16% as A little 

better, 41% as About the same, 26% as A little worse, and 10% as Much worse (5% missing). 

Sample B comprised 68% women (6% missing), whose mean age was 18.7 years (SD = 0.8; 

6% missing), with 48% and 47% attending public and private universities, respectively (6% 

missing). The range of study programs was similar to Sample A. Mean GPA was 3.3 (SD = 

0.4; 11% missing). For socio-economic situation, the percentages were 1%, 16%, 52%, 21%, 

and 6%, respectively (6% missing). 



POSITIVE CAREER GOAL DISCREPANCY SCALE 
 12 

 
We compared Samples A and B to test if there were between-group differences on 

gender, χ2(1) = 0.71, p = .40; age, t(469) = 0.52, p = .60; GPA, t(438) = 1.52, p = .13; 

university, χ2(1) = 1.06, p = .30; study major, χ2(11) = 7.34, p = .77; and social-economic 

situation, χ2(4) = 9.25, p = .06, and found none, suggesting no bias as a result of the split.  

Materials 

The 32 positive career goal discrepancy items developed in Stage 1 were included in a 

questionnaire with demographic questions and scales to assess negative career goal 

discrepancy (for divergent and incremental validity), career satisfaction, and career optimism 

(for construct validity), which were drawn from the nomological net of career goal-progress 

discrepancy. We expected positive career goal discrepancy to be related negatively to 

negative career goal discrepancy, and as previous studies found positive relationships 

between managing goal progress and satisfaction (Locke & Latham, 2006) and having a 

positive view of the future (Ilies & Judge, 2005), we expected positive career goal-progress 

discrepancy to be related positively to career satisfaction and optimism.  

Negative career goal discrepancy. We used the 12-item Career Goal Discrepancy 

Scale (Creed & Hood, 2015), which assesses perceived shortfall between the individual’s 

career progress and career goals. An example item is, “My plans are not working out to get 

the career I really want”. The authors reported excellent internal reliability (α = .95) and 

supported validity by finding a negative correlation with career goal commitment and a 

positive correlation with career distress. Cronbach’s alpha with the current sample was .89. 

Career satisfaction. We used the unidimensional, 5-item Career Satisfaction Scale 

(Greenhaus et al., 1990), which evaluates individuals' subjective career success for meeting 

career-related goals. An example item is, "I am satisfied with the progress I have made 

toward meeting my overall career goals". This scale generated high internal reliability across 

several samples (α range .88 to .92; Spurk et al., 2015), and validity has been supported by 
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showing scores are related positively to task and career performance (Zacher, 2015) and 

negatively to neuroticism (Boudreau et al., 2001). Alpha with the current sample was .91.  

Career optimism. We used the 11-item Career Optimism Subscale of the Career 

Futures Inventory (Rottinghaus et al., 2005), which measures individuals’ expectations of 

positive career outcomes. An example item is, "I get excited when I think about my career." 

The authors reported high internal reliability (α = .87) and gave evidence for construct 

validity by finding positive correlations with general optimism, positive affect, and problem-

solving ability, and negative correlations with negative affect. Alpha was .83. 

Procedure  

The study was approved by the authors’ university ethics committee and the ethics 

committees of the participating universities in Indonesia. Students also gave their informed 

consent before completing the questionnaire. They were contacted via course convenors who 

provided a link to an online questionnaire or a paper-based questionnaire for those who 

preferred this. Participants could enter a prize draw to win one of 100 IDR50.000 (~AUS$5) 

vouchers. The study was managed by the first author and a research team in Indonesia. 

Results 

Exploratory Factor Analysis (Sample A) 

First, we assessed the 32 positive discrepancy items for skewness and kurtosis and 

examined the inter-item correlations (identifying those r ≤ .30 and r ≥ .80 for possible 

deletion) but did not delete any based on this. Next, we conducted a series of EFAs (principal 

axis factoring) to assess the underlying scale structure (Hinkin, 1998). As we expected all 

factors to be correlated, we selected an oblique rotation (direct oblimin; Fabrigar & Wegener, 

2012). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (.93) and Bartlett’s Test of 

sphericity (p < .001) indicated that the 32 items were suitable for an EFA.  

Various criteria were used to determine the number of factors, including eigenvalues 

>1, scree plot, Velicer’s minimum average partial (MAP) test and parallel analysis 
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(O’Connor, 2000), a minimum of three items per factor (Costello & Osborne, 2005), item 

coefficients > .40, and factorial meaningfulness (Hinkin, 1998). In the first EFA, we removed 

items that were cross-loading (> .40) or did not load substantially on any factor (< .40; 

Hinkin, 1998). We then re-ran the EFA and conducted a parallel analysis and Velicer’s MAP 

test. The EFA result showed three factors with eigenvalues >1, and the parallel and MAP 

tests also identified three factors. Thus, we retained the 3-factor solution (see Table 1).  

Factor 1, labelled Achievement and Ability Discrepancy contained six items that 

assessed appraised positive discrepancies between current abilities and achievements and 

what was required (e.g., “My achievements exceed those needed for my future career”). 

Factor 2, with five items, assessed positive discrepancies between set career goals and 

expectations (e.g., “I am confident that I can achieve a higher career goal than I thought 

possible before”), and was labelled Standard Discrepancy. Factor 3, with four items, assessed 

the positive discrepancy between effort expended to date and effort required to achieve the 

goal (e.g., “I am putting in more effort than needed to achieve my future career goals”); 

labelled Effort Discrepancy. Total variance explained by the 15 items was 63.2% (F1 = 

42.2%, eigenvalue 6.33; F2 = 11.5%, 1.72; F3 = 9.5%, 1.43), factor loadings ranged from .46 

to .84, and internal reliabilities (Cronbach’s αs) were .90 (full scale), .90 (F1), .83 (F2), and 

.76 (F3). There were positive correlations between Factors 1 and 2 (r = .52, p < .001), Factors 

1 and 3 (r = .51, p < .001), and Factors 2 and 3 (r = .47, p < .001).  

Divergent and Incremental Validity Check 

We examined the correlations between the positive and negative career goal 

discrepancy scales (see Table 2) to assess divergent validity. All correlations were weak and 

negative or not significant (total score r = -.21, p < .01; subscale rs range -.01 to -.24), 

supporting divergent validity. We then used multiple regression to test for incremental 

validity of the positive discrepancy scale over the negative discrepancy scale when predicting 
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career satisfaction and optimism. At Step 1, age, gender, SES, and GPA were not associated 

with satisfaction or optimism. At Step 2, negative career goal discrepancy had no relationship 

with satisfaction, β = .07, t(201) = 1.15, p = .25, FChange(1, 201) = .26, p = .61, but accounted 

for an additional 31% of variance in optimism, β = -.49, t(201) = -8.83, p < .00, FChange(1, 

201) = 90.52, p < .001. At Step 3, positive career goal discrepancy accounted for an 

additional 25% of the variance in satisfaction, β = 51, t(200) = 8.18, p < .001, FChange(1, 200) 

= 66.96, p < .001 (25% total variance explained), and an additional 11% in optimism, β = .34, 

t(200) = 6.19, p < .00, FChange(1, 200) = 38.29, p < .001 (42% total variance explained). These 

results indicate that the Positive Career Goal Discrepancy Scale measures a distinct construct 

to the negative discrepancy scale (Hunsley & Meyer, 2003). 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (Sample B) 

We used CFA to confirm the factor structure of the 15-item Positive Career Goal 

Discrepancy Scale on Sample B. As the EFA output indicated positive correlations among the 

factors, we followed Canivez's (2016) recommendations and assessed four possible models (a 

multi-factor model, a 1-factor model, a 2nd-order model, and a bifactor model). For Model A, 

the 3-factor model identified in the EFA, each item was assigned to its respective latent 

variable and correlations among the latent variables were estimated. Model B, the 1-factor 

model, assessed if all items could be represented by a unidimensional scale (assigning all 

items to a single latent variable). Model C, the 2nd-order model, assessed if the three factors 

could be represented by a single, higher-level factor (the three latent variables also assigned 

to a single latent variable). Last, Model D, the bifactor model, assessed the proportion of 

common variance explained by a general factor after controlling for the sub-factors (all items 

assigned to their respective latent variables as well as to a general factor).  

We applied CFA (AMOS V26) to assess the four models. The fit statistics used were 

those recommended by Byrne (2010): χ2 (p < .05 expected), χ2/df ratio (< 3:1 desired), 
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Comparative Fit Index (CFI; > .90), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI; > .90), Root Means Square 

Error Approximation (RMSEA; < .08), and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual 

(SRMR; < .80). Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC) was used to compare models given 

these models were not nested, with a lower AIC indicating a better fit. The fit statistics for the 

four models are reported in Table 3.  

While the bifactor model had the lowest AIC, all three multi-factor models (i.e., 3-

factor, 2nd-order, and bifactor) generated acceptable fit statistics. To help interpret the bifactor 

model and to compute model-based statistics, we followed recommendations by Rodriguez et 

al. (2016) and used the Bifactor Indices Calculator (Dueber, 2017) to calculate relevant 

bifactor reliability and other coefficients (ω, ωH, relative ω, Explained Common Variance 

[ECV], Percent of Uncontaminated Variance [PUC], and Individual Explained Common 

Variance [IECV]). See Table 4. Model-based statistics indicate whether positive career goal 

discrepancy is better considered as a general factor (i.e., better to use at the total scale score 

level) or is more reliably interpreted at the group factor level (i.e., at the subscale score level).  

The Omega (ω) reliability coefficients were .91 (general factor), .87 (achievement and 

ability discrepancy), .76 (standard discrepancy), and .78 (effort discrepancy), indicating high 

reliability for the general factor and good reliability for the specific factors. Omega H (ωH), 

or the proportion of variance attributed to a factor, was .81 for the general factor and .16, .31, 

and .23, respectively, for the specific factors. When ωH is high (> .80), a multidimensional 

construct is better considered at the total score than subscale level (Rodriguez et al., 2016b). 

Relative ω (proportion of reliable variance due to a factor) was .89 (general factor) and .18, 

.40 and .30 (respective subscales). The higher Relative ω for the general factor indicates that 

interpretation of the scale is more reliable at the general factor level (i.e., total score level).  

The ECV was .66 (general factor) and .24, .44, and .38 for the subscales, indicating 

that the general factor explained a greater proportion of common variance than the specific 
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factors; also indicating that the total score would provide a more meaningful measure of 

positive discrepancy than the subscale scores. For IECV, the contribution of each item to the 

general factor, six items were relatively high (i.e., > .80; 4 achievement/ability, 1 standard 

discrepancy, and 1 effort discrepancy item), suggesting that achievement/ability items mainly 

explained the variance in positive career goal discrepancy (Stucky & Edelen, 2015).  

The PUC also can indicate whether the general or specific factor level is the most 

relevant to use and report (Rodriguez et al., 2016a), although when PUC values are < .80, 

general ECV values should be considered, with ECV > .60 and ωH > .70 as benchmarks 

(Reise et al., 2013). PUC in our model was .71, ECV was .66, and ωH was .81, supporting 

interpretation at the general factor level. Thus, based on the pattern of these model-based 

statistics, we concluded that the scale is best applied at the general or total score level.  

Stage 3: Construct Validity (Sample B) 

Construct validity was assessed by testing the correlations between the Positive 

Career Goal Discrepancy Scale (full scale) and the validity scales (i.e., career satisfaction, 

optimism, and negative career goal discrepancy; see Table 5). There were strong positive 

correlations between total positive discrepancy and career satisfaction and optimism, and a 

weak negative association between the positive and negative career goal discrepancy scores. 

Further, correlations with age, gender, and SES were negligible (r range -.03 to .15); thus, no 

marked differences in the way different demographic groups might respond to the scale. In 

all, these results identified no bias in the scale and provided additional support for validity. 

Discussion 

We aimed to develop a psychometrically sound scale to measure positive career goal-

progress discrepancies to address an identified gap. The resulting 15-item self-report scale 

assesses three domains of positive career goal-progress discrepancy: positive achievement 

and ability discrepancy, standard discrepancy, and effort discrepancy, with model testing 
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indicating the most meaningful interpretation is achieved at the total score level. The study 

advances theoretical understanding of how positive goal discrepancy is manifested in the 

career context, especially in emerging adults. It also contributes to the existing career goal 

discrepancy literature, which has focused primarily on negative discrepancies, and will 

enable researchers to test hypotheses regarding positive discrepancies.  

Based on the career goal discrepancy literature (e.g., Anderson & Mounts, 2012; 

Creed & Hood, 2015), we operationalised positive career goal discrepancies as appraisals that 

career-related progress exceeds that required to meet the individual’s career goal/s. Positive 

discrepancy differs from negative discrepancy in the theoretical models that best explain the 

constructs, and there are differences in affective and self-regulatory outcomes and the 

boundary conditions for the two constructs. Social cognitive (Bandura, 1991) and goal-setting 

theories (Locke & Latham, 2006) provide more adequate explanations of the motivational 

and mastery discrepancy production nature of positive goal discrepancies, while control 

theory (Carver & Scheier, 1990) is more relevant to understanding the discrepancy reduction 

nature of negative discrepancies (Ilies & Judge, 2005). When career goals have been 

exceeded, social cognitive theory predicts that individuals will experience positive affect and 

will engage in upward goal revision and increase their mastery efforts. On the other hand, 

according to control theory, unmet career goals will lead to negative affect and downward 

goal revision in order to decrease the discrepancy (Ilies & Judge, 2005).  

We provide empirical evidence that positive and negative goal discrepancies are 

largely independent constructs and not simply poles on a single continuum. There was 

negligible shared variance between scores on the new positive career goal discrepancy scale 

and Creed and Hood’s (2015) negative career goal discrepancy scale. Furthermore, the new 

positive career goal discrepancy scale provided additional predictive power in explaining 

variance in career optimism and satisfaction to that of negative career goal discrepancy.  
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We identified three underlying domains in positive career goal discrepancy, rather 

than the four previously identified for the negative discrepancy construct (Creed & Hood, 

2015). We did not find evidence for separate achievement and ability discrepancy domains, 

but found these items loaded on a single underlying ability/achievement discrepancy domain. 

Potentially, when young adults appraise their progress, they make more global appraisals 

when making good progress and associated affect is positive but discriminate more among 

causal factors when all is not well. The explanation is that positive affect broadens attention 

by encouraging openness to possibilities other than the current goal, while negative affect 

narrows attention to focus more on specific threats or problems to be solved (Carver, 2003). 

Scholars need to continue researching and developing theory around the career goal 

discrepancy construct to ensure all underlying domains are identified. 

The bifactor model test indicated the scale was best interpreted at the general factor or 

total score level. There was excellent internal reliability for this (ω = .91) and initial construct 

validity was supported by finding expected positive correlations with career optimism and 

satisfaction, which were drawn from the nomological net of the positive goal discrepancy 

construct. Additionally, we found trivial associations between the total score and age, gender, 

and SES, suggesting little distortion when completed by these different groupings. As most of 

our sample reported SES as about average, we were unable to test measurement invariance 

across different SES groups. Future research should examine this. 

The Positive Career Goal Discrepancy Scale can be used to examine the role of 

positive goal discrepancies when considering the career progress of emerging adults. Goal 

discrepancies trigger affective responses and self-regulatory processes aimed at adjusting 

career-related goals and/or behaviours (Bandura, 1991; Carver & Scheier, 2000). To date, the 

lack of a psychometrically sound measure of positive discrepancy restricted empirical 

research to theoretical predictions related to negative career goal discrepancies. This new 



POSITIVE CAREER GOAL DISCREPANCY SCALE 
 20 

 
measure will enable career researchers to test theoretical propositions regarding positive 

discrepancies. For example, do individuals who experience a positive career goal discrepancy 

experience positive affect, such as elation, and then upwardly revise their goals by setting 

more challenging ones (vis-à-vis discrepancy production; Bandura, 1991)? Do they withdraw 

effort (vis-à-vis coasting; Carver, 2003). What boundary conditions affect these responses?   

This new scale also could be adapted for use in other research areas where positive 

goal-performance discrepancies are of interest, such as in academic achievement and sports 

performance. Goal-performance discrepancy research in these contexts has been restricted to 

experimental manipulation and measurement of discrepancies via differences in self- and 

other-set performance goals (e.g., ideal test scores or running times; Donovan & 

Hafsteinsson, 2006; Ilies & Judge, 2005; Scherbaum & Vancouver, 2010; Tolli & Schmidt, 

2008). An adapted scale would enable researchers to investigate how individuals in these 

contexts respond and change their behaviour and/or goals in response to appraised positive 

discrepancies using non-experimental and, thus, potentially more realistic research methods.  

This newly devised scale will also be useful for academic advisors and counsellors 

who assist emerging adults to maximise progress towards their career goals. Practitioners can 

help clients identify how well they are progressing as an incentive to re-evaluate their career 

goals and consider more challenging ones to help them maintain motivation and effort. 

Equally, it might be useful to show those who are feeling overwhelmed by the effort they are 

directing towards their goals that they are doing more than enough, and they can “coast”. 

Limitations  

 This scale was developed and validated in a sample of university-based young adults 

from one country. Contextual factors might have affected the construct definition as well as 

the results. Parents were the comparators on the highest loading items on the achievement/ 

ability and standard discrepancy factor. Parental expectations are important considerations in 
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career development in collectivist cultures such as Indonesia (Sawitri et al., 2013; 2020). On 

the other hand, in individualist cultures there is more emphasis on personal accomplishment 

and self-fulfilment (Oyserman et al., 2002), so the self as comparator might be more relevant. 

Thus, the applicability of this scale needs to be tested in other populations, including those 

with different cultural backgrounds (e.g., individualist) and with different educational and 

SES levels (e.g., less well-educated emerging adults, lower SES groups).  

Our sample comprised more young women than men, the majority were enrolled in 

social science courses, and were of higher socio-economic status than emerging adults in 

general. While we found no strong association between positive career goal discrepancy and 

these demographic characteristics, future studies with larger samples need to assess 

invariance across SES and other groupings. While we provided initial evidence of construct 

validity via expected associations with other related constructs (i.e., career satisfaction and 

optimism) and of divergent and incremental validity compared to negative career goal 

discrepancy, future research needs to extend the evidence for validity; for example, by 

demonstrating that positive discrepancies do not simply reflect trait-based responses. Last, we 

were not able to assess predictive validity, which is important for all assessment tools, and 

future studies need to evaluate this. For example, positive career goal discrepancy should 

predict subsequent self-regulatory responses such as upward goal revision and/or coasting. 

Conclusion  

 This study contributed by developing and validating the Positive Career Goal 

Discrepancy Scale, a measure to assess positive career goal discrepancies in emerging adults. 

This scale assesses discrepancies in achievement and ability, standards, and effort relative to 

both internal and external comparators. It shows promising psychometric properties and will 

be a useful addition to the career literature, potentially stimulating research into how young 

people who are progressing well with their career goals can maintain and increase their 
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motivation and optimise their career development. It also will be useful to career practitioners 

when they come to assist young people with achieving their career promise.  
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Table 1 
Items and Factors Loadings for Positive Career Goal Discrepancy Scale (N = 244).  

Items F1 F2 F3 
Ability and achievement discrepancy (α = .90)    

1. What I have achieved to date in my career has exceeded my parent’s expectations. .84 .01 -.11 
2. My parents are impressed by the high level of my career-related abilities. .77 .02 -.04 
3. My career-related skills and abilities have developed better than my parents expected. .73 .00 .04 
4. Compared to my peers, I have more of what it takes to reach the career I want. .73 .09 .05 
5. My achievements exceed those needed for my future career. .72 .02 .14 
6. I have more skills than needed to achieve my future career goals. .67 .05 .06 

Standard discrepancy (α = .83)    
7. I have higher career goals for myself than my parents have for me. .03 .80 -.17 
8. I have set my sights on a career that goes beyond my parents’ expectations. .14 .68 -.08 
9. I have set my career goals higher as I now think I can do better than I thought previously. .05 .62 .13 
10. I am confident that I can achieve a higher career goal than I thought possible before. -.09 .60 .26 
11. I am sure that I will surpass the goals I set for my chosen career. .03 .58 .18 

Effort discrepancy (α = .76)    
12. I am putting in more effort than needed to achieve my future career goals. .08 .08 .70 
13. Because of my efforts toward my career, I am now making better progress than I did previously. .08 -.01 .68 
14. I am putting in more effort to achieve my career goals than I did in the past. -.06 .10 .61 
15. I am working harder at achieving my career than my friends. .34 -.05 .46 

Eigenvalues 6.33 1.72 1.43 
% of Variance explained 42.2% 11.5% 9.5% 
Note: Total variance explained = 63.2%. Full-scale α = .90.  Main loadings are highlighted in bold. The Bahasa Indonesia 
version of the scale is available from the first author. 
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Table 2 

 Summary Statistics: Sample A (N = 244) 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Positive career goal discrepancy (Total)  66.79 9.59         

2.    Positive achievement/ability discrepancy 23.62 5.17 .87***        

3.    Positive standard discrepancy 23.82 3.83 .81*** .51***       

4.    Positive effort discrepancy 19.34 2.61 .72*** .50*** .49***      

5. Negative career goal discrepancy (Total) 40.64 10.11 -.21** -.16** -.17** -.17**     

6.    Negative achievement discrepancy  9.74 3.02 -.24*** -.21** -.19** -.17* .83***    

7.    Negative effort discrepancy 10.29 2.91 -.21** -.17* -.19** -.16* .90*** .67***   

8.    Negative standard discrepancy 10.14 3.32 -.20** -.17** -.15* -.16* .91*** .62*** .77***  

9.    Negative ability discrepancy 10.47 2.35 -.04 -.01 -.03 -.08 .84*** .58*** .69*** .73*** 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
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Table 3 

Fit Statistics for CFA Models (N = 254). 

  Models χ2 df χ2/df TLI CFI RMSEA 90% CI SRMR AIC 

Model A: 3-factor 201.88 85 2.38 .91 .92 .07 [.06, .09] .06 271.88 

Model B: 1-factor 300.71 88 3.42 .83 .86 .10 [.09, .12] .06 364.72 

Model C: 2nd-order 201.88 85 2.38 .91 .92 .07 [.06, .09] .06 271.88 

Model D: Bifactor 164.37 74 2.22 .92 .94 .07 [.06, .08] .05 256.37 

Note: AIC = Akaike Information Criterion; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; CI = Confidence Intervals; df = Degrees 

of Freedom; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean Square 

Residual; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index.
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Table 4 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis Standardised Factor Loading, IECV, ECV and Model-Based 

Reliability Estimates According to a Bifactor Model (N = 254). 

Items IECV Standardised Factor Loading 
General Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

Ability and achievement discrepancy      
Item 1 .91 .64 .20   
Item 2 .34 .51 .71   
Item 3  .74 .63 .38   
Item 4 .98 .71 .10   
Item 5 .98 .71 .11   
Item 6 .82 .64 .30   

Standard discrepancy       
Item 7 .50 .51  .51  
Item 8 .36 .50  .68  
Item 9 .77 .60  .33  
Item 10 .68 .35  .25  
Item 11 .83 .40  .18  

Effort discrepancy       
Item 12 .30 .48   .73 
Item 13 .70 .51   .33 
Item 14 .73 .56   .34 
Item 15 .99 .66   .03 

ECV  .66 .24 .44 .38 
ω  .91 .87 .76 .78 
ωH  .81 .16 .31 .23 
Relative ω  .89 .18 .40 .30 
Note: Boldface = items with relatively higher IECV (i.e., > .80)  
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Table 5 

 Summary Statistics: Sample B (N = 254) 

Variables     M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. Full scale: Positive career goal discrepancy  66.46 9.04       

2. Career satisfaction 21.36 4.54 .61***      

3. Career optimism 49.56 7.34 .50*** .32***     

4. Negative career goal discrepancy 39.91 9.33 -.27*** -.23** -.48***    

5. Age 18.66 .77 .03 -.01 .02 -.14*   

6. Gender (0 = male, 1 = female) - - -.03 -.12 -.09 -.15* -.07  

7. SES (1 = much worse, 5 = much better than others) 3.15 .80 .15* .05 .17** -.03 -.11 -.02 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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