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Perceived
Discrimination and
Social Support: The
Influences on Career
Development and
College Adjustment of
LGBT College Students
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Abstract
The experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) college students have
been an increasing area of interest in the realm of career development in recent years.
Although career theorists have posited the importance of considering context when
examining career development, the specific variables related to LGBT individuals’
experiences warrant further investigation. The aim of this study was to examine how
the perception of discrimination and social support related to career development
and college adjustment in an LGBT undergraduate student sample. Two multiple
regression analyses demonstrated that perceived discrimination and social support
contribute to vocational indecision and college adjustment. The implications for
career counselors and other professionals working with this student group are
discussed.
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The adjustment period that follows college entrance can include difficult transitions

for all students. Academic and social adjustment to this unique environment also

dovetails with a heightened awareness of one’s own career development process. For

students who may be negotiating a marginalized identity, these transitions may pose

further challenges. Recent literature on college adjustment and career development

suggests that lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) college students may

be a group that experiences these transitions in a different way, which would relate to

their college adjustment and career development.

Recent attention has been paid to the unique ways in which LGBT college stu-

dents experience and adjust to college. For example, Longerbeam, Inkelas, Johnson,

and Lee (2007) examined differences in the college experiences of LGBT and het-

erosexual students and found that the two groups engaged in different types of activ-

ities and spent their time in different ways. Additionally, research has shown that

LGBT college students may experience the campus climate differently than students

without a sexual minority identity. A study by the National Gay and Lesbian Task

Force (Rankin, 2003) found that over one third of LGBT college students reported

experiencing harassment on campus. Additionally, 20% of LGBT students reported

fearing for their safety on campus because of their sexual orientation or gender iden-

tity and over 50% reported hiding their sexual orientation or gender identity to avoid

feeling intimidated on campus (Rankin, 2003). As such, LGBT students may be

experiencing a qualitatively different adjustment to college due to issues related

to discrimination and a marginalized sexual identity.

Recent literature supports the assertion that the unique experiences of LGBT

individuals also play a crucial role in their career development. Mobley and Sla-

ney (1996) suggested that LGB individuals experience greater career indecision

and career confusion than heterosexual individuals. They also suggested that the

college years may be a particularly challenging time, as many LGB individuals

are exploring their sexual identity for the first time, at the same time that career

decisions are particularly emphasized. Furthermore, Schmidt and Nilsson (2006)

found that sexual identity conflict predicted vocational indecision for LGB high

school students and suggested that this may be due to psychological resources

being focused on sexual identity issues rather than career development during

adolescence. Thus, as posited by Hetherington (1991), a bottleneck of sexual

identity exploration and career development may be occurring during adoles-

cence, which also coincides with the time many individuals are adjusting to col-

lege life.

In addition to the issue of availability of psychological resources for career explo-

ration, other factors may uniquely affect LGBT individuals’ career development.
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Some authors suggest that LGBT individuals, by nature of their being a minority

population, have fewer role models in the work force (Hetherington, Hillerbrand,

& Etringer, 1989). Others, however, have found that LGB individuals actually

reported having more career role models and equivalent career aspirations to hetero-

sexual students but that they perceived less support and guidance in their academic

and career decision making (Nauta, Saucier, & Woodard, 2001). Taken together,

these findings suggest that the experience of having a marginalized sexual identity

might indeed influence career development.

Consistent with the literature on the unique challenges LGBT individuals face

in their career development, vocational psychology has begun to incorporate ‘‘the

importance of sociopolitical forces’’ (Blustein, McWhirter, & Perry, 2005, p. 142)

on the career development of underserved populations, including LGBT individ-

uals. For example, Schultheiss (2003) suggested a relational approach that high-

lights the importance of social support and sociocultural background in one’s

vocational development. From this perspective, the relational context of LGBT

individuals (e.g., whether an individuals’ relationships are supportive vs. hostile

toward her or his sexual orientation) may have important implications for their

career development. Super’s (1990) ‘‘life span, life-space’’ approach to career

development and Savickas’ (2005) theory of career construction, both attend to

the social and cultural context that surround individuals’ career development and

seem particularly relevant to socially marginalized groups. Specifically, in his

developmental career theory, Super postulated that individuals’ ‘‘life-space,’’

comprised of various social roles, both influences their career trajectory and are

influenced by social context. Expanding on this notion, Savickas takes a social

constructivist perspective, noting that social context is not only an influence but

that adaptation to one’s environment is what drives career development. Accord-

ingly, LGBT individuals may experience a social context that includes discrimi-

nation and other forms of bias, which potentially influences, or even

determines, how career development unfolds. Finally, Blustein et al. (2005) have

proposed applying an emancipatory communitarian approach to existing career

theories, which aims to reduce oppression and injustice, including homophobia,

on a systemic level. This type of approach is ‘‘emancipatory’’ in that it strives for

the liberation of subordinated groups; and it is ‘‘communitarian’’ in that it empha-

sizes compassion in social relationships on individual and societal levels (Blustein

et al., 2005). When applied to vocational psychology, Blustein et al. suggest that

such an approach would broaden the focus of career development to include both

the individual and the social environment, rather than limiting attention to one or

the other. Each of these perspectives highlights how an LGBT individual’s expe-

rience in social and cultural context may affect that individual’s trajectory of

career-related interests and the construction of her or his own ‘‘career story.’’ For

LGBT individuals, these contexts may include the experience of discrimination

based on one’s sexual orientation and the amount of social support one receives

around these issues.

Schmidt et al. 3
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Discrimination Experiences

The experience of discrimination has been shown to have multiple adverse outcomes

across a range of minority populations (e.g., Hebl, Foster, Mannix, & Dovidio, 2002;

Mays & Cochran, 2001; Sellers & Shelton, 2003). Discrimination based on sexual

orientation represents a social reality for most LGBT individuals and it is likely

to affect their development. Literature on perceptions of discrimination among

LGBT individuals specifically has shown them to be associated with outcomes such

as depressive symptoms (Huebner, Nemeroff, & Davis, 2005), psychological dis-

tress (Diaz, Ayala, & Bein, 2004), and participation in risky sexual behaviors (Diaz

et al., 2004). Research has also shown that LGBT individuals may be more likely

than heterosexual individuals to report that discrimination was an obstacle to leading

a fulfilling and productive life (Mays & Cochran, 2001).

One important context in which LGBT individuals experience discrimination is

on college and university campuses. In a recent survey of heterosexual college stu-

dents (Massey, 2009), it was found that discrimination based on sexual orientation

remains a socially sanctioned form of prejudice and includes traditional heterosex-

ism, devaluing the gay and lesbian equality movement, aversion to lesbians and gay

men, among other overt and covert hostilities. This is notable because Tomlinson

and Fassinger (2003) found that campus climate was the strongest predictor of both

vocational purpose (i.e., vocational competence, commitment, and organization) and

psychological vocational development (i.e., career indecision, decision-making self-

efficacy, and vocational identity), over and above the influence of sexual identity.

Because discrimination can have a profound impact on LGBT individuals’ lived

experiences, understanding how perceived discrimination affects LGBT students’

college adjustment and career development seems particularly important.

Social Support

Not all individuals experience discrimination in the same way, in part due to the

social factors at play in one’s life. For example, Meyer (2003) hypothesized that

social support was one protective factor against the negative mental health outcomes

related to minority stress (e.g., discrimination and violence) faced by LGBT individ-

uals. Similarly, research has shown that social support may have a moderating effect

on the psychological impact of many negative experiences, including discrimination

(e.g., DeGarmo & Martinez, 2006; Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind, & Jaakkola, 2006).

As discussed above, Schultheiss (2003), Super (1990), and Savickas (2005),

among other theorists in vocational psychology, acknowledge that contextual sup-

ports also have a role in charting the career trajectory for most individuals. Social

support has been documented to have relationships with career development in LGB

individuals (Nauta et al., 2001; Schmidt & Nilsson, 2006) and adjustment to college

in ethnic and racial minority students (Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005). Thus,

when examining the relationship between perceived discrimination, career
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development, and college adjustment, it seems important to include an examination

of the potential role of social support.

Summary

As the literature reviewed above has demonstrated, LGBT college students have

unique experiences in both career development and college adjustment. Among

these challenges may be negative attitudes of fellow students and the experience

of discrimination. Understanding how the perception of discrimination relates to the

important developmental tasks of adjustment to college and career development in

LGBT individuals is particularly important as perceived discrimination has been

found to be related to a variety of adverse outcomes for LGBT individuals. Addition-

ally, the role of social support is an important consideration as it has been found to

serve a buffering role against the negative impacts of perceived discrimination and

has been postulated to have significance with regard to career development and col-

lege adjustment. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the roles of per-

ceived discrimination and social support in predicting vocational indecision and

college adjustment in an LGBT college student sample.

Method

Participants

Participants consisted of 189 LGBT undergraduate college students. All students

were currently enrolled university students (27.5% first year, 25.4% second year,

21.2% third year, and 25.9% fourth year or more). The mean age was 20 years

(SD¼ 1.85). Females accounted for 59.8%, while 35.4% were male, 1.6% identified

as transgender (male to female), and 3.2% were transgender (female to male). Only

participants who stated their sexual orientation to be lesbian, gay, or bisexual on the

demographic survey were included in the analysis. Thus, the students who identified

as transgender also endorsed a lesbian, gay, or bisexual sexual identity. Finally,

79.9% of the students were White/Caucasian, 3.7% African American/Black,

5.3% Hispanic/Latino, 4.8% Asian American, 0.5% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islan-

ders, and 5.8% labeled their race as ‘‘Other.’’ Data on socioeconomic status were not

obtained.

Procedure

Announcements about the survey were made through an e-mail listserv that went to

LGBT campus groups across the country. Potential participants were given a contact

name and e-mail address of one of the researchers, who then directed interested indi-

viduals to the online survey. The online survey included demographic questions,

experimenter-designed measures of college adjustment and perceived discrimina-

tion, the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS; Zimet,

Schmidt et al. 5
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Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988), and the Career Decision Scale (CDS; Osipow,

Carney, & Barak, 1976). After completing the assessment, participants received

further information about the study and resources should they have more questions

or wish to seek counseling.

Measures
Perceived discrimination. Perceived discrimination for sexual orientation was mea-

sured by an experimenter-designed instrument. This measure consisted of 8 items

answered on a five-point Likert-type scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very frequently). All

items were developed by the researchers based on a review of relevant literature on

perceptions of discrimination. As most of the literature in this area has been focused

on racial discrimination, the items were adapted from measures assessing percep-

tions of racial discrimination among adolescent populations (Cassidy, O’Connor,

Howe, & Warden, 2005; Phinney, Madden, & Santos, 1998; Verkuyten, 1998) with

significant modifications reflecting the unique experiences of LGBT college stu-

dents. The items therefore reflected statements regarding the perception of being dis-

criminated against based on one’s sexual orientation in general (e.g., ‘‘I felt

unaccepted by others because of my sexual orientation’’) and on campus specifically

(e.g., ‘‘I felt that my sexual identity has been under represented in class material’’).

As this measure was newly designed for this study, a factor analysis using a prin-

ciple components extraction was run to determine whether all items loaded onto one

factor, as hypothesized. Ten items were originally included in the scale develop-

ment, but when all 10 items were entered, 2 factors were extracted with Eigenvalues

greater than 1. Eight of the items loaded onto one factor (43% of the variance), with

the two reverse-coded items loading onto a second factor (13% of the variance). For

this reason, the analysis was rerun eliminating the two reverse coded items. In this

second analysis, one factor was extracted accounting for 54% of the variance. As the

second factor structure accounted for approximately the same amount of variance

with only one factor, it was determined that the final scale used in the analysis would

consist of the 8 items loading on that factor. The Cronbach’s a of this scale for this

sample was .90. In piloting these items with both LGB and heterosexual college stu-

dents, the LGB students scored statistically significantly higher than their heterosex-

ual counterparts (p < .05), which serves as initial validity evidence.

Social support. The MSPSS (Zimet et al., 1988) measured the perceived adequacy

of social support with 12 items on a 7-point Likert-type scale (from very strongly

agree to very strongly disagree). The scale contained three subscales: support from

family (e.g., ‘‘My family really tries to help me’’), support from friends (e.g., ‘‘I can

count on my friends when things support go wrong’’), and from a significant other

(e.g., ‘‘There is a special person who is around when I am in need’’).

The original sample included undergraduate students whose overall mean was

5.80 (SD¼ 0.86; Zimet et al., 1988) and has since been used in a study with bisexual
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females (Beaber, 2008), though it has not been validated on a sample of lesbian or

gay individuals. Higher scores indicated higher perceptions of social support. In the

original development, the scale demonstrated good reliability with an overall

Cronbach’s a of .88. Test–retest reliability after a 2- to 3-month interval was also

strong, with an a of .85 for the overall scale (Zimet et al., 1988). Validity was estab-

lished through correlations in expected directions with The Perceived Social Support

from Family and Friends Scale, as well as other measures of psychological variables

often associated with social support (e.g., loneliness; Eker, Arkar, & Yaldiz, 2001).

Although three subscales (family, friends, and significant other) can also be obtained

with this scale, this study was primarily concerned with overall perceptions of social

support and only the total scale score was used in the analyses. The Cronbach’s a for

the total scale in the current study was .87.

CDS. Career indecision was measured using the CDS (Osipow, Carney, Winer,

Yanico, & Koschier, 1976). The CDS was normed on high school and college stu-

dents and has demonstrated adequate reliability and validity in at least one study of

LGB high school students (Schmidt & Nilsson, 2006). This scale contains 19 items,

including a 2-item Certainty scale, a 16-item Indecision scale, and an open-ended

question that allows respondents to put their concerns in their own words. For this

study, only the first 18 items, which are responded to on a 4-point Likert-type scale

from 1 (for not at all like me) to 4 (exactly like me), were included in the survey.

Higher total scores represented greater career indecision. An example of an item

from this scale was ‘‘Several careers have equal appeal to me. I’m having a difficult

time deciding among them.’’ This measure has shown good test–retest reliability

estimates of .81 and higher (Osipow, Carney, & Barak, 1976). Concurrent validity

has been reported based on correlations with measures of career decision-making

self-efficacy, as well as general measures of personal conflict and confidence

(Osipow & Schweikert, 1981). Furthermore, in a study with LGB high school stu-

dents, the CDS correlated in a negative (expected) direction with a measure of career

maturity (Schmidt & Nilsson, 2006). In the current study, Cronbach’s a was .88.

Personal/social adjustment to college. An experimenter-designed measure addressed

students’ adjustment to college. A new scale was created due to the shortage of brief

college adjustment measures that have been published for wide use. Items were cho-

sen based on their relevance to the three domains of college adjustment identified by

Baker and Siryk (1984), as their measure of this construct (the Student Adaptation to

College Questionnaire, SACQ) has been widely used. The SACQ was not chosen for

this study due to its length (67 items) and a short form is currently not available.

Items were developed based on a review of the college adjustment literature (Baker

& Siryk, 1984, 1986; Pinkney, 1992), resulting in nine items on a 7-point Likert-type

scale (from very strongly agree to very strongly disagree) that most broadly captured

adjustment in three domains: academic (e.g., ‘‘I feel overwhelmed by my school-

work’’), social (e.g., ‘‘I feel I can talk to my friends at school when something is
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troubling me’’), and personal (e.g., ‘‘I feel content with my choice of university’’). In

a pilot study of this measure, validity was evidenced by moderate-to-strong positive

correlations between college adjustment and life satisfaction, happiness, and posi-

tive affect, and a negative correlation with negative affect (Schmidt & Welsh,

2010). Cronbach’s a was reported as .87, evidencing solid reliability (Schmidt &

Welsh, 2010).

As this was a newly developed measure, a principle components factor analysis

was run with this sample and two factors were extracted with Eigenvalues greater

than 1. Specifically, 6 items loaded onto the same factor accounting for 42.55%,

whereas the items addressing academic adjustment loaded on a second factor

accounting for 19.14% of the variance. In considering whether to retain the aca-

demic items of the college adjustment scale for our analysis, we considered the

link between career development and academic adjustment to college and how

indictors of academic adjustment (such as grade point average) are often linked

to career development variables (e.g., Healy, O’Shea, & Crook, 1985). This

appeared to be the case here as well, seeing as the academic adjustment items cor-

related with the CDS (r ¼ �.25, p < .05). However, as the academic adjustment

items appeared to measure a somewhat different construct than the items indicat-

ing social and personal adjustment to college, we decided to remove the academic

items from the college adjustment scale and look only at the relationships of the

independent variables with personal/social adjustment to college. Additionally,

taking out the academic adjustment items reduced the correlation between college

adjustment and the CDS, making the dependent variables more discreet constructs

to be analyzed independently of one another. Thereby, the academic items were

removed from the scale, leaving 6 items that loaded on one factor (in a principle

components factor analysis) accounting for 56.95% of the variance. Thus, the

mean of the remaining 6 items was used in the analysis and represented social

and personal adjustment to college. The sample showed Cronbach’s a of .84,

demonstrating good internal consistency.

Results

To determine the influence of perceived discrimination and social support on voca-

tional indecision and college adjustment, we conducted two multiple regression

analyses. As the potential of a moderation effect was being tested, the procedures

outlined by Frazier, Tix, and Barron (2004) for testing such a model were followed.

Accordingly, we first examined bivariate correlations to determine whether it was

necessary to control for the effects of possible covariates (specifically gender and

year in school, as these variables have been shown to correlate with career develop-

ment; e.g., Luzzo, 1995; Patton & Creed, 2001). Bivariate correlations are listed in

Table 1. The correlations between the potential covariates and the dependent vari-

ables demonstrated that year in school had a statistically significant correlation with

the CDS, making it necessary to include this covariate in the regression equation.
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Gender did not correlate with either dependent variable and thus was not included in

the regression analyses. Hence, year in school was entered at the first step of the

regression equation with vocational indecision, while no covariates were entered

at this step with college adjustment. Next, the predictor variable (perceived discrim-

ination) and the moderator (social support) were entered in each regression equation.

The final step of each analysis examined the interaction between perceived discrim-

ination and social support to determine whether social support had a moderating role

between perceived discrimination and the dependent variables (career indecision

and college adjustment). Standardized scores were created for social support and

perceived discrimination, and the interaction term was calculated by taking the prod-

uct of the independent variable (perceived discrimination) and the moderator (social

support). One regression was calculated for each of the dependent variables. Unstan-

dardized scores (B) were examined in the output as an interaction term was present,

making standardized scores not interpretable (Frazier et al., 2004). For means, stan-

dard deviations, and bivariate correlations, see Table 1.

With regard to vocational indecision, all steps of the regression equation were sta-

tistically significant (see Table 2) and the full model accounted for 9% of the var-

iance, which is consistent with a small-to-medium effect size (Cohen, 1992). The

potential covariate, year in school, was entered in the first step and was statistically

significant when entered on its own and subsequently when the remaining variables

were entered. When perceived discrimination and social support were entered in the

second step of the equation, only social support reached statistical significance.

However, perceived discrimination, social support, and the interaction of the two

were statistically significant in the final step of the analysis. As a statistically signif-

icant interaction was detected, we conducted two additional regressions to test the

simple slopes at high and low levels of the moderator, social support (see Frazier

et al., 2004). From these regressions, it was discovered that individuals with high

levels of social support and high levels of perceived discrimination had lower scores

on vocational indecision than the other three groups (see Figure 1). Specifically,

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations

M SD
Social
Support

Career
Indecision

Perceived
Discrimination

Year in
School Gender

College adjustment
(without academic
adjustment)

4.70 1.11 0.41** �0.15* �0.24** �0.1 <.01

Social support 5.33 0.92 �0.16* �0.19** 0.09 �0.14
Career indecision 1.75 0.49 �0.1 �0.17* �0.02
Perceived discrimination 2.58 0.80 �0.01 <.01

Note.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.
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Table 2. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results

Step and Variable B SE B b R2 R2 Change

Dependent variable: career indecision
Step 1

Constant 1.93 0.082
Year in school �0.07 0.03 �.17* .03 .03

Step 2
Perceived discrimination (z score) �0.06 0.03 �.13
Social support (z score) �0.08 0.04 �.17* .07 .04

Step 3
Perceived Discrimination � Social Support �0.07 0.03 �.16* .09 .03

Dependent variable: college adjustment
(without academic adjustment)

Step 1
Constant 4.72 0.07
Perceived discrimination (z score) �0.18 0.07 �.17*
Social support (z score) 0.42 0.07 .38** .20 .20

Step 2
Perceive Discrimination � Social Support �0.01 0.07 �.01 .20 .00

0
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1 2 3 4 5
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Figure 1. Predicted career indecision by level of perceived discrimination for high and low
levels of social support.
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when individuals with high standardized scores on social support (i.e., greater than

0) were examined alone, perceived discrimination contributed to vocational indeci-

sion reaching statistical significance (B ¼ �.13, p < .01). However, conducting the

same analysis on individuals with low social support (i.e., standard scores less than

0) showed that perceived discrimination did not contribute to vocational indecision

(B ¼ .03, p > .05).

College adjustment yielded slightly different results than career indecision.

Again, the regression was statistically significant at both steps (no covariates were

entered, yielding two steps instead of three) and the model accounted for a signifi-

cant portion of variance (R2 ¼ .20; see Table 2), representing a medium effect size

(Cohen, 1992). Perceived discrimination and social support were identified as statis-

tically significant predictors at each step; however, the interaction term was not sta-

tistically significant. Thus, for college adjustment, it appeared that though perceived

discrimination and social support contributed unique variance, social support did not

moderate the relationship between discrimination and adjustment.

Discussion

The results of this study contribute to the growing body of literature that demon-

strates the complexity of career development among LGBT individuals. We

attempted to examine the relationships between perceived discrimination and social

support in career development and college adjustment variables among LGBT col-

lege students. Foundational and recent career theories have addressed the impor-

tance of social context in the development of career trajectory, specifically noting

that the social context surrounding one’s development can be a driving force, both

for better and for worse (Savickas, 2005; Super, 1990). Previous research has sug-

gested that variables such as sexual identity conflict in LGB individuals relate to

higher vocational indecision and lower career maturity (Schmidt & Nilsson,

2006), but how the perception of being discriminated against might influence such

variables had not been examined. Furthermore, social support has been demon-

strated to be important to the career development of all individuals, including LGB

individuals (Procidano, 1992; Schmidt & Nilsson, 2006).

The findings of this study suggest that social support interacts with perceptions of

discrimination when predicting career indecision. Interestingly, individuals with

high levels of both social support and perceived discrimination had the lowest levels

of vocational indecision. This was a surprising finding, as those with high levels of

social support and low levels of perceived discrimination would seem to be at the

least amount of risk for difficulty, though they did not have the best indicators of

career development. However, this group did not score much differently on career

indecision than those with low social support (regardless of level of perceived dis-

crimination). One concept that may help explain this finding is that of crisis compe-

tence (Ritter & Terndrup, 2002). LGBT individuals who face relatively more

discrimination in their lives may have gained special competency in building their
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own social support networks and weathering difficulties, which helps them to adjust

to other developmental challenges such as career development. This notion provides

support for the resilience and strength of a community who, from a young age, may

have faced potentially greater obstacles than their heterosexual counterparts.

The regression model examining how perceived discrimination and social sup-

port related to college adjustment yielded somewhat different results. Although no

moderating effect was found, both perceived discrimination and social support con-

tributed to the variance in college adjustment. However, though perceived discrim-

ination was statistically significant at each step, the overall variance accounted for

jumped significantly when social support entered the equation. The finding that per-

ceptions of discrimination contributed to variance in college adjustment is consistent

with LGBT students’ feelings of marginalization on campus (Waldo, 1998), but

social support may play a larger role in managing LGBT students’ adjustment to

college.

The regressions clearly demonstrated that social support plays a critical role in

career indecision and college adjustment for LGBT undergraduates. As social sup-

port has been found to have a buffering effect of stress in numerous situations

(DeGarmo & Martinez, 2006; Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2006), it is not surprising that

it would play such a role here. Still, the importance of LGBT individuals having a

solid support network cannot be overstated. Although general social support was the

only type of support examined in the current study, other research has pointed to the

importance of both general and sexuality-specific support in predicting psychologi-

cal health (Sheets & Mohr, 2009). As Super (1990) and Savickas (2005) acknowl-

edge, the role of social support in helping individuals navigate career

development is similar to the way in which support protects and encourages devel-

opment in most other areas.

Implications for Counseling

Professionals working with LGBT college students, whether in a career counseling

context or other related discipline, need to consider the role that support, both gen-

eral and sexuality-specific, plays when assessing clients’ needs and concerns.

Schultheiss (2003) discusses how multidimensional social support has an important

influence on career exploration and decision-making processes and went on to out-

line the tenets of a relational approach to career counseling. She stated that an indi-

vidual’s connection to others should be embraced as a central component of healthy

developmental progress and not merely considered as peripheral to other elements of

career counseling that focus on autonomy and independence. The results of this

study point to additional gain from a relational approach to career counseling when

clients are able to discuss their experiences of discrimination as they relate to their

career experiences. Specifically, the benefits of support can override the difficulties

presented by discrimination for LGBT undergraduates. Similarly, adjustment to col-

lege appears to be strongly related to college students’ perceptions of social support,
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above the negative influence of being discriminated against. Thus, when conducting

career counseling with college students, a client’s support network should not be

peripheral, but rather a central consideration.

Additionally, counselors need to consider the experiences of discrimination for

LGBT students and how these experiences interact with social support when work-

ing with this group. Although it might be assumed that the negative impact of dis-

crimination can override all else in having a detrimental role on an LGBT

student’s career development or college adjustment, the reverse may be true for

those with high perceptions of social support. As those with high levels of discrim-

ination and high levels of social support had the lowest levels of career indecision in

the current study, there is much to be said for the power of resilience in the face of

adversity. Research related to crisis competency has shown that LGBT individuals

experiencing greater hardship in their lives also can demonstrate greater psycholo-

gical hardiness (David & Knight, 2002). Counselors working with college students

should bear in mind the importance of looking toward both the challenges as well as

the resilience in their clients.

Limitations

Although this study yielded interesting and important insight into career develop-

ment and college adjustment of LGBT undergraduate students, the limitations

should be considered. First, multiple indicators of the dependent variables, career

indecision and college adjustment, would have strengthened the ability to under-

stand how perceived discrimination and social support contribute to these constructs.

Future research may consider doing more complex analysis with multiple measures

of the constructs. Second, measuring the perception of discrimination was also a

challenge in this study, as reliable and valid measures of this construct have yet

to be developed. Thus, one recommendation is that more attention be paid to the

measurement of this important construct in future research. Similarly, as a brief,

readily available measure of college adjustment was not found in the literature, this

study used a newly constructed scale of this construct, which also impeded the abil-

ity to make strong statements about reliability and validity. Third, as career indeci-

sion and college adjustment showed a small correlation, these constructs may not be

independent, though they were considered as such in the analysis. College adjust-

ment, when considering the academic, social, and personal aspects, likely relates

to vocational indecision. After all, both are considered forms of healthy develop-

ment, traditionally occurring during the same developmental period (Super,

1990). Additionally, recent attention has been given to the importance of examining

the context in which career development occurs (e.g., Savickas, 2005). For the col-

lege age population, this context includes the transition to adulthood and adjusting to

college. However, we surprisingly found very little research that examined college

adjustment and career development together. It is possible that college adjustment

may play a mediating or moderating role between perceived discrimination, social
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support, and career development variables, but we did not test for this possibility.

Future research may examine how these variables work together in the same model.

Finally, the perception of discrimination is not unique to LGBT individuals. Future

research would benefit from examining the way in which multiple aspects of identity

(e.g., sexual orientation, gender, race, etc.) intersect when considering how discrim-

ination may influence adjustment and development.

Conclusion

The perception of discrimination and social support appear to have a significant rela-

tionship to vocational indecision and college adjustment among LGBT students. The

unique findings of this research, in particular the interaction of discrimination with

social support on vocational indecision, have interesting implications for working

with this student population. Career counselors and others working with this group

should attend to both the difficulties (e.g., discrimination) and resilience factors

(e.g., social support) when assessing the vocational needs and adjustment factors

of their clients.
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