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Signatures
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Chaos Theory of Careers  

Pryor & Bright 2011

1. Dynamic, continual change 

2. Planning NOT Plans 

3. Strategic Opportunism 

4. Being open to Possibilities 

5. Avoid being trapped into narrow & static thinking 

6. Stepping back and seeing bigger emergent picture
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A tale of ping pong, puppies, predictability, peturbation 
(sic!) and chaos

or why 
complexity 

makes 
prediction 

tricky
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Gather round
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        Non-linearity 

A tiny change in the initial conditions leads 
to a dramatically different outcome 

In this case the change was  

C=C+0.01 between A and B

Lorenz  
Modified Lorenz attractor. It is defined by the 

following 3 differential equations: 
dx/dt=-ax+ay 
dy/dt=cx-y-xz 
dz/dt=-bz+xy 

values a=10, b = 28, c= 3.99 from 3.98
x=y=z=1
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Chance Events
1.Being in the right place in at the right time 

2.Being in the wrong place at the wrong time 

3.An unplanned work or social interaction 

4.An unexpected injury or illness 

5.An activity you unexpectedly enjoyed / did not enjoy 

6.An unexpected insight/message/vision/calling 

7.An unplanned move or change or residence
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Chance Activity
Event Yes/No Describe Good/Bad
Being in the right place in at the right 
time

Being in the wrong place at the wrong 
time

An unplanned work or social 
interaction

An unexpected injury or illness

An activity you unexpectedly 
enjoyed / did not enjoy

An unexpected insight/message/
vision/calling

An unplanned move or change or 
residence
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Unplanned Shift

–  accidents and odd events will happen 

– it becomes very difficult to predict the future 

– unplanned events should be expected 

– you should be cautious with weather forecasts...
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Shanghai Granny lands on another 
GRANNY!

1. A 78-year-old granny landed on top of another granny after falling from a 
fourth-floor Shanghai apartment. 

2. The younger of the two grandmothers, named as Granny Zheng, accidentally 
toppled out of the window of her apartment and bounced off an awning on 
her way to the ground, the Hong Kong edition of the China Daily reported. 

3. She landed on top of 85-year-old Granny Sun who was having a stroll on 
the footpath below. 

4. Both Granny Zheng and Granny Sun survived the incident with only light 
injuries, the newspaper said.
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A car rolls off the road, not an uncommon 
accident
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A new plot for the story?
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21st Century Challenge:  
the need to balance order and change
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How do people react to complexity?
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Treasure hunt
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Point attractor
System always move toward  

a point  

Goal driven behaviour

“I will not allow anything to stop me from 
achieving my work goals”
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Moths
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Pendulum attractor

1.Regular swings between two points  

2.Career indecision 

3.Popular conception of “work-life” balance

“Sometimes I want to do one job, and at other times I 
want to work in another”

I’m leaving I’m staying
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ABCD
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Torus Attractor

Complex,  but ultimately predictable system that may repeat over 
time 

e.g. feeling trapped into a routine. Going over the same ground
“As long as I have some variety in my 

work I do not feel the need to be creative”
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Mad music
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Strange Attractor 

© J. C. Sprott used with permission

“My job is never the same there are 
always at least subtle differences 

from day to day”

http://sprott.physics.wisc.edu/sprott.htm
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Phase Shift

“My life changed 
completely and 
unexpectedly”
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CONTINUING CHAOS
–FEATURES 

»Non-linearity 

»Emergent order 

»Randomness 

»Strange attractors 

»Phase shifts
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Closed and Open systems
1.The unexpected will not happen 

2.Life should be fair 

3.Disregard contingency 

4.Confidence in order & the past 
predicting the future 

5.Personal control 

6.Exceptions = errors

The unexpected can happen 

Life → no guarantees 

Contingency planning 

Recognize phase shifts 

Human limitations 

Exceptions → opportunities
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The 4 Attractors
POINT 
(GOAL)

TORUS (ROUTINE)

PENDULUM 
(ROLE)

STRANGE (CHANGE)
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Four attractors – 3 closed system and 1 open 
system

Point Closed

Periodic (Pendulum) Closed

Torus Closed

Strange Open
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Fractals - capturing dynamic order 
through complexity
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Four Paradoxical Principles  
H.B. Gelatt

1.Be focused and flexible about what you want 

2.Be aware and wary about what you know 

3.Be objective and optimistic about what you believe 

4.Be practical and magical about what you do
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Chaos Counselling 
1.What help is sought? 

2.What are the expectations 

3.Work out what really matters now and how work turns into that. 

4.Keep the mind open to opportunities. 

5.Generate and try several possibilities. 

6.Expect that some of the generated possibilities will fail. 

7.Make failure survivable 

8.Seek and examine feedback to learn what works and what does not. 

9.Utilise what works and examine what has emerged. 
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Convergent and Emergent Properties

• Convergent qualities 
– shared between many people such as intelligence quotient, skills, and declarative knowledge   
–  is common to people and circumstances.  
– is predictable and replicable.   

• Emergent qualities  
– arise from the complex interaction of the many and varied factors that influence career 

behaviour  
– a fundamental concept in chaos theory and is a natural consequence of complexity (Kaufman, 

1995; Morowitz, 2002).  
–  cannot be predicted in advance but they can be clearly discerned once they have emerged.  
– unique to the individual and the ones that set them apart from other people.  
– knowledge is neither predictable nor replicable.  
–  are influential and sometimes determinative in the course of a person’s career. 
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The 
Counselling 
Quadrant  
Pryor and 

Bright 2005
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Counselling techniques within the Quadrant
EMERGENT KNOWLEDGE

C
O

N
V

ER
G

EN
T

 K
N

O
W

LED
G

E

Pattern Identification, Stories, Narratives, Pre-
occupations, personal influences, chance

Vocational Interests, Plans, Labour 
Market Knowledge, Abilities, 

Psychometric Personality, Assessed 
values, rewards, Qualifications
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Using the Counselling Quadrant
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The past does not always predict the 
future
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Chaotic Career paths



Evidence Of Outcomes 
To Assist And Improve Practice 

“The Outcome Of Insane Parents Is Either A Murderer Or An Intellectual.”  
― M.F. Moonzajer, Love, Hatred And Madness
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Effect of showing videos of chaos in graduate lives to undergraduates 
Davey, R., Bright, J.E.H., Pryor, R.G.L. & Levin, K. (2005). 
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Chaos Counselling Increases Self-Efficacy  
the most over 1 month 

McKay, Bright & Pryor (2005)
Chaos Traditional Control

Counselling group

Self  
Efficacy
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Chaos Counselling maintains satisfaction levels 
over 1 month 

McKay, Bright & Pryor (2005)
Chaos Traditional

Time

Satisfaction 
with 

Counselling
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Longitudinal study of High school leavers from 
Australian High School 

Borg, Bright & Pryor (2014) 

•  50% of students attending university experienced changes to 
their degree 

• 33% students changing degree entirely 

• 17% changing the major 

•  71% of respondents reported unexpected change Year 12 that 
was ‘significant’, ‘large’ or ‘major’, 

• 53% of respondents changed career interest
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Chaos-informed counselling 
 in high schools (Tony Borg, PhD unpublished)

career exploratory plans 
or intention scale
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Counselling chaotically
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Kes  
(Ken Loach, 1969)
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A Chaos Counselling Process

What	help	is	
sought?

What	are	the	
expectations	

Work	out	what	
really	matters	now	
and	how	work	fits	

into	that

Keep	the	mind	open	
to	opportunities

Generate	and	try	
several	possibilities

Expect	that	some	of	
the	generated	

possibilities	will	fail
Make	failure	
survivable

Seek	and	examine	
feedback	to	learn	
what	works	and	
what	does	not.

Utilisewhat	works	
and	examine	what	

has	emerged

Combine	and	add	as	
seems	likely	to	
improve	career	

prospects

Iterate	the	process	
starting	back	at	1
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What help is sought? 

• Is career counselling needed? 

• Would some other assistance be more useful? 

• Who is the most appropriate person to help? 

• If the career counsellor is the appropriate person to assist the 
client then what needs to be investigated is what assistance does 
the client anticipate receiving and how is the client currently 
constructing their view of careers and reality more generally.
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What are the expectations? 

• Who is doing what to whom, when and how? 
• Closed and open systems thinking? 
•  Complexity (Change) Perception Index (Bright & Pryor, 

2005a) 
• Chaos: you’re standing in it! 
• How is the person presenting in terms of Convergent and 

Emergent Perspectives 
• What does it suggest in terms of counselling needs? 
• What counselling strategies are likely to be most useful?
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Work out what really matters now and 
how work fits into that.

• Metaphors (Amundson, 2010) 

• Stories (Savickas, 2007) 

• Journaling  (Weston, 2003) 

• Collage (Loader, 2009) 

• Psychometric assessment  (Pryor, 2007) 

• Biographical information
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 Keep the mind open to 
opportunities.

• Luck readiness  (Pryor & Bright, 2005) 

• Optimism Boosters (Byrne, 2004) 

• Skills affirmation (Carpenter, 2015) 

• Clients are next encouraged to discover and create possible 
options for action in an uncertain world and then to take 
action on the basis of some of those options.
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Generate and try several possibilities.
• Networking 

• Gathering information 

• Find or create options 

• Using Emergent and Convergent Perspectives (Bright & Pryor, 2007) 

• Creative Thinking Strategies (Bright & Pryor, 2005b 

• Sometimes Magic cards  (Pryor & Bright, 2006) 

• Using Beyond Personal Mastery (Pryor & Bright, 2011) 
• “have a go!” 

• Given human limitations of knowledge and control in a complex and changing world there can be no 
guarantee that any one choice or action will achieve the desired outcome. Lots of possibilities may not 
work but the client only needs one which will. Counsellors normalise failure for the client and encourage 
the client to benefit constructively from what did not work and to persist with new options.
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Expect that some of the generated 
possibilities will fail.

• Monitor progress   

• Know when failure has occurred using feedback loops to  

• foster further change (positive feedback) or   

• cut your losses (negative feedback); 

• Taking risks 

• The big danger with failing is that all a client’s resources – physical, mental, economic and 
spiritual – may have been invested in something that did not work, and now there are almost 
no resources left for other options. Counsellors assist their clients to avoid over-commitment 
to one option in an uncertain environment and premature investment of resources in one or 
more options that remain doubtful. In addition they support helpful responses by the client to 
failure and disappointment.
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Make failure survivable (Harford, 2011). 

• Adaptability and resilience 

• Limit initial commitment 

• Not all eggs in one basket 

•  Keep other options open 

• As clients begin to act on differing options over time evaluation of progress 
as an ongoing process needs to be undertaken and supported. Living with 
non-linear change requires consistent vigilance to monitor the consequences 
of action taken and new developments in the context in which those actions 
are taken.
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Seek and examine feedback to learn 
what works and what does not.

• Build on success 
• Congratulate  
• Personal growth and development 
• Recognise the problem, failure, disaster (Scott, 1994) 
• Separate yourself from the experience 
• Learn from the experience 
• Determine your next step 
• Pat yourself on the back 
• Responding to failure exercise using cognitive behaviour approaches (Edelman, 2002) 
• At this point the client and the counsellor reflect on the process and outcome of the 

counselling to develop a deeper understanding of the client and the nature of decision 
making in a complex, changing and connected world.
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Utilise what works and examine what 
has emerged.

• What is known now that is new? 

• How can I use these new insights and information? 

• The client and the counsellor now consider what further issues 
need to be addressed as the client continues to develop their 
careers on an ongoing basis including looking for further 
connections revealed in the counselling process and becoming 
alert to non-linear influences.
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Combine and add as seems likely to 
improve career prospects.

• Mindmaps – patterns  (Buzan, 2005) 

• Contingent questioning (“what if …..”) – change   

• The ultimate goal of chaos based counselling is to assist the 
client to develop strategies for dealing with the challenges of 
working in the contemporary world of work. Therefore the final 
counselling focus is on encouraging the client to go on using the 
approach exemplified in the counselling received to construct a 
career of worth and meaning and to continue to negotiate 
complexity and uncertainty. 
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Iterate the process starting back at 1. 

• This final point can represent the biggest single challenge for 
counsellors since clients often want their immediate problems 
solved more than to develop the skills necessary for taking 
responsibility for constructing their own career.
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The 7 essential plots

Comedy

Tragedy

REBIRTH

Voyage 
and 

return

Quest

Overcoming 
the monster

Rags to 
riches
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Storyboard

1 Overcoming the monster Facing challenges, confronting fears, 
taking risks

2 Rags to Riches Seizing opportunity, realising potential

3. Quest Purpose, achievement

4. Voyage and Return Progression, journey, loss, and 
recovery, learning 

5. Comedy Dissonance to Harmony

6. Tragedy Victim mentality, over-estimation of 
control, hubris

7. Rebirth Hope, insight, change, wisdom
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Product and Process in Traditional and Chaos-informed 
Counselling 

Traditional counselling Chaos-informed 
counsellingSolving a puzzle Exploring a mystery

Finding an answer Trying a strategy
Choosing the best option Exploring several 

optionsTying up the loose ends Living with ambiguity
Controlling outcomes Influencing systems
Clear goals Fuzzy goals
Being certain Embracing uncertainty
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Triage Model (after Lenz)
Complexity of Problem

Client 
Sophistication

Intensive 
one on one

On line / self help

One on one / 
self help

Self help / 
one on one 
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Tool 1: Acknowledging Chaos 

1.Exploring Chaos Reality Checklist (Free!) 

2.www.jimbright.com/tests
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Have you ever made a decision which then had some outcomes you had never thought of at the 
time of deciding?

YES NO

Has fear of taking a risk ever prevented you from doing something important in your life? YES NO

Have you ever wanted something, obtained it, and found out you preferred something else? YES NO

Have you ever had the experience of seeing a situation one way and finding out someone else sees 
it in a totally different way? YES NO

Have you ever experienced an unplanned event that had a big impact on your life? YES NO

When making a decision do you sometimes just choose an option without worrying about whether it 
is the very best choice or not? YES NO

Have you ever found it an advantage not to know something? YES NO
Have you ever had a crisis or conversion experience that changed your life in some significant way? YES NO
Have you ever had the experience of being in either the right or wrong place at the right or wrong 
time?

YES NO
When taking action do you ever just follow your instincts or your intuition? YES NO

Have you ever relied on information when making a decision only to discover later that it was 
incorrect?

YES NO
Have you ever distorted the truth either to yourself or to others? YES NO

Have you ever set a clear goal or a precise objective and discovered a better one along the way/ to 
the original goal? YES NO

Have any major decisions in your life been made on a basis that was not totally rational? YES NO

Have you ever had the experience of being told something personal about yourself, of which you 
were completely unaware? YES NO

Do you ever act before you think as a way to investigate a situation or to make a decision? YES NO
Have you ever experienced a "self-fulfilling prophecy?" YES NO
Have you ever made a small mistake that resulted in a big problem later on down the line? YES NO
Have you ever found wishful-thinking to be an advantage? YES NO
Have things occurred in your life which you never thought would have been possible? YES NO
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Tool 2: Exploring irrational beliefs 

1. Irrational Beliefs Inventory (Nevo 1987)
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!

Irrational Career Related Thoughts Scale
This scale is aimed at assessing your career related thoughts   

To what extent do you agree with the following statements, please circle the appropriate response.              

Strongly  Disagree   Neutral     Agree    Strongly
Disagree Agree

There is only one vocation in the world that is 1            2             3             4             5
right for me.
I want someone to tell me what work is most 1             2             3             4             5
suitable for me.
I could be happy working at any one of a number 1             2             3             4             5
of different jobs.

Until I find my perfect vocational choice I will 1           2             3             4             5
not be satisfied.
It doesn’t matter if I make a poor career choice now 1            2             3             4             5
because I can always make a change later.
If I were to train in a particular vocation and later 1           2             3             4             5
found that I didn’t like it, I would still feel good 
about what I’d learned. 

Once I make a career decision I will stick to it. 1            2             3             4             5
Within any given occupation there is a wide range 1            2             3             4             5
of talents and personalities.
My vocation should satisfy the important people 1             2             3             4             5
in my life.
I would be willing to change to a different field
of work. 1             2             3             4             5
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Tool 3: Opportunity awareness

1.Luck Readiness Index  

2.www.jimbright.com/tests

http://www.jimbright.com/tests
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INTERPRETATION
1. FLEXIBILITY 

– Rigid / Flexible 

2. OPTIMISM 

– Pessimistic / Optimistic 

3. RISK 

– Cautious / Risk Taker 

4. CURIOSITY 

– Uninquisitive / Curious



23/05/201723/05/2017© Jim Bright 

INTERPRETATION (cont)
1. PERSISTENCE 

– Unpersevering / persistent 

2. STRATEGY 

– Unplanful / Strategic thinking 

3. EFFICACY 

– Proactive / Reactive 

4. LUCKINESS 

– Not lucky / Lucky
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LRI Online Report
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A low LRI profile
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LRI used in research
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other LRI users include
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Tool 4: Reactions to change

1.Change Perception Index 

2.www.jimbright.com/tests

http://www.jimbright.com/tests
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INTERPRETATION
1. Continual Change   

2.Is change a threat to be avoided, or an opportunity to be embraced? 

3. Need for control (Control/ Certainty) 

4.Is the world predictable and ordered, or are limited in our capacity to 
control the world necessitating a flexible mindset? 

5. Small Steps (Non-linearity) 

6.Can the small and trivial be significant, or should we only focus on the 
large and apparently important?
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INTERPRETATION (cont)

1.Radical Change (Phase Shifts) 

2.Are our lives stable and continuous, or are they 
subject to dramatic discontinuous change? 

3.Pattern Making (Emergence) 

4.Are we pattern seekers or planners?
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Interpretation (cont)
1. Drivers: Goal Setting (Point/Goal Attractor) 

2.Do we boil things down to a couple of essentials and pursue those 
goals or do we look for a bigger picture and see what emerges? 

3. Drivers: Roles (Pendulum/ Role Attractor) 

4.Do we tend to want to reduce our world into competing roles or 
positions, or do we see it as more complex 

5. Drivers: Routines (Torus/ Routine Attractor) 

6.Do we respond to complexity by trying to tie up all the loose ends 
to produce a workable routine or procedure, or do we have a looser 
need for control over all of the aspects
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Interpretation (cont)
1. Drivers: Change (Strange/ Complexity Attractor) 

2.Do we seek pattern and enjoy the relationship between 
pattern chance and change as an opportunity for 
creativity and growth, or is it all too threatening? 

3. Bigger Picture (Purpose Spirituality) 

4.Is work merely a means to an end, or is there a greater 
meaning to your contribution and a sense of being 
comfortable with the limits on what is knowable and 
controllable?
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The CPI Online Report
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A high CPI 
profile
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other CPI users include
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4 approaches to career coaching and 
counselling

1. Chaos Reality Checklist (free) 

2. Irrational Beliefs Inventory (free) 

3. Luck Readiness Inventory 

4. Change Perception Index  
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Contact
1.Dr Jim Bright 

2.www.brightandassociates.com.au 

3.www.jimbright.com/tests 

4. jim@brightandassociates.com.au 

5.Twitter @DrJimBright 

6. facebook jimbright career-development 

7. linkedin  and Linkedin Careers Debate

http://www.brightandassociates.com.au
http://www.jimbright.com/tests
mailto:jim@brightandassociates.com.au

