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Self-Directed Search

Self-administered, self-scored, and self-interpreted 
career counseling tool. 

Originally developed by John Holland, based on his 
RIASEC person-environment typology:

Realistic 

Investigative

Artistic

Social

Enterprising

Conventional



Self-Directed Search

The SDS is a simulated career decision-making activity 
with sections that cover activities that might typically 
occur during a career counseling or advising session. 

• The activity is structured around questions such as:
• What occupations have you thought about in the past?
• Tell me about the things you like to do.
• What things can you do well or competently?
• What occupations do or do not appeal to you?
• How would you rate your abilities and skills compared to others your 

age?

The top three scores across all SDS sections represent
an individual’s Summary Code, the three 
personality types they most resemble.



Historical Overview

Self-Directed Search 
Published

1970 1977 1985 1994 2013 2017 

SDS Revised

3rd Ed. of SDS 
Published

SDS Form R, 4th Ed. 
Published

SDS Form R, 5th Ed. 
Published

StandardSDS and 
StudentSDS
Published

and
SDS online reports 
include standard, 

student, and 
veteran versions



Historical Overview

Kennelly, E., Sargent, A., & Reardon, R. C. (2017, December). A study of bibliographic references for John Holland’s RIASEC theory, practice, and research, 
1953-2016. Technical Report No. 58. Tallahassee, FL: Center for the Study of Technology in Counseling and Career Development, Florida State University. 

Dr. Holland’s RIASEC theory was cited in 2,318 unique published 
references from 1953 – 2016. 



2017 Revision

Goal: To make SDS materials more useful and relevant for 
career professionals and their clients.

Extensive research was conducted to gain input from 
career counselors and SDS users. 

1. Three focus groups conducted with career professionals (n=30)

2. Quantitative survey to compare perceptions of the proposed 
designs to current materials and online report (n=118)

3. Quantitative survey of the online report with current SDS users 
(n=519)

An expert panel was involved throughout development



Research Themes – Focus Groups

“If you could build the perfect career development assessment, what would it include?"

Up-to-date

Ability to filter 
occupations 

based on 
education level

Information on 
job cluster 

/career path

Industry growth 
projections

Salary 
information & 

Current job 
listings

Practical 
considerations

Timely 
administration

Visually 
appealing – not 

too clinical

Ability to save 
favorite 

occupations

Report written in 
simple language 

with visuals

Ability to use 
across 

populations

Include video 
and audio

ADA accessible

8th/9th grade 
reading level

Multilingual –
Arabic, Spanish, 

Mandarin

Customizability

Categorize 
clients by     

career phase

Multiple 
administration 

options

Factor in learning 
or social 
disability



Research Findings – SDS Customers

In February 2017, an online survey regarding proposed 
redesign of materials was conducted (n=118).

When asked about proposed Print Materials:
• 86%-94% felt the proposed designs of the You and 

Your Career Workbook provided a better experience 
than current design.



Research Findings – SDS Customers

86% felt the proposed design of the Occupations Finder
provided a better way to look up occupations based on 
Summary Codes than the current design. 

Current Proposed



Overall, improved design of printed materials to meet needs of users
• Assessment Booklet

• Tailored resources based on population 

• Occupations Finder (StandardSDS) and Career Finder (StudentSDS)
• Updated with new occupations from O*NET
• Each occupation linked to a career cluster
• Icons to indicate Rapid Growth & New and Emerging jobs 

• Educational Opportunities Finder
• Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) codes added for each 

program of study 
• Each program linked to a CIP category to encourage exploration

• You and Your Career Workbook (StandardSDS) and You and Your 
Future Workbook (StudentSDS)

• Includes reflective activities and exercises to engage users in the 
career exploration process

SDS Printed Materials

Note: No new data have been collected for this revision



SDS Printed Materials





StandardSDS Occupations Finder



Research Findings – SDS Customers

In February 2017, an online survey regarding proposed 
redesign of materials was conducted (n=118).

When asked about the proposed online report:
• 63-88% felt the online report was more informative in 

presenting occupations based on Summary Code and how 
Summary Codes apply to reported occupational daydreams.

• 73% felt the online report explained the user’s Summary 
Code better than the current design. 

Current Proposed



SDS Online Materials



Research Findings – Current SDS Users

15,379 people have taken the SDS online over the past 12 
months. 519 completed an online survey after taking the SDS. 

• 57% of participants found the online report to be useful or 
extremely useful. (n=519)

• 70% felt the online report provided them with new 
occupational options or validated current interest areas. (n=481)

When asked about their intended next steps, participants 
reported positive outcomes including: (n=481)

• 38% considering occupational alternatives listed in their 
report. 

• 33% felt that the SDS confirmed they had selected a good 
career path.

• 8% considering a significant change in direction.



Current SDS Users

15,379 people have taken the SDS online over the past 12 months 
• Most users are Social types (42%)
• Most people aspire to their high point code

• Exception is Conventional types – more likely to aspire to 
Social or Enterprising occupations

Aspiration Summary Code

SDS Code A C E I R S

A 46% 0% 13% 11% 8% 22%

C 5% 4% 22% 14% 8% 48%

E 6% 1% 38% 14% 9% 32%

I 6% 0% 7% 49% 13% 25%

R 6% 1% 10% 17% 52% 14%

S 7% 0% 8% 10% 4% 71%



Current SDS Users

Student Users (77%)

Education Level Percentage

Elementary and 
Middle school 3%

High school 
diploma 18%

College* 62%

Graduate 
school 17%

Non-Student Users (23%)

Education Level Percentage

No degree 4%

GED 2%

High school 
diploma 20%

College degree 42%

Graduate 
degree 25%

*40% are in their first year of college



Self-Directed Search Online



Revision resulted in personalized reports for individual 
needs
• All reports are customized interactive experiences
• Includes a printable summary report

Online Reports - Overview

For adults making career and educational decisions

For students in middle/high school planning for their futures

For military personnel transitioning to the civilian workforce



Case Study: Keisha

• 26 years old
• Daycare worker
• High school diploma
• Interested in the medical 

field



StandardSDS Online Report



Occupations

Rapid growth New and emerging











Additional Occupations



Learn more…



Occupational Daydreams



Programs of Study



Case Study: Rex

• 17 years old
• High school senior
• Exploring majors
• Interested in business and 

engineering fields



StudentSDS Online Report



Career Clusters



STEM Occupations



Business Management Occupations



Programs of Study



Programs of Study



College Navigator



College Navigator



College Navigator



College Navigator



Online Report - VeteranSDS

Learn more about the online VeteranSDS report tomorrow at 10:00am session (#708)

Designed for those with military experience

Incorporates My Next Move for Veterans

Links military occupation with related civilian 
occupations

Includes a transition planning checklist



What’s Next?

Comprehensive career guidance platform offering a 
variety of assessment tools to help career counselors and 

their clients across the career development lifespan.
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