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Research on the undecided student can betraced over afifty-year period (Crites, 1969). Many
research studieshavetried to ascertain the differencesbetween students who make no com-
mitment to an academic major or career direction and those who are " decided." Although
very few differencesappear, Holland and Holland (1977) found that while students who con-
sider themselves undecided do not differ in any group o personal characteristics, they do
seem to lack a clear sense of identity. Apple, Haak, and Witzke (1970) alsoindicate that con-
cern with self-identity is one of the factors associated with indecision. Jones and Chenery
(1980) determined that decidednesswasfound to be associated with identity aswell asdecision-
making stage and career salience.

It isgenerally assumed that studentswho say they are undecided when they enter college
have made no commitment to an educational and/or occupational direction. Someresearchers
have found, however, that undecided studentsare at varying levelsof commitment to a ma
jor and career field (Goodson, 1981; Gordon, 1982). Many students who are decided when
they enter college, |ater change their mgjors (Elliot, 1984; Gordon & Polson, 1985; Titley &
Titley, 1980). These students are also at different levelsof commitment to an educational or
career direction. Whilewe put thelabelsof " decided' and " undecided™ upon students, they
may belessdifferent in their varying levels of commitment than their labelsimply. Thisam-
biguity suggests that both decided and undecided individuals may have many of the same
academic and career advising needs but different advising approaches may be indicated for
levelswithin these two groups as well as between them.

Ego-ldentity

Finding asatisfyinglife's work isan important aspect of anindividual's healthy development
(Erikson, 1968). Accordingto Allport (1961), *' thecore of theidentity problemfor the adoles-
cent isthe selection of an occupation and lifegoa™ (p. 126). Certain behaviors and attitudes
can be associated with positive and negative ego development (Hamachek, 1988). Erikson's
work regarding identity formation within adolescence wasfurther examined by Marcia(1966).
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6 V. N. Gordon and D. |. Kline

Accordingto Marcia(1966), identity formation can be operationalizedinto identity statuses.
He proposed that ego-identity statuses are modes of resolving the identity crises occurring
inlate adolescence. Through self-assessment of self-reported exploration and commitment to
occupational and ideol ogical decisions, adol escents can be categorized into four developmen-
tal identity statuses:

1. diffusonstatusinvolvesindividualswho have not made a commitment and who have
experienced an exploration or crisis period;

2. foreclosure status refers to individuals who have made a commitment without an
exploration or crisis period,;

3. moratoriumstatusindicatesan individual hasbeeninvolved in a period of crisis; and

4. identity achievement referstoindividualswho have experienced explorationor acrisis
before making a commitment (Read, Adams, and Dobson, 1984).

Other research indicates that specific educational and social environments can enhance
progressiveidentity development (Adams& Fitch, 1983; Enright, Ganieve, Buss, Lapely, and
Olson, 1983). The potential existence of a developmental processinvolving identity statuses
has considerable relevance to the individual involved in the career decision-making process.
Foreclosure, for example, implies that the individual has conceded to socially acceptable
pressuresto make a career decision before working through the normal developmental tasks
of identifying and clarifying needs and values. Petitpas (1978) suggests that a large majority
of late adolescentsareidentity foreclosed and that academic and career counseling interven-
tions should be designed with these students in mind. While considerabl e research has been
reported relating statuses to psychological issues (Marcia, 1980), the research itself reflects
the notion that statuses may be better conceptualized as developmental stages or as alter-
native decision-making styles.

Andrews, Andrews, Long, and Henton (1987) found that students with differingacademic
and personal characteristics have different advising needsfor information and personal sup-
port. They found that student perceptions o the relative importance of these needs de-
pended upon certain personal characteristics such asage, emotional expressiveness, and social
sensitivity.

Sincethe concept of ego-identity statusesisdevelopmental in nature, the possibilitiesof
affecting change have implicationsfor advising. Can studentswho are diffused, for example,
be advised in waysthat can enhance movement toward moratorium by encouraging and sup-
porting exploration, or supplyinginformation about occupational and educational alternatives?
Are the perceived advising needsof foreclosed studentsdifferent from those in moratorium?

Purpose d I nvestigation

Thisinvestigation examined the advising needs of both undecided and decided studentsin
each of Marciasego-identity statuses of commitment and compared them with advising needs.
The participants indicated their advising needs from a list of items generated from a pool
developed by Andrews, Andrews, Long, and Henton (1987). Theseresearchers confirmed what
others have found (Trombley, 1984; Winston and Sandler, 1984): advising needs can be
characterized as information-oriented and personal-support-oriented.

Whileconsiderablegainshave been madein theareadf advisingand counseling — especialy
with respect to personal exploration of interests, abilities, and values — knowledge of anin-
dividual'sidentity Statuscould further aid in the educational and career decision-makingpro-
cess. Thereis a need to foster growth and change in students who are in a diffused, fore-
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EGO-IDENTITY STATUSES 7

closed, or moratorium status. These needs can be identified and addressed in the safe and
secure setting that advising affords.

Although previous research on identity statusesimpliesdifferent levels of commitment
between decided and undecided students, no study directly examines these two populations
todetermineif differencesin ego-identity statusdo, infact, exist. Thisstudy examined these
two groupsto determinethe variouslevelsof identity statuseswithin and between them. Pat-
terns of relationships between identity statuses, levelsof decidedness about a major and oc-
cupation, and perceived advising needs were also examined.

The following questions were addressed in this investigation:

1. What isthe difference i n ego-identity development of students declaring a career (de-
cided) versus students declaring undecidedness?

2. What is the relationship between ego-identity status and career decidedness and
major decidedness?

3. What isthe relationship between advising needs and ego-identity status?

METHOD

Participants

A sample of 502 freshmen were asked to volunteer for this study: 263 undecided students
and 236 pre-engineering students. Engineering students were selected to represent the " de-
cided" group because a previous study found freshman engineering studentsto be the most
decided about a mgjor and career when compared to over 5,000 students entering eighteen
other academic programs (Gordon, 1984). All were enrolled in a freshman orientation course
and were given the opportunity to obtain the results through individual advising sessions.

I nstruments

The Revised Version of the Extended Objective Measure of Ego-ldentity Status (Bennion &
Adams, 1986) was used to assess ego-identity development. Theinstrument containsrevisions
of theinterpersonal items on the Extended Versionaf the Objective Measure of Ego-ldentity
Status (EOM-EIS). It contains 64 itemsthat assess self-reported presence or absence of crisis
and identified commitment toideological and interpersonal values. Thereisasix-point Likert
scale for each item.

The revised questionnaire includeseight itemsrelevant toeach of eight domains. occupa-
tion, religion, palitics, philosophical lifestyle, friendship, dating, sex roles, and recreation. Two
items within each of the eight domains were written for each of the four identity statuses:
Achievement, Moratorium, Foreclosure, and Diffusion (Grotevant & Adams, 1984).

Three sets of scales are considered when reporting results from the revised EOM-EIS
Ideology (includes the occupation, religion, politics, and philosophical lifestyle domains), In-
terpersonal (includesthefriendship, dating, sex roles, and recreation domains), and Total |den-
tity (summing ldeology and I nterpersonal scales). For each of the three sets, four scales cor-
responding to diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium, and identity achievement are reported
(Grotevant & Adams, 1984). For purposesaf thisstudy only the Total |dentity scorewas used.
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Cronbach alphas reported range wasfrom .58 to .80, which areindicatived good to strong
internal consistency for the four ego-identity status subscaleson both the ideological and in-
terpersonal identity measures. Convergent, discriminate, concurrent, and predictive validity
analysesdemonstrated that interpersonal and ideol ogical itemscan adequatel y measureidentity
status during late adolescence (Bennion & Adams, 1986).

Advising needswere assessed by a questionnairedevel oped by Andrews, Long, and Hen-
ton (1987). Students' perceptionsdf advisingneedsare assessed using eight itemsfrom ageneral
pool generated from advisingeval uationinstruments. Students ratetheimportanced receiving
advice on each item by indicating its level of importance on a scale from 1 (not very impor-
tant) to 10 (very important). A total score for information needsand atotal scorefor personal
needs were generated for each student.

The Career DecisionScale(CDS) (Osipow, Carney, Winer, Y anico, and K oschier, 1980) con-
sistsaof 19 itemsconcerningreasonsfor vocational indecision. (Item 19 isafree responseques-
tion.) Participants are asked to circle one of four numbers to indicate their similarity to the
situationsdescribedintheitem (4 = likeme; 1 = not likeme) except for items1and 2where
thescoringisreversed. Item 1 asksfor level of decidedness about an occupation; item 2 asks
for level of decidedness about a major. Items 1 and 2 were used in this study to determine
levelsdf decidedness about a major and occupation. Test-retest correlation of itemsand total
scores are .90 and .82 for two samples of college students over a two-week period. Validity
data were also supportive.

Procedure

Studentsenrolled in afreshman orientation course were asked to participate in thisinvestiga-
tion. Students were asked to compl ete the Revised Extended Objective Measured Ego-ldentity
Status, the Advising NeedsQuestionnaire, and the Career Decision Scale. All instruments were
completed during a regular class period during the fifth week of the quarter.

RESULTS

Differences between Undecided and Decided Students

T-tests were used to determine if differences existed in ego-identity development between
undecided and decided students. Thet-testsreveal ed that both moratorium and achievement
ego-identity statuses were significantly different for undecided students and decided ones
(see Table 1). Moratorium ego-identity status was the most significantly different (t = 2.37,
p = .01), with undecided students having a significantly higher mean moratorium score than
the decided group. Achievement ego-identity status wasalso significantly different between
thetwogroups(t = -1.94, p = .05). Thedecided group had asignificantly higher mean score
for achievement than the undecided group. No significance was found for diffusion or
foreclosure between the two groups.

Major and Career Decidedness and Ego-ldentity Status

T-testswere also used to determine if significant differencesin ego-identity statuses existed
between career decidednessand major decidedness(see Table 2). Threed thefour ego-identity
statuses were significant with both career and major decidedness. Students who were more
career decided reported asignificant higher mean score on achievement than those who were
more career undecided (t = 7.44, p = .001). Students who were more decided about a career
choice weresignificantly lessdiffusedthan those who were undecided about acareer (t = 4.41,
p = .001). Those respondents who were more career decided had a significantly less mean
score for moratorium than those who were undecided about a career (t = 7.43, p < .001).
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EGO-IDENTITY STATUSES 9

Table 1.
Differences i n Ego-ldentity Statuses between Decided and Undecided Students

Decided Undecided t
Mean SD Mean SD
Diffusion 4437 10.27 45.03 9.10 .76
Foreclosure 37.90 11.92 36.60 10.95 -1.26
Moratorium 52.45 9.01 54.51 10.24 2.37**
Achievement 61.92 10.65 60.15 9.63 —-1.94*
am :1 ﬁ]
*p A0S
Table 2.
Relationship between Ego-ldentity Status and Career Decidedness
Decided Undecided t
Mean SD Mean SD
Diffusion 4272 10.06 46.42 881 —4.41**%*
Foreclosure 37.96 12.45 37.23 10.36 71
Moratorium 50.14 9.36 56.11 8.64 —T7.43%**
Achievement 64.94 9.87 58.66 9.05 T.44***
**+p 001
Relationship between Ego-ldentity Statuses and Major Decidedness
Decided Undecided t
Mean SD M ean SD
Diffusion 43.43 9.77 46.12 9.20 -3.19**
Foreclosure 37.61 11.99 37.35 10.63 .26
M oratorium 50.71 9.13 56.01 9.03 —6.53***
Achievement 64.42 10.33 58.62 8.73 6.84**
LAl
L

= p 06
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Significant differences were aso found in ego-identity statuses and mgor decidedness.
Studentswho were more decided about a major reported significantly lower moratorium scores
than those individuals who were undecided about a major (t = —6.53, p < .001). The dif-
fused mean score was significantly lower for those more decided about a major choicethan
thosewhowerenot (t = -3.19, p < .01). Also, those who were decided about amgjor reported
asignificantly higher mean achievement scorethan those undecided about amajor (t = 6.84,
p < .01).

Ego-identity Status and Advising Needs

A stepwise multipleregressionwas performed to determineif advising needscould be predicted
based on ego-identity statuses. Six separate analyseswere conducted to assesswhich o the
six independent variables (diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium, achievement, career
decidedness, and major decidedness) entered into the regression equations as a predictor o
the two dependent variables (need for information and need for personal support). Unde-
cided, decided, and thetotal group o studentswere examined on each o thetwo dependent
variables.

Total group. Three variablesentered the regression equation as predictorsfor the need for
information for the group as a whole (see Table 3). The best predictor for the entire group
wasdiffuson(F = 18.01, p < .0001). Asthestudents' diffusion scoresdecreased, their need
for information increased. The second variable to enter the equation was moratorium
(F = 7.02, p < .008). This variable was positively predictive: as the students scores for
moratorium increased, o did their need for information. Thethird variableto enter the regres-
sion equation was major decidedness(F = 5.43, p < .020). Asthe students' scoresincreased
on this variable (indicating magjor undecidedness), the need for informationincreased. The
three statistically significant variablesonly accounted for 6 percent of the variability in the
regression equation (R? = .058).

Table 3.
Summary of Regression Equations — All Students

Outcome Predictive
Variable Variable Beta F Probability
Nead for
Information Diffusion —0.023 18.01 AN
Moratorium 0.016 7.02 .0083
Mgor
Decidedness 0.123 5.43 A2
Need for Achievement 0.024 8.24 .004
Personal Moratorium 0.019 476 .02

Support Diffusion -0.021 454 .03
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Three variables entered the equation for all students on need for personal support. The
first variable to enter the equation was achievement (F = 8.24, p < .004). Asthe students'
achievement scores increased, so did their need for personal support. The second variable,
moratorium, was positively predictive of the dependent variable aswell (F = 4.76,p < .029).
Finally, thethird variableto enter the regression equation wasdiffusion (F = 4.54, p = .034).
Asthe students' scoreson the diffusion scale decreased, their need for personal support in-
creased. Asin the previous regression equations, the statistical significance of the variables
was more profound than the cumulative percentage of variance accounted for in the depen-
dent variable (R* = .034).

Undecided students. Diffusionserved as a hegative predictor for undecided students' infor-
mation needs (F = 4.07, p < .44). Although three variables were statistically predictive of
the need of undecided students for information in advising, the cumulative percentage of
variance accounted for by these variables was about 6 percent (R* = .059) (see Table 4).

Table 4.
Summary of Regression Equations — Undecided Students

Outcome Predictive

Variable Variable Beta F Probability

Need for

Information Achievement 0.022 916 002
Moratorium 0.013 3.75 .05
Diffusion -0.017 4.07 .04

Need for M oratorium 0.019 3.05 .08

Personal

Support Achievement 0.020 3.06 .08

Two variables weresignificant predictorsfor the undecided group on their need for per-
sonal support. Moratorium was thefirst variable to enter the regression equation (F = 3.05,
p < .081). As moratorium scores increased, so did the students' need for personal support.
The second variable to enter the equation was achievement (F = 3.06, p < .081). Asthe
undecided group's achievement scoresincreased, so did their need for personal support. As
in the above regression equations, a small percentage of the variability isaccounted for by
these two variables (R* = .022).

Decided students. One independent variable, diffusion, made a significant contribution to
decided students' need for information (see Table 5). Diffusion was the best predictor
(F = 16.03, p < .0001) of information needs. Asthe students' diffusion scoresdecreased, their
need for information increased. Although this variable was a significant predictor for infor-
mation needs, the proportion of variance accounted for was not impressive (R? = .066).
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Tabl e 5.
Summary of Regression Equations — Decided Students

Outcome Predictive

Variable Variable Beta F Probability
Need for

Information Diffusion — 024 16.03 00
Need for Achievement 033 T.28 JAHNT
Personal Diffusion = 0022 a.07 (i
Support Moratorium (022 +.77 A5

Three o theindependent variablesentered the regression equation to predict thevariability
in the decided students' need for personal support. Achievement was the best predictor
(F = 7.28, p < .007). Studentswith greater achievement scoresreported more need for per-
sonal support. The second variableentering the equation wasdiffusion. Diffusion was negative-
ly predictive of thestudents' need for personal support. Asdecided students' diffusion scores
decreased, their need for personal support increased (F = 3.07, p < .080). Decided students'
level of moratorium was the next best predictor of need for persona support (F = 3.77,
p < .053). Aslevels of moratorium increased, so did the need for personal contact.

Discussion

Thet-testsrevealed statistically significant differencesin ego-identity development between
undecided and decided students. As predicted, undecided students had significantly higher
moratorium scores than decided ones. Since moratorium is a state of exploration and is
characterized by alack of commitment, it is understandable that many undecided students
would beinthisstage of development. Also as predicted, decided studentshad a significantly
higher achievement score than undecided students. Thisimpliesthat studentswho are more
decided about a career choice (in this case, engineering) are more likely to have experienced
exploration as a requisite to an achieved identity state.

It isinteresting to notethat no statistically significant differences were evident between
decided and undecided students on two ego-identity statuses: diffusion and foreclosure. As
would be expected, undecided students' mean score for diffusion was higher than that of de-
cided ones and decided students mean score for foreclosure was higher than that of unde-
cided ones. The lack of significance for foreclosure is disconcerting, however, and could be
related to a number of factors that will be discussed later.

The results of this study suggest that many freshmen college students are beyond
foreclosure and diffusion. Thisrevelation contradictsPetitpas (1978), who suggeststhat alarge
majority of late adolescentsareidentity foreclosed and that academic and career counseling
interventionsshould bedesigned with thesestudentsin mind. Thedataalso suggest that both
undecided and decided students are in various stages of development. For example, some
studentsin both groups are identity achieved, but there are significantly more decided ones
in this status.
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EGO-IDENTITY STATUSES 13

Decided and undecided students were not only grouped by their verbal commitment as
they entered college, but the Career Decision Scale measured the degreed decidedness about
acareer and magjor aswell. T-tests revealed significant differences on this measure. Although
thesamethree ego-identity statuses weresignificant with career and mgjor decidedness, the
statuses were more significant with career decidedness. Many collegestudents have a general
idea about a career direction but are often more unsure about their college major choice dur-
ing their first year.

A particularly interesting finding is the lack of foreclosure as a significant status in any
of the t-tests. Foreclosure had the smallest mean score of the four statuses.

The regression analysis revealed different predictors for the two categories o advising
needs. Three statuses (achievement, diffusion, and moratorium) were significant predictors
of the need for personal support in theadvising relationship. While diffusion was a negative
predictor of the need for personal support, decided studentsin moratorium and achievement
indicated a high need for personal support. The best predictor of the need for personal sup-
port among undecided students was for those in moratorium. The more individuals arein a
state of uncertainty and exploration, the more they perceive a need for a personal relation-
ship with their advisor.

Advising Implications

Diffused students. Although some diffused studentsin thisstudy indicated no perceived need
for either information or personal support, as the score weakened, the need for both these
advising componentsincreased. As students move out of diffusion into moratorium (an ex-
ploring mode) they become aware that information and a supportive adviser are important.
Advisers who sense confusion and lack o purpose in their advisees may want to providein-
formation and personal support in a manner that does not further confuse them. sensitivity
to the amount and timing for offering these two advising services for students who are dif-
fused may be the key to moving them into exploration.

Moratorium students. Students in thisstatus are characterized as open,resilient, and flexi-
ble. Asinother statuses, studentswill beat different levels within moratorium. Marcia(1976)
indicates that the moratorium studentsin hisfollow-up study six yearslater had shown a 100
percent change rate. Adviserscan help studentsin moratorium explorein a thorough, logica
manner. Information resources may be used while helping students gather, reflect upon, and
process thisinformation in a personally supportive way. Providing a comfortable, caring at-
mosphere will lend support during this critical period.

Achieved students. Since many dof the decided freshmen in this study were in the achieve-
ment status, it isparticularly important to recognizethelevelswithin thisstatus. Marcia (1976)
warnsthat while statuses may seem to have a static quality, identity formation is dynamic.
Even though individuals may beidentity achieved, they should be viewed as ' coming from
someplace and going to someplace.”

While achieved students have explored and made a commitment, they still report a need
for information and personal support. Whilethey are characterized as open and flexible, ad-
visers should be aware that an achieved student may moveinto foreclosureif they, as Marcia
warns, are rigid in the identity formation process. It isimportant to question the degree of
commitment with identity achieved students.
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Sinceforeclosure was not significantin thisinvestigation, the types of advising needs can
only be speculated upon. Perhaps the students in the sample were not at a strong level of
rigidity or as conforming to parental or society norms. They may have been at a diffusedl
foreclosedlevel or an achieved/foreclosed level. Situationally foreclosed individualslack ex-
posureto information and ideas (Henry and Renaud, 1972). Perhaps the studentsin thissam-
ple have been exposed to information and ideas. This would explain the lack of foreclosed
individualsin this sample. A more likely explanation is that the items on the ego-identity
measure were not as sensitive to this particular population.

Overdl, the results o this study indicate that entering freshmen are at many stages of
ego-identity development and their perceived need for thetype and degree o advising vary
not only with being decided or undecided, but within their place on the ego-identity
developmental continuum, aswell. Many decided studentsin thisstudy indicated a need for
information and personal support even in the achieved status. Thesestudents might view their
choice as tentative and feel the need to examine and confirm.it.

Most advisersaof undecided studentsrealizethat an individualized approach is particul ar-
ly important in helping them through the exploration process. This investigation reinforces
the notion that undecided as well as decided students are at varying levels o ego-identity
development and that approachingall studentsin different levelsdf exploration and commit-
ment requires a sensitivity to how and when information and personal support are offered.
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