QUANTAM PHYSICS AND CAREER POPULATIONS
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Like subatomic particles, careers are dynamically changing phenomena that often appear to follow no predictable trajectory. Rather, by progressing within the broad boundaries of what is possible, both have the ability to evolve in a variety of ways ( Jones & DeFillippi,1996). And just as a subatomic particle maybe thought of as a “tendency to exit” (Zukav, 1979:57), so as particular career may be thought of as something with “unknown potential”. Necessarily, one speculates about the progress of both a particle and a career.

What we know about a subatomic particle depends on what and how it is measured (Zukav, 1979). Similarly what we know about a career also depends on what has been measured. We know that a salary history, the position held, and the size of budget controlled, for example, give only hints at the complexity implicit in any career. Our understandings of both the universe of subatomic particles and the universe of career possibilities are brought into awareness, simplified and clarified largely as a result of simplifying measuring processes that we use. An appreciation of this situation may sensitize us to the fact that we observe or measure different things, our notation of careers just as our observations of subatomic particles have changed. As career contexts change, the idea of a career evolves (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996).

If the aim of science is to predict, then the problem with subatomic phenomena is that one cannot precisely predict what is going to happen to any particular particle (Zukav, 1979). In a similar way, we cannot predict exactly what is going to happen to any particular career and, hence, what sort of impact it may have (Gunz & Jalland, 1996). Just as it has proven difficult to make predictions of what individual subatomic particles may do, it is also difficult to make prediction about individual careers. It seems that the single unit of analysis—the individual particle or the specific career—is not the appropriate unit of analysis on which to make many predictions.

To resolve this dilemma, we can follow the path that has already been taken by quantum physicists, specifically; they have moved their unit of analysis away from particle level and have focused, instead, on population of particles. They attempt to predict the behavior of these populations, i.e., given different initial conditions, what proportions of different subatomic particles are likely to characterize the whole. An analogous approach in the study of careers would require us to move our unit of analysis away from the individual career and focus, instead, on how populations of career seekers behave. The aim would be to predict regalities in populations of career seekers in terms of the probabilities of them pursuing different types of careers and, also, the sort of things they may be likely to achieve by pursuing these various careers.

Predicting regularities in career population behavior and performance would be useful knowledge. At one level, it would be useful for institutions who seek to influence and manage population of career seekers, e.g., educational institutions such as school and universities as well as employment offices and agencies. But interest is not limited to this group. As career based on particular organizations become less likely, and careers reflecting particular sorts of professional specialization, loyalties or identity groups become more common, the population may be becoming the much more relevant unit of analysis for assessing careers (e.g., Arthur &Rousseau, 1996). 
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