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ABSTRACT - This exploratory study using a case-study design attempted to evaluate the degree 
of similarity between two widely-used instruments (the Self Directed Search and NEO-PI-R) in 
vocational counseling. The results indicated a correspondence between the Social and Artistic 
Holland types with the Openness, Extraversions, and Agreeableness factors of the NEO-
PI. A correspondence was also found between the Openness and Investigative domains. 
Implications of the results for career counselors are outlined. 

Career counseling began with the demonstrated need for clients to understand 
themselves (e.g., values, interests, personality traits) in relation to the world of work 
(Dillon & Weissman, 1987). Holland’s (1997) vocational personality typology and Costa 
& McCrae’s (1992) so-called “Big Five” model of personality are two of the more 
influential structural theories of personality often used to help clients connect  personality  
traits to specific occupations. 

Holland’s Vocational Personality Typology 
Holland’s (1997) theory is perhaps the most widely accepted method for describing 

people and occupational environments. Holland’s theory can be perceived as a direct 
attempt to organize and systemize the knowledge of self and, secondarily, as the 
matching of that self with occupational environments (Slaney, Hall, & Bieschke, 1993). 
Both occupational environments and personalities are grouped into six major categories: 
Realistic (R), Investigative (I), Artistic (A), Social (S), Enterprising (E), and 
Conventional (C). 

In Holland’s typology, both personality and environment are expressed in three-letter 
codes. A three-letter code is formed by selecting, from Holland’s six types, the three 
types that most closely characterize the person or his or her work-school environment. 
The three-letter code provides a brief summary of what a person or environment is like 
by showing the degree of resemblance to three occupational groups. For example, the 
three-letter code of ISA suggests that the person or environment has dominant 
Investigative aspects but also possesses the Social and Artistic characteristics to a 
somewhat lesser degree. Extensive descriptions of the six types can be found in Holland 
(1985). 
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 Two of Holland’s basic notions are that (a) persons in a vocation have similar 
personalities, and (b) persons tend to choose actual occupational environments consistent 
with their personality orientations. Finally, a primary assumption behind Holland’s 
approach is “vocational satisfaction, stability, and achievement depend on the congruence 
between one’s personality and environment in which one works” (1985, p. 10). One 
instrument that measures the six personality types is the Self-Directed Search (SDS;  
Holland, 1994). 

 
Costa and McCrae’s Model of Personality 

 Sophisticated research conducted during the last two decades has begun to converge 
on a relatively simple conclusion: there maybe only five key or central dimensions of 
personality (Cost & McCrae, 1988; Noller, Law, & Comrey, 1987). The so-called “Big 
Five” theory is currently one of our best approximations of the basic trait dimensions 
(Endler & Speer, 1998). The five-factor structure of personality has also been found 
across a wide range of cultures, including those of Israel, Portugal, Japan, Korea, and 
China (Allik & McCrae, 2004). These five factors are labeled Neuroticism, Extraversion, 
Openness, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness. In sum, there is an impressive amount 
of consensus regarding the five-factor model of personality reflecting the robustness of 
findings emerging from a wide range of diverse methodologies (Digman, 1990). The 
instrument used to measure these five factors is the NEO-PI (Costa & McCrae, 1988). 

Thus, the purpose of the present study is to discover if corresponding dimensions of 
personality measured by the SDS [which is based on vocational theory] and the NEO-PI 
[which is based on structural personality theory] exist. Descriptive statistics using a 
single-case-study approach will be employed to identify the corresponding dimensions of 
vocational preferences and personality structure.  A rationale for the use of a case-study 
approach as well as relevant research on the relationship between Holland’s personality 
theory and Costa and McCrae’s five-factor theory will also be presented. 
 
The Case For a Case Study Approach 

 Case study research refers to the detailed examination of a single entity (e.g., person, 
client, a counseling dyad, a group; Miller, 1985). According to C.E. Hill, Carter, and 
O’Farrell (1983), single-cased research has distinct advantages over more traditional 
experimental studies because it allows for a more adequate description of what is 
happening; Sue (1978) added that single-case research allows researchers to study a 
somewhat rare phenomenon.  

An early request for case analyses in the field of career intervention (Osipow, 1982) 
was followed by the publication of several narrative cases in The Career Development 
Quarterly (A.L. Hill & Spokane, 1995) and a few case studies in related periodicals 
(Dorn, 1988; Kirschner, Hoffman, & Hill, 1994; Spokane et al., 1993). The reader who is 
unfamiliar with the virtues, importance, and thinking that are the foundation of single-
case study research is encouraged to read the above cited articles as well as the following: 
Frey, 1978; Goldman, 1977; Remer, 1981; Tracey, 1993. 
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Research on the Relationship Between Holland’s Personality Typology and the Five-
Factor Model 

There has been a resurgence of interest in structural theories of personality, which 
suggest that individual differences can be expressed by relatively few general dimensions 
(Goldberg, 1993). Two such theories include the so-called “Big-Five” structure (Costa & 
McCrae, 1992) and “Big six” personality types as outlined by Holland (1997). As a 
result, some research has surfaced attempting to relate the theories to each other. 

 Gottfredson, Jones, and Holland (1993) found that Social and Enterprising types were 
positively correlated with Extroversion and Investigative; Artistic preferences were 
positively correlated with Openness; Conventional preferences were positively correlated 
with Conscientiousness. These findings were similar to what other researchers have 
discovered (Costa, McCrae, & Holland, 1984; Holland, Johnston & Asama, 1994). 

De Fruyt and Mervielde (1997) conducted a comprehensive investigation in the 
relationship between the SDS and the NEO-PI. Results reveal that Extroversion 
correlated strongly with Enterprising and somewhat with Social for men and women. 
Furthermore, Openness correlated with Artistic; Agreeableness correlated with Social; 
Conscientiousness correlated with Conventional and finally, Neuroticism correlated 
negatively with Enterprising.  

Blake and Sackett (1993) used adjectives that describe the six Holland types (1973) to 
estimate the connection between the Holland types and the Five Factor model. Somewhat 
predictably, the validated adjectival ratings assigned Extroversion to Enterprising, Social 
to Agreeableness, Openness to Artistic, and Conscientiousness to Conventional. 

 Tokar, Vaux, & Swanson (1995) examined the correspondence between the two 
models of personality structure, both of which purport to be comprehensive. In their 
research, 102 female and 91 male college students completed the SDS and the NEO-PI. 
Results generally were consistent with theoretical definitions of the Big-Five personality 
dimensions, as well as the trait characteristics of the six Holland types. Specifically, for 
females, loadings from the first set of canonical variants indicated strong, positive 
associations of the Social and Enterprising types with both Extraversion and Openness. 
Social and Enterprising types were also positively related to Agreeableness but to a lesser 
extent. For females, the NEO-PI and SDS similarities seem to suggest a dimension 
reflecting a “Non-personal Orientation” at one pole and an “Interpersonal Orientation” at 
the opposite pole.  Although it appeared that neither personality model can account for 
the other in its entirely, the study, nonetheless, provided further empirical demonstration 
of a significant correspondence between two of the most prominent and heuristic 
personality models. 

 
Method 

Procedure 
A questionnaire packet containing the SDS, the NEO-PI, and a biographical data form 

was given to a single subject. The subject was a volunteer graduate student from the 
Department of Psychology and Behavioral Sciences and she received a small honorarium 
for her involvement. Controlling for order effects was not considered since the study 
involved a single participant. The participant completed all forms within two weeks. 
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Upon completion of the questionnaire packet, the participant received a debriefing 
statement outlining the purpose and hypothesis of the study. 

 
The Single Subject 

The participant used in this study was a graduate student in general counseling within 
the Department of Psychology and Behavioral Sciences at a median size southern 
university. The participant was a 22-year-old African-American female, single, and 
working in a counseling-related field. Her occupational fantasies were child and 
adolescent counselor and lawyer and her leisure pursuits included traveling, shopping, 
reading. 

 
Instruments 

Self-Directed Research (SDS). The Self-Directed Search (SDS; Holland, 1994) is a 
self-administered, self-scored, and self-interpreted instrument designed to provide career 
guidance for students and adults. After completing the SDS, the individual sums all 
positive responses and arrives at a three-letter code on the summary page. An individual’s 
personality can be classified by means of a three-letter code, with each letter representing 
one of the six personality types (RIASEC). Empirical studies generally have 
demonstrated sufficient evidence to accept the hexagonal structure as a satisfactory 
representation of the interrelations among the types (Swanson, 1994; Tracey & Rounds, 
1993). Holland (1997) reported reliability estimates ranging from .70 to .89 as well as 
evidence of concurrent validity. Several hundred studies have been conducted on the SDS 
with generally favorable results (Osipow, 1993). 

NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI). The NEO-PI (Costa & McCrae, 1992) is a 
181-item self-report questionnaire developed using factor-analytic and rational methods 
to measure the five major dimensions of normal personality; Neuroticism (N), 
Extraversion (E), Openness (O), Agreeableness (A), and Conscientiousness (C). 
Neuroticism, Extraversion and Openness domains are each measured by six 8-item facet 
scales which tap specific traits within each of the broader trait dimensions. For example, 
facets for Extraversion include Warmth, Gregariousness, Assertiveness, Activity, 
Excitement-Seeking, and Positive Emotions. The Agreeableness and Conscientiousness 
domains both are measured by global, 18-item scales which were subsequently developed 
and added to the original NEO Inventory. Responses are obtained with a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from strongly disagree and strongly agree. Costa and McCrae (1988b) 
reported Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the five domain scales ranging from .76 to .93. 
The domain scale scores also appear to be quite stable. Costa and McCrae (1988b) 
reported 3-to-6-year test-retest reliability coefficients ranging from .63 to .83. Evidence 
of the NEO-PI’s construct validity is indicated by correlations with peer ratings, self-
report adjective factors and other personality questionnaires (Costa & McCrae, 1988b; 
McCrae & Costa, 1987).  

Biographical Data Sheet. A demographic information form designed for this study 
was used to obtain data regarding demographic characteristics of the participant. The 
biographical data sheet requested the following personal information: gender, age, 
race/ethnicity, marital status, academic major, occupational fantasy, leisure pursuits, as 
well as information regarding immediate family members. 
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Results and Discussion 

The subject’s three-letter Holland code as measured by the SDS was SIA. 
Specifically, the raw scores for each Holland type were as follows: R = 11, I = 30, A = 
29, S = 42, E = 23, and C = 24. Given the Rule of “8”, her three letter code could also 
reliably be SAI (see Holland, 1994). As an aside, Wiggins and Weslander (1979) found 
that the personality characteristics of counselors rated as most effective was SAI. The 
three-letter Holland code of the subject used in this study was SIA – a congruency score 
of 26 using the Iachan Index (1984) which ranges from 0 – 28. Raw scores from the 
NEO-PI were as follows: Neuroticism 63, Extraversions 134, Openness 142, 
Agreeableness 133, Conscientiousness 115. The range for each trait was 0 – 192.  

The first pattern that emerged was the clear correspondence between the Social and 
Artistic Holland types with the Openness, Extraversions, and Agreeableness factors of 
the NEO-PI. These observed associations between the two instruments are consistent 
with Holland’s (1997) descriptions of the Social and Artistic personality types. For 
example, the Social types are sociable, responsible, humanistic, and concerned with the 
welfare of others; they usually express themselves well and get along well with others. 
Whereas, Artistic individuals are described as creative and enjoy working in settings that 
allow for self-expression; they are sensitive, emotional, and have a strong desire for 
individualistic expression. 

A description of the Extraversion, Openness, and Agreeableness types from the NEO-
PI include the following: Extraversion dimensions range from sociable, talkative, fun-
loving, affectionate, and adventurous at one end to retiring, sober, reserved, silent, and 
cautious at the other. Openness dimensions include imaginative, sensitive, intellectual, 
polished, and creative at one end to down-to-earth, insensitive, narrow, crude, and simple 
at the other end. Finally, the Agreeableness dimension includes good-natured, gentle, 
cooperative, trusting, and helpful on one end to irritable, ruthless, suspicious, 
uncooperative and headstrong at the other end. 

 In addition, some related research (e.g., Gottfredson, Jones, & Holland, 1993) found 
important similarities between Holland’s Investigative type and the Openness factor of 
the NEO-PI. Our study revealed similar findings.  

Although results suggest important overlap between the two models, neither 
personality model can account completely for the other; each model containing unique 
aspects in their own right. Thus, as others have noted, since the five-factor model (e.g., 
NEO-PI) may provide helpful personality information not assessed by the Holland’s 
model, career counselors should consider supplementing interest measures with 
assessment domains of the five-factor model (Costa & McCrae, 1992; Gottfredson, Jones, 
& Holland, 1993; Tokar & Swanson, 1995). 

 The idea that personality traits differ by occupation has been vigorously examined for 
decades. This study revealed important relationships between Holland’s typology and the 
personality dimensions outlined in the five-factor model and thus the study offers 
tentative suggestions for career counselors. Though the results are clearly preliminary, 
they do lend some support to the notion that career counselors can make some inferences 
about the client’s personality preferences and interests. Perhaps this broader picture of the 
client will assist the counselor in asking questions to promote greater self awareness and 
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career exploration. Results from the NEO-PI can be used to help the client understand 
better “why” a particular occupation may be appealing to him or her. 

The connection between SDS and NEO-PI scores could also be used to lessen career 
mismatches by showing the client the relationship between personality traits and job 
requirements (De Fruyt & Mervielde, 1997). The general conclusion from this 
exploratory study is that information gleaned from these two instruments will foster both 
client understanding and greater understanding of the world of work thereby improving a 
client’s decision-making ability. Finally, though the results tend to support the notion that 
scores from the two instruments used in this study are somewhat related, vocational 
counselors should still use caution in making inferences from one domain to another. 

A few limitations are important to consider when interpreting findings and planning 
for future research. First, the findings were based on descriptive statistics. Clearly, more 
sophisticated statistical analyses should be considered in future research. In addition, 
results of this research are based on self-report data from a single African-American, 
female, graduate student. Before conclusions can be drawn on the similarity between two 
of the most prominent and heuristic personality models (Holland’s RIASEC Typology 
and the Five-Factor model), the current results need to be demonstrated empirically using 
different methodologies and larger sample sizes. 
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