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Addressing Social Class and Classism in
Vocational Theory and Practice:

Extending the Emancipatory
Communitarian Approach

William Ming Liu
Saba Rasheed Ali
University of Iowa

The emancipatory communitarian approach to vocational development is congruent
with previous calls to counseling psychologists to be oriented to social justice in their
research and practice. However, even in the current emancipatory communitarian
approach, an implicit upward mobility bias favors some vocations. To help understand
how to better apply the emancipatory communitarian approach, a social class and
classism framework is incorporated to explore how upward mobility bias distorts and
ignores negative aspects of higher status and higher prestige jobs and does not recognize
potential positive aspects of lower status and working-class jobs.

We commend Blustein, McWhirter, and Perry (2005 [this issue]) on their
exciting integration of a liberational approach to vocational psychology. In
particular, their application of emancipatory communitarian (EC) theory
explicitly challenges counseling psychologists to consider context, politics,
and culture within research and clinical approaches. Through the EC lens,
Blustein et al. (2005 [this issue]) illuminate the biases in vocational psychol-
ogy that result from skewed research that focuses on White, college-educated,
and traditional students and workers (Buboltz, Miller, & Williams, 1999).
Consequently, notions of vocational development and practice are imbued
with a worldview that inherently values upward mobility (Liu, Ali, et al.,
2004; Liu, Pickett, & Ivey, 2004; Liu, Soleck, Hopps, Dunston, & Pickett,
2004). Such a worldview centers on upward achievement and increased sta-
tus, which denigrates or negates individuals who do not share these values.
This upward mobility bias is a form of classism, which, if not fully under-
stood, may hinder full actualization of an EC approach to vocational psychol-
ogy. Therefore, the purpose of this critique is to extend and refine the EC
approach of Blustein et al. (2005 [this issue]) by using the social class
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worldview model to address classism and the role of an upward mobility bias
in shaping vocational development and our practices.

INCLUDING SOCIAL CLASS AND CLASSISM

Prilleltensky (1997) suggested that psychologists should initiate a discus-
sion on their conceptions of the so-called good life and good society. This
self-audit, also encouraged by Sue, Ivey, and Pedersen (1996), would further
help vocational psychologists focus and define their biases, values, and
assumptions, such as the upward mobility bias. As such, the EC approach in
vocational psychology is reminiscent of other calls to the profession to incor-
porate social justice and liberational approaches to counseling practice (Ivey,
1995; Vera & Speight, 2003). In this way the EC approach to vocational psy-
chology was similar to multicultural competencies in that social justice is an
important focus for culturally competent counselors.

In their introspective definition of a good life, Blustein et al. (2005 [this
issue]) define a good society as “one in which all people have opportunities to
work in safe, humane conditions with compensation that affords a sufficient
standard of living” (p. 148). We agree that this is one aspect of a good society.
We also advocate that vocational psychologists must initiate a dialogue about
what constitutes a good job, because whether a uniform standard to evaluate a
good versus a poor job exists or even can exist is unclear. More specifically,
will people share a similar perception of a good job regardless of where they
live? Is the perception of a good job tied to other subjective factors, such as
one’s social class? Because the definition of a good job is not fully addressed,
Blustein et al. (2005 [this issue]) seem to continue the perception that a good
job translates to a good life; in other words, higher status jobs are preferable
to lower status jobs because opportunities and privileges (Liu et al., 2004) for
a better life are more likely among higher status occupations.

Blustein et al. (2004 [this issue]) regard middle- and upper-class vocations
as superior to lower- and working-class occupations. Lower-class jobs are
described as “mundane, blue-collar jobs at restaurants, factories, gas sta-
tions, or grocery stores, jobs that are typically low status, monotonous, and
uninteresting” (p. 161). Implicit in this assumption is that higher status jobs
may not be monotonous and uninteresting and, even if mundane, may offer
some compensatory factor (e.g., money, status, or prestige).

Yet by focusing on the potentially positive aspects of middle- and upper-
class occupations, the problems in living that may result from the push for
upwardly mobile occupations are not addressed. Some research suggests that
aspirations of material and monetary success, hallmarks of the middle class
(Holt, 1998), are associated with poor adjustment and behavioral disorders
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(Kasser & Ryan, 1993), less satisfaction and happiness (Van Boven &
Gilovich, 2003), poorer subjective well-being (Burroughs & Rindfleisch,
2002), and poorer relationships (Nickerson, Schwarz, Diener, & Kahneman,
2003).

The extent to which an individual subscribes to upward mobility (which
can be measured, for instance, by the protestant work ethic) has been associ-
ated with the perception of work as a positive attribute and the perception of
leisure activities as suspicious. Those who endorse the protestant work ethic
may structure their time toward work and be purposeful and punctual, may
not procrastinate, may delay gratification for long-term gains, and may be
type A personalities (Mudrack, 1997). Additionally, those who are score
high on protestant work ethic may persist at tasks regardless of monotony and
repetitiveness, have difficulty relaxing, and regard long commutes as normal
and as an acceptable part of the work day (Greenberg, 1978; Merrens &
Garrett, 1975). Thus, the attainment of high status and prestige jobs comes at
a psychological and relational price that is seldom addressed in vocational
psychology.

As counseling psychologists, we have yet to understand and explore the
potential positive aspects of jobs that are not typically considered upwardly
mobile. Moreover, we have difficulty understanding how people may not
choose to go to school, may choose to put effort into what we would perceive
as menial work, and view work as a small component of life rather than a
major focus. All these confusions are a product of our social class
worldviews and biases, classism, and professional training. Thus, counseling
psychologists must diversify methods in investigating the vocational lives of
the 75% of the American population who do not have a college degree (Cen-
sus Bureau, 2001), the 13% who are officially in poverty (Census Bureau,
2004a), or administrative assistants who represent the largest occupational
category in the U.S. census in 1999 (Census Bureau, 2004b).

In addressing social class and classism, we must first understand the limi-
tations to current understanding. Although income, education, and occupa-
tion are typically used as a framework to understand social class, we have (a)
not understood how social class is affected from these three indices (Brown,
Fukunaga, Umemoto, & Wicker, 1996) and (b) not connected to experiences
of classism (Liu et al., 2004). Space limitations preclude a full discussion of
social class and classism, which is available in the literature (Liu, 2001; Liu et
al., 2004; Liu, Soleck, et al., 2004). Several theoretical aspects of the social
class worldview model relevant for this discussion of the EC approach and
for developing experience-near theories follow: economic cultures, upward
classism, downward classism, lateral classism, and internalized classism.

An economic culture comprises essentially the context, neighborhood, or
community in which the individual lives that establishes the framework for
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values about social status, materialism, work, and peer relationships and for
maintenance of social status (Liu, 2001). Economic culture is important in
that social status, social class, and classism must be understood as largely
local and interpersonal phenomena. For instance, while a national middle
class may exist, the values and worldview of the middle class vary depending
on the area in which an individual lives. Therefore, many middle-class eco-
nomic cultures nationally identify similarly but have different concepts and
expectations. Thus, the requirements for maintaining middle-class social
standing in Des Moines, Iowa, may be different from the requirements in
New York City, given the same education and income levels and the same job.

Knowing that people interpret the requirements for a certain social class
differently depending on their economic culture also allows us to explore
how people experience classism. Classism is not random prejudice and dis-
crimination, but it is intimately tied to an economic culture. Classist behav-
iors and attitudes should be understood as necessary to protect the boundaries
of a person’s perceived social class. Thus, if a person’s economic culture val-
ues the possession of material objects or if status is maintained through edu-
cational achievement, then the person within that economic culture may
demonstrate classist attitudes and behaviors reflecting that value system. The
motivation and target of classism are not random but intentional in maintain-
ing in-group and out-group boundaries. Hence, classism is defined as preju-
dice and discrimination that are directed toward and experienced from others
to maintain homeostasis within one’s own perceived status position (Liu et
al., 2004). Therefore, classism can occur among any people and among any
groups, regardless of actual social class. Classism may be upward (e.g.,
regarding someone as a snob, uppity, or elitist), downward (e.g., regarding
someone as lazy or deserving of poverty), lateral (e.g., keeping up with the
Joneses because the Joneses remind the individual that he or she may be slip-
ping), and internalized (e.g., feeling anxiety and frustration resulting from an
inability to maintain social status; Liu, Soleck, et al., 2004).

RELATIONSHIP OF CLASSISM WITH
VOCATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

A limitation of current vocational psychology is the acontextual applica-
tion of theories, practice, and research. Specifically, an acontextual applica-
tion may not consider the sociopolitical (e.g., the unequal distribution of
power), sociohistorical (e.g., biased and inaccurate histories of peoples), and
sociostructural (e.g., legal, education, and economic systems) forces that
marginalize and oppress individuals. An acontextualized approach may not
address how classism and context work together to maintain the illusion of a
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meritocracy and reinforce social and economic stratification. Hence, we
agree with Blustein et al. (2004 [this issue]) that an EC approach and more
experience-near theorizing and research that focuses on non–college-aged,
non-White populations are necessary.

For instance, in an ongoing research and clinical endeavor among home-
less men (Liu, Stinson, Haag, & Hernandez, 2004), the men often discussed
their frustration at being construed, by others, as so-called poor White trash.
This stereotype labeled them as lazy, undereducated, and unambitious and as
abusers of drugs (Liu & Pope-Davis, 2003). Typically, these men would not
seek, nor would they be, ideal candidates for traditional vocational assess-
ment or counseling. Through qualitative interviews, it was found that a job
was not sought for status or prestige but for survival and the feeling of pro-
ductivity. Obtaining a job was not just a matter of ambition, interest, values,
or training but a matter of pragmatism. In this economic culture, the focus of
vocational work was to help the men call potential job sites and to train in
social skills (e.g., how to interview and speak on the phone and, most impor-
tantly, to obtain clean and appropriate clothes).

Traditional vocational theories fall short in this situation because the focus
of the men was not on person-environment fit, interests, or values. A strict EC
approach may not fully grasp the extent to which these men struggle to find
and maintain a job in the face of their internalized classism when they were
not successful (i.e., frustration, despair, and anxiety). By connecting an EC
and social class approach, the vocational psychologist can place expectations
and ambitions of the client within the client’s economic culture. Understand-
ing the client’s economic culture helps the psychologist conceptualize the
types of classism experienced by the client. For instance, clients may discuss
their downward classism toward others who do not seek jobs; discuss their
lateral classism by others who deride them for having ambition; and their
upward classism toward some who appear to be successful.

Classism may also be present in our attempts as vocational psychologists
and educators to assist individuals in making career or vocational decisions.
For example, while researching rural Appalachian students’ vocational
expectations and aspirations, the second author Rasheed (hereafter referred
to as Rasheed Ali) learned a valuable lesson about her own classist attitudes
(Rasheed, 2001). As a vocational psychologist and a believer in social jus-
tice, it was easy to assume that conducting research in an area of Appalachia
characterized by extreme poverty and limited opportunity would yield results
confirming the hypothesis that all students desperately needed interventions
to assist them in achieving upward mobility. However, when engaged in a
dialogue with these students she learned that some had decided not to pursue
a college education or further training because they were interested in pursu-
ing other types of work. Some students intended to go directly to occupations
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associated with coal mining or other jobs local to the community (e.g., ser-
vice occupations). The reasoning was simple. They preferred to stay close to
their families and tightly knit communities or were uninterested in upward
mobility as defined by conventional society. They did not find these types of
jobs mundane or uninteresting and instead characterized them as honorable
and honest forms of work. These students challenge the upward mobility bias
that one must have a college education or constantly seek advancement for
optimal career development.

As with the homeless men, the Appalachian students believed that others
perceived them as so-called poor White trash who had no ambitions or goals.
Rasheed Ali easily fell into the social justice trap of assuming that the seem-
ing disinterest in education was the result of these students being uninformed
and lacking resources, but she did not consider the possibility that some peo-
ple might be inclined toward honorable and honest forms of work that are not
perceived as prestigious. Vocational psychologists must be careful to avoid
this downward classism trap when working with populations employed in
jobs that may be perceived as menial or mundane.

However, not all the students in this area decided against pursuing a col-
lege education or further training because they were interested in blue-collar
occupations. Some students genuinely lacked opportunities, resources, con-
fidence, and, most importantly, support from family and peers. Often these
students encountered lateral classism from families that regarded a college
education as being only for certain people. Lateral classism then functions as
an economic cultural pressure to keep students within the bounds of a per-
ceived social class group. An EC approach or traditional vocational psychol-
ogy might miss the interaction of the student’s economic culture and voca-
tional aspirations, and traditional vocational counseling may not provide the
opportunity for these issues to be discussed.

CONCLUSION

The EC framework serves to inspire counseling psychologists to revisit
one foundation for the profession: vocational psychology. The impetus for
changing our focus to include more nontraditional populations is not only
grounded in changing our research and practice but is also pragmatic. If our
practices and research do not include diverse populations, and if our practice
does not reach a greater community, we certainly face obsolescence (Hall,
1997). In much the same manner as multicultural competencies have
reframed our professional practices to incorporate issues of race, gender, and
social class, so must vocational psychology. Simply exploring the differ-
ences among middle and upper classes versus lower and working classes is
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not enough. We must take the experience-near approach to developing
theories and effective interventions.

The EC focus is clearly on the mark for counseling psychologists in that
social justice is relevant in vocational psychology. In this connection, we
commend Blustein et al. (2005 [this issue]) on their retheorizing of voca-
tional development and extend the EC premise to intentionally focus on
social class and classism issues. We believe that the impact of classism on a
person’s work life is rarely addressed in vocational work. Vocational theories
and psychology may have wide applicability but can be used only if research
is expanded to include those who are marginalized, disenfranchised, and
ignored because they do not fit the prototypical profile of vocational
development.
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