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Abstract: Adolescents in India must make high‑stakes educational and career choices within a sociocultural context marked by strong 

family involvement, competitive examinations, and high prestige attached to certain professions. While parents are acknowledged as 

central influences in adolescent career development, existing research often treats parental involvement as a broad, global construct and 

rarely distinguishes between autonomy‑supportive and psychologically controlling forms of parenting in career‑specific situations. This 

conceptual paper addresses that gap by developing an integrative framework that explains how parental autonomy support and parental 

psychological control shape adolescents’ motivation, career decision‑making self‑efficacy, and problematic career indecision in the Indian 

context. Drawing on Self‑Determination Theory, Social Cognitive Career Theory, and developmental systems perspectives, the paper 

argues that autonomy‑supportive parenting facilitates basic psychological need satisfaction, autonomous motivation, and stronger 

self‑efficacy, which in turn reduce chronic, distressing forms of career indecision and enhance decision quality. In contrast, 

psychologically controlling parenting frustrates autonomy needs, promotes controlled motivation, undermines self‑efficacy, and increases 

the likelihood of persistent indecision in high‑pressure career decisions. The proposed framework offers culturally sensitive propositions 

to guide future empirical research and provides implications for parents, educators, career counsellors, and mental health professionals 

supporting Indian adolescents during career choice. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Career decision‑making during adolescence is a critical 

developmental task that shapes future educational and 

occupational trajectories as well as broader identity 

formation. In India, adolescents make these choices within an 

educational environment characterised by high‑stakes board 

examinations, competitive entrance tests, and intense 

competition for seats in prestigious professional courses. 

 

Parents are among the most influential contextual agents in 

adolescent career development, providing resources, 

expectations, emotional support, and guidance, yet also 

potentially exerting pressure and control. Research 

consistently finds that parental encouragement relates to 

stronger career aspirations and more active exploration, but 

also shows that rigid expectations and coercive practices can 

heighten anxiety and impede decision‑making. 

 

However, much of the existing work treats “parental 

involvement” as a relatively undifferentiated construct, 

making it difficult to explain why some forms of involvement 

support healthy career development whereas others 

contribute to chronic indecision and distress. Moreover, 

theoretical traditions that could clarify these processes—

particularly Self‑Determination Theory (SDT), Social 

Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT), and developmental 

systems perspectives—are often applied separately and rarely 

integrated into a single model focused on parenting in the 

career domain. 

This conceptual paper responds to these gaps by developing 

an integrated framework that distinguishes parental autonomy 

support from parental psychological control in adolescent 

career decision‑making and explains how these styles 

influence motivation, self‑efficacy, and problematic career 

indecision in the Indian sociocultural context. The aim is not 

to test variables empirically but to clarify constructs, 

synthesize literature, and derive propositions that can guide 

future research and practice. 

 

2. Theoretical Foundations 
 

2.1 Self‑Determination Theory 

 

Self‑Determination Theory posits that human well‑being and 

optimal functioning depend on the satisfaction of three basic 

psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness. When social environments, including families, 

support these needs, individuals are more likely to internalize 

values, act with volition, and exhibit autonomous motivation. 

In the parenting domain, autonomy support refers to 

behaviours that acknowledge the child’s perspective, provide 

meaningful rationales, encourage choice within limits, and 

avoid coercive pressure, whereas psychological control refers 

to intrusive strategies such as guilt induction, conditional 

regard, and criticism that undermine the child’s sense of self. 

Applied to career decisions, autonomy‑supportive parents 

help adolescents explore options, understand consequences, 

and make personally meaningful choices, while 
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psychologically controlling parents pressure adolescents to 

conform to parental preferences. 

 

SDT suggests that autonomy‑supportive parenting will 

facilitate satisfaction of autonomy and competence needs in 

career choice, leading to more internalized, self‑endorsed 

motivations, whereas psychological control will frustrate 

these needs and foster controlled motivation driven by 

external pressure or internalized guilt. These motivational 

orientations are central in the present framework for 

understanding career indecision and decision quality. 

 

2.2 Social Cognitive Career Theory 

 

Social Cognitive Career Theory emphasises the role of 

self‑efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, and goals in 

career development. Adolescents who believe they can 

successfully perform career decision‑making tasks- such as 

self‑assessment, information seeking, and evaluation of 

options—are more likely to explore actively, form clear 

preferences, and translate intentions into action. 

 

Parental behaviours contribute to career decision‑making 

self‑efficacy through modelling, verbal persuasion, emotional 

support, and opportunities for mastery experiences. 

Autonomy‑supportive parents may strengthen self‑efficacy 

by conveying confidence in adolescents’ capacities and by 

scaffolding decision tasks in ways that foster competence, 

whereas psychologically controlling parents may undermine 

self‑efficacy through criticism, doubt, or over‑direction. 

 

SCCT thus provides key constructs—self‑efficacy and 

outcome expectations- that, when combined with SDT’s 

focus on basic needs and motivation, help explain how 

parenting styles become translated into concrete career 

decision outcomes. 

 

2.3 Developmental Systems and Person–Environment Fit 

 

Developmental systems perspectives conceptualise 

development as the result of dynamic, reciprocal interactions 

between individuals and multiple layers of context, including 

family, school, culture, and broader social structures. Within 

this view, optimal development occurs when there is a good 

fit between the adolescent’s characteristics and the demands 

and affordances of their environments. 

 

In the career domain, person–environment fit can be 

considered at three levels: the fit between adolescents’ 

interests and abilities and the options they pursue; the fit 

between adolescents’ developmental needs and parental 

expectations and communication styles; and the fit between 

individual aspirations and cultural norms regarding 

acceptable life pathways. Parental autonomy support can be 

understood as a mechanism for adjusting the family context 

to better fit adolescents’ needs for exploration and 

self‑direction, whereas psychological control creates misfit 

by overriding adolescents’ preferences in high‑stakes 

decisions. 

 

This systems lens is essential in the Indian context, where 

strong family interdependence, exam‑driven structures, and 

shifting labour markets create complex demands on 

adolescents’ career choices. 

 

3. Parental Autonomy Support and 

Psychological Control in Career 

Decision‑Making 
 

3.1 Conceptualising Autonomy Support in Career 

Contexts 

 

In this paper, parental autonomy support in career 

decision‑making is defined as the extent to which parents 

encourage independent thinking, acknowledge adolescents’ 

perspectives, provide meaningful rationales for guidance, 

allow exploration of educational and occupational options, 

and support self‑directed choice without coercion. 

Autonomy‑supportive parents invite open discussion about 

interests and strengths, help adolescents evaluate multiple 

pathways, and signal that final decisions should be endorsed 

by the adolescent. 

 

Such behaviours are expected to promote autonomy and 

competence need satisfaction, foster autonomous motivation 

for career exploration, and strengthen career decision‑making 

self‑efficacy. Over time, this pattern should support gradual 

clarification and commitment rather than chronic indecision. 

 

3.2 Conceptualising Psychological Control in Career 

Contexts 

 

Parental psychological control in career decision‑making 

refers to the use of emotionally manipulative, intrusive, or 

coercive strategies- such as guilt induction, conditional 

affection, criticism, and pressure to conform to parental 

aspirations- to shape adolescents’ career choices. Examples 

include reminding adolescents of sacrifices made by parents 

to compel them toward particular careers, threatening 

withdrawal of affection if certain options are rejected, or 

conveying that alternative careers will bring shame to the 

family. 

 

Psychological control is theorised to frustrate autonomy 

needs, erode the adolescent’s sense of personal ownership of 

choices, and heighten anxiety around making a “wrong” 

decision. This, in turn, is expected to foster controlled 

motivation- where career decisions are driven by fear, 

obligation, or guilt- and to weaken career decision‑making 

self‑efficacy. The framework therefore links psychological 

control to more persistent, distressing patterns of career 

indecision, particularly in high‑pressure contexts. 

 

3.3 Indian Sociocultural and Educational Context 

 

Indian adolescents navigate career choices within a cultural 

context that emphasises respect for elders, strong family 

bonds, and shared responsibility for major life decisions. At 

the same time, they encounter a rapidly changing opportunity 

structure, with emerging careers alongside enduring prestige 

associated with fields such as medicine, engineering, and civil 

services. 

 

High‑stakes board examinations, competitive entrance tests, 

and limited seats in reputed institutions intensify parental 
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involvement and anxiety. Professional career guidance 

remains unevenly available, leading many adolescents to rely 

primarily on parents for information and advice. In such 

conditions, autonomy‑supportive engagement may buffer 

stress and support healthy decision‑making, whereas 

psychologically controlling engagement may amplify internal 

conflict and chronic indecision. 

 

4. Integrated Conceptual Framework and 

Propositions 
 

4.1 Overview of the Model 

 

The proposed conceptual framework can be visualised as a 

chain of influences embedded within the Indian sociocultural 

context. At the left, parental autonomy support and parental 

psychological control represent contrasting styles of 

career‑related parenting. These parenting styles influence the 

satisfaction or frustration of adolescents’ autonomy and 

competence needs. 

 

In turn, need satisfaction versus need frustration shapes 

whether adolescents approach career decisions with 

autonomous or controlled motivation, and it also affects their 

level of career decision‑making self‑efficacy. These 

motivational and cognitive processes then influence the 

extent of problematic career indecision and the quality of 

eventual career decisions, including clarity, commitment, and 

associated distress. All these processes operate within an 

encompassing frame representing Indian cultural norms, 

educational structures, and labour‑market conditions. 

 

4.2 Propositions 

 

Because this is a conceptual paper, the framework is 

expressed through propositions rather than testable 

hypotheses, intended to guide future empirical work. 

 

Proposition 1: Higher levels of parental autonomy support in 

career‑related interactions will be associated with greater 

satisfaction of adolescents’ autonomy and competence needs 

in the context of career decision‑making. 

 

Proposition 2: Higher levels of parental psychological 

control in career‑related interactions will be associated with 

greater frustration of adolescents’ autonomy and competence 

needs in the context of career decision‑making. 

 

Proposition 3: Autonomy and competence need satisfaction 

in career decision‑making will be positively related to 

autonomous motivation (interest‑driven, self‑endorsed 

engagement) and negatively related to controlled motivation 

(pressure‑driven engagement). 

 

Proposition 4: Autonomy and competence need satisfaction 

will be positively related to career decision‑making 

self‑efficacy, whereas need frustration will be negatively 

related to self‑efficacy. 

 

Proposition 5: Autonomous motivation and higher career 

decision‑making self‑efficacy will be associated with lower 

levels of chronic, distressing career indecision and higher 

perceived quality of career decisions. 

Proposition 6: Controlled motivation and lower career 

decision‑making self‑efficacy will be associated with higher 

levels of chronic, distressing career indecision and lower 

perceived quality of career decisions. 

 

Proposition 7: The strength and manifestation of these 

relationships will be moderated by features of the Indian 

sociocultural and educational context, such as the intensity of 

exam competition, the salience of family reputation, and the 

availability of professional career guidance. 

 

These propositions articulate how SDT’s basic needs and 

motivational orientations, SCCT’s self‑efficacy constructs, 

and developmental systems notions of person–environment 

fit are integrated to explain the psychological mechanisms 

linking parenting styles and career indecision among Indian 

adolescents. 

 

5. Implications 
 

5.1 Implications for Research 

 

The framework suggests several directions for empirical 

research on adolescent career development in India. First, 

researchers should utilise measures that clearly distinguish 

autonomy‑supportive and psychologically controlling 

parental behaviours in career‑specific contexts, rather than 

relying on global indices of involvement. This would enable 

more precise tests of how different parenting styles relate to 

motivation, self‑efficacy, and indecision. 

 

Second, the model invites longitudinal designs that trace 

pathways from parenting through need 

satisfaction/frustration, motivational orientations, and 

self‑efficacy to later patterns of career indecision and decision 

outcomes. Such studies could clarify temporal ordering and 

reciprocal influences between adolescents and parents. 

 

Third, there is a need for culturally sensitive instruments and 

analyses that capture how autonomy support and 

psychological control are expressed in Indian families, 

including potential differences across regions, social classes, 

and educational streams. Mixed‑methods approaches may be 

particularly valuable in illuminating adolescents’ subjective 

experiences of parental involvement. 

 

5.2 Implications for Parents and Families 

 

For parents, the framework highlights that “being involved” 

is not sufficient; the style and meaning of involvement matter 

greatly for adolescents’ psychological experience of career 

choice. Autonomy‑supportive practices- such as listening to 

adolescents’ perspectives, providing rationales, exploring 

multiple options together, and ultimately respecting 

self‑endorsed decisions- are likely to strengthen motivation 

and confidence while reducing chronic indecision. 

 

In contrast, practices rooted in psychological control- such as 

guilt‑based appeals, conditional affection, and rigid insistence 

on particular careers- may relieve parents’ anxieties in the 

short term but at the cost of undermining adolescents’ sense 

of agency and competence. This can contribute to prolonged 

indecision, internal conflict, and reduced well‑being around 
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career choices. Parenting programmes and psychoeducational 

interventions can use the framework to design culturally 

resonant messages about autonomy support that still honour 

values of family interdependence and responsibility. 

 

5.3 Implications for Career Counsellors and Educators 

 

Career counsellors, school psychologists, and teachers can 

utilise this framework to better assess the relational and 

motivational dimensions of career indecision among 

adolescents. Assessment protocols might include questions 

about perceived autonomy, parental communication styles, 

and the balance between support and pressure in career 

conversations. 

 

Interventions can then be tailored to enhance adolescents’ 

self‑efficacy and autonomous motivation- through skills 

training, narrative exercises, and graded exposure to decision 

tasks- while simultaneously involving parents in dialogues 

about autonomy‑supportive engagement. In high‑pressure 

school environments, educators can act as mediators who help 

families differentiate between constructive guidance and 

psychological control in the pursuit of academic and career 

goals. 

 

6. Limitations and Directions for Future Work 
 

As a conceptual paper, this work does not present empirical 

data or statistical tests of the proposed relationships, and its 

conclusions must therefore be considered provisional until 

examined in systematic studies. The framework focuses 

primarily on proximal psychological outcomes- motivation, 

self‑efficacy, indecision, and decision quality—rather than 

long‑term career success or adult life satisfaction. 

 

Other social influences, such as peers, teachers, and siblings, 

and structural factors like labour‑market conditions and 

economic constraints, are acknowledged but not treated as 

primary explanatory foci. Future research could extend the 

model to include these additional layers of context or to 

examine interactions between parental influence and 

institutional factors, such as school tracking and access to 

guidance services. 

 

Furthermore, although the framework is grounded in Indian 

conditions, India is internally diverse, and the model may 

need adaptation for different regions, communities, and 

school systems. Comparative research across collectivist and 

individualist settings could test the extent to which autonomy 

support and psychological control operate similarly or 

differently in other cultural contexts. 

 

7. Conclusion 
 

This paper proposes an integrated conceptual framework that 

explains how parental autonomy support and psychological 

control shape adolescent career decision‑making, career 

indecision, and decision quality within the Indian 

sociocultural and educational context. By combining 

Self‑Determination Theory, Social Cognitive Career Theory, 

and developmental systems perspectives, the framework 

clarifies the psychological mechanisms- need satisfaction or 

frustration, motivational orientation, and self‑efficacy- 

through which parenting styles influence adolescents’ career 

choices. 

 

The analysis suggests that autonomy‑supportive parenting, 

which respects adolescents’ perspectives and supports 

exploration, is linked to autonomous motivation, stronger 

career decision‑making self‑efficacy, and lower levels of 

chronic, distressing indecision, whereas psychologically 

controlling parenting is associated with controlled 

motivation, lower self‑efficacy, and higher problematic 

indecision. In a context where family involvement and 

educational pressures are intense, the style of parental 

engagement becomes particularly consequential for whether 

adolescents experience career decisions as self‑authored or 

externally imposed. 

 

By articulating culturally grounded propositions and 

highlighting implications for research and practice, this 

conceptual framework aims to guide future empirical work 

and inform more autonomy‑supportive approaches to career 

guidance for Indian adolescents. 
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