
The Planned Happenstance Approach (part 2 of 4) 

Introduction  

This information sheet is part of a set on the theme of Creative Job Hunting.  

In the past career development theories have focussed on 

encouraging university students to construct a formal career plan. 

As the nature of ‘career’ has become more fluid in recent years, 

however, (it’s common nowadays for people to enter a range of 

occupations throughout their working life) career theorists began 

to examine the role that ‘chance’ frequently plays in people’s 

career paths.   

In 2004 Educational Psychologist, John Krumboltz of Stanford University (along with co-author Al Levin), 

articulated a theory he labelled Planned Happenstance in a short book entitled ‘Luck is no accident’. This 

information sheet will summarise the key concepts of the book, which is available to borrow from the 

CU Central Careers Service in the Hub. You can also view a YouTube video about the book at 

http://bit.ly/L7ly93. 

Krumboltz describes the role that chance or ‘happenstance’ has played in his own career path. He writes 

that as a child, by chance, he had taken up tennis. By virtue of this grounding in the sport he, later on at 

university, joined his college’s tennis team.  At the end of his second year he needed to select a subject 

to major in but had no idea what to choose. He asked for advice from his tennis coach, who just 

happened to also be a psychology professor. The coach, jokingly or for whatever other reason, replied 

‘psychology of course!’. Having no alternative preference, Krumboltz enrolled on the psychology course 

and is now a professor of Education and Psychology at Stanford University. He speculates that had he 

not, through a chance happening, taken up tennis as a child it is likely that his career would have taken a 

completely different path. 

You may have noticed that, the example above does not portray Krumboltz as an active participant in his 

own career options, nor does it indicate any significant forward planning.  So, what Krumboltz proposes 

is that we can actively plan to engage in activities which are more likely to open up new opportunities 

whilst continually reviewing the general direction we wish to take. 

The main themes of the book can be summarised as: 

 Always keep your options open 

 Test your dream one step at a time 

 Create your own luck – don’t wait for it 

Source: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DGHU2zmcy6M&feature=relmfu accessed 14/06/12 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DGHU2zmcy6M&feature=relmfu


The book is divided into eight chapters: 

• Make the most of unplanned events 
• Always keep your options open 
• Wake up –before your dream comes true! 
• Try it – even without knowing the outcome 

 • Go ahead and make mistakes 
• Take action to create your own luck 
• Go for the job – then learn the skills 
• Enjoy yourself – the good life is a balanced life 

 

Here’s a summary of a few of them: 

Make the most of unplanned events (happenstance) 

Krumboltz and Levin propose that both positive and negative unplanned events can be an opportunity to learn 

and to explore new possibilities. They use a set of case studies of individuals’ experiences to illustrate principles 

such as: taking advantage of unexpected disappointments; sharing your experiences with people you meet; and 

converting frustrations into opportunities. 

Always keep your options open 

The authors suggest that to make a permanent and inflexible commitment to a single career path is erroneous. 

They propose that it’s impossible to take account of all the variables and permutations that may impact on 

someone’s career path. For example, someone who is inspired to become a medical doctor, and on that basis 

alone commits herself to enter the profession, is likely to be unaware of all the many aspects of training and 

practice. Therefore, they advise always being mindful to keep your options open and to avoid making absolute 

‘career path decisions’. 

Try it – even without knowing the outcome 

The gist of this chapter is that it’s impossible to make progress without a certain degree of calculated risk. The risk 

referred to in this chapter is failure and the fear of it. They stress that they are not advocating “taking foolish 

risks”, but rather those that are likely to pay off without the possibility of disastrous consequences. This then 

opens up opportunities to try new things. 

Take action to create your own luck 

The theme of this chapter is that you can’t rely on ‘good luck’ alone. The authors suggest that ‘good luck’ tends to 

‘happen’ to people who are engaged in constructive activities. They propose that you learn to recognise and take 

advantage of timely opportunities.  Perhaps, at a social event, you encounter the CEO of a company that you 

would be interested to find out more about.  If you were to engage with the person and ask them about the 

possibility of visiting their company, the worst that can happen is that they refuse. If the visit were to go ahead, 

however, it’s likely that you would at least make some networking contacts who might be useful in the future... 

and it might be that you can in some way be useful to them too. 
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