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INTRODUCTION  
Scholars have been thinking about young people’s career choices for more than a 
century. There is extensive and diverse academic theory and research exploring 
these questions. In interpreting responses from young people in the survey, the 
committee may find it helpful to have a concise overview of this thinking. Whilst 
many choice-influencing factors have been identified in the literature, there remains 
controversy about which are the most important factors to pay attention to.  
 
MATCHING THE PERSON TO OPPORTUNITIES  
1. Matching to achieve a good ‘fit’. For many people it seems intuitively right that 
career choice should be based on matching the characteristics of the individual – 
their interests, values, ability and character - to the requirements of jobs or study 
options. Matching (whether formal/systematic; or informal) is a common feature of 
choice. However other factors are often more powerful for two main reasons. Firstly, 
not everyone experiences themselves as having a free choice; for some choices are 
highly constrained. Secondly, it is more a notion of how rational choices ought to be 
made; not how they are actually made in real life.  

 
MATURATION  
2. Emerging adulthood. The committee is correct to consider the age range 15 -24 
years. Whilst early thinking saw choice as a single event on leaving school, most 
scholars would now think in terms of a transition from school to adult life as an 
evolving process over about 10 years. There would typically be multiple choices and 
transitions within this time-frame.  

3. Individuals learn what they want to be; and what they can be: Interests and 
preferences are rarely intrinsic to the person, but are more often shaped by learning 
experiences. Young people may be blind to some potential choices because of 
limited horizons that constrain their thinking for reasons of gender, status and 
geography.  



4. It’s not just about careers: Maturational processes also encompass non-work 
roles that may be more important, including social and romantic life. For some young 
people the ‘sensible and boring’ realistic work choices are best postponed in pursuit 
of experiences (such as travel) that are transformative, align well with their values, or 
help to define a positive identity in the eyes of the peer group. These factors may 
shape choices at least for a time.  
 
LOCATION AND LABOUR MARKETS  
5. Geography matters. The options available to young people are strongly shaped 
by the local availability of jobs and study opportunities. This matters everywhere, but 
is felt most keenly in island and rural communities. In areas of long-term economic 
decline choices are inevitably more limited. Adequate transport infrastructure, and 
personal resources such as car ownership or the capability to relocate, can mitigate 
these constraints. Graduates tend to be more mobile than non-graduates.  

6. Choice is a supply side phenomenon: In the labour market there are both 
demand and supply sides to the market. Individuals supplying their labour can 
implement choices only to the extent that there are employers demanding their 
labour. Labour is a far from perfect market; it is a highly fragmented by location, 
industry, occupation, and educational or vocational qualifications, which can 
effectively exclude individuals from participation in their preferred role.  
 
SOCIAL INFLUENCES  
7. Parents are a key influence: Parents and guardians are powerful influences on 
choices. can be role models, anti-role models, or a source of resources to support 
choices (providing finance, transport, information, and emotional support). The 
influence of older siblings can also be very important. Looked after young people 
face particular challenges in the transition to adult life.  

8. The influence of a wider social network: Peer groups, extended family, and 
contacts in the local community may also exert an influence. Formal support from 
teachers, career advisers or other professionals will also be an important influence 
for some, but some young people will prefer to trust those close to them.  

9. Media influences: Specific occupations or activities can become fashionable (or 
unfashionable) among young people, due to their representation in the news media 
or in television drama.  
 
INEQUALITY AND DIVERSITY  
10. Socio-economic status: Life opportunities are unequally distributed. Relative 
wealth/poverty shapes life chances. Class (social stratification) can be described by 
parents’ income, education or occupation. There is a transmission of this status from 
one generation to the next. This happens in many different ways including learning in 
the home environment, choice of school, support for study, expectations, learning 
status specific cultural behaviours, choice of subjects at school, and post-school 
choices.  



11. Gender and sexuality: Choices of study routes and occupations are strongly 
gendered; a phenomenon that has proved resistant to attempts to change it. Gender 
inequality in income is also well documented but is relatively is less pronounced in 
this age range as the gap between the genders really opens up after the onset of 
parenthood. Young women may be particularly vulnerable to sexual harassment in 
work and study environments, which can act as a limiting factor on choices. Most 
authors think in terms of the learning and internalisation of gender identity and roles 
in childhood. However, the 15-24 age range is a period where sexual identity begins 
to be expressed, and conformity to peer norms is strong.  

12. Ethnicity: Different ethnic and religious minority groups may experience patterns 
and influences that are unique to them. Some minority groups are well represented 
in higher education and pursue professional routes; others are not. There may be 
barriers in translating success in education into desirable employment. Some recent 
migrant groups may gravitate towards occupations with relatively low barriers to 
entry. Strongly collectivist cultures may tend to see individual life choices as selfish, 
and favour family or parental choices made for young people.  
 
13. Disability and health: Whilst disability and health conditions are more common 
in older age groups, for those young people experiencing these issues they can be a 
powerful constraint on choice. Conditions may be developmental, including diverse 
genetic conditions resulting in learning or physical disabilities. Also, mental health 
conditions are the most important category of early onset health conditions, often 
first appearing in the 15-24 age range. Where young people experience substantial 
health or disability issues, this may compromise their autonomy and give parents 
and professionals a bigger role in choice making.  

EVENTS  

14. Life events: Important life events shape choices. Often, but not always these are 
adverse events. Some are predictable for this age range, such as instability in early 
serious romantic/sexual relationships, and the loss of grandparents. Others are less 
predictable or more unique to individuals including accidents, illness (own or family 
members), bereavement, migration or relocation, loss of a job, economic hardship, 
bullying and so on. Life events can force a rethink, and radically impact on choices.  
 
15. Chance events: Individuals commonly report chance events influencing their 
choices. These may include the apparently trivial, such as a random meeting or 
conversation leading to a new opportunity or change of direction. It is debatable to 
what extent events are truly chance, but they are experienced as such. Those with 
strong social networks are more likely to have productive encounters.  
 
SUPPORT FOR CHOICES  
 
16. Young people may not recall the formal support they received with 
choices, and may under-report it in the survey as a result. There are a number 
of reasons for this:  



a. Activities in educational institutions that support choices may not be experienced 
by pupils or students as a coherent whole. Career education lessons, contact with 
SDS, work experience, parent evenings addressing choices, education-industry link 
activities may all take place at different times, in different contexts.  

b. Post- McCrone, the level of guidance/pupil support teacher provision in Scottish 
schools has reduced, leaving staffing resources for support for career choices 
competing with the pressing demands of pastoral care.  
 
c. Skills Development Scotland (SDS) career adviser work is strongly targeted on the 
most disadvantaged groups, those who are least likely to complete the survey. 
Those pupils without clearly flagged problems navigate choices with minimal 
individual support. Targeting policies seek to pro-actively combat social 
disadvantage, but the ‘undecided’ can flounder as a result. Where contact with a 
career adviser occurs, individual encounters may be brief (e.g. 20 – 40 minutes) and 
hard to recall years later.  
  
17. Reliance on online service delivery: SDS provides the multi-functional web 
service ‘My World of Work’ which is intended to meet the needs of a wider Scottish 
population not actively prioritised by the service. This represents a pragmatic 
approach given resources will always be finite. Summaries of American research 
suggest that individual face to face guidance is most effective; group delivery next 
most effective; and online services - whilst still a positive intervention - are relatively 
less effective. It seems you get what you pay for: the more impactful services are 
also more resource intensive.  

18. Impact of support may be both long and short term: It is easier to 
demonstrate short term impacts on attitudes of interventions to support career 
choice. Longitudinal studies are fewer and harder to run, nonetheless there is some 
evidence of enduring benefits, for example one study in England found long term 
positive impact on earnings of contacts with employers while at school.  

19. We do well in home international comparisons: Whist there is always room 
for improvement, Scotland’s provision for young people making career choices in 
transition to adulthood is better resourced and more rationally structured than 
provision elsewhere in the UK, most notably England, where policy has been 
incoherent in recent years.  
 
CONCLUSIONS  
Career choice is complex process potentially influenced by many factors. The age 
range 15-24 is a critical period during which choices evolve as the individual moves 
towards independent adulthood. Whilst Scotland does well in providing support for 
choices relative to other comparator nations, the effective use of resources is a key 
concern.  
Dr Pete Robertson 30/4/2018 

  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


