
Abstract The family background, especially the parents, plays a significant role in vocational 
development and occupational achievement. To date, very little is known about the influence of 
family background on occupational ambitions or goals. This study aims to explore how parents and 
their educational background influence the status (prestige) of adolescents’ vocational aspirations. 
Therefore, we surveyed students of lower secondary education in Saxony-Anhalt, Germany. Aiming 
to explain variances in the students’ occupational ambitions, we analysed path models based on the 
Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) by Lent et al. (1994). Our data support basic assumptions of 
the SCCT. Thus, we could verify the impact of students’ past performances (grades) on their 
occupational ambitions, mediated by self-efficacy and outcome expectations. In addition, we found 
that family background, mothers in particular, influences occupational ambitions.
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1   Introduction

Vocational development can be understood as a complex task that implies “a matching process, that 
is, as individuals seeking occupations that satisfy their interests and goals and for which they 
possess the skills, abilities, and temperament” (Gottfredson, 2004, p. 72). Vocational development is 
therefore a central and momentous developmental task for adolescents (Erikson, 1968; Havighurst, 
1972; Heckhausen & Tomasik, 2002; Hurrelmann & Quenzel, 2013). Although concrete decisions are 
not made until adolescence, children and adolescents essentially develop specific ideas about 
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prospective professional activities even before they finish school. In her theory of circumscription 
and compromise, Gottfredson (1981), for example, outlines the development of vocational 
aspirations over several phases during childhood and adolescence. According to Gottfredson (1981), 
the status (prestige) of vocational aspirations gains importance at the age of 9–13.

Psychological and sociological approaches in research on vocational development provide 
theories and models to explain complex causal relationships within the vocational development 
process (Gottfredson, 1981; Lent et al., 1994; Sewell et al., 1969). The social cognitive career theory 
(SCCT) by Lent et al. (1994) is an internationally recognised theory for explaining vocational 
development and includes both contextual factors (e.g., family context or the influence of peers) and 
personal factors (individual abilities, self-efficacy, outcome expectations and interests) that 
influence vocational aspirations or goals. 

The family context is frequently cited as one of the most influential factors in vocational 
development, including aspects such as socioeconomic status, family structure and relationships, as 
well as parental expectations, knowledge transmission, accessibility, and involvement (Bryant et al., 
2006).

Data from the Statistisches Bundesamt et al. (2021), for example, show that a significant 
proportion of students attending lower secondary schools [ISCED 24] (40.7%) come from 
households where the highest educational attainment of at least one parent is also lower secondary 
education. Within the field of sociological research on inequality, numerous studies also indicate 
that family background (e.g. measured by the socioeconomic status of parents) predicts not only 
educational success, but also the future occupational status (in the sense of occupational prestige) of 
adolescents (Göbel et al., 2011; Gresch, 2012; Luthra, 2010; Mayer & Blossfeld, 1990; Nagy et al., 2007; 
Pöhlmann et al., 2012; Schwippert et al., 2012; Stanat et al., 2010a; Stanat et al., 2010b). 
Consequently, the transmission of socioeconomic status to the next generation can be viewed as a 
pattern moderated by behaviour. Since most studies assume traditional family structures and often 
focus on parents in general, we still know very little about parents’ influence on occupational 
ambitions, especially about the differences between maternal and paternal influence. In addition, 
the relation between family background and the (not necessarily realised) vocational aspirations of 
students, or more precisely, their occupational status, is less frequently the subject of representative 
empirical investigations (e.g., Jacobs et al., 1991; Lee & Rojewski, 2009; Schoon & Polek, 2011). While 
the Bildungsbericht 2022 states a correlation between students’ career aspirations and parents’ 
socioeconomic status in Germany (Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2022), it remains 
unclear which additional factors influence the occupational status aspirations of young people or 
moderate the influence of family background on occupational status aspirations. This uncertainty 
arises because the Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung (2022) only reports a univariate 
relationship. Additionally, the influence of parental education remains unconsidered. 

Due to this research desideratum, the article aims to explore whether and to what extent 
parents’ educational attainments, in conjunction with other relevant factors within the SCCT 
framework, influence students’ vocational aspirations with regard to the status associated with 
them.

We analyse data from the project “SEASA“ (Porsch et al., 2021), which provides a representative 
sample for Saxony-Anhalt based on the data of ninth graders (N = 3,686) from schools at lower 
secondary education (ISCED level 2, UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2011). Among others, they 
include information on family background, socioeconomic status, academic performance, self-
efficacy, and career aspirations. The latter can be coded using the International Socioeconomic 
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Index of Occupational Status (ISEI) scale and thus converted into a status measure (Ganzeboom & 
Treiman, 1996). This data allows us to investigate the question mentioned earlier and to test models 
explaining occupational ambitions, taking into account students’ family background and individual 
characteristics.

2   Theoretical Framework

2.1   Vocational Development and Vocational Aspirations 

Vocational choice is no longer understood as a single decision at a certain stage in life; rather, career 
(re)orientation processes become a lifelong biographical task (Straub et al., 2021) and are therefore 
also referred to as vocational development. However, the first career choice remains a central 
developmental task for adolescents (Erikson, 1968; Havighurst, 1972; Heckhausen & Tomasik, 2002; 
Hurrelmann & Quenzel, 2013). In principle, career choice is a free, individual decision. Nevertheless, 
social structures, expectations and norms, the education system, and developments in the training 
and employment system affect the choice of occupation and the possibilities of realising this choice. 
Accordingly, vocational development is defined, among other things, as a “comprehensive process of 
socialisation and identity formation as well as the social integration of young people, which is 
geared towards their integration into the system of gainful employment in a society based on the 
division of labour” (Schober, 1997, p. 104). This involves orientation, learning and decision-making 
processes that are accompanied by individual and social influences (Driesel-Lange, 2011; 
Fürstenberg, 1997; Schober, 1997). Selecting an occupation is not just about orienting oneself 
towards a seemingly suitable field of activity, but also about choosing a lifestyle and a more or less 
prestigious social position (Pahl, 2017). 

The school system is  particularly important here. As the German school system is highly 
stratified, it is necessary to make significant educational and, therefore, also career decisions at an 
early stage. Early selection also influences further development and thus contributes to the 
reproduction of a society’s social stratification. This manifests itself later in life through educational 
and career opportunities (Baumert et al., 2006; Emmerich & Hormel, 2021). When such decisions 
mustbe made at an early stage, young people need guidance, which they can find implicitly or 
explicitly in their families. Parents, therefore, play a crucial role in vocational development. 
Schmude (2009), for example, indicates a connection between the family’s socioeconomic 
background and academic success, envisioned personal goals, and later professional positions. It is 
assumed that parents’ expectations are a key factor in social class-specific educational aspirations, 
and that the same causal effects hold for career aspirations accordingly (Grünert & Kaufmann, 2019; 
Zimmermann, 2018).

In a process-oriented understanding of vocational development that relates to the entire 
lifespan, not only vocational decisions, but also the vocational expectations and aspirations of 
adolescents are the subject of empirical studies (Baumgardt, 2021). Vocational aspirations can 
thereby be understood as the “result of a multi-step process of inclusion and exclusion” (Straub et al., 
2021, p. 10). Vocational aspirations can be examined from a horizontal (by type of activity) or a 
vertical perspective (by occupational status; Kriesi & Basler, 2020). Accordingly, the vocational 
aspiration to become a doctor can be motivated by an interest in medicine (horizontal), but also by 
occupational ambitions and the desire to acquire a prestigious social position (vertical perspective). 
To differentiate the two perspectives, we use the term occupational ambitions to refer to the 
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occupational status of vocational aspirations, whereas interests address the horizontal perspective. 
In this paper, the focus is on occupational ambitions, therefore, interests are not considered here. 
However, a distinction must be made between vocational aspirations on the one hand, which 
describe an ideal career position, and vocational expectations on the other, which put vocational 
aspirations in a more realistic perspective (Wilson, 2001). For example, the Autor:innengruppe 
Bildungsberichterstattung (2022) shows that there is a greater discrepancy between the idealistic 
and realistic career aspirations of young people with a low socioeconomic status compared to young 
people with a high socioeconomic status.

2.2   Family Background and Vocational Aspirations in the Context of the Social Cognitive 
Career Theory

Several theoretical approaches examine the influence of social determinants on vocational 
development. For instance, Gottfredson’s well-known theory highlights the influence of gender and 
prestige on vocational aspirations, whereas Beck et al. (1979) emphasize the impact of social 
background – particularly family, parents, and the social milieu – on vocational decision-making. 
To understand vocational development, both environmental and personal factors, as well as their 
mutual influence, must be taken into account. In this context, the SCCT by Lent et al. (1994) provides 
a now-established model of vocational development (Hirschi & Baumeler, 2020), which is based on 
Bandura’s (1986) social-cognitive theory. The reciprocal relationship between person, environment, 
and behaviour forms the centre of the social-cognitive approach. While the focus on cognitive, self-
regulatory, and self-reflective processes emphasizes the personal dimension, the social dimension 
concerns the interaction between person and environment. As core elements of the SCCT, self-
efficacy is the individual’s self-assessment of their ability to successfully perform certain actions 
(behaviour), whereas outcome expectations are individual beliefs about the outcome or 
consequences of these actions.
According to Lent et al. (1994), vocational development is therefore influenced by both personal (e.g., 
predispositions, gender, ethnicity) and environmental determinants (e.g., family background, 
structural barriers). Within this process, learning experiences play an important role as a mediator 
between contextual factors (family background) and vocational development (Lent & Brown, 2019). 
Learning experiences are categorised into four types: past performance, vicarious learning, social 
persuasion and physiological and affective states (Lent & Brown, 2019), which influence self-efficacy, 
outcome expectations, and the formation of interests and goals. Among these four types, Byars-
Winston et al. (2017) identify past performance as the strongest predictor of self-efficacy (.51).

As a theoretical framework, the SCCT integrates a variety of determinants (Figure 1) and can 
therefore be applied to different stages of the career choice process. For more specific application, 
the SCCT originally differentiated three conceptually different but overlapping sub-models, with a 
fourth sub-model added later: “(1) the development of interests, (2) the making of choices, (3) the 
influences on and results of performance and (4) the experience of satisfaction, or well-being, in 
educational and occupational sphere” (Lent, 2013, p. 120). While the sub-models each describe 
different aspects or stages of career development, the basic cognitive-person elements a) Self-
efficacy, b) outcome expectations and c) goals are part of each sub-model. We conclude that 
contextual factors influence those elements, mediated by learning experiences (especially past 
performance). This provides the foundation for the base model and its variations in this study. The 
purpose of this model is to explain the goals that we associate with occupational ambitions. 
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Note. Adapted from "Social cognitive career theory at 25: Empirical status of the interest, choice, and performance 
models," by R.W. Lent and S.D. Brown, 2019, Journal of Vocational Behavoir, 115, p.3. (doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2019.06.004).
Copyright 2019 by Elsevier. Inc.

The SCCT and the relationships between its components are frequently applied internationally 
in studies of career choice (Ali et al., 2005; Byars-Winston et al., 2017; Huang & Hsieh, 2011; Lee et 
al., 2014; Lent et al., 2018; Yang, 2004). Self-efficacy and outcome expectations are particularly 
frequently investigated as central elements of SCCT. In a meta-analysis of the science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics field, Lent et al. (2018) noted a high correlation (.49) between self-
efficacy and outcome expectations as well as a strong correlation of both factors with career goals 
(>.50). The meta-analysis also showed that self-efficacy influences career goals rather indirectly via 
outcome expectations.

Family background is considered an influential contextual factor in the concept of SCCT and is 
repeatedly discussed in other works (Ali et al., 2005; Huang & Hsieh, 2011). SCCT conceptualises 
contextual factors as either distal or proximal influences (Figure 1). Lent and Brown (2019), for 
example, name parents as role models and opportunities to acquire skills as distal influences. Thus, 
they influence goals indirectly via learning experiences, self-efficacy and outcome expectations 
(Figure 1). 

A variety  of empirical studies state the influence of family background on educational and 
vocational development, focusing on different aspects, such as parenting behaviour (Bryant et al., 
2006) or parental educational level (Asthleitner & Vogl, 2023). To develop vocational aspirations and 
coose a suitable career, children need to acquire knowledge about different kinds of employment. 
Bryant et al. (2006) state the importance of parents as sources of knowledge, values, and beliefs 
about work. In this context, the literature review examined parents’ accessibility, including 
availability, communication skills and approachability, and concluded that mothers were generally 
viewed as more helpful in this regard (Bryant et al., 2006). Looking into the mechanisms of social 

Figure 1: Model of Person, Contextual, and Experiential Factors Affecting Career-Related Choice Behavior
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class  reproduction, Asthleitner and Vogl (2023) examined the vocational ambitions of Austrian 
students. The parents’ educational level, as a proxy for social class, positively correlated with 
students’ occupational ambitions. The influence of the family’s socioeconomic status as an 
environmental factor on social cognitive determinants is analysed by Ali et al. (2005). Using multiple 
hierarchical regression, 52 % of the variance in vocational aspirations canbe explained by self-
efficacy and outcome expectations, as well as the socioeconomic status of the family. Other 
determinants, such as the influence of teachers or friends, were hardly significant. Huang and 
Hsieh (2011) also confirm a significant correlation between socioeconomic status and self-efficacy 
expectations in Chinese culture. However, a direct correlation between socioeconomic status and 
outcome expectations could not be confirmed. 

In conclusion, research on parental socio-economic influence on educational and vocational 
development and attainment is substantial. Yet, there is little empirical data on parental influence 
on occupational ambitions, especially when considering both parents separately. Given the 
correlations described between past performance, self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and goals, 
the SCCT appears very promising for explaining status differences in vocational aspirations. 

3   Research Questions

Building upon the theoretical framework and empirical findings discussed earlier, this study aims 
to explore how family background influences young people’s occupational ambitions. The evidence 
provided by Ali et al. (2005) and Huang & Hsieh (2011) highlights the impact of socioeconomic status 
on self-efficacy and career outcomes, which motivates us to investigate specific familial factors that 
may further elucidate this relationship. For this purpose, we intend to address the following 
research questions: (RQ1) Does the base model (model 1, see below, based on Lent et al., 1994) stand 
up to empirical review? Therefore, we examine whether the school performance achieved (past 
performance), moderated by self-efficacy and outcome expectations, indirectly influences young 
people’s occupational ambitions.

Since the family background of adolescents and, in particular, their parents has an influence on 
vocational choice and vocational aspirations (Grünert & Kaufmann, 2019; Lee & Rojewski, 2009; 
Neuenschwander, 2019; Schmude, 2009; Schnitzler & Granato, 2016), it can be assumed that family 
background also influences occupational ambitions. Therefore, the second research question is: 
(RQ2) Can adding of the factor “family background” explain an incremental proportion of the 
variance in occupational ambitions (Model 2a, see below)?

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) studies (Mang et al., 2021) 
indicate a notable gap in young people's awareness of their parents' educational and vocational 
qualifications in Germany. Specifically, 18.1% of participants did not provide information on their 
mothers' highest educational attainment, and 20.5% reported missing data on their fathers. The gap 
is even more pronounced regarding vocational qualifications, with 36.5% of mothers and 23.3% of 
fathers not accounted for. These missing values suggest that a significant portion of students may 
lack knowledge about their parents' educational and occupational backgrounds. We propose that 
this knowledge - or lack thereof - reflects the extent of communicative engagement within families 
about educational and vocational matters. Our hypothesis is that having detailed knowledge of 
parents’ educational and vocational trajectories implies active dialogue and the presence of parents 
as both role models and informational resources, which significantly shape young people’s 
occupational ambitions. Therefore, we investigate: (RQ3) Can adding the factor "knowledge of 
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parents’ educational and vocational qualifications" (instead of the qualifications) explain an 
incremental proportion of the variance in occupational ambitions (Model 2b)?

4   Methods

To answer the research questions, a quantitative online survey was conducted at schools in lower 
secondary education in Saxony-Anhalt. First, the sample is presented, followed by the applied 
instruments and analysis methods.

In the 2020/21 school year, ninth graders from 79 schools at lower secondary education (ISCED 
level 2) participated in an online survey. Overall, the 3,262 students (female = 1,551) were on average 
14.79 (SD = .84) years old and 94.5 % (N = 3,084) had no migration background.

In this section, we operationalise the theoretical constructs of the models derived from the 
SCCT (Lent et al., 1994). A detailed description of the applied scales and descriptive statistics can be 
found in the scale manual (Baumgarten et al., 2021) of this study.

Past Performance 
The students were asked to report the grades on their last report card. Subsequently, the average 
grade was calculated for the subjects Maths, Biology, Physics, German and English. On average, the 
ninth graders reported an average grade of 2.87 (min = 1.00; max = 6.00; SD = .70). In the German 
grading system, a lower grade (1-6) indicates a higher performance.

Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy was measured using seven items (Pfänder et al., 2018) with a five-point scale ranging 
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. For example, the students were asked to rate themselves on 
the following item: "I can also solve the difficult tasks in class if I make an effort”. Due to negative 
item discrimination one item had to be excluded from the scale computation. The remaining items 
have a Cronbach’s alpha of .86 (rit-range = .61-.70) and a scale mean of 3.35 (min = 1.00; max = 5.00; 
SD = .72).

Outcome Expectations
The question "What qualification are you likely to finish school with?” was used to determine the 
expected school-leaving qualification. The students could choose between the following response 
options: Leave school without leaving certificate (0.2 %, N = 8), Hauptschulabschluss (ISCED 2) 
(13.8 %, N = 449), Realschulabschluss (ISCED 2/3) (78.7 %, N = 2,562) and Abitur (ISCED 3) (7.3 %, N = 
237). The expected school leaving qualification implies a conditional connection to vocational 
opportunities regarding their prestige.

Occupational ambitions (goals)
The vocational aspirations of the ninth graders were analysed by asking the question “Imagine you 
had every opportunity to become whatever you wanted. What would be your dream job?” (similar to 
the Nationale Bildungspanel, 2016) in an open-response format. The professions mentioned vary 
from both a horizontal and vertical perspective. The ISEI has become an established measure in 
empirical research to represent occupational status on a continuum. Socioeconomic indices such as 
the ISEI depict a person’s socio-economic position by considering their relative income and the 
years of education required for a given occupation. However, it should be noted that the ISEI can 
only be determined for occupations that are classified according to the International Standard 
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Classification of Occupations (ISCO; Schimpl-Neimanns, 2004). Additionally, other socio-economic 
factors, such as fixed-term employment, additional qualifications within an occupation, and 
distinctions between self-employment and employment are not taken into account (Schimpl-
Neimanns, 2004).

To assign a numerical status value to vocational aspirations, they were first coded according to 
ISCO-88 (Figure 2). Based on this, the occupational status can be assigned using the ISEI. ISCO-88 
classifies occupations based on two concepts: the activities and tasks involved, and the skills 
required to perform these tasks (Elias, 1997). The skills are distinguished by their level of 
sophistication in terms of the complexity and variance of the tasks, and, by specialisation regarding 
the knowledge required, the materials or tools used, the goods and services produced, etc. (Elias, 
1997). This results in a coding scheme that conveys information about the type of activity in the 
horizontal dimension and the level of skills required in the vertical dimension. No values were 
assigned to very general or non-codable vocational aspirations, or to no given information. The 
latter refers to a significant proportion of the surveyed ninth graders being unable or unwilling to 
specify a desired occupation (N = 691). Cases that were formulated either too generally or too 
specifically to allow an unambiguous assignment are particularly problematic in the coding process. 
Since the status of vocational aspirations, and thus a reliable ISEI value, is particularly relevant to 
this study’s research interest, preserving information on the vertical dimension was prioritised in 
decision-making, which could result in generalising vocational aspirations regarding 
specialisation. Approximately 40 % of the data was tested for intercoder reliability in a second round 
(N = 660). This test with two raters provided satisfactory results (Cohen’s Kappa = .81, Krippendorff 
Alpha = .79). For comparison, Maaz et al. (2009) report Kappa-values of just .40 to .55 for the four-
digit ISCO.

Figure 2: Coding Process for Vocational Aspirations
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Table 1 shows the activity-related distribution of vocational aspirations across the main ISCO 
categories. Occupational groups 2 (scientists), 3 (technicians), 5 (service occupations), and 7 (skilled 
trades) are most frequently named as vocational aspirations. 

Table 1: Distribution of the ISCO Main Groups

Expected School Leaving Qualification (%)

ISCO-88 Major Groups
No school

leaving
qualification

Hauptschul-
abschluss
(ISCED 2)

Realschul-
abschluss

(ISCED 2/3)
Abitur (ISCED

3)
Sum

Armed Forces Occupations (0) 0 4.01 2.54 1.27 2.64
Managers (1) 12,5 5.57 2.89 2.11 3.22
Professionals (2) 0 7.35 12.49 42.62 13.94
Technicians and Associate Professionals (3) 0 6.24 15.26 13.08 13.82
Clerical Support Workers (4) 0 3.56 2.65 2.53 2.76
Service and Sales Workers (5) 37,5 30.37 27.83 14.35 27.27
Skilled Agricultural, Forestry and Fishery
Workers (6) 0 0.89 0.31 0 0.37

Craft and Related Trade Workers (7) 25 16.93 12.30 83.38 12.32
Plant and Machine Operators and
Assemblers (8) 0 2.45 1.44 0 1.47

Elementary Occupations (9) 0 1.34 1.05 0 1.01
No vocational Aspiration (-) 25 20.94 21.23 20.68 21.16
Sum (100%) 8 449 2.562 237 3.2561

1 no information given on expected school leaving qualification (N = 6)

The ISEI values can be derived from the ISCO data. The ISEI, as a measure of occupational 
status, is based on the assumption that occupationsserve as a mediator between education and 
income (Ganzeboom & Treiman, 1996, 2003). The authors therefore arrange the occupations on a 
linear scale, maximising the indirect influence of education on income in a path model. The ISEI is 
considered an internationally proven standard indicator and ha been utilised, for example, in PISA 
2000 and in the Education Report 2022 (Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2022; Maaz 
et al., 2009). The vocational aspirations within occupational group 0 (armed forces) were not 
assigned, since there are no corresponding ISEI values (N = 86). This leaves 2,485 students (76.2 %) 
with vocational aspirations to which an ISEI value can be assigned (Figure 3). The ISEI values are not 
normally distributed in the sample (M = 44.44; SD = 16.97; Min = 23, Max = 85).

Family background
The student’s family background was determined by their parents’ educational and vocational 
qualifications. The ninth graders were asked to state, separately for their mother and father, their 
parents’ highest educational and vocational qualification. Table 2 shows the absolute and percentage 
frequencies of responses in each category. 



5   Results

In accordance with the theoretical derivation, three models were estimated and analysed. The first 
step was to verify whether the empirical data supported Model 1. Very good fit indices (Hu & Bentler, 
1999) were identified for Model 1 (Table 3). In addition, all path coefficients in Model 1 were 
significant and are illustrated in Figure 3. Past performance (measured in terms of past grades) has 
an expectation-compliant influence on self-efficacy and outcome expectations (operationalised via 
the expected school-leaving qualification). As grades are inversely coded, the base model (figure 3) 
also indicates that good grades lead to higher self-efficacy and outcome expectations. Expected 
educational attainment is influenced both directly by grades and indirectly by self-efficacy, which in 
turn is also determined by other factors. As expected, self-efficacy and outcome expectations then 
have an influence on goals (operationalised via the status of vocational aspirations). However, self-
efficacy only has a weak effect on the ISEI and is possibly only significant by the large sample. The 
path coefficient of outcome expectations, on the other hand, has a medium effect on the ISEI.

Table 2: Absolute and Percentage Category Frequencies of Parents’ Educational and Vocational Qualifications

10 International Journal of Vocational Education Studies

Knowledge of parents’ educational and vocational qualifications
Table 2 shows that about a third of the students have no knowledge of their fathers’ educational and 
vocational qualifications, and more than a quarter do not know about their mothers’ (“I don’t 
know”). Two dichotomous variables were created separately for the mother and father to show 
whether students knew their parents’ educational and vocational qualifications. The results show 
that 61.1% of students knew both the educational and vocational background of their mother, while 
53.7% knew both qualifications of their father. The family circumstances are unknown in this study, 
but since only about 7% of children have no contact with an absent parent after separation 
(Langmeyer et al., 2022), this can be neglected.

Statistical Analysis
The questions are examined using path analyses for continuous and ordinal or categorical variables 
in Mplus (Muthén, L.K. & Muthén, B.O., 1998–2017). Weighted least square parameter estimates 
were chosen as the estimator in order to do justice to the non-normal distribution of the ISEI value.

Mother Father
Educational Qualification (general education)
No School Attendance 0.6% (N = 20) 0.5% (N = 15)
Left School Without Certificate 1.9% (N = 61) 1.7% (N = 55)
Hauptschulabschluss (ISCED 2) 6.5% (N = 212) 6.7% (N = 220)
Realschulabschluss (ISCED 2/3) 50.7% (N = 1,655) 46.4% (N = 1,515)
Abitur1 (ISCED 3) 14.0% (N = 456) 10.7% (N = 350)
Don’t know 26.1% (N = 851) 33.8% (N = 1,101)
Vocational Qualification
No Vocation/Apprenticeship Not Finished 4.9% (N = 158) 2.1% (N = 68)
Successful Apprenticeship (Lehre/Ausbildung) 58.6% (N = 1,909) 54.4% (N = 1.772)
Study at University/University of Applied Science 6.6% (N = 215) 6.7% (N = 218)
Don’t know 29.9% (N = 975) 36.8% (N = 1.197)
1Qualification to Study at a University



Table 3:  Fit Indices of the Path Analyses

Figure 3:  Path Model 1. (Standardized Coefficients), * p < .05

Note. Model 1 = path model with grade average, self-efficacy, expected school-leaving qualification and occupational 
ambitions as manifest variables; Model 2a = Model 1 extended by the students’ family background, operationalised by 
both parents’ educational and vocational qualifications (factor values of a confirmatory factor analysis); Model 2b = 
Model 1 extended by the students’ family background, operationalised by the knowledge of both parents’ educational and 
vocational qualifications.
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Fit indices
Model χ2 df p CFI RMSEA (CI) R² Grade R² ISEI N
1 2.865 1 .0905 .999 .024 (.000; .059) .118 3.238
2a 111.904 5 <.001 .931 .081 (.068, .094) .030 .115 3.262
2b 36.356 5 <.001 .979 .044 (.031; .058) .013 .117 3.262



Note. EVQ = educational and vocational qualifications.

Figure 4:  Path Model 2a. (Standardized Coefficients), * p < .05
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In the second step, we tested the extended Model 1, including the students’ family background 
(Model 2a). In this study, family background was operationalised by the parents’ educational and 
vocational qualifications (see above), which feature an ordinal data level. Since exogenous variables 
in a path model require a dichotomous or metric scale level, the four variables on the parents’ 
educational and vocational qualifications were subjected to a confirmatory factor analysis (robust 
weighted least squares estimator) (Muthén, L.K. & Muthén, B.O., 1998–2017). Responses of “don’t 
know” were treated as missing values. The assumed model of two intercorrelated latent factors 
(mother and father) with their respective educational and vocational qualifications achieved good fit 
indices: ꭕ²=111.904, df=5, p<.001, CFI=.931, RMSEA=.081, CI (.068, .94). The estimated factor values 
of the mother’s educational and vocational qualifications (EVQMother) and father (EVQFather) are 
included as exogenous variables (social origin) in the path analysis of Model 2a (Figure 4). The 
identified fit indices for Model 2a are acceptable (Table 3). This model is also supported by the 
empirical data. However, neither the intercorrelations between the two exogenous variables 
(EVQMother and EVQFather) nor the direct path coefficients from family background to the 
students’ occupational ambitions were significant.

The assumed direct paths of family background on occupational ambitions (goals) were not 
significant. However, the parents’ educational and vocational qualifications have a significant direct 
effect on past performance (students’ grades). To be specific, mothers with increasing educational 



Figure 5:  Path Model 2b. (Standardized Coefficients), * p < .05

and vocational qualifications have a positive effect on the grades of their children, while the 
influence of fathers is smaller and inverse. Fathers’ lower educational and vocational qualifications 
tend to be associated with better performance in school. The other correlations did not differ 
substantially from the basic model in terms of content or level. Model 2a, therefore, shows that 
parents’ educational background has an indirect effect on vocational aspirations and the 
occupational ambitions articulated in them, mediated by school performance.

Finally, knowledge of parental vocational and educational qualifications was alternatively 
included as an exogenous variable in the path analysis of Model 2b. The fit indices tend to be better 
for Model 2b, which models a more direct influence of parents and operationalises their influence 
via knowledge of parental educational and vocational qualifications (KEVQMother, KEVQFather) 
(Table 3). Once again, the intercorrelations between the exogenous variables and the direct path 
coefficients from family background to the students’ occupational ambitions were not significant 
(Figure 5). According to the model, knowledge of the parents’ vocational and educational 
qualifications has a significant positive effect on school performance (due to the inversely coded 
grades), although only weak effects can be reported. The other correlations are similar to Model 1 and 
Model 2a.

Note. KEVQ = Knowledge of the mother's/father's educational and vocational qualifications
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6   Discussion and Future Research

This article investigated, how family background and key determinants of the SCCT predict young 
people’s occupational ambitions. Regarding the question of whether the basic model fits the 
empirical data (RQ1), it was shown that past performance, mediated by self-efficacy and outcome 
expectations, influences young people’s occupational ambitions. Students in ninth grade, therefore, 
have higher occupational ambitions if they expect to acquire higher educational qualifications. This 
finding is consistent with the results of, for example, the Autor:innengruppe 
Bildungsberichterstattung (2022). This may be due to the fact that they already factor in their 
chances of accessing their desired professions and, in accordance with Gottfredson’s (1981) theory, 
exclude unrealistic professions. Self-efficacy, on the other hand, has a more indirect influence on 
occupational ambitions via outcome expectations. These correlations are consistent with earlier 
findings (Lent et al., 2018). Therefore, it is not enough to simply strengthen students’ self-efficacy if 
they are to develop higher occupational ambitions regardless of their family background. Instead, 
they must also expect to achieve good results or qualifications based on their past school 
performance. This is important for school career and vocational counselling.

With reference to Model 2a (RQ2), the more dominant and positive influence of mothers on 
school performance, identified in our data with students from Saxony-Anhalt, will be discussed 
here. . According to the data, the higher the mothers’ level of education, the better the school 
performance, which in turn influences occupational ambitions via the educational qualification 
aimed for. Röhr-Sendlmeier (2009) also provides empirical evidence of a positive correlation 
between the children’s school performance and the mother’s employment. In particular, 
qualifications and employment are seen as an important resource for the educational success of 
children, which is explained, among other things, by the modelled motivation to achieve, a broader 
horizon of experience, a more pronounced ability to explain complex issues and general parenting 
behaviour (Röhr-Sendlmeier, 2009). The stronger influence of mothers seems reasonable, as they 
presumably are more engaged in their children’s education as part of their care work (Bryant et al., 
2006). The lower influence of fathers may be due to Saxony-Anhalt having the second-highest rate of 
single mothers in Germany (Lenze, 2021). Consequently, the stronger effect of mothers may also be 
due to fathers playing a minor role in the family, and rather serving as role models from which to 
stand apart (BMFSFJ, 2021). This may also be reflected in the fact that fathers’ educational and 
vocational qualifications are more often unknown (Table 2).

As an alternative to extending the basic model to include the parents’ level of education, Model 
2b (Figure 6) includes the students’ knowledge of their parents’ vocational and educational 
qualifications. This knowledge, as an expression of vocational development being discussed within 
the family, has a small but significant effect on academic achievement (RQ3). It seems plausible, 
especially in light of social cognitive learning theories, that not the parents’ educational level per se, 
but its role as a topic of interest in family communication makes a difference. However, neither a 
dominant influence of mothers nor a direct effect on occupational ambitions can be identified here. 
When parents’ educational and career paths are discussed within the family and children and/or 
parents show interest in each other’s vocational development, it enhances school performance and 
indirectly also occupational ambitions of young people. 

In the context of our research questions, our base model, grounded in the SCCT, has 
demonstrated resilience in empirical evaluation and appears suitable for explaining occupational 
ambitions (RQ1). They are influenced by past performance – moderated by self-efficacy and expected 
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educational qualifications. Adding the factor “family background” (RQ2) or “knowledge of parents’ 
educational and vocational qualifications” (RQ3), an indirect effect on vocational ambitions, 
mediated by past performance, can be demonstrated. In this respect, our findings indicate that 
parental educational and occupational level and family communication about career choice, which 
can be framed as contextual factors according to the SCCT, affect school performance and, via this, 
occupational ambitions (Lent, 2013).

Finally, some limitations of this study should be stated. The variance explained by the base 
model is relatively low. Furthermore, the effects of family-related factors on grades (past 
performance) are significant but marginal. Moreover, this sample consists exclusively of students 
from lower secondary schools in Saxony-Anhalt and is representative of this group. However, it 
cannot be assumed without further research that these findings apply to learners at other types of 
schools (e.g., Gymnasium at upper secondary level) or to peers from other states.

The operationalisation of the constructs used must also be critically examined. For example, it 
is questionable whether outcome expectations are adequately operationalised through the 
characteristic of the expected school-leaving qualification, which allows only for a rough distinction 
here. The expected grade of the school-leaving certificate might also be recorded. Alternatives to the 
construct of family background should also be considered, since the parents’ educational and 
vocational qualifications only operationalise the (formally documented) educational background of 
the parents. In addition, we only address the parents here. However, other reference groups (peers 
and teachers) as well as the media also play an important role for adolescents during the period of 
vocational orientation, often referred to as “significant others” (Lent et al., 2013). Therefore, their 
role and influence should also be examined. In this context, it would also be interesting to see 
whether a kind of inheritance of professional aspirations occurs. Therefore, subsequent research 
(similar to the PISA studies, for example; Mang et al., 2021) should record the occupations practised 
by the parents and code them accordingly, as the Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung 
(2022) has done. Based on this, it might be interesting to examine whether and under what 
conditions upward tendencies in vocational ambitions emerge.

This study shows that it matters whether students know something about their parents’ 
educational and vocational background. We interpret this as an indication of family communication 
about vocational development and interest. It should also be asked whether this can be recorded 
more explicitly and in a more process-oriented way, rather than merely in a binary, product-
oriented manner (knowledge). Moreover, we tested the influence of parents’ educational and 
vocational qualifications and of children’s knowledge thereof separately. Additional data from the 
parents’ perspective would allow for a better understanding of how the two factors correlate.

Although the coding of vocational aspirations using the ISCO occupational classification is an 
established procedure, there is always a certain amount of room for interpretation, given that some 
vocational aspirations can be rather fanciful. Despite satisfactory intercoder reliability, coding is not 
always unambiguous (Elias, 1997). This must be taken into account when interpreting the results, as 
the ISEI value is derived from this ISCO coding.

Gottfredson (1981) points out that gender also significantly influences vocational development 
processes. Gender conventions and family role models continue to be important even for young 
people in gender-atypical occupations (Wehner, 2015). Model 2a shows a differentiated indirect 
influence of fathers and mothers on occupational ambitions. The question then arises as to whether 
this influence is also gender-specific, i.e. whether boys are more likely to be influenced by their 
fathers and girls by their mothers.
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Since this study focuses on the vocational goals at a given developmental stage, it might also be 
a logical next step to examine in a longitudinal setting, how the findings of this study translate to 
career outcomes and attainments. 

The potential of this study is measured by the fact that it is not the professional field but the 
social status of the desired profession that is to be predicted. The SCCT by Lent et al. (1994) serves as 
the theoretical framework. Its core elements are further extended to take into account not only 
individual but also family influences. Given the replication crisis (German Research Foundation, 
2017), re-examining the model (and its modifications) appears significant. This paper contributes to 
a better understanding of the development of young people’s vocational aspirations and ambitions 
in relation to their family background. Multiple starting points for supporting the vocational 
orientation process can be derived from incorporating social-cognitive concepts.
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