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Abstract
This conceptual contribution aims to adapt and apply Psychology of Working Theory to the specificities of the school-to-work transition (STWT) process. The STWT is thus conceptualized as a first
attempt to access decent work under the influence of specific predictors, mediators, and moderators
and leading to particular outcomes. Based on recent literature, we consider that (1) socioeconomic
constraints and belonging to marginalized groups are contextual predictors of a successful transition;
(2) psychosocial resources, including self-efficacy and adaptability, and vocational and work role
identity, are mediators of the relation between contextual factors and a successful transition; (3)
moderator factors include the education system, labor market conditions, social support, and critical
consciousness; and (4) decent and meaningful work are the optimal outcomes of the STWT process.
Keywords
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Since the late 1990s, the topic of work-based transitions, particularly the transition from school to
work, has received increasing attention in the field of career development and vocational psychology
(e.g., Lent & Worthington, 1999). Scholars reported that moving from education toward the labor market, far from being a trivial and automatic transition, had become a particularly challenging developmental task, exposing many young adults to insecure integration into the world of work (Blustein et al.,
2002; Krahn et al., 2015). Some 20 years after initial exploration, the topic is still significant, with
studies focusing on the challenges encountered by marginalized young adults (not in education,
employment, or training [NEET], e.g., International Labor Organization [ILO], 2019; Organization for
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Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2017), on the new competences that adolescents
and emerging adults need to master to cope with unpredictable trajectories (Akkermans et al., 2015),
and on the effects of globalization on the school-to-work transition (STWT; Schoon & Silbereisen,
2009).
Subsequently, theoretical conceptualizations of careers have evolved, going beyond a focus on individual factors to also take into account contextual determinants of professional paths. Among such
contemporary approaches, Psychology of Working Theory (PWT; Blustein, 2006, 2013; Duffy
et al., 2016) stresses the need for a multidisciplinary approach to career development, drawing from
different fields such as organizational psychology, sociology, and economics to better understand the
needs of marginalized people and the obstacles they face when trying to access decent work. The aim
of this article is to adapt PWT to the STWT in order to deepen our understanding of the contextual and
psychosocial factors that influence and shape this challenging transition.

Approaches of STWTs
Scholars from a diverse array of disciplines have examined STWT. For example, vocational psychologists have mainly studied STWT challenges in terms of decision-making processes and adaptation
skills (e.g., Masdonati & Fournier, 2015; Murphy et al., 2010), whereas scholars in management and
work and organizational psychology have focused on socialization processes when studying newcomers’ efforts to integrate into the labor market (e.g., Ng & Feldman, 2007; Saks et al., 2007). Developmental psychologists, for their part, consider the STWT as a key developmental task that
emerging adults have to undertake concurrently with other life transitions that characterize the passage toward adulthood (e.g., Dietrich et al., 2012; Pinquart et al., 2003). Furthermore, research in the
field of education focuses on the ways school systems facilitate or impede the entry into the labor
market (e.g., Nägele & Neuenschwander, 2014; Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019), whereas sociology
highlights inequalities and exclusion processes that some young adults experience during the transition, and how social changes can impact their careers (e.g., Krahn et al., 2015; Vuolo et al., 2014).
Following the recommendation of scholars within the fields of vocational psychology and career
development, we seek to build on this multidisciplinary interest to better understand the complexity
of STWT processes.

PWT and the STWT
The Psychology of Working Framework (PWF; Blustein, 2006, 2013) represents an attempt to draw on
inputs from various disciplines to understand the challenges faced by adults as they negotiate workrelated tasks across the life span. PWF advocates for an inclusive approach to working, recognizing
the difficulty in accessing decent jobs for workers as well as the challenges faced by people who aspire
to work but are excluded from the labor market. Based on this framework, PWT (Duffy et al., 2016)
consists of a theoretical and empirical model of decent work. PWT identifies predictors, mediators,
moderators, and outcomes of decent work in terms of (1) contextual factors, such as economic constraints and marginalization processes, which determine the chances to access decent work; (2) psychosocial factors like work volition and career adaptability, which mediate the relations between
predictors and decent work; (3) proactive personality, critical consciousness, social support, and economic conditions as moderators of these relations; and (4) decent work leading to the opportunity of
satisfying survival, social connection, and self-determination needs, which in turn positively affects
work fulfillment and general well-being.
By addressing issues of work for adults engaged in and those struggling to access the labor market, PWT informs the conceptualization of career transitions of people struggling for decent work
conditions. However, the theory is not directly applicable to the situation of young adults at the
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interface between school and work, and this is mainly due to two characteristics of this transition.
First, the STWT generally concerns emerging adults who are dealing with age-related challenges
in terms of developmental tasks and identity formation and thus form a population with specific
characteristics and needs (Grosemans et al., 2018; Murphy et al., 2010). Second, its particular status
as the first major transition of a future career (Ng & Feldman, 2007; Saks, 2018) confers the STWT
with features that differentiate it from other work transitions such as mobility or career changes
(Medvide et al., 2019).
The STWT has unique and somewhat critical characteristics that have an impact on people’s entire
career path (ILO, 2019; Ng & Feldman, 2007; Pinquart et al., 2003; Vuolo et al., 2014). Given the
importance of this process, it is crucial to propose an up-to-date perspective about the features and
forms of a successful transition within the current socioeconomic context and to depict its main contextual and psychosocial determinants (Schoon & Silbereisen, 2009). Doing so should propel future
research on the STWT and elaborate interventions to facilitate smooth access to decent and meaningful
work and promote sustainable career development (De Vos et al., 2018; Medvide et al., 2019). In the
following sections, we will attempt such a reflection by applying and adapting PWT to the specific
challenges of the STWT as identified based on psychological, educational, and sociological literature
on the subject. Unlike the original PWT paper (Duffy et al., 2016), our goal is not to provide detailed
theoretical or empirical support for each relation in the model. We aim rather to identify how the key
factors within PWT (i.e., contextual predictors, psychosocial mediators, individual and contextual
moderators, and outcomes in terms of decent and meaningful work) manifest themselves in the STWT
and how they may influence the specific challenges of this transition.
Figure 1 shows how the proposed STWT model is grounded in the PWT. Both models share their
focus on socioeconomic constraints and marginalization as key determinants of outcomes in terms of
access to decent work or success of the transition. Both PWT and the STWT model also highlight the
mediating role of career adaptability and the moderating role of labor market conditions, critical
consciousness, and social support on the link between predictors and outcomes. However, the STWT
model presents five specific attributes. First, successful STWT is our model’s core element, whereas
decent work—together with meaningful work—represents ideal yet distal outcomes of the transition.
Second, the education system is added as a moderator factor in the process of moving from school
toward the labor market. Third, we added identity issues as a mediator since identity formation represents a critical developmental task of emerging adults in transition (Grosemans et al., 2018).
Fourth, work volition is replaced by self-efficacy, as several studies have documented the impact
of self-efficacy on the ability to cope with adversity during the STWT process (e.g., Ng & Feldman,
2007). Finally, we removed proactive personality as a moderator factor since the literature is somewhat equivocal regarding the influence of personality on the STWT and that personality is shown to
be less stable in young populations still dealing with essential developmental tasks (e.g., Hopwood
et al., 2011).

Successful STWTs
The STWT is traditionally defined as the movement from school toward full-time employment and the
role transition from student to worker (Saks, 2018; Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019; Vuolo et al., 2014).
Consequently, a successful STWT involves finding a job, performing well at the workplace, and developing positive work attitudes (Ng & Feldman, 2007). However, such a definition reveals insufficient to
grasp the increasing complexity and diversity of paths and processes, which lead to integration in the
contemporary labor markets (Akkermans et al., 2015; Krahn et al., 2015; Ling & O’Brien, 2013).
Therefore, in order to adopt a contemporary understanding of STWT, we postulate that a successful
transition should be defined not only through objective indicators (finding a job and being in
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Figure 1. Theoretical model of the school-to-work transition predictors and outcomes from a Psychology of
Working Theory perspective.

employment) but also based on subjective indicators, namely the education–employment fit (Ling &
O’Brien, 2013) and perceived employability (Peeters et al., 2019).
Education–employment fit. Research on underemployment stresses that being unable to find a “quality”
job can have negative effects on individuals and their relation to work (Kim & Allan, 2019; Koen et al.,
2014). A crucial form of underemployment that might affect the STWT stems from a misfit between
the current job and the education or training achieved (Medvide et al., 2019) and can take two forms
(Danziger & Ratner, 2010). First, a gap can exist between the type of education and the type of job:
When forced to accept a job outside their field of education or training, young adults are unable to
utilize their competences and need to learn new ones from scratch. Second, this misfit can also refer
to a gap between the level of education and the occupational status, resulting in overqualified workers
experiencing a lack of recognition and some disappointment about their options. We thus posit that a
successful transition is one that brings young adults to find a job in line with their education and protects them from underemployment.
Perceived employability. When entering the labor market, young adults are often likely to experience a
period of employment fluctuations (Krahn et al., 2015; Ling & O’Brien, 2013; OECD, 2010). Their
judgment about their ability to remain employable throughout these fluctuations is therefore fundamental to their work integration. Defined as the perception of one’s ability to access and maintain
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employment within or across organizations, perceived employability was indeed shown to reduce the
risk of unemployment and job insecurity (Peeters et al., 2019). Perceived employability is therefore
considered as a second central indicator of a “sustainable start” for young adults in the labor market
(Blokker et al., 2019). Even though we acknowledge the importance of employability to cope with the
challenges of STWT, we also recognize the limits of overemphasizing individual resources to compensate the excessive uncertainty and insecurity induced by unregulated labor markets. Rather than a mere
individual characteristic, employability should thus be conceived as a contextual and relational phenomenon (Forrier et al., 2018).

Predictors
Contextual predictors influence, either directly or indirectly, the likelihood to experience a successful
STWT. The relevant educational and sociological literature reveals that experiencing socioeconomic
constraints and belonging to marginalized groups expose young adults to adverse transitional outcomes (Holtmann et al., 2017; OECD, 2010; Schoon & Silbereisen, 2009).

Socioeconomic Constraints
The first contextual group of predictors includes socioeconomic constraints affecting young adults in
transition. Specifically, sociological approaches highlight the impact of socioeconomic status, family
context, and gender on the STWT.
Socioeconomic status. According to Schoon and Heckhausen (2019), young adults’ social status has an
influence “on material, cultural and social resources, and the ‘horizon of perceived possibilities’ (i.e.
the perception about what career options are available and appropriate to strive for)” (p. 140). In a similar way, Blustein et al. (2002) stressed that when facing the STWT and compared with peers of higher
socioeconomic status, disadvantaged young adults are impeded in their access to external resources,
show lower levels of adaptability, and a less crystallized self-concept. More specifically, social status
influences several factors that affect the ease and speed of the STWT (Rojewski & Kim, 2003). For
instance, youth of low socioeconomic status present lower aspirations (Schoon & Polek, 2011), higher
probability of experiencing tumultuous transitions (Vuolo et al., 2014), and decreased chances of
accessing employment or training when leaving school (Ng-Knight & Schoon, 2017).
Family background. Family background plays a crucial role in the transition process (Ling & O’Brien,
2013). The family influence on adolescents’ academic achievement and career development is conveyed through different mechanisms such as parents’ attachment styles, their attitudes toward their
children’s career choices, or their involvement in school activities (Kenny & Medvide, 2013). Specifically for the STWT, family members convey representations of work that are more or less realistic and
can provide young adults with different degrees of aspirations and self-confidence in face of the transition challenges (Masdonati & Fournier, 2015). For example, Bynner and Parsons (2002) showed that,
in the UK, the probability of being a NEET is higher when parents do not show interest in their children’s education. Moreover, family background determines the quality of the network young adults
can rely on when searching a job (Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019).
Gender. Even though women tend to have higher aspirations and similar academic and occupational
attainments when compared to men, they generally earn lower salaries (OECD, 2016; Schoon & Polek,
2011) and are overrepresented among NEETs (ILO, 2019). Although gender inequalities mainly touch
working adults, young people who are transitioning to the labor market face gender discrimination,
which in turn leads to unequal access to different occupational sectors (Imdorf et al., 2015; Schoon
& Polek, 2011). As an example, women students are overrepresented in the field of education studies
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while underrepresented in engineering in OECD countries (OECD, 2016). Considering that these
“gender imbalances in fields of study are mirrored in the labor market—and ultimately in earnings”
(p. 29), it appears that women’s career choices may be limited to a smaller range of lower paying
occupations.
These three forms of socioeconomic constraints are interconnected. Indeed, young adults’ family
background largely determines their socioeconomic status (Blustein et al., 2002; Ling & O’Brien,
2013). As for gender, international comparative research shows that the link between parents’ lack
of implication and the risk of precarious transition or exclusion is stronger for girls than for boys
(Imdorf et al., 2015).

Marginalization
Belonging to marginalized social groups is the second contextual factor that threatens the STWT process. Among these groups, young adults with immigrant background and those with low educational
attainments are particularly at risk of adverse outcomes.
Immigrant background. Young adults’ background in terms of immigration and ethnic origin affects
their STWT process and undermines their efforts to participate in the labor force through two types
of obstacles. First, ethnic minorities might experience social barriers and discrimination, which threaten their school performance and hinder their equitable access to work opportunities (Ali & Menke,
2014; Marshall et al., 2011). Second, young immigrants or refugees are exposed to difficulties when
coping with STWT since they concurrently have to deal with the challenges of relocation. Evidence
highlights indeed that, compared to their native-born peers, youth with an immigrant background show
higher levels of school dropout (Ali & Menke, 2014), lower levels of educational attainment (OECD,
2016) and have access to fewer opportunities for decent employment and positive career development
(Yakushko et al., 2008).
Low educational attainment. In knowledge-based societies, qualifications have a central and increasing
importance as determinants of integration in the labor market (Medvide et al., 2019; OECD, 2010,
2016). Indeed, educational attainment is shown to predict the quality of career paths, leading college
and university students to experience smoother STWTs than noncollege and work-bound youth
(Blustein et al., 2002; Ling & O’Brien, 2013; OECD, 2017; Rojewski & Kim, 2003; Saks, 2018; Vuolo
et al., 2014). Given the centrality of school performance as a selection criterion for employers
(Akkermans et al., 2015), underperforming pupils and school leavers are impeded in their efforts to
find a job (Holtmann et al., 2017). Furthermore, noncompletion of an upper secondary qualification
is recognized as a central threat to young adults’ employability (OECD, 2017).
Even though young people with low educational attainment and immigrant background constitute
two main at-risk groups during the STWT, other marginalized groups are also exposed to difficult transitions. For example, sexual minorities (e.g., Chen & Keats, 2016) or young adults with disabilities
(Feldman, 2004) need to cope with specific constraints or barriers through their transitions. Finally,
it appears that the different predictors of the STWT are interconnected. For instance, immigrants are
generally overrepresented among low qualified youths (OECD, 2016), which seems to remind the
sociological principle of cumulative risk (Ng-Knight & Schoon, 2017).

Mediators
In line with the principles of PWT, our model posits that the relation between contextual predictors and
the outcomes of the STWT is mediated by psychosocial factors. These factors can be divided into psychosocial resources and identity processes.
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Psychosocial Resources
PWT identifies career adaptability and work volition as mediator factors between contextual predictors
and decent work. In our model, we replaced work volition with self-efficacy beliefs because, while
both concepts are akin, the literature strongly supports the critical role of self-efficacy on STWT processes and outcomes (Duffy et al., 2015). We then propose career adaptability and self-efficacy as two
key psychosocial resources during the STWT process.
Career adaptability. Career adaptability “denotes an individual’s resources for coping with current and
anticipated tasks” within the career domain (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012, p. 662), and the STWT is considered as one of these tasks (Medvide et al., 2019). The construct is divided into four dimensions:
concern about one’s vocational future, perceived control on the shaping of one’s future career, curiosity about self and career opportunities, and confidence in one’s capacity to overcome vocational barriers. Higher levels of career adaptability are associated with positive STWT processes and outcomes
such as job-searching effectiveness (Guan et al., 2014; Koen et al., 2014), a clear vocational identity
(Porfeli & Savickas, 2012), and students’ self-efficacy (Duffy et al., 2015).
Self-efficacy. Conceived as individuals’ beliefs in their abilities to master certain tasks (Bandura, 1986),
self-efficacy is among the most investigated psychosocial variables in relation with the STWT (Ng &
Feldman, 2007). It can be general or domain-specific, indicating one’s efficacy beliefs to perform well
in various domains such as academic, occupational, decision making, and job search (Guan et al.,
2014). Research has demonstrated the role of these beliefs as predictors of the success of STWT (Lent
et al., 1999). For example, Pinquart et al. (2003) showed that high academic self-efficacy at the ages of
12–15 predicts higher job satisfaction and lower chances to be unemployed at 21 years. Also, job
search self-efficacy increases the probability to find a job after university graduation (Guan et al.,
2014). Finally, Swiss adolescents reporting high occupational self-efficacy were more likely to avoid
“hangover” patterns—that is, a decline in job satisfaction—during the first months of vocational training (Valero & Hirschi, 2019); in addition, they demonstrated a clear vocational identity, which in turn
facilitated their transition from compulsory education to vocational education and training (VET;
Steiner et al., 2019).
Career adaptability and self-efficacy are interrelated, mainly when considering self-efficacy within
the occupational domain. For example, Duffy et al. (2015) showed that adaptability dimensions predicted career decision self-efficacy of undergraduate students. Moreover, far from being unequivocal
individual characteristics, these resources are influenced by contextual, social, and psychological factors. For example, Bandura et al. (2001) show that family socioeconomic status impacts parents’ selfefficacy beliefs, which in turn influence children’s perceived self-efficacy and, subsequently, their
academic aspirations and career trajectories. Furthermore, studies show that adaptability resources are
also influenced by family support (Johnston, 2018) and social status (Autin et al., 2017).

Identity
The sense of identity is another specific mediator in the STWT process. From a developmental perspective, identity is indeed a critical task for emerging adults who transition from school to work
(Grosemans et al., 2018; Porfeli et al., 2013). Young adults’ identity issues in their effort to choose
an occupation and take their place in the world of work are well-investigated psychosocial processes
within the STWT literature (Dietrich et al., 2012; Grosemans et al., 2018; Ng & Feldman, 2007;
Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011). Identity plays a key mediator role between contextual predictors and
the quality of the STWT through two main processes: the formation of a vocational identity that
leads to the choice of an occupation and the development of a role identity as a worker (Ng &
Feldman, 2007).

8

Journal of Career Development XX(X)

Vocational identity. Vocational identity “reflects knowledge regarding stable patterns of career interests,
goals, and abilities” (Gupta et al., 2015, p. 79). It develops through interaction processes between the
self and occupational options in terms of exploration–commitment–reconsideration and stems from
psychological (e.g., interests, values, personal goals), psychosocial (e.g., self-efficacy, agency), and
contextual (e.g., affordances, experiences) influences (Porfeli et al., 2013). Research conducted within
the last 30 years shows that a strong vocational identity has positive effects on STWT and on career
development (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011). Indeed, young adults’ clear self-knowledge facilitates
the identification of the most appropriate career options, which in turn predicts their future occupational integration (Gupta et al., 2015; Steiner et al., 2019). Moreover, research shows that a clear vocational identity predicts effective enrollment in VET after compulsory school (Steiner et al., 2019),
whereas an unclear vocational identity might lead to a higher risk of experiencing disillusion when
entering the world of work (Grosemans et al., 2018).
Work role identity. Transitioning from school to work also implies the readiness to switch roles from a
student to a worker (Medvide et al., 2019; Ng & Feldman, 2007). This second process refers to the
construction of a work role identity, defined as “the salience of an individual’s participation and commitment to working relative to other life roles and the extent to which an individual can express his/her
values through work” (Ng & Feldman, 2007, p. 117). A study on unemployed young adults shows that
the development of a positive work role identity facilitates their transition toward employment, even
when their career plans are vague (Koen et al., 2016). This perspective also stresses the importance of
understanding the attitudes of young adults toward work and, more generally, the meaning they attribute to the work sphere in their lives (Masdonati & Fournier, 2015).
It appears that identity is related with the other mediators of the STWT since “those more adaptable
tend to have a more established vocational identity and feel more confident making career decisions”
(Duffy et al., 2016, p. 136). Moreover, the role of identity as a mediator between the STWT predictors
and the transition success is empirically verified. For example, Holtmann et al. (2017) showed that
low-achieving pupils searching for a VET position reported higher agency when they had high aspirations, clear career plans, and a good vocational orientation, all factors that contribute to a clear vocational identity.

Moderators
In the model, we posit specific variables that can boost or buffer the strength of the relation between
predictors and outcomes of STWT. These include contextual/environmental factors like education system, labor market conditions, and social support as well as individual factors such as critical consciousness. When compared with PWT, our model corroborates the importance of social support and
economic conditions (in our case, labor market conditions). Moreover, we added education system
as a key moderator factor. Finally, we removed proactive personality since the influence of personality
factors on the STWT is not clearly highlighted and that literature stresses that personality might change
during emerging adulthood (e.g., Hopwood et al., 2011).

Education Systems
The characteristics of the education system play a pivotal role in the STWT process because it provides
qualifications, which in turn impact transition outcomes (Akkermans et al., 2015). Future career paths
and employment stability of students are thus highly influenced by the education system they are
enrolled in (Ilieva-Trichkova & Boyadjieva, 2018; Imdorf et al., 2015). More particularly, two key
dimensions of the education system exert a significant influence on students’ coping with this
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transitional challenge: the degree of inclusiveness and the type of “transition regime” (Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019).
Education systems present different degrees of inclusiveness, depending on their structures and
rules (Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019). In the most inclusive systems, the goal is to maintain all students
in a common track, as long as possible and independent of their performances. Alternatively, students
are also offered opportunities to change tracks and advance at their own pace without being penalized.
In contrast, other systems are highly selective and differentiated, directing students—often quite soon
in their academic trajectory—toward specific and distinct tracks based on their grades. In such systems, tracks are less permeable and more hierarchical, bringing young adults in lower educational
tracks to be clearly labeled as underperforming. Finally, the less inclusive systems are those producing
high rates of school leavers and so-called work-bound youths (Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019).
Education systems are also characterized by their transition regime, based on the timing and the
smoothness of the STWT (Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019). In other words, the STWT can occur at a
more or less young age and represent a more or less abrupt change, depending on certain “institutional
arrangements” (Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019, p. 140). The part played by VET and its recognition as a
valued and viable track within the system seems to be important here (Akkermans et al., 2015; Schoon
& Heckhausen, 2019). In countries with a strong and widespread VET tradition (e.g., Germany or
Switzerland), the STWT occurs already at the end of adolescence for a majority of students, whereas
in countries with a strong accent on tertiary education, the transition mainly occurs during emerging
adulthood. One could assume that “the later the better,” arguing that the smaller gap between emerging
adults and their coworkers demands less efforts in terms of adaptation and socialization. However, it
also appears that in systems where the majority follows the college–university path, work-bound youth
represent a vulnerable group with higher risk of experiencing precarious transitions (Blustein et al.,
2002; Vuolo et al., 2014). Beyond timing issues, the smoothness of the STWT also affects its success.
Indeed, young adults in transition face high demands and challenges in terms of on-the-job learning
and integration efforts (Saks, 2018). Therefore, the STWT could be experienced as less sudden when
a progressive preparation for job integration is implemented during the last years of education (Ng &
Feldman, 2007; Saks, 2018).
Within our model, the education system is thought to mainly moderate the impact of educational
attainment and socioeconomic status on the success of STWT (Blustein et al., 2002; Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019). Given the influence of socioeconomic factors on school performance, education systems with a strong accent on grade-based selection leading to differentiated tracks and an early
occurring transition to employment tend to exacerbate social inequalities and constrain individual
agency in the STWT (Blustein et al., 2002; Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019). In contrast, contextual disadvantages are buffered in more inclusive systems leading to deferred or progressive STWTs (OECD,
2010). The school system also moderates the relation between gender and the STWT outcomes. The
association between gender segregation and the education system is indeed noteworthy: Gender-typed
tracks and choices are most salient when the STWT takes place at a younger age through VET,
whereas gender inequalities are low in countries where the transition occurs after higher education
(Imdorf et al., 2015). However, in systems with a main focus on tertiary education, young women without a college degree encounter more difficulties to attain autonomy and economic stability than young
men do (Danziger & Ratner, 2010).

Labor Market Conditions
PWT suggests that economic conditions moderate the likelihood of accessing decent work (Duffy
et al., 2016). In a similar way, the state of the labor market young adults face when leaving school
influences the fluidity of their STWT, with poor labor market conditions aggravating the effects of
contextual determinants on their chances of successfully attaining employment (Masdonati &
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Fournier, 2015). Research on the 2007/2008 Great Recession confirms this pattern, showing that
adverse economic conditions affected young workers more than others. Moreover, the recession also
reinforced the impact of educational attainment and transition regimes on the success of the transition
(Danziger & Ratner, 2010; Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019; Vuolo et al., 2014), thus exacerbating the
difficulties and barriers faced by underprivileged youth (Perez-Brena et al., 2017).

Critical Consciousness
Critical consciousness of disadvantaged young adults (i.e., their capacity to confront oppressive social
conditions and inequalities) is receiving increased attention in the field of vocational psychology (e.g.,
Kenny et al., 2019). According to Diemer et al. (2016), this capacity is composed of three elements:
critical reflection, motivation, and action. Recent research in the United States on ethnic minorities
with low socioeconomic status shows that high levels of critical consciousness are associated with positive educational and work outcomes such as career development (McWhirter & McWhirter, 2016),
occupational attainment (Diemer, 2009), and work salience and expectations (Diemer et al., 2010).
Critical consciousness seems indeed to moderate the impact of contextual factors on some outcomes
of the STWT, by attenuating the disadvantages of ethnically marginalized groups and youth with low
socioeconomic status, hence enabling their social mobility (Diemer et al., 2010).

Social Support
Social support is a resource regarding diverse career issues and challenges, such as access to decent
work (Duffy et al., 2016; Kenny & Medvide, 2013). It can take multiple forms such as emotional support, social integration and networking facilitation, protection of the self-esteem, provision of information, or tangible and instrumental support (Schultheiss et al., 2001). Perceived support from friends,
family members, romantic partners, professionals, or coworkers plays a facilitating role specifically
in the STWT process, before, during, and after the passage from education to employment (Dietrich
et al., 2012; Medvide et al., 2019; Ng & Feldman, 2007). Before leaving school, supportive environments may enhance students’ work expectations (Murphy et al., 2010) and occupational exploration
(Buhl et al., 2018). During the job search phase, family support helps to persevere despite difficulties
and instability (Hardgrove et al., 2015). Once in employment or training, support from coworkers and
supervisors reduces the risk of a hangover effect when entering VET (Valero & Hirschi, 2019). Finally,
assistance from career counselors or mentors can also be beneficial to youth engaged in STWT (Kenny
et al., 2019; Renn et al., 2014).
It appears then that social support moderates the relation between contextual and psychosocial factors, and the STWT success in multiple ways. For example, social support seems to facilitate the development of young adults’ vocational identity by encouraging their occupational exploration (Buhl et al.,
2018). Furthermore, social support from professionals exerts a positive influence on young adults’
career and occupational self-efficacy (Renn et al., 2014; Valero & Hirschi, 2019).

Outcomes
Our model posits that the positive outcomes of a successful STWT are twofold. First, a favorable transition should give access to jobs that offer objectively decent working conditions and perspectives.
Second, positive outcomes should also lead to employment positions that are subjectively meaningful.

Decent Work
The definition of decent work is generally inspired by the guidelines of the ILO (2013), which advocates for access to full and just employment conditions for all while benefiting from social protection
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and social dialogue at work. Based on the ILO guidelines, the PWT highlights five characteristics of
decent work (Duffy et al., 2017). In this perspective, decent work should (1) guarantee working conditions that are physically, emotionally, and interpersonally safe, (2) allow access to healthcare, especially in countries where health protections depend on the workplace, (3) offer adequate compensation
through a salary that reflects workers’ qualifications, experiences, and efforts, (4) provide workers
with enough free time and moments of rest, so they can engage in nonwork activities, and (5) promote
values that match or complement those of the workers’ family and community. In addition to these
indicators, one should also highlight more distal STWT outcomes in terms of resources to alleviate
career instability and job insecurity (Urbanavičiūt_e et al., 2015). In their research on Canadian workers, Krahn et al. (2015) showed, for example, that early employment instability (19–25 years) negatively predicted further income, occupational status, and career satisfaction. Even though temporary
contracts are common when it comes to a first job, successful STWT should at least lead to a midto long-term opportunity of permanent contract and employment guaranty (Ling & O’Brien, 2013).

Meaningful Work
Beyond these indicators that point at objective working and employment conditions, authors in the
field of vocational psychology also highlight the importance of the subjective meaning attributed to
work (Blustein et al., 2016; Fournier et al., 2019; Massoudi et al., 2018). For example, in a research
conducted in seven developed and developing countries on low-qualified young workers, participants
stressed that work should not only offer good pay and working conditions but also purposeful and
enjoyable contents as well as opportunities for socialization (Cohen-Scali et al., 2020). In line with
these findings, we consider access to meaningful jobs as the second significant outcome of a successful
STWT. Indeed, meaningful jobs reflect the importance of the professional sphere in people’s lives,
lead to the attainment of valued goals, and fulfill the purposes that they attribute to work (SheaVan Fossen & Vredenburgh, 2014). Furthermore, it also appears that meaningful work responds to
young workers’ need to feel socially integrated in the organization and foster a sense of belongingness
to an occupational group. Indeed, research on organizational socialization shows that social recognition and integration enhance newcomers’ adjustment (Saks et al., 2007), organizational commitment,
and task mastery (Nägele & Neuenschwander, 2014).

Discussion
In this article, we used a multidisciplinary lens, inspired by PWT (Blustein, 2006, 2013; Duffy et al.,
2016), to examine and contextualize the STWT process. First, the proposed model highlights the key
role of contextual factors as predictors of the STWT outcomes. Indeed, disadvantages deriving from
social background or marginalization hinder a smooth entrance into the labor market. Second, psychosocial factors also influence the STWT, putting at-risk young adults who lack self-efficacy and career
adaptability, or have an inaccurate work role and vocational identity. Third, the inherent characteristics
of the education system young adults are enrolled in, the actual conditions of the labor market they
face, the support they can rely on, and their level of critical consciousness are proposed as the main
moderators of the impact of the predictors on the STWT. Fourth, there is more to the STWT than
merely finding a job after school. A successful STWT implies finding a position in adequacy with
one’s education and maintaining a high level of employability. Fifth, in the mid- to long-long-term
perspective, a successful STWT should lead to decent and meaningful work and sustained career
prospects.
The adaptation of PWT to the STWT reveals recurrent themes and transversal factors inherent to the
experience of work. It also highlights aspects that seem specific to the first steps in the career development process. Indeed, both PWT and the STWT model stress the crucial role of social/contextual

12

Journal of Career Development XX(X)

determinants and the mediating role of psychosocial factors when trying to understand people’s striving for professional integration and fulfillment, thus revealing the limits of a solely psychological
approach. Both models also posit similar outcomes: A successful STWT should lead to decent and
meaningful work, which are core features of PWT. However, because the STWT mainly concerns
young adults, identity processes seem more crucial here than when considering adult workers. Moreover, while PWT implies the influence of education without addressing it directly, our model highlights the mechanisms through which the education system exacerbates or attenuates inequalities
and exclusion dynamics when it comes to the STWT.

Limitations and Research and Theory Perspectives
The suggested model of the STWT entails some limits that should be addressed in future research and
theoretical contributions. First, if some relations among the selected variables are distinctly stressed,
the influence of other variables is less clear. Particularly, a finer analysis of the mediators is needed to
better grasp the underlying processes through which their influence occurs. For example, research
should further investigate through which processes vocational and work role identities develop and
what hinders such development. Second, far from being exhaustive, our model highlights a selection
of key factors impacting the STWT. Other potentially important individual (e.g., personality traits or
skills) and contextual factors (e.g., other marginalized groups) would merit further attention. Third, our
model remains rather general and draws on research carried out in diverse contexts (e.g., Canada,
Switzerland, the UK, and the United States). Social, cultural, and economic specificities should be
taken into account for a better adaptation of the model.
Nevertheless, this article is one of the rare recent attempts to integrate inputs from a variety of disciplines and propose a complete picture of the STWT challenges within the contemporary socioeconomic context. Such a multidisciplinary effort should be pursued to include findings from other fields
such as rehabilitation, cross-cultural, or sexual minority studies, in order to address the specific challenges faced by particular groups or communities (e.g., Chen & Keats, 2016; Nilsson, 2019). To conclude, we would like to stress the need for longitudinal and multimethod investigations of the STWT.
In this sense, quantitative studies could test the causal relations between the model’s factors, whereas
qualitative research could explore underlying processes and the challenges experienced by vulnerable
populations. A promising perspective here would consist of fostering theory and research connections
between STWT and recent approaches of sustainability within the career domain. Indeed, recent
notions such as sustainable start (Blokker et al., 2019) or sustainable career (De Vos et al., 2018) could
contribute to the reflection on successful STWT.

Implications for Practice
The implications of our reflections for career counseling practices can be situated at the macro-social,
micro-social, and individual levels (Medvide et al., 2019). Macro-level interventions seem crucial to
alleviate the adverse contextual and institutional influences. As privileged witnesses of the challenges
and barriers faced by young people in transition, career counselors could convey useful information to
policy makers and school representatives to promote inclusive educational paths. Career counselors
can also use their awareness to elaborate and implement effective interventions responding to the
needs of marginalized or excluded populations, in order to reduce inequalities, and promote smooth
and decent STWTs for all (Kozan & Blustein, 2018). At a micro-social level, interventions aiming
to prevent school dropout are also crucial to ensure a sufficient—at least upper secondary—level of
school attainment for the greatest possible number of young people (OECD, 2017). Additionally,
research also shows the efficacy of group interventions to foster social support and networking or
school-based career training programs to help students prepare for the STWT (e.g., Akkermans
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et al., 2015; Koen et al., 2014). Furthermore, interventions aiming to foster students’ purpose and critical consciousness may also represent promising avenues (e.g., Kenny et al., 2019). Work-based programs are also helpful by providing students with an opportunity to build a realistic view of the world
of work and accumulate work experiences that protect them from floundering STWTs (OECD, 2010;
Vuolo et al., 2014). Through such interventions, young people can indeed anticipate the changes to
come and reduce the risk of reality shocks when entering the labor market (Ling & O’Brien, 2013;
Ng & Feldman, 2007).

Conclusion
According to the ILO (2019),
we are counting on youth to lead us into a future of sustainable development and decent work, but achieving
these goals requires that we first ensure that youth around the world have adequate access to education and
training and to the labour market. (p. 1)

Understanding how the contemporary world of work has affected the STWT is crucial to identify risks
of chaotic transitions and prevent the long-lasting impacts of a poor start on people’s life course. The
theoretical model proposed stresses the strong influence of contextual predictors on the chances of
experiencing a successful transition and, consequently, attaining decent and meaningful work. We
claim the pertinence and necessity to pursue the development of a multidisciplinary, overarching and
critical perspective to better understand the complexity of the STWT. Such an understanding should
contribute to counseling practices that take systematically into account contextual determinants of
careers, advocate for more inclusive institutions, and identify ways to alleviate social inequalities.
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Nägele, C., & Neuenschwander, M. P. (2014). Adjustment processes and fit perceptions as predictors of organizational commitment and occupational commitment of young workers. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 85,
385–393. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2014.08.011
Ng, W. H. T., & Feldman, D. C. (2007). The school-to-work transition: A role identity perspective. Journal of
Vocational Behavior, 71, 114–134. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2007.04.004

Masdonati et al.

17

Ng-Knight, T., & Schoon, I. (2017). Can locus of control compensate for socioeconomic adversity in the transition
from school to work? Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 46, 2114–2128. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-0170720-6
Nilsson, B. (2019). The school-to-work transition in developing countries. The Journal of Development Studies,
55, 745–764. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2018.1475649
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2010). Off to a good start? Jobs for youth. OECD
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264096127-en
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2016). Education at a glance 2016: OECD indicators. OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/eag-2016-en
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2017). Transition from school to work: How hard is
it across different age groups? Education Indicators in Focus, No. 54. OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.
1787/1e604198-en
Peeters, E., Nelissen, J., De Cuyper, N., Forrier, A., Verbruggen, M., & De Witte, H. (2019). Employability capital: A conceptual framework tested through expert analysis. Journal of Career Development, 46, 79–93.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894845317731865
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