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Abstract
Many adolescents in Germany are unable to realize their realistic occupational aspirations when they transition from
school to vocational education and training (VET). However, little is known about the underlying circumstances and what
the compromises look like when these adolescents come to take up a VET occupation. As parents perform an important
socialization role, which is also influential in occupational orientation, this article examines the role of divergent parental
expectations. Are parental expectations, which differ from adolescents’ realistic occupational aspirations, related to the
probability that adolescents will take up different occupations than they originally aspired to? Are relatively higher or
lower parental expectations associated with a corresponding direction of compromise formation? Are there differences
between men and women in the relationship between divergent parental expectations and compromise formation? This
empirical analysis is based on a sample of 1243 VET entrants from the starting cohort 4 of the National Educational Panel
Study (NEPS). The compromise formation of the adolescents is measured by comparing their realistic occupational aspi‐
rations from ninth grade with their first VET occupation. Results from multinomial logistic regression models show that
adolescents adjust their occupational choices to their parents’ divergent expectations. Women are more likely to make
compromises that accommodate their parents’ higher expectations.
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1. Introduction

Which occupation adolescents aspire to is the result of
a long process of occupational orientation that already
begins in early childhood. Adolescents aim to find an
occupation that matches their interests and abilities
and meets the expectations of their social environment
(Gottfredson, 2002). At the same time, occupational
choice is a particularly important decision, as it signif‐
icantly structures future life. This is especially true in
Germany, where due to the strict segmentation and high
standardization of the vocational education and training
(VET) system, occupational mobility in the labor market
is lower than in other countries once an occupation has

been chosen (Müller & Shavit, 1998). This means that
especially adolescents who leave the general school sys‐
tem after lower secondary education, usually aged 15
to 16, are faced with a far‐reaching decision at a rela‐
tively young age. In this phase, adolescents aim to realize
their occupational aspirations, but many do not succeed
(Ahrens et al., 2021; Schels & Abraham, 2021). While
there are some studies showing that unfulfilled occu‐
pational aspirations are associated with an increased
risk of dropping out of VET (Ernst & Spevacek, 2012),
unemployment (Gjerustad, 2016), depression, and job
dissatisfaction (Creed & Blume, 2013; Hardie, 2014), few
address the underlying circumstances and the compro‐
mises made.
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The concept of compromise in occupational choice is
rooted in the theory of circumscription and compromise
(Gottfredson, 2002), which describes how occupational
aspirations develop and change over the life course, dis‐
tinguishing between idealistic and realistic occupational
aspirations. In contrast to idealistic occupational aspi‐
rations, realistic occupational aspirations, also referred
to as expectations, are “tempered by knowledge of
obstacles and opportunities” (Gottfredson, 2002, p. 91).
According toGottfredson (2002), individuals begin to per‐
ceive occupations in early childhood based on their gen‐
der typicity, field of work, and associated prestige. Based
on these dimensions, they compare the perceived occu‐
pations with their self‐concept and the valuations of the
social environment and forma zone of occupational alter‐
natives by excluding those that appear unacceptable to
them based on these comparisons. As they approach the
age when occupational choices must be made, individu‐
als become increasingly aware of opportunity structures
and restrictions. In Germany, in their role as gatekeepers,
training companies and vocational schools often set cer‐
tain school grades and qualifications as selection criteria.
At the same time, the German training market is subject
to economic fluctuations, and some training occupations
aremore popular among adolescents than others, result‐
ing in fluctuations in the supply‐demand relationship
(e.g., Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung, 2019). By antici‐
pating external restrictions, individuals gradually exclude
those initial “idealistic” occupational aspirations that
they consider to be inaccessible, and instead develop
less desirable butmore accessible “realistic occupational
aspirations.” In linewith this, studies of German students
show that many adolescents adjust their aspirations to
their school performance shortly before the transition
to VET (Heckhausen & Tomasik, 2002; Schels & Abraham,
2021). This phase intensifies when the first occupational
choice must be made, usually shortly before entering
the labor market, when adolescents are looking for
apprenticeships and engaging with the application pro‐
cess. The process of compromise ends with the (first)
entry into the VET system, which requires an occupa‐
tional decision.

Gottfredson (2002) defines compromises in occupa‐
tional choice primarily as adaptations to market or struc‐
tural influences, while parental valuation is an important
reference for many adolescents when shaping aspiration
levels. In fact, parents convey occupational values and
goals to their children (e.g., Bryant et al., 2006), which
often relate to social status (e.g., Schulenberg et al.,
1984), leading parental expectations to often strongly
predict children’s occupational aspirations (e.g., Schoon
& Parsons, 2002). However, the aspirations of adoles‐
cents are not always in line with their parents’ expecta‐
tions, which is known to be an obstacle to adolescents’
occupational development. While congruence is related
to stronger parental support (Sawitri et al., 2013), ado‐
lescents perceive the feeling of not meeting their par‐
ents’ expectations as very stressful (Wang & Heppner,

2002). Therefore, in addition to structural influences,
deviating from parental expectations may also be a rea‐
son for compromise formation. Pruisken (2018) investi‐
gated the importance of parental influence on the realiza‐
tion of occupational aspirations among German trainees.
Contrary to his expectations, he found that the impor‐
tance they attached to parental suggestions was not sig‐
nificantly related to the probability of realizing their aspi‐
rations. However, the perception of occupational choice
as an independent decision by adolescents must be criti‐
cally questioned, as they do not always perceive the indi‐
rect influence of their parents on their choice, and they
tend to prefer to believe that they have chosen their
occupation on their own. Subconsciously, many adoles‐
cents are aware that their parentswill later evaluate their
occupational choices (Dombrowski, 2015, p. 82).

To find out whether divergent parental expecta‐
tions, in addition to structural factors, prevent adoles‐
cents from realizing their occupational aspirations dur‐
ing the transition to VET, an analysis is needed which
relates adolescents’ occupational aspirations both to
their actual VET occupation and to the expectations
explicitly expressed by their parents. This article there‐
fore examines the relationship between parents’ expec‐
tations and adolescents’ realistic occupational aspira‐
tions and compromises in occupational choice. The focus
lies on differences in realistic and not idealistic occu‐
pational aspirations in order to investigate the extent
to which adolescents deviate from occupational aspira‐
tions that they deem realizable when their parents have
divergent expectations. Concerning the terminology for
realistic occupational aspirations, I follow the straight‐
forward recommendation of Haller (1968). Although
realistic occupational aspirations and expectations are
often used interchangeably in the literature, Haller
recommends using “expectation” when referring to a
person’s (realistic) occupational aspiration for another
person. The term “realistic occupational aspiration,” on
the other hand, should be used when referring to a
person’s realistic occupational aspiration—for him or
herself (Haller, 1968, p. 485). Therefore, by “parental
expectations” I refer to parental realistic occupational
aspirations for their child, while by “aspirations” I refer to
the adolescent’s realistic occupational aspirations—for
him or herself.

I contribute to the existing literature by examining
(a) how divergent parental expectations are related to
the probability of adolescents taking VET occupations
that are different from those they originally aspired
to, and (b) whether relatively higher or lower parental
expectations are associated with a corresponding direc‐
tion of compromise in occupational prestige. Do com‐
paratively higher parental expectations discourage ado‐
lescents from realizing their occupational aspirations
and instead push them into more prestigious occupa‐
tions? Do comparatively lower parental expectations,
conversely, push adolescents into occupations of lower
prestige than they originally aspired to? Since previous
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studies suggest that parents influence their daughters’
and sons’ occupational orientation and choices differ‐
ently, indicating that women involve parents more in
their occupational choices (e.g., Makarova & Herzog,
2014), I also examine whether (c) divergent parental
expectations are more strongly related to the compro‐
mise formation of women than of men.

To answer these questions, this article uses longi‐
tudinal data on 1243 VET entrants from the National
Educational Panel Study (NEPS) starting cohort 4
(Blossfeld et al., 2011). These data are particularly suit‐
able for the research project because they not only sur‐
vey adolescents from the ninth school year onwards
(semi‐)annually and record the educational and employ‐
ment trajectories of adolescents beyond the general
education system, but also survey one parent. This
means that parental occupational expectations are
recorded directly.

2. Theory and the State of Research

2.1. Parental Expectations and Compromise Formation

Parents perform an important socialization role, which
is also influential in occupational orientation and choice
(Bryant et al., 2006), where they can support their chil‐
dren both in developing realistic occupational aspira‐
tions and in realizing them. For many adolescents, their
own parents are the first and most important contacts
for questions about occupational choices and they can
provide them with useful occupation‐related informa‐
tion and knowledge, for example on job content and
conditions, career opportunities, entry requirements, or
the regional availability of apprenticeships (e.g., Bryant
et al., 2006, p. 155; Dombrowski, 2015, p. 84). In addi‐
tion to providing active support, for example in writing
applications or using their own occupational networks,
many parents are also a source of emotional support dur‐
ing the transition phase, strengthening their children’s
self‐efficacy and encouraging them in the choices they
have made (Bryant et al., 2006).

However, the extent to which parents are involved
in or able to support their children’s occupational choice
depends on various factors, such as the general avail‐
ability and accessibility of parents (e.g., Bryant et al.,
2006), their occupational position, their occupational
field and associated networks, as well as their proxim‐
ity to the VET system (Dombrowski, 2015) and the gen‐
der constellation of the parent–child relationship (Fobe
& Minx, 1996). In addition, parents’ occupational expec‐
tations might also be important in this regard, as they
can be seen as a reason for parental involvement in
the occupational choice process of adolescents (Pruisken
et al., 2016, p. 67). According to common theoretical
approaches, parental expectations, especially concern‐
ing the social status to be attained, are an important
factor driving occupational and educational decisions
(e.g., Sewell et al., 1969). Gottfredson’s (2002) theory

of circumscription and compromise describes that indi‐
viduals, in turn, take into account their parents’ valua‐
tion in forming their occupational aspirations. Here occu‐
pational prestige plays a major role, as it determines
whether the family will accept or reject the choice made
(Gottfredson, 2002, p. 98). For this reason, according to
Beck et al. (1979), adolescents have social limits to their
occupational flexibility. These limits exist for occupations
associated with a social status that is judged too low or
too high by the family, since both imply a greater dis‐
tance from the milieu of origin (Beck et al., 1979, p. 586).

Socialization theories suggest that parents do not uni‐
laterally influence their children’s occupational choices.
In general, Kracke and Noack (2005) describe the inter‐
action between parents and individuals in the process
of occupational choice as a reciprocal feedback process
in which parents can support and encourage their chil‐
dren’s occupational orientation. Adolescents may thus
perceive parental expectations, but they may also dis‐
tance themselves from them or convince their parents
of their own occupational aspirations. However, particu‐
larly determined expectations on part of the parents can
cause adolescents to withdraw from this interaction and
develop or adhere to occupational aspirations that devi‐
ate from their parent’s expectations (Kracke & Noack,
2005, p. 186).

Parental expectations that differ from adolescents’
occupational aspirations should represent an obstacle
to the realization of the latter. Even though most ado‐
lescents perceive their occupational choice as an inde‐
pendent decision, many of them are aware that their
parents will later evaluate their decision (Dombrowski,
2015). In particular, when adolescents choose an occu‐
pation with too low a status, according to Beck et al.
(1979, p. 587) they experience social decline that is asso‐
ciated with long‐term rejection by the family and is dif‐
ficult to cope with. Moreover, it can be assumed that
if their occupational aspirations deviate from parental
expectations, they will receive less support from their
parents in realizing them and may even be more likely to
be steered in their parents’ desired direction. Consistent
with these considerations, Sawitri et al. (2014) show that
Indonesian 10th graders whose career goals are congru‐
ent with those of their parents receive more support
and benefit from more involvement from their parents
in career planning. German studies also show that par‐
ents who are more open to their child’s occupational
choice promote occupational exploration and choice by
discussing possible (dis‐)advantages of certain occupa‐
tions, giving suggestions, helping their child write appli‐
cations, rebuilding them after setbacks, or encourag‐
ing them in their choice (e.g., Dietrich & Kracke, 2009;
Kracke & Noack, 2005; Maschetzke, 2009). When their
children’s occupational orientation deviates from their
own expectations, qualitative research shows that par‐
ents try to block their children’s occupational orienta‐
tion, for example, by subtly criticizing their children’s
deviant aspirations (Küllchen, 1997, p. 212) and trying to
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push their child in the occupational direction they want
(Maschetzke, 2009).

I, therefore, expect that adolescents whose parents
have expectations for them that are different from their
own will realize their aspirations less often than ado‐
lescents whose aspirations correspond to their parents’
expectations (H1a). In addition, I expect that adolescents
whose parents have higher (or lower) prestige expec‐
tations than their own will switch to an occupation of
higher (or lower) prestige more often than adolescents
whose aspirations correspond to their parents’ expecta‐
tions (H1b).

Not all parents involve themselves in their children’s
occupational choices. Qualitative studies that asked ado‐
lescents about the influence of their parents report that
some do stay out of their children’s occupational choices
(Dimbath, 2003; Maschetzke, 2009). The reasons for this
are manifold; in addition to actual lack of interest, these
include, for example, the feeling of being overwhelmed
by the decision, a lack of urgency from the parent’s point
of view in dealing with the topic, or burdens in other
areas of life (Dietrich & Kracke, 2009, p. 111). According
to Maschetzke (2009, p. 189), adolescents in this situa‐
tion often feel insecure because they must orient them‐
selves under high levels of uncertainty and make the
decision on their own. They lack both important infor‐
mational and emotional support, as well as parental
expectations, which for many are an important source of
guidance (Dombrowski, 2015, p. 81) that may help them
to develop occupational aspirations. Consistent with this
argumentation, studies show that under these circum‐
stances, adolescents are less engaged in occupational
exploration (Dietrich & Kracke, 2009) and have more
problems making decisions (Dimbath, 2003).

Therefore, I assume that a lack of parental expecta‐
tions destabilizes adolescents as they attempt to realize
their ownaspirations. They should therefore be less likely
to realize their occupational aspirations than adolescents
whose aspirations are congruent with the expectations
their parents have for them (H2).

2.2. Gender Differences

According to gender‐specific socialization theory (Eccles
& Hoffman, 1984), women are socialized to deal dif‐
ferently than men with challenging life situations, such
as the transition from school to VET. While men are
raised to be independent, women are encouraged to rely
more on others in critical situations (Eccles & Hoffman,
1984, p. 385). Previous research also shows that daugh‐
ters involve their parents more than sons in occupa‐
tional choices. Daughters talk more often with their
parents about occupational choice and are more often
encouraged by them in their occupational orientation
(Kracke & Noack, 2005). For Indonesian trainees, Sawitri
(2019) shows that daughters are more likely than sons
to feel that their occupational goals match their par‐
ents’ expectations.

I, therefore, assume that incongruence between ado‐
lescents’ aspirations and their parents’ expectations is
more important for the occupational choices of women
than for men. The negative effect of divergent parental
expectations on the realization of aspirations expected
in H1a should therefore be stronger for women than for
men (H3a). Similarly, the adjustments towards the higher
(or lower) occupational expectations of parents postu‐
lated in H1b is assumed to be more likely among women
than among men (H3b).

If parents are not involved in their children’s occu‐
pational choices, I also assume, following the gender‐
specific socialization theory of Eccles and Hoffman
(1984), that women should be more destabilized in their
occupational choice than men. The negative effect of a
lack of parental expectations on the probability of realiz‐
ing aspirations should therefore be stronger for women
than for men (H4).

3. Data and Sample

This article uses data from the NEPS starting cohort 4.
From 2008 to 2013, NEPS data were collected as part
of the Framework Programme for the Promotion of
Empirical Educational Research funded by the German
Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF).
As of 2014, the NEPS survey is carried out by the
Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories (LIfBi) at the
University of Bamberg in cooperation with a nationwide
network. The data come from a representative sample
of 16425 ninth‐graders at regular schools in Germany in
the fall of 2010. Information on the educational attain‐
ment of adolescents in general and vocational schools
comes from (semi‐)annual surveys. In addition, one par‐
ent of each student was invited to participate in a
parental survey.

The analysis sample consists of 1243 students who
attended the lower secondary or intermediate sec‐
ondary school branch of a general school in the ninth
grade in autumn of 2010, and remained in the general
school system at least until the 10th grade. All named an
occupational aspiration in the ninth grade and entered
VET within the next six years (i.e., within the observa‐
tion period of the 10 survey waves). To obtain a homo‐
geneous sample of ninth‐graders who found themselves
in similar starting conditions regarding the timing of
the transition into VET and post‐educational options,
some students had to be excluded from the analyses.
This concerns students attending special needs schools
and private schools, as well as students from school
tracks leading directly to a university entrance degree,
encompassing upper secondary schools (Gymnasium) or
upper secondary tracks (Gymnasialzweige) in compre‐
hensive schools (Gesamtschulen). Also, students whose
parents did not participate in the survey had to be
excluded because parents’ occupational expectations
are central to the analyses. I also excluded students who
entered VET immediately after the ninth grade, since
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the aspirations were measured in the ninth grade and
are thus too close to the transition to VET to be con‐
sidered unaffected by the ongoing application processes.
Furthermore, I excluded students who did not report
an occupational aspiration, or who did not start VET.
The same applies to students who reported unclear aspi‐
rations, or VET occupations that did not provide enough
information to code them according to the German
Classification of Occupations (Klassifikation der Berufe
[KldB 2010]) and the Magnitude Prestige Scale (MPS).
The same is true for students whose parents reported
uncodable occupational aspirations for them, as these
codes are needed to operationalize compromises and
divergent parental expectations. Finally, students with
implausible information on education or VET entry, as
well as missing information on control variables were
also excluded from the analysis data. Incomplete cases,
with the exception of students with missing informa‐
tion on school grades, were excluded by listwise dele‐
tion. Since the variables needed for the analyses had
a low frequency of missing values overall, the exclu‐
sion did not lead to a systematic bias in the sample
(see Table A1 in the Supplementary File). For adoles‐
cents with missing information on school grades, mean
imputation and additional control for the initiallymissing
response are used to include them in the analysis sample
(Section 4.3.).

4. Operationalizations

4.1. Compromise Formation

The adolescents’ compromise formation is measured by
comparing their occupational aspirations from the ninth
grade with their first VET occupation. Occupational aspi‐
rations were measured towards the end of the ninth
school year (May–July 2011) by the question: “Consider
everything you know right now. What will probably be
your occupation in the future?” First VET occupation
is defined as the first vocational training after school,
which, if successfully completed, leads to a vocational
qualification. Both dual and full‐time school‐based VET
programs are considered.

The compromise is operationalized by comparing
the occupational aspiration and the first VET occupation
using their five‐digit code according to the KldB 2010 and
their score in the MPS. The KldB 2010 is a systematic
classification of occupations with a hierarchical structure
developed by the German Federal Employment Agency
and the Institute for Employment Research. Each occupa‐
tion is described using a five‐digit code,with the first digit
describing the occupational area, the second the occupa‐
tional main group, the third the occupational group, the
fourth the occupational subgroup, and the fifth the occu‐
pational type or requirement level (Paulus & Matthes,
2013). The MPS is a well‐known and often applied mea‐
sure in German sociology for operationalizing the social
prestige of occupations, which was developed based

on representative occupational assessments and specif‐
ically for the German hierarchy of occupational prestige
(Becker & Blossfeld, 2022; Wegener, 1992). The scale
ranges from 20 (unskilled worker) to 186.8 (judge).

The compromise variable comprises four categories,
with the first category, (a) “aspiration realized,” contain‐
ing adolescents who have realized their occupational
aspirations according to the KldB 2010. The other three
categories map adolescents’ prestige compromises to
the MPS. In line with a threshold used by Becker and
Blossfeld (2017), compromises in terms of entering a
(b) “less prestigious occupation” are observedwhen ado‐
lescents enter an occupation that is at least 10% less
prestigious than their aspiration. Compromise in terms
of entering a (c) “more prestigious occupation” accord‐
ingly refers to adolescents who enter an occupation
that is at least 10% more prestigious than their aspi‐
ration. Compromises towards (d) “similarly prestigious
occupations” are observed if adolescents’ entered occu‐
pations are associated with a less than 10% difference
in prestige.

4.2. Divergent Parental Expectations

Divergent parental expectations are measured by com‐
paring the aspirations of ninth‐grade students with the
expectations their parents have for them. Parents’ occu‐
pational expectations were measured in the first wave
of the parent survey (January–July 2011): “What kind
of vocation do you think [Name of target child] should
learn?” This question was asked only if parents already
indicated they had already thought about their child’s
occupational choice.

Similar to the compromise indicator, divergent
parental expectations are also operationalized by com‐
paring parental occupational expectations with the ado‐
lescent’s occupational aspirations using the KldB 2010
and the MPS. My measure of divergent parental expec‐
tations contains six categories: (a) adolescents with par‐
ents who stated the same occupation as them according
to the KldB 2010, (b) those with parents who stated they
should follow their own aspirations, and (c) those whose
parents had no expectations for them. The last category
also includes cases where parents have not yet thought
about their child’s occupational choice, or where the
answer “don’t know” was provided in response to ques‐
tions about expectations. Among parents who named a
different occupation to that of their child, a distinction is
made between parents with expectations that are asso‐
ciated with (d) similar, (e) lower, or (f) higher prestige
according to the MPS. Divergent parental expectations
are categorized in a similar way to adolescent aspiration
compromises, with parental expectations being consid‐
ered congruent with adolescent aspirations if there is
a less than 10% difference in prestige associated with
occupations preferred by adolescents and their parents,
and divergent if the difference is more than 10%. Parents
who stated that their child should follow his or her own
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aspiration had previously stated that they had already
thought about their child’s occupational choice but did
not name a specific occupation when asked about it.
Therefore, this group can neither be assigned to the
group of parent–adolescent dyadswith congruent expec‐
tations and aspirations, nor the group of adolescents
without parental expectation.

4.3. Control Variables

Characteristics of the interviewed parent (occupational
position; status as a single parent; relationship to the
adolescent) and the adolescent (highest school degree
when entering VET; last school grades in German and
math; the prestige of his or her aspiration; educational
background, region of residence; gender;migration back‐
ground) are used as control variables. Information on the
operationalization of the control variables is provided in
Table A2 in the Supplementary File. Holding these vari‐
ables constant allowsme to examinewhich compromises
adolescents make in relation to their parents’ expecta‐
tions under similar conditions regarding school achieve‐
ments and aspiration levels, as well as parental resources
and sociodemographic characteristics. Table A3 in the
Supplementary File gives an overview of the sample.

5. Analyses

To examine the relationship between divergent parental
expectations and adolescent compromise formation in
occupational choice, I apply multinomial regression
analysis. Table 1 shows the results. Average marginal
effects (AME) were predicted for the different out‐
comes of compromise formation between adolescent
aspiration and first VET occupation: aspiration real‐
ized, compromises by changing to a less, similar, or
more prestigious occupation than originally aimed for.
AME represent the estimated differences in the probabil‐

ity of making a particular form of compromise compared
to all other outcomes.

5.1. Parental Expectations and Compromise Formation

First, I compare the compromise formation of adoles‐
centswhose aspirations are congruentwith their parents’
expectations with the compromise formation of those
whose parents have a divergent expectation for them.

As assumed in H1a, results for the outcome “aspira‐
tion realized” show that adolescents whose parents do
not share their children’s aspiration are less likely to real‐
ize said aspiration. Significant differences are found for
all forms of divergent parental expectations. The differ‐
ence is particularly large for adolescents whose parents
expect a more prestigious occupation. Compared to par‐
ents with congruent expectations, they are 22 percent‐
age points less likely to realize their aspirations. Similarly,
adolescents whose parents’ expectations are lower than
their own regarding occupation prestige are 17 percent‐
age points less likely to realize their aspirations than the
reference group.

H1b assumed that when parental expectations are
divergent from adolescents’ aspirations, adolescents are
more likely to enter an occupation that is more in line
with their parents’ expectations. Consistent with this
hypothesis, the results for the outcome “less presti‐
gious occupation” show that adolescents whose parents
expect an occupation with lower prestige than that tar‐
geted by their child are 15 percentage points more likely
to enter a less prestigious occupation than adolescents
whose aspirations are congruent with the expectations
of their parents. Conversely, the results for the outcome
“more prestigious occupation” show that adolescents
whose parents have higher prestige expectations are
11 percentage points more likely to choose a more pres‐
tigious occupation than they originally aspired to. Both
effects are statistically significant.

Table 1. Differences in compromise formation by divergent parental expectations.

Less prestigious Similarly prestigious More prestigious
Aspiration realized occupation occupation occupation

Parent’s expectation
(ref.: congruent with aspiration)

follow own aspiration −0.175 (0.037)*** 0.046 (0.030) 0.073 (0.031)* 0.056 (0.028)*
less prestigious expectation −0.165 (0.053)** 0.152 (0.045)*** 0.008 (0.046) 0.005 (0.047)
similarly prestigious expectation −0.140 (0.050)** 0.035 (0.043) 0.132 (0.046)** −0.026 (0.033)
more prestigious expectation −0.215 (0.044)*** 0.040 (0.040) 0.070 (0.039)+ 0.105 (0.035)**
no expectation −0.211 (0.038)*** 0.087 (0.033)** 0.055 (0.033)+ 0.068 (0.030)*

Control variables yes yes yes yes
Observations 1243 1243 1243 1243
Source: Own estimations based on NEPS Network (2019). Notes: Multinomial logistic regressions; AME; robust standard errors in paren‐
theses; significance levels: + p < .1 * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; control variables: parents’ occupational position, single parent,
parent’s relationship to the adolescent, adolescent’s highest school degree, adolescent’s last German grade, adolescent’s last math
grade, adolescent’s information on grades available, prestige of adolescent’s aspiration, adolescent’s educational background, residen‐
tial region, adolescent’s migration background, adolescent’s gender; for the complete table see Table A4 in Supplementary File.
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It has been argued that divergent parental expecta‐
tions should result in adolescents not realizing their own
occupational aspirations and instead being directed by
their parents into an occupation that is more in line with
their parents’ expectations. Although the results indi‐
cate that adolescents adjust their occupational choices
to their parents’ divergent expectations, the share of
adolescents who do not realize their own realistic occu‐
pational aspirations and instead take the exact VET occu‐
pation expected by their parents is comparatively small
in the present study sample. Depending on the defini‐
tion of the match at the five‐ or three‐digit level of the
KldB 2010, the share is three or four percent. Thus, the
results suggest that in the case of divergent parental
expectations, adolescents are less likely to adopt their
parents’ exact occupational expectations, but that an
additional negotiation process takes place in which ado‐
lescents try to shift towards an occupation more accept‐
able to their parents.

Secondly, I compare the compromise formation of
adolescents whose aspirations match their parents’
expectations to the compromise formation of adoles‐
cents whose parents did not name any expectations
for them because they had not yet thought about their
child’s occupational choice at the time of the interview.
The results for the outcome “aspiration realized” confirm

the statistical differences expected in H2. The probability
that adolescents with parents without expectations real‐
ize their own aspirations is 21 percentage points lower
than in the reference group. A similar difference can
be seen regarding the group of adolescents whose par‐
ents stated that they should follow their own aspiration.
Compared to the reference group, they are also 18 per‐
centage points less likely to realize their aspiration.

5.2. Gender Differences

To test H3 and H4, an interaction term of divergent
parental expectations and the gender of the adoles‐
cent was additionally included in the regression model.
Table 2 shows the effects of different forms of diver‐
gent parental expectations on compromise formation
by gender.

The results for the outcome “aspiration realized”
show that both men and women realize their aspira‐
tion less often if it is not in line with their parent’s
expectations. The gender differences in the strength of
the effects expected in H3a are only partially evident
here. While the predicted probability of realization in
the case of congruence is about the same for men (43%)
and women (41%), it decreases less within the group of
men in the case of higher parental expectations than for

Table 2.Gender‐differences in the effects of divergent parental expectations on compromise formation (selected findings).

Aspiration realized

male female contrast of AME

AME (se) PM AME (se) PM Chi²

Parent’s expectation
(ref.: congruent with aspiration) Ref. 0.426 Ref. 0.406 Ref.

follow own aspiration –0.142 (0.050)** 0.284 –0.212 (0.056)*** 0.194 0.85
less prestigious expectation –0.143 (0.073)* 0.283 –0.189 (0.078)* 0.217 0.19
similarly prestigious expectation –0.153 (0.069)* 0.273 –0.140 (0.071)+ 0.267 0.02
more prestigious expectation –0.147 (0.062)* 0.279 –0.281 (0.059)*** 0.126 2.44
no expectation –0.183 (0.051)*** 0.243 –0.251 (0.056)*** 0.156 0.80

Less prestigious occupation

male female contrast of AME

AME (se) PM AME (se) PM Chi²

Parent’s expectation
(ref.: congruent with aspiration) Ref. 0.308 Ref. 0.255 Ref.

less prestigious expectation 0.175 (0.067)** 0.483 0.128 (0.055)* 0.383 0.29

More prestigious occupation

male female contrast of AME

AME (se) PM AME (se) PM Chi²

Parent’s expectation
(ref.: congruent with aspiration) Ref. 0.097 Ref. 0.207 Ref.

more prestigious expectation 0.074 (0.040) 0.171 0.150 (0.058)* 0.357 1.20
Source: Own estimations based onNEPS Network (2019). Notes: Significance levels: + p < .1 * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; AME = aver‐
age marginal effects; se = standard error; PM = predictive margins; for the complete table see Table A5 in the Supplementary File.
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women (15 vs. 28 pp). Likewise, the probability of realiza‐
tion in the case of lower parental expectations decreases
more for women than for men (19 vs. 14 pp). However,
the differences in both cases are not statistically signifi‐
cant (chi² = 2.44 resp. chi² = 0. 19).

H3b postulated thatwomen adapt their occupational
choice to their parent’s expectations more than men.
The results for the outcome “less prestigious occupation”
show that men are more likely than women to enter a
less prestigious occupation than they aspired to if their
parents shared their aspiration (31% vs. 26%). Contrary
to H3b, this probability decreases more strongly for men
than for women if their parents’ expectations are lower
than their own aspiration (18 vs. 13 pp). However, this dif‐
ference is not statistically significant (chi² = 0.29). In con‐
trast, the results for the outcome “more prestigious occu‐
pation” show that women are more likely than men to
enter a more prestigious occupation than they aspired
to if their parents share their aspiration (21% vs. 10%).
In line with H3b, this probability increases more strongly
for women than for men if their parent has a more pres‐
tigious expectation for them than they have (15 vs. 7 pp).
However, this difference is also not statistically signifi‐
cant (chi² = 1.20).

H4 postulated that women are more disadvantaged
than men when it comes to the probability of realiz‐
ing their aspirations when there is a lack of parental
expectations. The results for the outcome “aspiration
realized” show a negative effect of a lack of expecta‐
tions on the probability of realization for both genders.
As expected, the effect is greater for women than for
men (25 vs. 18 pp). The same pattern also emerges
for the group of adolescents whose parents stated that
their child should follow his or her own aspirations
(21 vs. 14 pp). However, the gender differences are not
significant (chi² = 0.80 resp. chi² = 0.85).

6. Limitations and Robustness Checks

6.1. Sample Selectivity

The analysis sample comprises only part of the original
sample of NEPS (starting cohort 4), which can lead to
selectivities thatmay also affect the present results. First,
selectivities exist through the exclusion of adolescents
whose parents did not participate in the survey, since the
parents’ occupational expectations are of central inter‐
est to this study. Table A6 in the Supplementary File
shows that this led in particular to an increased exclu‐
sion of adolescents with a migration background. Thus,
the results are only valid to a limited extent regarding
this group.

Secondly, selectivities exist through the exclusion of
adolescents for whom no compromise was observed as
they did not enter VET. Selectivities in this regard are rel‐
evant for the present results in that the desire to enter
VET or to successfully enter VET could also be related to
divergent or lacking parental expectations. These might,

on the one hand, lead to adolescents being less sup‐
ported in their search for an apprenticeship and there‐
fore having greater problems in successfully entering VET.
However, the observation period of 6 years is relatively
long and allows even later transitions into VET after pos‐
sible intermediate phases of unsuccessful searches for
apprenticeships, employment, or further schooling to be
observed. On the other hand, compromises could be
observed among adolescents continuing school instead
of entering VET in order to obtain a university entrance
qualification and enter university because of more pres‐
tigious parental expectations. Further analyses of the
probability of not entering VET (see Table A7 in the
Supplementary File) show that adolescents whose par‐
ents have higher expectations of them are less likely
to enter VET, suggesting that the relationship between
divergent parental expectations and compromise forma‐
tion in occupational choice identified in the present ana‐
lyses may be underestimated.

Furthermore, as in other longitudinal studies, there
are additional selectivities due to panel attrition. For the
NEPS starting cohort 4, Zinn et al. (2020) show that espe‐
cially adolescents in lower secondary schools as well as
adolescents with a low educational background or poor
mathematic competencies tend to drop out of the panel.
These characteristics were controlled for in the analyses
of this study.

6.2. Operationalization of Divergent Parental
Expectations and Compromise Formation

Further limitations of this study relate to the operational‐
ization of compromise formation and divergent parental
expectations. First, to measure divergent parental expec‐
tations, the adolescents’ occupational aspirations were
compared with the parents’ occupational expectations.
While individual occupational aspirations are clearly
measured as realistic aspirations, this does not apply to
parental expectations. In contrast to measuring adoles‐
cents’ occupational aspirations under the condition that
they consider everything they know right now, parents
are asked much more generally what occupation they
think their children should learn. This circumstance can
lead to additional measurement‐related discrepancies if
it means that adolescents’ occupational aspirations are
measured more realistically than those of their parents.
Looking at the distribution of divergent parental expec‐
tations, the results show that the majority of parents
named an occupation that either exactly matched their
child’s occupational aspiration (41%) or was of similar
(22%) or lower (16%) prestige. Thus, these results do not
indicate that parents disproportionately name occupa‐
tions of unrealistically high prestige.

Secondly, to simultaneously analyze how divergent
parental expectations are related to adolescents’ prob‐
ability of realizing their aspirations or making different
directions of compromise in prestige, both the divergent
parental expectations and the compromise between
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adolescent occupational aspiration and training occu‐
pation in prestige were operationalized categorically.
The threshold for categorizing these differences was set
at 10% (see Section 4). The Supplementary File contains
additional analyses showing that alternative operational‐
izations with this threshold set at 5 or 15% do not lead
to significant changes in the results (see Tables A8–A11).
Furthermore, when measuring compromise formation
and divergent parental expectations, the occupations
were operationalized on the basis of the five‐digit code
of the KldB 2010. A less strict operationalization based
on the occupational groups (three‐digit code) does not
lead to different results from the main model either (see
Table A12 in the Supplementary File). However, using
this operationalization, no gender differences are found
in the relationship between deviating parental expec‐
tations and the realization probability of the occupa‐
tional aspiration of the adolescents (see Table A13 in the
Supplementary File).

7. Summary and Discussion

Many adolescents inGermany donot succeed in realizing
their occupational aspirations when they enter VET. This
circumstance reflects the fact that VET entry is particu‐
larly challenging for adolescents for many reasons, such
as the school grades and other entry criteria imposed
by the competitive structure of the German VET mar‐
ket, the supply structure of the local VET market, or
unrealistic occupational aspirations on part of the ado‐
lescents themselves. Therefore, the cues and support
parents provide to their children can be an important
resource, but also be a pathway to status reproduction.
The study, therefore, aimed to find out whether diver‐
gent parental expectations are also related to compro‐
mise formation and lead adolescents to enter different
occupations than they had originally aspired to. Since it
is unclear to what extent adolescents perceive parental
influence on their occupational choices, this study used
data from a longitudinal study that asked both adoles‐
cents and parents about aspirations or expectations for
the adolescents.

The results show that divergent parental expecta‐
tions play a crucial role in the process of compromise
formation in the transition from school to VET. Trainees
whose aspirations are not congruentwith parental expec‐
tations are not only less likely to realize their aspirations,
but also more likely to instead enter an occupation more
in line with parental prestige expectations. Consistent
with theoretical expectations, relatively higher parental
expectations push adolescents towardsmore prestigious
occupations, while relatively lower aspirations lead them
towards less prestigious occupations than they originally
aspired to. Also worth mentioning are the separate find‐
ings for those adolescents whose parents did not express
occupational expectations for their child or indicated
that their child should follow his or her own aspirations.
These adolescents are less likely to realize their aspira‐

tions than those whose parental expectations matched
their own in the survey. These findings are thus consis‐
tent with results of previous qualitative research indi‐
cating that adolescents are destabilized in their occu‐
pational choices when their parents are not involved.
The data also show gender differences in the relationship
between divergent parental expectations and compro‐
mise formation, although these are not statistically sig‐
nificant. Divergent parental expectations have a stronger
negative effect on the probability of realizing aspira‐
tions for women than for men. Women are also more
likely than men to adapt their occupational choice to
the higher expectations of their parents by entering a
more prestigious occupation than that originally aimed
for. Thus, the findings of this study are also consistent
with socialization theory considerations and previous
research suggesting that women are more likely than
men to incorporate their parents’ opinions into their
occupational choices, not only when forming occupa‐
tional aspirations, but also inmaking compromises when
entering VET.

In summary, the present study provides new insights
into compromises in occupational choice and the role of
divergent parental expectations. It was known from pre‐
vious research literature that parental aspirations often
predict the aspirations of their children. The present
study shows that even when adolescents have devel‐
oped divergent realistic occupational aspirations, they
adjust their occupational choice to their parents’ expec‐
tations, regardless of their school performance and aspi‐
ration level. Accordingly, compromises in occupational
choices during the transition to VET are not simply amat‐
ter of adapting to external conditions in the VET market
but also to parental expectations regarding occupational
prestige. This study further shows, however, that adoles‐
cents are less likely to shift their occupational choices to
exactly match those of their parents. Instead, the results
indicate that adolescents slightly adapt their choices,
moving closer to the parental expectations but not meet‐
ing them exactly.

The study suggests that it is important to involve
parents in career counseling for adolescents to stabi‐
lize them in their occupational orientation and choices.
From a theoretical perspective, it has been argued that
adolescents should adjust their occupational choices to
divergent parental expectations especially due to famil‐
ial rejection of their occupational aspirations and lack
of parental support. Whether it is actually these mech‐
anisms that lead to the identified effects or whether
the underlying mechanisms are more complex cannot
be conclusively answered by this study. Further research
is required, for example in the form of qualitative longi‐
tudinal surveys. Moreover, the results of this study do
not allow the conclusion that divergent parental expec‐
tations are generally detrimental to adolescents, as the
study does not examine the medium‐ and long‐term
consequences of the adjustments. Further research is
needed to examine how divergent parental expectations
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and adolescents’ (non‐)adjustment to these affect their
further course of VET and employment, e.g., in terms of
the probability of dropping out of VET, job satisfaction,
and job change.
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