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ABSTRACT

A LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF OCCUPATIONAL ASPIRATIONS
AND ATTAINMENTS OF I10WA YOUNG ADULTS

Dean R, Yoesting
Joe M, Bohlen
Richard D, Warren¥
The major objective of this paper is to test the theoretical model

of Sewell, Haller and Portes which is concerned with the area of occu-
pational and educational aspirations and attainments of young adults.
Their model begins with socioeconomic status as a major input variable
between socioeconomic status and aspirations., In addition, the influence
of asﬁirations on later educational and occupational attainment is
determined.

The data used to test the model are those from a longitudinal study,

The benchmark study was conducted in 1948 when the respondents were

seniors in nine rural high schor s in north central lowa, Background

information and students’ occupational and educational aspirations

were gathered from 157 seniors at that time., These same respondents
were reinterviewed in 1956 and again in 1967 concerning their attain-
ments at those times, There were 152 respondents in the 1956 study and
143 in the 1967 study. Data from 123 of the respondents wHo were
interviewed at all three periods of time and who indicated an occupa-

tional aspiration in 1948 are utilized in this paper.

*Assistant Professor, Professor, and Associate Professor, Departient
of Sociology and Anthropology, lowa State University, Ames, lowa.




The fiﬁdings of this study give general support to the model,

especially that aspirations influence attainments. The major dis-

agreement of our data to the theoretical model lies in the fact that

the reference group variables did not act as intervening variables
between socioeconomic status and educational and occupational aspira-
tions. This then raises questions as to the importance of placing

SES as the major input variable,




A LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF OCCUPATIONAL ASPIRATIONS
AND ATTAINMENTS OF 10WA YOUNG ADULTS
Int}oduction
There has been a copious amount of literature written in the area
of educational and occupational aspirations and attainments of American

youth, but only recently has there been a conscious effort to under-

stand the causal factors involved, Past research has indicated that

aspirations tend to lead to achievements and that some people aspire to
and achieve higher goals than others, But why is this true?

In a recent paper, Sewell, Haller and Portes] analyzed a series
of factors that appear to be determinants of occupational attainments,
Their theoretical model, which was developed from the present knowledge
in the area, indicated the importance of socioeconomic differences
which exist as‘determinants of different levels of aspiratiens: In
addition to tﬂis variable, the intellectual ability, as measured by a
number of different tests and grade points, has been found to be highly
correlated to aspirations and attainments.2 Because this study did
not incluae grade points or 1Q test scores, the model has been revised
excluding these variables, Socioeconomic status therefore is considered
to be the main input variable.

The second major variable utilized in the time.sequence model was
considered to be an intervening variable between family status and
aspirations, At this point the influence of significant reference

individuals play an important role in the individual's decision=-making

3

. L
process. These reference groups, according to Hyman” and Merton
function as '"a point of cognitive comparison for the appraisal of one's

own situation, actions or traits."
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Kah1’

and Bordua6 support the hypothesis that when parental influence
is controlled, the relationships between socioeconomic status and
occupational and educational aspirations of youth can be expected to
decrease or to disappear completely. On the other hand, peer influence
also appears to play an important role in affecting aspirations and

/

later attainments. Sussman and Levine indicated that parent's influence
decreases as the adolescent grows older while the influence of friends
becomes more important;8 thus, the need to incorporate the influence of
significant others as intervening variables between socioeconomic status
and aspirations.

The final steps in the theoretical model include the educational
and occupational attainments of the individual. It is hypothesized
that both occupational and educational aspirations influence educational
attainment, while educational attainment has the major influence on
occupational attainment.

The objective of this study is to test the theoretical model
presented by Sewell, Haller and Portes. ‘This model begins with socio-
economic status as the major input variable with significant other
influence as a crucial intervening variable between SES and aspirations.

In addition, the influence of aspirations on later educational and

occupational attainment is determined,

Method
The research design most appropriate for this kind of analysis is
the longitudinal design. This design enables a determination of the time

sequence, and eliminates the problem of recall over extended periods
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of time. The longitudinal design also allows the investigation of the
dynamic aspect of the occupational decision-making process and the
pattern of relationships among the aspiration and attainment variables,
This paper presents the results of a 19-year longitudinal study.
Sample

In 1948, all graduating males and females from nine central lowa
rural high schools were interQiewed to obtain information concerning
background characteristics, migration intentions, and occupational and

9

educational aspirations,” At that time 157 seniors responded to the
questionnaire,

A follow-up study of the benchmark sample was conducted in 1956
and again in 1967. For the 1956 study data were obtained from 152
of the initial respondents using personal interviews; while 143
responded to mailed questionnaires in the 1967 study. Data obtained
in these phases of the study included occupational and educational
attainments, migration performance, and occupational and educational
aspirations for their children.

This paper is concerned with those respondents, both males and
females, who were interviewed at'all three periods of time and who gave
some indication of an occupational aspiration in 1948, The sample size

utilized is 123 respondents,

Variables

Level of occupational attainment (OAT) (X8) was measured by
assigning North-Hatt prestige scores]] to the 1967 occupation held by
all males and females, whether full or part time, and the occupation of

the husbands of the married females not employed in the labor force.]
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Because of the large number of females who were full=-time housewives,
and therefore not employed in the labor force, it was assumed that their
husbands' occupation would give an indication of their family status
and would reflect the goal each female would hope to achieve.

Since 19 years had elapsed between high school graduation and the
most recent study, the individuals should have completed their formal
education and their military training. |In addition, the respondents'
occupations and residence should be of a more permanent nature than

was indicated in 1956,

Level of educational attainment (EAT) (X7) was measured with data

from 1967 by dividing the sample into those with a college degree, those
who obtained additional education but did not receive a degree, and

those who obtained no additional education beyond high school,

Level of educational aspiration (EAS) (X6) was a trichotomous
variabie corresponding to the respondents’ indication in 1948 of
aspirations to continue education, undecided concerning educational
aspirations, and no aspirations to continue education beyond high school.

Level of occupational aspirations (OAS) (XS) was operationalized

with data obtained in 1948 by assigning North-Hatt prestige scores to
the occupation given as first choice that the respondents would best
like to achieve when they complete their education, It was assumed
that the females selected an occupation that represented a particular
social status they would ultimately hope to achieve since in most cases
they would become housewives and not employed in the labor force,

Peer influence (PI) (Xh) was developed into an index with a range

of 0-6 from data gathered in 1948, Each respondent was asked to
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specify ''the names of those people in the senior class whom you consider
as best friends and with whom you associate most,'' Each respondent
could indicate three best friends.

To maintain as much consistency as possible with the Sewell, et.al.
model, the index was constructed utilizing the congruency between the
educational aspirations of the respondent and that of his best friends
in his senior class. The highest score of 6 was obtained if the indi-
vidual indicated three friends whose educational aspirations were the
same as his own,.regard]ess of whether he planned to continue or not
continue his education., The score of 0 was assigned to those who named
three best friends whose educational aspirations were inconsistent with
his own aspirations, Other combinations fell in between these two
extremes. (See Appendix A for a more detailed discussion of the index.)

Discussion with parents (DWP) (X3) was operationalized from data

gathered in 1948 which asked the respondents to indicate the frequency
of discussion of future plans with parents. The categories included
frequent discussion, infrequent discussion, and no discussion,

Significant other influence {SOI) (XZ) was constructed by summing

the scores of the peer influence and discussion with parents variables,

This index provides us with a measure of the influence that two

important reference groups have on an individual's occupational decision-

making process,

The justification for the direct summation of these two variables,
which allows the peer influence twice the weight of the discussion with
parents, is supported by Sussman and Levine when they found that ''the
parent's influence decreases as adolescent grows older while the

influence of friends becomes more impor'cant.“]3 This is not Lo say
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that parents are not an important reference group, but that by the
time high schéol seniors are ready to graduate, the influence of their
peer reference group is stronger than that of their parents,

It is felt that these two variables are a better test for the
model than the variables used by Sewell, et.al. The rationale for
this decision lies in the fact that the significant other influence
variable used by Sewell, et.al. is a combination of three dichotomous,
discrelc variables while we have used continuous variables. In addition,
our measures are non-directional in terms of influence in that dis-
cussion with parents does not indicate strong influence for attending
college, but only is concerned witB the frequency of discussion with
parents regardless of college or no college plans, The peer influence
variable is also handled in a similar manner. Whether or not an
individual plans to attend college is not the important factor in peer
influence but the congruency of his own educational plans with his

friends' educational plans.

Socioeconomic status (SES) (X]) was measured by the utilization
of Seweli's short form scale of socioeconomic status.lu The scores
ranged from 61-85 with the high score equal to high socioeconomic
status., The data was gathered in 1948,

In the regression analysis, all variables were coded in the same

direction from low to high categories,

Statistical Procedures
The purpose of this paper is to examine the causal linkage between
socioeconomic status and occupational and educational aspirations and

attainments,
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The strategy is to present zero-order corréiations between ali'
of the variables in the model to provide the initial relationshipé
that exist. Then'thé analysis proceeds by discussing the relation-
ships obtanned by computing partial regressnon equations which are then

15

standardized (path coefficients). ~ . The path coefflcnents are expressed
in beta-weights of all of the preceding independent variables on the
successive dependent variables in the model. _Thése paths can then.be

compared with each other to determine the relative importance of the

different variables affecting a particular variable., The path .coefficients

ate'tested for significance using the Student's t-test. When the

cogfficiént is significant at the .05 ]eveT, the causa}larrow'is placed

in the model.,

Results

" The groés rela;fohships_between the variéus indépendent and
dependent variébles can.be observed from the zero-order correlafiohs
in Table l.. From‘the matrix, it can be seen that socioeconomic status,
occupational and educational aspirations and educational‘atﬁaihmehts
are moderately related_td occupational attainments, but discussion
with paréhtsvand'péer influence indicate ex;réme]y low non-significant
correlations, THese latter findingé are ih¢onsistent with the findings
of Sewell, et.al., wHo found significant relatjonships wi th the

significant other influence variable.

'Socioeconomic Status.

In analyzing the variable- -by-variable relationships in ‘the model
developed by Sewell, et al., we can determine the fit of our data to

their model. The zero-order correlation between SES and significant
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other influence is extremely small, but it is small-to-moderate with
the aspirations and attainment variables, This immediately indicates
a problem of including SES as the major input variable;

“As is seen in the model, Figure 1, there is no arrow leading from
SES to either the aspfrations or attainments variables; but when we
analyze data in‘this study, a statistically significant relationship
is indicated between SES and educational aspirations, even when signifi-
cant other influence is controlled, Figure 2. These findings fail to
gfve support to the importance of significant other influence as a
cruzial intervening variable between SES and educational and occupational

aspirations.

Because of the failure of the significant other influence variable

to act as an intervening variable, a path analysis was completed using
peer influence and discussion witﬁ parents separately. This appears to
be a more logical approach for the data in this study because of the
lack of a strong correlation between the two variables and the total
score, See the correlations in Table 1. The path analysis-of placing
both discussion with parents and peer influence variables in the model
can be seen in Figure 4, This model indicates the difference in the
two significant other variables within the model. A significant path
is indicated from socioeconomic status to discussion with parents and
to educational aspirations, but not to peer influence. No statistically
significant path exists between SES and occupational aspirations, but
also a correlation did not exist between SES and occupational aspira-

tions.
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From the analysis thus far it can be seen that SES determines
discussion with parents and educational aspirations, But as an input
variable it does not determine peer influence nor does it have an
influence on occupational aspirations,

There is support for the model when we analyze the relationship
between SES and educational and occupational attainments, The variables
are highly correlated, as seen in Table 1, but the significant relation-
ships disappear when all other relevant variables have been controlled.
This leads to an elimination of direct lines from SES to attaiﬁments
as indicated in the theoretical model.

Significant Other Influence

Table 1 indicates the zero-order correlation between the significant
other influence variables (discussion with parents and peer influence)
and the aspirations and attainment variables. We have demonstrated
that these significant other variables have not acted as mediating
variables ketween SES and aspirations.. It can be seen in Figure &
though that these two variables display different influence on the
occupational and educational aspirations variables, Peer influence
indicates significant paths to both educational and occupativnal
aspirations when SES is controlled, while discussion with parents
has no direct influence on either of the aspirations variables,

Another factor that is difficult to explain is that the standardized

beta weight between peer influence. and occupational aspirations is in the
negative direction, indicating that the higher the occupational aspira=-
tion, the less congruency with peer influence. This finding may be
partially explained in the operationalization of the peer influence
variable being oriented to congruence between educational aspirations

of the individual and his peers,
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It can be seen in Figure 4 that there is no direct influence of
discussion with parents and peer influence with either of the attainment
variables controlling for all other relevant.variables. By observing
the correlation matrix, Table 1, we would not expect direct relation-
ships except in the use of discussion with parénts and educational
attainment. . This direct influence is removed when the relevant variables
are contrqlled. |

Aspirations

Zero-order correlations between occupational and educational aspira-
tions and attainments are found in Table 1. The correlations between
these variables are among the hiéhest in the matrix and all at highly
significant levels, These is a moderately high relationship (.57)
between educational aspirations and educational attainments and the
influence remains high when all other relevant variables are controlled.
See Figure 4, Likewise, a moderate relationship exists between occu-
pational aspirations and occupational. attainment, bﬁt this relationship
is not nearly as strong as between educational aspirations and attain-
ments or between educational attainment and occupational attainment,

We should expect a direct relationship between occupational aspira-
tions and educational attainment because of the need for advanced
education to achieve higher status occupations. This direct relationship
holds true as hypothesized, holding the relevant variables constant.

In fact, there is a stronger direct relationship between occupational
aspirations and educational attainment than between occupational aspira=-

tions and occupational attainment, though both are at significant levels.
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The relationship between occupational and educational aspirations
is not considered to be a causal one; therefore, the two-way arrow
is placed in the model with the zero-order correlation being given to
show the relationship.

Attainments

The last step in the model is that leading from educational
attainment to the final dependent variable of occupational attainment,
It is seen that educational attainment determines occupation31 attain=
ment controlling for all other variables, See Figure 4, In fact,
educational attainment has the greatest single effect on occupational
attainment., It is only occupational aspirations and educational
attainment that have a direct relationship with occupational attainment,
though educational aspirations may have an indirect effect through
educational attainment., This relationship holds consistent with that
of Sewell's, et.al., even though a considerably greater period of
time existed between our study periods,

Though the path analysis indicates a general agreement to the
mode] developed by Sewell, et,al,, it must be stressed that the amount
of variance explained for various steps of the modél is not very high,
Even if we only consider Time &, educétional attainment and Time 5,
occupational attainment, the variance explained is 38 and 30 percent
respectively, Therefore, some very important variables have been
excluded from the model. See Figures 3 and 5 for the amount of

explained variance (Multiple R“) for each of the dependent variables.
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Conclusions

The major purpose of this paper has been to replicate, to the best
of the ability of the data, a céusal model concerning occupational and
educational aspirations and attainments of young adults, The statistical
approach to the causal model has been a path analysis which provides a
convenient approach to determine the direct and indirect effects of
each of the independent variables in the causal chain.

The findings of this study give partiai support to the theoretical
model of Sewell, et.ai.. The exception comes when neither of the signi-
ficant other influence variables, peer influence or discussion with
parents, acts as intervening variable between socioeconomic status
background and OCCUp%tional and educational aspirations, Peer influence
was not related to SES but did influence aspirations, while discussion
with parents was related to SES but did not influence aspirations,
Educational aspirations strongly influenced educational attainment,
while occupational aspirations influenced both educational and occupa-
tional attainment at approximately the same strength.

There has been little problem in determiniﬁg the time~ordering
of the ﬁodel bécause of the nature of the longitudinal data collection,
In addition, the extended length of time from the statement of aspira-
tions to the determination of attainments allowed a good test of the
theoretical model of the relationship of the aspirations to attainment
variables. We find an especially strong relationship between educa~
tional aspirations and attainments and between educational attainments
and occupational attainments,

The model presented in this paper does not present a very large

amount of variance explained in educational and occupational attainment,

¢
e e
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The variance is 38 percent for educatiohal'attainment and 30 percent for
occupational attainment. This explained variancz is not huch less than
was found by Sewell; et.al. with tHe eddition of graqe point aQerage
and 1Q scores included in the model.

The important issue here is that a large proportion of the yariance

"is left unexplained, Therefore, we must find other siganicant variables

that can be added to the model, as well as improve our techniques to
determine more fully the factors that ‘will enable youth to raise their

educational and occupational goals and to achieve them.

Limitations of Study

There are a number.of limitations involved in .this study that

" should be pointed out. A major limitation is the small sample sizZe and

the inability to meanlngfully analyze the data separately for males
and females. Mueller,]6 in a working paper on causal models, indicated
that '‘one should never use the technique (path analysis) for a.sample
of less than 100 cases, and the humber of cases should be more than
200, "'

Another important cohsideration is the difficulty of attempting
to replicete a model or a study with existing data. The operational-
ization of many of the dependent variables of aspirations and attainments
is very consistent with that used by Sewell, et.al., but there are
considerable differences among the independent variables. These include
socioeconomic status and the significant other influence variables,
The limitation of small sample size seems to be soﬁewhat diminished
because an existing hodel is being tested as compared to a new model

being developed.
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A third limitation is the faflure of this}study to have sufficient
IQ and grade point data to include in the analysis. In 1948 the
researchers were unable to obtain these data from all of the schools

in.the sample, thus forcing us to eliminate these,important variables

from our study.



Appendix A

Construction of Peer Influence Index

The initiaj scoring of the peer influence variable was designed
to provide a score for all respondents regardless of the number of bést
friends indicated, The range of responses was from no friends to three
friends, with each response worth one point, |If an individual listed
three friends and their responses to educational aspirations were all
congruent with the response of the individual, the score assigned was 3.
If three friends were indicated and all three gave responses to educa-
tioﬁal aspirations that were incongruent with the individual, a score
of -3 was assigned, |If two friends were listea and both responded
consistently with the individual in regards to educational aspirations,
a score of 2 was assigned, The scoring and all possible combinations

were thus:

-3 3 incongruent
-2 2 incongruent
-1 I incongruent (2 incongruent - 1 congruent)

0 No friends indicated (1 congruent - 1 incongruent)
] 1 congruent (2 congruent - 1 incongruent)

2 2 congruent

3 ' 3 congruent

To maintain all positive numbers the above index scores were coded from
zero to six for computations,

The justification for this index is based on the assumption that the
more support (congruence) that one's friends have with an individual, the

more likely that individual will achieve his goal. Conversely, the less

support (incongruence) that exists between an individual and his stated

friends, the less likely he is to achieve his stated goal. Likewise,
with no friends indicated, there would be neither positive or negative

support and thus coded as a midpoint of zero,
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