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ABSTRACT

A review of the related literature irdic.tes that
research and youths! status projections have been traditjonally
characterized by a tendency toward psychological and behavioral
conceptualizations, interpretations, and action implications.
Aspiration and expectation elicitors, however, have primarily
measured cultural value orientations. This incongruity in the
research process has resulted in: questionable behavioral
implications derived from the measurement of essentially normative
phenomena; and psychological perspectives in which relatively common
value orientations of persons of different life chances are perceived
as qualitatively different. (Author)
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ABSTRACT

Rescarch on youths' status projections has been traditionally characterized

by a tendency toward psychological and behavioral conceptualizations, inter-
pretations, and action implications, Aspiraticn and expectation clicitors,
however, have primarily measured cultural value orientations. This incongruity

in the rescarch process has resulted in: questionable behavioral implications
derived from the measurement of essentially normative phenomena; and, psycho-

logical perspectives in which relatively common value orientations of persons

of different life chunces are perceived as qualitatively different.

INTRODUCTION
In a recent theoretical statement on the dynamics underlying occupational
and educational status projections the author comments:
As 1 reviewed the literature. . . 1 was struck by the large

and variety of presumed antecedent variables found to

number
have a low degree of association with occupational and educa-
>~ tional status projections, and tne lack of any observed *o huave
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4 very strong association with these phenomena.  (RKuvlesky, 1970:12).
The possible explanations for this s.tuation mentioned by Kuvlesky include:
complex, multiple causation; inadequate measurement; fuzzy conceptualization;
lack of conceptual integration through varying levels of abstraction; and
finally "our failurc to develop an abstract, inclusive theoretical scheme ordering
chains of causa’ rclationships" (Kuvlesky, 1970:12).

The latter, "thcoretical-causal rclationships' explanation with which
Kuvlesky's paper is concerned, has emerged as the prevalent theme in status pr
jection rescarch. This is reflected in a new set of '"problems" such as seclecticn
and order of variables in path analytic models, claboration of rclationships
(direcct cffects, mediation, spuriousness), and rationalizing the ubiquitous low
explained variance. Although this trend and its problems may be more appropriately
characterized as cmpiricism rather than theorctical refinement, increased analytical
cfforts have been productive. They have revealed considerable spuriousness in
numerous corrclates of status projections, reclatively few variables with direct
cffect on status projections, and only modest explained variance in the dependent
projections,

Interpretation in analvtical models, the explanation of 'why' things happen,
can only be fruitful to the extent they are based on valid description of "what™
happened,  Derek Phillips, in an article entitled 'Sociologists and their know-
ledge' (1971) contends that sociologists assume that a descriptive account followed
by an analytical intcrpretation constitutes the '"complete explanation.' But,
says Phillips, we are very inadequate in even the first, establishing a social fuct.
This brings us not to such questions as which independent variables have been
left out of our path models, but to the question of conceptualization and measure-
ment of occupational status projections. With the realization that questions
concerning the construct validity of occupaitonal and cducational status pro-
jections are M"out-dated” (buncan, Featherman, and bDuncan, 1972: 1006-107)~ tie

main contention in this paper 1s that a re-cxamination of what we are measuring.
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with our status projection clicitors is a necessary point of departure in ex-

plaining the state of productivity in status projection analysis.

INUCONGRUOUS CONCEPTUALLIZATION AND MEASUREMENT

An alternative intcerpretution of the low degree of association between status
projections and various correlates is that although theory, conceptualization,
and interpretation have been considerably influenced by psychological develop-
mental theory, mcasurcments of status projections have been eliciting primarily
normative or cultural phenomena with only weak behavioral implications. For
example, Kuvlesky and Bealer (1966) conceptualize aspiration as '"the mental pro-
cesses of a person or persons which serve as channeling of cnergies toward a
status goal.'" Similarly, Oberle and Cumpbell (1971) conceptualize occuputional
choice with the first assumption: "the actor has goals (or aims, or ends); his
actions (or bechavior) are usually directed toward the pursuit of thesc'. such
conceptualization ignores, or at least obscures, the fact that high status as-
piraticns may be verbalized without individual crergies, motivations, and btehaviox
channcled toward pursuit of the stutus that is desigpated as either "aspired" or
"eapevted."

This conceptualization may be challanged ou the basis of "confusion oY culrucy
and persenal levels of analysas™ (Yinger, 19050 21-206, 71-95); "atomistic" as-
sumptions rocmrding the relationship of individual value orientations to behavior
(Cohen, 19057; and failure to distingquish between "ideal calture" and ''real
cultuve” {(Linton, 190450 33-54), A\ individual subscription to mojor value oricn-
tation of seccular success and achievement in the United States 1s, perhaps, a
necessary, but certainly not sufficient, personal condition for success striving
or overcoming structural incquality.

Not only have the structural and interactional conditions mediating the
relationship between culture and behbavior been unaccounted For in this incongruit,

but also tie Nigh success and achicvepent values of some persons are interpreted
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as "naive personal comaitients,' Cthe behavioral assump ions underlying conceptuali-
zation of status projcctions have been perpetuated by tc use of individualized
concepts of "plans' and "cholce' synonymously with vuluc orientations. This has,
in turn, led to the characterization of the high success and achicvement orienta-
tions of youth as "unrealistic'" personal commitments rather than "idealistic' or
cultural phenoncna.

This is especially apparent in an examination of the extent to which be-
aavioral intcerpretations of status orientations have been utilized to explain

differences betwen sociocconnmic and ethnic categorics.

DUALISTIC PERSPLCTIVES OF SUCCESS ORTENTATIONS

Although high occupational and cducational status projections.are generally
given by youth repardless of social class, etbaicity, type residence, sex, or age,
numerous interpretations have depicted the hijh aspirations of lower social class
persons as having '"meanings,' 'motivational bases,' and "behavioral implications'
that arc diftferent from the aspirations of middle class persons.

For cxamplc, lower sociocconouwic parents want their children to ge to college,
howcver, for them it is scen only as a wish, whercas it is scen as an unguestioned
expectation of the middle class parent (Weiner and Murray, 1963). The professionul
carcer aspirations of working-class fathers for their sons have been described
as vicarious success oricentations of immobile workers (Chiney, 1952). The success
value orientations of black parents for their children are scen as motiviated
primarily by: a desire for "cconomic security' and the 'consumatory aspects of
success' (Hyman, 1906); the process of dissociation from inferior cultural status
(Antonovsky and Lerner, 1959); and, the desire tfor prestigious occupations for
their children without an understanding ot the long, hard ycars of prepuaration
required for pursuing such carcers (Bernard, 1v00:112, 137). Furthermore, the
"prossly unrealistic" parcental aspiratioans arce depicted as a possible source
of unbearuable frustration,
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The unusually high proportion of lower class respondents in general
and Negroes in particular who expect their sons to enter pro-
fessional-managerial occupations suggests that they have either
"bought'" the American ideology of ''equal opportunity' or that

an clement of "fantasy" is involved in thesc responses. If the
former is the case, this raises the interesting question of how
these respondents protect themselves against the frustration and
disappointment that must come with cventual failure of their

sons to realize their aspirations. It appears that they do not
perceive the limitations of their social class and racial status.
Perhaps they never will for the distortion of recelity is itself
a form of protection (Wendling and Elliott, 1968:129).

Likewise, the “professional and '"college' aspiration levels of disadvantaged
youth are interpreted as qualitatively different from the same levels of aspiration
by middle class youth. For example, Antonovsky and Lerner (1959) characterize
blach youth's success value orientations as a form of over-compensation for
inferior status and acute lack of self-estcem. Girls from the lower social strata
with high vccupational aspirations have been depicted as motivated by the need to
escape from their present enviromment, while, in contrast, girls from higher
sociocconumic status are scen as seceking stimulating work and opportunitics for
self-expression (Slocum and Empy, 1957:17).

Most reccently, a "dualistic' perspective of status projections, which is
implicit in the above interpretations, has be articuluated.

The occupational choices made by individuals operate in twce
widely differing ways depending largely on the individuals!
occupational chances. If we assume that American youth are
characterized by two chance groupings. . . it is quite reasonable

Lo cxpeet that occupational choices. . . would perform different
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functions for cach. . . In the high uttalnment group. . .

occupational choices would contorm to the goal directed

developmental model as presented by uinzberg. . . Choices

for the low attainmment group, however, may have little

dircct bearing on attainment. Instead, they provide a psy-

chological crutch, a compensating influence for failure

in a success-oriented society (Cosby, Dietrich, § White, 1972:23).

These "dualistic interpretations' of status projections are not too disimilar

from the interpretations that result when investigators discover that lower class
persons, especially cthnic minority members, have high self-estecm. McCarthy
and Yanccey note that some investigators arc apparently surprised, while others
resort to "mental gymnastics' in order to reinterpret negative cvidence into the
traditional uargusient: '"high sclf-estcem on the part of Negroes is a defensc
mechanisn against discrimination' (1971:0659). High lovels of aspiration arc,

in fact, incongrucent with low socioecononic status if one assumes that people arc

in poverty because ol low aspirations (Hyman, 1966) or low self-cstcem (Shofincer,19064).
Dualistic perspectives, and perhaps "sclective perception of difrerences',
Fave a legacy 1n sociology, characterized by:  comparison (contrasting?) oi sociul
cutcgorics; via @ repertory of "explanatory' concepts such as "deferred gratiii-
cation puttern” (Miller, Ricssman, and Scagull, 196%); with reliance upon tests oo
differcnces of means and proportions. Conscquently, differences may be enphasizel
to the neglect of perception of similarities between comparative categories.
Thus, the "nceed" tor a dualistic perspective of aspiration cmeryes because

aspirations arc "supposcd' to be directly rclated to uchieVOmont,z consequently

Z Ruviesky and Bealer (1907) contend that the relationship is weak and
adolescent aspirations arce not good predictors of long-run attainment. Longitudinal
studies reveal o low rate of congruence betuween levels of occupational aspiraticn
and levels of attuinment, with congruence varyving from 14 to 35 percent (Kuvlesk:,

o g -
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ERIC N

s ’?




ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

~J

success as iiations arce "unrcalistic" for those with low chances feor acnicve-
ment. In other words, as the myth of low aspiration was cexploded in 1960's

as the reason poor people were poor, the '"need" to explain inequality in terms
of debilitating social pesychological chara-teristics may be retained in such
labels as "psychological compeasation for anticipated future failure'" (Cosiy,

Dietrich, § White, 1972).

CONSTRUCT VALIDITY OF STATUS PROJECTIONS

Having cxplored some ways in which previous conceptualization has in-
fluenced interpretation, a return to the question of "what is being measurcd"
necessitates a discussion of the behavi - ral implications of status projections,

Onc wa) in which construct validity can be approached is in terms of pre-
dictability of cohrrelates derived from theoretical assunptions., As prveviously
noted analytical models are typically found lacking in the amcunt of explainced
variance in the dependent status projections, especially in occupational jre-
jections. In view of the direct relationship of amount of caplained variaacce
to socioccononic characteristics (Ten Houten, ct al,, 1970) und urbanity
(Sewell, Hallex, and Ohlendori, 1970) the state of predictability may often be
attributed to "immaturlty' of the respondents.  One source of measurenent
error, and hence low explained variance, 1s rationalized as vesulting {ron
"lack of understanding the aspilyvation expectation clicitors'" - as revealcd
1n the fact tast al)l to ircquently expectations dare congruent with, or cven
exceed, aspirations,

In an similar vein the largest contribution to explained variance in tae

dependent status projooricn s typizalls Tpres Ul ostatus projection varicbes




in analyticual models.”  This is to say, that "significant others' expectation,"
"mother's status projcction for the youth," or other status projections of the
youth arc the primary contributors to explained variance, and likewise serve

as principle variables mediating indirect cffects of ozher antecedent variables
to the dependent projections,

Another issuc pertinent to construct validity of measures of status pro-
jections is the extent to which change in status projcctions can be predicted
with additional age, intellectual maturity, and education. Although this
probler has been relatively ignored in surve) rescarch, tentatively:

The recent findings would indicate that youth do not become more
realistic in their aspirations and expectations through high
school, converscly, muny of themn become less realistic (Kuvlesky,
1969:18).
This ig¢ illustrated by a vecent test of Ginzberp's theory in a study of rural
black und white Texas high school youth. Changes in their level of occupu-
tional cxpectation between sophomore and senior years were found to be sowe-
what cqually divided between an increasce (45 percent) and a decreasce (38
rercent) in expectuation (Cosby, ct al., 1972), The luapact of psychological
developmental theories of occupational choice on socivlogists may be scen in
the fuct that cven when occupational expectations are not found to change in

accordance with developmental theory, various psychological interpretations

- ]
Yoo

JFor example, in a nine variable model an R-= 50 was attained in explain-
ing student's occupuational aspiration with only two significant antcecedents-
5 i ) &
"student's cducationai aspiration' wnd “sipnarccant others' occupational

cxpectation' (Haller § Woelfel, 197.2:015).
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(as noted carlicr) arc still renderced by the investigators,

Further questioning of behavioral implications are to be found in:
Kuvlesky and Bealer's (1907) contention that occupationual aspiration 1s of
questionable importance as a determinant of subsequent occupational attain-
mont; Williaw's (1968:125) {inding that cducational aspirations have little
or no dircct cffects on academic achievement; Liska's (1971) methodological
critique and reintcerpretation of data from previous studies, thereby demon-
strating that the discrepancy between aspirations and expectations (negative
anticipatory dcflection) wus not related to delinquent behavior; and recent
findings that achicvement motivation is not highly relevant to status attain-
ment (Duncan, Featnerman, and Duncan, 1972; Featherman, 1972). Although
these studics arc few in number, a point worth noting is the fact that these
studies attempted methodological refinements in examining some traditionally
held assumptions about the relationship of status orientations to behavior.
This is to suay, their findings arce not merely a selection of contrary find-

ings that randomly occur in any given arca of investigation.

CLARIFICATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The ceriticisms prescented in this paper necd some clarification. No
either-or argument was forwarded concerning the cultural or personal nature
of status projections, for in reality they are inscparable. Analytically,
however, they are distinct in terms of the level of phenoiena being measurced.
If, however, curreat weasures of yeuths' status projections do in fact opera-
tionalize esse. tially cultural and normative pihicnomena then researciiers and
action ugents cannct cxpect the behavicral Lupllioctions they often purport
them to have. Indeed, proposals to alleviate poverty by enhancing sclf-concept
and thereby raising aspirations of disadvantuged youth (Shoffner, 1909) or by
changing signiticant others' expectations (Hallev and Woelfel, 1972) are of

questionable naturc.  Such proposals arc suspect mot only because ol guestion-
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able implications, but also because considerable interyencrational mobility would
result 1f the stitus expectations of disadvantaszed youth were attained.

The criticism of dualistic lnterpretutions of the success oricntations of
persons of diftfercent life chances was not intendad to convey the notion that
such interpretations arc not real alternatives. They are, however, a precedent
that rescarchers may uncritically adhere to.4 The finding that high occu-
pational status projections of academically tiight, black urbin girls arc
positively related to conversations with anomic mothers and large, husbandless
houscholds (Butler, 1973) is suggestive of a '"d'r sire to dissociate themsclves
from 2n inferior social status' (AntonovsKky and Lerner, 1959). This does not
necessarily lead to the "speculative' conclusion that they are compensating
for anticipated future failure,

Dualistic perspectives arce a "testable" alternative in the need to ascer-

tain the extent to which cemimon levels of occupational projcctions are based

——— ——

47 reminiscent purillel in commitment to aspects of socialization in a
professicn can be noted in: psychologists' and psychiatrists' commitment to
traditional intervretations of projcective techniques when confronted with in-
validating cvidence (Chapman and Chapman, 1971); dualistic interpretations ol
compon symptom profiles »f persons of diffcerent sociocconomic status and polit-
ical views (Braginsky and Braginshky, 1975:158-134); definition of sone persons'
problems as “mental illness' while others are not so labeled (Stasz, 1964) re-
sulting in discriminatory behavior toward clicuts by the legal and psychiatric

professions (Oran, 1975).
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on "occupational prestige,” "monctary rewards," and "naturc of the occupation.”
This huas been sugpested by the contentions thut ror persons of lower social
origins, cspcciuliy persons of cthnic minorities, ccenomic or consumatory
aspects of suuccsélurc most salient (liyman, 1900: Kohn, 1909}, whilce prestige
motivation is generally thought to be a middle-class phenoumcnon, and naturc of
the job would, of course, be predicted as the primary characteristic of the
"fantasy'" stage in the developmental theory of occupational choice (Ginzberg,
et al., 1981). Scveral qualitative measures such as "intensity of aspiration"
and "certainty of aspiration' may likewisc enhance a more sensitive differentia-
tion of indivisuals. LEven herc, however, there 1s an attempt to elicit 4 cog-
nitive level that may develop with participation in the attuainment process,
rather than in anticipation of it.

Dualistic perspectives are also testuble by the examination of hypothetical
processes underlyving the status projections of comparative social categories.
This is, of course, recently churacterized by the use of regression models to
cevaluate the relative influence of sclected variables on the dependent status
projections. Although common sets of sigaificant antecedents are found between
some compurative racial-residential cateperies (Sewell, Haller, Ohlendorf, 197u;
Butler, 1973) different scts arc found by other comparisons (Picou, ct al. 1972},

Any notion that occupational and educational status projections are un-
related to future status attainment was not inteaded, the idea that is intended
is that relatively low cocfficients are te be cxpected if measurewents of status
projecction operavionalize normative phenomena,  Futhermore, the behavioral im-
plicaticns that are drawn from significant regression cocefficients are question-
able. As Duncan (19006) points osut, most of the variables in sociological
rescarch arce not such that significant standardized regression coefficients
relating variables cun be given a "causal' designation,  Lven wien the temporal

order is cstablished Cor two strongly reluted variables, such as in the dircect

cLfect of father's occupiation on sca's occupational attainment, a causal desiyg-

12
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nation is to tmply less tnan the complexities of social reality. Likewisc

Wilson (1971:4.41) contends that such relationships "cannot be tuaken literaily,". . .
nevertheless, can be usetul in the "intorpretation of social phenomena.'

The literal interpretation of a significant regression cocfficient, and
hence o questionable behavioral implicution drawn, is to be found in a recunt
study by llaller and Woelfel (1972). Their finding that student's occupational
and cducational aspiration is affccted only by the corresponding status ex-
pectation of significant others leads to the coaclusion:

We might reasonably expect to change occupational

aspirations by changing S0's occupational expecta-

tions but not by changing their educational expec-

tations, and vice versa (6]0).
Such behavioral interpretations raisc the question of possible exaggeraticn of
the extent to which mobility orientations are actually transmitted by pareital
influence.  An alternative explanation is the parent-child agreement jis inwu
result of numerous common factors acting upon fi:ily members that lcads to
1971:596-002) .

independent agreement (Furstenberyg

o)

Finally, no dispararauent of social psycholegical variobles, intervening
M H I3 ] =

ST s explunition is unecceptable if the standuxdized partial regression
cocilichent between mother's status projection for child and child's stutus pro-
jection Is Lewen diteraii: oo "intluence.” 1t is very casy, on the other iand,
to divmivs o wieniricent negative regression cocfficient between "no futher!

Tt

and "lather's signiticant other intfluence' as a fortuitous cvent.
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between social origin and status attainment was intended, lHowever, in view of
the contention that personal chavacteristics are important determinants of
variation in mobility among persons sharing similar social positions (Crockett,
1966:281), I am reminded of two mobility trends. First, the "distance'" of
intergencrational mobility tends to be confined to levels adjacent to father's
level (iller, 19o0).  second, "substantial occupational and cconomic dis-
advantages accrue to black men, despite their parity with whites in social
origins and education, and for constant IQ scores" (Duncan, Featherman, &

Duncan, 1972:105).
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