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Individuals with disabilities are less likely to be 
fully employed, earn salaries commensurate with 
their training, or have equal opportunities for career 
advancement. This disparity begins after high school 
graduation with reduced levels of postschool success 
compared with their peers without disabilities (Maz-
zotti et al., 2021; Newman et al., 2011). They neither 
enroll in higher education nor attain a bachelor’s de-
gree at similar rates; even after achieving this degree, 
they are three times less likely to be employed (Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics, 2019, 2021, 2022; National 
Center for Educational Statistics, 2019; U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2016). 

Transition programming to address these dispar-
ities has resulted from federal legislation, beginning 
with IDEA (1997, 2004) and the Workforce Innova-
tion and Opportunity Act (2014). Important strate-
gies to further empower students with disabilities in 
achieving their postsecondary and employment goals 
are in developing strong and broad social networks, 

which contribute to their becoming more fully en-
gaged and completing their postsecondary degrees, 
and to obtaining and succeeding in their later careers 
(Alemán et al., 2012; Behtoui & Neergaard, 2016; 
Dokuka et al., 2020; Dufur et al., 2013; Fleming et al., 
2017; Punch & Duncan, 2022; Stadtfeld et al., 2019). 
However, the ways in which social capital contributes 
to the future successes of individuals with disabilities 
are not well understood (Langford et al., 2013).

Social Networks and Social Capital
Social networks consist of the different personal 

relationships an individual may have, and social cap-
ital is the benefits derived from these relationships 
(Duncan et al., 2021). Putnam (2000) conceptual-
ized social capital as consisting of close and strong 
networks among family and friends that can provide 
emotional and other support. More distant and weak-
er networks extend across a broader range of people 
and offer new perspectives, supports, and knowledge. 

Abstract
This study examined the social networks of 26 postsecondary students with mobility and sensory disabil-
ities regarding their perceptions of career preparation and career choice confidence. Social networks have 
been shown to contribute to postsecondary students’ academic success and establishing a successful career 
for those with and without disabilities. This study examined the social capital resulting from social net-
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(a) finding a job, (b) interviewing successfully, (c) keeping a job, and (d) resolving career accommodation 
challenges. Results showed that social capital contributed significantly to perceptions of career preparation. 
Career choice confidence remained stable suggesting satisfaction with their choice. A path analysis examined 
both career variables in conjunction with demographic factors, finding that social capital increased with age. 
Analyses suggested a number of other relationships between social capital, career perceptions, and demo-
graphic variables indicating complexities that warrant additional research.
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This model posits that young adults with both broad 
and strong social networks are better positioned to 
bring a range of resources to the tasks of entering and 
completing postsecondary training, securing employ-
ment and succeeding in their careers. For example, job 
seekers typically use multiple methods and networks 
to identify and obtain employment. They contact em-
ployers and use internet resources, professional or-
ganizations, friends, family members, acquaintances, 
teachers and others among their networks (Langford 
et al., 2013). 

Strong social capital and networks have been 
shown to improve individual academic achievement 
(Behtoui & Neergaard, 2016; Dufur et al., 2013), life 
aspirations, and career planning (Ellison et al., 2014). 
Those with multiple avenues of social capital have re-
sources that contribute more broadly to their quality 
of life. These networks positively influence students’ 
postsecondary aspirations, increase their academic 
performance, and support their transitions to higher ed-
ucation and employment (Dokuka et al., 2020; Punch 
& Duncan, 2022; Stadtfeld et al., 2019). The positive 
influence is not limited to face-to-face networks: on-
line social networks can contribute to more equitable 
postsecondary outcomes, especially for underserved 
and marginalized groups (Alemán et al., 2012). 

Social networks affect employment success as 
well. Effects can occur during the initial assessment 
of job candidates; for later performance evaluations, 
promotions, and reward distributions; and with an 
individual’s job satisfaction and opportunities for 
socialization and integration (Castilla et al., 2013b). 
Employment networks typically exchange four types 
of interpersonal resources: information, learning, 
influence, and support (Castilla et al., 2013a). Em-
ployees who use their social connections to engage 
in these functions can improve their employment out-
comes and signal to others regarding their ability, le-
gitimacy, and status. 

Aime et al. (2011) proposed a model for improv-
ing employee satisfaction and productivity using both 
close and distant networking relationships, which 
have the potential to become especially important to 
the long-term success and satisfaction of workers with 
disabilities. Expanding and strengthening these rela-
tionships contributes to employees’ influence in their 
workgroups and incorporates external employment 
information that enhances their careers (Aime et al., 
2011). In sum, these studies emphasize the importance 
of future workers building and utilizing networks for 
long-term career success, and that this process should 
begin during their postsecondary years.

Networking Effects for Persons with Disabilities
Disability research has largely overlooked the 

contributions of personal and professional relation-
ships in creating effective social networks. Little is 
known about these individuals’ successes or limita-
tions in leveraging their networks (Langford et al., 
2013). The influence of social dynamics on overall 
satisfaction and success can differ for individuals with 
disabilities. They often face increased challenges in 
preparing for, securing, and succeeding in their ca-
reers, with some studies suggesting that their accrued 
social capital may be less than that of their peers. 

In fact, Kulkarni (2012) suggested that work-
ers with disabilities may be disadvantaged overall 
in terms of relational inclusion. She recommended 
structured socialization programs and focused train-
ing to promote their more active engagement in social 
networking. Tough et al. (2017) found that social re-
lationships played an important role in mental health 
and overall wellbeing in persons with disabilities. In-
tegrating into social networks seemed to be insuffi-
cient and these authors also recommended some type 
of focused intervention or support.

Several studies indicate that the success of post-
secondary students with disabilities can be improved 
through social networks. Punch and Duncan (2022) 
reported that students’ success was influenced by 
community, school, and family networks as well as 
their individual characteristics. Lindsay et al. (2021) 
interviewed students with physical disabilities re-
garding their career aspirations and social networks. 
Half identified family and other social networks in 
fostering career aspirations and job preparation. 
Fleming et al. (2017) reported that social network-
ing interventions could provide a beneficial buffer 
for students who experienced disability-related bias 
from faculty/staff or peers. These networks also in-
creased students’ sense of belonging and satisfaction 
with their postsecondary programs, supporting higher 
rates of completion. 

Philp and Gill (2022) examined characteristics 
of social networks including size (total contacts), 
social status (average prestige of occupations), net-
work orientations, and social resource mobilization 
(brokering) for youths with disabilities. Only the 
total number of contacts was significantly related to 
resource mobilization, suggesting the importance of 
both close and distant relationships. Langford et al.’s 
(2013) research similarly suggested that individuals 
who had many weak ties such as acquaintance re-
lationships, might gain more dispersed and non-re-
dundant job information that subsequently facilitated 
their job search process. Broad networks that include 
both close and distant relationships may therefore be 
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more beneficial than a strong network of close rela-
tionships. A focus on mostly strong relationships may 
ultimately reduce network effectiveness for workers 
with disabilities (Langford et al., 2013). 

Other studies have examined predictors of em-
ployment for students with disabilities that included 
elements of social capital. Test et al. (2009) identi-
fied parental involvement as a potential transition 
practice with small to medium effects on employ-
ment. Student support through self-family-friend 
networks had medium effects on increased engage-
ment in postschool employment. Landmark et al. 
(2010) identified parental involvement as a recog-
nized best practice, with employment opportunities 
often obtained through contacts from family mem-
bers and friends. Family also contributed to students’ 
career decisions by providing ongoing supports for 
successful employment outcomes. Mazzotti et al. 
(2016) identified parental participation and parental 
expectations as potential predictors for employment, 
limited by a lack of research studies. Mazzotti et al. 
(2021) reported that parental involvement remained 
a promising predictor with additional studies sup-
porting the effects of parental expectations, leading 
it to become a research-based predictor of employ-
ment. Berry and Domene (2015) studied Canadian 
postsecondary students with mobility and sensory 
disabilities, similarly reporting positive effects on 
employment outcomes from interactions with family 
members, friends, educational staff, employers, and 
community organizations. 

These studies emphasize that networks contrib-
ute positively to the employment of individuals with 
disabilities; yet this area remains under-researched 
(Langford et al., 2013) and,  therefore, potentially un-
derutilized. In order to address the lack of research 
regarding social capital effects on careers of individ-
uals with disabilities, the present study examined the 
effects of social networks on the career perceptions 
of postsecondary students with mobility and sensory 
disabilities. These individuals participated in a paid 
summer employment internship that aligned with 
their career majors. The analysis examined the con-
tributions of four social network groups consisting of 
family, friends, acquaintances, and interest groups, 
to self-ratings of their career preparation and career 
choice confidence. Career confidence contributes as 
an aspect of self-efficacy with links to positive em-
ployment outcomes and abilities to thrive in the work-
place (Nota et al., 2010; Zhu et al., 2019). The overall 
hypothesis was that social capital accrued from these 
interns’ social networks contributed differentially to 
their career preparation and career choice confidence. 
The research questions were as follows:

1. Which aspects of social networks contributed 
to interns’ perceptions of their career prepa-
ration?

2. Which aspects of social networks contributed 
to interns’ confidence in their current career 
choice?

3. What were the contributions of social net-
works and demographic factors to interns’ 
perceptions of career preparation in conjunc-
tion with career choice?

Materials and Methods

Participants
Study subjects participated in a summer 2021 em-

ployment internship program hosted by the Gregory 
S. Fehribach Center (Markle et al., in press). Interns 
had mobility or sensory disabilities, were recruited in 
Fall 2020, and accepted into the program February 
2021. Over the past 10 years of operation, the Center 
has partnered with 39 employers, hosting 195 interns 
from 40 different colleges and universities, offering 
396 internship opportunities. All interns are placed 
individually in positions related to their career ma-
jors. Internship work is scheduled from early June 
to early August with specific dates depending upon 
the organization. The 2021 internships used a mix of 
face-to-face and virtual work experiences due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic in accordance with the require-
ments and needs of each worksite. 

Instrument
Career content was assessed based on a career 

success presentation delivered July 14, 2021 by the 
first author. It addressed two theories relevant to the 
career trajectories of individuals with disabilities. 
The first was based on Brolin and Lloyd’s (2004) four 
career development stages: career awareness, career 
exploration, career preparation, and career assimila-
tion (see also Thoresen et al., 2004). The presentation 
focused on the final stage that included successful 
career entry, maintenance/retention, retraining, ad-
vancement into fully developed careers, and success-
ful exit from work. These topics were integrated with 
work adjustment theory which examines factors that 
promote person-environment fit including workers’ 
satisfaction with their positions and their satisfactori-
ness to their employers (Bayl-Smith & Griffin, 2015; 
Dawis, 2004; Swanson & Schneider, 2013; Szymanski 
& Hershenson, 2005), which addresses effects due to 
disability, environmental perceptions, and behaviors 
that extend beyond securing appropriate accommoda-
tions. The strategies to enhance person-environment 
fit support successful career assimilation (Brolin & 
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Lloyd, 2004; Thoresen et al., 2004) and the alignment 
of these theories can better prepare individuals with 
disabilities for successful career trajectories.

The presentation occurred using Cisco WebEx 
and PowerPoint, followed by a question-and-answer 
session (contact the first author for presentation con-
tent). The survey instrument assessed presentation 
content using a pre/post strategy. It asked interns to 
self-rate across four career elements: (a) finding a 
job in a chosen career, (b) interviewing successfully, 
(c) keeping the job, and (d) resolving career accom-
modation challenges. Interns also rated their career 
choice confidence. All ratings used a 6-point Likert 
scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 
agree (6) with higher scores representing stronger 
agreement. Surveys were developed March through 
May 2021 and approved by internship program staff 
in June 2021.  

The duration of the internship was approximate-
ly eight weeks, providing reduced opportunities for 
developing peer or workplace relationships, also due 
to COVID-19 restrictions. As a result, social capi-
tal was measured only in Survey 1, as were demo-
graphic variables. Several career content ratings were 
added to Survey 2 to evaluate presentation effective-
ness. The two surveys were entered into Qualtrics. 
Survey 1 was sent in early June. Survey 2 was to be 
sent during the last week of internship; however, the 
Center’s email was hacked and nonfunctional for five 
weeks, delaying this until the end of September. Sur-
veys were sent by the program staff to maintain con-
fidentiality, with an email link to Qualtrics followed 
by two general reminders.

Analyses
Social capital was measured through participants’ 

ratings of family, friends, acquaintances, and interest 
group contributions to their careers. Perceptions of 
career preparedness and career confidence were mea-
sured using the 6-point rating scale described earlier. 
Analysis used a pre/post comparison (Surveys 1 and 
2) of ratings with an ANOVA procedure that com-
pared these across the four career preparation items. 
Preliminary correlation analyses examined relation-
ships between social network elements for Research 
Question 1 (family, friends, acquaintances, and inter-
est group components of social network ratings), and 
these career preparation elements. Research Question 
2 used correlation analysis to examine the effects of 
social networks on participants’ confidence in having 
chosen the right career. 

Research Question 3 examined interrelationships 
among demographic variables, the social networks, 
and the Survey 1 and 2 career preparation and ca-

reer confidence self-ratings. The four social network 
elements and four career preparedness item ratings 
were converted into two composite variables using 
Rasch rating scale modeling, an item response theory 
approach to factor analysis. The Winsteps software 
package (Linacre, 2023) was used to affirm Rasch 
model assumptions (Bond, et al. 2021), for item re-
finement, and to generate reliability estimates. 

Variables were then entered into a path analysis 
model (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). Path models 
enable a sophisticated multi-variable correlational 
analysis through a series of simultaneous regressions 
that can account for interrelated predictors. Analy-
ses were conducted in R version 4.0.2 using the mirt 
(Chalmers, 2012) and lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) pack-
ages, and a path diagram was generated using lavaan-
Plot (Lishinski, 2021).

Results

Descriptive Statistics
Across the total pool of 52 interns, 42 (80%) com-

pleted Survey 1 and 36 (69%) completed Survey 2; 
of these, 26 (50%) had matching survey responses. 
These 26 formed the basis for the subsequent com-
parative analyses. The 26 interns ranged in age from 
19-43 with a mean age of 22.7 years. The majority 
(62%) were female, and the rest identified as male 
with no other gender identifications. All respondents 
were sophomores or above, with graduate students 
comprising the largest plurality and juniors the small-
est (see Table 1). Ethnic and racial diversity was 
limited with the majority being white (78.6%) and 
remaining groups each consisting of less than 5% 
(n = 1-2). Other questions asked for age and mean 
number of prior work experiences. One senior intern 
had 10 prior work experiences which increased what 
otherwise would have been a more typical mean of 
1.9 for that group. Those who had graduated or were 
engaged in further education had the least number of 
mean prior work experiences.

Interns had a mix of mobility and sensory dis-
abilities as shown in Table 2. Those with low vision 
were the largest group followed by wheelchair users 
and those who were hard of hearing. The category of 
“other disabilities” included speech, cerebral palsy, 
and Type 1 diabetes, with 11 (42%) who reported 
having additional disabilities.

Item Correlations and ANOVA comparisons
Analyses for Research Question 1 examined rela-

tionships between the social network elements (fam-
ily, friends, acquaintances, and interest groups) and 
interns’ perceptions of the four career preparation 
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items. Between Surveys 1 and 2, interns’ perceptions 
of overall career preparedness grew markedly from 
an average of 1.98 (SD = 2.35) to 4.85 (SD = 2.49). A 
repeated measures ANOVA confirmed this change as 
large and statistically significant (F1,25 = 35.016, p < 
.001), further supported by findings of a large effect 
size (η2

partial = .583). 
Results also evidenced effects for both close and 

distant social network relationships that differed 
across the four career preparation items. Initial in-
ter-item correlations showed that interns’ perceptions 
of their skills in finding a job was significantly associ-
ated with interest groups (r = .666, p < .001). Percep-
tions of their interview preparedness was associated 
with interest groups (r = .631, p < .001), family mem-
bers (r = .460, p = .021), friends (r = .485, p = .014), 
and acquaintances (r = .418, p = .037). Those who felt 
better prepared to keep a job reported strong influenc-
es from interest groups (r = .723, p < .001). Perceived 
ability to resolve career accommodation challenges 
was associated with influences from interest groups 
(r = .715, p < .001), friends (r = .425, p = .034), and 
acquaintances (r = .436, p = .029). In summary, the 

four types of relationships (family members, friends, 
acquaintances, and interest groups) each contributed 
to different elements of interns’ perceptions of their 
career preparation with only interview preparedness 
significantly influenced by all four social networks. 

Investigations for Research Question 2 began with 
bivariate correlations among the four social networks 
and interns’ confidence in their chosen career path. 
Interns’ confidence at Survey 1 had a mean of 5.16 
increasing to 5.38 at Survey 2, though this increase 
was nonsignificant (F1,24 = 2.000, p = .170, η2partial = 
.077). Other analyses showed that career choice con-
fidence correlated positively but non-significantly 
with all four social capital items for Survey 1: inter-
est groups (r = .297, p = .169), family (r = .386, p = 
.069), friends (r = .036, p = .872), and acquaintances 
(r = .350, p = .102). Similar patterns occurred with 
Survey 2. Overall, the positive relationships among 
the social network relationships (family members, 
friends, acquaintances, and interest groups) and in-
terns’ career choice confidence suggest that these 
networks all contribute to overall career confidence, 
despite not reaching significance.

Table 1

Year in School

Year n % Mean Work Experiences
Sophomore (Year 2) 7 26.9 1.7
Junior (Year 3) 4 15.4 2.5
Senior (Year 4) 7 26.9 2.9
Graduated/further education 8 30.8 1.4

Table 2

Primary Disability

Disability n %
Hard of hearing 5 19.2
Deaf 3 11.5
Mobility: non-wheelchair user 1 3.8
Mobility: wheelchair user 5 19.2
Low vision 7 26.9
Blind 2 7.7
Other disability 3 11.5
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Path Analysis
For Research Question 3, multi-item scales were 

converted into single variables using Rasch model-
ing; scores were generated this way for social cap-
ital and career preparation. The social capital scale 
demonstrated adequate reliability with Cronbach’s 
alpha of .70. Reliability was stronger for the per-
ceived career preparedness scale with alphas of .80 
and .86 for Surveys 1 and 2, respectively. Based on 
this, relationships between demographics, social cap-
ital, perceived career preparation, and career confi-
dence were explored using path analysis.

The path model was successfully identified after 
a single iteration, and global fit statistics indicat-
ed good model fit (χ2 = 1.13, df = 6, p = .98; CFI = 
1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA < .001; SRMR = .04). On 
Survey 1, after controlling for significant covariates, 
positive paths were identified between the number of 
work experiences and perceptions of career prepared-
ness (p = .04), career preparedness and career choice 
confidence (p < .01), and between age and social cap-
ital (p = .04). The path between perceptions of career 
preparedness from Survey 1 to Survey 2 was signifi-
cant (p < .01), as was the path between career choice 
confidence (p < .001). 

Relationships among career preparedness and 
social capital items all were nonsignificant and the 
correlation between Survey 1 career preparedness 
and overall social capital also was not significant (p 
= .053). However, bivariate correlations of the social 
networks showed significant correlations with fami-
ly (p = .03) and acquaintances (p = .02), suggesting 
further patterns to examine. Regression coefficients 
are shown in Table 3 and a diagram of the path model 
shows standardized coefficients in Figure 1. 

Although disability type and other demographic 
variables were uncorrelated with the above variables, 
age was a significant predictor of social capital. De-
spite age having a generally positive association with 
career preparedness, this relationship fell short of 
significance after controlling for the number of prior 
work experiences and social capital: older interns 
reported significantly more social capital when the 
number of work experiences was held constant. 

There also was a positive bivariate association 
between age and perceived career preparedness, but 
this relationship was no longer statistically significant 
after controlling for previous work experiences and 
social capital. Interns reporting more prior work ex-
periences also tended to report higher levels of career 
preparedness on Survey 1 after controlling for age 
and social capital; but age and social capital were not 
themselves significant predictors of career prepared-
ness after controlling for previous work experiences. 

Early career preparedness ratings (Survey 1) were 
also positively and significantly associated with early 
career choice confidence as well as later (Survey 2) 
career preparedness. Early career choice confidence 
was positively and significantly associated with later 
career choice confidence. 

In summary, although interns’ perceptions of their 
career preparedness initially improved their career 
choice confidence, this effect disappeared when per-
ceived preparedness increased in the second survey. 
Interns’ number of work experiences also had a direct 
positive impact on career preparedness in Survey 1 
(B = .38, p = .04). However, by Survey 2 and intern’s 
increased overall career preparedness, there was no 
longer a direct association between prior work expe-
riences and preparedness (B = -.01, p = .97).

A repeated measures ANOVA demonstrated no 
change in the mean levels of interns’ career confi-
dence between surveys (F1,24 = 2.00, p = .17). The 
path analysis indicated that over half of the variance 
in career confidence on Survey 2 was associated with 
initial confidence levels at Survey 1 (B = .75, p < 
.001). This stability contrasts with interns’ overall in-
crease in career preparedness, which was significant 
and showed a large effect size, described previously. 

In terms of social networks, although older interns 
reported higher levels of social capital on average (B 
= .40, p = .04), social capital did not in turn, show a 
direct path to increased levels of career preparedness 
after adjusting for age and number of work experi-
ences. Social capital also did not have a significant 
path to career choice confidence when controlling 
for career preparedness. The path analysis confirmed 
several interrelationships among social networks, ca-
reer preparation, and career choice confidence, but 
also suggests complex patterns of direct and indirect 
effects on career measures, with some variables act-
ing as confounds on others.

Discussion

This study examined social capital accrued through 
the social networks of postsecondary students with mo-
bility and sensory disabilities engaged in a summer em-
ployment internship. This was an effort to increase the 
research-derived understandings of social networks’ 
effects on the careers of individuals with disabilities. 
Participants were presented with career content from 
career development and work adjustment theories as 
strategies to improve their trajectories toward success-
ful careers. They were assessed on this career content 
with analyses that examined the influences of social 
networks on perceptions regarding their careers.
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Table 3

Path Analysis Regression Coefficients

Outcome Variable Predictor b B SE Z p
Career Preparedness, Survey 1

Age .16 .35 .09 1.76 .08
Social Capital .23 .11 .40 .57 .57
Number of Work Experiences .35 .38 .17 2.02 .04*

Career Preparedness, Survey 2
Career Preparedness, Survey 1 .59 .53 .22 2.75 .01**
Social Capital -.02 -.01 .42 -.05 .96
Number of Work Experiences -.01 -.01 .20 -.03 .97

Confidence, Survey 1
Social Capital .11 .14 .14 .79 .43
Career Preparedness, Survey 1 .20 .51 .07 2.84 .01**

Confidence, Survey 2
Confidence, Survey 1 .85 .75 .20 4.24 .00***
Social Capital .02 .02 .14 .16 .87
Career Preparedness, Survey 1 -.01 -.03 .09 -.15 .88
Career Preparedness, Survey 2 -.10 -.24 .07 -1.40 .16

Social Capital, Survey 1
Age .09 .40 .04 2.02 .04*
Number of Work Experiences .06 .13 .09 .68 .50

Number of Work Experiences
Age -.11 -.22 .10 -1.07 .28

Note. b = unstandardized coefficient; B = standardized coefficient; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Research Question 1 examined the contributions 
of social network relationships (family, friends, ac-
quaintances, and interest groups) to interns’ percep-
tions of their career preparation. These four career 
elements showed significant improvement between 
Surveys 1 and 2 with a large effect size. They also 
showed varying relationships with the family, 
friends, acquaintances, and interest groups with no 
single social capital factor showing significant bi-
variate correlations across all four career elements. 
This finding supported the hypothesis of differential 
relationships between career preparation and the so-
cial capital factors: each contributed uniquely. This 
finding also aligns with research on the importance of 
having a range of close and distant network relation-
ships (Aime et al., 2011; Langford et al., 2013; Philp 
& Gill, 2022; Putnam, 2000). 

Several social network elements were significant-
ly correlated with each other, supporting a theoretical 
connection between these, the four career preparation 
elements and social capital. Further analysis of the 
differential nature of these relationships suggests in-
terns used all four network groups to support their 
interview skills, but they believed network relation-
ships other than families as more helpful for resolving 
accommodation-related issues after obtaining a job. 
Interns may perceive more distant relationships as 
providing more experience and expertise that would 
vary by disability and setting-specific characteristics. 
This finding reinforces the importance of developing 
broad and diverse social networks, and which in-
creased with age. 

Results for Research Question 2 showed an over-
all lack of bivariate significance, suggesting that 
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interns’ career choice confidence remained stable, 
perhaps from satisfaction with their choices. Anal-
yses found positive correlations that suggested rela-
tionships between career choice confidence and the 
social capital factor of family, with further contri-
butions from interest groups and acquaintances; but 
overall, these remained shy of significance. Whether 
in whole or in part, network factors may still affect 
career choice confidence with additional research 
needed to explore these effects, with a larger sample 
that may strengthen these observed relationships. 

Research Question 3 used path analysis to exam-
ine interrelationships suggested by the bivariate cor-
relations from Questions 1 and 2. These relationships 
were seen in interns’ perceptions of career prepared-
ness that initially increased their career choice con-
fidence; however, this effect disappeared by Survey 
2 as perceived levels of preparedness grew and ca-
reer confidence remained stable. This disappearance 
possibly occurred because change was unequally dis-
tributed. Interns with higher initial levels of career 

preparedness showed lower average increases in their 
career choice confidence; those with early and high 
levels had reduced occasion for measurable change. 

Social capital also showed a relationship with age: 
older interns exhibited higher levels of social capi-
tal. However, there was no direct path to increasing 
levels of career preparedness after adjusting for age 
and number of work experiences, nor to career choice 
confidence when controlling for career preparedness. 
This finding suggests that programs seeking to foster 
social capital should implement strategies that foster 
and build upon age-based improvements. 

Analyses also showed that interns who rated their 
career preparation and career confidence higher on 
Survey 1 tended to rate themselves higher on Survey 
2, although the correlation for career preparation was 
smaller due to its overall growth. The number of work 
experiences also contributed to perceptions of career 
preparedness. This finding aligns with career devel-
opment theory (Brolin & Lloyd, 2004; Thoresen et 
al., 2004) in suggesting that multiple work experienc-

Figure 1

Path Diagram with Standardized Coefficients
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es support/promote/encourage progressive narrowing 
and confirming career choices. 

The path analysis also showed generally positive 
although nonsignificant relationships, suggesting that 
social network factors contribute initially to career 
choice confidence and perceptions of preparedness 
prior to work-based experiences: path coefficients 
were larger for Survey 1 than Survey 2. This could 
mean that early perceptions of career preparation and 
confidence are based largely on interactions with so-
cial network members. However, work experiences 
may equalize or reduce these effects as the individu-
al’s involvement in work settings affirms or modifies 
his/her perceptions. Further research could help con-
firm these relationships.

Overall study results indicate that a range of close 
(family and friends) and distant (acquaintances and 
interest groups) relationships contribute variously 
and significantly to perceptions of career preparation 
for postsecondary students with mobility and sensory 
disabilities. These social networks also contributed 
to their career choice confidence, although not sig-
nificantly: confidence ratings were relatively stable 
and interns were apparently satisfied with their career 
choices. The examination of career preparation and 
choice with demographic characteristics also indicat-
ed multiple relationships and interrelationships that 
were influenced by age and numbers of prior work 
experiences. This again reaffirms the complex and 
differential contributions of social capital to one’s ca-
reer that also change with age and over time. 

These varying relationships align with previous re-
search regarding the importance of developing a broad 
range of social network relationships. Programs should 
take every opportunity to expand students’ range of 
relationships in order to prepare them for the varying 
challenges they will face, and to address their poten-
tially lower levels of social and networking inclusion 
(Kulkarni, 2012; Tough et al., 2017). A useful strategy 
is seen in undergraduate students’ use of social media 
leading to increased social capital (Martínez-Alemán 
& Wartman, 2008). Shoham and Heber (2012) stud-
ied 2050 online postings in a deaf and hard-of-hearing 
forum, finding a range of informational support, tan-
gible assistance, emotional support, social network 
support, and esteem support requests. This finding 
suggests the use of online platforms for expanding 
postsecondary students’ networking opportunities as 
increasing their access to resources.

University-based disability and equity programs 
also could utilize social networking to facilitate in-
creased disability inclusion and address intersection-
ality issues due to gender and culture (Alemán et 
al., 2012; Berry & Domene, 2015). Other research 

confirms that online social networks can function 
similarly to face-to-face networks with connections 
that vary across looser and more distant, or close and 
emotional relationships (Ellison et al., 2007; Katz & 
Rice, 2002). Peer and mentor networking groups can 
further expand and support these efforts. Peer net-
work contacts can be additionally increased through 
course-based and institutional activities, using virtual 
and online interactions for study groups and long-
term group projects (Alemán et al., 2012; Dokuka et 
al., 2020; Philp & Gill, 2022; Stadtfeld et al., 2019). 

In fact, these activities can benefit all students in 
that increased social engagement with programs and 
universities can improve program satisfaction and 
retention (Fleming et al., 2017; Kuh et al., 2006). 
Retention and completion rates are increasingly scru-
tinized as measures of postsecondary program quality 
(Ohio Department of Education, 2022).  Such efforts 
could use campus services that encourage faculty to 
assign long-term, interactive, course-based projects 
and study groups as means to improve student net-
working, integration, and overall engagement. 

Another means for engaging and retaining stu-
dents is through internships or work experiences. 
Study findings suggested that social networks con-
tributed initially to career confidence and perceptions 
of career preparation, but that this influence was less-
ened after internship completion. Social capital may 
contribute to students’ choice of a major, but work 
experiences would seem to result in interns’ own 
evaluations to confirm or modify these choices. So-
cial networks then regain importance as individuals 
search for and interview for jobs, address accommo-
dation and work-site challenges, and integrate and 
succeed in their careers (Aime et al., 2011; Castilla 
et al., 2013a, 2013b). Programs working with these 
students can help them build and expand networks 
that often start with family and friends, and expand 
with age. A further benefit to colleges is that work 
experiences can be a strategy to address declining en-
rollments and that further enhance their reputations 
(Sasser, 2009; Tu, 2022).  

Limitations
A major limitation was the small sample, with 

only 26 of the 52 total interns that used matching 
self-identifiers. The significant relationships report-
ed/detected, however, suggest these as robust pat-
terns. Several coefficients approached significance 
suggesting effects that could have been stronger with 
greater numbers; other important relationships like-
ly remained undetected. Correlations for Question 2 
showed positive relationships among the social net-
works and with interns’ career choice confidence, but 
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not at significant levels. Path analysis showed initial 
contributions to social capital from age, but subse-
quent effects were mitigated by other factors. A larger 
sample might have clarified the relationships that did 
not reach significance. 

This study also occurred over a truncated time-
line with the internship lasting approximately eight 
weeks. This timeframe limited interns’ potential op-
portunities for social networking growth or change. 
Many interns were in online or hybrid internship 
placements due to the COVID-19 restrictions, further 
constraining opportunities for peer and workplace 
relationships. Some participants described supervi-
sors who encouraged interviews with organizational 
administrators (Luft, 2022) but generally, social net-
working was restricted. The substantial delay in Sur-
vey 2 also likely reduced their recall of these effects 
on their careers.

Despite these concerns, analyses showed sever-
al patterns that should be further investigated with 
larger populations. Research could examine social 
networking effects and opportunities through longi-
tudinal tracking extending into subsequent employ-
ment. Such studies could more clearly identify the 
nature and extent of social network relationships on 
career success across career trajectories, including 
factors that support successful resolution of potential 
worksite challenges. Analyses should include a range 
of demographic and career-related experiences to bet-
ter understand how multiple factors contribute to ca-
reer success. 

Recommendations
The interns in this study were approaching grad-

uation and workplace entry. Businesses and postsec-
ondary programs could prioritize disability as part of 
their diversity and inclusion efforts, which has not yet 
occurred although such efforts are likely to increase 
(Gould et al., 2020). Barriers will likely remain until 
full equity and inclusion are established and become 
routine. Postsecondary students’ experiences with 
forming and participating in social networking and 
use of social media, as well as engaging in work 
experiences, can provide important foundations as 
they move into and assume employment roles. These 
should include developing or contributing to disabil-
ity networks and affinity groups in their employment 
settings (Disability:IN, 2020). 

Study results and extant research suggest a num-
ber of strategies that can be implemented in programs 
working with postsecondary students, across intern-
ships or work experiences offered by degree majors 
and through disability services programs. Outcomes 
data suggest the contributions of employment intern-

ships, work experiences, or apprenticeship opportu-
nities as part of postsecondary programs (Hora et al., 
2021; Tu, 2022). Activities that increase academic 
outcomes, engagement, and inclusion (Fleming et al., 
2017; Kuh et al., 2006) also are increasingly import-
ant evidence of program quality. Reporting of these 
data is required by the Higher Education Act of 2008 
(Integrated Postsecondary Education System, n.d.) 
and may be used as indicators of program quality. 
Several of these strategies are described below.

Internship and Apprenticeship Programs
1. Explain to students the contributions of social 

capital for their postsecondary and job suc-
cess; promote development of various close 
and distant network relationships; build on 
and expand new work relationships (Langford 
et al., 2013; Philp & Gill, 2022).

2. Build on age-based network growth: provide 
access to, or develop online disability, career, 
and interest or affinity groups; encourage 
face-to-face and online interactions with other 
interns, co-workers, supervisors, and mentors 
(Fleming et al., 2017). 

3. Establish cohort-based networks that further 
expand existing relationships; increase net-
working by using prior graduates or return-
ing students as mentors; find those who can 
provide examples of successful network use 
across career stages and challenges. 

Postsecondary Disability Services Programs
1. Encourage faculty to facilitate network con-

nections through long-term group projects 
and problem-solving or study groups (Doku-
ka et al., 2020; Stadtfeld et al., 2019) when 
providing faculty accessibility and accommo-
dation trainings; explain peer networking as 
supporting student retention and engagement, 
and aligning with many fields that are becom-
ing increasingly collaborative in nature (Turn-
er et al., 2020).

2. Develop online resources and use returning 
or graduate students as mentors to increase 
current students’ close and distant network 
relationships; use these to increase program 
participation and engagement to support 
long-term persistence in achieving their goals 
and graduating (Fleming et al., 2017; Kuh et 
al., 2006).

3. Provide information and resources to students 
about disability and diverse online opportu-
nities and social media; use this to support 
more equitable outcomes, especially for un-
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derserved or marginalized individuals and dis-
ability-specific groups (Alemán et al., 2012; 
Disability:IN, 2020); encourage students to 
form support groups and to network in ways 
that address barriers they experience with in-
tegrating into existing program or career net-
works (Philp & Gill, 2022; Tough et al., 2017).

Conclusions

Little is known about the networking access, suc-
cesses, or limitations of individuals with disabilities 
in building and leveraging their social networks for 
career success (Langford et al., 2013). The present 
study was undertaken to better understand the nature 
and importance of social networks regarding early 
career paths of postsecondary students with mobility 
and sensory disabilities. The postsecondary stage of 
career preparation is an important point for beginning 
to effectively build and utilize these networks (Aime 
et al., 2011) and to increase resources for meeting and 
succeeding with future workplace challenges. 

This study adds to extant research by showing 
that social networks contribute to the career devel-
opment of individuals with disabilities; in this case, 
it was with postsecondary students with mobility and 
sensory disabilities. Correlation results between so-
cial networks and career preparation were positive 
and significant. Social capital also increased with 
age, with several other factors influencing the nature 
and extent of social network relationships, including 
prior work experiences. 

The differing correlations between the four social 
networks, career preparation, and career confidence 
indicate that contributions vary across the range of 
close and distant connections. This aligns with previ-
ous research regarding the importance of broad sets 
of relationships in supporting both postsecondary and 
employment success (Fleming et al., 2017; Kuh et al., 
2006). This research also suggests that beginning net-
work development during postsecondary programs 
is important, in that concerns remain for later career 
success and needs to compensate for potential net-
work exclusion (Kulkarni, 2012; Tough et al., 2017). 

The interns in this study were selected based on 
their current postsecondary excellence; but not all 
such students will have such positive experiences or 
academic records. Programs working with postsec-
ondary students who have disabilities should consider 
using and creating opportunities to expand their face-
to-face and online networks to encompass a range of 
close and distant relationships. Another important 
avenue is to increase both work experiences and net-
working opportunities, and encourage programs to 

provide internships or apprenticeships related to stu-
dents’ academic programs. This approach will serve 
to support current program engagement and promote 
future career success. In this way, students with a 
range of disabilities will be better prepared to access 
and create opportunities that contribute to futures 
commensurate with their abilities and life goals, and 
provide them with needed resources to address the 
challenges they may face. 
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