
Abstract

In times of patchwork biographies, it has become commonplace for people to move from one occupation to another in the 
course of their working lives. In two cross-sectional studies we investigated the occupational change readiness of school 
students who are approaching the transition from school to vocational training (Study 1), and apprentices who are ap-
proaching the transition to their first „real“ job (Study 2). 

Our results are in line with the hypotheses that a strong occupational identity and high job satisfaction make young 
people less willing to change occupations, whereas uncertainty tolerance and high (change-related) self-efficacy are re-
sources that strengthen occupational change readiness in those at the beginning of their working life.
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One of the main developmental tasks in adolescence is 
to establish an occupational identity (e.g., Havighurst, 
1972). Young people approaching the difficult transi-
tion from school to work need to choose a job, apply 
for a place on a training program, and plan their fu-
ture careers. Overall, careers have become less pre-
dictable, less structured, and therefore less secure 
(Arnold, 2001), a fact that might especially put ado-
lescents under considerable pressure. Today’s regular 
career pattern may be characterized as a fluctuation 
between being in and out of a job and by transitions 
to different occupations. In such a work context, (oc-
cupational) mobility and flexibility (see, e.g., Sullivan 
& Arthur, 2006) become important assets for coping 
with the demands of the labor market. Occupational 
change readiness is defined as „the readiness to work 
in an occupation other than that for which one quali-
fied and / or in which one has worked to date“ (Otto, 
Dette-Hagenmeyer & Dalbert, 2010, p. 263). Although 
there are many potential benefits to understanding oc-
cupational change readiness in those at the beginning 
of their career to our knowledge the few studies to date 
have focused exclusively on adult samples (Blau, 2000; 

Ostroff & Clark, 2001; Otto & Dalbert, 2012 a; Otto et 
al., 2010; West, Nicholson & Rees, 1987).

We do know that younger people are more flex-
ible in temporal terms and more mobile with respect 
to their places of work and residence (e.g., Eby & Rus-
sel, 2000). But little is known about whether those at 
the very beginning of their occupational careers are 
willing to consider changing occupations in the course 
of their working lives. Especially interesting are those 
young people who have not yet entered the labor force. 
They can be roughly divided into two groups: school 
students and apprentices. Whereas the former may not 
yet have any firm career plans, the latter have already 
decided on an occupation. Both groups face difficult 
transitions. The school students are approaching what 
is known as the „first threshold“ – the transition from 
school to vocational training, while the apprentices are 
approaching the „second threshold“ – the transition to 
their first „real“ job. Therefore, we looked at both these 
groups of beginners. We assume that even school stu-
dents (ahead of achieving their high school diploma) 
already have a certain set of vocational goals and also 
a certain amount of change readiness. This should be 
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