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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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measurable just as in apprentices and adults. Accord-
ingly, to bridge the gap in research we included both
groups in our study.

Explaining Occupational Change Readiness

Ng, Sorensen, Eby and Feldman (2007) proposed a
theoretical model explaining different types of job
mobility in which they differentiated between change
in status (upwards, lateral, downwards) and change
in employer (internal change vs. external change to
a new employer). While the authors did not consider
changing one’s occupation, Otto and Dalbert’s (2012
a) study on occupational change readiness in full-time
and part-time employees lend support for Ng et al.’s
conceptual model. In their classification, Ng and col-
leagues identified (1) structural factors, (2) individual
differences, and (3) decisional factors as important de-
terminants of job mobility. Structural factors shape the
opportunities for job mobility, individual differences
determine preferences for specific types of mobility,
and decisional factors determine whether or not a mo-
bility option is executed. As we aimed to focus on those
at the beginning of their working life, we neglected
structural factors and explored individual differences
(i.e. uncertainty tolerance) and decisional factors (i.e.
self-efficacy) only. Moreover, we also considered such
occupational characteristics that might still be rel-
evant for career starters, namely occupational identity,
and job satisfaction.

Uncertainty Tolerance and Self-Efficacy

In their job mobility model, Ng et al. (2007) predict
personality traits, career interests, values, and attach-
ment styles to lead to individual differences in prefer-
ences for specific types of mobility. This article focuses
on uncertainty tolerance as potential antecedent of oc-
cupational change readiness in teenagers. In a rapidly
changing work context, young people must be able to
adjust to new settings and new task demands within
short time frames. Individuals preferring routine work
and stable environments may be at a disadvantage. As
transactional stress theories would suggest (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984), if a stressor — as occupational chang-
es might be — is perceived as challenging rather than
threatening, strain may not necessarily follow. We ar-
gue that the personality construct of uncertainty toler-
ance (Dalbert, 2002; Frenkel-Brunswik, 1949) might
help individuals to consider uncertain situations to be
a challenge. While persons low in uncertainty toler-
ance have a tendency to make threatening interpreta-
tions of uncertain situations (Dugas et al., 2005) and
worry about them (Ladouceur, Gosselin & Dugas,
2000), those high in uncertainty tolerance enjoy be-

ing confronted with new challenges (Kénig & Dalbert,
2004), are willing and able to adapt to changing oc-
cupational circumstances (Friedel & Dalbert, 2003),
and generally tolerate a high amount of uncertainty.
Moreover, in former studies it was revealed that the
higher the uncertainty tolerance, the higher was the
readiness to be geographically mobile (Dette & Dal-
bert 2005; Otto & Dalbert, 2012 b). In line with these
findings, we expected that the more uncertainty toler-
ant school students and apprentices are, the higher is
their occupational change readiness (H1).

According to Ng et al. (2007)’s conceptual model,
wafter individuals recognize the opportunity for mobil-
ity [...] they need to decide whether or not to pursue
one particular type of mobility“ (2007, p. 376). Thus,
over and above individual differences, decisional fac-
tors may contribute to explaining occupational change
readiness in those at the beginning of working life. In
particular, self-efficacy beliefs reflect people’s appraisals
of their ability to execute a specific behavior (Bandura,
1997) as has been demonstrated in the field of career-
related relocations already (Eby & Russel, 2000). More-
over, previous longitudinal studies have found change-
related self-efficacy to enhance employee adaptation to
processes of organizational change (Jimmieson, Terry
& Callan, 2004) and to strengthen people’s general
willingness to change occupations (Otto et al., 2010).
They are also an important factor in the explanation
of new behavior (e.g., Bandura, 1977). This might
be of importance as school students do not have any
work experiences yet. Hence, it is assumed that posi-
tive beliefs about the ability to cope with occupational
demands are positively associated with occupational
change readiness (H2).

Identity and Satisfaction with One’s Occupation

Developing identity with a specific occupation is one
of the most important developmental tasks in adoles-
cence (Erikson, 1976; Havighurst, 1972), and the iden-
tification with this occupation later serves as a point of
reference for vocational decisions (Heinz, 2002). More-
over, results showed that the more apprentices facing a
transition from vocational school to work emphasized
the importance of vocational goals, the more likely they
were to find a job commensurate with their education
and the less likely they were to be unemployed after
graduation (Nurmi, Salmela-Aro & Koivisto, 2002).
A strong occupational identity may help to ensure an
adequate supply of local employees for companies in
a flourishing economy, but precisely these attributes
may be of limited use to the employees themselves in
worsening labor market situations. In such conditions,
individuals who are strongly committed to their occu-
pation may find it difficult to stay employed. Research
has shown that strong occupational identity decreases
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the likelihood of changing occupations (Blau, 2000;
Otto et al., 2010). Thus, it is hypothesized that the high-
er the occupational identity in those at the beginning
of their career, the lower is their occupational change
readiness (H3).

Furthermore, Blau (2000) as well as Otto et al.
(2010) showed that the less satisfied employees are
with their job, the more willing they are to consider
changing occupations. As job satisfaction is defined as
a person’s evaluation of his or her specific job situa-
tion the construct can only be meaningfully assessed
in those with work experiences, i.e. apprentices. Ac-
cordingly, it is expected that the more satisfied appren-
tices are with their job, the lower is their occupational
change readiness (H4).

Empirical Studies

We investigated our hypotheses in samples of second-
ary school students ahead of their high school diploma
(Study 1) and apprentices ahead of their transition
to their first ,real“ job (Study 2). As several previous
studies have shown that global personality traits influ-
ence work-related cognitions (e.g., Roberts, Caspi &
Moffitt, 2003) and mobility decisions (Ng et al., 2007),
we wanted to highlight that the expected associations
of uncertainty tolerance, self-efficacy, occupational
identity, and job satisfaction with occupational change
readiness can still be found when the effects of all five
global personality traits were taken into account.

Study 1: Secondary School Students

After graduating from the intermediate-track Real-
schule at the age of 16 or 17, students in Germany can
either stay in school and prepare for university stud-
ies or go into vocational training to qualify for blue- or
white-collar jobs (e.g., mechanics or office adminis-
trators). Most Realschule students opt for vocational
training. The transition from school to the labor mar-
ket — ,the first threshold“ - is not always an easy one,
however. Young people at this stage need to decide on
an occupation and to apply for a place on an appropri-
ate training program. In Germany, in spite of the lack of
skilled personnel and a high percentage of vacant ap-
prenticeship positions in 2012 (33.275 vacancies), the
number of young people who fail to find an adequate
apprenticeship position (overall 15.650) has still been
increasing for some years now (Federal Ministry of Ed-
ucation and Research, 2013). As a result, it may be nec-
essary to apply for training programs in various occu-
pations to stand a chance of being accepted in any one
of them. Given the nature of modern careers, more-
over, it seems reasonable for young people to expect to
do different occupations entirely in their future lives.

Sample and procedure. Data were gathered dur-
ing lessons in 12 intermediate-track secondary schools
(Realschule) in Eastern Germany. Prior to data col-
lection written consent was obtained from students,
parents and teachers. The sample comprised 392 stu-
dents (n = 195 female) attending the 9th grade. The 9th
grade, which is 1 year prior to graduation, is the time
when choices about future occupations must be made.
Age ranged between 14 and 17 years with a mean age
of M =15.1 (SD = 0.61).

Measures. All administered instruments already
existed in the sample’s native language. For fur-
ther analyses, we calculated scale scores by averag-
ing across items, but only if no more than one item
of a scale was missing. Unless otherwise specified, all
scales varied between 1 (,strongly disagree“) and 6
(»strongly agree“). Detailed information regarding the
descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of the as-
sessed constructs are provided in Table 1.

Global personality traits were measured using a
German short form of the NEO-FFI (Costa & McCrae,
1989; German version: Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1993)
as developed by Trautwein et al. (2000), which cap-
tured neuroticism (sample item: ,I often feel tense and
jittery“; o = .70), extraversion (sample item: ,I like to
have a lot of people around me“; a = .57), openness
to experience (sample item: ,I am intrigued by the
patterns I find in art and nature®; o = .52), agreeable-
ness (sample item: ,I try to be courteous to everyone
I meet“; a = .56), and conscientiousness (sample item:
,1 have a clear set of goals and work toward them in
an orderly fashion“; o = .67) with six items each. Note,
the item scale ranged from 1 (,totally disagree®) to 4
(stotally agree®). Due to low item-total correlation one
item of the openness scale had to be excluded. Hence,
openness consisted of five items only.

As can be seen, only neuroticism yielded a satis-
factory internal consistency whereas the other meas-
ures showed Cronbach’s alphas below the usually
desired criterion of .70 (e.g., Nunnally & Bernstein,
1994). However, as alpha is dependent on the length of
a scale, and the breadth of the measure, it is important
to also consider inter-item correlations particularly for
short scales (Streiner, 2003). Clark and Watson (1995)
suggested that mean inter-item correlations between
.40 and .50 should be yielded for scales measuring very
narrow characteristics and between .15 and .20 for
scales measuring broad characteristics (which is true
for personality traits). This latter criterion was met by
extraversion (mean r = .18), openness to experience
(mean r =.18), agreeableness (mean r = .18), and con-
scientiousness (mean r = .26).

Uncertainty tolerance was gathered with the Un-
certainty Tolerance Scale (Dalbert, 2002; 8 items; sam-
ple item: ,I like change and excitement®; o = .63, mean
r = .22). As two items were deleted due to low item-
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total correlations the scale comprised six items only.
Because the students did not yet have occupational ex-
perience we assessed self-efficacy in coping with social
demands (Satow & Mittag, 1999; 8 items; sample item:
»I easily find friends after moving to a new school“;
o = .66, mean r = .20).

Occupational identity was operationalized in
terms of strength of vocational goals and vocational
training intent. Students were asked to report their two
main vocational goals in a free self-report and then to
evaluate each goal on 6-point rating scales along three
well-established criteria: (a) importance, (b) probabil-
ity of success, and (c) concreteness (for a review, see
Emmons, 1996). These six ratings were then averaged
and taken as an indicator for the strength of the voca-
tional goals (a = .73). Furthermore, we asked our re-
spondents whether they intended to enter vocational
training after leaving school (0 = no; 1 = yes); 856 %
answered ,yes“. Both variables seem to reflect signifi-
cant features of an evolving occupational identity be-
fore entering vocational training.

Finally, occupational change readiness was meas-
ured by a scale from Dalbert (2004; 10 items; sample
item: ,I can sometimes imagine myself learning a
completely new occupation®; o = .68, mean r = .18).

Results and discussion. As expected by our hy-
potheses, the more uncertainty tolerant the students
were (r = .12; H1), and the lower their occupational
identity was (H3), the stronger was their occupational
change readiness. The latter was indicated by negative
associations of intention to enter vocational training
(r = -.13) and strength of vocational goals (rr = -.12)
with occupational change readiness.

To conservatively test our hypotheses and address
the incremental validity of the potential antecedents of
occupational change readiness, we used hierarchical
regression analyses and included the global personal-
ity traits as control variables in the first step. Table 2
shows the results of the regression analyses.

Overall only 7 % of the variance was explained by the
significant predictors agreeableness and occupational
identity. The stronger their intention to enter vocation-
al training (p = -.12), the stronger their vocational goals
were (B = -.13), and the more agreeable they were
(B = -.12), the less willing the students were to con-
sider occupational changes in the future. Conversely,
when only bivariate correlations are considered the
more uncertainty tolerant they were, the more they
could imagine working in different occupations in the
course of their working lives. This result lends support
to the notion that uncertainty tolerance is a resource
that helps people to cope with the demands of the la-
bor market. However, when global personality traits
were also taken into account the significant associa-

tion between uncertainty tolerance and occupational
change readiness vanished.

Nevertheless, only a small amount of variance
was explained, indicating (a) that other factors may
be important at this stage of life and/or (b) that it is
difficult to evaluate occupational change readiness
of young people who are still at school and have no
work experience. The question thus arises of wheth-
er it makes sense to investigate occupational change
readiness at all in this particular group. However, Lutz
(2001) found that 80 % of German school students
agree that they will probably have to work in an oc-
cupation other than the one for which they qualify, in-
dicating that, even before the transition from school to
work, they are already aware of the flexibility required
on the modern labor market.

Study 2: Apprentices

Young people who have made the transition to voca-
tional training and completed an apprenticeship face
a new challenge at the ,second threshold“ — that of
finding a job that matches their qualifications. Com-
pared with other countries (e.g., the U.S.: Heckhausen
& Tomasik, 2002; for a comparison, see Hamilton &
Lempert, 1996) where a trainee is fully integrated in
an organization, Germany’s dual system of vocational
education and training combines off-the-job education
in vocational school with on-the-job training. After
completing their apprenticeships, young people have
to make a second transition to the ,real® labor market.
At present, less than half of the apprentices (43 %) se-
cure jobs in the companies that trained them, and even
in this case the situation is bad as 59 % of them are
only employed on a temporary basis (German Trade
Union Confederation, 2012). In other words, even ap-
prentices who have successfully negotiated the first
threshold have no guarantee of managing the second
one. It can thus be assumed that apprentices consider
changing occupations sooner or later in their working
lives.

Sample and procedure. Data were collected in an
Eastern German vocational school. Questionnaires
were distributed to apprentices during their off-the-
job education. As apprentices across different occupa-
tional fields vary in their probability to change their
occupation (e.g., Kilin et al., 2000) we tried to guar-
antee homogeneity by approaching only apprentices
training for technical (e.g., electronics engineer) and
commercial occupations (e.g., management assistant).
The sample consisted of 72 participants (n = 32 female)
with an age ranging from 16 to 22 years (M = 17.92;
8D = 1.55). The highest achieved educational level was
for 3 apprentices a high school diploma after 9 years
of education (= Hauptschulabschluss), for 54 a high
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school diploma after 10 years of education (= Real-
schulabschluss; educational level of the intermediate-
track Realschule; see Study 1), for 3 a diploma allowing
entrance to a technical college (= Fachabitur) and for
the remaining 12 a diploma allowing entrance to the
university (= Abitur).

Measures. Global personality traits (Trautwein
et al., 2000; neuroticism: o = .64, mean r = .23; extra-
version: o = .66, mean r = .24; openness to experience:
o = .58, mean r = .19; agreeableness: a = .68, mean
r = .26; conscientiousness: a = .67, mean r = .25) and
uncertainty tolerance (Dalbert, 2002; o = .59, mean
r = .15) were measured using the same scales as in
Study 1. Furthermore, as Bandura (1997) recommend-
ed that self-efficacy be measured along domain-speci-
fic lines in the present context we assessed occupa-
tional change self-efficacy (Otto & Dalbert, 2004; 4
items; sample item: ,I think I have it in me to change
to a new occupation altogether®; o = .88).

Instead of occupational identity, in the present
study job satisfaction was measured by the 7 global
items of the Job Descriptive Questionnaire (Neuberger
& Allerbeck, 1978; sample item: ,I am satisfied with
my pay“; a = .74) developed on the basis of the Job
Descriptive Index (Smith, Kendall, & Hulin, 1969). Fi-
nally, occupational change readiness was investigated
(Dalbert, 2004; 9 items; o = .83). Details concerning
further descriptive statistics and intercorrelations are
provided by Table 1.

Results and discussion. In line with our theorizing
we found self-efficacy (r = .58; H2) to be positively and
job satisfaction (r = -.35; H4) to be negatively associ-
ated with occupational change readiness (see Table 1).
Uncertainty tolerance (r = .22; H1) correlated with oc-
cupational change readiness in the expected direction
(one-sided test), but the association was weak.

The regression analysis revealed that a total of
45 % of the variance in occupational change readiness
was explained by the significant predictors job satis-
faction and change-related self-efficacy (see, Table 2).
The less satisfied the apprentices were with their job
(B = -.35), and the more confident they were in their
ability to cope with occupational change (f = .53), the
more willing they were to change occupations. Note,
job satisfaction proved to play a significant role. In
this context, this variable may (also) be understood as
reflecting the teenagers’ evaluation of their choice of
apprenticeship. The less satisfied the teenagers were
with their job and hence their chosen apprenticeship,
the more willing they were to try a different occupa-
tion in the future.

General Discussion

Taking Ng et al. (2007)’s job mobility model as a con-
ceptual framework, we investigated the antecedents of
occupational change readiness in two samples of teen-
agers yet to enter working life. Our findings indicate
that the job mobility model by Ng and colleagues is not
only applicable to the context of occupational change
in adults (see, also Otto et al., 2010) but also in career
starters. Specifically, we identified four personality and
vocational characteristics capable of boosting occupa-
tional change readiness, namely high uncertainty tol-
erance, strong self-efficacy beliefs, weak occupational
identity, and low job satisfaction. Moreover, the find-
ings persisted when controlling for global personality
traits.

On a bivariate level, uncertainty tolerance was
associated with occupational change readiness in
students facing the school-to-work transition. The
same pattern was found for the apprentices — though
the correlation was weak. This result is in line with
earlier findings showing that uncertainty tolerance
helps people to cope with occupational demands (e.g.,
Dette & Dalbert, 2005; Friedel & Dalbert, 2003; Konig
& Dalbert, 2004; Otto & Dalbert, 2010, 2012 a, 2012 b).
In competition with alternative predictors, however,
uncertainty tolerance did not survive in the prediction
models. Moreover as assumed, we found (change-re-
lated) self-efficacy to be positively associated with oc-
cupational change readiness. In fact, in the apprentic-
es sample change-related self-efficacy proved to be the
most important predictor (for comparable results with
adult samples, see Otto et al., 2010). The more capable
young people about to enter the general workforce feel
of dealing with occupational change, the more willing
they are to consider it as an option for career develop-
ment.

Taken collectively, individuals high in uncertain-
ty tolerance tend to see new, uncertain, and complex
situations as a welcome challenge. People with high
self-efficacy beliefs regarding occupational change are
confident that they will be able to cope with this chal-
lenge. Both can be seen as indicative of a positively
biased approach motivation. For career counseling
this suggests that young people should be equipped
with the necessary resources to face the challenges of
uncertain situations. One approach would be to help
uncertainty-intolerant teenagers develop a systematic,
step-by-step plan for dealing with uncertain vocation-
al situations. Second, young people need to be given
greater confidence in their abilities to deal with occu-
pational change. The literature on self-efficacy beliefs
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(e.g., Bandura, 1997) has shown social learning from
coping models and internal attributions of successful
management of occupational transitions to be crucial
to the development of solid self-efficacy beliefs.

Also vocational characteristics, i.e. occupational
identity and job satisfaction proved to be important
for the young people facing important transitions. The
more satisfied they were with their job or the higher
their occupational identity, the less willing they were
to consider occupational changes. Some career start-
ers thus seemed to display an avoidance motivation:
The study with secondary school students who are
approaching the transition from school to vocation-
al training (,first threshold“) provided support for
the role of occupational identity (operationalized as
strength of vocational goals and intention to enter vo-
cational training) even that early in their career paths.
In the same vein, job satisfaction proved to predict
occupational change readiness for apprentices who
are approaching the transition to their first ,real“ job
(»second threshold®); a finding that replicates former
research with employees (Blau, 2000; Otto et al., 2010):
Those unsatisfied with their job or apprenticeship
scored higher on occupational change readiness.

In a flourishing economy, strong occupational
identity and high job satisfaction may provide compa-
nies with loyal employees. Positive work experiences
fuel the desire to remain in the occupation for which
one trained and/or in which one works, and employees
with strong occupational identity are probably more
likely to keep up with developments in their occupa-
tion; for example, by undertaking further training
or subscribing to trade journals (see Meyer, Allen,
& Smith, 1993). This attribute may be of limited use,
however, when the labor market situation is poor as
the case is in Eastern Germany. It can be concluded,
on the one hand, that (young) individuals with strong
occupational identity may avoid making the adapta-
tions necessary to remain competitive in the labor
market. On the other hand, for the companies, these
are the loyal employees who will be needed when
times get rough and the survival of the company de-
pends on highly committed individuals. Hence, from a
practical standpoint, we have to find ways of widening
the scope of identifying with one’s occupation to iden-
tifying with certain skills and experiences supporting
both the need of employees and that of organizations.

Limitations, Open Research Questions and Conclusion
We would also like to point out some of the limitations

that caution us not to over-generalize our findings.
Because of the cross-sectional nature of the studies,

some questions remain unanswered, such as whether
occupational change readiness can be seen as an in-
dicator of occupational change itself. The construct
investigated here is more specific than an attitude,
but less closely related to real behavior than an inten-
tion (Ajzen, 1991). Although studies have established
a relationship between readiness and behavior — for
geographic mobility, at least (e.g., Brett & Reilly, 1988)
— the impact of occupational change readiness on ac-
tual occupational transitions of school students and
apprentices remains unclear. We suggest verifying the
findings presented here in more balanced and repre-
sentative samples.

Also, for some scales, Cronbach’s alpha was
shown to be below the usually desired criterion of .70,
especially in the student sample. While we used both
short measures and broad constructs and the mean
inter-item correlations were found to be acceptable
we nevertheless suggest that — given that alpha is not
a measure for unidimensionality (Schmitt, 1996) - it
seems that either the measures or the constructs may
need to be re-evaluated to better fit the student sub-
sample. Moreover, future studies should apply more
similar constructs when comparing different groups.

Finally, although a considerable amount of vari-
ance (45 %) was explained in the apprentices study,
underlining the practical relevance of our results, only
7 % of the variance was explained by our predictor set
in the study with school students. Future studies should
explore whether other predictors — as, for example,
flexibility, career orientation, or parental experiences
— are better able to explain occupational change readi-
ness of this population later in life, or whether it is im-
possible to predict occupational change readiness any
better at this stage in life.

We believe that the readiness to work in a com-
pletely different occupation than one was qualified
in and/or has worked in so far will become more and
more a basic job requirement in the future. In the past,
the traditional career was characterized by full-time
employment within a single organization (Arthur,
1994), in an occupation for which people qualified ear-
ly in life. These bounded careers provided individuals
with an occupational identity (Herriot & Scott-Jack-
son, 2002). Instead, 21 century career development
is characterized by retraining, continuing education,
and transitions to different occupations. At least to our
knowledge, our study was the first that sought to learn
more about the potential antecedents that enable those
at the beginning of their working life — i.e. secondary
school students and apprentices — to deal successfully
with this demand.
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