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Abstract 

The Pathways to Sustainable Employment (PAS£) research programme is a five-year programme aimed at determining 
the supply-side and demand-side parameters of employment-seeking and career development of New Zealanders aged 
15-34, and developing policy implications. In an initial phase of the project, 866 participants sampled from f our 
geographical areas and representative of different age, gender, and ethnic groups took part in a Computer Aided 
Telephone Interview (CAT/) concerning their employment experiences to date and their aspirations for the f uture. This 
paper reports on the experiences of participants in respect of seeking and finding their current job, their last job, and 
their first job and the role social networks play in supporting career decision making. The data, which demonstrate the 
key role that social capital plays in these regards, raises issues about such things as the expertise of network members. 
their objective understanding of others ' capacities and interests, and their knowledge of the labour market. We suggest 
that the importance of social capital is underestimated and policy makers could do well to take this into account when 
considering developing strategies for sustainable employment. 

Introduction 

In recent times, the pathways into employment for 
younger job seekers have become increasingly 
problemmatic. Since the 1980s, traditional conceptions of 
the nature of paid work and life-time careers have altered, 
at times dramatically (Arthur, lnkson and Pringle, 1999; 
Spoonley, de Bruin and Du puis, 2004 ). Typically, the 
transition to employment has been seen in terms of a 
linear progression from school to work and the pursuit of 
a career via standard work (Super, 1957; Collin and 
Young, 2000). More recently, however, paid work has 
become more precarious. Access to employment is 
affected by a number of factors including fluctuating 
unemployment levels, changes in employers' ski 11 
requirements, individual and household decisions about 
train ing and education investments, national and 
international pol icies concerning employment and 
economic development, and a trend to contingent forms 
of employment such as part-time, temporary, contract and 
self-employed work (McLaren et al. , 2004; Firkin et al. , 
2003). 

The Foundation for Research, Science and Technology 
(FRST) funded programme, Pathways to Sustainable 
Employment (PASE), explores the impact of the changes 
in the world of work referred to above. The 5-year 
research programme examines the impact of the 
increasing variabil ity of employment pathways for both 
workers and employers. Here we follow the Ministry of 
Social Development ' s (2004) definition of sustainable 
employment which is a high level policy goal that focuses 
on appropriate employment options fo r individuals and 
households at the same time ensuring adequate labour 

supply for employers and maintaining human capital and 
social cohes ion for New Zealand as a whole. 

The broad aims ofthe PASE project are: 

• to explore how 15-34 year olds understand and 
find or create pathways into employment. and 
how employers for their part utili se such 
pathways in their staffing of organisations; 

• to establish the extent to which there is an 
alignment between labour supply and demand, in 
relation to people within the chosen age cohorts; 
and 

• to provide information through which relevant 
user-oriented initiatives may be generated 
leading to sustainable employment for younger 
people through their meaningful participation in 
paid work leading to independent adulthood. 

The project has two major objecti ves. Objecti ve I 
investigates supply-side employment issues, in particular 
the way in which younger people ( 15-34 year olds) 
understand and negotiate access to employment. It 
focuses on the influences on employment of such factors 
as training and education, skill acquisition, mobility, 
search techniques, social networks, planning and 
individual aspirations. Objective 2 has a demand-side 
focus concentrating on the strategies and expectations of 
employers in organising labour supply. This paper is 
concerned only with part of Objective I. 

Objective has both quantitative and qualitative 
dimensions. The quantitative component involves a 
Computer Aided Telephone Interview (CA Tl) survey of a 
stratified sample of 866 people aged from 15 to 34 years. 
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This survey was completed in 2004. It is intended that a 
follow-up survey will be conducted with the same 
participants in 2006. As a separate but complementary 
piece of research, a further 134 Maori parti cipants will 
similarly be surveyed, using the same interview schedule 
and followed up in two years time. Thus the total number 
of parti cipants will be 1 ,000. The specific Maori surveys 
are being undertaken under the direction of Eljon 
Fitzgerald, Senior Researcher and Co-ordinator of the Te 
Hoe Nuku Roa research programme at Massey 
Uni versity 's School of Maori Studies (Durie et al. , 2002). 
The qualitati ve dimension will comprise both focus 
groups and in-depth, open-ended interviews involving 
I 00 parti cipants from the original sample. These wi 11 take 
place in 2005 . This conference paper wi ll examine and 
discuss the findings from the CA TI survey of the sample 
of 866 general participants. 

The CA TI survey for stage I of the project was conducted 
by a profess ional Auckland-based research company 
Consumer Link. Members of the research team developed 
an appropriate protocol and worked wi th Consumer Link 
to ensure that the interv iews were properly conducted. 
Participants were obtained by random digit di alling in the 
se lected geograp hical areas, and participants meeting the 
study parameters (i. e. age 15-34) were sought. All 
interv iews were completed in June and Jul y 2004. 

The CA Tl information a lready generated provides 
answers by 866 participants to up to 130 questions, many 
providing multiple pieces of in fom1ation and some being 
open-ended. The specific questions asked of each 
parti cipant depended on their employment status, e.g. 
student. employed, se lf-employed, unemployed, caring in 
the home. Overall it is a large and complex database 
which will take us many months to analyse and report on 
in full. However, a major focus was on 'path ways into 
jobs· . For each parti cipant currently in work we gathered 
infonnation about their present main employment and 
how they had found it. For each partic ipant who had ever 
been employed or who had had employment but were not 
current ly employed, we ga thered information about their 
first and last jobs where app li cable. 

In th is paper we focus on the use of social capital by 
yo ung people in obtain ing employment . To what extent 
do they report that personal networks as aga inst 
conventional fom1al job-application methods arc 
responsible for the ir finding of jobs? What are the key 
networks involved and do they change over time? Also, 
bearing in mind that we are interested in overall career 
deve lopment rather than the simple obtaining of jobs, 
what role do social networks play in supporting the 
person in his or her ca reer decision making? 

Social Capital and Employment 

According to Bourd icu ( 1986: 248-249) social capi tal is 
'the aggregate of the actual or potenti al resources which 
arc linked to possess ion of a durable network of more or 
less institut ionalised relati onships of mutual acquaintance 
and recognition - or in other words, to membership in a 
group - which provides each of its members with the 
backing of the collecti vely-owned capita l' . Put more 

-
simply social capital is the resources one can call on due 
to one 's membership of a group. Bourdieu argues that 
social capita l operates as a credit which group members 
can call on. The ' volume' of social capital available to 
individuals depends on the size of their networks and the 
extent of the various forms of capital those in the 
networks possess. Social capital is produced through 
creating and sustaining re lationships and interactions with 
family, fri ends, neighbours, eo-workers and other 
relati vely close associates. It is not necessarily 
consciously or intentionally pursued, although it can be. 
In this paper we use social capital in the Bourdieuian 
sense which should not be confused with a more populist 
usage of the term (see Firkin , 2001 ; Lin 200 1 ), or with the 
academic but more politically oriented usages of such 
scholars as Coleman ( 1988) and Putnam (1993) who 
portray social capita l as a public good. 

A major strength of the Bourdieuian approach is that it is 
underpinned by the notion of convertibi lity of the 
different fo rms of capi ta l he identi fies: economic, cultural 
and social capital. An appropriate example of 
convertibility in the context of fi nd ing employment would 
be through the convertibil ity of social capital into 
economic capita l as in instances where family and 
friends, as sources of social capital, provide an individual 
with information about potential employment or act as a 
contact between an individual and a prospective 
employer. If the individual uses the in formation or 
pursues the contacts and finds paid employment socia l 
capital has effect ively been converted to economic 
capi tal. 

In one formulation of the ' career capital' that individuals 
acquire, develop and utilise in their employment, three 
types of capital are identified (DeFill ippi & Arthur, 1996; 
lnkson & Arthur, 200 I). Knowing-why represents the 
changing energy. motivation and personal goals that 
people seek to reach through their work. Knowing-how 
represents the accumulating qualifications, skills, and 
experience that they bring to each new job. Knowing­
whom is their personal networks and contacts, and also 
their reputation among others who may not have met 
them but know of them. This latter fo rm of capita l can be 
likened to social capi tal. Work organisations and 
educational and other publ ic institutions tend to focus on 
ass isting people to build their knowing-how and to some 
extent their knowing-why. The tendency is to ignore 
knowing-whom capita l, or assume that it is up to the 
individual to develop it without assistance. 

lt is a tru ism that ga in ing favourable employment 
opportunities is often a matter of ' who you know rather 
than what you know', and that informal contacts are 
critica l to individual career development. A theoretical 
and more complex variant of th is max im is Granovetter's 
influential work on the role of social networks (a concept 
simi lar to Bourdieu' s social capital) in securing 
employmen t (Granovetter, 1974). His concept of ' the 
strength of weak tics ' suggests that ' our acquaintances 
('weak ties ') are less likely to be socially involved with 
one another than our c lose friends ('strong ties ')' . Weak 
tics consti tute low density networks, whereas strong ties 
constitute high density networks. An individual will have 
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a close friends (and family) who wiJJ know one another 
and acquaintances from a range of interactions who will 
likely not know one another. Each of these acquaintances, 
or weak ties, has their own strong ties. The point here is 
that the weak tie relationship provides 'a crucial bridge 
between two densely knit clumps of close friends' 
(Granovetter, 1982: 106) and as such are important in the 
flow of information among groups. While this view can 
be applied across a range of situations, Granovetter 
initially applied it to finding employment and posited that 
people with few weak ties will have access to much less 
information about the broad range of job opportunities 
available. Without weak ties labour market information 
remains within high density networks only. 

It is clear, therefore, that much depends on the 
heterogeneity of network contacts: those whose contacts 
are in ' low-density networks' where each network contact 
has many other network contacts are better placed than 
those in high-density networks (such as within single 
families or organisations) where network contacts overlap 
and have relatively limited external associations (Burt, 
1992). This point becomes particularly important in 
increasingly volatile tabor markets as individuals adopt 
boundary-crossing careers (Raider & Burt, 1996). 

In a recent New Zealand study of 12 1 job-to-job 
transitions, in 66 instances (or 55 percent of the sample) 
the new job had been obta ined entirely through personal 
network mechanisms, while in a further 13 cases (or I I 
percent of the sample) personal networks had 
supplemented formal mechanisms such as newspaper 
advertisements and formal applications (Arthur, lnkson & 
Pringle, 1999). Such networks may violate both best 
employer practice of ' getting the best person for the job' 
and EEO principles of avoiding discrimination, but they 
build valued network reciprocities and trust. On the other 
hand, there are suggestions that in today's more 
fragmented, but also more professional ised systems of 
matching people and employment, the importance of 
social capital in these situations is declining (Strathdee, 
200 I). 

Studies have demonstrated that using socia l capital to fi nd 
jobs does not necessarily result in any better long-term 
career outcomes for those who use it compared with those 
who do not (Bridges & Yi llemez, 1986; Staigcr, 1990.) 
Much depends on the nature and status of the contacts 
(Lin, 1999). Because people's social capital tends to be 
associated with their class and ethnic groups, the use of 
social capital in employment may over time exacerbate 
predisposed inequalities. Some sources of social capi tal 
are more powerful than others. 

Sample Characteristics 

In keeping with Government's interest in the project and 
the terms of the FRST research contract participants in 
the CA Tl sample were restricted to people between the 
ages of 15 and 34. In the Auckland area quota sampl ing 
was used to ensure that 12 percent of the sample was 
Pacific peoples and a fu rther 12 percent, new immigrants. 

Age andSex 

The sample was further broken down into four age 
cohorts: 15- 19 years, 20-24 years, 25-29 years, 30-34 
years. The proportion of participants in each of these age 
cohorts is indicated in Table I . The differences in 
numbers between the different age-groups doubtless 
represent their characteristic patterns of leisure and work 
activity, particularly in terms of being available in the 
home or being out during the evening. 

Table 1: Ages of sample members 

Age No. 0/o 
15- 19 286 33.0 

20-24 190 21.9 
25-29 163 18.8 

30-34 227 26.2 

Total 866 100.0 

In terms of gender, the sample had 479 females (or 55.3 
percent) and only 387 males ( 44.7 percent). This slight 
imbalance no doubt refl ects the fact that females tend to 
answer the telephone more frequently (Krosnick and 
Chang, 200 I) and co-operate more wi ll ingly with surveys 
than males. 

Geographical Location 

In order to ensure compatibility with the Te Hoe Nuku 
Roa Programme, participants were drawn from one of 
four regions: Auckland, Wellington, Manawatu­
Wanganui and Gisborne-East Coast. The percentage of 
participants coming from each area re flected the 
proportion of the general population in these locations. 

Table 2: Geographical Location 

No. 0/o 

Auckland 534 6 1. 7 
Wellington 193 22.3 
Manawatu/Wnnganui 108 12.5 
Gisbomc 31 3.6 
Total 866 100 

Ethnicitv 

We have been grappling with a way to record the 
ethnicity of the young adults in our research. It is a 
complex issue and aggregating responses will always be 
problematic. As a gu ide, we consulted with Statistics 
New Zealand who began a review of the measure of 
ethnicity in :woo and work was completed in June 2004 
(Statistics New Zealand. 2004). This review has re­
examined the class ification of ethnic ity used in offic ial 
statistics and one of the main recommendations has been 
to disconti nue the priorit ised ethn icity data as standard 
output. Although this is only a review with the next step 
being to develop a plan for the implementation of 
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recommendations after consultation, we cannot wait for 
this happen and wi ll use one of Statistics New Zealand's 
recommendations as a guide to inform our classification. 
As this is a longitudinal study we need to clarify these 
issues at the outset. 

The revie\\ (2004: 13-14) has recommended that the 
standard output for ethnicity data, if it is not based on 
tota l responses, will be to have single and combined data. 
The single/combination output proposed (at level I) 
places each person in a mutually exclusive category so 
each person is allocated to a single category based on 
whether one or more ethnicities have been reported. So, 
for example. a person who has given only Maori as their 
ethnic group will be included in the Maori only category. 
If a person gave Maori and a Pacific Peoples ethnic group 
in thei r response. they would be included in the 
'Maori/Pacific Peoples' category. Consequently, 
Statistics New Zealand has recommended the following: 

Single ethnic group: European, Maori , Pacific Peoples, 
Asian. MELAA (Middle Eastern , Latin American and 
African) and Misce llaneous (this was the 'other' 
category). If a person gives two or more responses that 
fa ll into the same category, for example, Samoan and 
Tongan, they wil l be counted once as ' Pacific Peoples'. 

TII"O Ethnic 
Peop lcs/European, 
European etc. 

Groups: M aori/European, 
Maori/Pacific Peoples, 

Pacific 
Asian 

After looking at our existing data set of 866 people, it 
became evident that the Asian category is far too broad. 
Consequently. we have included a new category for 
people from Indian. Pakistan and Sri Lanka (South Asia) 
to more accurately re fl ect our sample rather than coding 
them all as 'Asians'. The remainder of the Asian 
participants have been coded as ·East Asian'. 

St:.~ tis t ics New Zealand has also proposed to continue 
with the dcsc riptor for the largest ethnic group, namely 
·New Zealand European' because there has been 
objection to the use of the term ' Pakeha ' and ' no other 
su itable term that would be universally acceptable to 
replace this descriptor was identified from the 
consultat ion process' (2004: 11 ). We prefer to use the 
term Pakeha/NZ European. 

Apart from the specific Maori component available 
through the T e Hoe Nuku Roa programme, telephone 
interviewees who ide nt ified as Maori were interviewed in 
add it ion. Table 3 shows the ethnic breakdown of the 
C ATI sample. 

Table 3: Ethnicity 

No. % 
Pakeha/NZ 532 61.4 
European 
Maori 51 5.9 

Pacific Peoples 79 9. I 

East Asian 66 7.6 

South Asian 52 6.0 

MELAA 19 2.2 

miscellaneous 1 I 1.3 

Maori/Pakeha 34 3.9 

Pacific 13 1.5 
Peoj!les!Pakeha 
M aori/Pacific 8 .9 
Peoples 
refused I . I 

Total 866 100.0 

Employment Status 

The key variable around which CA TI was structured was 
current employment status. It was this element that 
directed participants to various parts of the questionnaire 
and allowed us to understand their employment 
experiences - current, past and future. One clear 
demarcation was between those who were primarily still 
students, those who were primarily in the paid work force 
either full-t ime, part-time or self-employed, and those 
who were not in the paid work force. Table 4 below 
indicates the main categories of respondent. The two 
largest categories of responses came from those in full­
time work (38.9 percent) and students (33.7 percent). 
Together these respondents comprise 72.6 per cent of the 
sample. 

Of the sample of 866 people, 615 partiCipants (or 71 
percent) were in paid employment, though in only 461 
cases (Rows 1 to 3 in Table 3) was this their main 
activity. Of the 615 respondents, 79.4 per cent were in 
permanent employment and 20.6 percent had temporary 
employment. 

Table 4: Employment Status 

No. 0/o 
Self-employed 31 3.6 
Part-time 93 I 0.7 
employment 
Full time 337 38.9 
employment 
Student 292 33.7 
Carer 70 8.1 
Unemployed 27 3. J 

Sickness or invalid 10 1.2 
beneficiary 
Other 6 0.7 
Total 866 100 
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Pathways to Employment Table 5: Finding Employment 

One question intended to gain infonnation on pathways 
into current employment was: 

'How did you find your current employment? · 

Participants were not given alternatives to choose from, 
but answered in their own words. Multiple responses 
were taken account of although in most cases the 
response fitted only one category, so that 615 respondents 
in employment yielded 653 responses. The categories, in 
rank-order of frequency, and the number of participants 
per category, are shown in Table 4. 

Participants were also asked: 

'How did you find your first employment?· 

Responses were categorised using the same grouping 
system. Of the sample of 866 participants, 672 
respondents had had at least one job which met the study 
criteria, and their answers totalling 672 categories, are 
also given in Table 4. 

In tenns of social capital, one of the categories was 
ambiguous. For example, applying in person to an 
employer may mean applying 'cold' to someone one has 
never met, or applying to someone in one's network. 
Accordingly we divided the responses up into three types: 

FA (Formal application): individual applies through 
formal processes or agencies; 

SC (Social capital): job obtained through networks, 
including employer networks; or 

OI (Own initiative): job obtained on own in itiative 
without formal availabi lity. 

Social capital (SC) was further subdivided in terms of the 
type of capital - relatives (SCR), friends (SCF), 
employers (SCE), or school (SCS). This procedure 
produced the results shown in Table 5 and arc 
summarised in Table 6. 

Way of finding 
employment 
Through friends or 
other contacts 
Through job 
advertisements 
Wrote, phoned or 
appl ied in person 
to an employer 
Through relatives 

Through an 
employment 
agency 
Invited to apply 

Self-employed 

Internet search 

Worked there 
previously or on 
temporary job 
Started with the 
employer on a job 
placement or 
train ing scheme 
Worked there 
while studying 
Through WI NZ 

Through school 

Student job search 

Recn1 itment 
drives 
Don't know 

Other 

Total 
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FIRST 
JOB 

Type No. 0/o 

SCF 152 23 

FA 151 23 

01 95 15 

SCR 59 9 

FA 46 7 

SCE 32 5 

01 20 3 

FA 16 2 

SCE 16 2 

SCE 16 2 

SCE 8 I 

FA 8 I 

scs 8 I 

FA 4 0.5 

FA 3 0.5 

- 3 0.5 

- 16 2 

653 100 

CURRENT 
JOB 

No. 0/o 

167 25 

196 29 

74 I I 

92 14 

27 4 

17 3 

I 0 

5 I 

5 I 

19 3 

8 I 

10 I 

12 2 

2 0.5 

6 I 

5 I 

26 4 

6n 100 

193 



----

Table 6: Finding Employment: main types 

First Job Current 
Job 

Way of finding No 0/o No 0/o 
employment 

Social capital: relatives 59 9 92 14 
(SCR) 

Social capital: friends 152 23 167 25 
(SCF) 

Social capi tal: employers 72 I 1 49 7 
(SCE) 

Social capital: school 8 I 12 2 
(SCSl 

291 45 320 48 
Socia l capital: total 

228 35 246 37 
Formal application 

115 18 75 11 
Own initi a tive 

19 3 31 5 
Don ' t know/other 

These data suggest that soc ial capital has considerable 
meaning throughout the employment-gaining experiences 
of young people. that ·friends and con tacts· remain the 
most important part of social capi taL and that relatin~s are 
significant in finding the first job but decline in 
importance thereafter. Despite the value of social capitaL 
h~_m e' cr. ans,,·ering job ad, ·ertiscments appears to be the 
most frequen t single method whereby people find jobs. 
and increases in importance o, ·er time . The ·own 
initiatiw' responses a re complicated by th e option ·self­
employment'. wh ich ''as chosen by only one participant 
in relation to firs t job. 

The picture is further complicated by relationships to age. 
In generaL as respondents · age increased the reporting of 
socia l capi ta l in finding th ei r current job decreased and 
fom13l processes increased. For example. in relation to 
current job. for those be low ~5 years of age. 57 percent of 
responses were in the social capita l category and onl y 23 
percent in the fo rmal application category: whereas for 
those ~5 ye3r. Jnd O\'CL the equi,·alent figures were 35 
percent and -t5 percent - a dramatic shift . Social capital 
through relations declined rapidly from 2 I percent for 
pJrtieipan ts aged under 20 to 3 percent for those aged 
~)'er 30. In the fonnal applicat ion category. the 
proportion of people a lmost doubled as finding 
employment by answering ad,-crtisements went from 13 
percent for the under ~Os to 28 percent for th e over 30s 
and use of employment age ncies from 3 percent to 9 
percent. \\'e sum1ise that as people gather experi ence and 
seck more responsible jobs. employers become more 
thorough and professional in the procedures they use and 
the criteria they apply. . 

Assistance 

Pathways to employment is not jus t about finding jobs, it 
is also about choice of educational pathway, choice of 
occupation, broader career strategies etc. Here too, formal 
sources of assistance such as counsellors and teachers are 
available. Participants who were still students were asked: 

'Have you talked about your future career to anyone?· 

Of the 292 students, 85 (or 29 percent) said they had not 
talked to anyone. The responses of the 7 I percent of 
students who had consulted with someone, in answer to 
the question : 

· H?10 have vou talked ro? · 

are shown in Table 7. 

Table 7: Who Students Spoke to about Employment 
Choices by Age 

No o;o 

Parents 134 27 

Friends 116 23 
Career counsellor/ careers 81 16 
teacher 
Otherteachernecturer 60 12 
Other family 58 12 
Parents friend 7 2 
Possible employers 7 2 
Boyfriend/girlfriend 6 1 
People in pertinent positions 6 I 
Emplovment agency 5 1 
People in further education 5 l 
Colleagues at work 4 I 
Mentor 3 .5 
Other 3 .5 
Total 495* 100 

* th1 s quest iOn allowed for multiple responses 

The data in Table 7 demonstrate that family and friends 
a rc the primary source of students· employment and 
career advice. but that educational advisors also play an 
important role . Note that these respondents were 
predominantly in the 15- I 9 age-group. From this 
infonna tion. 40.2 percent o f responses were in the 
·family' category (parents 27.1 percent, o ther family I 1.7 
percent. paren ts · friends 1.4 percent). Friends. including 
boyfri ends and girlfriends accounted for 24.6 percent. For 
this question. howner. teachers. lecturers. and careers 
teachers and counse llors accounted for 29.6 percent of 
responses. Employers and agencies. with onl y .2.4 percent 
of the responses . were seldom consulted about more 
general career direction. 

Age-related data confim1ed that the key people consulted 
changed O\'er time: for example for under-~Os. 4 3 percent 
of assistance came fTom famil y sources. 33 percent from 
educationa l sources. and only .21 percent from friends. 
For over ~5-year-old students. the figures were 24 
percent. 24 percent and 3 7 percent re;pec tive ly. This 
indica tes that as people get o lder. the reliance on family 
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and educational sources declines while that on friends 
increases to nearly to the same extent. It might be 
expected as they are leaving educational institutions and 
the influences of those institutions decline. 

We would like to signal that in a later analysis we will 
further explore social capital with regard to pathways and 
assistance into employment. This could possibly be 
problematic for some of the students we interviewed, 
particularly in immigrant groups which may have strong 
ties, but their weak ties could be much more tenuous. 
Table 8 below shows the percentage of the participants in 
the total sample who identi fied themselves as students. Of 
note, is the particularly high number of students in the 
migrant groups. We are aware that some of these could be 
foreign students. 

Table 8: Ethnicity of Students 

No. % of ethnic group 
Pakeha/European only 154 28.9 
Maori only 11 21.6 
Pacific Peoples only 27 34.2 
East Asian only 41 62.1 
MELAA 15 78.9 
South Asian only 21 40.4 
Maori/Pakeha 12 35.3 
Pacific Peoples/Pakeha 2 15.4 
Maori/Pacific Peoples 4 50 
Miscellaneous 4 36.4 
Refused 1 100 
TOTAL 292 33.7 

Another question, asked of all participants near the end of 
the interview after they had reviewed much of their 
employment experience to date, was: 

Now, going back over your employment so far. who has 
influenced you the most in making your employment 
choices and how. · 

This was an open-ended question and out of the 866 
respondents, 285 (or 32.9 percent) found no-one 
influenced them or they denied any external influence by 

the response 'myself . A further 42 did not answer or said 
the question was not appl icable as they had not yet started 
their career. The people named by the 539 participants 
who commented on people who had influenced them, and 
the type of intervention provided, are shown in Table 9. 

From Table 9 it is apparent that families and relations arc 
seen to have by far the greatest influence on employment 
choices, though it declines in re lative importance as the 
individual ages. For 15-19 year-olds. 72 percent of 
responses were in the SCR (relatives) category, gradually 
reducing to 44 percent for the 30-34 year olds. In contrast 
SCE (employer) influences, including work colleagues, 
increased from 5 percent in the youngest group to 25 
percent in the oldest. SCF (friends) increased slightly, 
from I 0 percent to 14 percent and SCS (schools and 
educational institutions) remained steady at 7-10 percent. 
No doubt these patterns represent individuals' gradual 
emancipation from family in fluences and their increasing 
reliance on relevant information available in the spheres 
of their employment. It should also be borne in mind that 
the question was about the individual 's history of 
employment choices and not just the most recent choice. 
Nevertheless. the predominance of the family in these 
data, represented by a total of over 60 percent of 
responses identi fy ing relati ves as major sources of 
influence, is very striking. 

Among family influences, speci fic mentions of parents 
(including ·mother' and ·father'). accoun ted for 83 
percent of SCR responses by the 15-1 9 group, declining 
to 72 percent for the 20-24s, 54 percent for the 25-29s 
and 36 percent for the 30-34s. Also noticeable was the 
tendency for the mother rather than the father to be 
singled out by the 15-19s. and for spouses and partners to 
increase in importance wi th increasing age. 

As far as the type of intervention was concerned, most of 
these seemed positive and symbolic , i.e . offering support. 
advice, and previous experience rather than direct 
assistance to get a job, though the !utter had some 
importance in the 15-19 group, presumably in relation to 
first jobs. The ' nagging/hassling' category was largely the 
preserve of teenagers reporting, ' Mum kept nagging me 
to go out and get a job' and the like. 
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Table 9: Who had the most influence on employment choices? How? 

PERSON: 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 Total % 
No-one/'mysetr 64 64 63 94 285 

Relatives (SCR) 
Parents 77 34 10 13 134 21 
Mother 47 I3 9 7 76 13 
'Family' (non-specific) 13 13 13 20 59 9 
Father 22 16 I I 4 53 8 
Partner/spouse/boyfriend/girlfriend 6 8 9 22 45 7 
Relation not specified in other codes 6 3 2 I 12 2 
e.g. aunt 
Sibling 5 I 2 I 9 1 

Work environment (SCE) 
Boss/employer 10 14 17 25 66 10 
Work co lleagues(s) 3 7 3 14 27 4 

Education (SCS) 
Teacher (school) I7 4 3 5 29 4 
Lecturer/tutor I I I 6 6 24 4 

ol. 

Social environment (SCF) 
Fri ends 22 17 8 17 64 10 
Mentor/coach 2 0 4 4 10 2 

Other 
God 0 0 3 5 8 I 
Community Organisation 2 0 2 2 6 I 

I Other I 9 1 5 I 5 I 91 28 1 41 

I Total I 242 1 146 1 101 1 155 1 65o I 1oo I 
T YPE OF INTERVENTION: 
Encourag~ment/support 32 12 14 23 81 19 
Advice 25 18 10 14 67 16 
Role modelling/work in same field 18 11 14 10 53 13 
Nagging/hass ling/'go to work' 33 9 6 2 so 12 
Options/suggest ion/ass istance to find 14 16 7 10 47 11 
di rection 
Information 10 11 7 10 38 9 
Assistance in getting employment 20 8 2 4 34 8 
Motivation/inspiration 4 3 2 5 14 3 
Work ass ignments I 3 4 6 14 3 
Compulsion 4 I 2 0 7 2 
Promises 2 I 0 I 4 I 
Other 8 4 I 2 15 3 
Tota l 424* 100 

Not app licable 6 I I I 9 
Don't know/not answered 8 6 10 9 33 

* not all those who reported bemg mnuenccd stated what type of mnucncc tt was. 
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Conclusions 

This paper is the first output of the FRST funded 
'Pathways to Sustainable Employment' (PASE) Research 
Programme that aims to explore the impact of recent 
changes in the world of work on employment pathways 
for both younger workers and employers. The paper 
reports on two employment related issues that emerged 
from a CA TI questionnaire of a sample of 866 
respondents who were aged between 15 and 34: how 
participants found jobs and the assistance sought in their 
job seeking efforts. 

About a third of the participants did not mention any form 
of contact used in seeking current or first job. 
Furthermore, 29 percent could not identify anyone who 
had influenced them in their employment choices. Such 
responses may of course be due to psycholog ical effects 
of ' attribution effect' (Heider, 1958) or ' internal locus of 
control ' (Rotter, 1966) whereby individuals prefer to 
consider themselves the authors of their own destinies, 
particularly if they see themselves as having been 
successful. Nevertheless it is of concern that ostensibly 
many young people perceive themselves, whether by 
choice or by chance, to have traversed their pathways to 
employment unassisted. 

The PASE data demonstrated that for our participants, 
family, friends and other assoc iates were an important 
means of finding employment. Among the majority who 
apparently employed soc ial capita l, we were struck by the 
influence of the family, particularly parents, as the main 
apparent source of contacts, advice, role modeling, and 
career choice. There is plenty of evidence to suggest that 
to a considerable extent, indiv iduals · inherit ' their 
parents' careers, at least in terms of being tied to 
particular social classes (Goodale & Hall, 1976; Jacobs, 
Karen & McCielland, 199 1 ). Arguably, this may lead to 
restricted ambition, predominantly among those whose 
parents' occupations confine them to lower socio­
economic strata. Particularly in the early steps along the 
pathway, parents' social capital is more important to 
young people than their own. Parents' networks may be 
restricted or ' dense'. For example with much fami ly 
overlap, leading to high norms of trust and reciprocity but 
limited opportunities, or by contrast they may be 'open'. 
leading to increased ranges of opportunit ies but also 
higher risk of marginalisation (Stone, Gray and Hughes, 
2003). 

Simi larly, if parents are the key career advisors and 
counsellors for young people, there have to be questi ons 
about such things as their expertise, their objective 
understanding of their children 's capacities and interests, 
and their knowledge of the labour market. From a policy 
point of v iew, if we seek to optimise young people's 
employment choices, the balance between fami ly and 
'community ' social capita l seems an issue well worth 
addressing (Israel, Beau lieu and Hart less, 200 I). 

On the whole we would argue that the importance of 
social capital is underestimated both in theory and m 
practice concerning employment-finding. Theories of 
career choice tend to focus largely at the leve l o f the 

individual career dec ision-maker and his or her interests, 
career maturity, and other internal psycho logical variables 
(e.g. Brown, 2002). Formal processes o f vocational 
guidance may also be overly linked to the notion of the 
autonomous self-helping individual. Even where 
individuals become more mature, they may not fu lly 
appreciate the ways in which building social capital, as 
well as becoming part of the socia l capital o f others, can 
assist career development. In the forthcoming stages of 
our work, both in focus groups follow-up, our second 
survey and our work with employers, we intend to give 
this dimension a special focus. 
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