
Longitudinal and Life Course Studies 2017 Volume 8 Issue 1 Pp 35 – 56                                       ISSN 1757-9597 

 

35 

A socio-ecological model of agency: The role of structure 
and agency in shaping education and employment 
transitions in England 

 
 

Ingrid Schoon  UCL Institute of Education, UK, Wissenschaftszentrum, Berlin, Germany 
i.schoon@ucl.ac.uk  

Mark Lyons-Amos  London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, UK 

 
 
(Received February 2016 Revised July 2016)             http://dx.doi.org/10.14301/llcs.v8i1.404 
 
 

Abstract 
This study examines the role of structural and agentic resources in shaping school-to-work 
transitions in England. We ask to what extent are young people able to steer the course of 
their lives despite the constraining forces of social structure, and how satisfied are they with 
their lives following the completion of compulsory schooling. Drawing on data from the 
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England we use sequence analysis of monthly activity 
data to identify differences in the timing and sequencing of education and employment 
transitions. We identified six distinct pathways, differentiating between an academic track, 
three pathways involving further education and training, as well as a work-focused transition 
and a group of young people who were over a long period not in education or training (NEET). 
The findings suggest that not all young people are inclined to follow an academic track and 
instead select into pathways involving vocational training or further education, enabling 
them to experience competence and life satisfaction. For others (about one in 10), however, 
the lack of socioeconomic and psycho-social resources is too overwhelming and they 
encounter long-term experience of NEET or are not able to transform their educational 
credentials into employment opportunities. The findings highlight that in addition to 
considering structural constraints it is important to conceptualise the role of the agent for a 
better understanding of variations in youth transitions 
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Introduction 
     The transition from school to work is an 
important developmental task for young people 
entering the third decade of life, and ranks very high 
in terms of complexity and relevance for later life 
outcomes (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011; Schulenberg & 
Schoon, 2012). There is however still a lack of 
understanding regarding the distinct pathways 
young people take when making the transition, the 
timing and sequencing of events, and the resources 
available to young people at the start of the 3rd 
decade. Recent debates have focused on the notion 
of ‘emerging adulthood’ (Arnett, 2000) used to 
describe the generally extended period of education 
participation and delay in starting paid employment 
(often until the mid or late 20s). Although, on 
aggregate, the transition to independent adulthood 
has been delayed across many Western countries 
since the 1970s, not all young people participate in 
higher education. For example, in 2010 the OECD 
average percentage of 25-34 year olds to have 
completed tertiary education was just below 40% 
(OECD, 2012), and in 2012 the participation rate in 
higher education among 17 to 30 year olds in the UK 
was 49% (BIS, 2013). A large group of young people 
thus do not go to University. How do they navigate 
the transition to employment? What is the role of 
structural and agentic factors in influencing 
variations in transition pathways? And how do the 
young people themselves evaluate their lives? 
     Previous research has shown that the transition to 
adulthood has been prolonged for those with the 
socioeconomic resources to invest in their 
education, leading to a polarisation of life chances 
(Jones, 2002; McLanahan, 2004). Yet, the 
assumption of a polarised life course does not take 
into account the experiences of a ‘forgotten middle’ 
(Roberts, 2011), those who do not necessarily go to 
university and who negotiate their lives by balancing 
the socioeconomic and psycho-social resources 
available to them (Schoon, 2015a; Schoon & Lyons-
Amos, 2016). Empirical studies testing the complex 
interplay between individual and structural forces in 
shaping youth transitions are, however, scarce.  
     In this study we introduce a socio-ecological 
model of agency to address the issue of person-
environment interactions. It is argued that to some 
extent young people are able to steer the course of 
their lives despite constraining forces of social 
structure. The socio-ecological approach aims to 
understand how individuals and social ecologies 

define each other (Oishi, 2014). It is informed by life 
course theory with its emphasis on the multiple 
sources of influence on individual development, 
ranging from the micro- to the macro context (Elder, 
1998; Elder & Shanahan, 2007), Bandura’s social 
cognitive theory of human action (Bandura, 2001, 
2006), and Eccles et al.’s (1993) person-environment 
fit theory – examing interactions between social 
structure and agency.     
     We define social structure as an external, 
objective force that can influence individual feelings 
and actions (McLeod & Lively, 2003), focusing in 
particular on family socioeconomic resources 
associated with different social structural positionsi.  
We also take into account the wider social context, 
in particular area characteristics that are understood 
to shape education and employment opportunities. 
Individual agency is defined as the capacity to 
transcend the immediate constraints in one’s 
environment and to shape one’s life circumstances 
and the courses that one’s lives take (Bandura, 
2001). It is conceptualised as a multi-dimensional 
construct involving indicators of intentionality, 
forethought, self-directedness, and self-efficacy. Our 
socio-ecological model of agency includes the 
measurement of a. agency across multiple 
dimensions; b. social structures that affect goal 
pursuit; c. the wider social contexts that shape 
transition pathways; and d. overall subjective 
evaluation of one’s life. We adopt an explicit 
developmental approach, taking into account that 
any point in the life course has to be understood as 
the consequence of past experiences, and the launch 
pad of subsequent experiences. We use the model 
to predict variations in the timing and sequencing of 
education and employment transitions, following a 
nationally representative sample of the Longitudinal 
Study of Young People in England (LSYPE) born in 
1989/90 from age 13 to 20. In our analysis we control 
for differences in academic ability to focus on the 
role of agentic processes by which differentiation in 
transition outcomes occur. 
  

A socio-ecological model of agency  
     Life course theory provides a comprehensive 
framework to integrate assumptions about social 
structure and individual agency. In life course theory 
it is argued that all life choices are contingent on the 
opportunities and constraints of social structure and 
culture (Elder & Shananhan, 2007). Moreover, life 
course theory considers the constraints on human 
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development posed by social norms and institutions. 
Pathways through life are embedded within a larger 
socio-historical and cultural context, and are shaped 
by complex interdependent relationships, including 
links to one’s family of origin (Elder, 1998). Some 
individuals are able to select the path they follow, a 
phenomenon described as human agency, but these 
choices are not made in a social vacuum. Individual 
agency is shaped by opportunity structures, social 
networks and institutions, and it is argued that 
individuals often unconsciously reproduce their 
social structural milieu (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; 
Giddens, 1991; Hitlin & Elder, 2007).  
     Although the concept of agency is a central term 
in life course theory (Elder, 1998) it has remained an 
elusive (‘slippery’) and underspecified theoretical 
concept (Hitlin & Elder, 2007). As a non-structural 
factor agency is not universally accepted or valued in 
sociological theory (Fuchs, 2001; Loyal & Barnes, 
2001). Yet, there is a growing interest within 
sociology to render the mainly theoretical notion of 
agency into a tangible concept for empirical 
research. In psychology, on the other hand, agency 
is a central empirical construct in motivational 
theories, yet mechanisms linking structural factors 
to action are left largely unexplained (Bandura, 
2006). 
     Recent attempts to reconceptualise agency within 
life course research draw on the psychological 
literature of agency (Hitlin & Elder, 2007; Hitlin & 
Johnson, 2015), in particular Bandura’s social 
cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001). Social cognitive 
theory rejects the duality between individual agency 
and social structure, and assumes that people create 
social systems, and these systems, in turn, organise 
and influence individual lives. Likewise in sociology 
the reciprocal interactions between social structure 
and the individual are recognised (Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998). Yet while in psychology interactions 
between person and social structure are often used 
to explain the human capacity to shape one’s life 
circumstances and the course of one’s life (Eccles, 
2008; Heckhausen & Chang, 2009; Lerner, 1996; 
Schoon, 2007), in sociology the focus lies on 
explaining stratification of life course outcomes 
(Kerckhoff, 2001; Sewell & Hauser, 1993). There is 
however overlap in the research interests and a 
growing body of evidence regarding the interplay 
between structure and agency from across 
disciplines. A socio-ecological approach to agency 
enables us to investigate how objective 

socioeconomic conditions affect individual thinking, 
feeling and behaviour, and how different aspects of 
agency might shape the selection of distinct 
transition pathways, which can be understood as 
ecological niches. 

Structural influences on agency  
     Young people from less privileged backgrounds 
are leaving education earlier and are less likely to 
continue in higher education than their more 
privileged peers, reflecting persistent social 
inequalities in life chances and opportunities 
(Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Furlong & Cartmel, 1997; 
Schoon & Silbereisen, 2009; Settersten, Furstenberg, 
& Rumbaut, 2005). There is also evidence to suggest 
that children born into less privileged families 
(characterised by low levels of parental education, 
low income, unemployment, single or early 
parenthood, poor housing conditions) show, in 
general, lower levels of educational attainment 
(Breen & Goldthorpe, 2001; Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 
2013; Shavit, Arum, & Gamoran, 2007), self-
confidence and educational achievement motivation 
(Duckworth & Schoon, 2012; Eccles, 2008; Mortimer, 
2003; Schoon, 2014). Explanations of these 
associations refer to cumulative risk effects (DiPrete 
& Eirich, 2006), the lack of financial resources, time 
or energy of parents to invest in the education of 
their children (Guo & Harris, 2000), familiarity with 
the dominant culture, social networks and 
connections, or access to warm and supportive 
parenting (Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010).  
     Moving beyond the proximal family context, there 
is also evidence that the wider social context, 
indicated for example by area characteristics, can 
play a significant role in shaping young people’s lives. 
Living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood 
(characterised by high levels of unemployment, 
crime, and lack of community resources), especially 
in urban areas, has been associated with lower levels 
of achievement orientation and academic 
attainment (Ainsworth, 2002; Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, 
& Aber, 1997; Murry, Berkel, Gaylord-Harden, 
Copeland-Linder, & Nation, 2011) , as well as a higher 
risk of precarious employment transitions, such as 
prolonged experiences of not being in employment, 
education or training (NEET) (Schoon, 2014). 
Explanations of these associations point to the role 
of institutional resources, security and community 
services, as well as collective socialisation models, 
i.e. the monitoring function that adults adopt to 
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control and monitor behaviour (Ainsworth, 2002; 
Ioannides & Loury, 2004; Jencks & Mayer, 1990). 
     Socioeconomic risks rarely occur in isolation, and 
are interlinked. For example, family poverty is 
increasingly concentrated in certain subgroups of 
the population and in relatively disadvantaged areas 
(Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Gregg & Wadsworth, 
2001). Moreover, the relationship between any 
single risk factor and subsequent outcomes tends to 
be weak, and serious risk emanates from the 
accumulation of risk factors (Dannefer, 2003; Rutter, 
1981; Schoon, 2006). In an increasingly competitive 
labour market, it is those with multiple 
disadvantages who are likely to face the greatest 
difficulties in establishing themselves (Scarpetta, 
Sonnet, & Manfredi, 2010). We thus consider the 
impact of multiple socioeconomic risk factors in 
order to a. provide a more comprehensive 
description of the living situation of young people 
today, and b. to more accurately predict and 
understand developmental outcomes. We focus in 
particular on the role of parental education and 
employment status, housing conditions, as well as 
family structure – all of which reflect the 
socioeconomic resources that shape everyday 
experiences (Moore, Vandivere, & Redd, 2006; 
Schoon, 2006), and which have shown independent 
associations with youth transitions (Duckworth & 
Schoon, 2012).  

Conceptualising agency as a multi-dimensional 
construct 
     Individuals are not passively exposed to 
influences from the immediate or wider social 
context. According to the agency principle they are 
able to shape the context, which in turn shapes 
them, and agency can potentially compensate for 
family disadvantage (Elder & Shanahan, 2007). 
Agency is conceptualised as a multi-dimensional 
construct, involving orientations to the past, the 
present and the future (Bandura, 2001; Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998; Hitlin & Elder, 2007). It is informed by 
past behaviour and experience, reflections about 
one’s capabilities within given constraints and 
opportunities, and orientations to the future (i.e. 
expression of future projects, goals, and intentions), 
which imply expectations that actions taken will be 
successful. For example, Bandura (2001, p. 1) 
specifies that the capacity to shape the course of 
one’s life depends on “the temporal extension of 
agency through intentionality and forethought, self-
regulation by self-reactive influence, and self-

reflectiveness about one’s capabilities, quality of 
functioning and the meaning and purpose of one’s 
life pursuits”. Emirbayer and Mische (1998, p. 962) 
define agency as “informed by the past (in its 
“irrational” or habitual aspect) but also oriented 
towards the future (as a “projective” capacity to 
imagine alternative possibilities) and toward the 
present (as a “practical-evaluative” capacity to 
contextualize the past habits and future projects 
within the contingencies of the moment).”  
     The notions of forethought and self-efficacy (or 
mastery) have been used in a study by Hitlin and 
Johnson (2015) to empirically operationalise agency 
within a life course approach. They showed that a 
general measure of future orientation (perceived life 
chances) and self-reflection, i.e. perception of own 
capabilities, predict a range of outcomes in young 
adulthood, i.e. income, financial problems, self-rated 
health and depressive effect, independent of 
academic attainment and a range of socioeconomic 
background factors (parental education, social class, 
income, family structure, gender and ethnicity). 
Moreover, they demonstrate that future orientation 
and mastery are distinct factors showing 
independent contributions, and that both general 
(perceived life chances) and specific future 
orientations (education aspirations) play a role in 
shaping developmental outcomes, in particular 
regarding socioeconomic attainment (earnings and 
financial problems).  
     The study by Hitlin and Johnson is one of the few 
to operationalise agency as a multi-dimensional 
construct, yet it does not take into account the role 
of intention and self-directedness, which will be 
included in our model. Intentions reflect plans of 
action that imply a pro-active commitment to a given 
purpose or goal. Self-directedness refers to 
formative influences of agentic processes based on 
individual preferences and values. Emirbayer and 
Mische (1998) argue that both the projective and 
practical-evaluative aspects of agency are grounded 
in habitual (often unconscious) patterns of action, 
which are sometimes also referred to as dispositions, 
competencies, and preferences. These preferences 
give stability to response tendencies and help to 
sustain identity. According to Bandura (2001) plans 
for the future are rooted in a value system and a 
sense of personal identity (see also (Eccles & 
Wigfield, 2002). People do things that give them self-
satisfaction and refrain from actions that give rise to 
self-dissatisfaction. They regulate their behaviour 



Schoon, Lyons-Amos          A socio-ecological model of agency: The role of structure and agency in  
                                                                                         shaping education and employment transitions in England 

39 
 

through a set of self-referenced subfunctions, which 
include self-monitoring and self-guidance via 
personal standards.  
     There is ample empirical evidence to confirm the 
importance of intentions or goal directedness, self-
efficacy, forethought, and preferences or values as 
predictors across a range of outcomes, including 
socioeconomic attainment (i.e. occupational and 
social status or income), psychological wellbeing, 
and health, even after controlling for academic 
attainment and structural constraints (e.g. Ashby & 
Schoon, 2010; Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & 
Pastorelli, 2001; Eccles, 2008; Hitlin & Johnson, 
2015; Schoon, 2008). The role of these psycho-social 
resources as predictors of transition experiences in 
combination with socioeconomic constraints is 
however less well studied. Most previous studies 
have established positive associations between 
distinct agentic aspects and later outcomes, yet 
there is a lack of studies that have comprehensively 
examined the complex interplay of multiple agentic 
and structural factors in shaping the transition from 
school to work, and there is little understanding of 
the mechanisms linking agency to variations in 
transition experiences.  

 

The transition from school to work 
     The transition from school to work is a rather busy 
juncture of the life course that involves multiple and 
inter-related social role changes, including 
completion of full-time education and entry into paid 
employment, and making the step into family 
formation and parenthood (Settersten, 2007). Each 
of these role transitions brings with it new challenges 
and opportunities that rank very high in terms of 
their importance, complexity and relevance for later 
outcomes (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011; Schulenberg & 
Schoon, 2012; Shanahan, 2000).  
Life course theory emphasises the importance of 
timing and sequencing of events in determining their 
meaning and implications (Elder, 1998). It recognises 
that transitions can have different meanings, 
antecedents, and consequences depending on when 
they occur in the life course and how they fit into 
larger sequences or trajectories. Within a given 
society, the timing and sequencing of transitions are 
governed by a set of institutionalised, normative 
timetables (Elder, 1998) or ‘scripts’ of life 
(Buchmann, 1989) that provide models for both role 
behaviour as well as informal expectations regarding 
the age and timing of major transitions. Normative, 

or ‘on-time transitions’ are ‘culturally prepared’ by 
socialisation and institutional arrangements and are 
understood to be psychologically salutary. Those 
who are ‘off-time,’ i.e. too early or too late, are 
thought to be the target of negative social sanctions 
and to experience psychological strain (Heckhausen, 
1999; Salmela-Aro, 2009). For example, early 
transitions (such as early school leaving) and 
problems in establishing oneself in the labour 
market, have been associated with lower levels of 
life satisfaction and health (Kins & Beyers, 2010; 
Schulenberg, Bryant, & O'Malley, 2004). 

Developmental match and wellbeing 
     Yet, each transition can demarcate a turning point 
that is associated with change for the better or 
worse. A number of recent studies across different 
countries found that there is not one normative way 
to negotiate a successful transition to adulthood 
(Schoon, 2015a; Schoon & Lyons-Amos, 2016;  
Schulenberg & Schoon, 2012). There is 
heterogeneity in transition experiences: early 
transitions do not necessarily have a negative 
outcome, and protracted pathways to adulthood are 
not necessarily optimal. According to 
‘developmental match/mismatch models’ (Eccles et 
al., 1993; Schulenberg et al., 2004), transitions that 
provide a progressive increase in developmentally 
appropriate challenges through which young people 
can experience competence, enable the individual to 
successfully master the transition. Building on 
person-environment fit theory (Eccles et al., 1993), 
the developing individual is conceptualised as being 
embedded in changing ecological niches, where the 
match between individual developmental needs and 
opportunities provided by the context is itself a 
dynamic process. Individuals actively choose or 
create opportunities (within given constraints) that 
provide a better fit to their preferences, self-
perceptions and intentions. For example, for a young 
person not enjoying school or academic study, entry 
into employment can provide the opportunity to feel 
valued, to belong, and to make a contribution. If, 
however, the demands of the developmental 
transitions are not matched to the capabilities of the 
individual or if they amplify previous difficulties, 
then there can be a negative effect on mental health 
and wellbeing.  This can, for example, be the case if 
a young person from a less privileged background 
with the desire to make a living without obtaining 
higher qualifications is not able to establish herself 
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in the labour market, or experiences long-term 
unemployment. 

We thus have to know more about how 
young people themselves evaluate their transition 
experiences, how this evaluation is influenced 
through the available socioeconomic and psycho-
social resources, and their match to subsequent 
transition experiences. We therefore assess 
individuals’ subjective evaluation of their lives by age 
19/20, and how this is predicted by a. socioeconomic 
resources and area characteristics; b. individual 
agency factors; and c. variations in transition 
experiences. Although there is stability in reports of 
subjective life evaluations over time and across 
situation, there can be changes as circumstances in 
life are changing (Diener, Inglehart, & Tay, 2013). 
This is especially relevant during the transition from 
school to work. We thus examine subjective life 
evaluations before the transitions were made as an 
additional control variable. In this way we take into 
account possible selection effects. 

 
Research questions  
     This study examines the role of structure and 
agency in shaping youth transitions. We test 
assumptions based on the notion of cumulative 
disadvantage and developmental-person-
environment matching, taking into account main 
effects and interactions between indicators of 
structure and agency. 
1. According to assumptions of cumulative 

disadvantage we expect diversity in transition 
patterns, reflecting structural constraints on life 
chances and opportunities starting early in life. 
For example, we expect young people with 
fewer socioeconomic resources to have lower 
levels of agency and to leave school earlier than 
their more privileged peers.  

2. According to a socio-ecological model of agency, 
we expect that individuals select into a distinct 
developmental niche that corresponds to their 
intentions, self-perceptions and preferences 
within given structural constraints. In particular, 
we test three distinct processes by which agency 
processes interact with structural constraints. 
First, following the assumption of cumulative 
risk we expect that young people from less 
privileged background report lower level agency 
and that agency has a stronger impact among 
relatively privileged young people. Second, 
according to an independent effects model we 

assume that agency indicators predict transition 
outcomes independent of structural constraints, 
i.e. there is no interaction and both structure 
and agency have a unique contribution to 
transition experiences. Third, according to a 
compensatory, or interactive effect model, we 
expect that agency has a more beneficial effect 
for young people with fewer socioeconomic 
resources. This would imply, for example, that 
young people from less privileged backgrounds 
who feel confident about their academic 
capabilities and who want to stay on in 
education are more likely to continue in 
education, at least for a couple years, than their 
peers in similar socioeconomic circumstances 
who do not enjoy school, and who do not want 
to continue in education.  

3. How do young people evaluate their lives at the 
beginning of their third decade? We expect that 
the closer the match between the realised 
transition and earlier self-perceptions, 
preferences and intentions, the higher the level 
of life satisfaction. According to assumptions of 
developmental person-environment matching 
we expect lower levels of life satisfaction where 
transitions do not meet one’s intentions (i.e. the 
anticipation to attend university is not realised), 
or where transition experiences amplify 
previous adversities (i.e. low socioeconomic and 
low agentic resources).  

 

Method 
Data 
     The study is based on data collected for the 
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England 
(LSYPE).  LSYPE is a panel study of 15,770 young 
people born between 1st September 1989 and 31st 
August 1990. Sample members were all young 
people in school year nine (age 13/14) or equivalent, 
in England in February 2004 (for more details see 
https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/
public/wiki/Welcome).  

Annual face-to-face interviews have been 
conducted with young people and their parents 
between 2004 and 2010, and linkage is available to 
other administrative data, such as the National Pupil 
Database (NPD), which includes national 
assessments for all children in England.  From LSYPE, 
information from wave 1 to wave 7 of the dataset 
was used, covering ages 13/14 to 19/20 years.  From 
NPD, a national assessment given at age 11 is used 

https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/public/wiki/Welcome
https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/public/wiki/Welcome
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as an indicator of previous academic performance, 
which is understood to shape subsequent indicators 
of agency and developmental outcomes.  

The LSYPE was sampled using a probability 
proportional to size method, using schools as the 
primary sampling unit. It was additionally stratified 
on deprivation levels of those schools, oversampling 
more deprived schools and oversampling pupils from 
minority ethnic groups. The initial sample size was 
15,770 partial responses (data from young person) 
and 13,914 full responses (young person and parent) 
although not all young people provided information 
for all waves of the survey. The wave 7 sample 
consisted of all young people who had been 
interviewed at previous waves and who agreed to be 
re-contacted. In total 9,791 cases were contacted at 
wave 7 in 2010.  

 

Analytic sample 

     The analytic sample used for this study comprises 
individuals with information on their family 
background at age 13/14 and who participated in the 
last wave 7 at age 19/20, comprising 9,558 
individuals (4,825 males and 4,733 females). The 
sample is largely representative of the original 
sample, although there is some greater 
socioeconomic disadvantage among young people 
who did not continue in the study.  Special sample 
weights, which are calculated and available from the 
LSYPE website, were applied to account for the study 
design, differential selection probabilities and non-
response bias.   

 
Measures 
Agency 
      Since our focus is on education to work 
transitions we used four domain specific indicators, 
all assessed at age 13/14 (wave 1).  
     Academic expectations (intention). The young 
people were asked how likely it is that they will ever 
apply to go to university to do a degree. Responses 
were coded on a five-point scale with response 
options 5=very likely, 4=likely, 3=do not know, 2=not 
likely, and 1 =not at all likely.   
Goal certainty (forethought): The young people were 
also asked how likely they think it is that if they do 
apply to go to university that they will get in. 
Responses were coded on a 5-point scale with 
response options 5=very likely, 4=likely, 3=do not 
know, 2=not likely, and 1 =not at all likely.   

     Academic self-concepts (self-efficacy). Perceived 
efficacy to master different academic subjects was 
measured by asking the young people how good 
they would say they are in math, English, science and 
Information/Communication/Technology (ICT). 
Responses were coded on a four-point scale with 
response options 4=very good, 3=fairly good, 2=not 
very good, and 1 =no good at all. The items were 
summed up to create an index of academic self-
efficacy (Bandura et al., 2001). The scale score was z-
standardised. A high score indicates high and a low 
score low levels of efficacy. 
     School engagement (self-directedness).  We used 
indicators of emotional school engagement as a 
marker of student’s attitudes and values reflecting 
self-directedness (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
2004). A scale score was created based on summed 
answers to five attitudinal questions: I am happy at 
school; school work is worth doing; I work as hard as 
I can at school; I am bored in lessons; on the whole I 
like being at school. The items were measured on a 
four point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree to 
strongly disagree. The scale has good internal 
consistency (alpha= .73). The summary scale score 
was z-standardised, and a high score indicates 
positive school motivation and a low score school 
disengagement. 

Structural factors 
     In our assessment of structural factors we focus 
on a range of socioeconomic resources available to 
the family at wave 1: 
     Parental education. Information on mother’s and 
father’s highest educational level were gathered at 
wave 1 using the National Vocational Qualification 
(NVQ) levels. For our analysis we identified the 
highest level of either parent, using the dominance 
approach (Erikson, 1984). We differentiated parents 
with relatively low levels of education (0= no 
qualifications or qualifications up to level 2, 
equivalent to seven GCSEs at grades A to C) and 
those with higher level of education (1= 
qualifications at level 3 which enables access to 
University and higher, i.e. degree level 
qualifications). Gross household income was 
reported by the main parent. The banded 
information was dichotomised to differentiate 
between those in the lowest income group (1=less 
than £10,400 per annum) against others (0). Parental 
worklessness was assessed at the household level 
(not the individual level).  This variable was coded as 
1 if no parent living in the household was working at 
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the time the family was interviewed (comprising 
those who were looking for work, as well as those 
who were economically inactive, not looking for 
work because of health problems, disability, or 
looking after the family) and 0 if at least one parent 
was working. Single parent family. This variable is 
coded as 1 if the young person lives in a single parent 
family and 0 if two parents are present.      Teen 
parent. This variable is coded 1 if the cohort member 
was born to a teen mother and 0 otherwise. Home 
ownership in wave 1 is coded as 1 if the family owns 
their own home and 0 if they are renting. We created 
a cumulative socioeconomic risk index by adding up 
the six dichotomised indicators. 

Area characteristics 
     The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) was 
measured at wave 1 to provide a relative measure of 
deprivation at the small area level across England. 
The IMD is made up of seven constituent domains 
comprising income, employment, education, crime, 
health deprivation and disability; barriers to housing 
and services deprivation; and living environment 
deprivation (for more details see 
http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-
deprivation ). Areas are ranked from least deprived 
to most deprived, on an overall composite measure 
of multiple deprivation. Another source of 
geographic information is the urban/rural 
classification in LSYPE, a measure developed by the 
Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs 
(ONS, 2013). Rurality of an area was coded as 0, 
contrasting it to urban areas or towns coded as 1. 
Information on rurality and multiple area 
deprivation provide important contextual 
information regarding the communities that study 
members are growing up in.  

School-work-transitions 
     We used monthly activity history data collected as 
a routine part of survey between ages 16 to 20 
(October 2006 and May 2010) comprising 
information on being in full-time education, 
employed (part- or full-time), in an apprenticeship or 
government training, or being out of the labour force 
(not in education, employment or training (NEET)). 

Subjective life evaluations 
     At wave 2 (age 14/15) students were asked 
whether they have been feeling reasonably happy, 
all things considered. And at wave 7 (age 19/20) they 
were asked whether they were satisfied with their 
life so far. Although the items are differently worded, 

they both tap into general evaluations of one’s life. 
Both items are coded on a five-point response scale 
indicating low (1) versus high (5) levels of subjective 
life satisfaction or happiness. 

Controls 
     Because both agency and transition experiences 
are shaped by socio-demographic factors and prior 
academic attainment, we include additional control 
variables in our model to ensure that the estimated 
effects of agency do not simply reflect spurious 
relationships.  
The adolescents reported their gender (0=male) 
(1=female) and ethnicity. Ethnicity was coded as (0) 
white, versus (1) other ethnic groups.  Given the 
ethnic diversity in England, the different ethnic 
groups were too numerous and the number of each 
group was too small to examine differences among 
the groups individually in our model. Academic 
performance at age 11 was measured using a latent 
variable comprising maths, english and science 
scores in national curriculum tests given at the end 
of Key Stage 2 (i.e., age 11) ii.   
Statistical analysis 
     All analyses were carried out using the software 
package STATA14. We first provide descriptive 
statistics and correlation tables. To identify patterns 
in the timing and sequencing of education and 
employment transitions between 2006 and 2010 
(ages 16 to 21) we used sequence analysis. We apply  
the sequence analysis for Stata ado (Brinzksy-Fay et 
al. 2006), using the Needleman-Wunsch algorithm to 
perform optimised matching, with InDel costs set to 
0.7, substitution costs set to 0.5 and identical 
between states to create a distance matrix to 
indicate the differences between pairs of sequences. 
We then use the distance matrix to perform a cluster 
analysis using hierarchical clustering (Ward’s 
distance clustering) with the number of clusters 
determined by the Duda-Hart statistic. Multinomial 
logistic regression analysis is used to determine the 
influence of structural and agentic factors as 
predictors of cluster membership. Finally we use 
stepwise OLS regression to predict life satisfaction at 
age 19/20. We used multiple imputation (mi impute 
command in STATA) to check robustness of findings. 
Given the consistency in findings we report 
coefficients derived from the full sample without 
imputation.  

http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-deprivation
http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-deprivation
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Table 1: Bivariate correlations between predictor variables included in model with means and std (n=9558) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Mean Std 

Socioeconomic 
resources 

              

1.Family resources 1.00            1.00 1.32 
2. Area deprivation 
(IMD) 

.44* 1.00           24.38 17.67 

3. Urban/rural .12* .21* 1.00          .89 .31 
Agency indicators               
4.  Expectation to go to 
university 

-.08* -.04* -.01 1.00         3.73 1.34 

5. Goal certainty -.08* -.01 .01 .59* 1.00        3.87 .93 
6.  Academic self-
concept 

-.02* -.03# .03# .30* .36* 1.00       0.00 1.00 

7. School  engagement -.04* -.01 .00 .19* .19* .25* 1.00      0.00 1.00 
Control variables               
8. Female .02* .01 -.01 .07* .02 -.11* .03# 1.00     .48 .50 
9. Non-white .26* .34* .18* .21* .16* .15* .10* .01 1.00    .30 .46 
10. Academic 
attainment at 11 

-.30* -.26* .07* .38* .32* .31* .17* .06* -.11* 1.00   0.00 1.00 

Life satisfaction               
11. Life satisfaction age 
14/15 (wave 2) 

.00 .02* .01* .03* .06* .07* .11* -.12* .02 -.00 1.00  3.97 .90 

12. Life satisfaction age 
20/21 (wave 7) 

-.09* .02* .01* .07* .09* .07* .10* .03# -.04* .06* .11* 1.00 3.97 .93 

Note: * p<.001; # p<.01 

Data source: Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (n=9558)
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Results 
     Table 1 gives the bivariate correlations between 
the indicators of structural and agentic variables 
used in the model. Family resources and area 
characteristics are positively correlated suggesting 
cumulative risk effects, i.e. experiencing one risk 
factor is likely to bring with it exposure to other risks 
as well. However, the correlation of r = .44 suggests 
a considerable degree of independence. There are 
positive correlations between the four indicators of 
agency, meaning that a young person with higher-
level agency in one dimension is likely to also score 
high on another dimension. The highest correlation 
is between educational expectations and goal 
certainty (r = .59) while none of the other  
correlations is above .38, which again indicates a 
considerable degree of independence. There are 
negative associations between indicators of socio-
economic risks and individual agency factors, 

suggesting that young people from less privileged 
background are reporting lower levels of agency. 
However, the associations are rather small, ranging 
from r = -.02 for academic self-concepts to r = -.08 
for goal certainty. Associations between family 
resources and academic attainment are considerably 
higher (r = -.30).  
1. Transition pathways of a current cohort of 

young people 
     Using sequence analysis we identified six distinct 
patterns of education and employment transitions 
between ages 16 to 20 years. Table 2 presents the 
Duda-Hart stopping rule statistics, where lower T 
square values indicate a better fit. The optimum fit 
in terms of number of clusters is determined by 
maximising the Je(2)/Je(1), and the lowest Pseudo T-
square statistic. According to these criteria the six-
cluster solution has the best fit to the data 
(highlighted in bold). 
 

 
 

Table 2: Stopping rules for cluster analysis of LSYPE based on Duda-Hart stopping rule 

Number of clusters Je(2)/Je(1) Pseudo T-Square 

2 0.9012 271.08 

3 0.9031 84.13 

4 0.4606 1974.18 

5 0.8938 171.13 

6 0.9996 0.36 

7 0.5986 565.89 

Data source: Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (n=9558) 

 
 
     Cluster compositions are shown in figure 1. Each 
cluster is presented in panel a-f, where the overall 
proportion of the cluster in a particular state is 
denoted on the ordinate, and the progression 
between October 2006 to May 2010 on the abscissa 
(45 months). Cluster a represents a pattern where 
respondents  spend   extended   periods  in  full-time 

education beyond compulsory school age. This 
cluster, which we termed ‘higher education’, 
comprises 45.2% of the respondents. Educational 
enrolment in this cluster is consistently above 80%, 
with little evidence of other consistent labour 
market activity.  
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Figure 1: Cluster compositions extracted from LSYPE 

a) Higher education (45.2%)     
  
 

 

b) Vocational education (6.5%)   
 

 

c) Employment after some further education 

    (14.5%) 

 

(d) Early work orientation (21.1%)

 

e) NEET after some further education (7.1%)  

 

 

f)  Long-term NEET (5.6%)  

 

Note: Weighted data. The overall proportion of the cluster in a particular state is denoted on the ordinate, and the progression between October 2006 to May 2010 

on the abscissa (45 months). Data source: Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (n=9558) 
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     We identified Cluster b to represent ‘vocational 
training’, comprising about 6.5% of the respondents. 
Respondents in this cluster gradually transition away 
from full-time education into labour market 
orientated activities, including some employment, 
but largely show an increasing prevalence of 
vocational training which becomes the modal state, 
with roughly 90% of respondents engaged in this 
activity at age 18. After this there is a gradual 
upswing in the proportion of respondents in 
employment as youths transition from training into 
a full-time job. 
     Cluster c represents a transition to ‘full-time 
employment after some further education’, involving 
14.5% of the cohort. Respondents in this cluster 
typically remain in education for a limited time 
before a rapid rise in the proportion of respondents 
in employment to in excess of 90%. There is a slight 
increase in the proportion in higher education by age 
19, which could however be due to differential 
censoring in the LSYPE (respondents in higher 
education are less likely to drop out).  
     Cluster d represents an early transition into the 
labour market, or ‘early work orientation’, capturing 
21.1% of the cohort. In this cluster the proportion of 
respondents in full-time education falls early (and 
from a relatively low level) to be replaced by full time 
employment, which remains the modal state with in 
excess of 85% of respondents employed from age 18 
onward. There is a relatively small proportion of 
NEET within this cluster (consistently around 7%)  
indicating the relative instability of employment in 
this cluster (many respondents have short spells out 
of the labour force).  
     Cluster e represents a more precarious transition 
to employment, involving prolonged periods of 
‘NEET after some further education’. This cluster 
comprises 7.1% of the cohort. Around age 18, 
participation in full-time education falls rapidly (from 
a relatively high level) among respondents in this 
cluster. However, in this cluster evidence of full-time 
employment is rare, and the proportion of 
respondents being NEET increases rapidly post-
education accounting for more than 90% of activity 
at age 18, with a recovery thereafter.  
     Cluster f represents an extended 'NEET’ 
experience, comprising 5.6% of the respondents. 
NEET comprises more than 50% of activity at all ages 
within this cluster, with a movement away from 
participation in either education or full time work to 

disengagement. NEET respondents comprise more 
than 80% of cluster activity by age 18/19.  
2. Structure and agency as influences on transition 

experiences 
     To assess the association between resources and 
transition experiences, the cluster membership was 
treated as a nominal variable. Multinomial logistic 
(MNL) regression was applied, using the largest 
cluster (higher education) as the reference group.  
We also tested interaction effects between socio-
economic risk and the four agency dimensions. 
          Table 3 gives the estimated relative risk ratios 
and standard errors of the predictor variables and 
controls. The clusters used in the multi-nominal 
regression have very different sample sizes. In 
relatively small clusters, even large effect sizes might 
not reach statistical significance. However, even the 
smallest cluster (the long-term NEET) includes 369 
cases. We find, that compared to respondents 
participating in higher education, young people 
growing up in families experiencing cumulative 
socioeconomic risk or who were living in relatively 
disadvantaged areas were more likely to show an 
early work orientation, were unemployed after some 
further education, or NEET. There are also significant 
associations between area deprivation and 
participation in vocational training instead of higher 
education.  
     Taking into account socioeconomic risk and the 
control variables included in the model, we find that 
indicators of agency also play a significant role in 
predicting transition pathways, suggesting 
independent effects. Compared to respondents 
participating in higher education, young people with 
higher academic aspirations were less likely to be in 
vocational education, were less likely to be 
employed after some education, or showed an early 
work orientation. Those with higher goal certainty 
were less likely to be in vocational training, NEET 
after some further education or long-term NEET. 
Those with high levels of academic self-efficacy were 
less likely to be in vocational training, employed after 
some education, showing an early work focus or 
NEET after some education. Those with high levels of 
school engagement were less likely to show an early 
work focus or were long-term NEET. 
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Table 3: Predicting transition patterns: Multinominal Regression using Relative Risk Ratios and Std. Error 
(Reference Group= Higher Education [n=5084]) 
 

 Vocational Training Employed after some 
education 

Work-focus 
(employed since 16) 

Unemployed after 
some education 

NEET 

Socio-economic 
resources 

          

Family 
resources  

.946 .076 1.019 .050 1.120# .060 1.186** .071 1.485*** .122 

 IMD 1.015** .005 .996 .004 1.008# .003 1.013* .005 1.020** .006 
Urban 1.243 .335 .911 .134 1.411 .247 1.367 .325 1.700 .931 
Agency            
Likely to apply 
to uni 

.719*** .062 .828*** .047 .672*** .039 1.031 .088 .873 .109 

Goal certainty .786# .078 .928 .063 .950 .065 .798# .078 .687* .097 
Self efficacy .710*** .066 .842** .048 .782*** .047 .834# .072 1.012 .155 
School 
engagement 

.945 .074 .947 .053 .862* .049 .933 .0671 .655*** .084 

Controls            
Female .346*** .056 .990 .100 .670*** .075 .700** .102 .956 .242 
Non-white .252*** .063 .460*** .063 .183*** .033 .575** .101 .227*** .072 
Academic 
attainment at 
age 11 

.682*** .064 .973 .064 .565*** .037 .854 .092 .460*** .062 

Life satisfaction 
at wave 2 

.885 .0730 .950 .055 .861** .046 .922 .068 .856 .098 

N (unweighted) 530 1370 1515 690 369 
 
*** p  <.oo1; ** p <.005; * p<.01;  # p<.05  
Data source: Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (n=9558) 
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Regarding the control variables we find significant  
associations between being female and reduced 
likelihood of entering vocational education, showing 
an early work orientation, being NEET after some 
education or long-term NEET (compared to those in 
higher education). We also find that young people 
from non-white ethnic backgrounds are more likely 
to participate in higher education and are less likely 
in any of the other transition pathways than their 
white peers. Higher prior academic achievement is 
associated with a decreased likelihood of entering 
vocational training, an early work focus or 
experience of long-term NEET.  
     Moreover, we find two significant interactions 
between socioeconomic risk and our indicators of 
agency. First, the combination of high risk and high 
goal certainty is associated with a higher likelihood 
of entering employment after some further 
education (main effect for family resources: 
RRR=.539, p=.104; main effect for goal certainty: 
RRR=.827, p=.015; interaction effect: RRR=1.169, 
p=.011). The finding could indicate that high levels of 
success expectations are associated with staying on 
in education, but that socioeconomic or other 
reasons might then compel the young person to get 
a job before entering university. Second, high levels 
of socioeconomic risk in combination with high 
academic self-efficacy is associated with an 
increased likelihood of being NEET after some 
further education (main effect for family resources: 
RRR=.543, p=.160; main effect for self-efficacy: 
RRR=.734, p=.004; interaction effect: RRR=1.360, 
p=.028), possibly suggesting a ‘dark’ side of high self-
efficacy beliefs, i.e. that unrealistic self-perceptions 
might be harmful to individuals, promoting over-
confidence and inappropriate persistence.  

3.    Who is most satisfied with one’s life? 
     We ran a stepwise OLS regression to assess the 
association between structural and agency factors 
and life satisfaction at age 19/20, as well as the role 
of transition experiences, treating the cluster 
membership as a nominal variable. Model 1 includes 
structural and agency indicators. We find significant 
associations between life satisfaction and 
cumulative socioeconomic risk, area deprivation, our 
indicator of goal certainty and school engagement. 
Model 2 adds the dummies for the transition 
clusters. Adding the transition patterns as 
explanatory variables appears to fully mediate the 
influence of family socioeconomic risk, yet there 
remains a significant association between area 
disadvantage and the two agency indicators. The 
significant effect of these variables is not removed 
after adding the control variables to the model. We 
find independent associations between being female 
and earlier life evaluation (feeling happy with one’s 
life) for later levels of satisfaction. There were no 
significant interaction effects between 
socioeconomic risk and the four agency dimensions. 
There are no significant differences in levels of life 
satisfaction between those in higher education, 
vocational training, and employment after some 
further education, while those who experienced 
NEET report the lowest level of life satisfaction. 
Those with an early work orientation and who 
experienced unemployment after some further 
education reported lower levels of life satisfaction 
then those in higher education. 
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Table 4. Predicting life satisfaction (OLS regression) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 Unstandardised 

Coefficient 
Std. Err Unstandardised 

Coefficient 
Std. Err Unstandardised 

Coefficient 
Std. 
Err 

Socioeconomic resources       
Family resources  -.033* .013 -.017 .013 -.015 .015 
 IMD -.003** .001 -.003* .001 -.003* .001 
Urban -.046 .050 -.031 .050 -.022 .053 
Agency        
Likely to apply to uni .016 .018 .009 .018 .014 .019 
Goal certainty .070*** .022 .060* .022 .054# .022 
Self efficacy .006 .016 .004 .016 .019 .018 
School engagement .067*** .018 .053** .018 .045# .019 
Transition patterns (ref=Higher Education)       
Vocational training   .089 .059 .115 .059 
Employed after some education   -.046 .036 -.044 .038 
Work focus employed at 16   -.152*** .044 -.140** .048 
Unemployed after some education   -.253*** .067 -.249*** .069 
NEET   -.553*** .132 -.627*** .136 
Controls        
Female     .094** .030 
Non-white     -.069 .022 
Academic attainment at age 11     -.018 .022 
Life satisfaction at wave 2     .099*** .018 
R2 .025  .043  .056  

 

*** p  <.oo1; ** p <.005; * p<.01;  # p<.05 ; Data source: Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (n=9558)
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Discussion 

     In this paper we present a socio-ecological model 
of human agency taking into account multiple 
dimensions of agency, as well as their inter-linkage 
with social and economic resources in proximal 
settings as well as the wider social context in shaping 
the transition from school to work. We show that 
individuals steer the course of their lives, and 
actively cope with given structural constraints. In 
particular, our findings suggest that agency can give 
rise to the creation of niches that enable the 
experience of competence and life satisfaction, 
especially among those who do not follow the 
academic track. For some however, the lack of 
socioeconomic and psycho-social resources is too 
overwhelming and they encounter long-term 
experience of NEET or are not able to transform their 
educational credentials into employment 
opportunities. The findings thus highlight that for a 
better understanding of variations in youth 
transitions it is important to consider structural 
constraints as well as the role of the agent. 
     The findings illustrate the heterogeneity of 
transition pathways after completion of compulsory 
schooling in a current cohort of young people in 
England. We identified six distinct transition 
patterns, suggesting that the assumption of 
polarised transitions is not sufficient to capture the 
diverse experiences of young people (Schoon, 2015; 
Schoon & Lyons-Amos, 2016). In addition to the 45% 
of  young people who continued in full-time 
education after compulsory school leaving age, we 
find that 42% of the sample succeeded in making the 
transition into the labour market (6.5% who engaged 
in vocational training, 14.5% entered employment 
after some period in further education, 21.1% 
showed an early work orientation, entering full-time 
employment more or less immediately after 
completing compulsory schooling) . However, About 
13% of the sample encountered  precarious 
transitions (7.1% experienced NEET after some 
further education, and 5.6% encountered long 
periods of NEET).  The findings show that not all 
young people expect to go to university,  that many 
succeeded in making the transition into employment 
by age 20, although some are struggling. Strategies 
aiming to provide the training and skills needed for 
the 21st century thus need to provide alternatives to 
the current provision of post-compulsory education, 
which is very much focused on gaining 4 year 
academic qualifications Wolf, 2016), and provide 

viable pathways for those who do not expect, or 
cannot afford to  go to university (Schoon & Lyons-
Amos, 2016). 
     The study found significant associations between 
transition experiences and family socioeconomic 
resources as well as area characteristics,  confirming 
the assumption of cumulative (dis)advantage and 
multiple deprivation in the transition to adulthood, 
i.e. less privileged young people are leaving 
education early or encounter more problems in 
establishing themselves in the labour market. 
Moreover, it matters where one lives. The 
opportunities and constraints in local labour markets 
are an independent risk factor shaping young 
people’s lives. Yet, the findings also suggest that 
individuals are not passively exposed to the 
experience of disadvantage, and illustrate the 
heterogeneity of how young people respond to 
adverse socioeconomic conditions.   
     For example, the associations between 
socioeconomic resources and the four indicators of 
agency are very small (ranging from -.01 to -.08), 
confirming evidence reported in a meta-analytic 
study of associations between parental SES and self-
esteem (Twenge & Campbell, 2002), and suggesting 
potential self-protective mechanisms among 
adolescents that can reduce the effect of 
socioeconomic circumstances on the expression of 
individual agency. In particular, the findings suggest 
that agency indicators predict transition outcomes 
independent of structural constraints, i.e. they have 
a unique effect after controlling for family 
background, area effects, prior academic 
attainment, gender and ethnicity. Given the 
constraining forces in their immediate and wider 
social context, young people can to some extent 
actively steer the course of their lives. The study 
highlights the importance of conceptualising the role 
of the agent for a better understanding of diversity 
in youth transitions, rather than solely focusing on 
structures and socioeconomic resources (see also 
Hitlin & Johnson, 2015). Moreover, there are 
interactive as well as domain-specific effects 
suggesting that young people select a specific 
pathway or niche that can offer them 
developmentally appropriate challenges through 
which they can experience competence and which 
enables them to feel satisfied about their lives.  
     Interestingly there is no significant difference in 
self-efficacy between those in higher education and 
those experiencing long-term NEET, potentially 
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pointing to a possible ‘dark’ side of high competence 
beliefs, which for some can imply that they 
overestimate their abilities. This assumption is also 
supported by the significant interaction effect 
suggesting that high socioeconomic risk and high 
academic self-concepts are associated with an 
increased likelihood of experiencing NEET after 
some further education. We also found a significant 
interaction between high risk and goal certainty and 
the likelihood of entering employment after some 
further education, which might point to a turning 
point, where young people experiencing 
socioeconomic adversity were initially on track to 
higher education but might have changed their path 
after finding a promising full-time job. We 
furthermore find that high levels of school 
engagement are associated with a reduced 
likelihood of leaving school directly after compulsory 
schooling, to enter employment or prolonged 
periods of NEET, pointing to the significant role of 
engagement in the school context and underlying 
preferences for academic work as an influence on 
later life choices (Schoon, 2008). The findings 
suggest that within the available opportunities 
young people choose a pathway that fits with their 
preferences and which they see as achievable (Eccles 
et al., 1993). Although we find some interactive 
effects, cumulative risk effects and the independent 
effect model appear to be most appropriate in 
describing the inter-linkages between structure and 
agency shaping youth transitions. 
     Regarding the subjective evaluation of one’s life 
at age 19/20 we find that both external (structural) 
and internal (individual) factors independently shape 
how one feels about one’s life as a whole. Moreover, 
transition experiences fully mediate the influence of 
family socioeconomic resources on later life 
satisfaction, suggesting cumulative processes, and 
the amplification of prior difficulties or advantages. 
Yet, transition experiences do not fully mediate the 
influence of area characteristics and individual 
agency factors. Agency factors, especially goal 
certainty and school engagement, are significantly 
associated with life satisfaction after controlling for 
structural factors, gender, ethnicity, transition 
experiences, prior academic attainment and life-
satisfaction. Forethought and self-directedness are 
independent predictors of later life satisfaction, 
pointing to their role in shaping one’s life course 
transitions as well as one’s outlook on life.  

     There are multiple pathways to a successful 
transition, defying the notion of polarisation or 
assumption of a ‘right way’. Most satisfied with their 
lives are those in higher education as well as those 
who established themselves in the labour market 
either through vocational training or some further 
education, while those who experienced NEET were 
least satisfied. Moreover, life satisfaction is 
influenced by area characteristics and transition 
experiences, suggesting that it matters where one 
lives and how one’s life is shaping up. Previous 
studies have shown that neighbourhood effects are 
strongest during early childhood and late 
adolescence (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan & Aber, 1997). 
This study confirms the importance of area 
deprivation for young adults and points to local 
opportunities, and potentially also collective 
socialisation (Ainsworth, 2002; Ioannides & Loury, 
2004), which influence the type of role models a 
young person is exposed to outside the home. The 
explained variance in our model is however low, and 
other factors and processes are likely to also play a 
role in shaping the subjective evaluation of one’s life. 
     In interpreting the findings a number of 
limitations have to be considered. Like in all 
longitudinal studies we are faced with the problem 
of missingness in response. We checked the 
robustness of findings using multiple imputations 
(Mi-command in STATA), which confirmed the 
stability of the solution. We also had to make do with 
the information available in the data set. For 
example, some of our indicators of agency and the 
measures of life satisfaction are based on single 
items, which are less stable than multi-item scales. 
However, single-item assessments of education 
aspirations are widely used in large-scale surveys, 
suggesting satisfactory face validity   (Sewell & 
Hauser, 1993; Schulenberg & Schoon, 2012), as are 
single item measures of life satisfaction (Lucas & 
Donnellan, 2012). The correlations between our two 
indicators of subjective evaluation of one’s life 
assessed during early adolescence and young 
adulthood are low, suggesting that either the 
measures tap into different aspects, or that there is 
considerable change in how young people evaluate 
their lives at different stages of the life course. 
Future research is needed to clarify this relationship 
further. Moreover, our study observes only a short 
period in the transition to employment, and changes 
in transitions at a later time point are very likely. Yet, 
we focus on a crucial period in the lives of young 
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people when major decisions about which path to 
follow are made. However, our findings might be 
unique to the English context, reflecting its liberal 
regulation of school-to-work transitions and the 
impact of the 2008 recession on education and 
employment opportunities of young people. Future 
studies have to assess if the established patterns also 
apply in other countries, characterised by different 
transition regimes and economic circumstances. The 
role of gender and ethnicity, which showed highly 
significant associations with transition experiences 
as well as adult life satisfaction, also has to be 
studied in more detail in future studies. 
     Despite these limitations this study illustrates the 
fruitfulness of combining assumptions regarding 
school-to-work transitions from different disciplines 
and of examining interactions between person and 
environment (Schoon, 2015b). The socio-ecological 
model of agency enables us to gain a better insight 
into the processes underlying diverse youth 
transitions. We show that transition experiences are 
influenced by both socioeconomic and psycho-social 
resources and we have gained a better 
understanding of the interplay between structure 

and agency. Young people from less privileged 
background are less likely to participate in higher 
education. Yet, young people do not passively follow 
a pre-determined alternative of college or nothing, 
and given that constraints are not overpowering, can 
create alternative sustainable pathways. They are 
able to navigate their lives by balancing the 
resources available to them. The socio-ecological 
model of agency enables us to a. show the 
association between structural factors and 
indicators of agency; b. identify processes linking 
socioeconomic resources in the proximal and wider 
context to the timing and sequencing of transitions, 
taking into account agency factors; and  c. illustrate 
how agency indicators can steer the direction of a 
pathway that corresponds to one’s preferences, 
intentions, and self-concepts independently or in 
interaction with structural constraints. Whether this 
path will continue to fit one’s preferences, 
intentions, and forethoughts remains to be seen, as 
both socioeconomic and psycho-social resources can 
change over time, introducing new opportunities 
and challenges.
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Endnotes 

i  We focus on the opportunity structures associated with socio-economic disadvantage, not potential 
cultural explanations associated with patterns of behaviours, beliefs or values that are transmitted through 
socialisation. 
ii A Key Stage is a stage of the state education system in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Key Stage 2 
reflects attainment at the later stage of primary education, often known as junior schools. 
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