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Abstract  

This study, conducted in France, sought to describe the organization of the content of social representations that 

secondary-school students undergoing transitions constructed of work and their own future, taking two variables 

into account: their type of secondary school and the anticipated duration of their post-secondary education. 669 

adolescents enrolled at three types of secondary schools were recruited. They were given two free-association 

tasks (with the inductors “work” and “your future”). Our results highlight the place occupied by money and post-

secondary education in all of the representations, which seem to constitute new social norms for them. Revealing 

specific organizations of social representations according to secondary school type and to the anticipated 

duration of post-secondary education, they underscore the advantage of taking this subjective variable into 

account to better understand the place occupied by contemporary uncertainties and to more successfully integrate 

the variable into support aimed at helping students plan their transitions. 
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The issue of the growing uncertainty individuals feel when faced with academic and professional 

choices (Kalleberg, 2009) has become central in a world that is losing its bearings. Yet, even in an “age of 

uncertainty” (Blustein, 2019), it is still under-documented, particularly when it comes to adolescents and 

emerging adults (Gutman et al., 2012; Gutman & Schoon, 2012; Lechner et al., 2016), for whom constructing 

academic and professional aspirations is one of the most important developmental tasks (Arnett, 

2007; Schoon & Silbereisen, 2009;  Young et al., 2001). In what terms do young people subject to this uncertain 

social context, who will soon have to plan their future working life, develop their representations of work and 

their future (Roussiau & Le blanc, 2001)? This question is particularly crucial given that representations of the 

future are now viewed as giving meaning to the present (Baumeister et al., 2016) and influencing academic and 

career choices (Savickas, 2005).  

While young people’s expectations have been mainly understood by vocational psychology from the 

point of view of the professions targeted or represented (Guichard, 1993), the speed with which professional 

activities are evolving and transforming encourages us to rethink this traditional conceptual and intervention-

based framework (Masdonati & Rossier, 2021). Today, the issue of work becomes most prominent, first of all as 

an empirical object to be documented among young people, whether from the perspective of work activity 

(Soidet et al., 2018), relationships to work (Masdonati et al., 2016), decent work (Cohen-Scali et al., 2020), the 

meaning given to work (Steger et al., 2016) or the sustainability of careers being considered (De Vos et al., 

2020). But the notion of work is also the cornerstone of more integrative theoretical approaches aimed at 

simultaneously considering the respective influences of the intra-personal, social and socio-economic systems 

(Patton & MacMahon, 2016). Not only is work central to a complex system, but it also incorporates issues of 

temporality and the future. In this sense, examining the representations of both work and the future that young 

people forge in an increasingly fragile world allows us to understand the relative space made for work within 

broader and more personal anticipations. Moreover, it may be fruitful to compare how uncertainties are 

expressed in each of these representations. 

How do young people enrolled at different types of secondary schools, and anticipating different 

educational goals for themselves, represent work and the future? How are these representations structured and do 

they interrelate with each other? These are the questions of focus in this study, which involved French secondary 

school students who were enrolled: a) in middle school, in classes (4th or 3rd year in the French system) obliging 

them to choose the educational track that they will follow untiful the end of high school, b) in a vocational high 

school offering a short, job-oriented program of training c) in a general high school offering a more abstract 
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education aimed at preparing them for higher education. Providing answers to these questions may make it 

possible to enhance available career-development models and improve forms of support aimed at helping these 

adolescents develop their career aspirations.  

From socio-economic uncertainty to the uncertainty of adolescents’ representations 

Psychological and structural uncertainties: a few characteristics specific to the French context 

Structurally, before the COVID-19 pandemic began worsening employment all over the world in early 

2020, young people in France had already been experiencing a certain vulnerability compared to their peers in 

other countries. While at that time the average unemployment rate in France was 8.5% (Eurostat, 2019), the rate 

for young people ages 15 to 24 in France was 19.2% (compared to 5.6% in Germany, 6.7% in the 

Netherlands and barely 4% in the United States). According to Galland (2008), by focusing job flexibility on 

certain population categories that include young people, the French economy is turning young people into an 

adjustment variable in an uncertain context. Furthermore, in a country where degrees are highly valued, 

employment for young people in the first four years after they exit the education system varies greatly depending 

on the level of education they attain – the unemployment rate for those with a university degree was 9.4% in 

2018, compared to 43.4% for those without one. It is easy to see how, in many countries, this helps create a 

new norm of “college for everyone” regardless of social background or academic performance (Duru-Bellat, 

2006; Gutman & Schoon, 2012) and leads a growing number of young people to pursue higher education and 

simultaneously increase the uncertainty young people feel when planning a future career (Seiffge-Krenke et al., 

2012). Finally, in France and many other industrialized nations, the conditions surrounding entry into the 

workforce and maintaining employment have become increasingly precarious since the 1980s (Kalleberg, 

2009; Lechner et al., 2016, Vignoli & Mallet, 2012). 

In this context of vulnerability, some studies have attempted to estimate the sense of uncertainty felt by 

young people with regard to their future. Psychologically speaking, in recent years, some studies in the UK 

(Croll, 2009; Gutman et al., 2012; Gutman & Schoon, 2012) and the US (Staff et al., 2010) have observed a 

small but significant percentage of adolescents who did not know what they wanted to do in the future regarding 

their educational or occupational plans. An international survey (Épiphane & Sulzer, 2008; Galland, 2008) had 

already shown that young people (ages 16-29) in France, Italy and eastern European countries had low 

confidence about the future and the possibility of orienting their lives in a favorable direction, in particular when 

compared to their peers in the US and northern Europe. In sum, the young people in France were subject to a 



ADOLESCENTS’ REPRESENTATIONS OF WORK AND FUTURE 

 

4 

  

more highly marked structural and psychological uncertainty than those in many other industrialized nations 

(Galland, 2008). 

Collective and individual meaning and aspirations 

In response to the increasing uncertainty observed in the socio-economic realm, professional identities 

may be growing more fragile (Fraccaroli, 2007). This may manifest both in temporal structuring and in lasting 

employment in large groups, career accomplishment and emotional commitments to the organization, all of 

which are made more difficult. Among French adolescents, the subjective uncertainty felt by high-school 

students about to graduate was compared to that of young people who have just left the educational system and 

are waiting to find work. It was higher, and accompanied by greater dissatisfaction with regard to the future, in 

the former group. This uncertainty is designed as lack of clarity in representations of the future and difficulty in 

imagining a more expansive future that leads some to overrate activities done “outside of work” or pursued “for 

oneself and others” (Le Blanc & Laguerre, 2001).  

While initially research on adolescent anticipations related to the future obtained contradictory results, 

linked to the use of often-questionable methodologies (Nurmi, 91), we now have more consensual knowledge 

referring to the areas of life aspirations or future orientations. Defined as the visions that individuals develop of 

their future, life aspirations are believed to influence the goals and expectations that adolescents set for 

themselves (Bandura et al., 2001). They are particularly malleable in this developmental period, affected by 

information gathered and shared social experiences, especially with peers, and focus on their future family and 

career roles (Ellison et al., 2014). Inspired in part by the work of Nuttin, future orientation is defined by Seginer 

and Lilach (2004) as a subjective construction of the future that guides a person’s actions and decisions, 

supplying them with a foundation for setting objectives, making plans, exploring options and making 

commitments. Developed within cultural and institutional contexts that fuel normative expectations and shared 

knowledge about the future, it revolves mainly around hopes and fears. It is affected by the development and 

proximity of developmental tasks to be completed and is thought to be focused on the themes of education and 

training for young adolescents, while those related to family and future careers are considered to apply to all ages 

(Nurmi, 1991).This body of work is of interest, but it would be useful to describe adolescents’ anticipations not 

only by giving their contents but also by touching upon the methods for collecting and analyzing data. A relevant 

way of understanding them would be to gather social representations bearing specifically on the future, since 

social representations present the advantage of having been theorized and combined with well specified 

collection and analysis methods. 
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Social representations of work and the future 

The theory of social representations (SRs) was introduced by the pioneering work of Moscovici, who 

drew inspiration from the Durkheim approach to studying social realities through representations, developing it 

in the field of social psychology. Defined as “a socially developed and shared form of knowledge having a 

practical application and supporting the construction of a reality shared by a social group” (Jodelet, 1989/2003, 

p. 53), SRs fulfil several roles in individuals’ daily lives: they serve as a device for understanding and explaining 

the surrounding reality and they also guide and justify the behavior of individuals and groups.  

SRs can be understood from their content and the structure of this content. According to the central core theory, 

a SR is made up of several interconnected central elements that form a core (Abric, 1994). It is stable and 

consistent, constituting a consensual basis for the normative system of a group that symbolizes the identity of the 

representation. Gravitating around it are a large number of hierarchized peripheral elements that are more 

contextualized and play a protective role with regard to the core. The elements in the peripheral system appear 

more flexible and variable because they depend on contextual, historical or ideological conditions; they facilitate 

the individual modulation of the social representation within a group.  

The SRs are generally collected using word-association tasks. We can note the absence (to our 

knowledge) of available data on SRs among young people using the inductor “future” or “your future”. Studies 

conducted with the inductor “work” showed that SRs related to work are organized around two opposites: first, 

financial and economic aspects (money, salary etc. being the most associated items) and second, the constraints 

and human side of work (enjoyment, knowledge, atmosphere etc.). These two opposites are both good candidates 

for the central core (Flament, 1996). More precisely and from a more theoretical perspective, Mercure and 

Vultur (2010) have distinguished two sets of meanings attributed to work. The first, economic and focused on 

the idea of having, sees work as a tool for physical trade. The other set is non-instrumental: it is experiential, 

based on experiences of work, and covers personal development of the self and collective aspects linked to social 

value, interpersonal bonds and recognition from others. It also became clear that both the content and structure of 

the SRs related to work varied according to the nature of the inductor word used (“work”, “employment” etc.) 

and above all according to the social memberships of the individuals surveyed (Negura & Savoie, 2016). Several 

studies have clearly shown that sharing activities in a professional or educational setting promotes the 

interiorization of ways of thinking and acting specific to the groups of individuals concerned (Bataille, 2000).  

The French study by Roussiau and Le Blanc (2001) is exemplary in that it used these approaches to gain access 

to the representational system developed by senior-year high-school students starting with the inductor word 
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“work”. Differentiated SRs were revealed: high school students working toward a general baccalauréat diploma 

had a perception of work comparable to “school-related duty” or in other words, homework (duty and school 

were the terms most highly associated with work), the motivational aspects (effort, success, concentration, 

reflection, thoroughness, necessity) and health aspects (stress, fatigue, overwork, health) appearing to be more 

peripheral. In contrast, high-school students working toward a vocational baccalauréat diploma were 

characterized by an instrumental representation of work (money, salary, pay) seen as a tool for entering the 

workforce (employment, working life, independence, autonomy) and testifying to a certain professional maturity 

(company, responsibility, obligation, professional experiences, meetings, constraints). High-school students 

working toward a technical baccalauréat diploma were characterized by an intermediate perception with a large 

number of associations linked on the one hand to the educational context (studies, high school, class etc.) and on 

the other hand to instrumental aspects of work (salary, money) and issues related to inclusion in the workforce 

(unemployment).  

Aims and hypotheses of this study  

In summary, it seems advantageous to understand young people’s anticipations using the SRs related to 

their future and to compare them to the SRs related to work. For both groups of SRs, a developmental effect can 

be observed when those of younger middle-school students are compared to those of high-school students, while 

a contextual effect can be tested by comparing the representations of vocational high-school students with those 

of general high-school students, the former having more concrete work experience via their internships and 

being closer in time to their entry into the workforce. Finally, we also want to test the potential effect of an 

anticipation variable not taken into account in current studies: the anticipation of the estimated duration of post-

secondary education for the two groups of SRs. Exploring this variable will involve special attention, in that it is 

more likely to lead to the development of new knowledge on the themes explored compared to the variable of the 

type of school attended, which is frequently taken into account in this type of research. 

Several hypotheses underlie this work. The first one (H1) has to do with the central core structuring the 

organization of the SRs of the entire sample, of which we try to predict the content for each indicator. It can be 

broken down into three sub-hypotheses. 

H1a – When it comes to the work-related SRs, the elements of the central core are expected to relate explicitly to 

its instrumental vs. experiential purposes (Flament, 1996; Mercure & Vultur, 2010). Alongside these elements, in 

line with previous studies, we believe that a new element could appear, in the form of an allusion to university 

studies, which is currently appearing as a new social norm (Duru-Bellat, 2006; Gutman & Schoon, 2012).  
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H1b – Future-related SRs are expected to relate to the personal and family spheres on the one hand and the 

professional and socio-economic spheres on the other and to be expressed in particular in the form of hoped-for 

objects and vague fears (Ellison et al., 2014; le Blanc & Laguerre, 2001; Nurmi, 1991; Vignoli & Mallet, 2012).  

H1c – Given the importance of work and what it can give access to in young people’s concerns and future 

projections (Fraccaroli, 2007; Galland, 2008), we hypothesize that some elements could be common to the 

central cores of SRs specific to work and the future. 

The following two hypotheses are related to the peripheral elements of the representations examined, 

which we know are more sensitive to psycho-social variations. We therefore expect, for these elements, 

differences linked to two sources of variations.  

The first is constituted by secondary school type (H2). By building on the literature, which underscores 

both a developmental effect linked to maturity and influence from cultural and institutional contexts on 

adolescents’ perception of work and the future, we postulate differences between those of middle-school students 

and high-school students, on the one hand, and between those of vocational high-school students and general 

high-school students on the other. More specifically: 

H2a – For the inductor “work”, we expect work-related SRs that are more academic among middle-school 

students than among high-school students, and SRs that are more concrete and contextualized among vocational 

high-school students than among general high-school students (Flament, 1996; Roussiau & Le Blanc, 2001).  

H2b – For the inductor “future”, we expect fewer expressions of fear among middle-school students given that 

concerns related to entering the workforce are farther away in time for them (Seginer & Lilach, 2004). We also 

expect representations of the future to be more polarized on work among vocational high school students who 

have already integrated its norms through the professional internships they have completed, compared to those of 

general high school students who are supposed to be more concerned with the different spheres of life (Bataille, 

2000).  

The second source of variation is constituted by the anticipated duration of the post-secondary 

education (H3). Since we know that anticipation gives meaning to the present, differences are expected for the 

two inductors depending on the anticipated duration of the planned post-secondary education: long, short or non-

existent. 

H3a – For the “work” inductor, the expectation is for students contemplating long university studies to have a 

more abstract and idealized vision of work than those who are thinking of shorter studies or none at all, and may 
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be more worried about the potential risks inherent to joining the workforce in the near future (Seginer & Lilach, 

2004).  

H3b – For the “future” inductor, uncertainties may be expressed differently depending on the anticipated 

duration of the post-secondary education. In keeping with studies showing more certainty about the future 

among adolescents with more academic qualifications (Épiphane & Sulzer, 2008; Galland, 2008), we expect to 

find a greater sense of uncertainty among young people who do not plan to pursue higher education.  

Finally, the last hypothesis (H4) has to do with relationships maintained by the different sources of 

variation and their ability to reveal that subgroups that show contrast from the point of view of their SRs related 

to work and the future. Although we do not exclude the idea of a certain overlap between the type of secondary 

school and the anticipated duration of post-secondary education when it comes to the nature of the SRs 

produced, we expect the psychological “anticipated duration of higher education” variable to have a greater 

capacity to make detailed distinctions from the point of view of the hopes and fears. Anticipating further 

education implies a certain confidence in the future and a distance from immediate career concerns. Conversely, 

not anticipating further study exposes one to greater vulnerability, if only from the point of view of employment 

prospects. 

 

  Method 

Context of study and procedure 

The data collection took place as part of a scientific and pedagogical project implemented by the 

Groupe d’Études sur le Travail et la Santé au Travail (Work and Workplace Health Research Group) with the 

commitment of the Ile-de-France region. The project consisted of an essay competition on the topic of work for 

students held from 2016 to 2018 at volunteer secondary schools (Edey-Gamassou & Prunier-Poulmaire, 2018; 

Olry-Louis et al., 2018). Prior to the essay-writing completed with their teachers, the students were asked to fill 

out a questionnaire in class, an activity that took around 15 minutes. 

Participants 

669 people participated in this study, including 340 who identified as females, and 323 as males (Table 

1). As for the percentages, 50.7% of the participants came from the 4th or 3rd year of middle school (according 

to the French system), and 49.3% from the 2nd year of high school. A total of 36.9% were enrolled in general 

high school and 12.4% in vocational high school, mainly in the fields of management, safety or fashion. 

Measures 
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The questionnaire applied was composed of two free-association tasks, a traditional method for 

investigating SRs (Lo Monaco et al., 2016). The participants had to say the first four words that came to mind 

when they thought about “work” and then “your future”. They then had to estimate the number of years of higher 

education that they expected to complete using the following item: “At the end of this school year, 

approximately how many years do you plan to spend on your studies (from 0 to 10, 0 meaning no further 

studies).” Next, they had to answer some brief questions aimed at collecting socio-demographic characteristics 

(age, sex, class and type of secondary school). 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

Data processing 

The “anticipated duration of post-secondary education” variable was constructed by recoding the 

answers to this question. Taking into account the number of years until respondents would earn their 

baccalauréat diploma, the numbers of years provided were transformed into one of the following answer 

modalities: long studies (4 or more years of higher education), short studies (1 to 3 years of higher education) or 

no higher education (0 years). Table 2 shows that apart from non-responses, 35.72% of the students planned to 

complete short studies, 34.08% long studies and 19.73% planned to end their studies with the baccalauréat. The 

distribution of answers is differentiated according to the type of secondary school attended: while the majority of 

middle-school students and general high-school students wanted to pursue long studies (58.33% and 39.47% 

respectively) or short studies (48.24% and 42.54%), most students enrolled at vocational high schools planned to 

pursue short studies (38.55%) or to stop their education (27.71%). 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

The evocations produced in response to the inductor words were processed using IRaMuTeQ software, 

and two analyses were conducted in this way. While the first is a mainstay of the study of social representations 

(Lo Monaco et al., 2016), the second allowed us to explore the psychological “anticipated duration of post-

secondary education” variable in greater detail. 

The prototypical analysis method (Bonnec et al., 2002 ) is based on two indices that can be calculated 

for every associated word: the frequency of its appearance in the population and its average rank of appearance 

in the association chain. In this way, we can distinguish four sub-groups corresponding to the two dichotomized 

indices: low frequency vs. high frequency and low rank of appearance vs. high rank of appearance (Lo Monaco 

et al., 2016). The answers considered to have a high frequency are the ones mentioned by over 10% of the 
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population. Among those considered to have a low frequency, only the ones mentioned by 5 to 10% of the 

population were retained. 

By focusing on the frequency of elements, the correspondence factor analysis (CFA) can be used to 

simultaneously study the variables and the content of the representation (Deschamps, 2003). By identifying 

factor axes, this type of analysis sheds light on the organization of the elements of social representation. This 

analysis is based solely on responses having a minimum frequency of 10.  

 

Results 

Preliminary analysis: quantitative indicators relative to the production of SRs 

As mentioned in Table 3, the various evocations produced by the participants were grouped on the basis 

of widely used indicators (Lambert et al., 2009). The answers designate the total number of evocations 

produced1, the types of answers refer to the different evocations produced and the Hapax number corresponds to 

the number of types produced by a single participant (Flament & Rouquette, 2003). Diversity and rarity indices 

varying between 0 and 1 were calculated. The lower they were, the more the elements produced were shared by 

all the respondents. In light of these elements, the “work” inductor gave rise to the production of a larger number 

of words than the “future” inductor (t(668) = 12.1, p < 0.001) and these words had a more structured 

representation (diversity of .192 for “work” and .243 for “future”).  

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 

Social representations of work 

The “work” inductor elicited a wide range of evocations, four of which may be considered candidates 

for the central core given their high frequency and low average rank of appearance: money, salary, tiring and 

studies (Table 4). The first two terms, having neighboring meanings, refer to classical instrumental aspects 

resulting from work and are associated with two attributes, one of which, tiring, can be seen as a result of 

working, while the other, studies, is a necessary precondition for working. In the absence of elements identified 

as frequent but with a high average rank of appearance, only the contrasting second zone of lower frequency and 

low rank of appearance can be commented upon. It encompasses certain human attributes presented initially or 

appearing as the result of work (determination, motivation, perseverance, effort, seriousness, duty, responsibility, 

obligation, labor, success, long) and attributes of the act of working (writing, working, useful) with its risks 

 
1 The number of answers corresponds to the number of evocations produced by the participants. An evocation 
can consist of one or more words. 
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(unemployment) and temporality covering the period from school to adult life (long, hard, school, orientation2, 

adult). The zone of low frequency and high rank of appearance, with its great variety, evokes above all the 

spatio-temporal and human environment of work (boss, co-workers, company, office, schedule, time, punctuality, 

getting up early, organization). It also underscores a few anticipated positive effects of work (passion, learning, 

enjoyment, reflecting), or to the contrary its potential deleterious effects (difficult, boredom, stress), the 

necessary personal traits (courage, concentration, respect, thoroughness, patience, ambition) and the various 

spheres of life (future, life, family, profession).  

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE 

Variations in “work” SRs according to secondary school type and anticipated duration of post-secondary 

education 

As for potential variation according to training type, the evocations produced by the middle-school 

students, initially compared to those of the high-school students, proved to be very close to them. 

Differentiations are limited to peripheral elements: the word studies is relegated to the periphery for middle-

school students, while the terms time and passion appear only in the high-school students’ evocations. The 

comparison of the three types of secondary schools appears more discriminating (Table 5). As for the candidates 

for the central core, the evocation of schedules was specific to vocational high-school students, while efforts and 

studies came up only among general high-school students (see the first two columns). As for the peripheral 

elements (see the last two columns), the general high-school students’ evocations resembled those of the middle-

school students in that they associate personal constraints (duty, obligation, effort, responsibility, respect) and 

academic constraints (working, learning, difficult) with a more distant point in the future (time, future, boredom). 

We find evocations of this time among the vocational high-school students (future, boredom), associated with 

personal or professional states that can be understood as generated by work activity (success, seriousness, 

courage, independent) and with constraints specific to the work environment (getting up early, boss). The term 

passion was specific to general high-school students. 

INSERT TABLE 5 HERE 

We also see certain variations linked to anticipations of the duration of the future post-secondary 

education (Table 6). The central-core candidates common to the three durations of post-secondary education are 

money, salary and tiring, to which schedule is added for short or non-existent studies, studies for short studies 

 
2 We have chosen to keep the French word cited by the participants, which refers to educational and vocational 
guidance. 
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and effort for long studies (see the first two columns of the table). Peripheral elements (identifiable in the last 

two columns) appear on the one hand common to all three anticipated durations of post-secondary education, in 

reference to work, as a possibility (future) that requires duty and seriousness in the face of difficulties and 

boredom. But some of them seem differentiated, the specificities concerning positive traits (perseverance and 

responsibility when short or long studies are planned), relationship to work (obligation or passion in the same 

case), or work contexts (co-worker, boss or profession in the same case, punctuality and getting up early if no 

further study is involved ). 

INSERT TABLE 6 HERE 

Social representations of the future 

For the “your future” inductor, four evocations appeared in the high frequency and low average rank of 

appearance zone: money, work, family and studies (Table 7). The element success appears in the contrasting zone 

of high frequency and high average rank of appearance. All of these elements can be considered candidates for 

the central core of the representations of the future. In the contrasting zone of low frequency and low average 

rank of appearance, certain objects expected in the near future are mentioned (car), alongside aspects related to 

what is hoped for in the future (happiness, rich, happy, dream, passion, love, hope) and other elements related to 

worries (fear, difficult, uncertain, courage). In the high rank and low frequency zone, we find themes close to the 

evocations related to the major milestones of life (child, marriage, housing, house, profession etc.) or centered 

around key values (freedom, autonomy, responsibility, help, friendship, discovery) or sensations (joy, 

enjoyment).  

INSERT TABLE 7 HERE 

Variations in “future” SRs according to secondary school type and anticipated duration of post-secondary 

education 

Comparisons of SRs according to secondary school type, in which middle-school and high-school 

students contrast with each other in the first analysis, showed a high degree of similarity among the candidates 

for the central core. However, in the second analysis, we note the absence of the word "studies" among the 

vocational high school students (Table 8, first two columns). The peripheral elements are constituted by radically 

different objects mentioned by vocational high-school students (car, housing, marriage referring to stages of 

adult life in the personal and familial spheres) and general high-school students (happiness, travel, educational 

path referring to states, activities and choices to be made). The peripheral evocations of middle-school students 
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bring together both perspectives with child, house, car on the one hand and rich, difficult, happiness and 

profession on the other. 

INSERT TABLE 8 HERE 

As for variations linked to the anticipated duration of post-secondary education (Table 9), the place 

occupied by studies differs: while students who expect to pursue long post-secondary studies make it a choice 

candidate for the central core, those without plans to pursue higher education after earning the baccalauréat 

diploma do not mention this term. Furthermore, although positive states such as happiness and life events such as 

marriage and children are the most shared peripheral evocations, they are rounded out by specific objects among 

those expecting to pursue long studies (travel), pecuniary evocations (salary, rich) and choices to be made in the 

near term (educational path) among those planning to pursue short studies and negative emotional evocations 

among those who are not planning to pursue higher education at all (difficult, fear, stress). 

INSERT TABLE 9 HERE 

Organization of all the SRs collected for the two inductors 

Applying a CFA to all of the discursive materials collected for the inductors under study, we tried to 

account for all of the results (Figure 1). Because the “anticipated duration of post-secondary education” variable 

is a relevant psychological variable for our issue, and reveals quite differentiated results, we have used it as an 

active variable in the CFA presented, the “secondary school type” variable not being taken into consideration 

here. Note that the interpretation of the factorial axes was carried out on the basis of the analysis of the 

evocations contributing the most to their extraction, and that these evocations are not all visible in figure 1. This 

essentially reveals the evocations distinguishing the groups. 

The first correspondence factor axis accounts for 62.22% of the variance. It is relative to the content 

(material, temporal and human) of the examined SRs. It relates in its negative end to a relatively imprecise 

(vague) perception of the future, characterized only by desired material objects (money, car), associated with a 

temporally restricted vision of work (schedule, punctuality). The positive end showed more diversified 

expectations regarding the future (family, employment, friendship) and work (ambition, responsibility, salary, 

obligation, effort), in which different possibilities seemed feasible (choice, studies, orientation). Finally, this axis 

shows a contrast between students that do not want to pursue a higher education (on the negative end, where the 

only the material evocations occur) with those who expect to pursue long higher education studies (positive end, 

where diversified and open evocations appear). The second factor axis accounts for 37.78% of the variance. It is 

relative to the level of abstraction of the examined SRs. The negative end is characterized by a rather idealized 
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and abstract vision of work (profession, work, reflect, organization, independence) and a future (happiness, love, 

profession) that is not very well defined (uncertain). The positive end offers more specific and balanced 

perceptions, from the point of view of spheres of life and the future (health, marriage, work, orientation, 

educational path, studies) and work (life, future, employment, family), some tangible elements also being 

identifiable with regard to work in terms of risks (hard, unemployment) and necessary positive traits (courage, 

determination). It is at this end, marked by concrete and well defined representations in all spheres of life that we 

find, clearly positioned, the group of students planning to pursue short post-secondary studies, as opposed to the 

other two groups that appear more at the negative end, which is marked by more abstract and less defined 

representations. 

Fig 1. Plan 1-2 of factorial correspondence analysis for SRs of “work” and “your future” according to 
anticipated duration of post-secondary education 

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 

This CFA shows SRs that are quite differentiated according to the variable examined. The group 

anticipating long studies has a relatively positive vision of the future (passion, love, choice) associated with 

efforts to be made (courage) and anchored in a view of work that proves to be quite traditional (profession, 

company, co-workers, office, obligation etc.), making it possible to apply positive traits or values (thoroughness, 

responsibility, ambition) and remaining subordinate to the knowledge gained (learning). The group mentioning 

short studies offers a relatively optimistic representation of the future (nice, long, enjoyment, salary) that is 

rather dependent upon their coming orientation, combined with a perception of work that sees it as accessible 

(employment, future) in spite of difficulties (hard) and requiring a certain determination. The group of students 

not planning to pursue a higher education seems more worried about their future (uncertain, fear), which they 

associate mainly with profession and a certain freedom obtained. It testifies to a perception of work that is 

structured by temporal aspects and constraints (schedule, punctual, getting up early, tiring, seriousness etc.) and 

by financial aspects (money), symbolizing on their own a certain success. 

 

Discussion 

In order to compare the main results to the hypotheses previously put forward,for the inductor “work”, 

firstly, we had thought we would be able to identify central elements linked not only to the purposes of work, 

whether instrumental or experiential , but also to pick out elements more closely linked to a higher education, 

which has taken on great importance in French society as it places high value on degrees (H1a). We noticed that 

for our population, the expected experiential purposes took shape around issues of health (tiring) and post-
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secondary education (studies) and related to a central financial element (money, salary). As for the peripheral 

elements, we had postulated that middle-school students might develop a more academic vision of work, while 

vocational high-school students might have a more specific and contextualized representation of it (H2a). The 

results are compatible with this hypothesis and allow us to describe it in greater detail. It seems that middle-

school and vocational high-school students share a number of elements linked to the long term and to academic 

and personal constraints (learning, work, duty, obligation etc.), evocations of an intense and irrational emotional 

state qualifying work (passion) being specific to general high-school students. The representation of high-school 

students seem at this level more anchored in a form of reality that is oriented toward work (seriousness, boss, 

getting up early etc.), positive (success) and statutory (independent, which in French can also mean freelance). 

We had also expected specific peripheral elements according to the anticipated duration of post-secondary 

education, with a more idealized and abstract representation among students planning a long post-secondary 

education and a vision marked by more immediate concerns over entering the workforce among students not 

planning to pursue any higher education. Our results are in line with this hypothesis and enable us to specify it in 

greater detail and to round out the previous observations on secondary school types. Young people who want to 

pursue either a long or short higher education are characterized by a vision of work that is both conventional (co-

workers, boss, profession, obligation) and idealized (passion), and those wanting to stop after earning the 

baccalauréat diploma have a view of work that is more restrictive (punctuality, getting up early) and specific 

(independent, courage). 

For the inductor “your future”, we had postulated that the candidates for the central core would refer to 

a financial aspect but have an openness to different areas of life in the form of fears and hopes (H1b). Although 

among the five candidates for the central core we found – as expected – words related to financial aspects 

(money) and the various spheres of life (work, family, studies), no element suggesting fears was identified. The 

hopes seemed to take form first and foremost in the notion of success. An analysis of the peripheral elements 

offers a distinction according to secondary school type. In contrast to our hypothesis (H2b), the SRs of the 

middle-school students in our sample stood out less from those of the high-school students than between those of 

the two types of high schools, which refer to specific spheres: general high-school students mentioned states, 

activities and choices that are rather characteristic for young people (happiness, travel, educational path), while 

vocational high-school students were oriented more toward the traditional stages of adult life (car, housing, 

marriage). In keeping with our hypothesis about the “anticipated duration of post-secondary education” variable, 

adolescents without plans for higher education were more uncertain and above all more concerned about their 
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future than the others(difficult, fear, stress). Those who planned to pursue short post-secondary education 

seemed more focused on upcoming orientation choices (educational path) and the hope of substantial 

compensation (salary, rich). 

We can learn quite a bit by comparing the SRs of the two inductors. To start with, as we had supposed 

(H1c), a few elements are candidates for the cores of both SRs. Money, first of all, which appears central, studies 

next, although this element seems more volatile for vocational high-school students and those with no plans for 

higher education. Work, finally, itself appears to be a candidate for the central core of the SR related to the 

future, the opposite not being true regardless of subgroup. 

The last hypothesis (H4) had to do with the capacity of the psychological “anticipated duration of post-

secondary education” variable to reveal subgroups that show contrast from the point of view of their SRs related 

to work and the future, compared to the “secondary school type” variable, which is more traditional and 

objective. Our results clearly indicate the advantage of taking the “anticipated duration of post-secondary 

education” variable into account in this type of research. It revealed concerns about the future held by young 

people with no plans to pursue higher education, while adolescents who planned to do post-secondary studies 

focused more readily on the difficult issue of the orientation choices to be made. It thus allowed us to form a 

more accurate idea of the effects, on the SRs related to work and the future, of the place occupied by the social 

norm “higher education for all” in the context of uncertainty that characterizes our society today. This point is to 

be taken in the context of the fact that, as we had supposed, post-secondary education is an element that is most 

often a candidate for the central core, except for those individuals who do not plan to continue their education. 

This result shows the increasing power of the new social norm “higher education for all”, shared by 80% of 

adolescents in France according to the 2018 Pisa survey (Insee, 2020), although there are some disparities 

depending on social origin, even with an equivalent level of schooling. 

Theoretical implications 

Concerning the field of SRs, some of our results confirm several elements obtained by Roussiau and 

Leblanc (2001) with the inductor work. In particular, it seems that vocational high-school students are still 

characterized by a certain professional maturity and general high-school students by a duty to study. However, 

differences in results appear, the most notable being a reference to passion for general high schools only, so far 

not underscored. Should we see in this a form of optimism that is more characteristic of this population of young 

people? In addition, this study made it possible to identify elements that are more specific to college students, for 

which we did not have any work in France. For example, from this age, we see a reference to studies in the 
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peripheral zone and overall a representation of work close to general high-school students. The study also 

highlights a more concrete perception of work, essentially taking into account its constraints among adolescents 

who are not considering higher education. In an unprecedented way, we have also brought elements for 

understanding SRs that adolescents develop about their future, which cannot be summed up in the professional 

sphere alone. Overall, this appears to be mainly based on a hope of success, financially but also within different 

areas of life (work, family, studies). In addition, as previously observed for work, the way middle-school 

students perceive their future is more similar to that of general high-school students than that of vocational high-

school students, taking up the classic attributes of entering adulthood. Finally, fears about the future appear 

relatively specific to students not considering higher education, as if they seemed more permeable to contextual 

uncertainty. To go further on this point, it would seem beneficial to us to have, in future studies, a scale for 

measuring the feeling of uncertainty. With reference to the theories of counselling psychology, our results point 

to the importance of giving greater prominence to work representations, on the one hand, and of articulating 

them, on the other hand, with anticipations of the future. Indeed, simultaneously considering the representations 

of work and of oneself in the future allows for the expression of general life goals in connection with the person's 

identity, based on processes of identification and differentiation (Auzoult, 2018; Baumeister et al., 2016). 

Integrating personal wishes and fears, as much as the social categories to which it would be possible to belong in 

the future, the possible selves are thus summoned (Cinnirella, 1998; Markus & Nurius, 1986). We now know 

that over the course of a person’s life, they serve both as interpretative frameworks for current experiences and 

as standards to be attained through the behaviors implemented. We can see here how advantageous it is for 

vocational psychology to integrate concepts developed in social psychology in order to understand, in a context 

of generalized uncertainty and fragility of work, the contents developed by young people in terms of social 

representations of work and anticipations of self. 

Limitations 

Some elements in particular will need to be corrected in upcoming studies aimed at comparing these 

representations with those collected among students during the pandemic. One concerns the imbalance in the 

numbers of the three sub-groups from different secondary schools, which may have an impact on the results 

relating to SRs on the total sample, through a lesser influence of the elements characterizing the group with small 

numbers (83 students in VHS against 339 MS and 247 GHS). Subgroups with equivalent numbers of participants 

must be formed in future research.. The other limitation lies in the order of presenting the inductors “work” and 

“your future”, which should have been counter-balanced, especially since we lack studies allowing us to discuss 
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our results relating to the inductor "your future". For example, regardless of the inductor offered, money is the 

central element of the SRs. If this result is relatively consistent with the previous research available with the 

inductor "work", this same result is more difficult to interpret for the inductor "your future” due to a lack of 

balance between the two inductors. We cannot rule out a contamination effect from the order in which our two 

inductors are presented (“work” then “your future”). Another possibility would be an effect of the instructions: 

the word “your” was placed before “future” – might that have elicited a more individual vision? 

Conclusions and practical implications 

In spite of these main limitations, what conclusions can we draw from this large collection of results?  

First of all, it seems that the centrality of money found with the two inductors could reflect a model of society in 

which money is king and individual and material concerns take precedence over collective and immaterial 

concerns (de Blic & Lazarus, 2007). Apart from the fact that a similar observation was recently highlighted by 

Bellare et al. (2019) in an American and Israeli population, the observation of the also significant place occupied 

by success in the SRs seems to advocate for this interpretation.  

Next, it can be observed that apart from the term tiring, mentioned in connection with the inductor 

“work” and referring to its deleterious effects on health, the candidate elements for the central cores for “work” 

and “future” have generally positive connotations. The few fears mentioned are limited to peripheral elements, 

which are more malleable to the effects of contexts and apply more clearly to the group that does not plan to 

pursue any post-secondary education. While international surveys (Épiphane & Sulzer, 2008; Galland, 2008) 

underscore the fact that young people in France with fewer academic qualifications have less confidence in life, 

our results suggest that this trend takes shape in a period before a diploma is earned, linked to whether higher 

education is anticipated or not.  

In summary, the differences in SRs show more contrasts between general high-school students and 

vocational high-school students than between middle-school students and high-school students. Furthermore, our 

results are compatible with the idea of an interiorization of ways of thinking and acting among the school groups 

the students belong to (Bataille, 2000; Blustein, 2011). 

From the point of view of its practical implications in terms of support for young people as they embark upon 

transitions, the study’s results suggest that contemporary uncertainties should not be interpreted as inevitable 

(Gutman & Schoon, 2012; Kenny et al., 2010). They encourage us to view assistance provided to young people 

for their decisions on future orientations and transitions as opportunities to express and share fears, desires and 

introspection during interactions among peers (Olry-Louis & Soidet, 2020). They also suggest the advantage to 
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be gained from facilitating discussion among students from these three different types of secondary schools, 

particularly in the form of testimonials from students who have already made their transition and interactive 

tours of other schools led by the students themselves. In a more general way, perceived uncertainty over the 

future could become a subject of focus in support work, providing material for introspection and discussion in 

terms of its motivational and emotional aspects. Similarly, the relationship to work could be more systematically 

investigated, in particular with a more detailed exploration of its social and symbolic aspects, which are often 

obscured by its instrumental aspect in the minds of many young people (Edey-Gamassou & Prunier-Poulmaire, 

2018). This strikes us as especially relevant with regard to the results of an international survey (Galland, 2008) 

highlighting the fact that young people in France overrate having “meaningful work” that they are “passionate 

about”.  
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Table 1 
Composition of the study sample by type of establishment and gender 
 

 MD GHS VHS No answers Total 
Females 161 141 38 / 340 
Males 175 105 43 / 323 

No answers 3 1 2 / 6 
Total 339 247 83 / 669 

% 50,67% 36,92% 12,41% /  
Note. MD = Middle School ; GHS = General High School ;  VHS = Vocational High School 
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Table 2  
Distribution of population according to anticipated duration of post-secondary education and training type 

  No studies  Short studies Long studies  No answers  Total  

MS  62  110  133  34  339  

GHS 47  97  90  13  247  

VHS 23  32  5  23  83  

Total   132  239  228  70  669  

% 19,73% 35,72 34,08% 10,4%  
  Note. MD = Middle School ; GHS = General High School ;  VHS = Vocational High School 
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Table 3  
Description of data collected for inductors “work” and “your future” 
  Work  Your future  

Number of answers  2671  2553  
Number of types  515  621  
Number of hapax  275  345  

Diversity  .192  .243  
Rarity  .533  .555  

Average word per participant  M = 3.66 (SD=0.77)  M = 2.95 (SD = 1.48)  

Note. Average word per participant correspond the mean number of evocations evoked by each participant. 
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Table 4  
Evocations for the inductor “work” according to their rank of appearance and frequency  

  Average rank of appearance 
  Low ≤ 2.35 High > 2.35 

Frequency 

High >10% 

Money 
Salary 
Tiring 
Studies 

235 
134 
123 
67 

2 
2.3 
2.3 
2.3 

   

Low <10% 

Effort 
Seriousness 
Duty 
Hard 
Responsability 
Working 
Perseverance 
Obligation 
School 
Success 
Future 
Motivation 
Determination 
Writing 
Unemployment 
Adult 
Long 
Labor 
Orientation 
Useful 

58 
42 
37 
35 
33 
31 
24 
22 
21 
19 
19 
17 
17 
15 
12 
12 
12 
11 
10 
10 

2 
2.2 
1.7 
1.6 
2.2 
2 
2.2 
2.2 
2.3 
2.1 
2.3 
1.8 
1.9 
1.7 
2.3 
2.3 
2.1 
1.8 
2.1 
2.2 

Schedule 
Difficult 
Future 
Boredom 
Time 
Passion 
Learning 
Boss 
Co-workers 
Courage 
Stress 
Concentration 
Company 
Career 
Respect 
Enjoyment 
Thoroughness 
Office 
Punctuality 
Reflecting 
Getting up early 
Organization 
Life 
Family 
Ambition 
Patience 

59 
42 
40 
38 
33 
30 
29 
26 
21 
21 
20 
19 
18 
18 
16 
16 
15 
14 
13 
13 
12 
12 
12 
10 
10 
10 

2.4 
2.4 
2.4 
2.6 
2.4 
2.5 
2.6 
3 
2.8 
2.5 
2.9 
2.4 
2.7 
2.9 
2.6 
2.8 
2.4 
2.7 
2.9 
2.5 
2.8 
2.8 
1.9 
3.6 
3.1 
2.4 
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Table 5  
Evocations of work according to training type 

Note: Only the evocations mentioned by at least 5% of the reference population were retained. VHS = 
Vocational High School ; GHS = General High School ; MD = Middle School. 

 

 

  

 High frequency, low 
rank 

High frequency, 
high rank 

Low frequency, low rank Low frequency, high rank 

VHS 

Money 
Salary 

48 
15 

1.6 
1.9 

Schedule 
Tiring 

18 
14 

2.6 
2.3 

Success 
Studies 
Seriousness 

8 
6 
5 

2 
2.2 
2.2 

Boredom 
Courage 
Independent 
Future 
Enjoyment 
Getting up early 
Boss 

7 
6 
6 
5 
5 
5 
5 

2.4 
3.2 
3.2 
2.8 
2.8 
3.2 
2.6 

GHS 

Money 
Salary 
Effort 

85 
64 
29 

2 
2.1 
2.1 

Tiring 
Studies 

55 
31 

2.5 
2.5 

Duty 
Hard 
Obligation 

18 
17 
16 

1.5 
1.8 
2.2 

Difficult 
Future 
Time 
Passion 

18 
18 
17 
16 

2.4 
2.4 
2.5 
2.4 

MD 

Money 
Tiring 

102 
54 

2.2 
2.1 

Salary 55 
 

2.6 Studies 
Effort 
Responsibility 
Duty 
Working 
Hard 

30 
27 
22 
18 
18 
17 

2.2 
1.8 
2.1 
1.9 
2 
1.5 

Schedule 
Learning 
Difficult 
Boredom 
Future 
Respect 

31 
25 
20 
19 
18 
15 

2.5 
2.6 
2.4 
2.6 
2.4 
2.7 
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Table 6 

Evocations of work according to anticipated duration of post-secondary education  

Note: Only the evocations mentioned by at least 5% of the reference population were retained. No S. = No 
studies ; Short S. = Short studies ;  Long S. = Long studies 

 

 

 High frequency, 
low rank 

High frequency, 
high rank 

Low frequency, low rank Low frequency, high rank 

No S. 

Money 
Salary 

58 
19 

1.9 
2.2 

Tiring 
Schedule 

35 
19 

2.8 
2.5 

Studies 
Boredom 
Long 
Hard 
Success 
Duty 
 

9 
8 
7 
6 
6 
6 
 

1.8 
2.1 
2.1 
1.7 
1.7 
1.3 
 

Seriousness 
Future 
Effort 
Getting up early 
Difficult 
Time 
Punctuality 
Working 

10 
9 
9 
8 
7 
7 
6 
6 

2.3 
2.3 
2.9 
2.8 
2.7 
2.3 
2.7 
2.3 

Short 
S. 

Money 
Salary 
Studies 

79 
48 
23 

1.9 
2.2 
2 

Tiring 
Schedule 
 

38 
25 

2.3 
2.3 

Effort 
Hard 
Seriousness 
Difficult 
 

19 
18 
16 
13 
 

1.7 
1.8 
2.1 
2.2 
 

Future 
Time 
Boredom 
Perseverance 
Boss 

16 
12 
12 
11 
11 

2.4 
2.5 
3.2 
2.3 
2.7 

Long 
S. 

Money 
Tiring 
Effort 

70 
40 
24 
 
 

2.3 
1.9 
1.9 

Salary 53 
 

2.4 Studies 
Duty 
Responsibility 
Obligation 
Perseverance 
Working 
 

20 
17 
15 
13 
12 
11 

2.3 
1.8 
2.1 
2.2 
2.3 
2.1 
 

Difficult 
Learning 
Future 
Passion 
Time 
Boredom 
Co-worker 
Boss 
Profession 
Seriousness 

15 
15 
15 
14 
12 
12 
11 
11 
11 
11 

2.5 
2.9 
2.4 
2.9 
2.5 
2.7 
2.5 
3.3 
2.9 
2.4 
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Table 7  
Evocations for the inductor “your future” according to their rank of appearance and frequency 
  Average rank of appearance 
  Low ≤ 2.28 High > 2.28 

Frequency 

High >10% 

Money 
Work 
Family 
Studies 

136 
120 
116 
64 

2 
2.2 
2.2 
2.2 

Success 75 2.4 

Low <10% 

Happiness 
Rich 
Car 
Difficult 
Happy 
Fear 
Dream 
Passion 
Uncertain 
Love 
Hope 
Courage 

30 
26 
24 
23 
21 
19 
18 
17 
15 
13 
12 
10 

1.9 
1.9 
2.2 
2 
2 
2.2 
2.1 
2.2 
1.2 
2.2 
2.2 
1.2 

Child 
Travel 
Marriage 
Housing 
Educational path 
Salary 
House 
Choice 
Enjoyment 
Profession 
Joy 
Freedom 
Help 
Employment 
Health 
Autonomy 
Friendship 
Discovery 
Responsability 

34 
34 
28 
24 
24 
22 
21 
19 
19 
17 
15 
14 
13 
13 
13 
13 
12 
11 
10 

2.4 
2.4 
2.3 
2.6 
3.8 
2.3 
2.4 
3.1 
2.4 
2.9 
2.7 
2.4 
3.2 
2.3 
2.6 
2.5 
2.8 
3.2 
2.7 
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Table 8  
Evocations for “future” according to type of secondary school 

Note: Only the evocations evoked by at least 5% of the reference population were kept. VHS = Vocational High 
School ; GHS = General High School ; MD = Middle School. 

 

  

 High frequency, low 
rank 

High frequency, high 
rank 

Low frequency, low 
rank 

Low frequency, high rank 

VHS 
Money 
Success 

19 
11 

1.8 
2 

Family 
Work 

12 
12 

2.3 
2.2 

Car 6 1.7 Housing 
Marriage 

7 
6 

2.6 
2.5 

GHS 

Family 
Money 
Work 
Studies 

62 
51 
44 
26 

2.1 
2 
2 
2 

Success 31 2.7 Happiness 14 1.8 Travel 
Educational 
path 

23 
15 

2.3 
3.8 

MS 

Money 
Work 
Family 
Studies 
Success 

66 
64 
42 
36 
33 

2 
2.3 
2.2 
2.2 
2.3 

  
 

 Child 
Rich 
Difficult 
House 
Happiness 
Car 

21 
17 
15 
14 
14 
14 

2.3 
1.7 
2.1 
2.3 
2.2 
2.1 

Profession 15 2.8 
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Table 9  
Evocations for “future” according to anticipated duration of post-secondary education 

 Note: Only the evocations mentioned by at least 5% of the reference population were retained. No S. = No 
studies ; Short S. = Short studies ;  Long S. = Long studies 

 

 

  

 

 High frequency, 
low rank 

High frequency, high 
rank 

Low frequency, low rank Low frequency, high 
rank 

No S. 

Money 
 

27 
 

1.9 Family 
Work 
Success 
 

20 
19 
12 
 

2.2 
2.3 
2.3 

Happiness 
Difficult 
Marriage 
Stress 

6 
5 
5 
5 

1.8 
1.8 
2 
1.6 

Fear 
Studies 
Car 
 

8 
6 
6 
 

2.2 
2.5 
2.2 
 

Short 
S. 

Work 
Money 
 

52 
52 

2.1 
1.9 

Family 
Success 
 

42 
30 
 
 

2.4 
2.5 

Studies 
Salary 
Happiness 
Rich 

19 
12 
11 
11 

2.2 
2.3 
1.6 
1.8 

Child 
Marriage 
Educatio
nal path 

14 
13 
11 
 

2.6 
2.5 
3.6 
 

Long 
S. 

Money 
Family 
Studies 

45 
43 
35 

2.1 
1.9 
2.2 

Work 
Success 

43 
26 

2.3 
2.6 

Happiness 
Happy 

12 
11 

2.1 
1.9 

Travel 
Child 

20 
15 

2.5 
2.3 


