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The Influence of Family, Social, and Work
Socialization on the Construction of the
Professional Identity of Young Adults
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The article examines the role of social and professional experiences under-
taken by young adults in order to construct their Professional Identity. More
particularly, two determining dimensions in this identity construction are
studied. The first one concerns socialization for work which corresponds to
social experience undergone in the family and in education from childhood.
The second one concerns socialization by work which corresponds to profes-
sional experience undergone by young adults. The latter dimension is studied
from a perspective which comprises two methods: direct integration and as-
sisted integration in the world of work. This article ends by pinpointing the
most significant characteristics of the contexts and experiences undergone by
young adults in the construction of their Professional Identity, and by discuss-
ing what measures might be useful to accompany the school to work transi-
tion.
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The Professional Identity of adults with professional status gave
rise to sociological and psycho-sociological research which made it pos-
sible to partially highlight the main components of this identity (e.g.,
Dubar, 1991; Sainsaulieu, 1977; Sainsaulieu, Francfort, Osty, &
Uhalde, 1995). Often alluded to by the term Identity at work (Thomp-
son & Mc Hugh, 1990), or as Occupational Identity (Dubar, 1991), Pro-
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fessional Identity is built through a long and complex process which
begins in childhood.

In this article, we present European research which analyzes the
two forms of socialization operating in the construction of the Profes-
sional Identity of young adults. Based on the findings of the European
longitudinal research study Work Socialization of Youth (WOSY), (see
in particular Depolo, Harpaz, Jesuimo, & Sarchielli, 1992), socializa-
tion for work concerns attitudes, values, and cognitive capacities ac-
quired before entering the working world. Socialization by work on
the other hand, reflects the personal qualities that develop in young
adults confronted with the working world.

Our intention in this article, is to point out the role of the main
contexts encountered by young adults when constructing their profes-
sional identity. Socialization for work will lead us to discuss the role
of social, family, and school experiences in the professional develop-
ment of young adults. In order to define socialization by work, we will
analyze how direct and assisted integration (apprenticeship) within
the work world act on Professional Identity. Direct integration occurs
when young adults are involved in full-time or part-time employment
or jobs undertaken while in school. Assisted integration takes place
when young adults are enrolled in an apprenticeship. It is character-
ized by close monitoring and educational assistance which aims at
linking employment with training.

How Professional Identity Is Defined

Before referring to leading social and psychological research that
will enable us to define the determining factors of Professional Iden-
tity, we need to define Professional Identity. After consulting French
research we were only able to find two definitions of Professional Iden-
tity. These two definitions associate Professional Identity with Social
Identity. As a result of this, Blin (1997) emphasized the importance of
context in the mobilization of Professional Identity, stating that:

The notion that one of the aspects of social identity is its professional
nature assumes that in a professional context identity is mobilized first
and foremost in relation to other identities. This is a reiteration of the
need to put things in context, in the sense that the context activates in
order of preference identities which are relevant to the given situation.
(p. 182)
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He also explained that in order for individuals to create their own
Professional Identity, they should initiate relationships at work and
participate in professional activities within a company.

A more sociological definition of Professional Identity was proposed
by Dubar (1991). It stressed the importance of the intentional dimen-
sion, which is an essential factor in the creation of this identity.

Basic professional identity not only constitutes an identity at work but
also and more importantly a projection of oneself in the future, the an-
ticipation of a career path and the implementation of a work-based logic,
or even better a training orientated logic. (p. 121)

Dubar (1992) went on to point out that Professional Identity is not the
same as social identity.

Professional identity is not to be confused with social identity even if it
is closely related. The former is work-related and linked to economic
activities whereas the latter concerns social status. (p. 532)

The importance of these definitions cannot be stressed enough in
that they facilitate the understanding of Professional Identity. Con-
ceived as closely linked to social identity, ones professional identity is
created as a result of ongoing contact with the working world, giving
rise to varied representations of self.

Socialization for Work: The Role of Family,
Social Experiences and Education

Professional Identity begins to develop from childhood. Children are
confronted very early on with two forms of work representations. The
first one occurs in the family: knowledge, representations, and atti-
tudes towards work are communicated. The second one takes place in
school and it is a more institutionalised form of transmission. Numer-
ous psychologists interested in understanding the different stages of
career choices, have emphasized the main influences which drive young
people to aspire to become professionals, and make their choices and
preferences for certain professional sectors or jobs. Among these influ-
ences, social experience undergone in the family or friendship circle is
identified as being particularly significant.

One insisted up to now on the place the school organization in the deter-
mination of intentions for future could hold. It is obvious that school is
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not the only institution which provides to the young adult frames en-
abling him to structure its professional intentions for the future. The
family, the whole socially controlled experiences of the individual, play
a role. (Guichard, 1993, p. 25)

The Role of Experience in the Family and Social Circle

Several social psychologists have shown that social and cognitive
experiences during childhood and adolescence play a fundamental role
in the development of young adults’ attitudes regarding work. Havirg-
hust (see Bujold, 1989) conceived the construction of Professional
Identity as a lifelong process in which developmental tasks individual
encounter at certain stages of their lives must be mastered. These
tasks include learning to organize themselves, planning and accomp-
lishing professional projects and affirming and developing their abili-
ties. Throughout their development young adults have to master these
tasks in order to satisfy their evolving physiological, psychological,
and social needs. At every individual stage new tasks must be mas-
tered. Professional Identity can therefore be considered as an accumu-
lation of general know-how, and skills associated with the experimen-
tation of a professional role. Havirghust’s model (Allard & Ouellette,
1995) leads to the idea that:

The most successful integration of each one of the components of profes-
sional identity could result in increasing the young person’s chances of
professional integration, whereas less successful integration of each
of these components might jeopardize his socio-economic integration.
(p. 77)

In her theory on the genesis of professional aspirations, Gottfred-
son (1994) highlighted the influence of social experiences during child-
hood and adolescence. Gender, social class, intellectual capacity, pro-
fessional interests, and values are equally important factors when
considering professional choices. However, it is mainly through the
cognitive map of professions that the adolescent comprehends the work-
ing world. This concept of a cognitive map corresponds to the repre-
sentation which integrates a diversity of professions into a structured
totality, which is established from about the age of 13 (Guichard,
1993). In fact from this age onwards, adolescents possess cognitive
elements enabling them to compare and evaluate professions, their
degree of masculinity/feminity and their degree of prestige, forming
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the axes of a cognitive map on which their ideas of professions are
projected.

Thus the cognitive map appears as a set of stereotypes and repre-
sentations of professions transmitted by the family as well as the me-
dia. It seems to be a strong determining factor in the progressive con-
struction of professional identity among young adults. Even though
developmental models have often been criticized because they implic-
itly establish norms that are likely to evolve, it is worth noting that
they do highlight the fact that Professional Identity has its origins in
several areas: in the social and familial experience of an individual,
in early socializing experiences and also in representations of work
and professions established during childhood and adolescence.

The Influence of the School Context

Several findings have shown the predominant influence of the
school and college context on attitudes and ideas concerning work and
the professional future of young people. In fact, Rodriguez-Tomé and
Bariaud (1987) observed that young people who come from an under-
privileged background and attend professional training courses have
a tendency to envisage fewer professional possibilities for the future,
than those who undertake more general courses. Along the same lines,
Guichard, Devos and Bernard (1994) emphasized the fact that a cho-
sen course of study can lead to new cultural practices, as well as can
have an effect on habitual behaviour (expressed by preferences and
cultural practices) established in the social milieu, and consequently
cause the ideas young people have regarding professions to evolve.

Research carried out by Le Bart and Merle (1997) which compare
several more or less selective courses in higher education, demon-
strated that a chosen course of study actually affects students more
than social background does. Furthermore they found that the satis-
faction felt regarding a chosen course of study is closely linked to the
degree of difficulty the individual has in integrating it. These authors
also observed differences linked to the feeling of belonging and solidar-
ity, feelings that are produced as a result of the network of relation-
ships developed during training. Co-operation in work and a good rap-
port with teachers is more noticeable and more familiar in the most
selective course than in the less selective course. Being able to inte-
grate oneself into a course therefore involves progressive adhesion to
the values promoted within it.
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Socialization by Work: The Role of Social
Interactions in the Context of Work

Socialization for work appears to be a long process which has its
origins in childhood, becomes more and more complex and is enriched
throughout adolescence and adulthood, notably through professional
training courses which are vectors of diffusion of culture and new val-
ues. For teenagers, socialization for work takes place, in family, social,
and educational circles. If the social and family circle favours the ac-
quisition of basic skills which are necessary for the achievement of
future productive activities (setting goals, carrying out precise tasks,
planning . . .) and for the development of social representations con-
cerning professions, the educational circle foreshadows confrontation
with the future professional environment (evaluation procedures, obli-
gations, the planning of action for the future).

What happens when the young adult finishes his studies and enters
the world of work? In this section we will answer this question by
trying to understand how socialization by work takes place for a young
adult entering the world of work. We will stress the role, within the
various contexts of work, of social interaction and show the opportuni-
ties it affords in terms of self-knowledge and the discovery of new
activities. The transition from school to work is difficult for young
adults and can take on various forms (an immediate and brutal path
from school to work, vocational training or casual jobs or part-time
work undertaken at the same time as school). This transition gives
the individual new opportunities to create strategies which mark new
social interactions and new relationships within society as a whole.
After pointing out the main identity transformations which occur
among young adults, two types of transitions will be discussed. Based
on this discussion the types of guidance that could be used to facilitate
socialization by work are presented.

Transition: The Re-Organisation of the Interaction
with the Environment

In making the transition from school to work, young adults need to
mobilize their identity resources for the implementation of new strate-
gies in several domains of their lives. Tapia (1994) described the tran-
sition as a period of fragility and rapid identity changes. He empha-
sized its discontinuous, breakable and even critical nature. During the
transition, adaptive strategies or behaviour must be established. This
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situation of great uncertainty has several potential outcomes and it is
hard to know which one will emerge. For Le Blanc and Laguerre
(2001), it is also a case of uncertainty concerning the future which is
closely linked with this period of integration in the working world.
Dupuy and Le Blanc (1997) also have shown that young people are
confronted with contradictory roles and the emergence of rival profes-
sional projects which disturb their representations of self. This transi-
tion is then added to others which are just as significant and difficult.
Thus, young people experience changes within the family circle which
lead them to become more autonomous.

Within the framework of a European study on young people, Cavalli
and Galland (1993) identified a major change in the organization of
the various thresholds that lead from adolescence to adulthood, and
revealed the emergence of new types of articulation between social,
family, educational, and professional domains. They showed that young
adults endeavour to experiment with new definitions of themselves
and with new ways of living. Moreover, the relationship with a given
institution evolves. Previously achieved through the mediation of an
adult, the young adults in question now have to develop their own
behaviour, in order to interact with these institutions. Consequently,
they acquire new rights and duties (Walgrave, 1992). During the
school-to-work transition, young adults often experience identity
transformations. They are particularly sensitive to social interaction
that occurs in the restrictive professional circle.

What is the role of professional experiences on transition from
school to work? Which kind of work contexts favour these identity
transformations? To answer to these questions, we present research
on two types of transitions from school to work that we propose to
compare. On the one hand, we will describe the effects of a direct and
rapid transition in the world of work, which corresponds to the variety
of jobs that young workers can encounter. On the other hand, we will
endeavour to pinpoint the effects of an apprenticeship which can be
viewed as a stage of preparation for professional life.

Direct Integration in the World of Work

Several studies which concentrate on groups of young people who
have recently entered the working world, highlight the effects of inte-
gration in the working world on changes in attitude and ideas con-
cerning professional life. Finch, Mortimer and Ryu’s research (1997)
was conducted on casual jobs undertaken while studying in the fields
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of catering, sales, and social support. In questioning 1000 young peo-
ple from 16 to 18 years of age, these authors analyzed the effects of
the quality of work accomplished on general mental health. When
questioning young people who have the possibility of promotion and
who discern little conflict between college and work and in addition
feel they are well paid, the authors observed an increase in confidence
regarding abilities within a year. Furthermore they noted that when
the work assigned to students involves mastering new abilities, the
quality of relationships with parents and peers improved. The authors
revealed that feeling at ease at work (good relationships with one’s
superiors, a stress-free environment) reduced the negative effects of
unease in family life (conflict with Parents).

The international WOSY study we referred to earlier on in this pa-
per, which was carried out in 8 different countries on young people
undergoing professional integration, brought to light the fact that
young people consider the professional reality encountered at work
more satisfying than they expected it to be. The young people ques-
tioned were particularly satisfied with their relationships with col-
leagues and superiors. This satisfaction regarding work was con-
firmed by a significant degree of psychological well-being, and few
conflicts concerning roles. Research conducted by Lancry-Hoestland
and Touzard (1993) confirmed the importance of relationships with
superiors, in the development of positive attitudes regarding work.
They also emphasized the link between the increase in career strate-
gies and future plans of a professional nature and the observation of
rules of promotion within a given company, as well as the quality of
social interaction. Broadly speaking they observed that:

Young people are so pleasantly surprised by the reality of work and
equally as satisfied that they have good working relationships with
their superiors, that they plan their professional life, and their work is
clear-cut and not at all open to confusion. (p. 71)

Results seem more contradictory concerning the effects of profes-
sional integration on the centrality of work for young people, however.
On the basis of a longitudinal study on the evolution of the meaning
of work for young people, Fraccaroli (1994) demonstrated that work is
often a fundamental value for young people before entering the work-
ing world. Nevertheless once they begin working life, the author noted
that for some young people, in particular girls and young people in
posts with few prospects, the importance given to work is reduced con-
siderably in favour of the extra-professional domain. Pohl (1997a,
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1997b) compared two groups, one of students and the other of salaried
employees, with regard to their ideas on links between life at work
and life outside work. Contrary to previous results, this study illus-
trated that students have more negative attitudes concerning work
than salaried employees do, and have difficulty imagining being able
to establish a harmonious link between life in and outside of work.
Salaried employees however, had rather more positive attitudes en-
abling them to harmonize these different aspects of life. Experience of
integration at work would therefore produce representations that are
more rich and diversified on professional life. It is probably the quality
of social relationships at work, and the ability of companies to explain
to young people the possibilities of advancement and ways of manag-
ing their careers, that play a decisive role. This is also what was ex-
pressed by Almudever (1998): Guidance and social support (assistance
from people they esteem, feedback on expectations . . .) are associated
with a sound level of psychological well-being and lead to greater in-
vestment in training or work. What happens when young adults grad-
ually go from school to the world of work? Among the various types of
professional insertion that exist in Europe, an Apprenticeship can be
qualified as an accompanied transition and relates to an increasing
minority of young people.

Apprenticeship: Progressive Socialization by Work

In educational systems in Europe, apprenticeship courses have seen
considerable expansion over the last ten years. By apprenticeship courses
we mean those courses which enable young people over the age of 16
to alternate study between an academic establishment and a com-
pany. Apprenticeship exists at all training levels (from secondary
school to the University) and consists in alternating two weeks of aca-
demic training and two weeks of work placement. Students receive a
salary throughout the training. Apprenticeship is theoretically con-
ceived of in such a way that academic courses are linked to profes-
sional activities performed in a company.

Several studies have highlighted the effects of apprenticeship on
attitudes towards work and on the construction of professional iden-
tity. As a result of questioning young people who undertake an ap-
prenticeship, Monaco (1993) demonstrates that their activities within
a company are often limited to unchallenging tasks. In fact more than
anything they are given tasks which make them become rapidly oper-
ational and apply basic professional skills. A French survey (Zarka,
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1996) carried out on 6000 young people undertaking an apprentice-
ship confirms that this type of training ensures an introduction to
company-related activities rather than training for a specific profes-
sion. Therefore prolonged integration in a company in the context of
an apprenticeship does not really facilitate the creation of professional
abilities. Furthermore, in his analysis of the representations of work
and companies of young adults who undertake an apprenticeship and
live in the countryside, Clenet (1993) illustrated that integration in a
company produces an increase in the satisfaction felt regarding ap-
prenticeship, and more positive feelings of self-worth than would be
experienced by those who opt for a traditional academic-based course.
Those undertaking an apprenticeship would also be more likely to de-
velop professional plans.

Examining the ways in which young trainees acquire professional
roles as nurses, Colardyn (1981; 1982) drew attention to the advan-
tages of diversifying both experience at work and professional con-
texts, as opposed to remaining in the same company and the same
post. This increase in experience at work promotes the assimilation of
the individual’s role and the construction of Professional Identity.

According to Chaix (1993), it is mainly the quality of the integration
in a company, notably the freedom given to the young people involved
to express themselves, and the resulting discovery of professions,
which is one of the factors that influences the construction of Profes-
sional Identity among young people the most. This is combined with
the different stages in career choices to produce two types of divergent
attitudes regarding the creation of professional plans: determination
and indecision. Those young people described as determined have a
plan and a fixed idea of their chosen future profession, and have de-
fined the stages that are necessary in order to achieve their objectives.
However the students described as indecisive are more torn between
several possibilities, and don’t have a clearly defined plan. Becoming
part of a company would lead to a renewed sense of self-esteem and
greater confidence in the future and in one’s ability to fulfil plans.

This research highlights the uncertain effects of apprenticeship.
Within good conditions (supportive colleagues and managers, chosen
training, possible professional projects), apprenticeship would seem
to facilitate the construction of Professional Identity. However these
conditions are not always found. More particularly, tasks they have
to perform seldom enable them to improve their professional skills.
Professional life and young adults’ work experience have given rise to
findings which often point out that socialization by work has less of
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an effect on the creation of abilities, than it does on the appropriation
of new behaviour, the adhesion to values linked to work and the emer-
gence of new ways of perceiving their environnement.

As young people must deal with a new partner (the company) which
sets considerable constraints regarding the behavior to be adopted,
standards to be acquired, and activities and production to be carried
out, only companies seem to be able to ensure this support. It is within
companies that the means of facilitating socialization should be set up
in order to be really effective. In Europe, these experiences are still
unusual but the research alluded to stresses the importance of social
relationships, information and the possibility of developing new skills
in order to produce positive attitudes towards work among young
adults.

Conclusion

In this article, we highlighted the different contexts encountered by
youngs adults undergoing the construction of their Professional Iden-
tity. We assumed two dimensions existed through which this identity
is built: socialization for work and socialization by work. Socialization
for work takes place during adolescence within the context of social
and cognitive experience which occurs in the family circle or at school.
In the aforementioned domains, the possibility of trying out consider-
ably varied activities and experiencing a training environment which
promotes social interaction seems to be an important asset in the de-
velopment of Professional Identity.

Socialization by work corresponds to integration into the world of
work. It takes place when young adults are confronted with many
transformations concerning their relationship with their environment.
Whether young adults directly enter the labour market or choose an
apprenticeship, the effects on Professional Identity are uncertain. The
research presented does show that social interaction is still a deter-
mining factor. According to the quality of the context of work encoun-
tered, young people can re-evaluate their expectations and their proj-
ects and either develop withdrawal attitudes concerning professional
life, or become completely involved in it. Thus, the diversification of
possibilities of self-knowledge and social recognition matter more than
the nature and the characteristics of contexts encountered throughout
development. The contexts that contribute to the construction of Pro-
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fessional Identity must be sufficiently open to enable young adults to
appropriate them.

References

Allard, R. & Ouellette, J.G. (1995). Vers un modèle macroscopique des facteurs détermi-
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Rodriguez-Tomé, H., & Bariaud, F. (1987). Les perspectives temporelles à l’adolescence.
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