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Abstract
The present study explored the occupational aspirations of school-age children 
(N = 394) comparing differences by gender, level of intelligence and grade level. 
Results indicated that girls’ aspirations were more realistic, intrinsically motivated, 
prosocial and inclusive of higher education than those of boys. Moreover, a higher 
level of intelligence only from the fourth grade and 10 years of age was associated 
with higher education aspirations. These results suggest that in choosing occupa-
tional aspirations, children from the fourth grade (aged 10–11) may begin to be 
guided by intellectual abilities. The contribution of these results to career develop-
ment theories is discussed.

Keywords Occupational aspirations · Fluid intelligence · Career development 
theorists

Résumé
Exploration des aspirations professionnelles des enfants d’âge scolaire selon 
l’intelligence fluide, le sexe et le niveau scolaire La présente étude a exploré les 
aspirations professionnelles des enfants d’âge scolaire (N = 394) en comparant les 
différences selon le sexe, le niveau d’intelligence et le niveau scolaire. Les résultats 
indiquent que les aspirations des filles sont plus réalistes, intrinsèquement motivées, 
prosociales et incluent davantage l’enseignement supérieur que celles des garçons. 
De plus, un niveau d’intelligence plus élevé, seulement à partir de la quatrième année 
et de l’âge de 10 ans, était associé à des aspirations d’études supérieures. Ces résul-
tats suggèrent que, dans le choix des aspirations professionnelles, les enfants à partir 
de la quatrième année (10-11 ans) peuvent commencer à être guidés par les capacités 
intellectuelles. La contribution de ces résultats aux théories du développement de 
carrière est discutée.
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Zusammenfassung
Erforschung der Berufswünsche von Kindern im Schulalter nach fluider Intelli-
genz, Geschlecht und Klassenstufe In der vorliegenden Studie wurden die Berufs-
wünsche von Kindern im Schulalter (N = 394) untersucht, wobei Unterschiede nach 
Geschlecht, Intelligenz und Klassenstufe verglichen wurden. Die Ergebnisse zeig-
ten, dass die Berufswünsche von Mädchen realistischer, intrinsisch motivierter, pro-
sozialer und auf eine höhere Bildung ausgerichtet waren als die von Jungen. Außer-
dem ging ein höheres Intelligenzniveau erst ab der vierten Klasse und im Alter von 
10 Jahren mit höheren Bildungswünschen einher. Diese Ergebnisse deuten darauf 
hin, dass sich Kinder ab der vierten Klasse (im Alter von 10-11 Jahren) bei der Wahl 
ihres Berufswunsches möglicherweise von ihren intellektuellen Fähigkeiten leiten 
lassen. Der Beitrag dieser Ergebnisse zu Theorien über die berufliche Entwicklung 
wird diskutiert.

Resumen
Explorando las aspiraciones ocupacionales de escolares por inteligencia fluida, 
género y grado Este studio explore las aspiraciones ocupacionales de escolares 
(N=394) comparando las diferencias de género, nivel de inteligencia y grado. Los 
resultados indicaron que las aspiraciones de las niñas eran mas realistas, intrínseca-
mente motivadas, prosociales e inclusivas en educación superior en coparación con 
las de los niños. Además, un mayor nivel de inteligencia a partir del cuarto grado 
y los 10 años de edad se asoció con las aspiraciones a la educación superior. Es-
tos resultados sugieren que al escoger las aspiraciones vocacionales, el alumnado a 
partir de cuarto grado (10 - 11 años de edad) podrían empezar a ser guiados por las 
habilidades intelectuales. Se discute también la contribución de estos resultados a las 
teorias de desarrollo de la Carrera.

Introduction

Aspirations reflect a desire to achieve a goal or accomplish ambitious plans. They 
can refer to goals oriented in the present or in the future (Carroll et  al., 2009; 
Moulton et al., 2018). Aspirations are associated with important areas of an individ-
ual’s daily activities. In particular, aspirations can play an important role in the edu-
cational and school area. In this area of interest, scientific researchers mainly focus 
on studying the educational and occupational aspirations of children and the aspira-
tions of parents for their children (Helwig, 2008; Moulton et al., 2018). Educational 
aspirations refer to the goals that students set for learning outcomes, the educational 
stage or other school achievements (Carroll et al., 2009; Fraser & Garg, 2014; Lv 
et  al., 2018; Trebbels, 2015), whilst occupational aspirations reflect the work that 
children would like to pursue in the future (Flouri et al., 2015; Moulton et al., 2018). 
Both educational and occupational aspirations are related to the important skills of 
children that allow them to perform school activities (Ansong et al., 2019; Lv et al., 
2018; Metsäpelto et al., 2017). Therefore, it is reasonable to know and understand 
the nature of aspirations. Research to date has focussed on the relationship between 
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aspirations and, for instance, self-efficacy (Bandura et al., 2001), resilience (Sanders 
et al., 2017), school achievement (Metsäpelto et al., 2017) and parents’ aspirations 
for their children (Lee & Byun, 2019; Sheldrake, 2020). As a result, it is known that 
aspirations depend on individual differences and the social context (Moulton et al., 
2018).

The current study focussed on broaden the existing knowledge about the occupa-
tional aspirations of school-age children. It is known that occupational aspirations 
depend on the child’s developmental stage. However, the breakthrough moments 
in the development of children’s occupational aspirations and the factors on which 
they depend are not entirely clear (Gottfredson, 1981; Helwig, 2008). The aim of 
this study was to explore the occupational aspirations of school-age children using 
the level of fluid intelligence, grade and gender. This will allow an answer to the 
research questions of whether the occupational aspirations of school-age children 
depend on individual resources, in particular intellectual and how gender and grade 
relate to children’s occupational aspirations.

Occupational aspirations in children

In the area of aspiration research, two approaches can be found—one identify-
ing aspirations with expectations and the other separating these two phenomena. 
Researchers who separate aspirations from expectations associate aspirations with 
an ideal goal and hope, and expectations with a realistic goal and belief that this 
goal will be achieved (Flouri et al., 2015; Gorard et al., 2012). Children’s occupa-
tional aspirations can be examined by asking them questions about what occupation 
they would like to do in the future, whilst expectations can be examined by asking 
what occupation they think they will do in the future (Flouri et al., 2015; Golden-
berg et al., 2001).

Children’s occupational aspirations depend on individual differences and the 
social context (Hughes, 2016; Sheldrake, 2020). Amongst the various social fac-
tors, such as ethnicity, parents’ education and parents’ attitudes (Carroll et al., 2009; 
Hughes, 2016; Kewalramani & Phillipson, 2020), the socioeconomic status of the 
family plays a very important role (Flouri et al., 2015). Individual differences related 
to occupational aspirations include affective, cognitive and behavioural dispositions 
(Hughes, 2016; Sheldrake, 2020). Bandura et  al. (2001) revealed that children’s 
self-efficiency is related to children’s occupational aspirations. Children who are 
convinced of their abilities in some school area aspire to occupations that require 
similar skills. Self-confidence, self-esteem, school motivation play important role 
in children careers aspirations (Sheldrake, 2020). Children with science-oriented 
aspirations are characterized by higher mathematics self-confidence, science self-
confidence, school motivation and self-esteem. Pulkkinen (2001) noticed that lower 
career orientation can be associated with aggressive behaviour in boys and anxiety, 
submissiveness in girls. Another probably important individual differences related 
to occupational aspirations is intelligence. To date, it is not clear how intellectual 
capability is associated to children’s occupational aspiration.
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Occupational aspirations and fluid intelligence

Amongst theories of intelligence, most of them come from the hierarchical 
model proposed by Spearman (1927). According to Spearman (1927), intelli-
gence consists of the g factor (general intelligence), common to all intelligence 
tests, and an indefinite number of s (specific) factors that measure specific abili-
ties. Cattell (1971) in the factor g distinguished fluid (gf) and crystallized (gc) 
intelligence. Fluid intelligence represents problem-solving, inductive and deduc-
tive reasoning. Crystallized intelligence represents extracting, structuring and 
organizing knowledge. Some study indicate that fluid intelligence is equivalent 
to general intelligence (Kvist & Gustafsson, 2008). Both general and fluid intel-
ligence are related to reasoning processes.

Summing up various scientific research results, it can be pointed out that 
intelligence is an important predictor of school achievement (Rudasill et  al., 
2014; Stańczak, 2013). In turn, children’s school achievements are related to 
their aspirations (Basler & Kriesi, 2019; Gutman & Akerman, 2008; Metsäpelto 
et al., 2017). Thus, it can be assumed that intelligence will be an important fac-
tor in children’s occupational aspirations. Although, there is not much research 
that raises the problem of intelligence and aspirations. Gaur and Mathur (1974) 
revealed that intelligence had a significant positive association with aspirations 
and school achievement only in the group of girls. In another study, Cooney and 
colleagues’ 2006 research revealed that future aspirations for self-independence 
after graduation are no different for adolescents with intellectual disabilities 
and borderline intellectual functioning who attended a mainstream school than 
for those who attended a segregated school. In the same study, differences were 
observed in relation to occupational aspirations. Compared with students from 
a segregated school, students from the mainstream school more often aspired 
to occupations requiring professional competence than physical work. However, 
taking into account the combined result of all students from both schools (seg-
regated school and mainstream school), a significant advantage of aspirations 
aimed at physical work was revealed. Such a result demonstrates that individu-
als with intellectual disabilities and borderline intellectual functioning are aware 
of their limitations, which ultimately affects future aspirations. Lower cognitive 
ability is associated with occupational aspirations, which are characterized by 
lower prestige, extrinsic motivation and a typically male role (Moulton et  al., 
2018). It seems that intelligence, school achievements and aspirations can be 
closely related; for instance, intelligence significantly predicts the school 
achievements of children, which, in turn, are significantly related to aspirations. 
When, for example, intelligence was measured in a group with the same intel-
lectual level, the relationship between school achievements and aspirations was 
non-significant (Handelsman, 1952), which confirmed the important role that 
intelligence plays in shaping aspirations. The present study examined how fluid 
intelligence is related to occupational aspirations in school age.
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Occupational aspirations and developmental stage

Aspirations throughout life change depending on the developmental stage (Ginz-
berg, 1952; Gottfredson, 1981). There are more realistic aspirations amongst ado-
lescents than children, which are associated with a more realistic assessment of 
their own resources and barriers, for instance, that come from the social context 
(Helwig, 2008; Peila-Shuster, 2015). Adolescents adapt their occupational aspi-
rations to the type of schools they attend (Basler & Kriesi, 2019). If the school 
is more demanding, students have higher occupational status aspirations. This 
indicates that adolescents’ occupational aspirations depend on their individual 
resources and barriers.

Two theories that relate to the development of aspirations over the course of 
life indicate that children’s aspirations go through a phase of fantasy and mainly 
depend on their interests and desires; the aspirations of older children and ado-
lescents depend more on their own skills and resources (Ginzberg, 1952; Got-
tfredson, 1981). However, the moment and mechanisms of this developmental 
change are not clear. Ginzberg (1952) assumed that aspirations are more fantastic 
before the age of 11 and are more realistic after the age of 11. Gottfredson (1981) 
indicated that children develop aspirations in four stages: based on strength 
(3–5  years), gender roles (6–8  years), social values (9–13  years) and personal-
ity traits (14  years and more). This study explored occupational aspirations in 
school-age children. It was assumed that occupational aspirations in older chil-
dren would be more realistic than in younger children.

Occupational aspirations and gender

Gender is another important factor differentiating children’s occupational aspi-
rations. Compared to boys, girls have occupational aspirations that are more 
intrinsically motivated, for instance, because of social value, than extrinsically 
motivated, for instance, because of financial gain (Flouri et  al., 2015). Another 
difference is related to the gender role—girls more often aspire to occupations 
typically female, such as teacher, hairdresser, singer, and boys aspire to typically 
male occupations, such as footballer, policeman and fireman (Moulton et  al., 
2018). Another difference relates to education and prestige associated with the 
occupation. Girls aspire more often than boys to occupations that are associated 
with higher education and prestige, such as doctor, veterinarian and teacher (Lee 
& Byun, 2019; Moulton et al., 2018). Gendered leisure time is related to occupa-
tional aspirations. When children spend more time exclusively with females, then 
they aspire to more feminine occupational aspirations in adolescence (Lee et al., 
2018). Gender is an important factor differentiating occupational aspiration. In 
the current study, the relationship between gender and occupational aspiration 
was explored.
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The present study

The above review of the scientific literature shows that aspirations depend on 
individual differences, gender and developmental stage. They also play an impor-
tant role in the school activity of children; for instance, they are related to school 
achievements (Gutman & Akerman, 2008; Metsäpelto et al., 2017). In sum, the 
objectives of the current study were embodied in two research questions: (a) what 
are the relationships between occupational aspirations in school-age children to 
fluid intelligence? (b) what are the relationships between occupational aspira-
tions in school-age children to grade and gender? First, it was assumed that intel-
ligence would be positively associated with occupational aspirations that relate to 
higher education and require higher specialist knowledge. This is justified by the 
results of studies that confirm that aspirations depend on individual abilities and 
resources (Cooney et al., 2006; Moulton et al., 2018). Secondly, it was assumed 
that grade and gender would be significantly related to occupational aspirations. 
It was anticipated that gender would be significantly related to occupational aspi-
rations with a gender role (Flouri et al., 2015; Moulton et al., 2018) and aspira-
tions in older children would be more realistic than in younger children (Flouri 
et al., 2015; Ginzberg, 1952; Gottfredson, 1981).

Method

Participants and procedure

The study participants N = 394 (girls n = 194; boys n = 200; Mage = 9.53  years; 
SD = .88) were Polish primary school students between the ages of 8 and 11 (age 
8 n = 52; age 9 n = 133; age 10 n = 158; age 11 n = 51; Grade 3 n = 247; Grade 4 
n = 147). The eligibility criterion for the purposive sample was age. The current 
study was conducted during regular school lessons in the classroom and in group 
form. Prior to the study, consent in a face-to-face meeting was obtained from chil-
dren, parents and headmasters. The data were collected by the researcher. Before the 
start of the research and during its implementation, it was ensured that all ethical 
standards related to conducting social research were respected, including informa-
tion on the purpose of the research, anonymity and confidentiality. During the study, 
children completed a questionnaire related to occupational aspirations and a fluid 
intelligence test.

Measures

Occupational aspirations

The children were asked the following open-ended question: What occupation would 
you like to do in the future? Similar questions were used in previous studies with 
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children (Hansen, 2012; Powers & Wojtkiewicz, 2004). Each participant could give 
one written answer. To achieve the aim of the study, the results of previous studies, 
which also measured occupational aspirations, were used to categorize the answers 
(Flouri et al., 2015; Fulcher, 2011; Martela et al., 2019; Moulton et al., 2018). The 
following categories of occupational aspirations were established: realism, feminin-
ity/masculinity, motivation, education, prestige and social trust. When allocating 
responses to categories and subcategories, the following data were used: economic 
activity of the Polish population in the last quarter of 2016 and employment in the 
national economy in 2018 (Central Statistical Office, 2016, 2018), public trust occu-
pations in Poland (Polish Chamber of Engineers, 2008) and occupational prestige 
(Public Opinion Research Centre, 2013).

The following subcategories were created for the realism category (Central 
Statistical Office, 2018): non-rare occupation (occupation in the employed sec-
tion employing more than .5 million of the Polish population, e.g. teacher, doc-
tor, policeman); uncertain (I don’t know answers or no answers); rare occupation 
(occupation in the employed section employing less than .5 million employed of the 
Polish population, e.g. sportsman, singer); fantasy occupation (e.g. hacker, crazy 
potato—the occupation was characterized by unreality); descriptive occupation (e.g. 
mother, happy—answers were characterized by a description of the state of mind or 
a description of some social role); the femininity/masculinity category were coded 
based on the percentage of working men and women amongst employed sections and 
by selected groups of occupations (Central Statistical Office, 2016): masculine (pro-
portion of Polish working-age women in that occupation < 25% female, e.g. police-
man), integrated (proportion of Polish working-age women in that occupation 25 to 
74.9% female, e.g. doctor), feminine (proportion of Polish working-age women in 
that occupation >  = 75% female, e.g. teacher); the motivation category (according to 
Deci & Ryan’s, 1985 theory): extrinsic (aspirations motivated by external goals such 
as fame, image, money, e.g. company president, footballer), extrinsic-intermediate 
(aspirations that could be motivated by external goals such as fame, image, money, 
e.g. singer, actress), neutral (aspirations that could not be assigned to any of the 
categories of motivation, e.g. farmer, electrician), intrinsic-intermediate (aspirations 
motivated by goals as affiliation, community contribution and personal growth e.g. 
doctor, veterinarian), the category of motivation did not include intrinsic subcat-
egory, because on the basis of participants’ responses, it was not possible to clearly 
define which answers should be in the intrinsic-intermediate or intrinsic—as a 
result, only the intrinsic-intermediate category was created; the education category 
(subcategories divided according to the level of education required in Poland to per-
form a given occupation): basic and vocational education (e.g. sportsman, electri-
cian, hairdresser), secondary education (e.g. fireman, policeman), higher education 
(e.g. doctor, teacher); the prestige category—subcategories created on the basis of 
the ranking of adult Poles assessing occupational prestige (Public Opinion Research 
Centre, 2013): high (occupational prestige > 70%, e.g. doctor, teacher); average 
(occupational prestige 70% to 30%, e.g. engineer, IT specialist); low (occupational 
prestige =  < 30%, e.g. sportsman, salesman); the social trust category—subcatego-
ries created on the basis of the ranking of adult Poles assessing the most trusted 
profession (Polish Chamber of Engineers, 2008): high trust (social trust > 15%, e.g. 



8 International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance (2023) 23:1–18

1 3

doctor, policeman), neutral (social trust 15% to 3%, e.g. lawyer, IT specialist), low 
trust (social trust < 3%, e.g. soldier, architect).

Fluid intelligence

Intelligence was measured using the Cattell Culture Fair Intelligence Test—version 
2 (Weiß Weiß, 2006) in the Polish adaptation (Stańczak, 2013). The test measures 
fluid intelligence. On the basis of its results, it is possible to predict school achieve-
ments of children. The test consists of two parts, which contain four subtests (Series, 
Classification, Matrices and Topological inference). Individual tasks are wordless 
and require inductive reasoning. The time taken to complete individual subtests is 
limited (18 min for part 1 and 12 min for part 2). Fluid intelligence testing using 
this test can be performed using two parts of the test or only the first part of the test. 
The first part of the test was used in the current study. The reliability of the test in 
the adaptive study, analysed using internal consistency of the overall result and both 
parts of the test, depending on age, was not less than .80.

Data analysis

Data was analysed using SPSS version 25.0 for Windows. First of all, the percentage 
number of occupational aspirations preferred by children and divided by categories 
were counted. Secondly, to analyse the relationships between occupational aspira-
tions in school-age children to fluid intelligence, age and gender, correlations analy-
sis was made. Thirdly, the difference between the categories of occupational aspira-
tions and gender, grade and level of intelligence was explored. Finally, a CATREG 
regression analysis was performed for qualitative data to explore the factors that pre-
dict children’s occupational aspirations.

Results

Table  1 presents the percentage number of occupational aspirations divided by 
occupations preferred by children (separately for all participants, gender and grade) 
and Table  2 contains the percentage number of occupational aspirations divided 
by categories and subcategories (separately for all participants, gender, grade and 
intelligence level—according to 25% percentiles). The most popular aspirations for 
boys were sports player (31.5%), IT specialist (7%) and policeman (6%); for girls, 
they were veterinarian (16%), performer (10.3%) and sports player (8.8%). Table 2 
indicates that children aged 8–11 aspire to occupations that are non-rare (42.1%), 
extrinsic-intermediate motivated (48.3%) and have low social prestige (74.6%) and 
low social trust (66.3%). With regard to gender, girls aspire to occupations charac-
terized by higher education (53.4%), both intrinsic (37.3%) and extrinsic-intermedi-
ate (41%) motivation, feminine (55.9%) and non-rare occupations (51%%). In turn, 
boys’ aspirations are characterized by vocational and primary education (53.1%), 
extrinsic-intermediate motivation (55.6%), masculine (63.6%) and rare occupations 
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(47%). Children with an intelligence level above 75% of the percentile (54.9%) and 
fourth graders (50.4%) more often aspire to occupations with higher education than 
children with an intelligence level below 25% of the percentile (44.3%) and third 
graders (43.1%) who aspire to occupations with primary and vocational education. 
A correlation analysis was performed using Spearman’s rho. The results are pre-
sented in Table 3. Intelligence had a significant positive correlation only with educa-
tion. All other categories of occupational aspirations were significantly related to 
each other.

In the next steps of the analysis, the difference between the categories of occu-
pational aspirations and gender, grade and level of intelligence was examined. The 
results presenting the mean rank are in Table 4. It turned out that girls differ signifi-
cantly from boys in aspirations in the areas of education (U = 9303.00; Z = −4.82; 
p < .001; r = .27), motivation (U = 8250.50; Z = −6.13; p < .001; r = .34), femininity/
masculinity (U = 4923.50; Z = −10.29; p < .001; r = .57), social trust (U = 11,287.00; 
Z = −2.50; p < .05; r = .14)  and realism (U = 10,432.00; Z = −3.58; p < .001; r = .20). 
The analysis of the girls’ occupational aspirations in comparison with boys is char-
acterized by higher education, higher intrinsic motivation, femininity role, higher 
social trust and higher realism of the occupation. Significant differences in the area 
of occupational aspirations due to education were observed for grade in school 
(U = 10,476.00; Z = −2.22; p < .05; r = .12). It was lower in the third grade than in 
the fourth grade. Differences at four levels of intelligence were examined and no sig-
nificant differences were observed. To this end, it was decided to compare only two 
extreme groups, that is, below the 25% percentile and above the 75%. The results 
of the analyses revealed significant differences (U = 2480.00; Z = −2.42; p < .05; 
r = .19). Children from the first percentile aspired to occupations with a lower edu-
cation than children from the fourth percentile. Similar results were obtained by 

Table 1  Percentage number of 
occupational aspirations divided 
by occupations preferred by 
children

Occupational aspiration Total Girls Boys Grade 3 Grade 4

Sports player 20.3 8.8 31.5 21.1 19
Vet 8.1 16 .5 8.5 7.5
Performer 5.8 10.3 1.5 4 8.8
It specialist 5.1 3.1 7 4.9 5.4
Doctor 4.1 6.7 1.5 3.2 5.4
Teacher 3.8 6.2 1.5 4 3.4
Policeman 3.8 1.5 6 4.5 2.7
Animal carer 2.8 4.1 1.5 2 4.1
Dancer 2,5 4.6 .5 3.2 1.4
Hairdresser 2.3 4.6 0 2.8 1.4
Builder 2.3 1 3.5 1.6 3.4
Artist 2.0 2.6 1.5 2 2
Cook 1.5 1.5 1.5 2 .7
Automotive 1.5 0 3 2.4 0
Other occupations 16 11.9 20 16.2 15.6
Uncertain 18 17 19 17.4 19
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Table 2  Percentage number of occupational aspirations divided by categories and subcategories sepa-
rately for all participants, gender, grade and intelligence level

Occupational aspirations Total Girls Boys Grade 3 Grade 4  < 25% 25–50% 50–75%  > 75%

Realism
 Non-rare 42.1 51 33.5 43.3 40.1 38.7 44.1 41.5 45.2
 Uncertain 18 17 19 17.4 19 20.7 15.1 19.8 15.5
 Rare 39.3 31.4 47 39.3 39.5 40.5 39.8 37.7 39.3
 Fantasy .5 .5 .5 0 1.4 0 1.1 .9 0

Femininity/masculinity
 Masculine 39 14.3 63.6 42.2 33.6 47.7 32.9 36.5 38
 Integrated 28.8 29.8 27.8 26 33.6 25 26.6 30.6 33.8
 Feminine 32.2 55.9 8.6 31.9 32.8 27.3 40.5 32.9 28.2

Motivation
 Extrinsic 10.2 5 15.4 10.3 10.1 13.6 10.1 10.6 5.6
 Extrinsic-intermediate 48.3 41 55.6 44.1 55.5 47.7 40.5 48.2 57.7
 Neutral 20.4 16.8 24.1 25.5 11.8 27.3 20.3 14.1 19.7
 Intrinsic-intermediate 21.1 37.3 4.9 20.1 22.7 11.4 29.1 27.1 16.9

Education
 Basic and vocational 38.7 24.2 53.1 43.1 31.1 44.3 40.5 40 28.2
 Secondary 18 22.4 13.6 17.6 18.5 19.3 21.5 14.1 16.9
 Higher 43.3 53.4 33.3 39.2 50.4 36.4 38 45.9 54.9

Prestige
 High 12.4 17.4 7.4 12.7 11.8 9.1 13.9 14.1 12.7
 Average 13 6.8 19.1 13.2 12.6 14.8 11.4 8.2 18.3
 Low 74.6 75.8 73.5 74 75.6 76.1 74.7 77.6 69

Social trust
 High 14.2 17.4 11.1 14.2 14.3 15.9 13.9 11.8 15.5
 Neutral 19.5 23 16 20.1 18.5 15.9 22.8 21.2 18.3
 Low 66.3 59.6 72.8 65.7 67.2 68.2 63.3 67.1 66.2

Table 3  Correlations between the study variables

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Fluid intelligence – −.04 .06 .03 .14* −.04 .00
2. Realism – −.27*** −.65*** −.47*** .45*** .59***
3. Femininity/masculinity – .37*** .57*** −.23*** −.29***
4. Motivation – .35*** −.30*** −.47***
5. Education – −.40*** −.53***
6. Prestige – .59***
7. Social trust –
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comparing children with an intelligence level ranging between 25 and 50% percen-
tile and above 75% percentile (U = 2307.00; Z = −2.03; p < .05; r = .17).

The factors that predict children’s occupational aspirations were examined. Three 
factors were studied: gender, grade and intelligence. For this purpose, a CATREG 
regression analysis was performed for qualitative data. The results are presented 
in Table  5. In the first model assessing realism, girls chose non-rare occupations 
and boys rare. In this model, gender explained 4% of the variability of the realism 
aspiration. In the second model, aspirations were also explained by gender in 33% 
of the variability of the femininity/masculinity. Boys were more closely associated 
with masculinity and girls with femininity. In the third model, aspirations due to the 
type of motivation were significantly predicted by gender, which explained 17% of 
them. Girls were associated with intrinsic motivation. In the fourth model, children’s 
occupational aspirations due to the level of education were significantly predicted by 
intelligence and gender. Children with higher intelligence and girls were associated 
with aspirations characterized by higher education. The whole model explained 11% 

Table 4  Average rank for the category of occupational aspirations separately for gender, grade and intel-
ligence level

Variable Gender Grade Intelligence level

Female Male Grade 3 Grade 4  < 25% 25–50% 50–75%  > 75%

Realism 178.05 216.37 195.04 201.63 201.91 196.77 197.26 192.79
Femininity/masculinity 212.42 111.89 158.22 168.47 147.60 176.86 165.51 159.11
Motivation 191.75 132.43 165.84 155.42 149.11 176.23 165.33 158.15
Education 185.22 138.93 153.85 175.97 149.95 155.03 163.32 183.11
Prestige 161.59 162.40 161.01 163.69 165.51 161.47 165.58 153.96
Social trust 151.11 172.83 161.23 163.32 163.76 158.07 164.46 161.24

Table 5  CATREG regression for qualitative data predicting category of occupational aspirations from 
gender, grade and fluid intelligence

*p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001

Predictors Realism Femininity/masculinity Motivation

β SE F β SE F β SE F

Gender .19 .06 10.31** .58 .04 198.67*** .41 .05 83.04***
Grade .07 .08 .83 −.04 .05 .78 −.05 .06 .59
Fluid intelligence −.03 .06 .30 .03 .05 .53 .05 .05 .93

Predictors Education Prestige Social trust

β SE F β SE F β SE F

Gender .28 .06 25.89*** .16 .05 8.37** .15 .06 6.28*
Grade .05 .06 .69 .05 .06 .57 .03 .06 .28
Fluid intelligence .14 .06 5.16** −.04 .10 .14 .02 .10 .04
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of the dependent variable. In the fifth model, occupational aspirations due to social 
prestige were 3% predicted by gender. Girls were more closely associated than boys 
with high prestige. In the sixth and last model, occupational aspirations due to the 
degree of social trust were insignificantly explained by the introduced predictors F 
(3, 319) = 2.32; p > .05.

In order to further examine the role of intelligence in explaining children’s occu-
pational aspirations, it was decided to carry out a CATREG regression analysis sepa-
rately by grade and age with the independent variable intelligence and the dependent 
variable education. The results are presented in Table  6. Intelligence significantly 
predicted education only in the fourth grade and explained 11% of the variability 
of the education variable. With age, intelligence significantly predicted education 
at the age of 10 and 11, with the relationship being stronger at age 11. At the age of 
10, intelligence explained 5% and at the age of 11, intelligence explained 16% of the 
variability of the education variable.

Discussion

The present study examined whether the occupational aspirations of school-age chil-
dren can be predicted by intelligence, gender and grade. Occupational aspirations 
were categorized as follows: realism, femininity/masculinity, motivation, education, 
prestige and social trust. The results indicated significant differences in the occupa-
tional categories in terms of intelligence, gender and grade.

The analyses revealed that children between the ages of 8 and 11 mostly pre-
fer occupations that are realistic. Only two children amongst all the respondents 
declared a fantastic occupation and no children declared a descriptive occupation. 
The result indicates that children at this age base their occupational aspirations more 
on their interests and desires than fantasies. In addition, a comparable percentage of 
children chose rare or non-rare future occupations. This suggests that some children 
may not yet consider their skills, resources and the limitations of the environment 
when assessing their occupational aspirations and instead be guided by their inter-
ests and desires. However, it should be noted that almost the same proportion of 

Table 6  CATREG regression for qualitative data predicting education aspirations from fluid intelligence 
separately for grade and age

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Predictor Grade 3 Grade 4 Age 8

β SE F β SE F β SE F

Fluid intelligence .02 .08 .09 .34 .07 21.46*** .06 .18 .72

Predictor Age 9 Age 10 Age 11

β SE F β SE F β SE F

Fluid intelligence −.02 .11 .05 .21 .08 6.88* .40 .11 12.73**
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children declare future occupations that are non-rare, which indicates that they are 
guided by their skills and abilities in assessing aspirations. This result suggests that 
children begin to take their skills into account when choosing occupations a little 
earlier than adolescence (Ginzberg, 1952; Gottfredson, 1981).

Another characteristic feature of occupational aspirations for this age is the 
advantage of extrinsic motivation in declared occupations; that is, that children are 
guided more when choosing occupations by an external reward, for instance, in the 
form of social approval, profit or power. This may be confirmed by the results of 
scientific studies that indicate that the extrinsic motivation of children in the primary 
grade of primary school is higher and decreases in later grades, which may be the 
result of the growing need for autonomy (Lepper et al., 2005; Rufini et al., 2012).

In the current study, the children aspired much less often to occupations which, in 
the opinion of adult Poles, were characterized by high social prestige and high social 
trust. This result revealed that it is likely that other occupations are prestigious for 
children than for adults and that children are guided by individual values in choosing 
occupations, rather than social utility that is more characteristic of public trust occu-
pations. For example, a decrease of individualism and egocentrism with the next 
developmental stage is observed (Dumontheil et  al., 2010; Hoffmann et al., 2015; 
Repacholi & Gopnik, 1997; Steinbeis et  al., 2015). The obtained result may also 
indicate that the aspirations of children aged 8–11 do not depend so much on the 
inability to assess their own resources and limitations, but on following their own 
desires and current interests rather than distant goals.

The current study revealed that girls have higher occupational aspirations than 
boys related to higher education, higher intrinsic motivation, femininity, higher 
social trust and higher realism. Moreover, gender significantly predicted aspira-
tions due to education, motivation, femininity/masculinity and realism. The obtained 
results indicate that the very important role played by gender in shaping the occupa-
tional aspirations of school-age children and not only at the age of 6–8 years (Gin-
zberg, 1952; Moulton et al., 2018). The occupational aspirations of girls compared 
to boys are characterized by higher intrinsic motivation, which is consistent with 
the study of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation in the school area (Rufini et al., 2012; 
Schoon, 2001). This is reflected in the girls’ higher school achievement compared 
to boys (Freudenthaler et al., 2008; Israel et al., 2019). Girls’ aspirations were more 
realistic than boys’ aspirations. This indicates that in comparison with boys, girls 
assess their capabilities more rationally and boys are guided by dreams and over-
estimate their capabilities; for instance, they aspire to be president of the company, 
astronaut, football star (Moulton et al., 2018). Girls more often than boys also chose 
occupations that were characterized by greater social trust in the opinion of adults. 
Such a result may indicate that girls are more guided by social values than boys 
when choosing aspirations. This may be due to the higher emotional and social 
competences of girls at this age compared to boys, which can be expressed through 
greater agreeableness and a higher self-efficacy in social situations (Nikel, 2020; 
Özgülük & Erdur-Baker, 2010).

Previous research results have indicated that career aspirations change over 
the course of children’s development (Ginzberg, 1952; Gottfredson, 1981). It is 
not clear, however, exactly when children begin to assess their aspirations more 
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realistically, for instance, in relation to their abilities and resources (Cooney et al., 
2006; Moulton et al., 2018). The current study provided some evidence of when that 
could be. The results indicated that intelligence significantly predicted the area of 
occupational aspirations due to education. Students with higher intelligence aspired 
to occupations with higher education. It should be noted that the higher the educa-
tion, the more specialized knowledge is required, which in turn requires the posses-
sion of appropriate skills and resources. The study analyses also revealed signifi-
cant differences in the area of occupational aspirations related to education between 
children below the 25% percentile and above the 75% percentile. Children with a 
lower level of intelligence more often than children with a high level of intelligence 
aspired to occupations characterized by primary and vocational education. Similar 
results were obtained by Cooney et al. (2006) but only in the group of adolescents. 
The results of regression analysis and differences between groups indicated that 
intelligence plays an important role in shaping children’s occupational aspirations, 
and children themselves are able to assess their individual capabilities and aspire 
to such occupations that are compatible with their resources and abilities. Further 
analysis indicated that the relationship between intelligence and the area of occu-
pational aspirations due to education is only significant from the fourth grade and 
10 years of age. This suggests that between the third and fourth grades and between 
9 and 10 years of age, there is a certain breakthrough in intellectual development 
that contributes to a more realistic assessment of cognitive capabilities, which is 
reflected in more adequate and realistic aspirations. This result probably argues that 
in occupational aspirations characterized by some realism, the ability of children 
to assess their individual resources appears slightly earlier than in adolescence, at 
around 11–12 years of age (Creed et al., 2007; Ginzberg, 1952).

Conclusion

The current study reveals some of the first evidence of how occupational aspira-
tions are related to fluid intelligence, particularly amongst school-age children. In 
addition, it indicates the role of gender in shaping occupational aspirations. How-
ever, the study has some limitations. The selection of individuals for the study 
was intentional—children of primary schools aged 8–11 in Poland participated 
in the study. Future studies should be extended to other research groups, although 
it is worth noting that some of the results obtained, for instance, those related to 
the role of gender in shaping occupational aspirations, were consistent with stud-
ies carried out in other cultures (Flouri et al., 2015). When creating categories of 
occupational aspirations, as Moulton et al. (2018) indicated, it is not entirely cer-
tain that the choice of such occupations by children was intrinsically motivated or 
associated with greater social prestige. Consequently, some conclusions presented 
in the discussion should be interpreted cautiously. However, this creates sugges-
tions for further research, like, trying to answer how intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vation is related to occupational aspirations or what occupations are considered 
prestigious in the children’s opinions. As revealed in the study, intelligence itself 
explained the occupational aspirations categorized by education in the range of 
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5%–16%, more with increasing age. This suggests that there are other important 
variables that may be important in predicting occupational aspirations, such as 
resilience (Sanders et al., 2017), which depends on a child’s own resources and 
resources in the environment. In the current study, socioeconomic status, nation-
ality, profession of the parent were uncontrolled. Future studies should include 
more demographical information.

The results obtained in the present study make a significant implication to career 
development theorists (Ginzberg, 1952; Gottfredson, 1981). The current study 
revealed that fluid intelligence significantly predicted occupational aspirations due 
to education, which may indicate that school-age children are guided by knowledge 
about their individual capabilities in choosing their occupational aspirations and not, 
as previously indicated, mainly by their gender role or their own needs and interests 
(Creed et al., 2007; Ginzberg, 1952). Furthermore, fluid intelligence has been pre-
dicting occupational aspirations for only 10 years, which may indicate some impor-
tant development moment in shaping aspirations.

Another significant implication is about understanding the role that gender plays 
in affecting the occupational aspirations of school-age children. Gender predicted 
occupational aspirations, such as those characterized by realism, motivation, social 
trust, femininity/masculinity, which may indicate that occupational aspirations may 
depend, on the one hand, on played social roles and, on the other hand, on personal-
ity traits. To sum up, gender differences in occupational aspirations in school-age 
children probably come from the interaction between gender socialization and indi-
vidual differences, e.g. in motivation, personality traits, cognitive ability (Hughes, 
2016; Moulton et al., 2018; Widlund et al., 2020).
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