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Work and Organisational Issues Affecting Young Workers 

 

Imagine what our world could look like if every single one of these young people were 

supported and empowered to fulfil their potential? (UNICEF, 2021)  

 

Summary 

Young people (aged between 15 – 24 years), by virtue of being inexperienced and at the start 

of working lives, are in a different position to the rest of society. The chapter reviews young 

people’s (i) difficulties in access to work using lifespan career development perspectives, 

focusing specifically on development of career competencies; and (ii) work-related motives 

based on lifespan development theories and taking into account generational perspectives. 

The chapter also brings in economics and sociology perspectives to explaining young 

people’s career competencies. Conclusion highlights the importance of socio-economic 

context for understanding and improving young workers’ experience of work and areas where 

psychology can make impactful contributions.  
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Young workers are the future of work. Young people (15- to 24-year-olds (ILO, 

2010)), by virtue of being inexperienced and at the start of working lives, are in a different 

position to the rest of society. Young people’s unemployment, underemployment and 

economic inactivity have multi-level implications: at the individual (e.g., hampering young 

people’s knowledge, skills, abilities, and relationships development; lowering wellbeing; 

slowing career development, resulting in underemployment and reduced lifetime earnings), at 

the organisational (e.g., hampering succession planning of retiring workforces; missing out 

on new talent) and at societal level (e.g., exclusion from society, social mobility, 

underutilisation of pockets of the labour force) (Baron, 2008; ILO, 2020b; McQuaid, 2017; 

Strandh, Winefield, Nilsson, & Hammarström, 2014; Thern, de Munter, Hemmingsson, & 

Rasmussen, 2017). Young people’s attainment of full and productive employment is 

therefore a global challenge, reflected particularly in the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goal 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment and decent work for all (SDSN, 2015).  

 This chapter reviews the work and organisational issues affecting young workers from 

a psychological perspective. Primarily due to the life stage that they are in, young people 

differ from the rest of working population in the difficulties they experience in access to work 

and their work-related motives. The chapter reviews the empirical evidence and theoretical 

explanations for these below. Conclusion highlights the importance of socio-economic 

context for understanding and improving young workers’ experience of work and areas where 

psychology can make impactful contributions.  

Young people’s access to work 

Young people experience unique barriers in access to work, in comparison to the rest 

of the working population.  Despite great geographical variation (Searle, Erdogan, Peiro & 

Klehe, 2014), on average young people are three times more likely to be unemployed 
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compared to the wider working age population and a substantial proportion of young people 

(20% in 2020) globally are not in education, employment or training (NEET) (Chacaltana & 

Dasgupta, 2021). Even with employment, working poverty is common experience. For 

instance, in 2020, 30% of young people world-wide were reported to be in extreme or 

moderate poverty (ILO, 2020a). Young people’s jobs are also at the highest risk of 

automation, especially for those with vocational training whose occupation-specific skills 

become obsolete with automation (ILO, 2020a).  

Beyond persistently high unemployment rates, a number of global trends in youth 

employment are evident since the turn of the 21st century (ILO, 2020a), including: decreasing 

youth labour force participation; declining share of youth employment; and increasing 

enrolment in secondary and tertiary education, leading to higher qualification. Meanwhile 

there is a global decrease in demand for vocational qualifications (Vogel, 2015), such as 

apprenticeships, which are perceived as leading to blue collar work (European Commission, 

2021). All together, these labour market trends prolong young people’s transition from school 

into ‘stable’ jobs (with reliable incomes, career opportunities and social protection) (Lodovici 

& Semenza, 2012). Persistent gender gaps exist (especially in Arab States and Northern 

Africa), and informal employment is prevalent (especially in Sub-Saharan Africa and 

Southern Asia) for young workers (ILO, 2020a).  Socio-economic context play a crucial role 

in youth employment outcomes. For instance, young people in emerging economies take 

longer to settle into stable jobs and are more likely to be in informal employment or NEET, 

than counterparts in advanced economies, where school retention and completion rates are 

higher, and social and legal protections are in place, e.g., minimum wage, jobseekers’ 

allowance, union recognition and/or representation (ILO, 2014; Quintini & Martin, 2014).  

Depending on the social protections afforded to young people, job insecurity and precarity 

may further exacerbate young people’s barriers to employment through social and financial 
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insecurity, low self-esteem, and lack of meaningful labour market experience (Buzzeo, 

Marvell, Everett & Newton, 2016). Not being able to secure stable employment (e.g., long 

spells of unemployment and/or precarious employment), some young people often struggle in 

their ability to afford basic living and housing costs and may become reliant on the public 

welfare systems and/or third sector organisations, such as foodbanks (Buzzeo, Byford, Martin 

& Newton, 2019).   

Twenty-first century labour markets can be insecure and precarious for young entrants 

(Kalleberg, 2019). Even in the most developed parts of the world, young people’s first jobs 

tend to be in temporary employment, accompanied by low wages, unpaid overtime, and 

informal work, regardless of the worker’s educational attainment (Lodovici & Semenza, 

2012). Non-standard forms of employment (temporary, part-time work, temporary agency 

work, and working without contracts) are thus highly prevalent among young people 

(European Foundation for the Improvement of Living Working Conditions, 2013). While 

young people report receiving greater social support from peers and supervisors, they also 

experience more adverse social behaviour, e.g., bullying and harassment– particularly young 

women (Turte, Correa, da Luz, & Fischer, 2012; Vargas Llave, Wilkens, & Mullan, 2017). 

Moreover, their job quality is discernibly different with lower levels of work autonomy, 

longer working time, more irregular working hours and worse pay levels compared to other 

age groups in the working population (European Foundation for the Improvement of Living 

Working Conditions, 2013; Okay-Somerville, Scholarios, & Sosu, 2019; Wong & Au-Yeung, 

2019).  

Extant psychology research on school-to-work transitions highlights several key 

factors. Family can financially, emotionally and motivationally support young people’s 

transitions to work. Unemployment and work-related struggles may be part of a generational 

legacy for young people who have had vicarious exposure to long-term unemployment 
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growing up through their parents’ experiences (O’Reilly, et al., 2015). Particularly for young 

people who could not rely on the emotional or tangible support of their parents, 

unemployment further diminishes their scarce social support networks and undermined their 

success (Bolibar, Verd & Barranco, 2019; Selenko & Pils, 2016). Social class has an impact 

on young people’s access to work (Blustein et al., 2002). Young people from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds are also more likely to attain higher and more prestigious 

education, which also increases likelihood of successful transitions. Moreover, academic 

satisfaction and the resources offered by educational institution play crucial roles in 

predicting employability and career success (Okay-Somerville, Allison, Luchinskaya & 

Scholarios, 2020; Presti, Capone, Aversano & Akkermans, 2021). Internships and work 

experience during education are positive factors contributing to employability (Ebner, Soucek 

& Selenko, 2021; Shoenfelt, Stone & Kottke, 2013), especially if the individual is paid and if 

the young person is provided with a mentor, similar opportunities as employees and given 

sufficient time to experience work (O’Higgins & Pinedo, 2018).  Career self-management 

and job search quality also predict positive school-to-work transition outcomes (Bridgstock, 

2009; Stremersch, Van Hoye, & Van Hooft, 2021).  

Theoretically, the difficulties young people experience in access to jobs can be 

explained referring to the lifespan career theory perspective, focusing particularly on 

development of career competencies. The analysis below is complemented by concepts from 

economics and sociology, taking into account the wider context of young people’s transitions 

to work.  

Lifespan career development theories 

 Career transitions are always challenging (Arnold, 1997). From a lifespan career 

theory perspective, it is part of the developmental process that young people take some time 

to secure employment and when they do, these are entry level jobs that do not necessarily 
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offer most of the intrinsic qualities of work that are associated with ‘good quality’ work, 

especially pay, autonomy and responsibility.  This is because young people are in the process 

of developing career resources that enable them to secure jobs and navigate the world of 

work (Savickas, 2002, 2006; Super, 1980; Super et al., 1957). Due to differences in 

chronological age, younger workers have had less time than more senior people to 

accumulate the necessary career resources required to successfully master employment 

challenges. For example, young people have less work experience, fewer opportunities to 

build networks of mentors and peers, fewer experiences of successful job applications 

(Akkermans, Brenninkmeijer, Huibers, & Blonk, 2013), all of which are predictors of 

successful education-to-work transitions as noted in the previous section. Hence, young 

people have less bargaining power to (i) access work and (ii) secure jobs that offer crucial 

intrinsic features conducive to career development, such as autonomy or skill development. 

Understanding career competency development is crucial for explain why young people are 

in a different situation to the rest of the working population. 

Career Competencies  

Career competencies refer to “competencies that are relevant for all employees to develop 

their own career, regardless of the specific job they have” (Kuijpers & Scheerens, 2006, p. 

305). Three key career competencies for successfully navigating uncertain labour markets 

are: know-how, know-whom and know-why (De Fillippi & Arthur, 1994). However, young 

workers’ lack of these career competencies makes them particularly vulnerable to 

unemployment and underemployment, especially during economic downturns (Bell & 

Blanchflower, 2011). This vulnerability was most clearly evidenced in the Great Recession of 

2008-09 (Kalleberg, 2019) and COVID-19-related economic downturn (Costa Dias, Joyce, & 

Norris Keiller, 2020). This section reviews the arguments and evidence explaining the 
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difficulties young people experience in developing career competencies and thus their lack of 

access to (i) work and (ii) good quality work. 

 Know-How 

 Know-how refers to career-related knowledge and skills that accumulate over time 

and is akin to the notion of human capital (De Fillippi & Arthur, 1994).  Human Capital 

Theory (Becker, 1964) suggests that the likelihood of securing employment and higher 

earnings is associated with an individual’s accumulated human capital, i.e., their stock of 

knowledge, skills and abilities. Human capital is an integral component of employability 

(Forrier, Sels, & Stynen, 2009; McArdle, Waters, Briscoe, & Hall, 2007). Human capital is 

essentially an economics notion that signals one’s productivity at work, and therefore their 

worth in the labour market (Becker, 1954).  It is not only proxied by education and 

qualifications but also labour market involvement, such as internships, apprenticeships, work 

experience, occupational expertise and training (Berntson, Sverke, & Marklund, 2006; Judge, 

Cable, Boudreau, & Bretz, 1995; Van der Heijden, 2003). Although globally young people’s 

enrolment in secondary and tertiary education, and therefore qualification attainment, has 

been increasing (ILO, 2020a), they can suffer from an “experience trap” (Mann, Denis, & 

Percy, 2020), due to their limited work-related skills and competencies, which paradoxically 

can only be gained through work (Pastore, 2018). 

Level of education makes a difference to young people’s likelihood of unemployment 

(OECD, 2021). Although subject to significant variation across countries, on average, higher 

education degree pays a premium not only in terms of salary but also in quality of 

opportunities that are available (Green & Henseke, 2021). Regardless of level of education 

and experience, young people may be faced with age stereotypes and deemed ‘too young’ for 

certain professions based on age-related stereotypes (North & Fiske, 2012; Posthuma & 
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Campion, 2009). These stereotypical beliefs may have negative implications for young 

people’s access to certain occupations, as well as promotion, training and performance 

appraisals at work (Snape & Redman, 2003). These beliefs are concerned with perceived age 

norms for certain jobs, indicative of shared beliefs about a perceived ‘correct age’ to 

accumulate the necessary know-how to be competent in certain occupations (Posthuma & 

Campion, 2009). For example, physicians are often expected to be older than 45 years of age, 

otherwise patients wonder ‘is this person really old enough to be my doctor?’ (Fowler, 2016). 

Relatedly, there is also the common belief that younger workers would be ‘digital 

natives’ (Prensky, 2001). This belief arises from a refuted brain-structural difference 

argument. More supported differences in digital literacy, defined as “an individual’s ability to 

use computers to investigate, create and communicate” (Fraillon, Schulz, & Ainley, 2013), 

understand it as a learned skill, developed through education and experience. Favourable 

attitudes towards new technology might also be influenced by younger people’s greater 

adoption of such technology (e.g., Morris & Venkatesh, 2000). Given the clear role of 

learning in digital literacy, age alone is a limited predictor. From a know-how perspective, 

being classified as digital natives does not shield young people from unemployment, 

underemployment and economic inactivity, as the evidence above suggests. Technical digital 

skills are necessary but not sufficient to perform well in digitised, knowledge economies 

unless accompanied by other digital transferable skills such as: information management, 

collaboration, creativity, critical thinking and problem solving (van Laar, van Deursen, Van 

Dijk & De Haan, 2017).  

Those young people who take longer to secure stable employment tend to join labour 

markets with fewer qualifications and accumulate less work experience than their 

counterparts who can benefit from on-the-job learning and other forms of skill development 

(Robalino, Margolis, Rother, Newhouse, & Lundberg, 2013). Critically, long-term 
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unemployment and under-employment is associated with under-utilisation and erosion of 

skills and cognitive decline (De Grip, Bosma, Willems, & van Boxtel, 2008; Green & Zhu, 

2010), i.e., further degradation of know-how. 

 Know-Whom 

A second career competency relevant for career success is know-whom (Akkermans et 

al., 2013; De Fillippi & Arthur, 1994), denoting career-related social networks or social 

capital. Social capital refers to an individual’s actual and potential resources that arise from 

their networks of relationships, and therefore captures an interpersonal dimension of 

employability (McArdle et al., 2007). Who we know influences access to and flow of job-

related information, and is a predictor of future earnings (Seibert, Kraimer, & Crant, 2001). 

For example, a study of university graduates reveals personal connections and contacts as the 

most important factor in securing first post-graduation job (Brennan, Johnston, Little, Shah, 

& Woodley, 2001).  

Know-whom is also relevant for young people’s employability skills (e.g., 

communication, proactivity and teamwork). From a sociological perspective, scrutinising the 

skills young people are required to demonstrate reveals an implicit ‘class’ bias, mimicking 

and favouring the attributes of those from high status social backgrounds (Brown & Hesketh, 

2004). Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds are not necessarily socialised into 

these skills through upbringing, e.g., they have fewer opportunities to vicariously learn from 

their family or social networks. Hence, young people from disadvantaged or minority 

backgrounds tend score lower on these skills and have poorer labour market outcomes 

(Adams, 2012; ILO, 2020b; Silver, 2007).  

Social networks also partially explain the prevalence of under-employment among 

young migrant workers, arising from the challenges in transferring their social and cultural 

capital to a new country context. Impoverished local social networks and support affects 
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immigrants’ labour market success (Zikic, 2015). Further, strong family or national 

community networks can constrain their integration into the host country and can negatively 

affect employment, as these social ties are more likely to be employed in low-skilled, low-

paid work (Ryan, Sales, Tilki, & Siara, 2008). These findings graphically demonstrate how 

social networks may constraint young workers’ access into labour markets (Hällsten, Edling, 

& Rydgren, 2017; Winterheller & Hirt, 2017). 

The intertwining of social and human capital was evident in the 2020 USA Ivy 

League admissions scandal with wealthy elites using bribery to gain admissions to top 

universities for their children (Jack, 2020). Such behaviour resonates with Positional Conflict 

Theory (Brown, 2000, 2003), a sociological theory which argues that social elites use their 

greater financial and cultural resources to enhance their credentials (human capital) and thus 

secure advantages in the labour market. The gaining of prestigious education facilitates 

access to labour markets (Okay-Somerville, et al., 2020). These results confirm a direct and 

indirect impact of social networks on youth employment.  

Combined effects of know-how and know-whom on youth transitions to work also 

resonate with sources of self-efficacy beliefs, as discussed in Bandura’s (1986) social 

cognitive theory. Mastery experiences contribute towards one’s know-how, while know-whom 

may provide vicarious learning and social persuasion on crucial job search and 

employability-related skills. According to social cognitive career theory (Lent & Brown, 

1994) self-efficacy beliefs impact our work-related interests, goals and actions. Self-efficacy 

has been shown to be negative associated with likelihood of unemployment during school-to-

work transitions (Pinquart, Juang, & Silbereisen, 2003). Moreover, experience of 

unemployment further diminishes young people’s self-efficacy beliefs (Mortimer, et al., 

2016), as it depletes young people cognitive (De Grip et al., 2008) and social resources 

(Bolivar, et al., 2019).  
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Considering the growing inequalities in wealth distribution in the 21st century (OECD, 

2011), young people from disadvantaged social backgrounds access to work is hindered by 

their lack of both know-how and know-whom. By contrast some young people, by virtue of 

their family upbringing and life experiences are ‘socialised’ into labour markets creating a 

‘rocket pack’ of human and social capital that propels them into better employment 

opportunities. 

 Know-Why 

A third crucial career competency relevant for career success is know-why. This 

relates to the individuals’ career-related identity (De Fillippi & Arthur, 1994). Identity is an 

area of important difference between young people and older people in the labour market, 

with younger people having fewer opportunities and time to develop strong work-related 

identities. Without these self-understandings, it is harder to develop clear career goals or 

decisions about how to take forward their desired futures (Praskova et al., 2015). While some 

young people can easily identify labour market opportunities, others engage concurrently in 

job search and career identity and goal formation processes (Saks & Ashforth, 2002). This 

latter group’s lack of familiarity with labour markets and job opportunities impedes their 

successful navigation (Turban, Stevens, & Lee, 2009). Hence, they can struggle to situate 

themselves in the labour market, as they are still addressing crucial know-why questions, such 

as ‘who am I’ and ‘who I want to be’ (Holmes, 2013).  

A young person’s successful transition in both work and adulthood involves 

significant self-exploration relevant to achieving self-definition and developing their know-

why. Arnett (2000) uses the concept of ‘emerging adulthood’, which signifies a period of 

instability and identity exploration. For those at the start of careers, this necessitates 

opportunities to explore and experience different types of work, and from these experiences 

have support to make sense of their situation, and to construct themselves in a particular way 
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(Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). There are many obstacles which can hamper young workers’ 

development of know-why: some obstacles relate to the social context, including lack of 

positive career feedback, role models and/or labour market opportunities (Hu, Hood, & 

Creed, 2017), while other impediments are internal, such as career indecision. Particularly in 

the aftermath of the 2008 Great Financial Crisis and during the COVID-19 pandemic, a sharp 

decline in the availability of entry-level jobs for young people to provide work exploration 

and experience is observed (Gonzalez et al., 2020; ILO, 2020b). Young people’s career 

counselling needs, especially those in less disadvantaged communities (e.g., low- or middle-

income economies, or those from socially disadvantaged backgrounds), are often not met 

effectively to support career decision-making (Maree, 2021). Moreover, visibility of 

opportunities may decline further as the jobs young people hold are at higher risk from 

automation (ILO, 2020a). Those who struggle to form career identities due to limited 

availability or visibility of labour market opportunities can be discouraged in their job search 

and career behaviours, increasing their likelihood of unemployment or under-employment 

(Lozano & Rentería, 2021).  

Know-why is highly relevant for making forward-leading decisions. While career-

indecision can occur at any age, among young workers it is more associated with under-

employment. Paradoxically, difficulties in career-goal formation and pursuit can produce 

hypervigilance (individuals rushing into any decision), procrastination, or decision avoidance 

(Callanan & Greenhaus, 1992; Feldman, 2003). This indecision is shown to reduce the 

amount of career exploration and reconsideration, impeding further processes of identity 

formation (Laughland-Booÿ, Newcombe, & Skrbiš, 2017). While indecision may not be 

necessarily detrimental for career development, enabling individuals to take advantage of 

unplanned/unexpected career opportunities (Krumboltz, 1992, 1998; Mitchell, Levin, & 

Krumboltz, 1999), it is deleterious for job search: Indecision can lead to indifference in job 
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search activities (Betz & Voyten, 1997), or less engaged goal-directed job search behaviours 

(Okay-Somerville et al., 2020). These haphazard job search activities are associated with loss 

of earnings, under-employment and poorer first job attitudes (Feldman & Turnley, 1995; 

Koen, Klehe, Van Vianen, Zikic, & Nauta, 2010; Okay-Somerville & Scholarios, 2021).  

The exploratory process of forming know-why may explain the divergence found in 

age-related effects on work attitudes and behaviours. Negative relationship between age, and 

organisational commitment and willingness to leave jobs and organisations (Ng & Feldman, 

2010) may reflect younger workers’ self- and environment-exploration. Extant evidence 

indicates the value of social support during the first critical six months of new organisational 

entry helping young workers integrate leading to their subsequent organisational commitment 

(Nägele & Neuenschwander, 2014). However, the amount of security and social protection 

offered to young people depends on the institutional context of the country and reveals an 

intricate tension between young people’s need for flexibility to explore labour market 

opportunities and adapt to the challenges, alongside a desire for stability and predictability 

required for career-identity development (King, 2003; Modestino, Sugiyama, & Ladge, 

2019). 

Young people’s work motives 

Beyond issues in access to work, meta-analytic evidence shows age-related differences in 

work motives. Younger workers show higher preference for growth (e.g., related to 

achievement and mastery) and extrinsic motives (e.g., pay, benefits and promotion), but 

lower preference for intrinsic motives (e.g., accomplishment) in comparison to older workers 

(Kooij, De Lange, Jansen, Kanfer, & Dikkers, 2011). It is helpful to understand differences 

between younger and older people with the use of lifespan theories, or through research on 

ageing. This is in contrast to popular discourse, which focusses on simplistic generational 

perspectives.  
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Lifespan theories of ageing 

According to lifespan theories of ageing (Baltes, 1987) our goals and motives change as we 

age. For instance, from a socioemotional selectivity theory perspective (e.g., Carstensen, 

Fung, & Charles, 2003) growth and expanding horizons is of greater importance when we are 

younger, with ageing and increasing perceptions of mortality shifting our motivation towards 

emotional meanings of life. Similarly, according to the motivational theory of life-span 

development (Heckhausen, Wrosch & Schulz, 2010), throughout our lives we face different 

normative developmental goals: At a young age these normative goals include not only 

having to find a first job, but also to complete education, become financially independent, 

move out of family home, find a partner, have a first child etc. From a lifespan theory of 

ageing perspective, as young people are at the start of working lives and in transitional stages, 

e.g., from adolescence to young adulthood and from education to work or further education, 

personal growth and financial security may be more important motives in work. 

Generational perspectives and their limitations 

There is a tendency, particularly among popular media, to discuss young people’s 

work and employment experiences and their work-related values, from a generational 

perspective. While evidence suggests age-effects on work values (Kooij et al., 2011) and life 

conditions certainly vary over time (Kontopantelis et al., 2018), conceptualising these in 

terms of ‘generational differences’ is unhelpful (Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015; Rudolph et 

al., 2020; Zacher, 2015). This is not only because generations are a too fuzzy concept, they 

also stereotype people into cohorts, offering an overly simplistic picture of the nuanced 

individual experiences people have. Critically, generational effects are nearly impossible to 

investigate in a conceptually or methodologically valid way (Costanza, Badger, Fraser, 

Severt, & Gade, 2012; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance, 2010), rendering the practical 
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and explanatory value of generational concepts limited. There are others who have written 

extensively on the limitations of generational approaches, the following just highlights a few 

of the most central issues (e.g. Rudoph et al., 2018; Rudoph et al, 2020, Rudolph & Zacher, 

2020). 

First, generation is a fuzzy concept. While biological ‘age’ is a relatively undisputed 

measure of a person’s chronological time from birth; ‘generation’ is a socially constructed 

term that attempts to capture a cohort of people who supposedly share important experiences 

at crucial times in their lives (Costanza et al., 2012). While generational labels are widely 

familiar, there is no agreement on the birth year ranges they supposedly capture (Campbell, 

Twenge, & Campbell, 2017; Rudolph et al., 2020). For example, are Millennials born 

between 1980 to 2000 (Rainer & Rainer, 2011), or 1979 to 1994 (Myers & Sadaghiani, 

2010), or 1981 to 1996 (Dimock, 2019). Similar imprecision arises in other workplace 

generational studies (e.g., Costanza et al., 2012). In short, there is no consensus about who is 

part of which generation, and thus it can be argued that as an objective category, generations 

do not exist (Rudolph, Rauvola, Costanza, & Zacher, 2020). That said, generations do exist as 

socially constructed categories in peoples’ minds and have meaning for how people label 

themselves and others. As such, they can inform social perceptions and actions, leading to 

age stereotypes and ageism.  

Second, a methodologically valid, informative study of workplace generational 

differences is nearly impossible to carry out – rendering the informative value of almost any 

study that attempts to capture “younger generation’s values” almost nill (Rudolph et al., 

2020). Not only is the concept of generational cohort fuzzy; comparing cohorts is not useful 

either as it is impossible to distinguish generational differences from those that arise due to 

age, career-stages or timepoints of when the study was conducted (see Rudolph et al., 2020). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, meta-analytical evidence of studies investigating cohort differences 
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conclude that effects can rather be attributed to other factors than generations (Costanza et al., 

2012). Even observing work values of a singular age cohort over multiple time points cannot 

eliminate other effects, e.g., career-effects, learning, aging effects as people get older over 

time. The solution – sequential longitudinal cohort studies (i.e. repeatedly sampling cohorts 

of 20 year olds each year and observing their work values over time) is immensely laborious 

to carry out, which might explain why they are not available.  

Like societal norms, economic conditions and political contexts change slowly; in the 

same way individual work norms might change alongside equally slowly – and concurrently 

across differently aged people. Thus, someone growing up in the 2000s might have learned 

different values from someone who grew up in the 1980s, but the older person might have 

adapted their values in the 2000s, as a function of the time period and their personal and 

career development. Drawing artificial boundaries between people of different ages in the 

workplace is not only meaningless for conceptual and methodological reasons; it also 

obscures the real reasons that might explain why work-values might be different for younger 

and older people at a certain workplace. Thinking in generations may serve to cement age 

stereotypes, which may further undermine the inclusion of younger people in the workplace. 

Future directions for psychology researchers  

 This review has highlighted how young people experience work and employment 

differently from the rest of the working population. These differences are primarily 

attributable to young people’s developmental stage in terms of lifespan and career. Young 

people’s lack of career competencies makes them vulnerable to adverse socio-economic 

conditions, e.g., economic downturns. This section highlights potential contributions by 

psychologists for improving young workers’ labour market access and experience. 
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From a youth employment perspective replacement of entry-level jobs by automation 

reflect an impoverishment in work, with reduced provisions failing to support young people 

in fostering their autonomy and developing their work skills and attitudes. Automation of 

much entry-level work may also challenge what is meant by ‘entry-level’ work. Digitisation 

may offer new opportunities favouring knowledge workers, even at entry-level. For instance, 

apprenticeships, although often associated with manual work, are recognised as means for 

developing digital skills (European Commission, 2021). These types of apprenticeships cover 

crucial digital skills such as cybersecurity, digital banking, software engineering, and IT 

consulting (ILO, 2021). For future cohorts of young people, entry-level work may require 

more sophisticated skills as more mundane tasks may be automated. This may indicate more 

upskilled start for young people. A crucial area for exploration is therefore the role of ‘digital 

skills’ in employability and university-to-work transitions. Relatedly, there scope for more 

scholarly exploration in job analysis and job design, in designing entry-level jobs in the 

‘future of work’.  

Another job design-related psychology contribution is in young people’s 

underemployment. Young people who are discouraged by the struggles in access to work 

may opt to remain in education (ILO, 2020a), in an attempt to improve their labour market 

opportunities. For instance, in reaction to the disappearing entry-level opportunities during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, an increase in educational enrolments was observed, especially in 

high income countries (UNESCO, 2021). Yet, even with additional credentials, a successful 

transition into work is not guaranteed, as many may experience overqualification at least in 

the first few years of careers (Okay-Somerville & Scholarios, 2014). In addition, these 

education routes are only available to those who can afford it. In fact, a decline in education 

enrolment was observed in lower-middle income countries during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(UNESCO, 2021). While research shows considerable direct and indirect organisational 
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dividends from employing overqualified staff (Hu et al., 2015), there are clear financial and 

psychological implications for workers (Harari, Manapragada, & Viswesvaran, 2017). These 

negative impacts could be restored by improvements in job autonomy (Wu, Luksyte, & 

Parker, 2015), and safeguarding jobs against autonomy. Alternatively, leader and peer 

support are also highly relevant for improving job satisfaction (Alfes, Shantz, & van Baalen, 

2016) and retention. There is extant psychology research on overqualification (e.g., Erdogan, 

Bauer, Peiro, & Truxillo, 2011; Erdogan, Karaeminogullari, Bauer, & Ellis, 2020; Lee at al., 

2021), which could inform young workers’ labour market access and experience.  

While more practical support could be given at all stages of education, further 

research should focus upstream to better examine the formation of career identity (Searle et 

al., 2014), and how this is different across the socio-economic contexts that this review has 

shown to make an impact on youth employment outcomes: especially in the provision of 

social securities. Indeed, prior study has shown the significance of teachers’ inputs, especially 

helping children from disadvantaged families, to better navigate the employment context (St. 

Clair, Kintrea, & Houston, 2013). Through earlier attention on the acquisition of these skills 

and ongoing exposure to work experiences throughout secondary education, educators and 

students could significantly enhance the curriculum and their futures. Thus, there is merit in 

future longitudinal studies that incorporate earlier career identity and attitude development. 

Further, university curricula need to be infused with opportunities to develop employability 

skills and promote work identities. Critically, attention should ensure opportunities to build 

all three career competencies.  

Work of psychologists offer important perspectives as to why there is such 

widespread institutional inertia in recognising and engaging with this increasingly ‘wicked’ 

problem of youth employment (Carter, 2020) – particularly in supporting young people from 

socially disadvantaged background. Specifically, research reveals a repulsion from, rather 
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than engagement with, those in poverty (Fiske, 2007) and a pernicious prejudice linked to 

social class that taints those from lower socioeconomic groups as not only less competent, but 

also less deserving (Durante & Fiske, 2017). Thus, this situation is positioned as dispositional 

and self-inflicted, rather than recognising the disproportionate large stigma that has to be 

overcome alongside inadequate access to welfare and key resources. While there is increasing 

recognition of the corrosive consequences of poverty particularly for self-efficacy and 

identify (Smith, 2015), there remains a stubborn inertia to recognising the clear psychological 

basis regarding income inequality, anti-immigrant tensions, and intergenerational and class 

prejudice (Moya & Fiske, 2017).  

Viewed through this novel psychological prism, responses to these challenges become 

very different. Critically, they shift employability away from the individual, to instead reveal 

its more contextual and relational dimensions, showing a polarising of outcomes that is not 

always helpful (Forrier, De Cuyper, & Akkermans, 2018).  Through a shift in emphasis, far 

greater support should be provided for young people to address the specific challenges they 

face in accessing and accumulating resources. Such provision should recognise the role of 

parents, whose own experiences can curtail the aspirations and identity formation of young 

people (Berrington, Roberts, & Tammes, 2016; Ladge & Little, 2019). Further, this 

perspective indicates the declining value of some resources (Forrier et al., 2018). Applying 

research insights would change career guidance to focus on vocational pathways and 

identifying jobs that are more resilient to the encroachment of automation. It would position 

support towards the development of work identities and career competencies concurrent with 

a capacity to adapt. Extant research shows the value of such provision, especially for migrant 

workers (Wehrle, Kira, & Klehe, 2019; Zikic & Richardson, 2016). Future research could 

incorporate more attention on the contextual and relational factors to consider the labour 
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market pull and push factors for young people, especially from disadvantages backgrounds to 

provide better insight into why interventions might fail.   

Conclusion 

This chapter has identified a diverse range of factors relevant for understanding young 

workers’ work and employment experiences. This highlights a multi-level phenomenon. 

Future research should strive to mimic this multi-level multi-faceted nature of young people’s 

experiences in the labour market.  In particular, contextualising young people’s work and 

employment in its unique socio-economic and lifespan development conditions would 

provide what could be far more valuable insight and through this the means to better inform 

policy and practice. Indeed, there is growing recognition of the complexity of the problems, 

and thus their solution, as shown by the United Nations Global Initiative on Decent Jobs for 

Youth calling for cooperation between public and private actors, the promotion of 

partnerships, and especially information exchange to facilitate effective labour market 

interventions (ILO, 2020a). Psychology is uniquely placed to the inform these interventions. 
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