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Abstract
In any country, there is a group of students who are at risk of dropping out of school 
without any qualifications. This is detrimental for many of those students, because fail-
ure to graduate increases risks of unemployment and societal exclusion. To reduce this 
risk, specialized curricula aim to prepare these students for their working life by fostering 
the development of a vocational identity, that is, how they define themselves as workers. 
As a prerequisite to achieving this goal, students need to attend school and feel engaged 
with school. The curricula seek ways to stimulate emotional school engagement, taking 
into account the heterogeneous target group of students they serve. To address potential 
consequences of individual differences, this questionnaire study (N=996) conducted in 
the Netherlands explored how various individual characteristics of students in these spe-
cialized curricula moderated the relationship between emotional school engagement and 
vocational identity. Results show that stronger school engagement always coincided with 
a stronger vocational identity; however, the strength of the relationship varied. Stimulating 
emotional school engagement was specifically important for the subgroups of students who 
are young, less agreeable, less motivated, and less resilient. In order to foster the vocational 
identity of their students, the specialized curricula are recommended to draw nuanced con-
clusions and formulate refined strategies to effectively respond to the heterogeneous group 
of students who are at risk of dropping out.
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Introduction

Although in some instances dropping out of school may be a sensible decision, overall 
students without any qualifications will experience more problems with work and earning 
a living than those who do continue schooling until they obtain a school-leaving qualifica-
tion. Specialized curricula in the Netherlands are directed at young people who risk leaving 
school without graduating or have already done so. To counteract the dropout risk, they 
concentrate on career perspectives of their students through internships, job skills practic-
ing, and other job-related tasks at school. These curricula aim to foster students’ vocational 
identity, that is, defining yourself as a worker (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2012). Forming a 
vocational identity is an essential developmental task for students who are preparing for 
their future careers (Wong & Kaur, 2018). Yet the specialized curricula can only be suc-
cessful if the students attend school, which is challenging due to circumstances that distract 
them from school work and lead to a permanent threat of dropout. It is therefore desirable 
that they feel emotionally engaged with school, expressed by a sense of belonging at school 
and valuing school education (Finn, 1989). Emotional school engagement is acknowledged 
to be a prerequisite for school attendance, persistence, and graduation (e.g., Archambault 
et al., 2009; Elffers et al., 2012). This makes emotional school engagement an important 
intermediate purpose for specialized curricula that aim to stimulate the vocational identity 
of former dropouts or students who are at a severe risk of dropping out before obtaining 
any qualifications.

Educational programs and students at risk of dropping out

In the Netherlands, specialized curricula cater for adolescent and young adult students who 
do not have a diploma at the so-called entry-level training of senior secondary vocational 
education (see the oval shape and arrow in Appendix 1, which provides an overview of the 
Dutch education system). This entry-level education precedes the basic training, which is 
mandated by the government for young people up to 23 years to enter the labor market and 
is advised for those between 23 and 27 years. Without a diploma at basic level, social assis-
tance is refused and the young people are sent back to school.

In 2020, three percent of students attending senior secondary vocational education 
attended entry-level training, which equated to 15,000 students. Programs offering entry-
level training have to accept all students under 23 years, with or without a diploma. Their 
student population may consist of students who previously attended a school for special 
educational needs, newly arrived immigrants with limited language proficiency, and for-
mer dropouts who may have previously attended a higher educational level. This mixture 
makes entry-level training challenging for both students and teachers. Dropout is a serious 
threat: about 20 percent of these students leave school before graduating (Onderwijs in 
cijfers [Education in numbers], 2021), outnumbering the other levels by two to six times 
(Ministerie van Onderwijs Cultuur en Wetenschap [Ministry of Education Culture and Sci-
ence], 2021).

For former dropouts with severe problems who are in need of professional care, special 
trajectories that are not part of the formal education system exist (which is why they are 
not included in the overview in Appendix 1). One such a trajectory is a rebound program, 
intended to prepare them to rejoin regular education, such as entry-level training. The goal 
of both curricula (rebound and entry-level) is for the student to continue schooling at the 
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next level or to start working. The latter goal contradicts the government requirement of a 
diploma at basic level, based on feasibility in practice.

Not having a diploma may be related to various life circumstances many target group 
students encounter. They may have grown up in broken families or in criminal surround-
ings without much support for schooling. Young parenthood might constitute an additional 
obstacle (Brahm et al., 2014; Sulimani-Aidan, 2017). These problems distract them from 
school work, may prevent them from attending school, and result in high dropout rates. Not 
attending school further exacerbates their life problems, potentially leading to severe chal-
lenges: no qualifications, insufficient preparation for the labor market, and unemployment. 
These hazardous circumstances may in turn lead to poverty, poor health, and involvement 
in crime (Bäckman & Nilsson, 2016). Participation in one of the programs reflects the fact 
that they all face a vulnerable school career.

Circumstances and background of the students vary considerably. Instead of one single 
intervention to strengthen school engagement among them all, it may be more effective to 
customize strategies that suit different subgroups. To inform teachers, mentors, or coaches 
of specialized curricula about how they can encourage their students’ school engagement 
in order to foster the development of vocational identity, and in order to improve special-
ized curricula, insights are needed into the relationship between school engagement and 
vocational identity and how this relationship varies depending on individual characteristics 
of the students. Insights should lead to curricula that are better attuned to them and opti-
mize their chances of developing a strong vocational identity.

Vocational identity

Vocational identity, also known as career, professional, occupational, or work iden-
tity, refers to how students define themselves in a career context (McArdle et  al., 2007; 
Skorikov & Vondracek, 2012). Exploring and committing to occupational choices con-
tributes to developing a vocational identity, but also to constructing an identity in general. 
Identity reflects acting and interacting as a particular “kind of person” (Gee, 2000, p. 99). 
It is personal and social in content and in the processes by which it is formed, maintained, 
and changed over time and place (Vignoles et al., 2012). Identity consists of several sub-
identities, such as moral, social, spiritual, political, and vocational identities. Vocational 
identity has been theorized as a major component of this general identity (Kroger, 2007), 
and Skorikov and Vondracek (1998) even found that vocational identity is leading in the 
process of identity development of adolescents. The developmental process is particularly 
important during the transition from school to work (Danielsen et  al., 2000; Diemer & 
Blustein, 2006), the phase the students of our study are in. Supporting this process can thus 
be stated to be an essential task for the programs they attend.

Vocational identity is a multifaceted construct, laid out in three components: (1) 
vocational self-image, (2) vocational future image, and (3) vocational self-efficacy, 
reflecting respectively self-perceived interests and capabilities (Who am I?); ambitions 
and exploration of possible outcomes (Who do I want to be?); and expected success-
fulness of working habits and values (Am I able to get there?) (Keijzer et  al., 2019; 
Fugate et  al., 2004; Lent, 2013). Vocational identity has been found to contribute to 
valuable outcomes, such as making sound career decisions and coping with career-
related stress (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2012), setting realistic expectations and forming 
promising work attitudes (Turner & Lapan, 2013), and exploring and planning careers 
(Wallace-Broscious et  al., 1994). These outcomes require effort from all individuals, 
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but the target group students can be assumed to need intensive support in acquiring 
capabilities, ambitions, and work habits, that is, developing their vocational identity. 
Assignments and internships during schooling help students to discover their work 
interests and practice their work skills (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2012). As vocational 
identity becomes especially important in the final stage of schooling (Noack et  al., 
2010; Sulimani-Aidan, 2017), vocational schools should support students to figure out 
what vocation suits them best.

While attending the specialized programs, the students are prepared for jobs in 
which they will work as assistants of, for example, plasterers, mechanics, or cooks. 
The OECD mentions less-skilled groups to be the first to become unemployed during 
economic downturns and the last to be re-employed (Carcillo et  al. 2015). Further-
more, the more flexible labor markets nowadays put high demands on an employee’s 
self-agency and volition, competences that are argued to be more challenging for vul-
nerable groups who have fewer choices (Blustein, 2013). A thorough preparation for 
their working lives in which the students can make informed decisions about career 
steps is important yet difficult to realize. It is therefore essential that these students 
attend school up to and including their graduation to provide sufficient opportunities to 
develop a vocational identity.

School engagement

School engagement is the extent to which a student is committed to school and educa-
tion. A commonly used categorization distinguishes behavioral, cognitive, and emo-
tional dimensions of school engagement (Fredricks et  al., 2004; Wang et  al., 2011). 
Behavioral engagement refers to students’ participation in learning activities and cog-
nitive engagement concerns their cognitive efforts to learn. Emotional engagement 
reflects students’ affective relatedness to school and the school process, expressed in 
sense of belonging at school, that is, the feeling that one is part of the school environ-
ment and that school plays an important role in daily life, and valuing school, that is, 
appreciating an education and school-relevant goals, including a qualification (Baka-
dorova et al., 2020; Finn, 1989). In this study, these concepts are abbreviated to sense 
of belonging and valuing, respectively.

Students’ emotional ties to school and schooling are agreed to be essential prerequisites 
for effort, achievement, and persistence (Elffers et al., 2012; Green et al., 2012). Stronger 
school engagement is related to lower dropout and higher graduation rates (Archambault 
et al., 2009; Fredricks et al., 2004; Wong & Kaur, 2018). Longer school attendance implies 
a longer period during which vocational identity can be stimulated. Several associations 
between school engagement and vocational identity have been found. Wong and Kaur 
(2018) showed that the exploration of specific occupational choices relates positively to 
undergraduates’ school engagement. Coutinho and Blustein (2014) found that vocational 
identity protects Cape Verdean high school students with high levels of perceived ethnic 
discrimination from school disengagement. Keijzer et  al. (2019) found both aspects of 
emotional school engagement, that is, sense of belonging at school and valuing school, to 
be significantly related to vocational identity. As malleable characteristics, sense of belong-
ing and valuing can be particularly useful in improving curricula (Bakadorova et al., 2020). 
The question is how the specialized programs take up this challenge and how to address 
differences between their students.



Individual characteristics of students in vocational education…

1 3

Individual characteristics relating to vocational identity and school engagement

Diverse individual characteristics have been found to be associated with vocational 
identity or school engagement. They range from demographic characteristics to the 
extent students are motivated and resilient.

During the period of school-to-work transition, older students have been shown to 
intensify the forming of a vocational identity (Noack et  al., 2010; Sulimani-Aidan, 
2017). Though Janosz et  al. (2008) found that a majority of students showed stable 
and satisfactory levels of school engagement from primary to secondary school and 
beyond, others showed emotional school engagement among older students to decline 
as a result of feelings of independence and greater self-sufficiency (Motti-Stefanidi & 
Masten, 2013; Wang & Eccles, 2012). This decline may in turn precede dropping out of 
school (Wang et al., 2011). An explanation for the decline might be that older students 
anticipate leaving school and entering continuing education or work, whereas their 
relationships with peers are assumed to intensify (McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015). For 
younger students, a longer period at school is still awaiting and strong connectedness to 
school may well help them to finish their education. Encouraging school engagement 
among the older groups, then, is of limited value because of this growing independence, 
whereas the younger subgroups could benefit from longer attendance to develop their 
vocational identity.

Li and Lerner (2011) and Wang et  al. (2011) reported lower emotional school 
engagement for boys compared to girls. An explanation may be that boys attach less 
value to atmosphere at school and focus on achievements. Yet specifications as to sense 
of belonging and valuing are unknown, and relationships between the aspects of emo-
tional school engagement and vocational identity may well be different for males com-
pared to females.

Studies by Lindstrom et al. (2007) and Chaves et al. (2004) have shown that young 
adults from lower socioeconomic groups put more emphasis on working to earn money, 
restricting vocational identity development, compared to their upper-class peers who 
consider work as a means of self-expression and are more likely to explore possible 
careers. This sounds like a plausible goal for those with a limited budget. It may endan-
ger their full scope of career potential, however, which is needed to be proactive and to 
react to labor market changes. Furthermore, students from lower socioeconomic groups 
generally show less emotional school engagement (Li & Lerner, 2011). Due to the need 
to provide adequate income, this might be explained by their efforts to concentrate on 
school performances instead of feeling comfortable. Students from higher socioeco-
nomic groups might feel less concerned about future income and can allow themselves 
to enjoy school life itself.

Positive relationships have been shown between vocational identity and personality 
traits extraversion, conscientiousness, and imagination, whereas neuroticism is found 
to be related to the explorative aspect of vocational identity, that is, vocational future 
image (Baay et al., 2014; Hirschi, 2012). In a study by Luyckx et al. (2006), undergradu-
ate female students with a strong vocational identity reported higher levels of emotional 
stability, conscientiousness, extraversion, imagination, and agreeableness compared to 
those with a less developed vocational identity.

Keijzer et  al. (2019) found associations between vocational identity and aspects of 
self-sufficiency, including the ability to manage daily life (such as finance and activi-
ties); experiences in the judicial system (such as a community sentence); and addictive 
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behavior (e.g., drugs, alcohol, gaming). Career adaptability, defined as being ready for 
and having resources to face vocational tasks, occupational transitions, and unexpected 
challenges, relates positively both to the motivation of high school students (Pouyaud 
et  al., 2012) and to the personal and social resilience reported by nurse students, that 
is, their ability to cope with adverse events and their perceived support from family, 
friends, and significant others (Tian & Fan, 2014).

Differential effects have also been found. Fredricks (2011) reported that consequences of 
lower emotional school engagement on graduation and employment are even more severe 
for youth from more disadvantaged backgrounds. This finding exemplifies a moderating 
effect of the relationship between an individual characteristic (background) and school 
engagement on outcome goals (graduation and employment). If a choice has to be made 
because of limited means to intervene, it should be for disadvantaged youth. This finding 
of a moderator effect was quite exceptional and illustrates a gap in the literature. Yet con-
sequences for practice could be meaningful. Connections between school engagement and 
vocational identity (Keijzer et al., 2019; Coutinho & Blustein, 2014; Wong & Kaur, 2018), 
and the relationships between the individual characteristics discussed and vocational iden-
tity, emotional school engagement, or both concepts, combined with the heterogeneity of 
the target group students, point to possible patterns that may emerge for them between the 
concepts. This invites investigation of whether moderator effects apply. Insights could help 
to explain relationships and may be helpful for practitioners who have to decide whether to 
act differently for different students.

Current study

Considering the heterogeneity of the target group students, the importance of their career 
preparation, and the important potential contribution of emotional school engagement as 
an intermediate goal to foster vocational identity, it is important to investigate how various 
individual characteristics affect the relationship between school engagement and vocational 
identity. Effects may well be different for different subgroups and may not apply evenly to 
all. Consequently, it may mean that stimulating sense of belonging or valuing in order to 
foster vocational identity while following the same approach for all these students implies 
doing too little for some and too much for others.

Some previous studies, for example, have shown that students of lower socioeconomic 
status tend to show weaker feelings of school engagement (Li & Lerner, 2011), with risks 
of lower school attendance or even dropout (e.g., Wong & Kaur, 2018), and limited atten-
tion to vocational identity (e.g., Lindstrom et al., 2007). The relationship between school 
engagement and vocational identity could be lower for students from low socioeconomic 
groups: Feelings of school engagement may have a lower impact on their vocational iden-
tity because of their focus on their financial situation. Students of higher socioeconomic 
status tend to be more oriented to self-expression compared to those of lower socioeco-
nomic status and stimulating school engagement may well affect their vocational iden-
tity. Socioeconomic status acts as the individual characteristic that changes this relation-
ship, implying that the relationship between school engagement and vocational identity is 
weaker for students of lower socioeconomic status and stronger for those of higher socio-
economic status.

To provide for insights into the relationship between the two aspects of emotional 
school engagement and the three components of vocational identity, the current, 
exploratory study was guided by the following research question: “To what extent do 
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individual characteristics of students at risk of dropping out moderate the relationships 
between sense of belonging and valuing, on the one side, and vocational self-image, 
vocational future image, and vocational self-efficacy, on the other side?” These insights 
should not only extend our knowledge; they may also enable the specialized curricula to 
attune to differences among their students, an understudied group that may well benefit 
from customized approaches (Elffers et al., 2012; Gushue & Whitson, 2006). The con-
ceptual model is presented in Fig. 1, with the individual characteristics as moderators 
above, the two aspects of emotional school engagement as the independent variables, 
and the three components of vocational identity as the dependent variables.

Based on the literature, moderator effects are not inconceivable and stronger relation-
ships between emotional school engagement and vocational identity may be seen for the 
following: (a) younger target group students compared to older ones (Janosz et al., 2008; 
Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2013; Noack et  al., 2010; Sulimani-Aidan, 2017; Wang & 
Eccles, 2012), because older students are anticipating continuing education or work, sug-
gesting they will work toward stronger vocational identity, while at the same time feel 
less engaged with school; (b) youth of higher socioeconomic status compared to peers of 
lower socioeconomic status (Chaves et al., 2004; Lindstrom et al., 2007; Wong & Kaur, 
2018), because of their orientation toward self-expression and vocational identity, com-
bined with stronger emotional school engagement; and (c) the less motivated students 
(Pouyaud et al., 2012) and the less resilient students (Tian & Fan, 2014), because strong 
motivation and resilience may obviate the need for strong school engagement. In addi-
tion, we explored to what extent relationships between vocational identity and emotional 
school engagement differ with respect to gender, personality traits, and delinquent and 
self-sufficient behavior of students (Keijzer et al., 2019; Baay et al., 2014; Fouad, 2007; 
Hirschi, 2012; Li & Lerner, 2011; Luyckx et al., 2006; Wang et al., 2011).

Method

Participants and procedure

A sample of 996 students was recruited from four institutions in the metropolitan area 
of Rotterdam, the Netherlands. These institutions were purposely invited to participate 

Fig. 1  Conceptual model in which individual characteristics moderate the relationship between the two 
aspects of emotional school engagement and the three components of vocational identity
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because they are dedicated to improving the chances of youth with vulnerable school 
careers; they support youth in trying to get their lives back on track, urge them to persevere 
and complete school, and try to optimize labor market prospects. Most of the students had 
not yet graduated at the entry-level of senior secondary vocational education, some of them 
were not in any training or education, and some were dropouts or former dropouts. Drop-
out rates in Rotterdam outnumber those of the three other largest cities of the Netherlands 
(Ministerie van Onderwijs Cultuur en Wetenschap [Ministry of Education Culture and Sci-
ence], 2020).

Participants were aged between 15 and 27 years (N = 983; M = 21.7; SD = 3.3). Parental 
consent for students under 18 years was secured. Other background characteristics of par-
ticipants are reported in Table 1.

We conducted a cross-sectional study. Two out of the four institutions offered senior 
secondary vocational education at entry-level; all their seven sites were included. The third 
institution, with three sites, provided a rebound program to prepare former dropouts to 
rejoin regular education. The fourth institution, with only one site, was a drop-in helpdesk 
for young adults, many of whom were disconnected from both school and work. They were 
commonly referred back to school. Sites were mainly situated in deprived neighborhoods. 
Data collection took place over a period of 5 months.

Table 1  Main background characteristics of participants (N = 996)

a Former Dutch colonies
b Combinations possible
c For youth under 18 years

Background variable Category Proportion

Gender Women .44
Ethnicity of parents Dutch .25

Surinamese or  Caribbeana .25
Other .50

Ethnicity of participants Dutch .70
Surinamese or  Caribbeana .11
Other .19

Parental educational level Secondary school or higher .50
Primary school .08
No education .08
Unknown .33

Living  conditionsb Respondent on his/her own .13
With child(ren) .10
With mother, father, or both .80
With sister .23

Police Previous contact .42
Current contact .08

Sentencesb Community sentence .21
Juvenile  measuresc .13
Detention .11
No sanction .58
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Measures

A self-completion paper and pencil questionnaire was designed. To verify language com-
prehensibility for the heterogeneous group, it was piloted among twelve target group mem-
bers who were not included in the final sample. Feedback concerned interpretation of some 
items and results were processed in the final version of the questionnaire.

In addition to the background characteristics (see Table 1), seventeen constructs origi-
nating from the literature reviewed were included in the study. Variables, examples of 
items, and an overview of descriptive statistics are shown in Table 2. Items consisted of 
statements accompanied by 5-point Likert scales, with answers ranging from 1 (totally 
disagree) to 5 (totally agree). Answers to the self-sufficiency and addiction items were cat-
egorized into five emoticons ranging from very dissatisfied to very satisfied, coded 1–5, 
respectively. Socioeconomic status was operationalized by means of four dichotomous 
items about following the news. Appendix 2 contains the full questionnaire.

The three components of vocational identity, that is, vocational self-image, voca-
tional future image, and vocational self-efficacy (Fugate et  al., 2004), were measured 
by means of items adopted from the Career and Talent Development Self-Efficacy Scale 
of Yuen et al. (2010). We used additional sources (de Vos & de Jong, 2011; Flouri & 
Buchanan, 2002; Jackson et al., 2011; Kuijpers & Meijers, 2008; Kuijpers et al., 2011; 
Nauta, 2010; Nauta et  al., 2002; Restubog et  al., 2010), and selected some relevant 
items to be added.

Items for the two aspects of emotional school engagement, that is, sense of belonging 
and valuing, were based on studies of Fredricks et al. (2004), Archambault et al. (2009), 
and Elffers (2012). We used validated instruments for all other constructs, such as the 
Mini-IPIP Scales for the personality traits (Denissen et al., 2008; Donnellan et al., 2006); 
the self-sufficiency matrix for self-sufficiency, addiction, and judicial experiences (Fassaert 
et al., 2014); and for extrinsic and intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Connell, 1989). The items 
for personal and social resilience were based on the subject description of personal com-
petence and social sources in the resilience scale for adolescents (Ungar et al., 2008; von 
Soest et al., 2009; Windle et al., 2011).

Data analysis

Validity and reliability check

We applied confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and used version 7 of the Mplus program 
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2015) to verify the validity of the measurement of the seven-
teen constructs (see Table 2). To conduct the CFA, items were treated as categorical vari-
ables, that is, at ordinal level, since responses to each item were elicited by means of Likert 
scales. Item scores were used as indicators of latent traits. As an estimation procedure we 
used Weighted Least Squares with Means and Variances (WLSMV) because item scores 
are categorical. Model fit was evaluated by means of several fit indices: the Chi-square 
statistic (χ2), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI), and the Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). The χ2 statistic is sensitive to sample 
size and it tests exact fit, which is a very strict criterion for the social sciences (MacCal-
lum et al., 1996). The additional fit indices compensate for these restrictions. Generally, a 
model fit is considered acceptable when CFI and TLI are larger than 0.90 and good when 
above 0.95. RMSEA is considered to indicate close fit when values are below 0.05, fair fit 
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when values are between 0.05 and 0.08, and mediocre fit for values between 0.08 and 0.10; 
values above 0.10 indicate poor fit (Bentler, 1992; Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Because initial model fit was unsatisfactory with respect to CFI and TLI (N = 995; 
χ2 = 13421.919, df = 4049, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.867, TLI = 0.860, and RMSEA = 0.048 (90% 
Confidence Interval 0.047–0.049)), out of the 94 original items, ten items of nine vari-
ables were removed based on low item rest correlation, large modification indices, residual 
variances, or non-significant factor loadings (see Table 2). Fit indices of the final model 
to verify validity indicated fair fit according to CFI and TLI and close fit according to 
RMSEA (N = 996; χ2 = 9328.021, df = 3266, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.909, TLI = 0.903, and 
RMSEA = 0.043 (90% Confidence Interval 0.042–0.044)). All remaining items showed 
significant loadings on the construct they were intended to measure. These results sup-
ported the validity of the measurement of the seventeen constructs.

For each of the constructs in the CFA, mean scale scores were computed over the 
remaining items. To estimate the reliability of these sums, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated 
for each sum (see Table 2). As alphas for two constructs were insufficient (conscientious-
ness and imagination), significant moderator effects of these variables are less likely. All 
other alphas, ranging from 0.616 to 0.922, indicated reasonable to good reliability (Bry-
man, 2012). Reliability levels will be discussed in the “Limitations and future directions” 
section.

Main effects and moderator analyses

As a preliminary step, we examined main effects of all individual characteristics on the 
three components of vocational identity by means of regression analyses. Regressions 
analyses are based on sums over several items. Sum scores of multiple items represent 
many more possible values as outcome and therefore assuming interval level of the sums 
is justified. Subsequently, we only checked for moderator effects for the characteristics that 
showed a significant main effect on one of the three components, because variables show-
ing non-significant main effects are less likely to significantly moderate the relationship 
between emotional school engagement and vocational identity.

Because the data are nested within institutions and sites, we checked whether regression 
analyses needed to be conducted multilevel. In these multilevel checks, we either included 
sense of belonging or valuing in the regression model. Variance levels were added when 
they significantly improved model fit, which implies that the intraclass correlation is sig-
nificantly larger than zero. Significance of fit improvement was calculated by means of the 
difference in − 2*log-likelihood of the nested models. This difference has a χ2 distribution 
with one degree of freedom; because variances cannot be negative, the p-value of this χ2 
must be divided by two to obtain the real p-value (Hox, 2010).

Moderator effects were also estimated by means of regression analyses. A moderator 
effect implies that an individual characteristic of the students significantly influences the 
relationship between emotional school engagement and vocational identity; the relation-
ship is stronger or weaker depending on the score on the individual student characteristic 
that is used as moderator. Moderator effects were analyzed by comparing two models: (a) 
a model with one of the three vocational identity variables as dependent variable and one 
of the two emotional school engagement variables and the individual characteristic as inde-
pendent variables; and (b) the same model but with an added interaction term between 
the two independent variables. The interaction term represents the moderator effect. Sig-
nificance of the moderator effect was calculated by computing the difference in deviance 
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scores between both nested models, one with and one without the interaction term. This 
difference has a Chi-square distribution with one degree of freedom. The significance of 
regression coefficients was also calculated by means of the Wald-Z statistic or critical ratio. 
When the difference in deviance between two models appeared significant, effect sizes 
were computed in terms of the proportion of variance explained by the moderator effect 
at each included variance level (i.e., the moderator effect on vocational identity by either 
sense of belonging or valuing and an individual characteristic). All continuous variables 
were grand mean centered before they were entered in the regression analyses.

Results

The regression coefficients and proportions of total explained variance of significant main 
effects of the included characteristics, as calculated in the preliminary step of the analysis, 
are presented in Appendix  3,  Table  5. For all main effects, moderator effects were esti-
mated for both sense of belonging and valuing. This led to analysis of 104 estimations of 
moderator effects of which 47 were found to be significant: 18 with sense of belonging and 
29 with valuing. Most effect sizes of the moderator effects were small. To avoid interpret-
ing negligible moderator effects and to correct for capitalization on chance, we applied 
a threshold of one percent explained total variance for inclusion in the findings section. 
This resulted in inclusion of 26 moderator effects as presented in Tables 3 and 4; the 21 
moderator effects that did not pass the threshold were ignored, neutralizing capitalization 
on chance. Given the possible number of variables affecting vocational identity, we consid-
ered one percent to be a meaningful effect. Appendix 4, Table 6 gives an overview of the 
results of all moderator analyses.

For vocational future image, the intraclass correlations for sites and institutions were 
non-significant, so these regression analyses were conducted unilevel. For vocational self-
image and vocational self-efficacy, the intraclass correlations for institutions were non-sig-
nificant, but site level showed a significant intraclass correlation for both. For these two 
components of vocational identity, therefore, moderator effects of both sense of belonging 
and valuing were analyzed multilevel.

Table 3  Moderator effects (percentages of explained total variance) on vocational self-image, vocational 
future image, and vocational self-efficacy of sense of belonging moderated by individual characteristics 
(effect sizes ≥ 1.00%)

Individual characteristic Sense of belonging

Vocational self-image Vocational future image Vocational 
self-effi-
cacy

Dutch ethnicity father 1.23
Dutch ethnicity mother 1.22
Living sister 1.07
SES-following news 1.40
Extraversion 1.16
Agreeableness 1.26
Neuroticism 1.14
Personal resilience 2.64
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Sense of belonging

For all participants, results showed that the stronger their sense of belonging the stronger 
the vocational identity, but the strength of the positive relationship varied due to individual 
characteristics (see Table 3). The relationship between sense of belonging and vocational 
self-image was found to be stronger for the students in our sample with non-Dutch parents 
(father and mother), stronger for the less extravert participants, and for those who reported 
lower levels of neuroticism. The relationship between sense of belonging and vocational 
future image appeared to be stronger for those who did not live with a sister in comparison 
with those who did. The relationship between sense of belonging and vocational self-effi-
cacy was found to be stronger for the less agreeable and less personally resilient students 
and for those of higher socioeconomic status. For participants of lower socioeconomic sta-
tus, the level of sense of belonging hardly affected their perceived vocational self-efficacy.

Figure 2 illustrates two examples of moderator effects of sense of belonging. For these 
plots, we used mean values, and the mean values plus and minus one standard deviation 
as average, high, and low values, respectively. In the left-hand picture, a stronger relation-
ship between sense of belonging and vocational self-image is shown for the less extravert 
compared to the more extravert respondents. Intensity of sense of belonging hardly affected 
the vocational self-image perception among the most extravert respondents, whereas it did 
for their less extravert peers. Moreover, extraversion indicated vocational self-image for 
the students with low sense of belonging, but less so for those with high sense of belong-
ing. The right-hand picture shows that for the respondents with a strong sense of belong-
ing, no differences were found in vocational self-efficacy between students of low and high 
socioeconomic status. But for the students from high socioeconomic groups, a stronger 

Table 4  Moderator effects (percentages of explained total variance) on vocational self-image and vocational 
self-efficacy of valuing moderated by individual characteristics (effect sizes ≥ 1.00%)

a A column for vocational future image is absent, since no significant moderator effects of valuing on voca-
tional future image were found

Individual characteristic Valuinga

Vocational self-image Vocational self-
efficacy

Age 1.90 4.65
SES-following news 4.23
Extraversion 1.18
Agreeableness 1.05 4.00
Conscientiousness 1.89
Imagination 1.56
Neuroticism 2.79
Self-sufficiency 1.57
Addiction 2.31
Community sentence 1.15
Detention 1.92
Intrinsic motivation 1.86 1.85
Personal resilience 4.21
Social resilience 2.37
Sense of belonging 1.15
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relationship between sense of belonging and vocational self-efficacy was found. Hence, 
socioeconomic status was more strongly related to vocational self-efficacy for the target 
group students with low sense of belonging than for those with high sense of belonging.

Valuing

As with sense of belonging, results showed that for all students the stronger they value 
school the stronger their vocational identity, and that the strength of this relationship varied 
with varying scores of individual characteristics (see Table 4). The positive relationship 
between valuing and vocational self-image appeared to be stronger for the younger partici-
pants, the more self-sufficient, the less agreeable, the less neurotic, and the less intrinsically 
motivated students in our sample. The relationship between valuing and vocational self-
efficacy was found to be stronger for younger subgroups, those of higher socioeconomic 
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status, and for the less extravert, agreeable, conscientious, and curious participants. This 
relationship was also found to be stronger for the participants who reported being less sat-
isfied about their addictive behavior, and those who had been sentenced. Stronger rela-
tionships were found between valuing and vocational self-efficacy for the less intrinsically 
motivated, and the less personally and socially resilient participants. Finally, the effect of 
sense of belonging on the relationship between valuing and vocational self-efficacy was 
stronger for the participants with a lower sense of belonging.

Figure  3 illustrates two examples of moderator effects concerning valuing. The left-
hand picture shows a stronger relationship between valuing and vocational self-image for 
the more self-sufficient respondents compared to their less self-sufficient peers. Further-
more, self-sufficiency strongly indicated vocational self-image for the students with high 
valuing but not for those with low valuing. In the right-hand picture, a stronger relationship 
between valuing and vocational self-efficacy is shown for the younger respondents com-
pared to their older peers. Of the participants who reported above mean scores for valuing, 
the younger group showed the highest vocational self-efficacy whereas out of the partici-
pants with below mean scores for valuing, the older respondents showed the highest voca-
tional self-efficacy.

Discussion

The current study examined the extent to which individual characteristics of students 
with a vulnerable school career moderate the relationship between two aspects of emo-
tional school engagement (i.e., sense of belonging at school and valuing school) on the one 
hand, and three components of vocational identity (i.e., vocational self-image, vocational 
future image, and vocational self-efficacy) on the other. For all the students in our sample, 
it appeared that the stronger the emotional school engagement the stronger their vocational 
identity. The strength of this relationship varied with different scores of individual charac-
teristics. These insights into moderator effects of individual characteristics of target group 
students extended our knowledge about the relationship between emotional school engage-
ment and vocational identity. Results support our starting point that main effects are impre-
cise as a basis for interventions in specialized programs because the effects do not apply 
evenly to all their students.

Age of the participants appeared to moderate the relationships between valuing and 
both vocational self-image and vocational self-efficacy. Older subgroups may be hindered, 
whereas younger subgroups may benefit substantially from a high level of valuing. This 
difference in age groups may be attributed to future expectations. Older groups may have 
lost confidence in their chance of gaining a qualification, or may have already experienced 
more sociopolitical barriers during their lives, holding them back from having high expec-
tations (Diemer & Blustein, 2006). This finding may be explained by an increasing aliena-
tion of older students from school, as mentioned by Motti-Stefanidi and Masten (2013), 
though we think a moderator effect with sense of belonging, and not with valuing, would 
have been more plausible in that case. Surprisingly, we did not find such a moderator effect 
and future research may address this issue.

Stronger relationships between emotional school engagement and vocational self-
efficacy for the students of higher socioeconomic status may have to do with family 
expectations, as families  of low socioeconomic status understandably set less value on 
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schooling and more on stable employment (Li & Lerner, 2011; Lindstrom et  al., 2007). 
Effects became most apparent for those with weak levels of emotional school engage-
ment. As changing a person’s socioeconomic status is hardly possible, encouraging emo-
tional school engagement, especially because of its malleability (Bakadorova et al., 2020), 
deserves attention as an alternative strategy to foster vocational self-efficacy.

Moderator effects of motivation were restricted to intrinsic motivation affecting the 
relationship between valuing and vocational identity, showing strongest effects for those 
who are less intrinsically motivated. Their vocational identity could benefit more from 
motivational support than that offered to their peers with stronger motivation. Stronger 
motivation might indeed obviate the need for strong school engagement, corresponding 
to our suggestion. However, it cannot yet be explained why extrinsic motivation behaves 
differently.

Resilience moderated the relationship between sense of belonging and valuing and 
vocational self-efficacy. For the most resilient participants, their level of school engage-
ment made no difference to their level of vocational identity. But for those who were less 
resilient, a stronger sense of belonging or stronger valuing related to stronger vocational 
identity.

With respect to the other individual characteristics that were explored as possible mod-
erators, findings showed that former delinquent as well as less self-sufficient participants 
appeared to show stronger relationships; stronger valuing was more beneficial to their voca-
tional identity compared to non-delinquent and more self-sufficient peers, but the modera-
tor effect was not shown for sense of belonging. Furthermore, personality traits appeared 
to act as moderators: For the less extravert, agreeable, conscientious, neurotic, and open-
minded students, encouraging emotional school engagement is expected to contribute to 
their vocational identity. However, neuroticism strongly indicated higher vocational self-
image for the students with high valuing and high sense of belonging but not for those who 
expressed low levels of emotional school engagement, whereas the moderator effects of the 
other personality traits were strongest for the participants with below mean levels of emo-
tional school engagement.

Limitations and future directions

Though conscientiousness and imagination showed low Cronbach’s alphas, some moder-
ator effects of these variables were found to be significant. When effects are significant 
despite low reliability, this implies either that effects are very large in the population or 
that the reliability is actually higher than the alpha indicates. Improving alpha scores may 
be achieved by adding items (Furr & Bacharach, 2014), which is recommended for future 
research.

As this was an initial exploratory study, we only explored linear relationships to inves-
tigate to what extent several individual characteristics moderated the relationship between 
emotional school engagement and vocational identity. Whether non-linear models would 
show better fit might be addressed in future research.

We applied convenience sampling; no random sample was taken from the entire pop-
ulation of students at risk of dropping out of school and we do not know how represent-
ative our sample was. This implies there might have been less variation in some vari-
ables in our sample than in the entire population, which could lead to lower estimates 
of effect sizes. Replication studies in other contexts and countries may add meaningful 
insights.
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Another limitation of our study concerns its cross-sectional nature. This enabled us to 
clarify relationships but not their directions. Longitudinal research might reveal patterns of 
moderator effects over time and how this may affect the development of vocational identity. 
Differences between age groups found in our study point to the possibility of such pat-
terns. Such differences may well exist with respect to other individual characteristics too, 
such as intrinsic motivation or resilience. A deeper understanding of the developmental 
processes their students go through could help educational and social practitioners to refine 
their efforts to further the vocational identity of vulnerable youth.

Insights from this self-administered questionnaire study could be extended by means of 
a follow-up including multiple informants, such as coaches and parents. Follow-up stud-
ies could also concentrate on qualitative aspects to interpret findings, preferably among 
the students themselves and relevant others. For instance, we do not know to what extent 
the students in our sample had encountered barriers connected to their societal positions 
prior to the study. They may have suffered negative experiences during apprenticeships, or 
they may have failed in application procedures for a part-time job. A qualitative approach 
could reveal motives and expectations could help to interpret findings and may contrib-
ute to understanding how and why experiences affect the relationship between emotional 
school engagement and vocational identity.

Practical implications

Encouraging sense of belonging or valuing may contribute substantially to the vocational 
identity of the target group students. Yet, effects vary for different groups; so, in order to 
obtain best results on vocational identity, professionals should tailor their actions, based on 
insights into students’ individual profiles. These could be obtained by sound intake proce-
dures to measure the levels of individual characteristics, emotional school engagement, and 
vocational identity. These data should serve to customize interventions to foster students’ 
vocational identity.

Low levels of school engagement might be boosted by offering options in assignments 
and internships to those students for whom stronger moderator effects have been shown, 
for example, younger participants or those of higher socioeconomic status. For other stu-
dents, for example, the older and more agreeable students, their vocational identity might 
hardly be fostered by encouraging valuing. For them, focusing on other characteristics 
they possess and that are moldable, such as self-sufficiency and social resilience, seems a 
more appropriate intervention. Dependent on the specific profiles, a combination of strate-
gies could be applied. Hence, overlooking these nuances would mean missing opportuni-
ties to adapt schooling and guidance to meet personal needs and to achieve best results 
in fostering the vocational identity of students who are at risk of leaving school without 
graduating.

Conclusion

Various individual characteristics were shown to moderate the relationship between 
emotional school engagement and vocational identity. Findings indicate that refined 
approaches are needed when studying vocational identity among students with a vulner-
able school career in order to arrive at justified and applicable interpretations. Including 
moderator effects as a way to examine and address the complexity and diversity of these 
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students’ real lives was shown to be highly relevant and to provide for detailed and prag-
matic insights.

As emotional school engagement has a strong relationship with vocational identity, 
schools and rebound programs are recommended to incorporate effective strategies to stim-
ulate vocational identity by using insights about the moderator effects of a series of indi-
vidual characteristics of target group students that alter this relationship. A one-size-fits-all 
approach does not work, and refined adjustments to suit different students would substan-
tially increase the chance of fostering their vocational identity.

Appendix 1.
Overview Dutch education system.

Retrieved from https:// www.s- bb. nl/ educa tion/ dutch- educa tional- system
Copyright by Foundation for Cooperation on Vocational Education, Training and 

Labour Market (SBB) Reprinted with permission.

Appendix 2.

Questionnaire on individual characteristics moderating the relationship between school 
engagement and vocational identity of students attending specialized programs

This questionnaire was administered in the Netherlands. Items have been translated 
from Dutch into English for the purpose of this article.

Demographic background and personal characteristics
Age
Gender
Living conditions
Who are you living with?
Ethnicity self/father/mother
What is the native country of you/your father/your mother?
Education father/mother
What kind of school did your father/your mother attend?
SES-following news
I read about Dutch news in newspapers occasionally.
I read about foreign news in newspapers occasionally.
I watch the news on TV occasionally.
I listen to news on the radio occasionally.
Police
Have you ever been involved with police or judiciary?
Is there a case pending now?
Judiciary
Have you ever been sentenced?
Scales and items
Extraversion
People feel cheered up by me.
I am talkative.
I talk to a lot of different people at parties.
I am quiet (R).

https://www.s-bb.nl/education/dutch-educational-system
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Agreeableness
I like to help others.
I sympathize with others’ feelings.
I am kind to almost everyone.
Conscientiousness
I am easily distracted (R).
I persevere until a task is finished.
I like to be organized.
I stick to agreements.
Neuroticism
Sometimes I feel happy, sometimes I feel sad.
I feel blue sometimes.
Imagination
I have an active imagination.
I come up with new ideas.
I am curious.
I am inventive.
Self-sufficiency
How satisfied are you about:
… your money.
… what you do during the daytime.
… your housing facilities.
… how things are at home.
… how healthy you are.
… how you feel.
… your friends?
Addiction
How satisfied are you about the way you deal with:
… smoking.
… alcohol.
… drugs.
… gambling.
… gaming?
Intrinsic motivation
I do my best because.
… I enjoy that.
… I feel that is important.
… it makes me feel proud.
Extrinsic motivation
I do my best.
… because others want me to.
… so others will like me.
… because I’ll get in trouble if I don’t.
Personal Resilience
I create my own life.
I am sure what to do to solve my problems.
I am sure I can.
… handle my problems myself.
… come up with solutions for my problems.
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… care for myself well.
… take important decisions about my life.
… take important decisions about learning.
… take important decisions about my work.
… take important decisions about housing.
… take important decisions about my money.
Social resilience
I have a good friend.
I have someone to talk to if there’s trouble.
Someone is really there for me if I need them.
I ask for help if I need to.
I know who I can ask for help.
I can depend on my family.
I can depend on my friends.
My family helps me.
Sense of Belonging at school
School is okay for me.
I like going to school.
I think it is important to go to school.
I prefer being somewhere other than at school (R).
I prefer going to school over working.
Valuing school outcome
I really want to graduate.
A qualification is important to find a job.
I’m sure that I will finish a training.
I feel like a training.
I think I would really learn a lot during a training.
Vocational Self-Image
I really want to know what I’m good at.
I know my strengths.
I know my weak points.
I know what I’m good at.
I know what I’m not good at.
I know what I can handle.
I know my limits.
Vocational Future Image
I keep coming up with new ideas about work.
I am really looking for what I think is important in work.
I want to discover what kind of work I can do.
Vocational Self-Efficacy
Later on, at my work.
… I’ll be on time.
… I’ll work independently.
… I’ll do a good job.
… I’ll finish my work on time.
… I’ll use my time effectively.
… I’ll stick to the rules.
… I’ll stick to agreements.
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