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ABSTRACT The purpose of this study was to determine factors influencing career choice and aspirations among
South African students.  A quantitative paradigm guided this study. A survey method in the form of a structured
questionnaire was used in this study in order to identify the factors that influence career choice and aspirations
among South African students. A purposive sample of 133 first and second year university students (77 females, 56
males; age range 15 to 30 years) participated in the study. The Career Aspirations Questionnaire was used in this
study.  Career Aspirations Questionnaire which explored the factors that influence medical students’ career choice
and aspirations. Data were analysed using percentages and tables. The study found that the family; the ability of the
learner self to identify his/her preferred career choice; and teachers were significant factors that influence the
career choice and aspirations of students. The implications of the findings and practical considerations are
discussed in the study.
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INTRODUCTION

Several studies show that new students all
over the world are usually faced with a dilemma
in making a career choice decision in their lives
(Bandura et al. 2001; Cherian 1991; Issa and
Nwalo 2008; Macgregor 2007; McMahon and
Watson 2005; Watson et al. 2010). In most cas-
es, the choice of careers, subjects, and courses
of study and the subsequent career paths to
follow are a nightmare for prospective under-
graduate students (Issa and Nwalo 2008). Most
often, choosing the right subject combination
leading to the right profession can make the dif-
ference between enjoying and detesting the ca-
reer in future. Each individual undergoing the
process of making a career choice is influenced
by such factors as the context in which they
live, their personal aptitudes, and educational
attainment (Bandura et al. 2001; Watson et al.
2010). In their study, Watson et al. (2010) found
that the majority of aspirations were for social
type occupations followed by investigative type

occupations, with boys aspiring more to inves-
tigative and girls more to social type occupa-
tions. The same study reported that more than
80 % of the total sample aspired to high status
occupations (Watson et al. 2010).

In his study, Ngesi (2003) found that poor
financial base of students from disadvantaged
communities deter choices of appropriate edu-
cational programmes and careers. Such students
tend to avoid careers which appear to them to
require long period of training their finance can-
not support (Ngesi 2003). This suggests that
students from lower socio-economic families are
not given adequate space to make independent
decisions on their careers. It is clear from these
findings that despite the limited state resources
available, the shortage of high level skills and a
pressing need to raise income levels among the
poor, high student drop-out and failure rates are
a major problem in South African universities.

Studies have also investigated factors that
influence career choice by high school students
(Dick and Rallis 1991; Jawitz et al. 2000; Mudho-
vozi and Chireshe 2012; Southwick 2000). For
example, in their study of socio-demographic
factors that enchor career choice among psy-
chology students in South Africa, Mudhovozi
and Chireshe (2012) found that the participants
who attended rural-situated public schools made
delayed career decisions. The same study also
found that participants were mainly influenced
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by parents, teachers and friends to choose psy-
chology as a career. Southwick (2000) observed
the trend towards a decline in graduate enroll-
ments in health-related fields and in science and
engineering. Palmer (2005) also noted the reduc-
tion in the numbers and calibre of students seek-
ing admissions into engineering education in
Australia. The poor image of the engineering
profession generally and the poor understand-
ing of engineering in schools were identified as
contributing factors for the poor calibre of stu-
dents. In his study of career choice of Nigerian
youths, Salami (1999) found that many youths
made wrong career choices due to ignorance,
inexperience, peer pressure, advice from friends,
parents and teachers, or as a result of prestige
attached to certain jobs without adequate voca-
tional guidance and career counseling. Similar-
ly, Sax (1994) examined students’ initial interest
in science careers, factors influencing career
choice during college, and how these factors
differ between men and women students. Sax
found that men who abandon career aspirations
appear to be driven by financial concerns while
women were more concerned with the social good
of their career choice. In a similar vein, Perry
(2006) asserts that adolescent career choice is
influenced by life context, personal attitudes,
and educational attainment.

 Other studies have separately examined the
influences of each parent on the career choices
of their sons or daughters and have found that
mothers tend to have more influence on the ca-
reer decisions/aspirations of their children than
fathers. For example, in their study of 70 young
adults in 1986, Mickelson and Velasco (1998)
found that mothers were the most influential and
that daughters’ occupational aspirations were
often similar to their mothers’ chosen profes-
sions. In similar studies, students were asked
items such as, “What do you want to do with
your life?” and to indicate if they agree or dis-
agree with statements such as “My mother (fa-
ther) encouraged me to make my own decisions.”
The students’ responses were similar to those
of their parents (Mickelson and Velasco 1998;
Wims 1994). These studies also found that stu-
dents wanted to discuss career planning prima-
rily with their mothers. Similarly, in their study of
factors that influence children’s career choices,
Muthukrishna and Sokoya (2008) found the
mother as the most influential person adoles-
cents talk to concerning their career choice.

Mothers were cited as particularly influential
because they provide support that eases chil-
dren’s apprehensions about careers (Hairston
2000). For example, in their study of career choice
among a sample of South African students, Bo-
juwoye and Mbanjwa (2006) reported that their
parents had a significant influence on their ca-
reer decisions but mothers were more influen-
tial. This implies that mothers play a major role
in career choice of their children.

 Research studies show that families, parents
and guardians in particular, play a significant
role in the occupational aspirations and career
goal development of their children. Without pa-
rental approval or support, students and young
adults are often reluctant to pursue or even ex-
plore diverse career possibilities. Several stud-
ies (Knowles 1998; Mau and Bikos 2000; Wilson
and Wilson 1992) have found that college stu-
dents and young adults cite parents as an im-
portant influence on their choice of career. In a
similar vein, some studies have found that the
family plays a critical role in a child’s career de-
velopment (Guerra and Braungart-Rieker 1999;
Mickelson and Valasco 1998; Otto 2000). Some
of the variables that influence students’ occu-
pational goals include the family, level of paren-
tal education, school, peers, personality, and
socioeconomic status (Crockett and Binghham
2000; Wilson and Wilson 1992). There are vary-
ing opinions and findings, however, as to which
specific family characteristics influence career
aspirations. For instance, conflicting data exist
regarding the influence of socioeconomic vari-
ables. Other studies (Mau and Bikos 2000) sug-
gest that both parent education and income in-
fluence career aspirations, whilst other studies
(Hossler and Stage 1992; Wilson and Wilson
1992) show that only parent education is an in-
fluence.

 Other family variables that have been shown
to influence career aspirations include the par-
ents’ occupation (Trice 1991) and family size
(Downey 1995; Marjoribanks 1997; Singh et al.
1995). The father’s occupational status is highly
correlated with his son’s occupation (Blau 1992;
Conroy 1997). Family size also appears to influ-
ence adolescent career aspirations because par-
ents with large families tend to have less money
to aid the older children in attending college,
while younger children may receive more finan-
cial assistance since the financial strain is less
once the older children leave home (Schulen-
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berg et al. 1984). On the contrary, other studies
(Boatwright et al. 1992), found that each of these
family variables to be insignificant in influenc-
ing aspirations. Nevertheless, most studies have
been consistent and suggest that adolescents’
own aspirations are influenced by their parents’
aspirations or expectations for them. This im-
plies that when adolescents perceive their par-
ents to have high educational expectations for
them, adolescents are more likely to have higher
aspirations for themselves. A 1998 Sylvan Learn-
ing Center report indicates that parents’ and
children’s views about career aspirations are
more compatible than incompatible. Parents are
influential figures with whom, whether intention-
ally or unintentionally, children become aware
of and get exposed to occupations or career
opportunities and implied expectations.

 In a similar vein, some studies suggest that
children are influenced in their career choice by
socio-demographic factors and these factors
include family, school and peers (Kniveton 2004;
Mathombela 1997; Salami 2006). In his study,
Salami (2006) found that family involvement as
the most significant predictor of career choice in
gender-dominated occupations. Similarly,
Kniveton (2004) found that the family provides
information and guidance directly or indirectly
and influences young people’s career choice.
For example, parents offer appropriate support
for certain occupational choices which tend to
follow their own (Small and McClean 2002).

 The school where one is educated plays an
important influence on one’s career choice
(Weishew and Penk 1993). In his study, Garrahy
(2001) noted that schools are social institutions
that reinforce gender-appropriate behaviour, in-
terests and occupations. Such constructs includ-
ing curricular subjects, quality of teaching, stu-
dent participation in school activities, school
practices and policies and learning materials for
the student were found to impact on career
choice among learners (Bojuwoye and Mban-
jwa 2006). In his study, Spade (2001) found that
gender difference in the learners’ experiences
starts at pre-school and continues throughout
their educational careers. Teachers like parents
are viewed as key players in the career paths
that young people eventually pursue especially
girls (Barnett 2007). In her study in Nigeria, Den-
ga (2004) found that sex-role stereotypes exist
among boys and girls in primary schools as they
aspire to traditional occupations. This implies

that parents’ and teachers’ beliefs influence their
children’s self-perceptions of ability and conse-
quently career choice. In fact, studies show that
some teachers encourage students to take cer-
tain subject options that are congruent with ap-
titudes and abilities that they identify (Falaye
and Adams 2008).

 Similarly, Bojuwoye and Mbanjwa (2006)
found that career choices of tertiary students
from previously disadvantaged schools are neg-
atively impacted by lack of finance, lack of ca-
reer information, poor academic performance and
unsatisfactory career counseling services. An-
other study by Maree and Beck (2004) indicates
that in disadvantaged communities, schools with
career counselling programme were under-uti-
lizing the facility which was also viewed as too
expensive. In his most recent study, Maree (2009)
found that many learners passed Grade 12 with-
out having received career counselling in any
form and consequently denied the opportunity
to apply for acceptance into sought-after fields
of study at tertiary training institutions.

 Other studies show that peers play a major
role in career choice of students (Bojuwoye and
Mbanjwa 2006; Stuart 2000). For example, Stuart
(2000) found that peers’ attitudes toward gen-
der and ethnicity may increase or decrease a
person’s confidence in pursuing a career. Ado-
lescents are easily influenced by their peers be-
cause they rely on their friends to provide vali-
dation of the choices that they make including
career decisions. On the contrary, Bojuwoye and
Mbanjwa (2006) found that peers were reported
not to be marginally influential in career deci-
sion making among university students.

Goals of the Study: The goals of this study
were: (a) to determine factors that influence stu-
dent career choice; and (b) aspirations among
South African University students.

METHODS

Research Design

 The research method followed in this study
is mainly quantitative, which is both descriptive
and exploratory in nature. A survey method in
the form of a structured questionnaire was used
in this study in order to identify the factors that
influence career choice and aspirations among
South African students. The design was cho-
sen because it is convenient for capturing the
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opinions of participants on a phenomenon (de
Vos et al. 2011).

Sample

The population of this study comprised of
all first and second year students in the Faculty
of Education in each of three South African uni-
versities used in this study. A purposive sample
of 133 first and second year students out of a
target sample of 150 students was used in this
study. Purposive sampling was used because
the participants used were familiar with career
choice information sought in this study. The
three universities were located in the following
provinces: KwaZulu–Natal, Eastern Cape and
Western Cape, respectively. The sample distri-
bution was as follows: 49 students from Kwa-
Zulu–Natal; 46 Eastern Cape; and 38 Western
Cape, respectively. In this study, 77 (57.89 %) of
the participants were male and 56 (42.11 %) were
female; 109 (81.96 %) were aged between 21 – 25
years; 126 (94.74 %) were South Africans and
the rest were non–South Africans; 116 (87.22 %)
were Black and no Whites participated in this
study; and 121(90.98 %) were registered for the
undergraduate studies.

Instrument

The Career Aspirations Questionnaire was
used to determine factors influencing career
choice and aspirations among South African stu-
dents in this study. The Career Aspirations Ques-
tionnaire used in this study was adapted from
the Antony’s (1999) Career Aspirations Ques-
tionnaire which explored the factors that influ-
ence medical students’ career choice and aspi-
rations. As described in Antony (1999), the fac-
tors that influence students to aspire to do their
careers are generally the same. The Antony’s
(1999) Career Aspirations Questionnaire was
designed to find out the interest of the students
towards their career path. This questionnaire
helps the students to prepare firmly towards their
goal and it helps the students to explore their
preferences and strengths. The Career Aspira-
tions Questionnaire developed was pilot stud-
ied to an equivalent sample of 20 students not
used in the main study. The Cronbach’s alpha
correlation coefficient of the questionnaire was
0.75. This implies that the Career Aspirations
Questionnaire is high and reliable to the sample

used in this study. To ensure validity, the ques-
tionnaire was given to two experts in Education-
al Psychology to check if the language used
was clear to the respondents.

Procedure

 A contact lecturer within each of the three
universities used in this study was requested to
distribute questionnaires to their 50 students
(25 first year and 25 second year students) for
completion. The questionnaires were sent by
post to the three contact lecturers at the three
universities. Out of the 150 questionnaires dis-
tributed, only 133 (88.7 %) of them were returned
back fully completed. This was a very high re-
turn rate of the questionnaires distributed to the
participants.

Data Analysis

 Data were analysed using percentages and
tables in this study.

Ethical Considerations

 Permission to conduct the study was sought
from Research and Ethics Committees of each of
the three universities and this was granted. Con-
sent was also sought from all the participants.
Participants were assured that data collected from
the study would be kept confidential and used
only for purposes of this study. Participation
was voluntary and participants were free to with-
draw from the study at any time.

RESULTS

The findings of the study are shown below
according to themes:

Demographic Data

Table 1 shows the demographic data and this
consists of the following items: gender, nation-
ality, race, age and degree level of participants.
The majority 77 (57.89 %) of the participants were
male whilst the remainder 56 (42.11 %) were fe-
male. The majority of the respondents 126 (94.74
%) were South Africans and the rest were non–
South Africans. The majority 116 (87.22 %) were
Black and that no Whites participated in this
study. The majority of the respondents 109 (81.96
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%) were aged between 21–25 years. The majori-
ty of respondents 121 (90.98 %) were registered
for the undergraduate studies.

Factors Affecting Career Choices

Table 2 shows that family (30.83 %) is a sig-
nificant factor in determining children’s career
choice. The second factor that is evident is the
ability of the learner self (30.08 %) to identify
his/her preferred career choice. Teachers are the
third major factor (20.30 %) influencing career
choice of their learners.

 Table 3 shows that career choices are decid-
ed long before the learners come to universities.
The majority of respondents (36.84 %) attribute
their career choice at universities to subject

choices they made whilst they were still in
schools.

 Table 4 shows that the majority (59.4%) of
the respondents got their first choice of what
they wanted to pursue in their studies. This is
consistent with their claim in Table 6 that they
made their career choices while at school by
choosing the right subjects to prepare them for
their future careers.

 Table 5 shows that the majority (91.73%) of
the respondents do not regret the decision to
pursue their current career choices. This implies
that career counselling at school made a signif-
icant impact on their future career choices.

 Table 6 shows that the majority (78.20%) of
respondents did not change their study program
(that is, degree) since registering as a student at

Table 1: Gender, nationality, race, age and degree level of respondents

Demographic items (n=133)    KwaZulu-Natal    Eastern Cape     Western Cape           Total

   n    %     n    %     n      %      n     %

Gender: Female 33 24.81 19 14.29 25 18.80 77 57.89
Male 16 12.03 27 20.30 13 9.77 56 42.11

Total 49 36.84 46 34.59 38 28.57 133

Nationality: S.A. 47 35.34 46 34.59 33 24.81 126 94.74
Other 2 1.50 0 0 5 3.76 7 5.26

Total 49 46 38 133
Race: Black 47 35.34 46 34.59 23 17.29 116 87.22

White 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Indian 2 1.50 0 0 3 2.26 5 3.76
Coloured 0 0 0 0 12 9.02 12 9.02

Total 49 46 38 133
Ethnic Groups 15-20 15 11.28 9 6.77 26 19.55 50   37.6

21-25 28 21.05 19 14.29 12 9.02 59 44.36
26-29 2 1.50 10 7.52 0 0 12 9.02
30 and older 4 3.01 8 6.02 0 0 12 9.02

Total 49 46 38 133
Degree Level: Undergraduate 41 30.83 45 33.83 35 26.32 121 90.98

Post graduate 0 0 1 0.75 0 0 1 0.75
Other 8 6.02 0 0 3 2.26 11 8.27

Total 49 46 38 133

Table 2: Career choice

Who most influenced your  KwaZulu-Natal Eastern Cape   Western Cape      Total
career choice?

 n    % n   % n    % n      %

No one 16 12.03 12 9.02 12 9.02 40 30.08
Family members 14 10.53 16 12.03 11 8.27 41 30.83
My teachers 8 6.02 10 7.52 9 6.77 27 20.30
Friends and acquaintances 6 4.51 3 2.26 3 2.26 12   9.02
Other 5 3.76 5 3.76 3 2.26 13   9.77

Total 49 46 38 133
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Table 3: Influence on career choice

Was your career choice      KwaZulu-Natal    Eastern Cape   Western Cape          Total
influenced by the following?

n    % n    % n     % n      %

Subject at Grade 12 – 13   9.77 20 15.04 16 12.03 49 36.84
  qualification
Ability to pay course fees 1   0.75   3 2.26  1   0.75 5   3.76
Interests 3   2.26 10 7.52  4   3.01 17 12.78
Values 4   3.01  7 5.26  0 0 11  8.27
Salary and labour market 20 15.04  4 3.01 16 12.03 40 30.08
Other 8   6.02  2 1.50  1   0.75 11   8.27

Total 49 46 38 133

a university. This appears to confirm the fact
that these learners knew what they intended
studying after completing their Grade 12.

 Table 7 shows that respondents changed the
study program (that is, degree) due to various
reasons including: failed previous programme

(8.27%); initial course demanding (5.26%); did
not like initial course (4.51%); could not balance
work and study; (0.75%); and financial prob-
lems (1.5%). There were no respondents who
indicated child birth and pregnancy (0%) as a
reason for changing the programme.

Table 6: Change of programme since started studying?

Have you ever changed your      KwaZulu-Natal    Eastern Cape   Western Cape       Total
program (that is degree)
since enrolled as student n   %     n   %      n    %          n       %
at varsity?

Yes 14 10.53 1 0.75 14 10.53 29 21.8
No 35 26.32 45 33.83 24 18.05 104 78.2

Total 49 46 38 133

Table 5: Regret registering the course

Do you regret registering the   KwaZulu-Natal    Eastern Cape   Western Cape       Total
course you are currently
doing? n     %  n   %  n    % n      %

Yes 7   5.26 3  2.26 1  0.75 11  8.27
No 42 31.58 43 32.33 37 27.82 122 91.73

Total 49 46 38 133

Table 4: Which choice of course did you get?

Which choice of the course  KwaZulu-Natal    Eastern Cape   Western Cape          Total
you’ve applied for at varsity
did you get? n  % n   % n    % n     %

1st choice 25 18.80 29 21.80 25 18.80 79 59.4
2nd choice 20 15.04 10 7.52 11 8.27 41 30.83
3rd choice 1 0.75 3 2.26 0 0 4 3.01
None 3 2.26 4 3.01 2 1.50 9 6.76

Total 49 46 38 133
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a university. This appears to confirm the fact
that these learners knew what they intended
studying after completing their Grade 12.

 Table 7 shows that respondents changed
the study program (that is, degree) due to vari-
ous reasons including: failed previous pro-
gramme (8.27%); initial course demanding
(5.26%); did not like initial course (4.51%); could
not balance work and study; (0.75%); and finan-
cial problems (1.5%). There were no respondents
who indicated child birth and pregnancy (0%)
as a reason for changing the programme.

 Table 8 shows that the majority (94.74%) of
respondents did not think of dropping out of
the university.

DISCUSSION

The issue of career choice and aspirations
of students can be a nightmare if students do
not receive career counselling and support from
the family (parents) and peers. This study found
that the family is a significant factor in determin-
ing children’s career choice; the ability of the
learner self to identify his/her preferred career
choice; and teachers influence career choice of
their learners. These findings are consistent with
the findings of other studies that have examined

the influences of each parent on the career choic-
es of their sons or daughters and have found
that mothers tend to have more influence on the
career decisions/aspirations of their children than
fathers (Bojuwoye and Mbanjwa 2006; Mickel-
son and Velasco 1998; Mudhovozi and Chireshe
2012; Muthukrishna and Sokoya 2008). For ex-
ample, Mickelson and Velasco (1998) found that
mothers were the most influential and that
daughters’ occupational aspirations were often
similar to their mothers’ chosen professions. Sim-
ilarly, Muthukrishna and Sokoya (2008) found
that the mother was the most influential person
adolescents talk to concerning their career
choice. This implies that since mothers provide
support that eases the children’s apprehensions
about careers, they play a major role in career
choice of their children.

The study found that career choices are de-
cided long before the learners come to universi-
ties. The majority of respondents attribute their
career choice at universities to subject choices
they made whilst they were still in schools. These
findings are consistent with literature (Barnett
2007; Garrahy 2001; McMahon and Watson
2005; Watson et al. 2010; Weishew and Penk
1993). These studies show that the school where
one is educated plays an important influence on

Table 7: Why change your programme?

If yes to no. 16, why did   KwaZulu-Natal     Eastern Cape    Western Cape        Total
you change your

n    % n    % n    % n      %

Failed previous program 6 4.51 0 0 5 3.76 11 8.27
Initial course too demanding 3 2.26 1 0.75 3 2.26 7 5.26
Did not like initial course 3 2.26 0 0 3 2.26 6 4.51
Could not balance work 1 0.75 0 0 0 0 1 0.75
   and study
Had financial problems 2 1.50 0 0 0 0 2 1.5
Child birth and pregnancy 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Other 34 25.56 45 33.83 27 20.30 106 79.7

Total 49 46 38 133

Table 8: Thinking of dropping out

Are you thinking of dropping    KwaZulu-Natal     Eastern Cape    Western Cape              Total
out of university?

n                 % n               % n              % n              %

Yes 2   1.50  4   3.01 1   0.75 7 5.26
No 47 35.34 42 31.58 37 27.82 126 94.74

Total 49 46 38 133
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one’s career choice (Weishew and Penk 1993).
In his study, Garrahy (2001) noted that schools
are social institutions that reinforce gender-ap-
propriate behaviour, interests and occupations.
Such constructs including curricular subjects,
quality of teaching, student participation in
school activities, school practices and policies
and learning materials for the student were found
to impact on career choice among learners (Bo-
juwoye and Mbanjwa 2006; McMahon and Wat-
son 2005). In his study, Spade (2001) found that
gender difference in the learners’ experiences
starts at pre-school and continues throughout
their educational careers.

 Besides the family as a significant factor in
determining children’s career choice, and the
ability of the learner self to identify his/her pre-
ferred career choice; we have teachers as major
influences in career choice of their learners.
Teachers like parents are viewed as key players
(or role models) in the career paths that young
people eventually pursue especially girls (Bar-
nett 2007). In her study in Nigeria, Denga (2004)
found that sex-role stereotypes existed among
boys and girls in primary schools as they aspire
to traditional occupations. This implies that
teachers’ beliefs influence their learners’ self-
perceptions of ability and consequently career
choice. In fact, some teachers encourage stu-
dents to take certain subject options that are
congruent with aptitudes and abilities that they
identify (Falaye and Adams 2008). The above
findings are consistent with literature (Barnett
2007; Denga 2004; Falaye and Adams 2008).

Studies show that once the students have
got their first choice of what they wanted to
pursue in their studies, they also make their ca-
reer choices while at school by choosing the
right subjects to prepare them for their future
careers. It appears that making the correct ca-
reer choice matches with the correct subject
choice at university. As such, students are less
likely to regret making their decision to pursue
their current career choices. All these things will
fall in line provided that career counselling at
school made a significant impact on their future
career choices. In addition, there is a less likely
that students will change their study program
(that is, degree) since these learners knew what
they intended studying after completing their
Grade 12. However, some students change the
study program (that is, degree) if they have failed
the previous programme; the initial course is

demanding and they cannot cope; or they did
not like initial course; could not balance work
and study; and if they had financial problems.

CONCLUSION

 Based on the findings above, the study con-
cludes that the family; the ability of the learner
self to identify his/her preferred career choice;
and teachers are significant factors that influ-
ence career choice of learners. In addition, the
family and teachers’ support to learners play a
significant role in career choice and aspirations
of students.

RECOMMENDATIONS

 In order for students to make the right ca-
reer choice, the family (parents) should be en-
couraged not to force their children into careers.
With parental guidance and support, children
are able to make the right career choice.

 Teachers like parents work very closely with
learners in schools and they know the abilities
of their students in various subjects. Therefore,
teachers should guide their students in their
career choice and aspirations in line with their
abilities in various subjects.

 Schools need to provide career guidance to
learners during their high school studies. The
career guidance programmes guide learners in
making their career choices and aspirations be-
fore entering university.
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