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Abstract

The aim of this research is to understand the influence of demographic and
professional experience factors on the self-efficacy and perceived barriers of rural
Portuguese youths not in employment, education or training (NEET), as well as on their
educational and vocational expectations at age 35. These indicators are involved in the
compromise mechanism of choice of the circumscription and compromise theory, a
construct that describes the reason why certain vocational alternatives are progressively
restricted among young adults. Most of the participants (n = 137) were female (62%) and
their age ranged from 18 to 30 (M = 24.88; SD = 2.30).

Findings show that the participants’ self-efficacy was positively affected by having a
previous job contract, and negatively influenced by longer unemployment periods (> 24
months). Longer unemployment periods also increased the perception of barriers.
Educational expectations at age 35 were significantly higher among participants who had
completed middle school and marginally lower for those living with their parents, while
vocational expectations at age 35 were more conservative among those who had concluded
high school. Recommendations are made regarding employment policies as well as

training and vocational guidance interventions for NEETs in rural regions.

Keywords: NEET; self-efficacy; barriers; expectations; rural youth



NEETs IN A RURAL REGION OF...3

Introduction

The young people not in employment, education or training (NEETs) aged between
15 and 29' (Carcillo, Fernandéz, Konigs, & Minea, 2015) have been in the spotlight of
employment policies. This interest arises from the increasing of NEETs’ heterogeneity in
developed countries, since the acronym was coined in the United Kingdom, in the late
1990s (Maguire, 2015; Sadler, Akister, & Burch, 2014). Several findings related to the
transition to adulthood or the educational and vocational expectations among NEETSs have
led to criticism of the supposed homogeneity of the group (Gorlich & Katznelson 2015;
Sadler et al., 2014; Reiter & Schlimbach, 2015). Some authors (e.g. Gorlich & Katznelson,
2015) argue that the label NEET has oversimplified the depiction of these youths as a
homogeneous (sub)urban group struggling with an accumulation of personal, social and/or
educational risks.

Very little attention has been given to the characterization of NEETs in rural settings.
Important efforts, such as those made by Sadler et al. (2014), have helped to systematize
the main trends of living as an unemployed, unoccupied youth outside (sub)urban areas. To
our knowledge, aside from the work carried out by Sadler et al. (2014), the characterization
of rural NEETSs’ situation has often been driven from an extensive literature focused on the
life conditions of vulnerable, marginalized young people living in the countryside. Possibly
due to this shortcoming, research recommendations have been issued in order to better
understand the particularities of this group across different social backgrounds and

geographical areas (Maguire, 2015). Even more striking is the fact that no empirical

' The label NEET will be applied to youths aged 15-29 according to the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD). This option is contextually relevant given that Portugal is ranked
first among OECD members regarding the numbers of NEETs aged 18-29 years old living with their parents
(91%) (Carcillo et al., 2015). This figure means that the transition to an independent life among Portuguese
NEETSs comes in their late 20’s, especially in rural areas, due to precarious employment or unemployment in
these regions (Sadler et al., 2014).
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research about this group has been conducted in rural areas of Southern European
countries, where higher rates of NEETSs can be found (Carcillo et al., 2015).

The present study is as an attempt to reply to the scarcity of research into the features
of NEETs in rural areas and its goal is to understand how main demographic (e.g. age) and
professional experience factors (e.g. duration of unemployment) influence NEET’s self-
efficacy, perceptions of barriers as well as their educational and vocational expectations at
age 35. These indicators are involved in the compromise mechanism of choice, which
describes how a young adult progressively restricts his/her vocational choices. In order to
accomplish this goal in a meaningful way, this study was conducted in the Azores Islands,
a peripheral rural region of Portugal that currently presents the highest rates of NEETs in

the country (Rowland, Ferreira, Vieira, & Pappamikail, 2014).

NEETs in rural regions: what do we know so far?

NEETs in rural areas deal with a systematic structural exclusion involving increased
social, educational, economic, and career development risks, which may ultimately
undermine the transition to a successful adulthood. From a social standpoint, young people
in these regions are more often involved in the fulfillment of family needs with or without
an economic value, including the role of care providers, especially in the case of girls
(Sadler et al., 2014). This trajectory is related to denser informal social networks,
responsible for a great deal of cultural transmission in rural areas, thus undermining the
autonomy of their members and the adherence to urban values (Meece, Hutchins, Byun,
Farmer, Irvin, & Weiss, 2013).

Despite improvements in some educational indicators, such as the decrease of
truancy rates compared to youths in urban and suburban areas (Meece et al., 2013), youths

living in rural regions also depict lower levels of achievement (Sadler et al., 2014), greater
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resistance to return to school in case of dropping-out (Singh & Dika, 2003), lower
educational expectations (Schmitt-Wilson & Welsh, 2012), and greater mismatch between
educational aspirations and actual qualifications, especially among boys (Sadler et al.,
2014). Most of these educational shortcomings are attributed to poorer teaching (Meece et
al., 2013), greater ethnic and social homogeneity (Singh & Dika, 2003), and greater
parental depreciation of education (Sadler et al., 2014).

NEETs in rural regions also seem to be more exposed to economic and career
development risks, since they have a greater chance of being poor (Sadler et al., 2014),
financially dependent on their parents (Carcillo et al., 2015), and more exposed to
unemployment and precarious work (Zipin, Sellar, Brennan, & Gale, 2015). This
constellation of problems is determined by the lower educational achievement of youths in
these regions (Sadler et al., 2014) and by dramatic changes in the economic structure, such
as the fast relocation of industrial production to urban areas and developing countries
(Zipin et al., 2015), a subsequent reduction in the demand for undifferentiated
professionals (Sadler et al., 2014) and a decrease of experienced mentoring adults for

youngsters transitioning to the labor market in the countryside (Zipin et al., 2015).

The situation of NEETs in The Azores Islands

To a great extent, the above cited findings not only indirectly describe the life
conditions of NEETs, but also circumscribe it to Anglo-Saxonic countries. In Southern
European countries, such as Portugal, NEETs constitute a social group demanding the
attention of decision-makers as well. In 2013, 14% of the Portuguese youths aged between
15 and 24 were not in employment, education or training, from which 9.2% were
unemployed and 4.8% were inactive (Rowland et al., 2014). This rate is slightly higher

than the European Union average for NEETs (13.0%), but is still distant from the rates of
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other Southern European countries such as Italy (22.2%), Bulgaria (21.6%), or Greece
(20.4%). However, there are important disparities across Portugal, with urban regions such
as the Greater Lisbon Area showing lower numbers of NEETs (15.1%) compared to other
regions, such as The Azores Islands, where rates are worrisome (24.1%). These rates are
underestimated, due to the age criteria in use, excluding all youths aged between 25 and 29
who are not employed or involved in the education/training systems (Carcillo et al., 2015).

In The Azores Islands, the unemployment rates among youths aged 15 to 24 rose
from 12.9% in 2008, to 41.5% in 2014, affecting more women (52.4%) than men (47.6%).
For the same period, unemployment rates increased from 6.5% to 18.7%, in the group aged
25 to 34, and continued to be higher among women (52.7%). Although the total number of
unemployed in The Azores Islands has increased, the proportion of youth unemployment
(< 34 years old) has shown a slight decrease: in 2008, it represented 52.9% and in 2014
this rate was situated at 48.8% (Instituto do Emprego e Formacao Profissional, 2015). In
addition, the region struggles with very low levels of education. The rate of conclusion of
middle school is the lowest in the country (72.1%). The same trend is verified with regards
to high school (60.4%), which is the second lowest rate among Portuguese regions
(Conselho Nacional da Educacao, 2014).

These trends in employment and education were accompanied by recent changes in
the regional job market structure. In 2009, the primary sector represented 13% of the
region’s employment, while the secondary sector covered 24% and the tertiary sector
represented 63%. In 2014, the primary sector continued to represent 13% of the whole
region’s employment, while the secondary sector covered 16% and the tertiary sector
increased its quota up to 72%. These changes are explained by the rising numbers of

unemployment, but also by a dramatic reduction in demand from the construction sector,
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which lost more than 10 000 jobs in 5 years (Servico Regional de Estatistica, 2015), a

figure that represents 10% of the region’s total employment.

NEETs and the compromise of choice mechanism

The resources deprivation in rural regions represents a significant decrease of social,
educational, and employment opportunities for NEETs. These youths are, therefore, in
greater risk of reducing their expectations. Theory of circumscription and compromise
(Gottfredson, 2002) offers a useful framework to interpret the vocational restrictions of
young adults pressured by contextual factors. This theory is based on two key concepts.
The first one, the circumscription mechanism, describes a primitive definition of
vocational preferences across childhood and adolescence, corresponding to a delimitation
of occupational preferences in a zone or territory of acceptable alternatives. These
preferences are influenced by gender occupational stereotypes, maturation across
childhood and adolescence, a fit between individual abilities and social environment, and
vocational barriers (Gottfredson, 2002).

In early adulthood, the zone of vocational preferences is narrowed through a process
of compromise. Compromise consists in personal investment in some areas seen as more
realistic and accessible. This individual adjustment results in dropping-out occupational
preferences considered aspirational or idealistic. The compromise process involves the
definition of conditional occupational scenarios, an option for “good enough” solutions,
and adjustment to those solutions. This process is orientated by three key elements of the
compromise mechanism: perceptions of self-efficacy, existent barriers, and expectations.
These elements are shaped by gender-based occupational stereotypes, development/age,
given that the restriction of options is more intense during early adulthood, as well as by
professional accessibility to a given preference based on factors such as unemployment or

prior professional experiences (Gottfredson, 2002).
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Perceived self-efficacy, perceived barriers, educational expectations and vocational
expectations

A disperse literature has described how the core elements of the compromise
mechanism tend to vary according to demographic and employment experience factors.
Among them is self-efficacy, which has generally been defined as the belief that one can
be successful by generating the desired outcomes for a determined task. Self-efficacy may
be divided in general self-efficacy about one’s ability to be successful across different
areas/activities, and specific self-efficacy, seen as task-related perception of competency
(Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001).

Women'’s self-efficacy perceptions tend to be more important in vocational decision-
making compared to men’s. These perceptions grow steadily from childhood to early
adulthood, but become worst during transitions, especially in the case of vulnerable
populations, such as youths exposed to individual or social risks (Bandura, 1997).
Likewise, higher educational levels predict more positive perceptions about personal skills
(Bandura et al., 2001). The associations between professional trajectories and self-efficacy
have also drawn attention from researchers. In the context of this study, it is particularly
important to note that longer unemployment periods predict worst self-efficacy perceptions
among youths aged 21 to 31 years old (Mortimer, Kim, Staff, & Vuolo, 2016).

The perception of barriers refers to the constraints on current or future vocational
development identified by individuals, as opposed to objective barriers such as actual
educational level or salary (Albert & Luzzo, 1999; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 2000).
Previous findings have demonstrated that barriers are perceived differently by men and
women. Women tend to perceive more barriers to their vocational development than men
(McWirther, 1997; McWirther, Torres, Salgado, & Valdez, 2007). At the same time,

women seem to underline environmental barriers, such as financial constraints or
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discrimination, while men seem more sensitive to individual barriers, such as motivation
(McWirther et al., 2007). Among young job seekers and professionals near the end of their
careers, those who do not succeed in fulfilling their educational expectations in school
denote a more intense perception of barriers (Messersmith & Sculenberg, 2008).
Professional trajectory variables such as access to a job contract or professional experience
may also be important predictors of the subjective perception of barriers. This is
particularly true for marginalized groups who lack access to quality education, vocational
guidance, and consistent professional experiences (Diemer et al., 2010).

Expectations are future-oriented cognitions about plans which may be fulfilled in a
given life domain, such as the educational and vocational areas (Beal & Crockett, 2010;
Messersmith & Schulenberg, 2008). Thus, what individuals expect differs from what they
aspire to. Aspirations involve the realm of possible options, while expectations refer to the
most likely outcome that an individual pursues (Gottfredson, 2002).

Educational expectations are not similar across gender groups (Tynkkynen,
Solvanen, & Salmela-Aro, 2012): while some findings report that men denote higher
educational expectations (Mau & Bikos, 2000), others show that women denote better
educational prospects, especially in the transition to adulthood (Tynkkinen et al., 2012).
Age may also affect educational expectations, especially in the transition to adulthood,
when they tend to become more negative and unstable (Johnson & Reynolds, 2013),
although opposite findings have been established (Tynkkinen et al., 2012).

Vocational expectations are also mixed across gender groups, despite some findings
showing better vocational prospects among women (Mau & Bikos, 2000; Mello, 2008).
Their stability across age is more visible among women as well, especially in the transition
from adolescence to adulthood (Mello, 2008). In turn, lower educational level and

achievement tend to predict lower vocational expectations (Diemer et al., 2010). Moreover,
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unemployment, precarious work or reduced professional experience undermine vocational
expectations, leading to a decreased effort to improve personal qualifications (Gushue et

al., 2000).

The present study

This study was conducted to understand how demographic and professional
experience variables influence NEETSs’ perceived self-efficacy, perceived barriers,
educational expectations, and vocational expectations in a peripheral rural region of
Portugal, the Azores Islands. Following the literature, four hypotheses were tested. It was
hypothesized that participants who are female, younger (aged 18 to 24) and had a higher
education degree, living on their own and benefiting from unemployment allowance, as
well as those participants who have had a previous job contract, and more recently
unemployed (< 12 months) would denote: (a) higher self-efficacy; (b) lower perceptions of
barriers; (c) higher educational expectations at age 35; and (d) higher vocational
expectations at age 35. The dependent measures were chosen as they are implicated in the
compromise mechanism, a process which describes how vocational choices become
progressively restricted in the transition to adulthood (Gottfredson, 2002). The chosen
demographic and employment predictors were deemed appropriate because the
compromise mechanism of choice described in the circumscription of choice and
compromise theory — according to disperse, but mounting evidence - depict that the key
elements of the compromise mechanism (self-efficacy, perceived barriers, as well as
educational and vocational expectations) are shaped by this type of factors. Understanding
the compromise of choice mechanism among rural NEETs is relevant, given that these
youths are under a greater pressure to restrict their choices, considering the economic,

social, and cultural limitations of rural areas.
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Method

Participants

The study involved 137 participants registered in a local public employment agency.
This option asserted that youths were all above 18 years old and were legally eligible to
work and, thus, able to characterize employment predictors, and that none of them was
employed or enrolled in any type of vocational training or educational program, according
to NEET’s definitional criteria. Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 30 (M = 24.88; SD =
2.30). Eighty-five of them (62%) were females. Regarding their education level, eighty-
seven (63.5%) of the participants had concluded high school, 31 (22.6%) had finished
middle school, while 19 (13.9%) had a higher education degree. At the time data was
collected, 94 (68.6%) of these youths were living with their parents, 27 (19.7%) were
living elsewhere (with their boyfriend/girlfriends’ parents’ or with other relatives) and 16
(11.7%) lived in their own household.

Regarding their professional experience, 64 (46.7%) of the participants had worked
for 24 months or less, 44 of the participants (32.1%) had more than 24 months of work
experience and 29 (21.2%) had never had a job. Seventy-eight (56.9%) of the participants
had signed at least one job contract; seventy-two of the participants (52.6%) had been
unemployed for more than 12 months. The majority of the participants (74.5%) had never

received unemployment benefits.

Measures
Dependent variables

Dependent variables were examined by using questionnaires. Self-efficacy was
assessed with the Portuguese version (Pais-Ribeiro, 1995) of the Self-Efficacy Scale (SES)

(Sherer et al., 1982). This instrument assesses general self-efficacy and includes 17 items
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organized in three dimensions: agency and persistence (6 items, 4 of them reversed,
exemplary quote: “When I make a plan, I am sure I will implement it”), efficacy towards
adversity (5 items, 4 of them reversed, “I give up if something seems very difficult to
achieve”) and social efficacy (6 items, 1 of them reversed, “It is hard for me to make new
friends”). The items are rated in a 7-point Lickert scale from 1 (Totally disagree) to 7
(Totally agree). Total scores may range from 17 to 119 points. Higher scores indicate
greater levels of self-efficacy. The Portuguese version of the SES denoted acceptable
levels of internal consistency for the whole scale (o = .84) (Pais-Ribeiro, 1995), thus
supporting its use as a whole measure of general self-efficacy. The SES denoted an
adequate level of internal consistency (o = .82) for the whole scale in the present study.

The perception of barriers was examined by using an adapted version of the Barriers
to Accomplish Vocational Goals Scale (BAVCS). The BAVCS was originally developed
in the Portuguese language (Souza, 2011). This instrument consists of 26 items (exemplary
quote: “I do not have enough money to go to college”). The items are rated in a 5-point
Lickert scale, ranging from 1 ({t does not affect me at all) to 5 (It affects me completely).
Total scores may vary between 26 and 130 points. The level of internal consistency for this
instrument was not available. However, the BAVCS denoted an adequate level of internal
consistency (o = .82) for the whole scale in this study.

Participants’ were asked directly about their educational expectations at age 35.
Their answers were coded according to the Portuguese levels of educational certification as
follows: (0 = 4" grade; 1 = 6" grade; 2= 9" grade; 3= 12" grade; 4= bachelor degree; 5=
Master degree; 6 = PhD). Afterwards, for analytical purposes, the variable was recoded as
0 = similar educational level, and 1 = improvement of educational level.

The participants’ vocational expectations at age 35 were coded by comparing the

desired profession to the level of required qualifications. According to those criteria, two
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codes were created: 0 = the expected profession requires a level of qualifications already
attained, and 1 = the expected profession requires a higher level of qualifications. Only
these two codes were created, because none of the participants denoted a lower vocational

expectation at age 35 compared to their current level of qualification.

Predictors

Two sets of predictors were included in the analyses. Five demographic variables
were regarded in this study and coded as follows: (a) gender (0 = male; 1 = female); (b)
age (0= 18 to 24 years; 1 = 25 to 30 years); (c) educational level (0 = middle school; 1 =
high school; 2 = higher education); (d) household (0 = living with parents; 1 = other; 2 =
living in own household); and (e) unemployment benefits (0 = never received
unemployment benefits; 1 = received unemployment benefits previously). Three variables
describing the participants’ professional experience were also considered and coded as
follows: (a) unemployment benefits (0 = no; 1 = yes); (b) previous job contract (0 = no
contract; 1 = at least one job contract); (c) duration of unemployment (0 = less than 12

months; 1 = more than 12 months; 2 = more than 24 months).

Procedures

A total number of 152 youths, indicated by an employment agency of The Azores
Islands, were invited to collaborate in this study; 137 delivered a written consent to
participate. A collective administration of the study’s protocol was conducted in small
groups (10 to 15 participants), at the beginning of a 90-minute briefing session about self-
employment offered by a community-based project dedicated to the improvement of the
social and professional integration of NEET youths. Data collection involved the

explanation of research goals, and reading aloud the instructions of each questionnaire. The
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participants had 20 minutes to complete the survey. Data collection occurred between

September and November of 2015.

Data Analysis

Four hierarchical regression analyses were conducted using SPSS 22.0. The analyses
were made to assess the influence of demographic (gender, age, educational level,
household situation and unemployment benefits) and professional experience factors
(previous contract, work experience and time of unemployment) on each of the selected
dependent variables. In the case of self-efficacy and perception of barriers, data was
examined by using hierarchical multiple linear regression, given that both dependent
variables were continuous. In the case of educational expectations and vocational
aspirations at age 35, multiple hierarchical logistic regression was used, because both of
these variables were categorical. For each of the variables, two models were tested. Model
1 regressed the selected dependent variable into the socio-demographic predictors. Model 2
regressed the dependent variable of interest on the socio-demographic as well as on
professional experience predictors. Table 1 depicts the results for the correlational analysis

that supported multiple regression.

Results
The percentage of missing values was low (< 2.2%). Little’s missing completely at
random (MCAR) tests were conducted for each of the variables for which missing values
were detected. All the tests showed non-significant patterns of missing values, thus
demonstrating that these were randomly distributed. These values were replaced using

expectation-maximization technique.
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Subsequently, a series of Levene’s test were conducted, in order to verify the
homogeneity of variances of self-efficacy (M = 79.16; SD = 13.05) and perception of
barriers (M = 56.32; SD = 13.86) across each of the predictors. This procedure was
implemented because hierarchical multiple regression requires a normal distribution of the
dependent values across the selected predictors (Aiken & West, 1991). These tests were
non-significant, corroborating that both variables denoted a normal distribution across the
socio-demographic and professional record variables entered in the models.

[Insert Table 1 approximately here]

Linear regression analysis of the effects of socio-demographic predictors on the
participants’ self-efficacy (Model 1) revealed a non-significant model. Model 2, which
included both socio-demographic and employment predictors, showed to be significant,
F(10, 126) = 2.85, p < .01, and explained 18% of the variance (R*=.18; p <.01).
According to this model, NEETs living on their own, compared to those living with their
parents, depicted lower levels of self-efficacy ( = -.24; p <.05), seemingly to those who
were unemployed for more than 24 months (f = -.26; p <.01). Those with the experience
of, at least, one job contract presented higher levels of self-efficacy compared to those who
never had a job contract (f =.21; p <.05).

Linear regression analysis of the effects of socio-demographic predictors on the
participants’ perception of barriers (Model 1) revealed a non-significant model. Model 2,
which included both socio-demographic and professional record predictors, showed to be
significant, F(10, 126) = 2.26, p < .05, explaining 15% of the variance (R*=.15; <.05). In
general, socio-demographic and professional record predictors did not influence a
significant variation in the participants’ perceptions of barriers, with one exception:

participants who were unemployed for a longer period (> 24 months) denoted a greater
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perception of barriers compared to those presenting shorter periods of unemployment (f =
.26; p <.01).

Multiple hierarchical logistic regression analysis of educational expectations at age
35 revealed that Model 1 was statistically significant, X (6, 130) =33.62, p < .001, and
accounted for 29% of the variation of the results on the expected educational levels
(Nagelkerke R’ = .29; p < .001). The results show that the participants who completed
middle school were not significantly interested in improving their educational level (f = -
2.06; p <.01), compared to the remaining participants. Model 2 for educational
expectations at age 35 was also statistically significant X (9, 128) = 35.76, p < .001, and
accounted for 31% of the variation of the results on the expected educational levels
(Nagelkerke R*= .31; p <.001). According to this model, participants who had only
completed middle school (B = 1.96; p <.01) expected to improve their educational level, in
comparison with the remaining participants. Similarly, the participants living with their
parents had a marginally significant expectation of improving their educational level when
compared to those who were living in their own household, (f =.89; p <.10).

Multiple hierarchical logistic regression analysis of vocational expectations at age 35
revealed that Model 1 was statistically significant, X (6, 130)=12.81, p < .05, and
accounted for 13% of the variation of the results on the expected vocational level
(Nagelkerke R’ = .13; p < .05). Findings show that the participants aged 18 to 24 depict a
significant expectation of having a more demanding profession at age 35 compared to
those participants aged 25 to 30 (B = 1.39; p <.05). In addition, participants who have
completed high school had a marginally higher chance of expecting to have the same level
of professional demand at age 35 compared to those who completed middle school (B = -
.97; p <.05). Model 2 including both demographic and employment predictors was not

statistically significant. Tables 2 and 3 synthesize the results for the regression analyses.
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[Insert Tables 2 and 3 approximately here]

Discussion

This research assessed the influence of demographic and employment factors on
rural NEETS’ perceived self-efficacy, perceived barriers, as well as on their educational
and vocational expectations at age 35. This goal was based on the need to better understand
the compromise of choice mechanism, a process that describes how vocational choices
become progressively more restricted in the transition to adulthood (Gottfredson, 2002).
The need for this work is sustained by the scarcity of studies about the situation of NEET
groups in rural regions, especially in Southern European countries (Carcillo et al., 2015;
Maguire, 2015; Sadler et al., 2014), as well as by the need to understand which
demographic and employment factors may be involved in the restriction of choices among
these youths facing greater challenges. The study was conducted in The Azores Islands, a
peripheral rural region of Portugal, which presents the most significant rates of NEETs in
the country (Rowland et al., 2014), based on four hypotheses derived from the existent
literature. The findings are only partly consistent with the four research hypotheses.

Firstly, the participants’ self-efficacy prospects were more directly associated with
employment predictors than with demographic factors. Indeed, stronger self-efficacy was
related to having had, at least, one job contract. In turn, lower levels of self-efficacy were
predicted by a longer period of unemployment (> 24 months). Demographics only
predicted worse self-efficacy rates among participants living in their own household. These
findings confirm that subjective assessment of competence, one of the core elements of the
compromise mechanism, is undermined by experiences of unemployment or precarious
work among these participants (Mortimer et al., 2016). Alongside this, the short-term

deleterious effects of unemployment on self-efficacy prospects seem to be worse among
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those participants living in their own household. This is an unexpected finding, as greater
autonomy is usually related to greater self-efficacy. It may be, however, that in rural areas
the opportunities for enacting personal skills and, thus, creating a sense of competence, are
more dependent on activities shared with parents and family. This includes the provision of
care, especially in the case of girls; or the involvement in activities with direct economic
value, such as small family businesses in the primary sector, in the case of boys (Sadler et
al., 2014).

Secondly, the chosen demographic and employment factors did not show a
significant relation with the participants’ perception of barriers, another core element in the
compromise mechanism, with one exception: greater unemployment duration (> 24
months) contributed to explain greater perception of barriers. This result indicates that
long-term unemployed youths may be more negative or more unaware of the constraints of
their situation. This general absence of significant connections between predictors and the
participants’ perception of barriers may follow a tendency for vulnerable young people in
general to minimize the influence of cultural, social, and economic barriers over
(un)successful vocational trajectories (Gorlich & Katznelson, 2015). This is a pertinent
finding, given that rural youths tend to face a greater number of objective barriers to
vocational development (Ali & Menke, 2014). In these circumstances, many barriers may
not be acknowledged as actual limitations to vocational development, biasing the
compromise mechanism of choice.

Thirdly, it was found that those participants who had a lower educational level
(middle school) were less likely to expect an improvement of their education at age 35,
compared to those who had completed high school. In the case of those who already had a
higher education degree, it is feasible to assume that their immediate expectations are more

related to finding a job. However, in the case of those depicting an intermediate
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educational level, their unchangeable educational expectations may be affected by
developmental factors, such as the transition to adulthood among those who have just
finished high school (Messersmith & Schulenberg, 2008) or by a greater socio-economic
vulnerability (Tynkkinen, 2012). To a great extent, this is confirmed by the fact that those
living with their parents also presented marginally significantly worse prospects regarding
the improvement of their educational level at age 35 compared to those living on their own.
Thus, greater parental support may also be translated into a greater depreciation of
education, which is common in rural areas (Meece et al., 2013; Sadler el al., 2014).

Fourthly, the group of younger participants (aged 18 to 24) showed a significant
expectation of having a more demanding profession at age 35 compared to older
participants (aged 25 to 30). This evidence shows that, despite more recurrent barriers to
vocational development in rural regions (Diemer et al., 2010), younger participants in this
study maintain positive prospects regarding their educational and vocational development
careers and do not over restrict their choices. This is surely good news for local policy
makers. Conversely, participants who had completed high school denoted a marginally
lower chance of expecting to improve the professional demandingness at age 35 compared
to those who had completed middle school. This result poses important challenges at both
decision-making and intervention levels, because the participants with an intermediate
level of education are the most numerous group in this study and are also those who denote
the worst educational and vocational prospects. Although the more conservative
educational and vocational expectations of this particular group do not replicate the
recurrent mismatch between actual qualifications and vocational expectations and
aspirations in rural areas (Sadler et al., 2014; Schmitt-Wilson & Welsh, 2012), they may
depict a general disbelief in the potential of education as a social elevator, which is

demonstrated by the low conclusion rates of middle and high school in The Azores Islands
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(Conselho Nacional da Educagdo, 2014). Such an assertion may also reflect the difficulties
in accessing higher education in a peripheral rural region. At a time in which lifelong
learning is a well-established educational paradigm across European countries, this finding
proposes that more resources and more flexible mechanisms may be needed to facilitate
the transition to university in more deprived areas.

Two final remarks must be made. Firstly, the amount of variability explained by the
selected predictors is lower in the case of educational and vocational expectations,
implying that contextual factors, such as the job market structure, may explain an
important part of how the participants manage this aspect of the compromise of choice
mechanism. Secondly, gender differences that are theoretically proposed by the theory of
circumscription and compromise of choice (Gottfredson, 2002) and replicated in several
studies were not sustained by this research. Gender may be less pivotal in this
developmental stage, compared with an initial vocational development stage, when the
circumscription of vocational options is guided by gender stereotypes. In addition,
although distinctions between men and women in self-efficacy, perception of barriers
(McWirther, 1997) and expectations (Tynkkinen et al., 2012) have been found, lack of
gender predictive power for any of the compromise of choice variables may reflect that the
differences between female and male youths are attenuated in rural areas, because

vocational choices are much scarcer or restricted to undervalued areas.

Implications, recommendations, and limitations

The above-mentioned results may inform employment policies, as well as
interventions aimed at NEETSs in rural regions, namely in The Azores Islands. These
findings show that improving job opportunities may be a prerequisite for more positive

self-efficacy perceptions in this group. The promotion of employment policies, particularly
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those aimed at raising the number of job offers in the private sector, such as tax breaks or
youth guarantee programs, are therefore recommendable (Maguire, 2015), as these
measures have proven to be more efficient in reducing unemployment among NEETSs than
employment initiatives in the public sector (Carcillo et al., 2015). Such measures may have
an indirect, but still important impact on employment, self-employment and reemployment
rates, as more positive self-efficacy prospects are associated with an enhancement of these
indicators (e.g. Laguna, 2013).

The present findings also stress the need to adapt interventions at both training and
vocational guidance levels for NEETs in rural regions. More flexible training proposals,
which facilitate an actual overlap between the training system and the job market
(Strakova, 2015) or a greater involvement of universities in rural areas with training
systems seem highly recommendable, especially to raise the educational and vocational
expectations of those with intermediate levels of education. In addition, both individual
and group counseling may have to integrate specific measures to help NEETs become
more aware of objective and subjective vocational barriers in rural contexts, particularly in
this research context (Albert & Luzzo, 1999). This may sustain a more accurate
delimitation of these youths’ degree of vocational compromise, based on an analysis of
their individual skills and environmental barriers, together with preventing negative or
distorted self-evaluations of (un)successful trajectories. In addition, it is important that
vocational counselors help NEET groups to realize the importance of better qualifications,
and how this may have a positive impact on vocational development, always
acknowledging the demands and limitations of the local job market.

From a research implications’ perspective, this study is limited to the analysis of
individual predictors of NEETs’ vocational choices in rural regions. This analysis was

theoretically-based, but it is only a starting point. Further efforts should balance the
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examination of both individual and contextual sources of NEETs’ vocational choices (St.
Clair & Benjamin, 2011), through a wider analysis involving other key variables, such as
relational predictors (including the quality, type, and coordination of social support within
their social networks), job market predictors (such as the ability of employment services
and companies to match vocational interests with local/resources and opportunities) and
cultural predictors (e.g. individual vs collectivistic cultural orientations in a given rural
region).

The present research has methodological and generalization limitations. From a
methodological point of view, the participants were the only source of information. This
method is vulnerable to same-source bias or to the possibility that self-reported data may
lead to spurious association between different variables. Thus, new studies involving
youths, parents, or vocational counselors are highly recommendable to replicate these
findings. In addition, the use of self-reported measures has well-known limitations (e.g.
social desirability); moreover, its specific use to assess vocational barriers seems to reduce
its perceived impact (Lent et al., 2000). Thus, conclusions about these participants”
perceptions of barriers must be made cautiously. Future studies may reply to this limitation
by using both self-reported measures and in-depth interviews. Finally, from a
generalization standpoint, it is important to remember that the assessment involved a small
number of youths of a specific peripheral Portuguese region. Thus, other NEET groups

across rural regions may not replicate the same results.

Conclusion
This study has contributed to the understanding of the influence of demographic and
professional experience factors on a group of Portuguese rural NEETSs’ perceived self-

efficacy, perceived barriers as well as on their educational and vocational expectations at
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age 35, which are central to the comprehension of the compromise of choice mechanism
(Gottfredson, 2002). Overall, NEETs’ vocational choices in rural regions rely on a more
affluent and stable job market to increase self-efficacy prospects. A more accurate
assessment of contextual barriers and the clarification of the importance of education in
improving professional prospects may be relevant in promoting accurate/non-restrictive
vocational choices among NEETS in rural areas, especially among those who have

intermediate levels of education or who are more dependent on their parents.
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Table 1. Correlations between study variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1. Gender -

2. Age -.10 -

3. Educational level A1 ATE* ---

4. Household situation -.14 .03 -.04 -

5. Unemployment benefit -.13 24%% A1 -.01 -

6. Previous contract -.10 38* 20%* -.05 37H* -

7. Duration of unemployment -.19% 28%* A5 .05 A1 .04 -

8. Self-efficacy .06 .14 J18* .04 .01 26%* 25%* 19* ---

9. Perception of barriers .07 -.07 -.09 -.15 -.20%* =22%% 4% 6% -30%% -

10. Educational expectations at age 35 .13 - 25%% L 3Dk .10 -.04 - 17* -.20%* -.06 -.01 .04 -
11. Vocational expectations at age 35 .02 -.19%* .08 -.10 .02 .09 .01 -.01 .04 -.02 -0.10

*p< .05 %% p<.01
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Table 2. Multiple hierarchical linear regression analyses predicting self-efficacy and perception of barriers

Self-efficacy Perception of barriers

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
Predictors B SE. 95%C.L B SE. 95%C.L b SE. 95%C.L B SE. 95%C.L
1. Gender * .01 244 [-4.66,5.00] -.02 238 [-5.24,4.20] .09 263 [-2.62,7.80] .09 259  [-2.56,7.67]
2. Age” .09 2.74 [-2.94,7.89] .13 2.67 [-1.90,8.66] 02 295 [-5.39,6.29] .02 2.89 [-5.15,6.31]
3. Educational level ©
Middle school -08 323 [-8.78,4.00] -.04 325 [-7.77,5.07] A5 349 [-1.86,11.96] .13 3.52 [-2.70,11.23]
Higher education .10 3.36  [-2.97,10.30] .08 3.21 [-3.40,9.31] .05 3.62 [-5.30,9.01] .06 448 [-4.66,9.13]
4. Household situation ¢
Other -13 408 [-13.26.2.90] -.11 391 [-12.56,2.92] .12 441 [-3.62.13.81] .12 424 [-3.45,13.34]
Living on their own -23 295 [-12.37,-72] -.24%* 2.85 [-12.26,-.97] 19 318 [-.77,11.80] .15 3.09 [-1.62,10.62]
5. Unemployment benefit -.12 2.68 [-8.86,1.77] -.12 291 [-9.47,2.06]
6. Previous contract’ 21%* 2.46 [.55,10.28] -.12 2.66 [-8.73,1.81]
7. Duration of unemployment ¢
13-24 months -.01 2.50 [-5.19,4.69] .02 271  [-4.71,6.00]
>24 months -26%% 290 [-13.96,-2.45] 26%* 315 [2.67,15.16]
R .08 18" .05 15"

Notes: Reference categories for dummy variables include: (a) female; (b) youths aged 25-30; (c) high school; (d) living with parents; (¢) never received unemployed benefit; (f) have not had a work contract; (g)

> 12 months of unemployment.

Fp<.10;*p<.05;p<.01
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Table 3. Multiple hierarchical logistic regression analyses predicting educational and expectations at age 35

Educational expectations at age 35

Vocational expectations at age 35

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
Predictors B SE. 95%C.L B S.E. 95% C. L. B SE. 95%C.L B SE. 95%C.L
1. Gender * .54 44 [.73,4.05] 57 45 [.73,4.29] .05 A7 [43,2.59] .07 A7 [43,2.72]
2. Age” .04 49 [.40,2.72] -.02 50 [.36,2.65] 1.39*% .63 [1.17,13.84] 1.45*% .64 [1.20,14.97]
3. Educational level ©
Middle school 2.06** J7 0 [1.74,35.40]  1.96* .79 [1.51,33.32] -.27 7 [.29,5.98] 31 .80 [.29,6.53]
High school -97 550 [20,1.72] -.60 56 [.19,1.65] -97" 57 [.13,1.16] ~92f 58 [12,1.24]
4. Household situation ¢
Living with parents =77 S5 [.16,1.38] -.89" 56 [.14,1.23] .05 54 [36,3.02] .07 S5 [37,3.13]
Other .38 .62 [43,4.91] .30 .63 [.39,4.67] -1.47  1.07 [.03,1.90] -1.59  1.09 [.02,1.73]
5. Unemployment benefit .63 Sl [.70,5.09] .09 54 [.38,3.16]
6. Previous contract” =22 46 [.32,1.99] -.13 S50 [.33,2.33]
7. Duration of unemployment ¢
>12 months .20 .55 [.42,3.59] 37 .62 [.43,4.86]
13-24 months -28 57 [.25,2.32] .82 .63 [.66,7.76]
Nagelkerke R’ 297 31 13 15

Notes: Reference categories for dummy variables include: (a) female; (b) youths aged 25-30; (c) higher education; (d) living on their own; (e) never received unemployed benefit; (f) have not had a work

contract; (g) > 12 months of unemployment.

T p<.10; % p <. 05; p ** < .01; p *** < .0001



