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4.2 THE CAREER PLANS OF 15 YEAR OLDS: WHO WANTS 
TO ENTER STEM?1

Zsuzsa Blasko & Artur Pokropek

STEM in this report stands for occupations in the fields of Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering and Mathematics that are either at the Professional or 
the Assistant Professional level, requiring at least higher secondary educa-
tion. Labour market forecasts predict a continuous increase of demand for 
STEM skills across the European labour markets (Cedefop, 2016). Between 
2015 and 2025 it is expected that in Hungary 85,000 new STEM positions 
will open up.2 As STEM workers are employed in the technologically most 
advanced and potentially most productive sectors of the labour market, the 
prospect of shortages in STEM labour has been named one of the main barri-
ers to economic growth in the first half of the 21st century in Europe (Caprile 
et al., 2015, EC, 2015).

All over the world, males are overrepresented in the STEM workforce. This 
tendency is particularly strong in Engineering and ICT that were among the 
twenty most segregated jobs in Europe in 2010 (Burchell et al., 2014). Between 
2010 and 2015 in Hungary, four out of five engineers and ICT workers were 
males.3 The gender segregation is of course apparent in (higher) education al-
ready. In 2015, women accounted for no more than 20% of the ICT students 
and 23% of the Engineering students in the Hungarian higher education in-
stitutions. On the other hand there was no difference in the number of men 
and women studying Sciences, Maths and Statistics.4

Women’s underrepresentation in the STEM workforce is associated with 
several negative consequences. First, women’s absence from these areas re-
duces the pool of potential applicants and can therefore contribute to the la-
bour shortage. Secondly, it can also lead to a loss of talent if capable women 
choose not to go to STEM for external reasons. Absence of women in the 
STEM occupations also contributes to the gender wage gap as STEM jobs 
tend to be among the best paid ones all over Europe (Goos et al., 2013),5 in-
cluding Hungary (Veroszta, 2015). Gender segregation in the labour market 
also has a tendency to reproduce itself as observed gender patterns influence 
young people’s career decisions, reinforcing existing gender stereotypes about 
the masculine or feminine nature of the occupations (Jarman et al., 2012).6

In what follows, we analyse the career plans of 15-year old students to bet-
ter understand their motivations to choose or not to choose a STEM career. 
Career plans at this age are not only fairly realistic and reflective of students’ 
abilities, school achievements and motivations but they also influence their 
later educational choices, and this way they also serve as self-fulfilling proph-
ecies (OECD, 2015). Even though we are not aware of any longitudinal study 

1 This paper is based on a major 
comparative study on students’ 
STEM career plans, that used 
PISA data from the 28 EU Mem-
ber States, prepared for the Eu-
ropean Commission Joint Rese-
arch Centre. (See: Blasko at al., 
2018). The views expressed are 
purely those of the authors and 
may not in any circumstance 
be regarded as stating an offi-
cial position of the European 
Commission.
2 Cedefop.
3 Own calculations from LFS 
data.
4 Own calculations from Eu-
rostat data (Eurostat: Students 
enrolled in tertiary education 
by education level, program-
me orientation, sex and field of 
education [educ_uoe_enrt03])
5 It is important to note that in 
Goos’s study a STEM definition 
different from ours was applied 
that included Medical occupa-
tions but excluded occupations 
in Informatics and Computing.
6 For an overview of the Hun-
garian context see also (Kon-
czosné–Mészáros, 2015, Csőke et 
al., 2013; Schadt–Péntek, 2013). 
Further details can also be fo-
und on the following websites:. 
Vs.hu; Tizperciskola.blog.hu.

http://skillspanorama.cedefop.europa.eu/en/countries/hungary
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=educ_uoe_enrt03&lang=en
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=educ_uoe_enrt03&lang=en
https://vs.hu/kozelet/osszes/hozhatnak-e-realis-dontest-a-lanyok-1202#!s0
http://tizperciskola.blog.hu/2016/01/12/stem_nok_palyavalasztas_lanyoknak_valo_videk
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that would directly link adolescents’ occupational plans to their actual labour 
market careers many years later, research has shown that these plans are rather 
good predictors of the occupational prestige achieved (Ashby–Schoon, 2010, 
Croll, 2008; Schoon et al., 2007, Sikora–Saha, 2011), as well as of the subject-
choice in higher education in general (Tai et al., 2006, Sikora, 2014) and of 
choosing a STEM field of study in particular (Morgan et al., 2013). Further, 
adolescents’ occupational plans are already well reflecting the gender-segre-
gation observed in the labour markets (Sikora–Pokropek, 2011, Morgan et al., 
2013, Sikora, 2014).

Thus our study is based on the idea that adolescents’ career plans repre-
sent a significant stage along the path leading to the labour market. Even 
though students after age 15 will still face several selections and self-selections, 
this early choice will no doubt influence the later ones. Career plans of the 
adolescents and the labour market processes mutually reinforce each other, 
therefore by analysing young people’s gendered career plans we expect also 
to better understand the gender-segregation apparent in the labour market.7

Data

For the purposes of this study, PISA data from 2015 was used. In that year 
5,658 students from 245 Hungarian schools participated in PISA, and the 
sample was representative for the 15 year olds in the country. The measure of 
student career expectations was constructed from the following single ques-
tion: “What kind of job do you expect to have when you are about 30 years old? 
Write the job title.” The responses were coded using ISCO08. To identify 
STEM occupations for the purposes of this study we have chosen the cate-
gorisation of occupations previously applied e.g. by Caprile et al. (2015) and 
also in a report published by the EC (EC, 2015). Accordingly, the following 
ISCO08 subgroups were classified as STEM: 21 Science and engineering 
professionals; 25 Information and communications technology profession-
als; 31 Science and engineering associate professionals; 35 Information and 
communication technicians.

Results show that in 2015, 28,3% of boys but only 7,7% of girls were con-
sidering entering STEM in Hungary. The majority of these students (25,5 
and 7,1% respectively) were planning to become a professional in one of the 
STEM fields, and only a small minority had an assistant professional occu-
pation in mind. Hungarian girls lag behind the European average, as across 
Europe, 10,3% of the 15 year old girls were planning to work in STEM. Con-
sequently, the gender gap in Hungary, which is calculated as the difference 
between the share of boys and girls who want to work in STEM, is slightly 
bigger than the European average (20,6 versus 18,7 percentage points). The 
Hungarian value is closest to the Slovakian, the Croatian, and the Portu-
guese gender gap.

7 A similar approach, but a very 
different research method was 
used in a study commissioned 
by the University of Obuda. The 
study was looking at female stu-
dents career plans at the high 
school and relied on interviews 
and focus-group methodology 
(Krolify, 2012).
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Table 4.2.1: Career plans of the 15 year olds in Hungary, percentages

Career plan Boys Girls Total
STEM
Science and Engineering Professionals (ISCO 21) 15.5 6.1 10.9
Information and communication technology professionals (ISCO 25) 10.0 1.0 5.5
Science and engineering associate professionals (ISCO 31) 2.4 0.7 1.6
Information and communication technicians (ISCO 35) 0.4 0.0 0.2
Non-STEM 71.7 92.3 81.8
Together 100.0 100.0 100.0
(N) (2,207) (2,175) (4,382)a

a 20% of the students in Hungary did not provide a valid answer to this question. In 
this table they are not included. In the multivariate analyses, Multiple imputation 
technique by chained equation (Royston, 2004) was applied to replace their missing 
values.

Source: PISA 2015. Own calculations.

Who wants to enter STEM?

The key dependent variable in this report is a student’s expectation of working 
in a STEM occupation at age 30, coded 1 for science occupations and 0 for 
non-science occupations. To estimate the probability of choosing a STEM oc-
cupation, Logit models were estimated. As main independent variables in our 
models, we included gender, science test scores, science self-efficacy (student’s 
self-confidence in being able to carry out science-related tasks), instrumental 
motivation (students’ beliefs that studying science is useful for their future 
career), self-assessed ICT competence and whether or not they attend math-
ematics or science lessons outside the compulsory schooling.8 In the models, 
we also controlled for the socio-demographic background of the students as 
well as some characteristics of the school. Interaction effects between gender 
and some other independent variables were also considered.

The following variables were added to the models. Social background was assessed by pa-
rental socio-economic status (ESCS); a dummy variable indicating if at least one parent is 
working in a STEM job and ICT equipment available in the parental home. School-level 
variables: female ratio in the school; science teaching resources in the school; science club 
available in the school; availability of science competitions in the school; vocational vs. non-
vocational school. Continuous variables were standardised to have a mean value of 0 and 
standard deviation of 1. In this paper only statistically significant (p ≤ 0.05) associations 
are discussed. Details of the models and a full discussion of the estimation procedure are 
available upon request from the authors.

Not surprisingly, science test scores are very strong predictors of STEM ca-
reer choices: only few students with low achievement consider a STEM career, 
while among the highest-achievers, the ratio is around 50%.9 Contrary to the 
common assumptions, it is also clear that science achievements have nothing to 
do with the gender gap in STEM career choices as boys and girls achieve very 
similar scores on this PISA test. However, the extent to which achievement in 
science is conducive to a plan to work in science in the future is different for 

8 Ideally, a more balanced repre-Ideally, a more balanced repre-
sentation of science, mathemat-
ics and ICT competencies and 
attitudes should be used. PISA 
2015 however, was focused on 
sciences and does not provide 
equal details about other sub-
ject areas.
9 The importance of science 
achievement is also shown by 
the increase of the explained 
variance (from 4 to 16%) when 
this variable is added to the 
baseline model with gender as 
the single independent variable.
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males and females. Figure 4.2.1 depicts the estimated probabilities of opting 
for a STEM career for males and females at different levels of science scores.

Figure 4.2.1 – and the following figures alike – shows how the independent variable in the 
logit model affects the probabilities predicted with the estimated coefficients. This is repre-
sented by the average marginal effect, which is the average of the effect of the given variable 
with all the other effects being held constant for each individual. In the case of a dummy 
variable – like gender – this effect is simply the difference of the probabilities predicted 
for the two possible values. On Figure 4.2.1, this effect referring to students with an aver-
age science test score can be calculated as the difference between the predicted probabili-
ties at value 0 on the horizontal axis and it equals to 0.128. Interaction effects included 
in the models take this analysis a step further. They indicate how the average marginal 
effect of gender varies depending of the level of the other variable – in this case, science 
score. These different levels of the gender-effect can be depicted at the different values of 
the horizontal axis, representing PISA science test scores: the effect of gender depends on 
science-achievement. But the opposite is also true: the average marginal effect of science-
achievement varies by sex and thus has an unequal effect on the career choices of boys and 
girls. Higher test-scores are associated with greater probabilities of choosing a STEM ca-
reer across both genders, but for boys, this increase in the probabilities is bigger, at least up 
to an achievement-level 1.5 standard deviations above the average.

Results show that the gender gap in STEM choices not only remains sig-
nificant when the test scores are held constant, but its size is even increas-
ing somewhat as we move towards the higher achievers. Boys for example, 
whose test score exceeds the average by 2.5 standard deviations demonstrate 
53.4% probability of opting for a STEM career, while across girls with a simi-
lar achievement the respective probability is only 32.7%. If girls who do well 
in science but do not plan to make a STEM career are considered as talent-
loss for STEM, then from our results a substantial talent loss can be identified.

Figure 4.2.1: Predicted probabilities of expecting a STEM career. Logit models.  
The effect of gender and science achievement

Note: On this figure as well as on the following ones, 95% confi-
dence intervals around the estimated probabilities are shown.

Source: PISA 2015. Own calculations.
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Science achievement is not the only factor that influences boys’ and girls’ 
choices in different ways. First, boys are also further motivated to choose a re-
lated career if they have a parent working in a STEM occupation. If this is the 
case, sons show an increased probability of opting for STEM (34.0% instead 
of 17.5% – see in Figure 4.2.2). For girls however, parents’ occupation does 
not make a difference in this respect. More interestingly from an education-
al policy point of view, girls are also less responsive than boys to the levels of 
ICT-competence they develop (self-evaluation), as well as to their levels of in-
strumental motivation. While boys with higher levels of self-evaluated ICT 
skills are also more likely than others to plan a STEM career, among girls, no 
such association can be found. Further, instrumental motivation is also more 
strongly related to the career choices of boys than of girls – although in this 
case some positive association even in the case of girls occurs. In this respect 
however, girls are also at a disadvantage because they are less likely to believe 
that science subjects will be useful for their future labour market opportu-
nities. Other individual variables assessed in this study were not found to be 
related to students’ career plans.

Figure 4.2.2: The effects of parents’ occupation, subjective ICT competencies  
and instrumental motivations on boys’ and girls’ estimated probabilities of choosing a STEM career

Source: PISA 2015. Own calculations.
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As one could expect, students in different types of school also tend to have dif-
ferent career plans. First, students in non-vocational schools are significantly 
more likely to consider a STEM occupation than students in the vocational 
schools and this holds both for boys and girls. As a high proportion of voca-
tional students in Hungary will not achieve a qualification that would enti-
tle him/her for higher education studies, this is not a very surprising finding 
(Figure 4.2.3). Further, we also find that the share of females in the school is 
negatively related to the probabilities that a student in that school would be 
interested in pursuing a career in STEM. This finding seems to contradict the 
expectations that female-dominance in the school can reduce gender-stereo-
typing and therefore can make girls more confident to consider gender-atyp-
ical careers (Schneeweis–Zweimüller, 2012). Instead, we would rather inter-
pret this finding as an indication that by age 15 girls are already more likely 
to be concentrated in schools without a strong science-profile.

Figure 4.2.3: The effects of programme-orientation and share of girls in the school  
on boys’ and girls’ estimated probabilities of choosing a STEM career

Source: PISA 2015. Own calculations.

Conclusions

The main drivers of STEM career choices that were identified in this study in-
clude science abilities, (self-perceived) ICT skills and the level of understand-
ing of how science knowledge can be useful in the labour market. While boys 
will certainly gain some additional motivation from an improvement in these 
areas, for girls, only a limited increase (science abilities and instrumental mo-
tivation) or no increase (ICT skills) in the interest for STEM occupations can 
be expected. From this it follows that the gender gap in students’ interest for 
STEM occupations can not significantly be influenced by the factors assessed 
here. Altogether our results suggest that strong gender segregation in the career 
choices develop before age 15 and already by this time girls even tend to be in 
schools that reduce their probabilities of choosing a STEM career. This is in 
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line with research suggesting that children develop their perceptions of what 
is compatible with prescribed gender norms from a very early age onwards as 
part of the gender role socialisation process, and this understanding will con-
tinue guiding their interest as well as their career decisions later on. STEM 
areas remain to be associated with masculine, rather than feminine qualities 
and these stereotypes are culturally deeply rooted in our societies. Moreover, 
the same stereotypes also orient girls who are strong in science more towards 
healthcare and medical jobs (Charles, 2003, Charles–Bradley, 2002, Sikora–
Pokropek, 2012). International comparative studies further suggest that this 
type of gender-segregation is particularly strong in the more affluent, demo-
cratic countries where gender-egalitarianism is well developed (Sikora–Pok-
ropek, 2012). From these it follows that reducing the gender gap in STEM is 
not an objective that is easy to achieve and if anything, then early-childhood 
interventions need to be considered if this goal is to be achieved.

References
Ashby, J.–Schoon, I. (2010): The role of aspirations, am-

bition and gender in predicting adult social status and 
earnings, Vol. 77. No. 3. pp. 350–360.

Blasko, Zs.–Pokropek, A.–Sikora, J. (2018): Science 
career plans of adolescents: patterns, trends and gen-
der divides. JRC Science for Policy Report.

Burchell, B.–Hardy, V.–Rubery, J.–Smith, M. (2014): 
New method to understand occupational gender seg-
regation in European labour markets. European Com-
mission. Directorate-General for Justice and Consum-
ers–Istituto per la Ricerca Sociale (IRS).

Caprile, M.–Palmen,–R.–Sanz, P.–Dente, G. (2015): 
Encouraging STEM studies for the Labour Market. 
European Parliament.

Cedefop (2016): Skills Shortage and Surplus Occupa-
tions in Europe.

Charles, M. (2003): Deciphering sex segregation verti-
cal and horizontal inequalities in ten national labor 
markets. Acta Sociologica, Vol. 46. No. 4. pp. 267–287.

Charles, M.–Bradley, K. (2002): Equal but Sepa-
rate? A Cross- National Study of Sex Segregation in 
Higher Education. American Sociological Review, Vol. 
67. No. 4. 573–599.

Croll, P. (2008): Occupational choice, socio-economic 
status and educational attainment: a study of the oc-
cupational choices and destinations of young people in 
the British Household Panel Survey. Research Papers 
in Education, Vol. 23. No. 3. pp. 243–268.

Csőke, A.–Ifjú-Keresztes, J.–Imre, B.–Mészáros, Á.–
Rapkay, B.–Szabó, I. (2013): Nők a KFI területén. 
(Women in Research and Development) Nemzeti In-
novációs Hivatal.

EC (2015): Does the EU need more STEM graduates? final 
report. European Commission, Directorate-General 
for Education and Culture, Dansk Teknologisk In-
stitut, Technopolis Limited (Brighton), 3s Unterneh-
mensberatung GmbH, & ICF Consulting Services, 
Luxembourg.

Goos, M.–Hathaway, I.–Konings, J.–Vandeweyer, M. 
(2013): High-technology employment in the European 
Union. VIVES Discussion Paper, 41. 1–59.

Jarman, J.–Blackburn, R. M.–Racko, G. (2012): The 
dimensions of occupational gender segregation in 
industrial countries. Sociology, Vol. 46. No. 6. 1003–
1019.

Konczosné Szombathelyi, M.–Mészáros, A. (2015): 
Nőket a műszaki képzésbe. (Women into technical 
education) TNTeF, Vol. 5. No. 1. pp. 19–37.

Krolify (2012): Lányok útja a műszaki diplomáig. Kö-
zépiskolai és felsőoktatási esélyek és nemi különbsé-
gek a műszaki pályaválasztás területén. (Girls’ path-
ways to a STEM degree. Educational opportunities 
at the secondary and tertiary level and gender differ-
ences in STEM career choices).

Morgan, S. L.–Gelbgiser, D.–Weeden, K. A. (2013): 
Feeding the pipeline: Gender, occupational plans, and 
college major selection. Social Science Research, Vol. 
42. No. 4. 989–1005.

OECD (2015): The ABC of Gender Equality in Education. 
Aptitude, Behaviour, Confidence. OECD Publishing.

Royston, P. (2004): Multiple imputation of missing val-
ues. Stata Journal, Vol. 4. No. 3. pp. 227–241.

Schadt, M.–Péntek, E. (2013): A kutatónők pályavá-
lasztási motivációi a műszaki, informatikai, és egyes 

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-reports/science-career-plans-adolescents-patterns-trends-and-gender-divides
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-reports/science-career-plans-adolescents-patterns-trends-and-gender-divides
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-reports/science-career-plans-adolescents-patterns-trends-and-gender-divides
http://bookshop.europa.eu/uri?target=EUB:NOTICE:DS0514172:EN:HTML
http://bookshop.europa.eu/uri?target=EUB:NOTICE:DS0514172:EN:HTML
http://bookshop.europa.eu/uri?target=EUB:NOTICE:DS0514172:EN:HTML
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/542199/IPOL_STU(2015)542199_EN.pdf
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/9115
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/9115
http://nokatud.hu/letoltes/nok_a_kfi_terleten.pdf
http://bookshop.europa.eu/uri?target=EUB:NOTICE:NC0416008:EN:HTML
http://bookshop.europa.eu/uri?target=EUB:NOTICE:NC0416008:EN:HTML
https://lirias.kuleuven.be/handle/123456789/445755.
https://lirias.kuleuven.be/handle/123456789/445755.
http://nokatud.hu/letoltes/Lanyok_utja_a_muszaki_diplomaig.pdf
http://nokatud.hu/letoltes/Lanyok_utja_a_muszaki_diplomaig.pdf
http://nokatud.hu/letoltes/Lanyok_utja_a_muszaki_diplomaig.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2013.03.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2013.03.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264229945-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264229945-en
http://epa.oszk.hu/01500/01551/00064/pdf/EPA01551_educatio_13_02_270-276.pdf
http://epa.oszk.hu/01500/01551/00064/pdf/EPA01551_educatio_13_02_270-276.pdf


Blasko & pokropek

148

természettudományi területeken. (Motivations of fe-
male researcher in STEM areas) Educatio, 2.

Schneeweis, N.–Zweimüller, M. (2012): Girls, girls, 
girls: Gender composition and female school choice. 
Economics of Education Review, Vol. 31. No. 4. 482–
500.

Schoon, I.–Martin, P.–Ross, A. (2007): Career transi-
tions in times of social change. His and her story. Jour-
nal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 70. No. 1. pp. 78–96.

Sikora, J. (2014): Gendered pathways into the post-sec-
ondary study of science. NCVER Occasional Paper, 
Australian Government.

Sikora, J.–Pokropek, A. (2012): Gender segregation of 
adolescent science career plans in 50 countries. Sci-
ence Education, Vol. 96. No. 2.pp. 234–264.

Sikora, J.–Saha, L. J. (2011): Lost Talent? the Occupa-
tional Ambitions and Attainments of YoungAustra-
lians. National Centre for Vocational Education Re-
search (NCVR).

Tai, R. H.–Liu, C. Q.–Maltese, A. V.–Fan, X. (2006): Plan-
ning early for careers in science. Science, Vol. 312. No. 
5777. 1143–1144.

Veroszta Zs. (2015): Frissdiplomások, 2015. (New grad-
uates 2015) Felvi.

http://epa.oszk.hu/01500/01551/00064/pdf/EPA01551_educatio_13_02_270-276.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2006.04.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2006.04.009
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/file/0025/7882/gendered-pathways-2714.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/file/0025/7882/gendered-pathways-2714.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/file/0015/7134/lost-talent-2313.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/file/0015/7134/lost-talent-2313.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/file/0015/7134/lost-talent-2313.pdf
https://www.felvi.hu/pub_bin/dload/DPR_tanulmanyok/frissdiplomasok_zarotanulmany_2015.pdf

