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Abstract: In the Dutch labor market, where the number of vacancies exceeds the number
of unemployed, many young adults still struggle to find meaningful work. This article
explores their experiences as they develop career agency while encountering obstacles and
barriers. Career agency is understood as an emergent phenomenon, shaped by both external
limitations and intrapersonal development. Considering its relational and dialectical
nature, we use Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) to explore complex agency
development among young adults. Through in-depth interviews with 25 young adults,
we identified four types of contradictions. These contradictions, often characterized by
conflicting motives, can be paralyzing. Some emerge between personal motives and
external environments, while others stem from conflicting internal motives. Although
such contradictions may hinder career agency, they can also stimulate development and
professional growth. Our analysis further highlights formative intraventions. In some
instances, we discovered that young adults adjusted their motives, norms, values, and
needs to align with the expectations of their new environments, or they took a stance to
change those environments. The ability to envision possible actions within their context
appears to be crucial. Understanding these contradictions and responses can help mentors
develop interventions that support young adults in navigating labor market challenges
and building sustainable careers.

Keywords: education-work transition; youth employment; career guidance

1. Introduction

In the Netherlands, the number of vacancies is currently greater than the number of
unemployed (114 vacancies for every 100 unemployed) (Centraal Bureau voor Statistiek
[Statistics Netherlands] 2023). In theory, there should be enough vacancies for everyone
searching for a job. However, a particular group of young adults in vulnerable positions
experience barriers to taking their first career step (Neuman et al., forthcoming). Following
Bijl et al. (2015), we define “young adults in vulnerable positions” as “young adults who
experience limited room in the environment in which they participate to shape their lives
in ways they want and overcome setbacks with that”. The young adults we focus on
in this study face challenges in building their careers, as part of the overall challenge of
constructing themselves and shaping their lives (Neuman et al., forthcoming). Shaping
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their careers is integral to their self-construction, which aligns with how we see what some
career development literature refers to as career agency.

Career agency is a central concept in career development and is interpreted differently
in the literature. Human capital theories (e.g., David and Lopez 2001; Nafukho et al.
2004) suggest that knowledge, skills, and career agency can lead to greater success in the
competitive labor market (Ng et al. 2005) and are essential for maintaining one’s position
during market changes (Arthur et al. 2005). These theories often emphasize the importance
of people’s competencies, which may highlight deficiencies when focusing on young
adults in vulnerable positions. This perspective appears to overlook the potential for
career agency to be developed over time and the desire of young adults to develop their
careers (Neuman et al., forthcoming). Existing career theories that adopt a developmental
lens offer important insight (e.g., Kuijpers 2003). However, these lenses do not fully
capture the ongoing, dynamic, and contextually shaped nature of career agency. Therefore,
theoretical approaches from a contextual and developmental perspective are more suitable
for understanding agency development among young adults facing vulnerabilities in the
labor market.

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) is a framework for understanding how
people learn, work, and develop through activities shaped by the dynamic relationship
between persons and their social, cultural, and historical contexts. CHAT emphasizes that
human development and action are not isolated, but part of a larger system involving
tools, rules, community, and shared goals (Engestrom 1987). CHAT sees contradictions
within and between persons and systems not as problems, but as a starting point for
development and change (Vygotsky 1978). Even though the term agency is not always used
explicitly, the concept of agency has always been central to CHAT since the theory focuses
on how persons transform their activities (Hopwood 2022). Because of this history, CHAT
provides a detailed conceptualization of agency development. It offers a framework for
understanding how agency emerges through the complex relationships between people’s
development and the (also developing) environments in which they participate. However,
there is limited research on career agency development from a CHAT perspective. Therefore,
this study also examines CHAT’s potential to enhance our understanding of career agency
development. We aim to present a developmental perspective highlighting the potential
for growth and adaptation among young adults within a challenging labor market and
with demanding life circumstances.

Drawing on CHAT, we explore young adults” agency development as an emergent and
dynamic process. Young adults in vulnerable positions navigating their career paths often
face contradictions and situations in which their motives, goals, or environments conflict,
complicating decision making. These contradictions manifest in various forms; some arise
between personal motives and the perceived characteristics of external environments, while
others result from conflicting intrapersonal motives.

Building on the concepts of contradictions as conceptualized in CHAT, we aim to
understand what contradictions young adults in vulnerable positions experience when
they enter the labor market and how they deal with them.

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. Career Agency

In the literature, career agency is seen as essential to career development (e.g., Akker-
mans et al. 2018; Schoon and Heckhausen 2019; Van Der Heijden et al. 2020). Three types
of theories address career agency (Neuman et al., forthcoming): (1) competitive labor
market theories, (2) whole-life career theories, and (3) emergent career agency theories.
Competitive labor market theories view careers as a competition in which success depends
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on skill mastery and adaptability (Arthur et al. 2005; Hall 2003; Ng et al. 2005). Whole-life
career theories emphasize how various life domains shape career sustainability and career
agency, incorporating personal growth and adaptability (Chen and Hong 2020; De Hauw
and Greenhaus 2015; De Vos et al. 2020; Hirschi et al. 2019; Van Der Heijden et al. 2020).
Emergent career agency theories frame agency as a dynamic interplay between a person
and environmental developments (Muijen et al. 2018; Savickas 2012).

The latter two perspectives are particularly useful for understanding the development
of career agency. A whole-life perspective acknowledges the significance of various life
contexts beyond work, such as family, living situations, and other personal issues that can
influence the trajectory of a career (e.g., De Hauw and Greenhaus 2015; De Vos et al. 2020;
Savickas et al. 2009; Savickas 2012; Van Der Heijden et al. 2020). Emergent career theories
demonstrate how career agency evolves through the dynamic interactions between young
adults’ motives, experiences, and environments (Mezirow and Taylor 2009; Muijen et al.
2018; Winnicott 2005).

These latter career development perspectives are valuable because they acknowledge
the environments of young adults and that career agency can emerge even when it is not
immediately visible. This means that agency can already be set in motion within a person as
an internal process of imagining an action and setting an intention, even when no outward
action is visible. While whole-life and emergent career agency theories acknowledge that
agency can develop in complex contexts, they do not fully explain how this development
unfolds. This highlights the need for a perspective that captures the dynamic processes
through which career agency emerges.

We build on the notion from career agency theories that agency can be set in motion
internally as an imaginative and intentional process, even without outward action, while
also recognizing that existing whole-life and emergent theories do not fully capture the
dynamic, context-dependent processes through which agency unfolds.

2.2. Perspectives on Agency

Various understandings of agency conceptualize agency as an inherent trait or a static
“sense” of control (Moore 2016). Moving away from agency as merely a “sense” and toward
agency as action within a social framework, we can better understand and support these
young adults in identifying steps and creating change. Hopwood (2022) critiques such
views as insufficient to address the practical realities that people, in our study, young adults,
face. When agency is limited to personal traits or framed as a state or sense detached from
material and social circumstances, the risk exists that social structures are reinforced that
contribute to vulnerabilities rather than empowering persons to reshape their situations
actively. These conceptualizations place the ‘responsibility’ of agency solely on the person
to overcome challenges and expect social structures and practices to remain as they are.
Exploring agency as a “sense of control” reflects the common psychological interpretation
of agency as a person’s feeling of being in charge (Frith 2017; Moore 2016). However, this
sense can be misleading and does not always align with real-world conditions. For young
adults facing inequalities, this inward-looking perspective on agency could risk reinforcing
a sense of responsibility in situations beyond their control.

A view of agency as a phenomenon arising from the interaction between people and
social structures emphasizes the interconnectedness of personal action and societal contexts
(Archer 1996, 2003; Giddens 1984). However, while understanding the development of
agency as the interplay between structural forces and agency is compelling, it does not
explain how this interaction unfolds in practice and does not provide a complete picture of
people’s often dire and complex realities or how someone could change a complex situation
(Engestrom and Sannino 2017).
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To summarize, existing views of career agency often frame it as a static trait or a sense
of control, which risks overlooking the complex realities that young adults face, or portray
agency as an interaction between an individual and structures. These perspectives do not
fully explain how agency develops in practice. We incorporate agency as an emerging
phenomenon between a person and social structures. Furthermore, we are seeking a lens
through which we can understand how this emergence unfolds.

2.3. Dialectical Contradictions

Our analyses, later discussed in the findings, show that young adults in vulnerable
positions frequently experience contradicting expectations from different environments
and what they want does not always align with their environment. Because of that, it is
crucial to look at the contradictions and tensions that young adults in vulnerable positions
experience in their social context to shift how we conceptualize agency, understand its
emergence, and strengthen it. According to Engestrom and Sannino (2011), contradictions
manifest as conflicts, dilemmas, critical conflicts, and double binds.

Conflicts are disagreements or clashes between persons or groups. They are often on
the surface and can be negotiated. For example, a young adult wants to pursue further
education but faces pressure from their parents to start earning money. In this example, the
young adult can try to solve this conflict through negotiation, compromise, or coming to a
consensus. Critical conflicts occur when someone experiences deep internal contradictions.
These tensions are often experienced as personal crises and can have a paralyzing effect.
For example, a young adult feels torn between their passion for a creative career and the
pressure to choose a stable, high-paying job. Critical conflicts can be a reason for persons to
initiate intrapersonal change.

Dilemmas usually involve hesitation or contradictory statements between competing
options. For example, a young adult receives two job offers, one close to their expertise
and skills, but without the possibility for education and training. The other job offer is in a
new and promising field with many educational and training opportunities, but it is an
uncertain path because the company is young. The young adult can resolve this dilemma
by a decision-making strategy, such as by making a pros and cons list. Double binds are
complex, systemic contradictions that cannot be solved in the current structure. Often, both
options have negative consequences. For example, young adults are told they need work
experience to obtain a job but cannot gain experience without first having employment.
At first, there seems to be no clear way out of this contradiction for young adults. The
only way for them to resolve this double bind is to transform the system and create new
possibilities that break through these contradictory demands.

This framework of contradictions helps define contradictions in career agency. It
allows for identifying and understanding the contradictions young adults experience and
analyzing their impact on agency development. In addition, it identifies incentives for
change in double binds and critical conflicts because of conflicts of motives, which will be
discussed in the next paragraph.

2.4. Double Stimulation

Agency development inherently emerges through engagement with the environment,
fostering possibilities for change, for both the environment and the person. The principle of
double stimulation (DS) (Engestrom and Sannino 2017; Sannino 2015, 2022; Vygotsky 1978,
1997) provides insight into the development and emergence of agency from contradictions.
DS is a dynamic process in which persons encounter contradictions (first stimuli) and
actively construct new means, tools, or strategies (second stimuli) to gain control over
the situation, through engaging the contradictions, searching for new possibilities, and



Soc. Sci. 2025, 14, 328

50f21

deliberately reorganizing activities. DS explains how persons navigate and attempt to
resolve contradictions by providing insights on conflicting motives. A conflict of motives
occurs when a person experiences two or more competing desires, goals, or values, making
it difficult to act. This internal struggle can create hesitation, emotional tension, or even
paralysis if no clear resolution is found.

DS describes two types of stimuli in this process. The first occurs when someone
experiences a contradiction and becomes aware of their conflicting motives, as illustrated
by the two examples of young adults in their work environments. The second stimulus is a
resource, such as a tool or concept, that helps to open the zone of proximal development
(Vygotsky 1987), such as another perspective, which allows the young adult to imagine
other possibilities to act. This could evoke the urge to engage in the environment and can
activate their willpower to overcome conflicting motives, allowing persons to participate
in that environment. DS thus provides a lens through which we can describe what young
adults encounter when they experience contradictions. These contradictions can induce
motives to act but also paralyze them (experiencing the first stimulus), when they can or
cannot envision what might help them to break through the contradiction (searching for a
second stimulus).

DS starts with becoming aware of an often historically rooted contradiction that may
evoke a paralyzing effect. For example, a young adult struggles with the decision to start
working because she does not want to leave her children. Her hesitation is deeply rooted
in her experience; at 13, she was left behind when her mother migrated abroad. The
experience of growing up without her mother’s presence shaped her meaning of care,
attachment, and absence. Now, experiencing having to choose between work and family,
she experiences a conflict of motives.

Conlflicts of motives can arise in the intertwined relationship between a person and
their environment. For instance, a young adult had an experience in a workplace in which
he worked under two supervisors. One supervisor treated him kindly and fairly, while
the other often became angry with him for reasons that seemed unjustified to him. His
interactions with the second supervisor and the uncertainty accompanying this interaction
frequently led the young adult to experience a conflict of motives. Conflicting motives can
also arise within a person regarding their environment, for example, a young adult who
notices that their coworkers often do not follow plans. This bothers her, prompting her to
address the issue during a staff meeting. In this situation, something that appears to be
the status quo (deviating from the plan) evokes a conflict of motives and the young adult’s
willpower to change her work environment. When a conflict of motives arises, the volition
to resolve it can emerge, and it is helpful to try to make sense of these motives. Sometimes,
individuals can achieve this independently; other times, they require assistance from
someone or something. In the latter situation, gaining insight into their conflicting motives
can reveal opportunities for clarity and potential courses of action. With or without help,
young adults attempt to break through their conflicting motives. The breakthrough starts
when a young adult has the will to act. At that moment, the young adult’s development is
set in motion.

DS can reveal the interconnected relationships between persons and their environ-
ments. It suggests that the relationship between persons’ actions and evolving socio-cultural
environments fosters development in both (Engestrom et al. 2020; Haapasaari and Kerosuo
2015; Hopwood and Gottschalk 2017; Morselli 2019; Nuttall et al. 2018; Sannino 2015, 2022).

Double stimulation provides insight into the process through which agency develops.
By explicating the first stimulus and creating a meaningful second stimulus, young adults
can adopt new ways of acting, reshaping their environment and role. A mentor can play a
crucial role in fostering agency by providing the second stimulus in a double stimulation
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process. This means that mentors do more than offer advice; they actively assist young
adults in recognizing constraints, reframing challenges, and taking empowered action to
reshape their circumstances. This is what we refer to as a formative intervention. Formative
interventions support young adults in reinterpreting their situation and accessing new
ways of thinking or acting.

A breakthrough represents a moment when young adults shift their way of thinking,
acting, and giving meaning to their experiences. The meaning of their earlier experiences
evolves to accommodate a broader sense of possibility, allowing them to engage more fully
with their environments and pursue meaningful change.

2.5. Research Questions

Building on the conceptual framework, we formulated the following specific research
questions that guided our analyses:

1.  What significant experiences do young adults encounter that contribute to or hinder
the development of career agency while trying to find sustainable, meaningful work?

2. How can we understand the contradictions that emerge from these significant experi-
ences?

3. How do young adults in vulnerable positions navigate challenges while striving for
sustainable and meaningful work?

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Participants

To find young adults for this study, we used a convenience sampling method, selecting
young adults who experienced difficulties creating sustainable careers and expressed
interest in participating. We had to invest time and effort to reach these young adults.
We therefore contacted neighborhood social workers, life coaches, employers working
with early school leavers, and compulsory education officers to connect with the young
adults. Before conducting interviews, we focused on building a rapport with the young
adults. Sometimes, we contacted them earlier to get acquainted; we met for coffee before
the interview; and occasionally, we held an introductory meeting involving a mentor and a
young adult.

We excluded young adults still in school because we were particularly interested in
how their career agency developed during a period when they could potentially participate
in the labor market. Furthermore, we eventually drew a line for a young adult of 35,
because 35 or older is considered middle age. In this study, twenty-five young adults in
vulnerable positions were interviewed.

Table 1 presents an overview of the participants’ characteristics. Our sample consists
of 20 male and 5 female participants. We do not have a clear explanation for this imbalance.
Life coaches who helped us recruit young adults work with a population that is relatively
balanced in gender (approximately 51% females and 49% males). The young adults named
the following living situations: (1) with parents: the young adult lives with one or both
parents, (2) foster family: the young adult lives with non-biological caregivers, (3) indepen-
dent living: the young adult lives on their own without daily supervision or structured
support, (4) supervised living: the young adult lives in a residential facility or shared
accommodation where support staff is available, (5) salvation army: the young adult is
housed through Salvation Army program, which offers temporary housing combined with
support, and (6) homeless: the young adult does not have stable or secure housing and is
living on the streets.
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Table 1. General information about young adults.

Selected Young Adults
Topic Number
Gender
Male 20
Female 5
Age
18-20 5
21-25 15
26-30 3
30-35 2
Living situation
With parent(s)
Foster family
Independed living

Supervised housing
Salvation Army
Homeless

= = U1 0 — \O

This study was approved by the Ethical Commission of NHL Stenden University of
Applied Sciences (number 202301). Before participation, all participants provided informed
consent, ensuring they were fully informed about the study’s purpose, procedures, and
their right to withdraw at any time.

3.2. Data Collection

Before the interviews began, we explained our understanding of career agency. The
semi-structured interviews were based on concepts from career agency theory, considering
a whole-life perspective, contradictions, and the concept of double stimulation. The inter-
view focused on young adults’ opportunities and obstacles in trying to build a sustainable
career and how they navigated those opportunities and obstacles. Questions were posed
regarding potential employment, living situations, and perceived opportunities and obsta-
cles associated with finding meaningful and sustainable work. We sought instances when
young adults experienced career agency or recognized times when they did not. We aimed
to gather concrete, conscious experiences allowing young adults to articulate and elaborate
on their experiences more fully. We specifically asked about conflicting thoughts when
they indicated they felt unable to take the next step or encountered obstacles. Examples
of questions included the following: Have you ever faced a challenging situation while
searching for work (or during employment)? Have you tried to resolve that challenge? We
further probed each question to collaboratively explore the contradictions with the young
adult. We asked questions such as the following: Who was involved in the situation at that
moment? How do you believe they were affected? Do you recall your thoughts at the time?
What were your feelings toward this contradiction? How did the situation impact you?

3.3. Data Analysis

This study follows the phenomenological approach described by Van der Meide (2018),
which slightly diverges from Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Love et al.
2020). While both methods explore lived experiences, they differ in their analytical ap-
proach. Rather than coding and categorizing data into themes, Van der Meide’s approach
uses writing as the act of analysis. This means the themes are not extracted through sys-
tematic coding but can emerge through reflective writing. This method emphasizes staying
close to the lived experience, preserving the complexity and openness of the experiences.
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The analysis started with reading the transcripts. The transcripts were read several
times to familiarize oneself with the data and consider when the career agency phenomenon
was visible. Questions that arose while reading the transcripts were noted in a logbook. The
examination of the data combined an open and theory-driven search, which can be seen as
similar to informed grounded theory (Thornberg 2012). On the one hand, we grounded
our approach in the above-mentioned conceptual framework and the questions derived
from it. On the other hand, we remained open to insights emerging from the data, allowing
them to reveal perspectives beyond our initial ideas.

The phenomenological analysis approach (Van der Meide 2018) outlines three ana-
lytical movements. We followed these movements to gain a deeper understanding of the
phenomenon of career agency and introduced a fourth movement. First, we (1) immersed
ourselves in the experience and (2) composed textual portraits. After that, (3) through the
lens of our conceptual framework, we conducted a phenomenological thematization of
the meanings embedded in the textual portraits, identifying overarching themes across all
portraits, and (4) used a visual overview of the conceptual framework. Each meaningful
unit from the textual portraits was considered and informed the conceptual framework. To
enhance traceability, each change in the model was supported by empirical argumentation
in a memo (Munneke et al., forthcoming).

3.3.1. Immersion in the Experience

We listened to each interview multiple times and read each transcript thoroughly
before analyzing them. Since finding and connecting with potential participants took
longer than planned, listening to the interviews, reading the transcripts, and conducting
interviews overlapped. While reading, we identified meaningful units that provided
insights into their career agency.

3.3.2. Composing Textual Portraits

In this analysis phase, meaningful units were used to build textual portraits of the
young adults. Before making the textual portrait, the transcripts were read several times to
understand the participants’ experiences better. Then, quotations from the transcript that
contained the same experience were placed together to form the themes of the portrait. We
examined the transcripts openly, and because of that, slightly different themes emerged
in each textual portrait. The text was written from the perspective of the young adults.
Moreover, it was made as consistent as possible, modifying the meaningful units as little
as possible.

3.3.3. Phenomenological Thematization

The textual portraits were loaded into Atlas.ti. We analyzed the portraits phenomeno-
logically, leading to the emergence of overarching themes. We used our conceptual frame-
work to interpret the portraits and form the themes. We used the software to structure
our theming (not coding) in line with the four analytical movements as described. Memos
were written directly in Atlas.ti to capture emerging reflections, theoretical insights, and
decisions throughout the process. By identifying specific characteristics more frequently,
we labeled them as themes. Examples of these themes include experiences, contradictions,
conflicts of motives, paralysis, and interventions. Instead of codes, we used memos, which
allowed us to explain why a meaningful unit was assigned a particular theme rather than a
mere term with a fixed meaning,.

3.3.4. Relating to the Conceptual Framework

We further expanded our conceptual framework in step four of the analysis process.
First, we visualized the latest conceptual framework (Neuman et al., forthcoming). Second,
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we translated meaningful units from the textual portraits directly to our conceptual frame-
work and provided arguments for why we visualized it that way and why it needed to be
included. Each meaningful unit in the textual portrait was compared to the framework
as it stood at that moment. An addition to the conceptual framework was made when
a meaningful unit prompted us to change it or add to it. In the memo in the ‘comment
section’, we noted which change was made and why. In this manner, each meaningful unit
was considered and informed the conceptual framework, resulting in a framework with
empirical argumentation. This argumentation enhances the consistency and traceability of
the analyses. This process also allowed us to uncover nuances in the contradictions and
conflicts of motives from the analyses of step three.

4. Results

We start by presenting one exemplary participant to illustrate the contradictions
young adults experience and how they navigate them. This participant was selected for the
richness of their experience, as it allowed us to illustrate nearly every theme in our results,
offering a comprehensive view of how they manifest and affect career agency development.
While this participant serves as the primary focus, the other participants will support
the findings.

4.1. Sophie

Sophie is a 21-year-old woman living in transitional housing with support. She has a
boyfriend, and they live together. Sophie and her boyfriend want to have children; however,
that is not possible in their current situation. They need to find their own apartment before
they can start a family. Sophie texts her mother daily, describing their relationship as “two
peas in a pod”. She has a sister with whom she has no contact and a brother who is in
residential care. Sophie’s mother developed a mental illness and was hospitalized. Due to
personal circumstances, Sophie and her father have not been in touch since she was a child.
After the death of her stepfather, Sophie felt compelled to reconnect with her biological
father. She has set boundaries with him: they only communicate via text, she does not want
any drama, and their conversations cannot involve her mother.

Sophie no longer has friends. Not long ago, she had a group of friends, but she realized
they were not interested in her and only visited to empty her fridge and drink excessively.
Sophie also had a friend who lived a few hours away. They talked frequently about various
topics. He wanted to be more than just friends, but she felt the distance was too great, so
she was uninterested. One day, he felt ill. After a few days, he started to recover and went
to a grocery store, but he collapsed while shopping and passed away.

Sophie has been in poor health since she was a child. Because of her poor health, she
needed a diaphragm surgery which, unfortunately, affected her lungs. After a fall from
the stairs, she needed an ear surgery, and this left her nearly deaf in one ear. This injury
caused a small hole behind her ear, and later, doctors discovered a virus there, necessitating
surgery. This led to lasting balance issues, as the virus had impacted her inner ear. She
continues to receive physiotherapy to recover from this.

Due to the illness that Sophie dealt with as a child, she attended special daycare
as a child and later alternated between special and regular education. At school, she
faced bullying for wearing a diaper for medical reasons and for being perceived as overly
attached to her mother, who always dropped her off. The bullying continued at her next
school, where a boy who practiced karate even pushed her off a climbing frame. When
the school refused to act, her mother kept her at home for an extended period. Even after
transferring to special education, the bullying persisted, although it eventually diminished.
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She later attended a vocational school, where she struggled with illness and continued
to face bullying. Due to her health, internships were challenging, but she completed
one at a veterinary clinic. She then joined an alternative internship program in which
students engaged in tasks like candle-making and cleaning. Her health issues resurfaced,
preventing her from finishing school, though she did obtain certificates in safety, health,
and environmental practices, as well as cleaning. Missing out on other qualifications, such
as cooking and first aid, was disappointing.

Despite these challenges, she was allowed to take her exams in a separate room and
successfully passed them. At the graduation ceremony, it was decided that she would
continue her vocational education. She enrolled in a logistics program, but the long travel
hours and ongoing illness made it difficult to finish her studies. To this date, Sophie has not
gained relevant work experience. She has tried several jobs in the hospitality industry, but
none lasted long. Each time, she either felt exploited, struggled with a sense of rejection,
or found it too hard to sustain the work due to her poor health. She also attempted a day
program, but it did not match how she viewed herself. Sophie saw herself as capable of
holding a regular job and could not identify with people participating in day programs,
making it an unsuitable choice.

4.2. Experiences of and Challenges from Other Young Adults

In this part of Sophie’s life story, we identify earlier experiences and present challenges
that may have influenced the development of her career agency. Sophie faces family issues,
such as her mother’s mental illness, the death of her stepfather, and the prolonged absence
of her father. Additionally, we note her friendships: Sophie has almost no friends and has
faced dysfunctional relationships. Her living situations include transitional housing with
support, and her brother is in residential care. Sophie also confronts physical health issues
like chronic illness and pain.

We identified similar past experiences and current challenges shared by other young
adults. For instance, in fourteen other participants, young adults deal with various family
issues. Significant experiences encompass strained or absent relationships with parents and
siblings, parental divorce, parental cases of imprisonment or mental illness, experiences of
abuse or neglect, and the loss of one or both parents. Six of the twenty-five young adults
also encountered challenges with friendships. Their experiences included social isolation,
dysfunctional friendships, and influences from peers that led them to commit fraud or
engage in other misdemeanors. We identified instability in and issues with the living
situations of thirteen young adults. These young adults encountered unstable housing
arrangements, ranging from living in foster homes or youth facilities to experiencing
homelessness. They also faced environmental challenges, such as residing in deprived or
unsafe neighborhoods. Additionally, their experiences included eviction from their homes
or supported living programs, residing in Salvation Army housing, squatting in buildings,
being on the run, and living in a car. Sixteen young adults reported unsafe or unsuitable
learning conditions, a lack of guidance, and dropping out of educational settings. They also
faced bullying, struggled to meet school standards, encountered learning challenges, felt
pressured to learn in ways that did not suit them, were frequently absent, did not complete
their education, and lacked adequate schooling.

Thirteen young adults shared their health concerns. They listed a wide range of
mental, emotional, and physical health issues, including mental illnesses such as PTSD,
anxiety disorders, depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder, difficulties with emotion
regulation, and hallucinations. Additionally, some young adults indicated being on the
spectrum, including having autism or ADHD. They also mentioned physical conditions
like chronic pain, birth-related brain damage, and developmental disorders. Variations in
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the earlier experiences of and challenges identified among four young adults included their
engagement in misdemeanors. These experiences involved jail time, community service,
drug dealing, and gang involvement. Similarly, five young adults acknowledged dealing
with a drug addiction. Four young adults discuss self-perception, including low self-esteem,
feelings of inadequacy or unworthiness, and self-identification with negative labels, which
can hinder their ability to take steps toward a meaningful career. Similarly, four other
young adults express challenging traits they see in themselves, such as difficulties with
independence, trust, and emotional regulation, as well as conflict-seeking, addiction, and
obsessive or evasive tendencies. Two young adults discussed their financial situation. They
were in debt and unable to apply for social benefits.

Like Sophie, all young adults from this study have experienced challenges in their
lives and career development at some point. These challenges include a lack of relevant
work experience, workplace conflicts, insufficient guidance, overwhelming workloads, and
a poor work/life balance. We have identified small or diminishing networks among young
adults. This applies to both networks that can provide support and networks that young
adults could use to find meaningful work. Seven young adults noted limited workforce
access to positive role models.

4.3. Four Types of Contradictions

The experiences and challenges outlined in the previous paragraph are unsurprising;
instead, they align with our initial expectations that young adults in vulnerable situations
face multiple problems. Consequently, we explored these dynamics further to understand
how these difficulties interact, delving into their experiences and challenges. Sophie’s
story and our analysis of twenty-five narratives from young adults in vulnerable situa-
tions revealed that they often encounter contradictions arising from the interplay of their
self-perceptions, past experiences, and environments. These contradictions frequently
hinder their ability to recognize opportunities for action, which can be paralyzing. Our
analysis identified four types of contradictions (see Table 2), which we will discuss in the
following section.

Table 2. Four types of contradiction.

One Motive Two or More Motives
Contradiction 1: tied Contradiction 3: tied
One environment between a motive and one between two motives in
antagonistic environment one environment
Contradiction 2: tied Contradiction 4: tied
Two or more environments between a motive and two between motives in
antagonistic environments different environments

The first contradiction (tied between a motive and one antagonistic environment)
emerges from the interplay between a young adult and their environment. Often, this
contradiction arises from an earlier experience that conflicts with a current challenge.
Sophie encountered this type of contradiction when she finally found a company where
she wanted to work. However, there was a 7-year waiting list for this company. In her
earlier experiences, there are multiple examples of times at her school and work when the
workload was overwhelming for her, and due to her frequent illnesses, she was unable to
continue. In this situation, Sophie was clear about her motives. She discovered a company
that aligned with her work capacity and the type of work she enjoys (selecting clothes
for a second-hand shop) and desired to work there. Nonetheless, at that moment, there
were no opportunities within this company, which paralyzed Sophie. She experienced a
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contradiction between knowing what she wanted and feeling uncertain about how she
could achieve it.

In summary, this type of contradiction emerges when a young adult does or does not
want something. In other words, the young adult is clear about their motives. However,
they see no opportunities for action, or their environment provides no possibilities for
change. A similar situation appears in another young adult’s story; he wanted to complete
his education but was compelled to leave school, creating a conflict between his goal
and reality. Two young adults did not wish to travel long distances for their education,
but their schools were farther away than anticipated, contradicting their preference for a
short commute.

Six young adults discussed their school experiences. They recognized from past
situations that they needed specific guidance from a mentor or teacher, and that support
was missing. The young adults had a clear need, but their surroundings did not meet
it. One young adult imagined himself as a soccer coach. However, he lost interest upon
realizing that the required tasks entailed not only soccer and coaching but also training
science, anatomy, language, and mathematics. Similarly, six young adults initially thought
their school and class would offer a safe and supportive learning environment. Yet, they
later found their class harsh and felt they were not receiving the expected guidance.

Another young adult, for example, believed he did not need a diploma to succeed in
society. A different young adult assumed that the municipality would continue covering his
housing costs, but when the payments stopped, he was left uncertain about how to finance
his living situation. In both situations, their expectations clashed with reality, leading to
contradictions. One young adult experienced his emotions intensely and expressed them
vividly, which was often not accepted by those around him. In other situations, he reacted
from trauma and struggled to control his responses, resulting in conflicting scenarios.

The second contradiction (tied between a motive and two antagonistic environments)
emerges from the interplay between multiple environments, evoking a contradiction for
the young adult. In this type of contradiction, two or more perceptions of environments of
the young adult conflict; for instance, a situation in their private life demands significant
attention, causing the young adult to pay less attention to their work context. At the
same time, the young adult still wants to concentrate fully on their work. We observed
this contradiction with Sophie. Her work situation clashed with her personal life while
she was on vacation. Although she informed her employer of her unavailability well in
advance, they still called her to come in. This placed her in a difficult position and created
considerable stress. Nevertheless, her motive was clear; despite the risk of being fired, she
refused to return to work.

Another young adult wanted to complete his education while he was younger. How-
ever, his home situation was troubled, causing him to miss too many classes. In this
example, he was clear about his motive: finishing his education. Yet, his conflicting circum-
stances evoked mixed feelings about wanting to complete his education but not knowing
how to achieve it. A different young adult faced a similar situation; he was involved in a
lawsuit that prevented him from obtaining a declaration of good conduct, and therefore, he
could not finish his education. He was also clear about his motive; he wanted to complete
his education. However, this was not possible due to the conflicting environments, the
lawsuit, his inability to obtain a declaration of good conduct, and the school. Another
example came from a young adult who wanted to apply for social benefits but needed a
home, which he did not have. His motive was clear: he wanted to receive social benefits.
The conflicting environments involved the pursuit of social benefits and his lack of housing,
which led him into a negative spiral he could not escape.
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The third contradiction (tied between two motives in one environment) arises from a
specific environment, similar to contradiction 1. However, this environment creates a con-
flict of motives that leaves young adults uncertain about their motives. This contradiction
is more complicated and paralyzing because the young adults must resolve their confusion
before considering possible actions.

When Sophie was in school, she often struggled to complete an internship due to
frequent illnesses. She faced conflicting motives: on one hand, she wanted to finish the
internship and her education, but on the other hand, when she felt unwell, she wished to
stay home. Eventually, she decided to pursue an internship at a veterinarian. The internship
environment created a conflict of motives between her desire to complete the internship
and her struggle with not feeling well and wanting to stay home. This conflict was further
intensified by her previous experiences of illness that had prevented her from finishing an
internship in the past.

Another young adult worked with his nephew at a construction company. At one
point, he considered quitting because he and his cousin, the company’s owner, did not
always agree on business matters. However, he did not want to leave; he wanted to stay to
please his nephew. The context of the construction company created a conflict of motives
that paralyzed him. A different young adult experienced excitement and fear when meeting
a new mentor who would help him get his life back on track. Similarly, two young adults
struggled with conflicting emotions about their environments, feeling both a desire to ask
questions at work and hesitation, eagerness, and anxiety about visiting a company alone. In
another young adult’s situation, we identified various internal conflicts. She struggled with
simultaneous desires to advance in life and fears of inadequacy, whether in her internship,
dance classes, or career planning. A young adult from the study faced a dilemma between
accepting her foster parents’ encouragement to become independent and feeling uncertain
about how to achieve it. A young adult grappled with the decision to release his music, torn
between the desire to share it and doubts about its readiness. A different young adult felt
both happiness and shame about receiving social benefits. In contrast, another young adult
was overwhelmed by worries about building a future, fearing it might remain unattainable.

The fourth contradiction (tied between motives in different environments) emerges
from two or more environments, like contradiction 2, and evokes a conflict of motives, like
contradiction 3. However, this contradiction is different because it has conflicting motives
and different environments. Sophie’s fourth type of contradiction occurred before her
holiday (described in contradiction 2). Her workplace frequently required her to work
longer hours from the start, which conflicted with her circumstances at home. She had
a set curfew in her residential group, and her boyfriend also expressed concerns about
her late shifts. Her motives remained in conflict; she wanted to keep working but did not
want to stay longer than scheduled. This had a paralyzing effect on her. On the one hand,
Sophie wanted to keep working because, in her earlier experiences, she knew she could
not always sustain her job. On the other hand, she felt she was taken for granted and not
taken seriously.

A young mother of two children also experienced this type of contradiction; in the
interview, she mentioned having worked at a factory for a while. At that time, her job
conflicted with caring for her children. The two opposing environments (the factory and
parenting) created conflicting motives. On one hand, this young mother wanted to work.
She needed the money and felt stressed when she was not employed, but she also felt guilty
while working because she believed she was not taking good care of her children. This
belief stems from her experience. When she was young, her mother immigrated to the
Netherlands before she did. She felt abandoned by this and was determined to prevent her
children from experiencing the same feeling at all costs.
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Another young adult faced a contradiction between finishing school and the responsi-
bility of helping at home due to his mother’s injury. Similarly, a young adult struggled with
completing her education amidst distractions and challenges from her family, romantic
relationship, and personal life, questioning her perseverance. A different young adult
faced loyalty conflicts between cooperating with the police and remaining loyal to his gang,
highlighting a choice between his current life and the possibility of a more stable future.
Another young adult was torn between finishing his near-completed vocational training
and pursuing a new one that better aligned with his interests. An example from a young
adult was that his school attendance declined after his father’s death, creating tension
between fulfilling his mandatory education requirements and coping with his grief.

These analyses identify contradictions in young adults’ experiences stemming from
their participation across different contexts. These contradictions align with Engestrom
and Sannino’s (2011) manifested contradictions. They reflect tensions between expecta-
tions, roles, and personal agency, leading to conflicting motives that can be paralyzing.
Many contradictions could be described as critical conflicts and double binds rather than
dilemmas or conflicts. Critical contradictions occur when individuals experience a deep
internal struggle that prevents them from acting, often accompanied by paralysis. This
aligns with the finding that young adults, when experiencing a contradiction, often feel
stuck, uncertain, or unable to see possibilities for action. Some contradictions resemble
double binds, which are even more complicated to solve than critical conflicts. A double
bind occurs when any available action leads to negative consequences, making meaningful
agency impossible.

4.4. Young Adults Dealing with Contradictions

The following section marks the beginning of our exploration into how young adults
navigate and deal with their contradictions. Examples from Sophie and other young
adults illustrate contradictions three and four, which are tied between two motives in one
environment and tied between motives in different environments. These often paralyze
them, preventing them from perceiving any possibility for action. Thus, young adults
do not know how to manage these contradictions. However, Sophie and the others also
experienced ways to break through contradictions, which brought their development back
into motion. Also, all the young adults in the study displayed a clear willingness to advance
in life and work. They expressed their motivation through examples of efforts to break
through contradictions.

The data provided several examples of young adults who imagined a future for them-
selves, including a job, a house, or travel. All the young adults referenced these visions
when discussing their intended next steps, using phrases like, “To achieve this picture
I am imagining, I plan to do this first”. Every action taken by the young adults in this
study stemmed from an initial phase of imaginative thought, a mental process in which
they envisioned a possible course of action before engaging with their environment. This
imagination was influenced by their past experiences, perceived opportunities, and the con-
tradictions they faced in their surroundings. For some young adults, imagination served as
a tool for envisioning potential paths forward despite obstacles. They visualized themselves
in new roles, relationships, or situations that aligned with their goals. However, for others,
their imagination was clouded by previous failures, external constraints, or a perceived lack
of possibilities, leading to hesitation, self-doubt, or paralysis. In the previously mentioned
example of Sophie in contradiction three (tied between two motives in one environment),
her love for animals became a tool to complete her internship. Whenever she felt tempted
not to go, she would visualize the animals she could help that day. This visualization was
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more potent than her desire to stay home, encouraging Sophie to go to the veterinarian
even when she did not feel well.

The following examples of how young adults dealt with contradictions seem in-
tentional. One young adult took the initiative to visit multiple companies in search of
opportunities, actively engaging with employers rather than waiting for guidance. Another
consciously decided to restart their education from the beginning, recognizing the need
for a fresh start to achieve their goals. A different young adult independently gathered
information about potential further studies, carefully weighing their options before en-
rolling in a new program despite discouragement from others who claimed they would fail.
This decision highlights their determination and willingness to challenge external doubts.
Another young adult took proactive steps toward skill development by enrolling in a spe-
cialized course and purchasing a GoPro to document their learning process, demonstrating
commitment and resourcefulness. Similarly, one young adult deliberately chose to restart
their education, taking ownership of their learning path rather than following the expected
route. One young adult proposed an alternative way to complete their education, showing
a strong sense of self-advocacy and problem solving.

These examples demonstrate young adults advocating for themselves and actively
shaping their futures. They also illustrate how young adults navigate challenges through in-
tentional decisions that align with their personal and professional aspirations. We describe
a young adult’s independent action taken without guidance or support from a mentor
or significant other as a formative intravention. Even when independently initiated, this
action represents an interplay with the (imagined) environment, as it reflects the young
adult’s process of considering environmental influences. These moments signify substantial
breakthroughs, evoking a shift from external dependence to self-directed action. In these
instances, young adults navigate contradictions in their environment and take steps toward
change despite uncertainty or obstacles. Such interventions do not merely lead to different
outcomes; they often reshape how young adults think, act, and give meaning to their expe-
riences. A breakthrough frequently challenges their previous self-perceptions and reveals
new possibilities for action. For example, after breaking through her conflicting motives
and going to the veterinarian daily, Sophie began to see herself as capable of completing
the internship. This reframing of her experience was crucial in Sophie’s situation because it
fostered her sense of future possibilities.

Another example is one of our participants, Liam. When he accepted help from
a mentor at his shelter, a learning process began, and we saw Liam breaking through
multiple contradictions, discovering new meanings in his experiences. Overcoming these
contradictions fosters Liam’s overall development. Over time, he has reinvented himself
and undergone profound changes. For instance, he now approaches situations differently
and sees more possibilities for action. He reflects on his past experiences in a new light,
recognizing their positive impact on him; he has gained greater control over his emotions
in various situations before accepting help from this particular mentor.

Imagination and the formative intraventions (intentional decisions) that follow
from imagination highlight the emergent nature of agency. Each experienced break-
through strengthens their potential to navigate future contradictions in increasingly
complex situations.

5. Conclusions

In search of what significant experiences young adults encounter that contribute to or
hinder the development of their career agency while trying to find sustainable, meaningful
work (research question 1), we found that the development of career agency among young
adults was deeply influenced by a complex relationality of personal and contextual expe-



Soc. Sci. 2025, 14, 328

16 of 21

riences. The data revealed that many participants faced significant difficulties, including
family instability, social isolation, housing issues, interrupted education, health issues, neg-
ative self-perceptions, diminished networks, limited access to role models, and difficulties
engaging in work environments.

To understand the contradictions that emerge from these significant experiences (re-
search question 2), this article discussed the experiences and challenges young adults
encounter. We looked deeper into the impact of the interaction between the young adults
and their experiences. The data were examined through the lens of manifested contradic-
tions and double stimulation (DS) (Engestrom and Sannino 2011; Engestréom and Sannino
2017; Sannino 2015). Through these perspectives, we identified and elaborated on four types
of contradictions experienced by young adults. The first type involves a conflict in which
young adults are aware of their desires but encounter obstacles that prevent them from
taking action. The second type includes a conflict stemming from the experience of multiple
environments, such as challenges at home that interfere with professional challenges. Am-
biguous motives characterize the third type of conflict and involve a perceived challenge
within an environment. The fourth type involves both perceived conflicting environments
and ambiguous motives. Drawing from participants” experiences, these insights provide a
nuanced understanding of young adults’ challenges in building sustainable careers.

To examine how young adults in vulnerable positions navigate challenges while striv-
ing for sustainable and meaningful work (research question 3), this study showed the
dynamics of the interplay between young adults and their environments, which evokes the
different types of contradictions and their impact on career development. Contradictions
often paralyze young adults, causing them to feel unable to act due to conflicting motives.
However, young adults can self-initiate change through formative intraventions, as demon-
strated by Sophie, who harnessed her love for animals to complete her internship. With
this, the study highlights that overcoming contradictions through intraventions can lead to
significant changes in thinking, acting, and giving meaning, which we see as agency, thus
fostering career agency development.

This study highlights the importance of further research into the role of mentors,
and other significant others, in supporting young adults through critical moments when
their development stalls. Further research could explore how mentors can actively help
them break through the identified contradictions, adjust their way of thinking, act, and
find meaning.

6. Discussion

The findings of this study reveal that the interplay between self-perceptions and often
challenging circumstances shapes the development of career agency among young adults
in vulnerable positions. To understand how career agency develops over time and how
change becomes possible, we developed a model that visualizes this complex relational
process (Figure 1), based on our theoretical framework and our findings. Figure 1 shows
how young adults and their environments are inextricably related in a dynamic, ongoing
process. The (inner) brown circles represent the young adult’s self-perceptions, and the
(outer) blue circles reflect how they experience the environments in which they participate.
These inner and outer circles are involved in a deeply relational process. A mismatch
between how the young adult sees themselves and how they experience the environment
may evoke a contradiction, as depicted by the four asterisks in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model: Career agency development at problematic moments.

On the left side of the model, the significant other is included. This person may play a
key role in exploring potential contradictions and possible breakthroughs. This is a process
that takes time and is not a quick fix. As the process unfolds, represented at a later stage
in the model, a formative intervention from a significant other can result in the young
adult imagining new possibilities and forming an intention to act. This moment of inward
motion is called an intravention, which sets their development (back) into motion. We
refer to this shift as a breakthrough because it involves changing how young adults think,
act, and give meaning to their experiences. The model shows this change through color
changes: yellow for their transformed self-perceptions and green for their perception of the
environment. Importantly, the model is cyclical; each new experience continues to shape
and be shaped by the ongoing relationality between the young adult and their environment
(Neuman et al., forthcoming).

Identifying four types of contradictions provides a valuable framework for under-
standing young adults’ challenges in career development. Our identification of four specific
contradictions extends our current understanding of contradictions (Engestrom and San-
nino 2011) and conflicts of motives (Sannino 2015, 2022), offering insights into how young
adults encounter and navigate tensions through formative intraventions. This nuanced
understanding can strengthen young adults in their development. It benefits young adults
and their mentors, as well as others who are significant in their lives, in fostering their
career agency by creating interventions tailored to the specific types of contradictions
experienced. While the influence of a mentor was outside the scope of this article, the data
include numerous examples in which a mentor could facilitate a breakthrough, as was
shown by the above-mentioned example of Liam. Our distinction between different types
of contradictions contributes to current insights on intraventions (Sannino et al. 2016) by
offering insights into how young adults can act while trying to solve contradictions. In par-
ticular, contradictions in which young adults know what they want (contradictions 1 and 2)
can be addressed through self-initiated actions (formative intraventions). In these cases, the
young adult’s self-initiated actions are still shaped by an interplay with the environment,
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as their decisions reflect their intrapersonal process of imagined social norms, expectations,
and responses to their surroundings. The others are more complex and more difficult
for young adults to navigate independently. Contradictions in which young adults are
uncertain about their desires (contradictions 3 and 4) are more likely to lead to a paralyzing
effect due to internal conflict and unclear direction. These contradictions resemble a critical
conflict or double bind (Engestrém and Sannino 2011). As a result, young adults often
struggle to resolve these contradictions independently. Mentors can play a crucial role by
helping young adults clarify their contradictions and desires and identify actionable steps.
However, it may also be true that these contradictions are more challenging for mentors
to address effectively. The inherent complexity and deeply personal nature of uncertainty
require mentors to employ sensitive and individualized approaches.

Double stimulation (DS) (Sannino 2015, 2022) was used as a basis for Figure 1 and can
serve as a fundamental concept for mentors. It provides a framework to illustrate a sequence
of double stimulation and the emergence of new behaviors that can be integrated into
young adults’ lives when they face constraints within a system. However, a broader concept
of reconstructing the self may be necessary to understand the various layers within a human
being that change as a transformation initiated by DS unfolds. For mentors or significant
others, this implies that supporting young adults is about helping them act within a
problematic situation and recognizing and facilitating self-redefinition processes. This
may require a long-term relationship and a sensitivity to different layers of transformation,
which go beyond the problem at hand.

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the transformation of young adults, one can
apply the lens of the interplay of personal experiences, emotions, and cultural environments
that shape persons and enable persons to construct themselves uniquely (Gonzélez Rey
2016). A connection between DS, subjectivity, and career agency (e.g., De Hauw and
Greenhaus 2015; De Vos et al. 2020; Muijen et al. 2018) may be worthwhile. If a chain of DS
continues, it may result in young adults adapting to or changing the environments in which
they participate. This change could go so far that young adults’ motives, norms, values,
needs, self-image, and emotions concerning a particular environment are transformed,
causing them to reinvent themselves (Gonzalez Rey 2016). Understanding the intricacies of
these contradictions will enable the development of more effective mentoring practices,
ultimately fostering career agency among young adults.

The limitations of this study lie in the scope of the four contradictions. While they offer
a helpful lens for understanding how young adults experience tensions regarding their
environments, they may not encompass all possible internal conflicts. Other contradictions
may exist, particularly in contexts or populations not represented in this study, such as
several female participants who were not part of the current selection. This study included
twenty male and five female participants. Although this gender distribution is uneven,
no significant differences were noted in how the male and female participants navigated
frictions or developed career agency. Nevertheless, it is essential to acknowledge this
imbalance, as a more gender-diverse sample in future research could yield deeper insights
into potential gendered dimensions of career agency.

In conclusion, while the four types of contradiction offer a promising tool for iden-
tifying and, therefore, fostering career agency, the specific challenges associated with
contradictions involving unclear desires highlight the need for ongoing research and in-
tervention development. In particular, the challenges evoked by unclear desires need to
be addressed. By deepening our understanding of these dynamics, mentors and young
adults can be better equipped to navigate the complexities of their changing careers and
the changing environments in which they participate.
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