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Structural barriers constrain marginalized youths’ development of work salience and vocational expec-
tations. Sociopolitical development (SPD), the consciousness of, and motivation to reduce, sociopolitical
inequality, may facilitate the negotiation of structural constraints. A structural model of SPD’s impact on
work salience and vocational expectations was proposed and its generalizability tested among samples of
low-socioeconomic-status African American, Latin American, and Asian American youth, with Educa-
tional Longitudinal Study data. Measurement and temporal invariance of these constructs was first
established before testing the proposed model across the samples. Across the three samples, 10th-grade
SPD had significant effects on 10-grade work salience and vocational expectations; 12th-grade SPD had
a significant effect on 12th-grade work salience. Tenth-grade SPD had significant indirect effects on
12th-grade work salience and on 12th-grade vocational expectations for all three samples. These results
suggest that SPD facilitates the agentic negotiation of constraints on the development of work salience
and vocational expectations. Given the impact of adolescent career development on adult occupational
attainment, SPD may also foster social mobility among youth constrained by an inequitable opportunity
structure.
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Critical tasks for adolescents include developing work salience,
a salient connection and future orientation to work, and specifying
vocational expectations, the occupations one expects to attain in
adulthood (Greenhaus, 1971). Work salience and vocational ex-
pectations are key components of youths’ occupational self-
concept, which guides vocational behavior across the life span
(Super, 1990). The occupational self-concept is also affected by an
appraisal of the social environment and the social structure in
which one exists (Super, 1990). Low socioeconomic status (SES)
African American, Latin American, and Asian American youth
encounter racial and socioeconomic barriers that may limit occu-
pational self-concept development (Chaves et al., 2004; Constan-
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tine, Erickson, Banks, & Timberlake, 1998). Further, sociopolitical
inequality (defined here as macrolevel inequities, such as structural
racism and the asymmetrical distribution of resources, that limit
access to microlevel resources, such as educational and occupa-
tional opportunities, supports, and social capital) may constrain
marginalized youths’ connection to the world of work and the
specification of expected occupations (Diemer & Blustein, 2006;
Newman, 1999).

Sociopolitical development (SPD), defined here as a conscious-
ness of, and motivation to reduce, sociopolitical inequality, may
assist low-SES African American, Latin American, and Asian
American youth in negotiating the structural barriers that constrain
the occupational self-concept and the resolution of career devel-
opment tasks. A consciousness of macrolevel inequity and feeling
empowered to produce social change may serve an agentic func-
tion in helping marginalized youth overcome the sociopolitical
barriers that threaten the development of work salience and spec-
ification of vocational expectations. Past research supports this
notion, as SPD has been found to be predictive of low-SES youth
of color’s vocational identity and career commitment (Diemer &
Blustein, 2006) and vocational expectations (Diemer & Hsieh,
2008) and a longitudinal predictor of occupational attainment in
adulthood (Diemer, 2009).

The present study examines whether SPD predicts work salience
and vocational expectations among low-SES African American,
Latin American, and Asian American youth. This study extends
previous research by (a) examining the direct and indirect effects
of SPD on work salience and vocational expectations; (b) cross-
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validating previous findings with a new source of data, the Edu-
cational Longitudinal Study (ELS); (c) examining these relation-
ships by racial or ethnic group, rather than with aggregated sample;
(d) exploring measurement invariance across three samples and the
invariance of these constructs over time; and (e) examining the
sensitivity of this model across samples of affluent Whites, low-
SES Whites, and affluent youth of color.

Although low-SES African American, Latin American, and
Asian American youth share experiences of structural racism and
limited access to societal resources, racial—ethnic minority groups
have divergent sociopolitical histories and experiences in the op-
portunity structure (Helms, 1984). This suggests that the SPD and
career development constructs may differ across racial-ethnic
groups; further, there may be racial-ethnic differences in the
relationships between SPD and career development that have not
been examined. For one to make these group comparisons, it is
first necessary to establish the measurement invariance of these
constructs across these samples (Marsh, 1993). Measurement in-
variance ensures that the items composing the constructs and the
constructs themselves have the same meaning for each group
(Temme, 2006). If measurement invariance is established, the
structural model will then be fit for each sample. Several threats to
the validity of the proposed model are addressed by controlling for
potential confounds, examining reverse causality, and using re-
peated waves of measurement, a longitudinal design, and structural
equation modeling (Pearl, 2000; Schneider, Carnoy, Kilpatrick,
Schmidt, & Shavelson, 2006).

Career Development: Vocational Expectations
and Work Salience

Specitying the occupation that one expects in adulthood, or
one’s vocational expectation, is an important career development
task for adolescents (Super, 1980). Vocational exploration and
decision making during adolescence are guided by the occupation
that one expects to attain in adulthood (Super, 1990). Occupational
self-concept development and progress in resolving career devel-
opment tasks, such as the specification of vocational expectations,
are predictive of adult occupational attainment (Hotchkiss &
Borow, 1996; Sewell & Hauser, 1975).

Work salience represents the relative importance of work and
career in an individual’s life (Greenhaus, 1971). For adolescents,
this is a more affective and prospective commitment, as work and
career have a more prominent role in the life space of adulthood
than adolescence. Work salience is particularly important for ad-
olescents, because this connection to the world of work facilitates
the career exploration and decision making needed to select occu-
pations congruent with the occupational self-concept (Super,
1980).

The vocational expectations and work salience of low-SES
African American, Latin American, and Asian American youth
appear to be constrained by sociopolitical barriers (Diemer &
Hsieh, 2008). These youth often attend underresourced schools
and live in impoverished communities that provide more limited
access to quality vocational guidance (Constantine et al., 1998),
vocational role models and community support (Wilson, 1996),
and opportunities to explore careers via part-time work (Newman,
1999), which may constrain the occupational self-concept and
concomitantly vocational expectations and work salience. Quali-

tative studies have also suggested that the perceived effects of
structural racism on the work lives of family members (Chaves et
al., 2004), structural racism’s effects on one’s occupational dreams
(Diemer, Kauffman, Koenig, Trahan, & Hsieh, 2006), and the
threat of random community violence (Sirin, Diemer, Jackson,
Gonsalves, & Howell, 2004) may lead marginalized youth to
disconnect from their vocational futures and reduce their voca-
tional expectations.

Low-SES African American, Latin American, and Asian Amer-
ican youth share experiences of structural inequality, although the
macrolevel context may have differential effects on each group’s
vocational expectations and work salience, given different experi-
ences in the opportunity structure (Diemer & Blustein, 2006).
However, the few studies in this area suggest that the sociopolitical
context has similar effects on African Americans’, Asian Ameri-
cans’, and Latin Americans’ vocational expectations (Arbona,
1990; Brown, 1995; Leong & Chou, 1994) and work salience
(Diemer & Blustein, 2006). Microlevel factors, such as deference
to parental wishes (Leong & Chou, 1994) and/or a more collec-
tivistic orientation (Naidoo, Bowman, & Gerstein, 1998), may
uniquely affect the vocational expectations and work salience of
youth of color but are less related to macrolevel inequity and are
therefore not examined. This study examines racial-ethnic group
differences in vocational expectations and work salience, as well
as in the relationships between SPD and vocational expectations
and work salience, to advance this nascent literature.

Sociopolitical Development

SPD scholarship is an outgrowth of Freire’s (1973, 1993) per-
spective on critical consciousness development and liberation psy-
chology perspectives (e.g., Martin-Bar6, 1994). Theoretically,
SPD empowers marginalized youth to more fully self-determine
their lives and exercise their human agency by “critically reading”
and negotiating a context of structural limitations (Diemer, Hsieh,
& Pan, 2009; Ginwright & James, 2002). SPD comprises two
components—a consciousness of sociopolitical oppression and the
motivation to engage in social action—through which youth
progress in a stagewise manner (Watts, Griffith, & Abdul-Adil,
1999). This reflection and action taxonomy was suggested by
Freire (1973, 1993) and supported by previous research (e.g.,
Diemer & Blustein, 2006; Diemer et al., 2006).

The “sociopolitical consciousness” component of SPD describes
how marginalized youth move from being objects of oppression to
active subjects with a critical reading of, and increased capacity to
negotiate, conditions of oppression (Freire, 1973, 1993). Tatum
(1997) argued that this consciousness makes African Americans
“better able to resist the negative impact of oppressive messages
when we see them coming than when they are invisible to us”
(p. 47).

The “motivation to reduce sociopolitical inequality” component
describes how marginalized youth become motivated to engage in
social action and strive to create a more just society (Ginwright &
Cammarota, 2002). A recognition of oppression in one’s own and
others’ lives motivates youth to change inequitable social condi-
tions for themselves and for others similarly oppressed in their
communities (Ginwright & James, 2002). Because youth lack for-
mal outlets of sociopolitical participation (e.g., voting), their motiva-
tion to produce social change is reflected by participation in commu-
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nity centers and/or social action groups (Watts et al., 1999), an
orientation toward reducing social and economic inequality (Diemer
et al., 2009), and valuing more “traditional” forms of civic engage-
ment, such as helping others similarly oppressed in one’s community
and being an informed citizen (Watts & Flanagan, 2007).

Scholarship has generally examined SPD among aggregated
samples of youth of color who reside in urban and/or low-income
communities (e.g., Diemer et al., 2009; Ginwright & James, 2002).
Structural racism and an asymmetrical distribution of resources are
theorized to similarly affect this population. However, minorities’
divergent sociopolitical experiences may entail racial-ethnic dif-
ferences in SPD (Quintana & Segura-Herrera, 2003; Watts et al.,
1999). This study will examine racial—ethnic group differences in
SPD and in the relationships between SPD, vocational expecta-
tions, and work salience to inform this nascent literature.

SPD and Career Development

The prevalence of sociopolitical inequity in low-SES African
American, Latin American, and Asian American youths’ lives
(regardless of their consciousness of that inequity) likely affects
their orientation to the opportunity structure. There is some debate
whether a greater consciousness of sociopolitical inequality leads
marginalized youth to become more or less engaged with tradi-
tional forms of social mobility, such as school and work. Some
scholars have suggested that a consciousness of inequality has no
relationship to marginalized youths’ engagement with the oppor-
tunity structure. Carter (2006) observed that low-SES African
American and Latin American youth with a consciousness of
inequality elected not to engage with an inequitable opportunity
structure, whereas other, similarly conscious youth became en-
gaged with school and work. Likewise, Conchas (2001) found that
low-SES Latin American youth with a more limited and more
developed consciousness of inequality were similarly engaged.

Participants in these qualitative studies demonstrated a more
limited critical consciousness in comparison with SPD models
(Ginwright & James, 2002) and youths’ narratives—*I went to a
Women of Color conference in Chicago over the weekend which
dealt a lot with sexism in our society”—in Diemer et al. (2006, p.
450). Carter (2006), Conchas (2001), and Fine (1991) also did not
examine the critical action component. A limited assessment of
only one component may not illuminate the relationships of SPD
to engagement with school and work.

The “oppositional culture” paradigm has suggested that a greater
consciousness of sociopolitical inequity and structural racism leads
marginalized youth to develop an oppositional orientation toward and
become less engaged with school and work (Fine, 1991; Ogbu, 1989).
Perceptions of macrolevel inequity are theorized to negatively affect
the internal characteristics (e.g., motivation and engagement) of indi-
vidual actors. Disengagement and lowered vocational expectations
are viewed as a functional response to an opportunity structure that
does not provide the same opportunities and rewards as it does for
affluent Whites (Fine, 1991; Ogbu, 1989).

Despite its prominence, this paradigm has not received consis-
tent empirical support. Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998) and
Harris (2006) provided empirical evidence (i.e., African American
students had more proschool attitudes than Whites and were not
negatively sanctioned by peers for strong academic performance)
that refutes its central tenets.

The oppositional culture perspective also overlooks the role of
agency in relation to perceptions of structural inequality (Lundy,
2003). We argue that the oppositional culture perspective, in its
emphasis on “outside-in”" constraints, has overlooked “inside-out”
resources that help marginalized youth negotiate these constraints.
Marginalized youths’ consciousness of inequity may be an impor-
tant source of agency, in that structural constraints may be more
clearly perceived and negotiated. Somewhat paradoxically, a greater
consciousness of structural constraints may empower marginalized
youth to effectively negotiate these constraints and engage with the
normative developmental challenges of school and work—or how to
play the games of school and work on an uneven playing field.
Similarly, Ramos-Zayas (2003) argued that “a politicized understand-
ing of power, inequality and historical processes . . . actually involves
the most disengaged students in a process of critical consciousness
that can serve as a catalyst for entry into more mainstream mobility
routes” (pp. 88—89). We therefore examine the relationships between
a more critical perspective of sociopolitical inequity and progress in
career development among low-SES African American, Latin Amer-
ican, and Asian American youth.

Study Purposes

We used structural equation modeling (SEM) to test hypothe-
sized relationships between SPD, work salience, and vocational
expectations. SEM tests relationships between latent constructs in
one simultaneous analysis while controlling for measurement error
(yielding more accurate estimates of effects that are less contam-
inated by measurement error). Moreover, it rigorously evaluates
how well a proposed theoretical model, as well as plausible alter-
native models, fits relationships in the data (Bollen, 1989; Martens,
2005). SEM is particularly useful in secondary data analyses, in
which all aspects of a construct may not have been measured but
available indicators can be used to represent a latent construct of
interest. First, a measurement model is proposed to examine indi-
cators’ loadings onto latent constructs for samples of low-SES
African American, Latin American, and Asian American youth.
Measurement invariance of these constructs across the three
groups and the temporal invariance of these constructs over time
are also examined (Kline, 2005). Ensuring that observed indicators
and latent constructs have the same meaning across groups and
over time is an important prerequisite to testing the proposed
longitudinal structural model for each racial-ethnic group.

Guided by previous scholarship, the conceptual model in Figure 1
depicts hypothesized relationships between constructs. Academic
achievement may confound these relationships— high-achieving
youth may have a greater cognitive capacity to develop a con-
sciousness of sociopolitical inequality and perceived capacity to
produce social change (SPD), be more emotionally connected to
the adult world of work (i.e., work salience), and expect higher
status occupations in adulthood (i.e., vocational expectations).
Therefore, 10th- and 12th-grade SPD, work salience, and voca-
tional expectations were regressed on academic achievement to
control for this latent variable (Kline, 2005).

ELS contains indicators of SPD, work salience, and vocational
expectations at the 10th- and 12th-grade waves. This allows au-
toregressive relationships, in which earlier measurements (10th
grade) of a latent construct predict later measurements (12th grade)
of the same construct, to be modeled. In addition to the direct



622 DIEMER ET AL.

¢ v ¢ B 9

. F1S42
BYOCC30 BY2?D . BYSSGI F10CC30 F1858: How far in
Education is How far in Expected Educ. for
Expected . Job @30 1ob @ 30 school one
Job @30 important to school one ob @: job @ thinks will go
get ajob later| | thinks will go
5 oC
Expect Expect
10th 12th
y b

v

F1S63E

BT_‘S|54F F1S40F Communit
elp social
BYTXMSTD others Help :
@ others action
Math score . community| .
Academic SPD community]| SPD
Achievemen 10th >\ 12th
(@ BYDRSTH 1oth BYS54J o S‘wf F1540P
Reading score| Correct orrec. Active
inequality gconom:c informed
inequal. citizen
y
ork
Sal
10th
BYS54A BYS54E BYS54N F1S40A F1S40E F1S40M
Success Steady Expert Success Steady Expert
work work work work work work
Figure 1. Conceptual model of sociopolitical development (SPD) predicting vocational expectations and work

salience. Twelfth-grade sociopolitical development is also regressed on 10th-grade academic achievement,

which is not depicted for clarity.

effects in Figure 1, the indirect effects of 10th-grade SPD on
12th-grade work salience and vocational expectations (via 10th-
grade work salience and 10th-grade vocational expectations, re-
spectively) were estimated (Ruspini, 2002).

Method

Sample

Data were derived from the ELS of 2002, a nationally repre-
sentative survey of American high school students conducted by
the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). This panel
longitudinal survey collected data from a cohort of 15,362 10th
graders from 752 schools in the United States (Ingels et al., 2005).
These same participants were surveyed 2 years later, when the ELS
cohort was in the 12th grade (15,086 students were sampled at this
wave). Participants were surveyed about a variety of topics, such
as students’ extracurricular activities, academic performance, com-
munity participation, and educational and vocational expectations.

The present study examined data collected from ELS participants
in the 10th and 12th grade at the 2002 and 2004 waves of data
collection. The stratification, clustering, and weighting of ELS
were addressed with the Mplus software program (Muthén &
Muthén, 2006), which powerfully and accurately analyzed com-
plex sample data in simulation studies (e.g., Stapleton, 2006).

Among the population of 15,086 12th-grade students who
participated in the 2004 ELS wave, there were equal percent-
ages of boys (50.0%) and girls (50.0%). Approximately 45% of
ELS participants identified as a person of color (13.4% identi-
fied as Black, 15.0% as Hispanic, 10.2% as Asian American/
Pacific Islander, 0.9% as American Indian, and 4.8% as multi-
racial). The SES of students was assessed via a standardized
composite variable comprising family income, parental educa-
tional attainment, and parental occupational attainment. Stu-
dents’ dropout status was also surveyed; approximately 92.7%
of ELS 12th-grade students had never dropped out of school in
or before 2004.
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A subpopulation of low-SES youth of color was selected, guided
by the assumption that they encounter structural oppression and
racial or socioeconomic constraints in the opportunity structure
(Garcia Coll et al., 1996). This study focused on African Ameri-
can, Latin American, and Asian American youth (American Indian
and multiracial samples were too small for SEM analyses) who
were members of the lowest one third of the SES distribution of all
ELS participants (cf. Diemer, 2009; Diemer & Hsieh, 2008). Of
these youth, 2,627 matched our selection criteria. The sample
contained more female (n = 1,345; 51.2%) than male participants
(n = 1,282; 48.8%). Using the racial-ethnic categories provided
by ELS, participants self-identified as “Hispanic” (n = 1,197;
45.57%), “Black, not Hispanic” (n = 884; 33.6%), and “Asian
American/Pacific Islander” (n = 546; 20.78%).

Indicators of Latent Constructs

ELS data were collected via a panel longitudinal design in
which the same cohort of participants was followed over time. In
a panel longitudinal design, the same or similar variables may be
used across waves of data collection (Ruspini, 2002). Sequential
SEM designs, which emphasize the relationships between latent
constructs, rather than observed indicators, provide a rigorous and
powerful way to test the relationships between latent constructs
with panel longitudinal data (MacCallum & Austin, 2000). Be-
cause the emphasis is on testing the relationships between latent
constructs (which are defined by multiple observed indicators), the
specific observed indicators used to operationalize the latent con-
structs may actually be exchanged for similar observed indicators
across waves in a sequential SEM design (Ruspini, 2002). In this
case, a few of the indicators used to operationalize SPD and
vocational expectations were different across waves. Variables
used to operationalize latent constructs are discussed below; fur-
ther detail about each variable and descriptive data are provided in
Table 1.

SPD. Tenth-grade SPD was operationalized by the perceived
“importance of helping others in community” and the perceived
“importance of working to correct social and economic inequal-
ity.” Twelfth-grade SPD was operationalized by the perceived
“importance of helping others in community” and the perceived
“importance of working to correct social and economic inequality”
and also included the perceived “importance of being an active and
informed citizen” and voluntary participation at a “community
center or social action group.”

Work salience. Work salience in the 10th and 12th grade was
operationalized by the perceived importance of “being successful
in my line of work,” the perceived importance of “being able to
find steady work,” and the perceived importance of “being an
expert in my field of work.”

Vocational expectations. Tenth-grade vocational expecta-
tions were operationalized by the prestige of occupation that
participants expected to attain age 30. ELS participants responded
to an open-ended prompt regarding their expected occupation at
age 30, which NCES recoded into one of 16 nominal categories
(Ingels et al., 2005). We recoded this nominal variable into an
index of occupational prestige using the Nakao and Treas (1994)
socioeconomic index of occupational prestige (cf. Diemer, 2009;
Diemer & Hsieh, 2008). This resulted in a continuous measure,
with higher scores representing higher occupational expectations.

Given the interpenetration of school and work and the impact of
educational attainment on occupational attainment (Eccles, 1994),
10th-grade vocational expectations were also operationalized by
perceptions of whether “education is important to get a job later”
and “how far in school you think you will get.”

Twelfth-grade vocational expectations were also operational-
ized by the prestige of expected occupation at age 30. Education
needed for this occupation and “how far in school you think you
will get” were the second and third indicators of 12th-grade
vocational expectations.

Academic achievement. Tenth-grade academic achievement
was operationalized by norm-referenced measures of math and
reading achievement, in which higher scores represent greater
achievement. Each achievement variable is based on participants’
performance on math and reading tests developed by NCES (In-
gels et al., 2005). The math test comprised 117 items. and the
reading test comprised 63 items; items for each test were derived
from large-scale assessments. NCES used item response theory to
calibrate participants’ scores and then standardized these values.
Indicators of 12th-grade academic achievement were not available
in ELS.

Results

Nonnormal indicators may bias estimates of model fit, model
parameters, and standard errors in SEM analyses (West, Finch, &
Curran, 1995). Highly skewed and/or kurtotic indicators were
identified and appropriate transformations applied to reduce vari-
able nonnormality. Tenth-grade “importance of education to get a
job later” as well as the “importance of being successful in my line
of work” and “importance of being able to find steady work”
variables at 10th and 12th grade were moderately nonnormal,
under the criteria of skewness > 2.0 and kurtosis > 7.0 (Flora &
Curran, 2004). A Box—Cox transformation, in which values are
raised to the second power and divided by two, was applied (West
et al., 1995). This transformation reduced nonnormality, although
some variables continued to be skewed and/or kurtotic. Large
sample sizes (West et al., 1995) and the robust estimator (weighted
least squares with robust standard errors, mean and variance ad-
justed; WLSMV) used (Flora & Curran, 2004; Muthén & Muthén,
2006) attenuate the problems of nonnormality, so no further trans-
formations were made.

The relationship of indicators to specified latent constructs
(measurement model) and the relationships between latent con-
structs (structural model) were fit for African American, Latin
American, and Asian American participants via a two-step ap-
proach to SEM (Kline, 2005). Because the data included both
continuous and categorical outcomes (e.g., a dichotomous indica-
tor of community center or social action group participation), the
WLSMV estimator was used. The WLSMV estimator uses poly-
choric correlations to robustly and accurately estimate parameters
in SEM models that contain categorical and continuous indicators
(Flora & Curran, 2004). The variances of latent constructs were set
to one, the first indicator was freed, and theta parameterization was
used to identify the model (Muthén & Muthén, 2006).

Fit indices recommended for models with large samples and
categorical indicators—root-mean-square error of approximation
(RMSEA), weighted root mean residual (WRMR), comparative fit
index (CFI), and Tucker—Lewis index (TLI)—were used to assess
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model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; MacCallum & Austin, 2000;
Martens, 2005). The chi-square/degree-of-freedom statistic was
not used to assess model fit because of its oversensitivity to large
samples and lack of consensus regarding appropriate cutoffs (Bol-
len, 1989; Kline, 2005), although chi-square values were used to
guide comparisons of models.

Measurement Model: Testing Invariance

Before proceeding to the structural model depicted in Figure 1,
we conducted tests of measurement invariance to establish that the
same construct was being measured across the low-SES African
American, Latin American, and Asian American samples. Mea-
surement invariance provides evidence of construct validity. In a
study that tests multiple groups, establishing that the same con-
struct is being measured in the same way across groups supports
the inferences drawn from structural models (Marsh, 1993).

Establishing measurement invariance requires assessing config-
ural invariance and factorial invariance. Configural invariance was
tested by fitting the same set of indicators to latent constructs for
each racial—ethnic group. If this model fits well for each group and
similar patterns of loadings are observed across groups, it can be
concluded that the same constructs are measured in each group
(Marsh, 1993). Factorial invariance combines multiple groups into
a combined sample to assess whether factor loadings (metric
invariance) and intercepts and thresholds (scalar invariance) are
invariant (Temme, 2006). Factorial invariance establishes that the
scaling of items is perceived similarly across groups and that there
is no systematic response bias across groups.

Configural invariance. We compared model fit indices and
the loading of indicators onto constructs for each racial-ethnic
group to test the configural invariance of these constructs. Because
repeated measures (e.g., work salience and SPD indicators re-
peated across 10th and 12th grade) may share common sources of
error, their error terms were correlated in each racial-ethnic group
model.

Model fit indices suggested that the measurement model was a
good fit for each racial-ethnic group. As shown in Table 2,
RMSEA values were below the .05 cutoff, and WRMR values
were at or below the 1.00 cutoff for all groups. CFI and TLI values
were above the .95 cutoff for African Americans. Although the
obtained CFI and TLI estimates for Latin American and Asian
American participants did not exceed the .95 cutoff proposed by

Table 2
Fit Indices for Measurement Models

Hu and Bentler (1999), they did exceed the .90 cutoff value for
good fit suggested by Kline (2005). Relatedly, Hu and Bentler
(1999) argued that “it is difficult to designate a specific cutoff
value for each fit index because it does not work equally well with
various conditions” (p. 27). The literature lacks simulation studies to
suggest appropriate cutoff values for studies that entail longitudinal
subpopulation analyses of complex sample data with categorical
and continuous variables. Further, the fit index with the greatest
amount of support from methodological scholars, RMSEA, clearly
suggested very good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; MacCallum &
Austin, 2000; Martens, 2005). Accordingly, the configural invari-
ance model was judged to be a good fit to the data.

Table 3 depicts the significant loading of all indicators (save
one) onto their specified latent construct for all three racial—ethnic
groups. Model fit indices and the loading of indicators onto latent
constructs suggested configural invariance, which provides psy-
chometric support for the operationalization of these constructs
and suggests that the same construct is measured in each group
(Bollen, 1989; Marsh, 1993). Although the “community center or
social action group participation” indicator of 12th-grade SPD was
significant only for the Latin American sample, it was retained.
From a theoretical perspective, community center or social action
group participation is an important indicator of SPD; from a
methodological perspective, omitting important variables may bias
parameter estimates and lead to model misspecification (Kline,
2005).

Factorial invariance. Next, invariance of the factor loadings
(metric invariance) and intercepts and thresholds (scalar invari-
ance) were examined in a combined sample of African American,
Latin American, and Asian American participants (Marsh, 1993).
The presence of categorical and continuous variables entailed that
factor loading invariance and intercept—threshold invariance must
be tested simultaneously (Temme, 2006). The factorial invariance
model was identified by fixing factor variances to 1 for each
sample and fixing scale factors to 1 and factor means to O in the
African American sample—arbitrarily selected as the reference
group (Muthén & Muthén, 2006).

An unconstrained model (M1), in which loadings, intercepts,
and thresholds are free for each racial—ethnic group, was compared
with a highly constrained model (M2), in which loadings, inter-
cepts, and thresholds are fixed as equal across groups. If the highly
constrained model fits the data as well as the unconstrained model,

Measurement invariance
factorial model (samples

Temporal invariance
factorial model (samples

Measurement invariance configural model combined) combined)
Model fit
index AA AF LA Ml M2 Ml M2
CFI 95 .96 93 94 94 95 95
TLI .94 .96 94 95 94 96 96
RMSEA .01 .01 .01 03 .03 03 03
WRMR 0.87 0.81 1.00 1.55 1.81 1.12 1.17

Note. AA = Asian American participants; AF = African American participants; LA = Latin American participants; M1 = loadings, intercepts, and
thresholds are freed for all groups; M2 = loadings, intercepts, and thresholds are fixed as equal across groups; CFI = comparative fit index; TLI =
Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation; WRMR = weighted root mean residual.
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then the conditions for factorial invariance are met (Temme,
2006). As shown in Table 2, model fit for the unconstrained
(CFI = 94, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .03, WRMR = 1.55) and
highly constrained models (CFI = .94, TLI = .94, RMSEA = .03,
WRMR = 1.81) was nearly equal. (We note that WRMR has
received far less support in the methodological literature than
RMSEA, CFI, and TLI and should be “ignored” when it diverges
from other fit indices; L. Muthén, personal communication, Janu-
ary 10, 2005). This suggests factorial invariance—the scaling of
factor indicators to latent constructs is the same across groups—
and no response bias across groups (Marsh, 1993).

Temporal invariance. The invariance of constructs over time
was then examined. The samples were pooled to focus on the
temporal invariance of constructs, rather than racial-ethnic differ-
ences. Temporal invariance could be tested only for the seven
indicators (BYOCC30, BYS56, BYS54F, BYS54J, BYS54A,
BYS54E, BYS54N) that were repeated across waves (Mikikangas
et al., 2006). Because all other indicators were present only at one
wave, their loading onto a latent construct was freely estimated, as
detailed in the measurement model above.

Temporal invariance was tested by comparing an unconstrained
model (M1), in which loadings, intercepts, and thresholds are free
over time, with a highly constrained model (M2), in which load-
ings, intercepts, and thresholds are fixed as equal over time. If the
highly constrained model fits as well as the unconstrained model,
then temporal invariance holds (Muthén & Muthén, 2006). As
shown in Table 2, model fit for the unconstrained (CFI = .95,
TLI = .96, RMSEA = .03, WRMR = 1.12) and highly con-
strained models (CFI = .95, TLI = .96, RMSEA = .03, WRMR =
1.17) was nearly identical. This suggests that the SPD, vocational
expectations, and work salience constructs and the loading of
repeated indicators onto these constructs are invariant over time.

In sum, the necessary conditions of configural, metric, and
scalar invariance for measurement invariance were met in these
analyses, suggesting that the measurement model fits all three
groups, that changes in the latent construct lead to the same
changes for the corresponding items across these groups, and that
grouped tests of structural relationships are warranted (Temme,
2006). Measurement invariance does not suggest that the loading
of items onto constructs was an artifact of one sample; rather, these
are stable constructs that can be measured across racial-ethnic
groups with these indicators (Marsh, 1993). Temporal invariance
provides another form of construct validity evidence and further
supports the use of these indicators to measure these constructs
(Mikikangas et al., 2006).

Structural Model

After establishing measurement invariance, we examined the
relationships between latent constructs in the model proposed in
Figure 1 for each racial—ethnic group. As shown in Table 2, values
of the most robust fit index (RMSEA) were below the .05 cutoff
for all groups; WRMR values were below the 1.00 cutoff for two
groups (just above for Latin Americans). CFI and TLI values met
or exceeded Hu and Bentler’s (1999) .95 cutoff for the African
American group; CFI and TLI values for the Asian American and
Latin American participants fell just short of this cutoff. For the
reasons articulated above, the structural model was judged to be a
good fit to the data for each sample.

Before settling on the final model, we first investigated substan-
tively plausible competing models and evaluated the sensitivity of
this model (see Figure 1) across different populations. Reverse
causality models change the direction of structural regressions to
help unravel whether Construct A is a cause of Construct B or
whether Construct B is a cause of Construct A, but they do not
establish causality (Pearl, 2000). A reverse causality model was fit,
rather than a cross-lagged panel model, because of the 2-year
interval between data waves and the disparate measurement of
constructs at the 10th-grade wave. We were concerned that these
effects may dissipate over a 2-year span and be undetected in a
cross-lagged model; further, vocational expectations were not sig-
nificant lagged predictors of youths’ SPD 2 years later in Diemer
(2009). A wider set of indicators also measured a fuller range of
the 10th-grade vocational expectations and work salience con-
structs than 10th-grade SPD, so these may not be equivalent
predictors of cross-lagged effects at 12th grade.

A reverse causality model avoids these problems, and we there-
fore examined whether work salience and vocational expectations
have direct effects on SPD at each wave. All other paths in
Figure 1 were specified, save paths going from 12th grade to 10th
grade. We estimated reversed indirect effects (10th-grade voca-
tional expectations — 10th-grade SPD — 12th-grade SPD and
10th-grade work salience — 10th-grade SPD — 12th-grade SPD)
to compare equivalent models.

The reverse causality model fit worse for the Asian American
(CFI = .93, TLI = .93, RMSEA = .01, WRMR = 0.92), African
American (CFI = .95, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .01, WRMR =
0.88), and Latin American samples (CFI = .92, TLI = .93,
RMSEA = .01, WRMR = 1.06). The chi-square statistic is a
problematic model fit index because of its oversensitivity to sam-
ple size (Martens, 2005), but chi-square values are useful in
comparing the relative merits of models. For each group, the
chi-square value was larger in the reverse causality model (African
Americans, x> = 79.43; Asian Americans, x> = 56.67; Latin
Americans, x> = 107.34) than the model depicted in Figure 2
(African Americans, x> = 77.02; Asian Americans, x> = 53.08;
Latin Americans, x> = 100.04), suggesting that Figure 2 is a better
fit to the data. Further, there is no substantive basis for work
salience and vocational expectations being predictive of SPD—a
vital consideration in comparing competing models (Kline, 2005).
By contrast, Diemer (2009), Diemer and Blustein (2006), Diemer
and Hsieh (2008), and O’Connor (1997) suggested that SPD is
predictive of career development. Therefore, the reverse causality
model was rejected in favor of the final model presented in
Figure 2, although these analyses cannot rule out reciprocal cau-
sation (e.g., SPD and work salience or SPD and vocational expec-
tations cause each other in a feedback loop).

Sensitivity analyses. This model was then refit to examine
whether suggested relationships between SPD, vocational expec-
tations, and work salience hold for affluent Whites, low-SES
Whites, affluent youth of color, and dropouts versus nondropouts
and when using different measures of SES and SPD. These anal-
yses tested the generalizability of the proposed model across
different subgroups, using model fit indices to delineate how well
the model fit a given subgroup. Comparing individual path coef-
ficients across subgroups presupposes measurement invariance,
which could not be established for this many subgroups given page
space constraints, and that the structural model fits well for each
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Figure 2. Structural model of sociopolitical development (SPD) predicting vocational expectations and work
salience. N = 2,828. Standardized regression coefficients are noted for each path. Coefficients significant at p < .05
are indicated with an asterisk. Twelfth-grade sociopolitical development is also regressed on 10th-grade academic
achievement (Asian American [AA] = —.32", African American [AF] = —.08, Latin American [LA] = .08), not

depicted for clarity.

subgroup, which (detailed below) was not the case across the
sensitivity analyses (Kline, 2005; Martens, 2005).

Table 4 compares the fit of the model between the low-SES
African American, Latin American, and Asian American sub-
groups and the affluent White, low-SES White, and affluent youth
of color subgroups. The model was first fit for an ELS sample of
affluent Whites (3,440 White youth from the upper one third of the
composite SES measure’s distribution). Fit indices provided a
mixed picture of model fit (CFI = .93, TLI = .94, RMSEA = .02,
WRMR = 1.54), so chi-square values were used to compare the fit
of this model for affluent Whites and for marginalized youth. The
chi-square value for affluent Whites (x> = 296.29) was nearly
three to five times larger than for the Asian American (x* =

53.08), African American (x> 77.02), and Latin American
samples (x> = 100.04). The magnitude of the chi-square and
WRMR values, coupled with a lack of substantive support for SPD
helping more privileged youth overcome sociopolitical oppression,
led us to conclude that this model did not fit for affluent Whites.

The model was then fit with a sample of low-SES Whites (1,941
White youth from the lowest one third of the composite SES
measure’s distribution). The model fit better for low-SES Whites
(CFI = .94, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .01, WRMR = 1.25, x*> =
187.84) than for affluent Whites but fit worse than for low-SES
youth of color (see Table 4). This suggests that the model fit better
for youth constrained by both racial-ethnic and socioeconomic
barriers (Garcia Coll et al., 1996) than for low-SES White youth
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Table 4
Fit Indices for Final Structural Model and Sensitivity Analyses

Final structural model

Sensitivity analyses

Model fit AA AF LA Low-SES Whites Affluent youth of color Affluent Whites
index (N = 546) (N = 884) (N = 1,197) (N = 1,941) (N = 1,292) (N = 3,440)
CFI .94 95 93 94 .90 .93
TLI .94 .96 .94 .95 .93 .94
RMSEA .01 .01 .01 .01 .01 .02
WRMR 0.89 0.87 1.03 1.25 1.02 1.54
X2 53.08 77.02 100.04 187.84 114.22 296.29
Note. AA = Asian American participants; AF = African American participants; LA = Latin American participants; CFI = comparative fit index; TLI =

Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation; WRMR = weighted root mean residual.

constrained only by socioeconomic barriers or for affluent White
youth who presumably do not experience either set of constraints.

The model was fit for a sample of affluent youth of color (1,292
youth who identified as African American, Latin American, or
Asian American from the upper one third of the SES distribution).
Model fit indices (CFI = .90, TLI = .93, RMSEA = .01,
WRMR = 1.02, x* = 114.22) again provided a mixed picture. The
low CFI value (.90), in concert with WRMR exceeding the 1.00
cutoff, suggests that this model should be rejected. The chi-square
value for affluent youth of color was lower than the value for
affluent Whites or low-SES Whites; however, this value was larger
than the values for the low-SES Asian American (x> = 53.08),
African American (x> = 77.02), and Latin American samples
(x* = 100.04).

In sum, sensitivity analyses indicate that the model fit best for
low-SES youth of color, suggesting that SPD’s effects on career
development may be most salient for youth constrained by both
racial-ethnic and socioeconomic oppression. Although fit indices
indicate that this model should be rejected for affluent Whites,
low-SES Whites, and affluent youth of color, comparing their
chi-square values suggests that SPD may facilitate the negotiation
of racial-ethnic barriers more than socioeconomic barriers. We
should note that this last point is more speculative thinking that is
not fully supported by the model fit indices.

Sensitivity analyses also suggest that this model was not af-
fected by dropout status. When the sample was restricted to the
overwhelming majority of students (93%) who had not dropped
out (dropouts-only would not provide adequate sample size), the
measurement and structural models had very comparable fit for
each racial-ethnic group (results available by contacting Matthew
A. Diemer). In an alternative model, dropout status was added as
an outcome of 10th-grade and 12th-grade SPD to the Figure 2
model, which resulted in very poor-fitting models for each racial—
ethnic group. These analyses suggest that SPD’s effects on career
development are invariant across dropout and nondropout margin-
alized youth.

The use of aggregated SES measures may obfuscate relation-
ships between the components of SES and developmental out-
comes (Duncan & Magnuson, 2003). ELS also contains indicators
of parental income and educational and occupational attainment.
Using total household income and highest (either maternal or
paternal) educational and occupational attainment, we selected
low-SES participants (the lowest one third of the distribution) from

each racial—ethnic group. This entailed fitting the structural model
with nine subpopulations (three racial—ethnic groups by parental
income, education, and occupation), summarized below. More
detailed results are available by contacting Matthew A. Diemer.

Using parental occupational attainment and income yielded
nearly identical assessments of model fit and structural relation-
ships to using composite SES, for each racial-ethnic group. When
parental education was used, the model remained a good fit to the
data for each sample, although the model fit slightly worse for the
Asian American sample. The significance of SPD’s direct effects
on vocational expectations and work salience when income, pres-
tige, and education were used was identical to when the composite
SES measure was used, for each group.

The indirect effects obtained with parental income and the
composite SES measure were nearly identical, although some of
the indirect effects of SPD on work salience became nonsignificant
when occupational prestige and education were used. These indi-
rect effects were sensitive to the type of SES indicator used
(Magnuson & Duncan, 2006). Because the magnitude of indirect
effects was smaller, they may have been more sensitive to different
SES indicators than the direct effects. Overall, the stability of
model fit and pattern of structural relationships when using four
SES criteria with three racial-ethnic groups suggests that this is a
robust model, despite the sensitivity of some indirect effects.

Because the “community center or social action group partici-
pation” indicator of 12th-grade SPD was significant only for Latin
Americans, sensitivity analyses examined the structural model
without this indicator (F1S63E) of SPD. Model fit indices and the
magnitude of direct and indirect effects in this more parsimonious
model were nearly identical to those of the model depicted in
Figure 2, for each racial-ethnic group (results available by con-
tacting Matthew A. Diemer). This suggests that SPD is a stable
construct that can be measured with different indicators, that these
indicators effectively measure this construct, and that the structural
model is robust when different variables are used—further evi-
dence of SPD’s construct validity (Jarvis, MacKenzie, & Podsa-
koff, 2003).

Structural relationships. Table 5 provides estimates of the
statistical significance (unstandardized coefficients divided by
standard error) and strength (standardized coefficients) for struc-
tural relationships depicted in Figure 2. Standardized coefficients
(B) can be interpreted as estimates of effect size, although SEM
effect sizes are generally smaller than effect sizes in multiple
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Table 5

DIEMER ET AL.

Structural Model: Direct and Indirect Effects of Sociopolitical Development on Work Salience and Vocational Expectations

Unstandardized estimate SE Unstandardized estimate SE Standardized estimate
Latent variable AA AF LA AA  AF LA AA AF LA AA AF LA
Direct effects
Sociopolitical development BY ON
Academic achievement BY 0.10 —-0.12 —-028 0.07 0.05 0.05 1.41 -229"  —5.46" .10 -.12" =27
Vocational expectations BY ON
Academic achievement BY 0.65 0.55 0.69 0.12 0.07 0.08 5.54* 7.68" 8.38" 53" AT" 54"
Sociopolitical development BY 0.22 0.27 0.60 0.09 0.09 0.09 2.45" 3.00" 6.45" 18" 24" 49"
Work salience BY ON
Academic achievement BY 0.35 0.73 055 0.11 0.15 0.10 3.36" 4.98" 5.64" 29" .50" 44"
Sociopolitical development BY 0.58 0.84 0.63 0.13 0.15 0.10 4.42" 5.78" 6.31" 48" 59" 53"
Sociopolitical development F1 ON
Academic achievement BY -036 —0.09 0.11  0.09 0.06 0.07 —4.16" —148 1.53 -327  —.08 .08
Sociopolitical development BY 0.47 0.52 0.76  0.11 0.10 0.09 422" 5.17" 8.39" 41" 46" 63"
Vocational expectations F1 ON
Academic achievement BY 0.33 0.20 0.14 020 0.08 0.07 1.66 2.50" 2.02* .16 15" A7
Vocational expectations BY 1.30 0.67 0.67 039 0.12 0.13 3.33" 5.32" 6.84" 78" ST" 62"
Sociopolitical development F1 0.17 0.14 0.06 0.13 0.07 0.07 1.29 1.90 0.99 .10 12 .06
Work salience F1 ON
Academic achievement BY 0.30 0.25 023 0.12 0.11 0.08 2.52" 231" 2.75* 23" 18" 15"
Work salience BY 0.34 0.19 0.19 0.12 0.09 0.08 2.78" 1.97* 2.52¢ 32" 20" 16"
Sociopolitical development F1 0.57 0.55 0.77 0.11 0.09 0.12 5.10" 591" 6.35" 50" AT* .66"
Indirect effects
Sociopolitical development BY —
work salience BY — work
salience F1 0.20 0.16 0.12  0.08 0.06 0.08 241" 1.98" 2.13* 15" 127 .08"
Sociopolitical development BY —
vocational expectations BY —
vocational expectations F1 0.29 0.18 0.40 0.16 0.07 0.08 1.79* 2.62" 5.017 14 14" 30"

Note.

Estimates that are significant at the .05 level are indicated with an asterisk. AA = Asian American participants; AF = African American

participants; LA = Latin American participants; BY = base year (10th grade); F1 = first follow-up (12th grade).
# This indirect effect was significant when estimated using standardized values.

regression because they are less inflated by measurement error.
Standardized coefficients less than .10 can be considered “small”
effects, larger than .30 “medium” effects, and larger than .50
“large” effects (Kline, 2005).

For all groups, 10th-grade SPD was a significant autoregressive
predictor of 12th-grade SPD (Asian Americans, 3 = .41, 95% CI
[.26, .57]; African Americans, B = .46, 95% CI [.32, .60]; Latin
Americans, 3 = .63, 95% CI [.53, .72]), 10th-grade vocational
expectations were a significant autoregressive predictor of 12th-
grade vocational expectations (Asian Americans, 3 = .78, 95% CI
[.58, .98]; African Americans, B = .57, 95% CI [.42, .73]; Latin
Americans, B = .62, 95% CI [.50, .75]), and 10th-grade work
salience was a significant autoregressive predictor of 12th-grade
work salience (Asian Americans, 3 = .32, 95% CI [.11, .52];
African Americans, 3 = .20, 95% CI [.02, .41]; Latin Americans,
B = .16, 95% CI [.02, .29]). Significant autoregressive relation-
ships provide construct validity evidence and support operational-
izing constructs with these indicators (MacCallum & Austin,
2000). At 10th grade, the vocational expectations and work sa-
lience constructs were significantly correlated for African Amer-
icans (B = .30, 95% CI [.09, .51]) and Latin Americans (§ = .18,
95% CI [.05, .31]) but not for Asian Americans (3 = .10, 95% CI
[—.12, .32]). At 12th grade, these constructs were significantly
correlated for African Americans (3 = .25, 95% CI [.06, .44]) and
Latin Americans (3 = .21, 95% CI [.03, .40]) but not for Asian
Americans (B = .27, 95% CI [—.09, .62]).

Tenth-grade academic achievement had significant medium to
large direct effects on 10th-grade work salience for all groups
(Asian Americans, B = .29, 95% CI [.14, .43]; African Americans,
B = .50, 95% CI [.38, .63]; Latin Americans, B = .44, 95% CI
[.33, .56]) and significant small longitudinal effects on 12th-grade
work salience for all groups (Asian Americans, 3 = .23, 95% CI
[.06, .41]; African Americans, B = .19, 95% CI [.03, .36]; Latin
Americans, 3 = .15, 95% CI [.05, .26]). Unexpectedly, 10th-grade
academic achievement had significant negative and small direct
effects on 10th-grade SPD for African Americans (3 = —.12,95%
CI[—.22, —.02]) and Latin Americans (3 = —.27, 95% CI [—.36,
—.18]) but had nonsignificant effects for Asian Americans (f =
.10, 95% CI [—.04, .23]). Tenth-grade academic achievement also
had a significant negative medium effect on 12th-grade SPD for
Asian Americans (3 = —.32, 95% CI [—.45, —.18]) but had
nonsignificant effects for African Americans (3 = —.08, 95% CI
[—.19, .03]) and Latin Americans (B = .08, 95% CI [—.02, .19]).

Tenth-grade SPD had significant medium to large direct effects
on 10th-grade work salience for all groups (Asian Americans, 3 =
48, 95% CI [.32, .63]; African Americans, B = .59, 95% CI [.47,
.70]; Latin Americans, 3 = .53, 95% CI [.41, .65]). Twelfth-grade
SPD also had significant medium to large direct effects on 12th-
grade work salience for all groups (Asian Americans, 3 = .50,
95% CI [.34, .66]; African Americans, 3 = .49, 95% CI [.37, .62];
Latin Americans, 3 = .66, 95% CI [.54, .78]). Tenth-grade SPD
had significant small indirect effects on 12th-grade work salience
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(via 10th-grade work salience) for all groups (Asian Americans,
B = .15,95% CI [.04, .27]; African Americans, 3 = .12, 95% CI
[.01, .24]; Latin Americans, 3 = .08, 95% CI [.01, .16]).

Tenth-grade SPD had significant small to medium direct effects
on 10th-grade vocational expectations for all groups (Asian Amer-
icans, B = .18, 95% CI [.04, .32]; African Americans, 3 = .24,
95% CI [.09, .38]; Latin Americans, = .49, 95% CI [.37, .60]).
However, 12th-grade SPD had nonsignificant effects on 12th-
grade vocational expectations for all groups (Asian Americans,
B = .10, 95% CI [—.04, .24]; African Americans, B = .12, 95%
CI [.00, .24]; Latin Americans, B = .06, 95% CI [—.05, .16]).
Tenth-grade SPD had significant small to medium indirect effects
on 12th-grade vocational expectations (via 10th-grade vocational
expectations) for all groups (Asian Americans, 3 = .14, 95% CI
[.02, .26]; African Americans, 3 = .14, 95% CI [.04, .23]; Latin
Americans, 3 = .30, 95% CI [.21, .40]).

Discussion

Previous research suggests that SPD may help low-SES African
American, Latin American, and Asian American youth negotiate
sociopolitical barriers that constrain occupational self-concept de-
velopment and the resolution of career development tasks. How-
ever, this research has predominantly been cross-sectional (Diemer
& Blustein, 2006; Diemer & Hsieh, 2008; O’Connor, 1997), has
examined aggregated samples (Diemer, 2009), has not explored
measurement and temporal invariance, has not examined model
sensitivity, and has not fully attended to reverse causality and
unobserved variables (Pearl, 2000). The present study suggests
that these constructs are invariant across low-SES African Amer-
ican, Latin American, and Asian American youth and over time
and that SPD may have direct and indirect effects on work salience
and vocational expectations (while partially addressing confound-
ing variables, reverse causality, and model sensitivity).

The necessary conditions for measurement and temporal invari-
ance were met, which supports the operationalization of latent
constructs and provides evidence of construct validity (Temme,
2006). This suggests that SPD, vocational expectations, work
salience, and academic achievement have the same meaning and
can be measured the same way for African American, Latin
American, and Asian American youth and over time. Measurement
and temporal invariance are particularly important sources of con-
struct validity evidence for SPD (Mékikangas et al., 1996; Marsh,
1993), which has received far less empirical scrutiny than these
other constructs.

Shared experiences of structural racism and socioeconomic in-
equality (Garcia Coll et al., 1996) may explain these constructs’
similarity for low-SES racial and ethnic minorities. These results
diverge from Watts et al. (1999) and Quintana and Segura-Herrera
(2003), who argued that SPD may differ by racial-ethnic group.
They converge with Arbona (1990), Brown (1995), and Leong and
Chou (1994), who asserted that African Americans’, Asian Amer-
icans’, and Latin Americans’ occupational expectations are simi-
larly affected by structural racism. Although these constructs were
invariant across these three groups, they may differ from Whites or
other racial-ethnic groups—a fruitful avenue for future research.

Across the three samples, 10th-grade SPD had significant large
direct effects on 10th-grade work salience and small to medium
effects on 10th-grade vocational expectations; 12th-grade SPD had

significant large direct effects on 12th-grade work salience. Tenth-
grade SPD had significant small indirect effects on 12th-grade
work salience (via 10th-grade work salience) and small indirect
effects on 12th-grade vocational expectations (via 10th-grade vo-
cational expectations) for all three samples. SPD generally had
stronger direct and indirect effects on work salience than on
vocational expectations. Despite racial—ethnic groups’ divergent
sociopolitical histories and experiences in the opportunity structure
(Helms, 1984), SPD had similar effects on the negotiation of
sociopolitical barriers among low-SES African American, Latin
American, and Asian American youth. We posit that SPD may
facilitate the agentic negotiation of sociopolitical constraints on the
occupational self-concept and career development shared by low-
SES youth of color. Given the impact of adolescent career devel-
opment on adult occupational attainment (Super, 1990), SPD may
also facilitate the negotiation of structural constraints on social
mobility via occupational attainment (Diemer, 2009; Ramos-
Zayas, 2003).

Theoretical Implications

There is some debate whether a greater consciousness of socio-
political inequality reduces low-SES African American, Latin
American, and Asian American youths’ engagement (e.g., Fine,
1991; Ogbu, 1989, 1991), has no relationship with engagement
(Carter, 2006; Conchas, 2001), or facilitates engagement with the
opportunity structure (Diemer, 2009; Diemer & Blustein, 2006;
Diemer & Hsieh, 2008; O’Connor, 1997; Ramos-Zayas, 2003).
This study suggests that a greater consciousness of and motivation
to transform sociopolitical inequality may facilitate the develop-
ment of an emotional connection to work and the formation of
expectations for higher status occupations in adulthood. These
findings also call into question the oppositional culture paradigm
as a widespread phenomenon among marginalized youth (e.g.,
Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Harris, 2006; Lundy, 2003).

Analyses also suggest that the relationship between SPD and
academic achievement is more complex than anticipated. Tenth-
grade academic achievement and 10th-grade SPD were both sig-
nificant predictors of 10th-grade vocational expectations and work
salience. However, 10th-grade academic achievement had a
negative effect on 10th-grade SPD for the African American and
Latin American samples (and a nonsignificant positive effect for
the Asian American sample). These relationships between aca-
demic achievement and SPD were unexpected, as academic
achievement is widely recognized (Johnson & Mortimer, 2002;
Super, 1990) and SPD is suggested (Diemer & Blustein, 2006;
O’Connor, 1997) as a precursor to adolescent career development.
This finding diverges from Diemer (2009), who found positive
relationships between marginalized youths’ SPD, grade point av-
erage, and vocational expectations.

Academic achievement (measured with standardized assess-
ments) and academic performance (measured with grade point
average) may have different relationships with SPD, vocational
expectations, and work salience. The NCES used rigorous methods
to develop these reading and math achievement tests, but they
served as an imperfect confound in this study. Standardized
achievement tests may have cultural bias that equally and nega-
tively affects low-SES youth of color (Suzuki, Ponterotto, &
Meller, 2001). Systematic bias between Whites and youth of color
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was not examined, although measurement invariance analyses
suggest no bias in academic achievement across African Ameri-
can, Latin American, and Asian American youth. Alternatively,
more critically conscious marginalized youth may be less invested
in performing well on standardized assessments perceived as cul-
turally biased. Future research could disentangle whether this
divergence reflects a measurement or theoretical issue, examining
the relationships between SPD, academic achievement, academic
performance, and career development. This may suggest a shift in
focus on standardized testing to a broader perspective of multiple
pathways to career development and (presumably) social mobility
for marginalized youth.

In the present study, reading and math achievement had stronger
effects on vocational expectations, whereas SPD had stronger
effects on the development of work salience. Further research
could examine whether academic achievement and SPD have
differential effects on the tasks of youth career development or
explore the possibility that academic achievement (as operation-
alized via standardized tests) and academic performance (as op-
erationalized via school grades) have differential effects on SPD
and career development.

Limitations and Future Directions

Inherent limitations to secondary analyses include having lim-
ited variables to operationalize constructs and being unable to
closely examine the meaning of items to participants. The limited
number of SPD indicators in ELS circumscribed the operational-
ization of this construct. SPD connotes a consciousness of socio-
political inequality and the motivation to produce social change.
The “importance of working to correct social and economic in-
equality” indicator most clearly measures this aspect of the SPD
construct. Three of the other four SPD indicators (“importance of
being an active and informed citizen,” “importance of helping
others in community,” and “volunteered at community center or
social action group”) may have measured this aspect of SPD as
well as more traditional civic attitudes and behaviors.

It is also unclear how participants interpreted and responded to
these items, given how they were worded and administered.
Whether participants volunteered at a community center (Boys &
Girls Club) versus a social action group (young women’s feminist
organization) was not measured, only if they had volunteered at
one of these organizations. “Helping others in one’s community”
may refer to actions as diverse as volunteering at a soup kitchen to
participation in community organizing. Being an “active and in-
formed citizen” may refer to traditional voting behavior or may
refer to being active in local social protest movements.

The mixed assessment of model fit for affluent Whites can be
interpreted to illustrate this concern. More traditional civic atti-
tudes and behaviors that may have been measured with these
indicators may have related to affluent Whites’ traditional engage-
ment with the opportunity structure. However, extant scholarship
does not lead us to believe that SPD similarly helps more privi-
leged youth negotiate sociopolitical barriers to their career devel-
opment, as we assume that affluent Whites encounter fewer struc-
tural constraints than marginalized youth. Further, SPD is
conceptualized as a response to one’s own oppression, rather than
to the oppression of others (Freire, 1973; Watts et al., 1999).

SPD theory suggests that this distinction between critical and
traditional attitudes and behavior may be irrelevant for marginal-
ized youth. SPD encompasses critical consciousness and motiva-
tion as well as more traditional civic attitudes and participation
(Ginwright & James, 2002; Watts & Flanagan, 2007). Further, and
as argued above, helping others in one’s community who are
similarly oppressed (assuming low-SES youth of color live in
communities where others are similarly constrained by racial and
socioeconomic inequity) is consonant with critical consciousness
(Freire, 1973, 1993) and SPD scholarship (Watts et al., 1999).

The construct validity of this operationalization of SPD is also
supported by the loadings of these indicators onto the SPD latent
construct (Bollen, 1989); the invariance of this construct and lack
of response bias across the African American, Latin American, and
Asian American samples (Temme, 2006); the temporal invariance
of this construct (Mikikangas et al., 2006); the robustness of the
structural model when one SPD indicator was removed (Jarvis et
al., 2003); and the significant autoregressive relationships from
10th- to 12th-grade SPD (Kline, 2005). Finally, Diemer (2009),
Diemer and Hsieh (2008), and Diemer et al. (2009) used similar
indicators from the National Educational Longitudinal Study to
operationalize SPD.

Future research could examine these questions with richer mea-
surement of SPD, perhaps by also assessing a consciousness of
structural racism or participation in social action. However, these
limitations were largely offset by the capacity to follow a large and
diverse panel over a 2-year period by using nationally representa-
tive data from the ELS survey.

Constructs’ measurement invariance was not established for the
more privileged subgroups (low-SES Whites, affluent Whites,
affluent youth of color) examined in the sensitivity analyses. We
instead devoted page space to our central question—the relation-
ship of SPD to career development among marginalized youth.
Failing to establish measurement invariance for the more privi-
leged subgroups obfuscated whether SPD has the same meaning
and can be measured in the same way for more privileged youth
before examining the structural model’s fit in the sensitivity anal-
yses.

If measurement invariance had been established and the struc-
tural model had fit well for the more privileged subgroups, then
comparisons of SPD’s direct and indirect effects on career devel-
opment between the more marginalized and privileged subgroups
could be made (Kline, 2005). This would entail arbitrarily select-
ing one reference group (from the marginalized subgroups) and
conducting 18 chi-square difference tests, comparing four direct
effects and two indirect effects across the reference group and each
of the three more privileged subgroups (Muthén & Muthén, 2006).
Reporting 18 chi-square difference tests would require significant
page space and entail a considerable Type I error rate (.90).
Moreover, there is a paucity of scholarship and simulation studies
supporting chi-square difference testing with the WLSMYV estima-
tor, complex sample design features, and theta parameterization
required for these analyses (Muthén & Muthén, 2006).

All of the above led us instead to examine differences in the
effects of SPD on vocational expectations and work salience by
comparing model fit in the sensitivity analyses, rather than estab-
lishing measurement invariance and directly comparing the effects
of SPD on career development across groups. Future research
would complement this article by examining the meaning and
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measurement of SPD and (provided the model was a good fit to the
data) comparing the suggested effects of SPD on career develop-
ment with more affluent groups.

The complementary strengths of qualitative research could also
illuminate more subtle racial—ethnic differences in these constructs
and/or in SPD’s effects on career development. This study’s
between-groups comparisons could also be complemented by
within-group comparisons, such as comparing the suggested ef-
fects of SPD on vocational expectations between low-SES Mexi-
can American and Cuban American youth. The samples of Amer-
ican Indian and multiracial youth were too small for SEM
analyses, which could be examined in future research. Young men
and women were examined together in this study, although Diemer
(2009) found that SPD had stronger effects on vocational expec-
tations for combined and female samples than male samples.
Future research could examine gender differences in the relation-
ships between SPD, work salience, and vocational expectations,
considering gender’s powerful influence on career development
(Eccles, 1994).

This study rules out some alternative explanations but cannot
rule out nonrecursive relationships between constructs (i.e., feed-
back loops between SPD and indices of career development) or
other unobserved variables, such as a generalized sense of self-
efficacy, that may explain these relationships (Pearl, 2000). A
generalized sense of self-efficacy may empower youth to negotiate
sociopolitical obstacles as well as engage with career development
tasks; unfortunately, this and related constructs (e.g., locus of
control) were not measured in the ELS survey. The ELS data set
contains many variables but does not contain other strong con-
founding variables supported by extant theory. Including and con-
trolling extraneous variables can artificially inflate model fit in
SEM and yield less parsimonious models (Kline, 2005).

Future research could explore nonrecursive relationships or con-
trol for additional substantively informed confounds, although a
longitudinal design, significant autoregressive relationships, the
use of SEM, establishing measurement and temporal invariance,
testing the sensitivity of the structural model across different
groups, and controlling for academic achievement do enhance the
robustness of this study’s inferences (Schneider et al., 2006).

Summary and Conclusions

The present study builds on previous inquiry by illuminating
SPD’s direct and indirect effects on work salience and vocational
expectations; examining these relationships across samples of
African American, Latin American, and Asian American youth;
establishing the measurement and temporal invariance of these
constructs; examining the sensitivity of this model across racial—
ethnic groups, SES selection criteria, and dropout statuses; and
partially addressing unobserved variables and reverse causality.
Tenth-grade SPD had significant direct effects on 10th-grade work
salience and vocational expectations, and 12th-grade SPD had
significant direct effects on 12th-grade work salience for all
groups. Tenth-grade SPD had significant indirect effects on 12th-
grade work salience and significant indirect effects on 12th-grade
vocational expectations for all groups.

These results and past research (Diemer, 2009; Diemer & Blus-
tein, 2006; Diemer & Hsieh, 2008; O’Connor, 1997) suggest that
SPD may facilitate low-SES African American, Latin American,

and Asian American youths’ agentic negotiation of sociopolitical
barriers to occupational self-concept formation and career devel-
opment. Given the impact of adolescent career development on
adult occupational attainment (Hotchkiss & Borow, 1996; Johnson
& Mortimer, 2002; Super, 1990), SPD may also facilitate the
negotiation of structural constraints on social mobility via occu-
pational attainment (Diemer, 2009). In sum, SPD may be an
overlooked resource in facilitating engagement with the opportu-
nity structure and social mobility among youth oppressed by their
sociopolitical context.

References

Ainsworth-Darnell, J. W., & Downey, D. B. (1998). Assessing the oppo-
sitional culture explanation for racial/ethnic differences in school per-
formances. American Sociological Review, 63(4), 536-553.

Arbona, C. (1990). Career counseling research and Hispanics: A review of
the literature. Counseling Psychologist, 18(2), 300-323.

Bollen, K. A. (1989). Structural equations with latent variables. New
York: Wiley.

Brown, M. T. (1995). The career development of African Americans:
Theoretical and empirical issues. In F. T. L. Leong (Ed.), Career
development and vocational behavior of racial and ethnic minorities
(pp. 7-36). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Carter, P. L. (2006). Straddling boundaries: Identity, culture and school.
Sociology of Education, 79(4), 304-328.

Chaves, A. P., Diemer, M. A., Blustein, D. L., Gallagher, L. A., DeVoy, J. E.,
Casares, M. T., & Perry, J. C. (2004). Conceptions of work: The view from
urban youth. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 51(3), 275-286.

Conchas, G. Q. (2001). Structuring failure and success: Understanding the
variability in Latino school engagement. Harvard Educational Review,
71, 475-504.

Constantine, M., Erickson, C. D., Banks, R. W., & Timberlake, T. L.
(1998). Challenges to the career development of urban racial and ethnic
minority youth: Implications for vocational intervention. Journal of
Multicultural Counseling and Development, 26(2), 83-95.

Diemer, M. A. (2009). Pathways to occupational attainment among poor
youth of color: The role of sociopolitical development. Counseling
Psychologist, 37(1), 6-35.

Diemer, M. A., & Blustein, D. L. (2006). Critical consciousness and career
development among urban youth. Journal of Vocational Behavior,
68(2), 220-232.

Diemer, M. A., & Hsieh, C. (2008). Sociopolitical development and
vocational expectations among lower socioeconomic status adolescents
of color. Career Development Quarterly, 56(3), 257-267.

Diemer, M. A., Hsieh, C., & Pan, T. (2009). School and parental influences
upon sociopolitical development among poor adolescents of color.
Counseling Psychologist, 37(2), 317-344.

Diemer, M. A., Kauffman, A. L., Koenig, N. B., Trahan, E. B., & Hsieh,
C. (2006). Challenging racism, sexism, and social injustice: Support for
urban adolescents’ critical consciousness development. Cultural Diver-
sity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 12(3), 444—-460.

Duncan, G. J., & Magnuson, K. A. (2003). Off with Hollingshead: Socio-
economic resources, parenting, and child development. In M. H. Born-
stein & R. H. Bradley (Eds.), Socioeconomic status, parenting, and child
development (pp. 83-106). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Eccles, J. S. (1994). Understanding women’s educational and occupational
choices: Applying the Eccles et al. model of achievement-related
choices. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 18(4), 585-609.

Fine, M. (1991). Framing dropouts: Notes on the politics of an urban
public high school. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

Flora, D. B., & Curran, P. (2004). An evaluation of alternative methods of
estimation for confirmatory factor analysis with ordinal data. Psycho-
logical Methods, 9(4), 466—491.



634 DIEMER ET AL.

Freire, P. (1973). Education for critical consciousness. New York, NY:
Continuum.

Freire, P. (1993). Pedagogy of the oppressed (Rev. ed., M. B. Ramos,
trans.). New York, NY: Continuum.

Garcia Coll, C., Lamberty, G., Jenkins, R., McAdoo, H. P., Crnic, K.,
Wasik, B. H., & Viazquez Garcia, H. (1996). An integrative model for
the study of developmental competencies in minority children. Child
Development, 67(5), 1891-1914.

Ginwright, S., & Cammarota, J. (2002). New terrain in youth development:
The promise of a social justice approach. Social Justice, 29(4), 82-95.

Ginwright, S., & James, T. (2002). From assets to agents of change: Social
justice, organizing, and youth development. In B. Kirschner, J. L.
O’Donoghue, & M. McLaughlin (Eds.), New Directions for Youth
Development: Vol. 96. Youth participation: Improving institutions and
communities (pp. 27-46). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Greenhaus, J. H. (1971). An investigation of the role of career salience in
vocational behavior. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 1, 216-295.

Harris, A. L. (2006). I (don’t) hate school: Revisiting oppositional culture
theory of Blacks’ resistance to schooling. Social Forces, 85(2), 797—-834.

Helms, J. E. (1984). Toward a theoretical explanation of the effects of race
on counseling: A Black and White model. Counseling Psychologist, 12,
153-165.

Hotchkiss, L., & Borow, H. (1996). Sociological perspective on work and
career development. In D. Brown & L. Brooks (Eds.), Career choice and
development (3rd ed., pp. 281-336). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Hu, L., & Bentler, P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance
structure analysis: Conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Struc-
tural Equation Modeling, 6(1), 1-55.

Ingels, S. J., Pratt, D. J., Rogers, J. E., Siegel, P. H., Stutts, E. S., &
Owings, J. A. (2005). Education Longitudinal Study of 2002: Base-year
to first follow-up data file documentation. Washington, DC: National
Center for Education Statistics.

Jarvis, C. B., MacKenzie, S. B., & Podsakoff, P. M. (2003). A critical
review of construct indicators and measurement model misspecification
in marketing and consumer research. Journal of Consumer Research, 30,
199-218.

Johnson, M. K., & Mortimer, J. T. (2002). Career choice and development
from a sociological perspective. In D. Brown (Ed.), Career choice and
development (4th ed., pp. 37-84). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Kline, R. B. (2005). Principles and practice of structural equation mod-
eling: Methodology in the social sciences (2nd ed.). New York, NY:
Guilford Press.

Leong, F. T., & Chou, E. L. (1994). The role of ethnic identity and
acculturation in the vocational behavior of Asian Americans: An inte-
grative review. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 44, 155-172.

Lundy, G. F. (2003). The myths of oppositional culture. Journal of Black
Studies, 33(4), 450-467.

MacCallum, R. C., & Austin, J. T. (2000). Applications of structural
equation modeling in psychological research. Annual Review of Psychol-
ogy, 51, 201-226.

Magnuson, K. A., & Duncan, G. J. (2006). The role of family socioeco-
nomic resources in the Black—White test score gap among young chil-
dren. Developmental Review, 26(4), 365-399.

Mikikangas, A., Feldt, T., Kinnunen, U., Tolvanen, A., Kinnunen, M.-L.,
& Pulkkinen, L. (2006). The factor structure and factorial invariance of
the 12-item General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12) across time: Evi-
dence from two community-based samples. Psychological Assessment,
18(4), 444-451.

Marsh, H. W. (1993). The multidimensional structure of physical fitness:
Invariance over gender and age. Research Quarterly for Exercise and
Sport, 64(3), 256-273.

Martens, M. P. (2005). The use of structural equation modeling in coun-
seling psychology research. Counseling Psychologist, 33(3), 269-298.

Martin-Bard, L. (1994). Writings for a liberation psychology (A. Aron & S.
Corne, Eds.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Muthén, L. K., & Muthén, B. O. (2006). Mplus user’s guide. Los Angeles,
CA: Author.

Naidoo, A. V., Bowman, S. L., & Gerstein, L. G. (1998). Demographics,
causality, work salience, and the career maturity of African American
students: A causal model. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 53, 15-27.

Nakao, K., & Treas, J. (1994). Updating occupational prestige and socio-
economic scores: How the new measures measure up. Sociological
Methodology, 24, 1-72.

Newman, K. S. (1999). Working poor: Low-wage employment in the lives
of Harlem youth. In J. A. Graber, J. Brooks-Gunn, & A. C. Peterson
(Eds.), Transitions through adolescence: Interpersonal domains and
context (pp. 323-344). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

O’Connor, C. (1997). Dispositions toward (collective) struggle and edu-
cational resilience in the inner city: A case analysis of six African-
American high school students. American Educational Research Jour-
nal, 34(4), 593-632.

Ogbu, J. U. (1989). The individual in collective adaptation: A framework
for focusing on academic underperformance and dropping out among
involuntary minorities. In L. Weis, E. Farrar, & H. G. Petrie, Dropouts
from school: Issues, dilemmas, and solutions (pp. 181-204). Albany,
NY: State University of New York Press.

Ogbu, J. U. (1991). Low performance as an adaptation: The case of Blacks
in Stockton, California. In M. A. Gibson & J. U. Ogbu (Eds.), Minority
status and schooling: A comparative study of immigrant and involuntary
minorities (pp. 249-285). New York, NY: Garland.

Pearl, J. (2000). Causality: Models, reasoning, and inference. New York,
NY: Cambridge University Press.

Quintana, S. M., & Segura-Herrera, T. A. (2003). Developmental trans-
formations of self and identity in the context of oppression. Self and
Identity, 2, 269-285.

Ramos-Zayas, A. Y. (2003). National performances: The politics of race,
class, and space in Puerto Rican Chicago. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press.

Ruspini, E. (2002). Introduction to longitudinal research. New York, NY:
Routledge.

Schneider, B., Carnoy, M., Kilpatrick, J., Schmidt, W., & Shavelson, R.
(2006). Estimating causal effects using experimental and observational
designs. Washington, DC: American Educational Research Association.

Sewell, W. H., & Hauser, R. M. (1975). Education, occupation, and
earnings: Achievement in the early career. New York, NY: Academic
Press.

Sirin, S. R., Diemer, M. A., Jackson, L. R., Gonsalves, L., & Howell,
A. (2004). Future aspirations of urban adolescents: A person-in-
context model. International Qualitative Studies in Education, 17(3),
437-460.

Stapleton, L. M. (2006). An assessment of practical solutions for structural
equation modeling with complex sample data. Structural Equation Mod-
eling, 13(1), 28-58.

Super, D. E. (1980). A life-span, life-space approach to career develop-
ment. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 16, 282-298.

Super, D. E. (1990). A life-span, life-space approach to career develop-
ment. In D. Brown & L. Brooks (Eds.), Career choice and development:
Applying contemporary theories to practice (2nd ed., pp. 197-261). San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Suzuki, L. A., Ponterotto, J. G., & Meller, P. J. (Eds.). (2001). Handbook
of multicultural assessment: Clinical, psychological, and educational
applications (2nd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Tatum, B. D. (1997). “Why are all the Black kids sitting together in the
cafeteria?” And other conversations about race. New York, NY: Basic
Books.

Temme, D. (2006). Assessing measurement invariance of ordinal indica-
tors in cross-national research. In S. Diehl & R. Terlutter (Eds.), Inter-



SPECIAL SECTION: SOCIOPOLITICAL DEVELOPMENT AND CAREER DEVELOPMENT 635

national advertising and communication: Current insights and empirical with nonnormal variables: Problems and remedies. In R. H. Hoyle (Ed.),
findings (pp. 452—472). Wiesbaden, Germany: Deutscher Universitits- Structural equation modeling: Concepts, issues, and applications (pp.
Verlag. 56-75). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Watts, R. J., & Flanagan, C. (2007). Pushing the envelope on youth civic Wilson, W. J. (1996). When work disappears: The world of the new urban
engagement: A developmental and liberation psychology perspective. poor. New York, NY: Random House.

Journal of Community Psychology, 35(6), 779-792.
Watts, R. J., Griffith, D. M., & Abdul-Adil, J. (1999). Sociopolitical
development as an antidote for oppression—Theory and action. Ameri- Received August 19, 2008
can Journal of Community Psychology, 27(2), 255-271. Revision received May 18, 2009
West, S. G., Finch, J. F., & Curran, P. J. (1995). Structural equation models Accepted June 1, 2009 =



