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relations between the words and to track down those words with greater semantic weight. We 

used several graph visualisation techniques, as well as measures based on centrality (degree 

and betweenness), to identify the different contexts of meaning. 

 

Results 

 

Textual Analysis 

 

The lexical corpus constitutes of 150 elementary contexts, 4306 occurrences (tokens), 

1224 types, 821 lemmas. The indexes of lexical richness show that 54% of the textual corpus 

comprises the women’s accounts and 46% consists of the men’s narrations, indicating thus a 

certain degree of homogeneity with regard to the amount of the text produced by both genders. 

The thematic analysis of elementary contexts produced four clusters (Figure 1; Table 

1). Each cluster refers to a set of elementary contexts characterized by the same patterns of 

key-words and is described through lexical units most characteristic of the context units from 

which is composed. Key-words that fall out in each cluster allow to identify the specific theme 

and to label the cluster.  We named clusters as: “Awareness of one’s own image in the past” 

(30.8%), “Change perception” (19.7%), “Experimentation and planning of objectives” 

(11.0%), “Prospects towards work” (38.5%).  

 

Figure 1. Cluster Analysis 

 
CL1 (right bottom quarter) Awareness of one’s own image in the past; CL2 (left bottom quarter) Experimentation 

and planning of objectives; CL3 (left bottom quarter) Change perception; CL4 (left upper quarter) Prospects 

towards work. 

 

Tab.1. Clusters, associated lemmas and χ² values 

 

Clusters Lemmas χ² 

Cluster 1 

Awareness of one’s 

own image in the past 

 (30.8%; 28 e.c.) 

to see 25.4 

to see oneself 9.7 

to know 7.8 

in the past 7.2 
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high school 5.8 

my life 3.9 

 

Cluster 2 

Change perception 

(19.7%; 18 e.c.) 

 

responsible 

 

42.3 

choice 30.6 

department 24.6 

to decide 13.9 

to evaluate 12.4 

much more 11.3 

to feel 8.3 

to grow up 4.8 

 

Cluster 3 

Experimentation and 

planning of objectives 

 (11.0%; 10 e.c.) 

 

limit 

 

38.5 

aim 29.2 

to achieve 23.1 

to help 7.7 

to gain experience 7.0 

awareness 5.3 

sure 4.1 

 

Cluster 4 

Prospects towards 

work 

(38.5%; 35 e.c.) 

 

in the future 

 

11.3 

university 6.3 

to understand 5.4 

dedication 5.4 

to begin 5.4 

employment 5.4 

path 5.4 

to choose 5.4 

 

The first cluster refers to the past image of the young university students, that is, the 

high school period. These young people, referring to “how they were” in the past, describe how 

much university has contributed to their change. The cluster refers to an actual awareness of 

one’s own image in the past described by typical characteristics of the adolescent phase (e.g., 

Over time I’ve tried to lay the basis for a greater confidence in me and in my abilities, also 

thanks to the good results achieved in the university domain. In high school, I was a little girl 

more worried about life and the future. Score: 27.3).  

The second cluster brings out the self-image that these young people have in the present, 

highlighting the component of change. These youths feel grown-up, more responsible and 

invested with decision-making powers: the choice of the university is the first moment in which 

they are asked to decide and it represents a first experience of independence (e.g., I feel more 

grown and mature. A significantly important event was the choice of the university. 

Score:14.6).  

The third cluster describes how university entrance and course of study allow them to 

test themselves in new contexts, gaining experience and becoming increasingly aware of 

themselves and their abilities, also thanks to the “toolbox” provided by university. They tell 

how that period represents the one in which they plan actions for the achievement of future 

goals (e.g., I’m a person who aims at achieving objectives, independent sustenance and 

professional fulfilment. I’m very ambitious and this leads me to frantically pursue new 

opportunities, prospects and realities which may contribute to improve myself. Score: 25.7).  
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The fourth cluster, finally, shows the interest towards the job offer, clarifying the 

tendency of young people to be committed to specific disciplines in order to acquire those skills 

which can offer more opportunities in the job market (e.g., It was definitely difficult to choose 

the university to attend. An evaluation in relation to future working experiences must always 

be done. What does the world of work offer us nowadays? Score: 28.5).  

The clusters position on the Cartesian axes conveys the movement dimension inherent 

in the students’ accounts: there is, indeed, a transition from past in the first cluster to present in 

clusters two and three, until future in cluster four. The right bottom quarter represents the 

dimension of past, whereas the left bottom quarter indicates the present condition and the left 

upper quarter the future prospect. From the point of view of interpretation, the bottom of space 

represents a more certain and aware dimension, in other words the stock of previous and current 

skills of the youth, whereas the top of space represents what these young are prone to in terms 

of future goals. The lower sub-space is, indeed, the real and actual stock of skills of the youth, 

whereas the upper sub-space refers to the future, which is still distant and uncertain.  

 

Network Text Analysis  

 

In addition to the cluster analysis, it is interesting to note the relations between the 

single lemmas. For this purpose, the use of the SNA, together with the content analysis, allows 

to understand how these lemmas are connected to each other and which of them have an 

important position in different sets or in the whole network, shedding some light on the 

importance of the words in the young students’ accounts. A first in-depth visualisation form of 

the relations structure6 between the various lemmas shows the highest degree centrality that 

indicate those words used with greater frequency in relation to other words in the accounts and 

the various contexts of meaning: in this case, the conversations of the young students focus on 

few keywords. To change represents the lemma with the greatest weight, referring thus to the 

perception of a difference between the current self-image and the past one. Another key lemma 

is university: the young people, in their status of students, attribute an important contribution 

of their change to university. The following lemmas, always according to the consistency 

criterion, clarify the quality of the change: awareness, mature, life, experience, responsible, to 

grow up. It is noteworthy that these youth explicitly express also a quantity of the change, 

resorting to adverbs such as much more, most, just to indicate how the features which belonged 

to the past self have been strengthened: the youth describe themselves as much more mature, 

more responsible, more open towards other people than before and improved from the point of 

view of their competences. Moreover, as shown also in the thematic analysis, the students 

emphasise the temporal dimension by using multiwords such as in the past, in the present, in 

the future, over time, early years.  

In more detail, the incidence for each node can be expressed both as in-degree, that is, 

the number of edges incoming in a node (identifying in this way the so-called “predecessors” 

of each lexical unit) and as out-degree, that is, the number of edges outgoing from the node 

(showing in this case the so-called “successors”). The relation between predecessors and 

successors within the textual network is interesting because it helps to understand the semantic 

variety produced by the nodes. By observing Figure 2, the lemmas with the highest out-degree 

centrality are mature and then university and to see. These lemmas represent the fulcrum from 

which narration shifts towards other words: the students speak about how they feel more mature 

than before and how differently they can perceive reality from the past, in particular from their 

high school period (these nodes are indeed linked to the lemmas in the past, to realise, to 

change, high school. In this view, the choice of the university has a role in the growing-up 

 
6 The network obtained presents 61 nodes and 250 lines. 
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process, by giving such young people a greater awareness and confidence in their own abilities 

in the present: university is linked, indeed, to the nodes, to feel, to grow up, to help and to 

acquire (Figure 3). Among these, it is above all mature which presents itself as a starting point 

of the various narrations: indeed, it presents itself as “source” node, that is, it has more outgoing 

edges than incoming edges compared to the other nodes. 

 

Figure 2. Network of lemmas according to out-degree centrality (YifanHu Layout) 

 
 

Figure 3. Neighbors of “University” (predecessors in green and successors in red). 

 
 

On the other hand, to change, in the past and to feel show the highest in-degree centrality and, 

in addition, they are “absorbent” nodes, presenting in this case more incoming edges than 

outgoing edges compared to all the other nodes (Figure 4). These lemmas represent the final 

part of a sentence or account and express a development if compared to the past. 
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Figure 4. Network of lemmas according to in-degree centrality (YifanHu Layout). 

 

 
The students refer with greater frequency to that process of change which has allowed 

them to become aware of their current condition, “to realise” their self-image, acquiring more 

“awareness” than before of their competences and abilities and finally reaching greater 

maturity. The discussions revolve around the topic of university which, as has been said, 

represents indeed a crucial moment in the development of the young students. Moreover, words 

not only can be simply linked to many other words, which in turn produce further ties, but they 

can also have a “transition” function. The nodes carrying out this role present the highest 

betweenness centrality (Freeman, 1979), allowing the link between two or more network sets 

and being thus in a strategic position of the network. In particular, university and then to change 

and mature are the lemmas with the highest betweenness centrality, in other words they 

produce a significant semantic work in the text (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Network of lemmas according to Betweenness Centrality (YifanHu Layout). 
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These lemmas play a central role in relation to the flow of meanings in the network, 

defining in this way the semantic variety of the accounts. In this view, specific paths of meaning 

stem from the main intersection represented by the lemma university: for instance, the lemmas 

different and to believe manage to come into contact with to grow up and to feel only through 

university, just to indicate that the process of change of these young people (compared to how 

they were in high school) and, in addition, their awareness must involve the experience of 

university, which stimulates their personal and professional growth. University, therefore, 

plays a bridging role which foster the connection with different semantic set of the network:  it 

allows to leave high school, to test oneself in different roles, enough to represent a push for 

change, and later it encourages the orientation towards new goals until one reaches the world 

of work. 

 

Discussion 

 

Our analysis of university-work transition revealed four main themes. The first theme 

deals with description of the adolescent phase. This phase is crucial in terms of career decision, 

and this aspect show from the narratives of young people. According to the literature, career 

development takes place during adolescence. Adolescents begin to clarify their career identity 

(Erikson, 1963), develop an awareness of vocational interests and realities, and undertake 

career-related tasks, such as career planning and career exploration (Rogers & Creed, 2011). 

The beginning of this process in adolescence continues during the university, where young 

people intensify their thoughts on future careers. In the second cluster the theme of change 

emerges, above all compared to what we can define as career maturity. The high school years 

were conceptualised as a time when students would be gathering information about themselves 

and the world of work through a process of effective exploration, while the years immediately 

following in order to crystallize and specify a “wise” career choice and embark on the 

appropriate preparation for it. The need for planning, to set and pursue goals, next to the need 

to take contingency factors (i.e., context) into account, were specified as key aspects as well as 

the actual undertaking of activities to explore the world of work. From the third theme we 

observe the career decision-making. This process plays a central role in university-work 

transition. Transitions like this can, in fact, promote indecision (Patton & Creed, 2001). Career 

indecisions refer to the issues that subjects encounter before or during a career decision-making 

process (Gati, Kraus & Osipow, 1996). Moreover, choices regarding future require the ability 

to gather information, to search for help and support, to stave off intrusiveness and pressures, 

and to communicate one's decisions (Nota & Soresi, 2011). In the fourth cluster the evaluation 

of the context emerges. Consideration of the context in the career decision-making process is 

important in terms of career adaptability. According to Savickas (2005), Young behaviors are 

function of the environment, personal disposition, and of the ability to take into account these 

sources of strengths and constraints. In the new challenges of the global economy, adaptability 

refers to the individual's internal capabilities and resources towards vocational development 

tasks and professional transitions, allows individuals to employ self-concepts in occupational 

roles. Compared to the clusters dimension, Prospects towards work is the first in order of 

consistency, showing the largest number of elementary contexts and a greater thematic 

occurrence compared to the other clusters. This means that in the narrative flow a large part of 

these young subjects referred to the future working prospect.  

What is important, above all from a psychological point of view, is that the future is 

present in their mind, so it is accessible, and it can be referred to in narrations. Going through 

these dimensions, the topics covered develop, producing a shared narration and so a shared 

process of signification of the experiences. This young show awareness of their image in the 

past (how “they were”). They tell about an actual change in terms of identity and describe 
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themselves in the present as subjects active in the achievement of goals, being prone to future 

prospects towards the world of work. The students tell of feeling different and therefore 

changed compared to their high school period and prone to the establishment of future goals. 

The change is expressed in terms of increase of self-esteem, which seems to be central in 

defining the self-image: the crucial moments during the transition from high school to 

university, such as facing university entrance exams, attending lessons during the early weeks 

and passing the first exam, give more confidence in one’s own abilities. The experiences of 

academic life, however tough, are appreciated by the students themselves, who describe them 

as means to continuously test themselves. University allows them to explore new roles and try 

different activities aimed at understanding what they are actually able to do. University 

becomes a place of experimentation and exploration of the self, where the subjects begin to 

gain more knowledge of their strengths and weaknesses. 

For the new generations, the transition to the world of work does not present itself 

anymore as a direct and linear transition. The transformations from the economic point of view 

have involved a decrease of employment and an increase of precarious work which have 

affected above all the younger population. This postpones the entry for young people to the 

labour market and, more generally, to social life as bearers of responsibility and assignments 

specific to adulthood. These changes not only affect young people from the social point of 

view, involving an extension of the transition period from school to work, but they affect them 

also from a psychological point of view, slowing down the transition to adulthood.  

Even though an extension of the training courses may increase the developmental risks 

attributed to adolescence – until the involvement of subsequent years relative to the identity 

shaping – the university years are perceived by young people as a moment of self-discovery. 

The analysis of the accounts has come to light that these university students feel themselves 

different compared to high school period and the transition to university marks that passage, 

which is necessary for the young person in terms of self-definition. The change perceived 

moves towards greater self-esteem which affects the description the students give of 

themselves. It is in the present that they feel more mature, responsible and called upon to plan 

objectives and take decisions about future choices in a more independent way. The students’ 

accounts reflect the temporal evolution of their awareness: in the imagination of these youth, 

the definition of their own knowledge and abilities produces a clearer image of them in the past 

(an image of how “they were”) and a less blurry projection to the future (how “they will be”). 

By relying on their image in the present, which includes features of the self as well as 

competences acquired at university, and on the experiences achieved during the academic 

studies, these youths seem to be more confident in relation to their position in society. They 

begin to project themselves towards the world of work, focusing their attention on the most 

requested competences and, therefore, on those which can offer more opportunities on the 

market. These youths tell they have already experienced a “very early transition” from high 

school to university, which represents the first independent choice in the majority of the 

accounts, and they see university as a bridge in view of a new transition. Therefore, if it is true 

that the transition to adulthood is slower and more problematic for the youth who continue their 

studies, it is equally true that the youth themselves mark the centrality of university in the 

accounts, giving it an important position among the life’s experiences which contribute to the 

definition of the self. Indeed, at the centre of the students’ accounts we find the word university, 

which affects the orientation of the semantic flow and the formation of the meanings which 

circulate in the network, in relation to both personal and working process of growth. In this 

light, university would encourage young students to plan strategies to find job and it can be 

view as a “capital” enough to be suitable in period of economic crisis and instability (Habibov, 

Afandi, & Cheung, 2017). An of possible evidence of importance of the university for young 

is the willingness of the 76% of Italian students to continue the training after got bachelor’s 
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degree and 58% of them after got a master degree level in order to find a suitable job 

(Almalaurea, 2017). 

In conclusion, university would indiscriminately allow students to define and re-define 

themselves in view of the acquisition of future roles and the preparation for the world of work. 

Along with this, university is experienced as a training ground to test one’s own competences. 

Indeed, in the accounts there is no image concerning the uselessness of the academic studies in 

view of the transition to the world of work. Therefore, in the uncertainty of contemporary 

society where each individual is called upon to build one’s own working career, university may 

represent for students a protective factor. University may contribute, in particular, to the 

crystallisation of the competences and, more generally, to the creation of the personal and 

professional identity, providing the equipment necessary to face, at the end of the studies, the 

difficult access to the world of work and, more generally, the transition to adulthood. 

The present study shows a number of limitations: above all the participation rate in the 

present study was rather low and the survey is restricted to a territorial scope. Indeed, future 

research should investigate similar research questions using a larger and more representative 

sample providing more evidence and considering specificity of the Italian context characterized 

by enormous difficulties in finding work and the strong the gap between Northern and Southern 

regions. However, our research may represent a first step to deeply understand the dynamics at 

the heart of the subject of study in order to consider the phenomenon’s investigation on a 

national scale. From a methodological point of view, the narrative tool allows to deeply 

understand only some of the dimensions of the phenomenon. It is a shortcoming could be 

overcome by using quantitative instruments from a perspective of a mixed methods approach 

which allows to understand the phenomenon in its complexity. Combining textual analysis and 

network text analysis has allowed not only to explore the content of narrations, but also to 

identify the processes of signification; nevertheless, this method is still very recent in the 

literature. And ultimately, we would hope to pursue the longitudinal questions of whether 

students deemed ready at this stage do, indeed, experience a more adaptive work transition. 

The agentic quality of the participants is a good starting point for thinking about possible 

interventions that can make easier the transition. It is important, in our opinion, to highlight 

therefore the link between research and clinical intervention: the support interventions have to 

move towards improving of their own capabilities (Savickas, 2005) and develop those social 

and emotional abilities that are indispensable in the decisional process (Di Fabio & Kenny, 

2011, 2015). Along this direction go the interventions of life-designing (Savickas, 2012) that 

are a support to reflective capacities through narration. This work in fact is a first attempt to 

re-think possible interventions to support an adaptive transition, leveraging the benefits offered 

and emerging needs by narrations of young in transition. 
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